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        Laeticia

      

      Vipassana.

      Sssshhhhh.

      Peace.

      I am Laeticia.

      Palm trees. A hornbill screech. Juan’s face.

      Three hours of silence before breakfast.

      Ten days of silence after breakfast.

      Breathe.

      

      It happened two years ago.

      I didn’t tell Juan about it. He was away in San Sebastian for two weeks, perhaps already with her. I was pregnant, although I hadn’t told him yet. I thought I would lose the baby. I thought I would have a disease.

      It was in Paris, walking back from the café after a late closing, and there was someone behind me – the clicking of expensive shoes approaching, the biting scent of a strong aftershave. An arm went around my waist. Not softly, but hard, locking my body into its grip. I looked up towards him in panic – a mistake maybe? Could I push him away? – but he was walking forward with purpose, only now with me, unable to get away, beside him.

      I glanced the other way, my panic increasing. Even at that point, there was no doubt in my mind as to his intention, as to what would happen if I didn’t extract myself from the situation. I’d always thought of that street as safe, busy at night, but right then, there was no one. Perhaps a face in a lit window? He must have seen the opportunity.

      I remember the light as orange, but Paris has the white and yellow lights, so it must be my memory colouring the scene. I’m putting the Rio de Janeiro lights onto Paris, although Rio was never dangerous for me. I would know what to say to someone in Rio to make them run. But in Paris, I didn’t understand the motivations deep enough.

      “My husband is waiting for me,” I said, trying to pull myself out of his grip. It wasn’t true. My husband was in San Sebastian, possibly with his mistress. “I’m pregnant,” I said, short of breath now. It felt like I wasn’t drawing enough oxygen into my brain to say the right thing, to fill my limbs with the strength they needed to act. He was dragging me into the outer courtyard of some buildings.

      Why didn’t I scream? I was sending commands to my throat, to my mouth, to my legs, but they seemed to have shut down. I could feel my heartbeat, but the rest of my body had stopped responding. It had closed off, disassociating itself from what was happening. You’re on your own, it was saying.

      “Beautiful, beautiful,” he whispered. “Ma belle. Ma belle,” as if it was a romantic evening, as if I’d been gazing at him over a candlelit dinner with a red rose in a vase for hours. And then it was happening. Ma belle. The aftershave. The pain. His expensive shoes.

      Then he was gone. And I felt betrayed not by him, or men, or the Paris police, but by my own body. Why had it let me down when I needed it the most? What was the point of being able to run for miles in the Bois de Boulogne or along the Barra da Tijuca if I could not run when I was in danger?

      My legs were so weak I felt drunk as my steps weaved home. I climbed the stairs to my apartment, locked the door behind me, then lay down on the floor in the corridor. I thought of all the women in the world who had ever been raped. I thought of all the women who had been raped that very day. My rape day. I thought of my mother. I wondered if I was going to lose the baby.

      Breathe.

      

      Perhaps every woman has this day. Perhaps when we’re born, we have a day we’re going to die, a day we will give birth and a day we will be raped.

      When I worked for the UN Refugee Agency, I dealt in the statistics of sexual assault. In some conflict zones, there was a twenty-five percent risk of an attack taking place, regardless of age. Nonagenarian, baby, it didn’t matter. If you were a woman, every morning was a day that your turn could come.

      So, I’m in good company. I think about the women who’ve been attacked by soldiers in their burnt-out houses, after having seen their children killed in front of them. And I wonder what they would say if I asked them whether they would have preferred to be assaulted in a medieval courtyard by a well-dressed Frenchman smelling of eau de cologne. Would they laugh and spit on me? Would they look at me through dead eyes? Or would they take my hand and say, yes, we are family?

      

      Breakfast time. Mounds of dragon fruit, mango and melon in colours of sunset. Piles of lychees, pineapple, papaya.

      I queue up with the women. The men have their own entrance to the dining hall, separated by a wooden barrier. We can see the jungle through the glass walls. I bite into sweet pineapple and my body tingles as I look out at the layers of green on green. After breakfast, we embark on our mandatory stroll along the boardwalks and set paths outside. I stretch my legs as I walk; long, low strides. The air is warm and wet. I tense all the muscles I can, then relax them. The men have their own routes. There are many rules here. No jogging. No yoga in the rooms. No talking to the men. No scented face-creams. No pens or paper. No music. No clothing that reveals too much flesh. No food except for what is provided in the dining room – simple vegetarian, as the booklet describes it. No phones, no technology, no visitors. No leaving the grounds, no running into the jungle, no quick smoke late at night.

      And most important of all: no speaking.

      They say that in the first seventy-two hours, the mind will create a furnace of thoughts and try to force us to say words, any words. But once it learns that the barrier of silence is impenetrable, then a window to peace will be opened.

      Low resonance of a vibrating gong. We are being called back to the hall. I inhale the jungle air once more, and then exhale slowly. I am ready to meditate.

      

      The end of the first day. Eleven hours of observing our breath.

      In the final hour, a video was played to the room of worn-out meditators. S. N. Goenka, the man who fulfilled a 2,500-year-old prophesy to bring the meditation technique of the Buddha back to India, appears to us, dressed in a white gown. His face is laughing and empathetic. His words are kind and humorous. He tells us that we must be tired. He tells us that these ten days will be arduous. He tells us that we can escape from pain and suffering.

      I picture students sitting in meditation halls around the world, listening to these videos, seeking an escape from pain and suffering. Yet it seems to me that more than this we are seeking a pause from the insanity of the world raging unstoppably around us. A single, long moment of calm, untouched, while the mass of endless information piles higher and wider, continually rendering our lives smaller and more displaced and stripping away levels of reality and connection and serenity and any time – any real time to process any of it.

      Perhaps, as our world continues to whirl faster, these meditation centres will be the only place left where time can stop; where breath can ease; where minds might rest.

      Breathe.

      

      “Will I ever get over it?”

      I had finally managed to ask the question. Anabel and I were sitting at a corner table of my arts café, Si La Femme. She’d been helping me run it for the last few days.

      Anabel had flown over from New York as soon as I told her what had happened. She just packed a bag, went to the airport and got on a plane. That’s the friend she is.

      She’d never been to Paris before but she fitted right in. She matched sharp New York business suits with heels and a foot-high afro and even the Parisian women gave her jealous looks, which is the greatest compliment they have to bestow.

      “I feel unsafe everywhere,” I went on. “I see men as threats. I feel physically vulnerable. My body carries fear. If I see a painting of a man and a woman, I see only danger.”

      Anabel reached across the table and took my hand. She was a straight talker. She never softened blows.

      “You might not get over it,” she said. “It was a serious assault. It’ll take a lot of time and work.” She paused to let me digest what she’d said. “But we’re not afraid of hard work, right?”

      I shook my head. We were both hard workers.

      “And I’m here to help you. We’ll keep on it ’til we get there. However long it takes. Could be boxing, self-defence, group therapy – whatever fixes it, we’ll find it.”

      “Okay,” I said. It was about as much as I could say. I might not get over this. Something had been done to me and I might never get over it. That was terrifying.

      “Laeticia…” Anabel was giving me her power look. A beam of pure strength that took men down and raised women up. “Listen to me. We’re on this.”

      Breathe.
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        Ivan

      

      Bloody mosquitoes.

      There’s one biting my neck right now.

      Smack!

      Got the bastard.

      I am Ivan.

      Three hours until breakfast. My stomach is roaring. I’ve lost two kilograms already. How many vegetables can a person eat?

      Blood pressure. It’s going down. Less panic.

      Zhenia’s face. Again. Blood pressure rising. Heart is racing. I’m going to pass out.

      I can’t take revenge if I’m dead from a heart attack.

      

      I’ve been to Thailand before. I don’t remember there being any mosquitoes on Phuket Island, though. I recall a lot of sashimi and fantastic service and truck loads of fruit. I lost some kilograms then as well. Eva told me I should come here – she’d heard something about it. “You’re going to die,” she kept telling me. “You’re going to have a heart attack. The pills aren’t doing anything.”

      After Zhenia tricked me into signing documents and I was voted out of the company with a diluted share price, I went through three stages. The first two weeks I couldn’t eat. I felt like I was floating. My body and mind rejected all food and drink. The only thing I could get down me was kefir, unpasteurised, fermented yogurt. Zero fat kefir. Maybe it isn’t even a food, that’s why my body accepted it, but I lost five kilograms in those two weeks. I spent the days wandering around the city. I had known Zhenia since I was five. We were in kindergarten together, we were in school together, we stole companies together in the ’90s, we grew rich together. We trusted no one – not our wives, not even our children. But we trusted each other.

      He has to die.

      The second two weeks I smoked non-stop, so my diet became zero fat kefir and cigarettes. Eva was going nuts, of course. Her money supply had been cut off. She was thinking about the children’s school and the teacher bribes we had to pay; she was thinking that her friends now had better handbags than her; she was thinking that if she stopped her cellulite massages then she’d get lumpy thighs. Or maybe I’m wrong. Maybe she was just worried that I’d have a heart attack and she’d be left penniless. Maybe she was figuring a game plan. I hope so. She might need one. Smart girl, Eva. She’ll make sure the children are alright. I wonder if she ever slept with Zhenia.

      In fact, now I’m sure of it. If Zhenia betrayed me in this way and manoeuvred me out of my own company, then why wouldn’t he screw my wife? And it would be just like Eva to sleep with both business partners, in case one goes down.

      Are my children really mine?

      

      The mosquito has bitten me again; they probably carry diseases. They should spray these places before they let people in. The new bite is itching. I can feel it swelling. I’ve got to scratch it. Blin! Dammit! There’s another one. The person beside me keeps turning round; he’s making a hissing sound. He can get lost. I can’t sit here for ten days if I’m going to get eaten alive. That wasn’t part of the deal. It’s just a bit of scratching.

      Observe the breath, they say. Breathe in. Breathe out. Honestly, I could have done this in Kyiv.

      

      “You’ve got to go,” Eva had said. “Otherwise, you will fall dead in front of me. Then what do I do? What about the children?”

      She had wheedled my doctor into agreeing as well. “Ivan,” he said, “Vanya, she is right. I gave you the strongest pills I can prescribe and they are not working. Your stress is too deep.”

      “Give me something stronger,” I told him. “Don’t prescribe it. Just get it for me.”

      “That will be an even faster way to die,” he told me.

      I was pacing the living room floor. Eva came in with a cup of coffee for the doctor.

      “Boris, you’ve got to tell him. He’s going to die.” She started crying those ridiculous fake tears. She was probably thinking about the new shoes she couldn’t buy or the cancelled trip to Milan.

      “I’m not going to spend a fortune going to some remote jungle and sitting in a filthy room for two weeks,” I shouted.

      Eva flashed a look at me. One of those triumphant, teary ones when she’s got what she wants.

      “It doesn’t cost a thing,” she said. “It’s free. You just pay for flights.”

      “What do you mean it’s free? I won a prize, did I?”

      “Nobody pays,” Eva said. “It’s a system. People who do this meditation think it’s so good they pay for someone to go on the course after them.”

      “So, I pay later,” I said.

      “Not if you don’t want.”

      “No. I don’t want.”

      And that’s how I ended up in this room.

      Then the third phase hit me: resignation.

      

      Zhenia, Zhenia, Zhenia, Evgen, Evgenii, Zhen, Zhenichka, Zhenia.

      We met when we were five, at kindergarten. We were dropped off by our grandmothers. Mine was large and solid, like a tank; his was strong and wiry, like a sniper gun. He pinched my ear, I punched him in the stomach, then we rolled on the floor, delighted to find a commensurate amount of rage and desire for violence in each other. When they pulled us apart and sent us to different sides of the room to be surrounded by groups of girls, we were alive, grinning, elated.

      Zhenia. My best friend. My partner. The witness at my wedding. My thief-in-arms.

      I will miss him when he’s dead.

      

      Breathe, they say. Breathe.

      I breathe. I am breathing.

      Focus on the breath, they say. Let the thoughts pass. Just observe the breath.

      Okay.

      Here are the thoughts I am going to let pass:

      Different ways to murder Zhenia.

      The possibility that Eva is sleeping with Zhenia.

      The possibility that Zhenia is the father of my children.

      The possibility that the takeover was plotted by Eva and Zhenia, and that when Eva persuaded me to come to Thailand and not look at my phone for ten days, she was planning to move in with Zhenia and arrange for me to be arrested and sent to prison when I get back.

      The possibility that the doctor is in on it too.

      The possibility that my mother has heard everything and has died from the shock.

      The possibility that my children are now calling Zhenia Tato – Father.

      The possibility that I’m going to die from a heart attack in the next week. My blood pressure will go up and up and up, and my arteries will explode from rage.

      The possibility that the whole business community now knows how I have been betrayed and duped and sent away and are drinking vodka and laughing until they cry at what a fool I am.

      The possibility that I will be assassinated at Bangkok airport on my way back.

      The possibility that Zhenia will have paid off my bodyguards and that they will take me out when I arrive home.

      The possibility that Zhenia has got the mother, wife and daughter of one of my bodyguards locked up and won’t free them until I’m taken care of.

      The possibility that even if none of that is true (and most of it probably is), I will be penniless when I return and embroiled in dozens of court cases filed by corporate wolves trying to get money off me, and that Zhenia will have paid all the judges in advance to rule against me.

      The fact that now Zhenia is gone, I have no one in the world to trust or to tell my thoughts to.

      The fact that my heart hurts every time I think of it and feels like it will burst open and blood will spill out.

      There. These are the thoughts I will let pass.

      No problem at all. Let’s just give them a tidy sweep. Let’s get the broom and pan and one, two, three, we’re done.

      What a waste of time. I’m hungry. I want breakfast. They said there’s no meat here. How am I going to get through two weeks with no meat? They searched my bag when I arrived. It was a circus. They laid it all out on the reception table: mobile phones – three of them; a radio; four packets of meat; aftershave; computer; some Valium, sleeping tablets. No vodka, though. Eva must have gone through my bag in Kyiv and taken the bottle out. Sneaky bitch. I should have eaten the meat in the taxi. I made them promise to put it in the fridge. First thing I’ll do when I’m finished here: get my meat back.

      They say that some famous oligarchs do this – silent meditation retreats. They come and spend ten days in the jungle every year and it gives them vision. Who told me that? The doctor, maybe? Or I read it somewhere. It’s the young ones, I’m sure, not my generation. Our meditation is meat and vodka. Our meditation is the sauna and crayfish. Our meditation is three strippers and a kilo of black caviar.

      At least I don’t need to sleep yet. It’s four-thirty in the morning here, that’s eleven-thirty at night in Kyiv and I’d usually be at the nightclub now, sitting at a table, drinking vodka. There’d be some friends, some business partners, some girls with legs at the bar, maybe one on a pole. It’s like I always say – no real business gets done unless there’s a girl dancing round a pole in the centre of the room. Not in Kyiv, anyway.

      There. I feel calmer. I’ll ignore all the other thoughts and just focus on one. A lovely girl around a pole. Long legs, high heels, red thong, naked breasts, rubbing that pole, rubbing, rubbing…

      Smack!

      Bloody mosquito.
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        Francis

      

      Four-thirty a.m.

      Ten-thirty at night in Paris.

      I am sitting cross-legged in a silent meditation hall in the middle of a Thai jungle.

      A fan is creaking as it circles on the roof above us.

      A small animal is scampering over the tiles.

      I hear the heavy breathing of the man on my left.

      I smell the toilet soap of the man on my right.

      The person behind me has shifted position five times.

      I am Francis. I am François.

      My job is to anticipate future risks to my country.

      But I reached the point where all I could see was risk.

      A short break, they said, to calm your mind.

      Vipassana.

      Everyone feels better afterwards.

      We will be waiting for you, Francis.

      Don’t come into work tomorrow, Francis.

      See you in a month, Francis.

      Goodbye. Au revoir.

      Good luck.

      

      I took the bus from the local airport. Thirty meditators cramped together, wiping the steaming windows for a view of the Thai landscape: jungles and distant mountains, villages and perched temples. I sat beside an Englishwoman who was returning to “serve” for the ten days. While we meditated, she would be cooking our meals and cleaning our showers, washing the dishes and beating the gongs that would wake us up at four in the morning. I liked her. She was excited about ten days of hard, menial work. I was moved.

      “What has brought you to Thailand?” she asked.

      “My head,” I replied, “gets fizzy. I see too many things. I observe too intensely. I cannot switch my mind off and then my reality becomes distorted.” I paused. “Or so people tell me.”

      She laughed. “The main principle of Vipassana is to observe intensely,” she said. “So, you should be great at it.”

      Her words didn’t make me feel good. Her words made me worried.

      

      On the first evening, having settled into our rooms, we trooped into the meditation hall where we would spend eleven hours a day meditating, a hundred and ten hours in one space, two feet by four feet, our small place of peace. We listened to the instructions.

      They were simple: Observe the breath. Release any thoughts that draw your focus away from it. Do not breathe deeply or strongly. Breathe through the nose, as if you were not paying attention to the process. Observe the movement of the breath in and out of the nose. Do not follow it down to the lungs. Do not track its passage out into the meditation chamber. Just the small movement in and out of the nose.

      Simple. Specific. Seriously impossible.

      

      “Close your eyes. Observe the breath.”

      The time is four-forty-five. There are ten-and-three-quarter hours remaining to observe the breath. It is not going to be any different. I have observed it. It is shallow: low intake of oxygen, release of carbon dioxide.

      If there was a chemical attack on the meditation centre and we had to seal the room with no air coming in, I calculate how long we would survive. Eight cushions by eight cushions: sixty-four cushions on the men’s side and the same on the women’s makes one hundred and twenty-eight. Teachers at the front, a row of old students and monks down each aisle give an extra twenty. One hundred and forty-eight people in the room.

      I estimate the volume of the chamber, with twenty percent oxygen content and net consumption of four cubic metres an hour. Divide this between a hundred and forty-eight people and we have fifteen days to survive.

      However, in the case of an attack, we’d be in fight-or-flight mode with a double respiration rate. That takes us to seven-and-a-half days. And the meditators would be dying off, with the corpses using oxygen to decay, so let’s deduct two days for that. Oxygen only needs to decrease to ten percent of air composition to induce coma and death, so we’re down to three.

      Three days, then. If there is an attack and we need to seal the hall, then we’re all dead in seventy-two hours.

      If we were to draw this on a chart, we’d use Time as Axis X and Panic Level as Axis Y and I’d draw the oxygen as a line steeply descending, hitting the horizontal at three days, to show total death.

      However, this also supposes that the hall can be properly sealed. We have dozens of thick blankets for us to wrap ourselves in while we’re meditating, and I’d help them secure the doors and windows, but if the gas or chemical was strong enough then it would seep in, and we could all be dead within an hour.

      Unless there was a strong wind.

      Another graph: Strength of Chemical meeting Wind Level. Lay on top of that the percentage of success in sealing the hall windows and doors with blankets. Then the wind level seems to be the dominant factor. But who would launch a chemical attack in a high wind? Someone of low intelligence. So, another variable: intelligence of the attackers.

      New graph: Intelligence of Attackers on Axis X, Wind Level on Axis Y.

      These are both random factors over which we have no control.

      So, in the event of an attack, the main factor of survival is chance.

      How is this helping me be calmer?

      I am meant to be breathing.

      I should take in as little oxygen as possible, just in case.

      

      “I like your accent,” the Englishwoman on the bus had said. “You’re French?”

      She was pretty. She was wearing a cotton dress to her knees, and no make-up. Her hair was in a ponytail. But it wasn’t a case of having no sense of fashion or making a statement by being pared-down. It just felt natural. I was drawn to it.

      “I’m both French and English,” I replied. “A father of one, a mother of the other.”

      “Where did you grow up, then?” she asked.

      “In English boarding schools and French farmhouses,” I replied. But that sounded pretentious, so I added, “and a poky Paris apartment.”

      “I’m from Liverpool,” she said. She just offered it. Like the dress and the clean face, it was a simple statement. I began to wonder if I’d met anyone else like her. I knew plenty of women who dressed badly and wore ponytails, but I got the sense that she could have been all sorts of interesting things, and she was choosing this clean simplicity. But then I don’t trust my senses anymore. They tell me too many things that start my brain fizzing. I’m from Liverpool, she told me. No more, no less.

      “Francis,” I said, holding out my hand.

      “Jo,” she replied.

      “Or François, if we’re in France.” Again, I sounded pretentious. Her clear eyes were bringing out the fool in me.

      “Two names,” she said, with a little smile. “That must get confusing.”

      “My mother called me Francis, and my father François. In France one, in England the
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