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INVITATION





If you come with me now, I will show you the sky.





We will lie on our backs on a mountainside and watch the white clouds come and go.





We will fill our minds with birdsong and the gentle wash of a river far below.





If you come with me now, I will show you how we got there.
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PART 1





BUDDHA
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CHAPTER 1





THE WIGGLE





I was feeling a little sexy. There was a wiggle in my walk. It was the shoes. I was wearing my black slingbacks bought with a lot of money and a dose of guilt. I had loitered outside the impeccably clean glass window of the shop on Sloane Street in London. Here a few choice shoes were arranged on slimstemmed white stands. It was too much of a temptation. I went in and pounced: gotcha!


  It was lovely to hear the click clack of these elegant heels now as I walked up the wide, polished stone stairs of the Grand Hyatt Hotel in Jakarta, Indonesia. I was in a five-star hotel and I was feeling pretty five-star myself. No supermodel, but tall in an expensive, fitted black suit with tightly upholstered buttons. The meeting I had come from had gone well. I was a woman in a man's world and I was doing fine, thank you very much. Not bad for a girl who had grown up in a quiet seaside town where you could taste the salt in the water and the smell of whelks hung in the air.


  There was none of that here in the humid air of Asia. The leaves were large enough to let drops of afternoon rain settle on top of them, perfectly still. Now, on this warm evening in September 1997, I was setting out how the rest of my day would unfold. I would get to the room, change into my swimming costume and go to the beautiful, underlit hotel swimming pool. I had glimpsed it from above, all deep blue reflections edged by discreetly moving staff carrying single drinks on round trays. Then I would eat something light and sensible, appropriate for a corporate female, and meet up with Greg and anyone he had with him later on. There – everything was set. Now it was just a question of the follow-through.


  I always liked checking out hotel rooms; the smooth bed covers and range of mini-toiletries. At this hotel, my room was on the fourth floor, a short walk down a blank corridor and on the right. I had no doubt the corridors on all the other floors were identical.


  The room was large, bigger than the whole of my old flat in Hong Kong. Space was always at a premium in Hong Kong and my flat in Lan Kwai Fong was small and lined with mirrors to give the impression of spaciousness. It could be disconcerting after a few drinks. This hotel room was a world away: big enough to have both empty space and carefully placed objects, like pieces set out on a chessboard. It was so nice to have space, the feeling of freedom.


  Inside and to the left was the bathroom door, followed by a cream wardrobe, then a sitting area with an antique-style dressing table and accompanying stand-up mirror. Opposite the entrance door there was a large glass window divided into squares by thick grey lines. In front of that stood a large desk with a rectangle of leather set into it and an ornate Europeanstyle wooden chair. It seemed the room might be ready for a grand visitor in the style of Napoleon himself. Further round to the right a bed was positioned with narrow spaces available on either side of it. Big – impressive, even – and all mine to spread out in like a lottery winner falling back in delight. 


  I put my laptop in its zipped black case on the desk by the phone. I took off my silver necklace and square-faced watch. I'd flown in on the early-morning flight from Hong Kong and it had been a long day. I pushed off my shoes and dropped by a couple of inches; I felt my feet sigh and my calf muscles relax. 


  Nice.


  Padding along in my tights, jacket off, shirt loosened, I went to check out the bathroom. Slowly I washed my hands with the just-opened mini-tablet of soap, smelling its scent before use. Looking around I saw there were only two towels. One close by, and small, and one far away folded on top of a chrome wall radiator. Only two? I checked under the counter but, yes, there were definitely only two.


  Hmm. That's a bit rubbish for a five-star hotel. Would they have others at the pool, or was I supposed to use these for my swim and then survive on a little hand towel? Hummph. 


  Tricky.


  Should I phone up housekeeping? Would I be a spoilt brat complaining about a 'lack' of towels in a room you could hold a ping-pong tournament in?


  I checked my face in the mirror. My eyebrows were neat, my hair swept up from my neck, and the raspberry lipstick was still oozing out its colour, defining the arches of my lips. The lighting in the bathroom was flattering, a good backdrop for the appearance of a successful businesswoman. I enjoyed a mildly triumphant air guitar moment. I knew for certain that Dad would be proud of me. This is what he had wanted for his eldest child. He would have been proud of the suit, the shoes and the business trips. He would be telling his mates down the pub on a Sunday lunchtime. I could see him leaning on the bar, friendly and affable in his wellies, taking a break from digging potatoes in his weekend allotment.


  He had said it, long ago: 'Em, I can see you in investment banking, you know.' He had been watering the garden from a large green watering can with a perforated copper spout, while I was trailing round the grass, noticing my newly large feet walking below me. The evening was one of warm air mixing into autumn and the soil was dry and crumbly. I must have been ten or eleven and had no idea what investment banking was except it sounded like something only men did. But I was pleased there was something Dad could see me 'doing'. It felt good to have something to share and hope for, together. Nice he was thinking of my future as he watered the plants. 


  Odd how these moments stay with you, never quite sinking back into the category of The Past. 


  'That's my daughter,' I could hear him say.


  I put on my one-piece, turquoise swimming costume, my head elsewhere. It was the perfect colour for my English skin and dark blonde hair.


  Still mulling over the question of towels and the feeling of Dad-ness, I heard a knock at the door. I slipped on the white hotel dressing gown and went to open it, not paying particular attention. Perhaps I was vaguely expecting towels, dry cleaning or a welcome gift. Instead a gun was pushed straight at me.


  Hard, silent metal into the soft centre of my chest. Bam.


  I stumbled backwards into the room, my feet caught under me like a horse being put down.


  What?


  The man with the gun got me from behind, placed his hand over my mouth and pushed me down on to the carpet. I tried to cower to make my body curl smaller, instinctively covering my head with my empty hands. I shrank. The man stood over me with the gun.


  Inside a room on the fourth floor of a five-star hotel, I started pleading for my life. The words came automatically, desperately.


  'Oh God, please don't kill me.' My words clung to my teeth and my whole body was cold.


  It was all changing so quickly. I knew he could hurt me at any time. From above, from the side, on my head, in my stomach, he could hit me or kick me and I did not know how to protect myself. All I had left were these words.


  'Please. Please don't kill me.' Beg. 'Jesus. God. Please.' My mind was preparing for a bang or a hole or a thud.


  I never said 'Jesus'; I rarely said 'God'. So why now? It was the only name I could implore to. If I had known this man's name, I might have used that instead.


  Am I about to die?


  I was in a towelling robe with a swimming costume on. I was English. I was female. I had a good job. I was a success. I had all this. I couldn't take it in.


  For a few moments, I moved outside my body. My mind somehow jumped out. I was pleading to live and witnessing the end of my life, all at the same time. I felt so temporary. But I didn't want to be. I wanted to live, and I knew it with absolute certainty. 


  I don't want to die.


  When it came down to it, I was scared of dying. I had not realised this before – that I was so scared of what might happen next. 


  The man pushed me back into one of the spaces between the bed and the desk. Crouching, I could hear the sound of rough breathing in my throat. I was back in my body. I was still alive. Hearing this sound was like knowing that time was passing for me for the very first time. Inhale, and one second was gone; exhale, another second came and went.


  Peeping up at the large, gridded window, I realised it was in fact sealed. The grid lines were just decorative – they weren't frames that could be opened. I knew then that even if I were to pick up my heavy laptop and launch it through the window, it would not let me escape. And anyway I was four floors up. I would smash to the ground by the bright blue pool.


  The room was a square, escape-proof box and I was in it.


  I was trapped by this hotel room, by the small space between the bed and the desk, and by this man and his gun. I knew that if I moved suddenly I would be shot. On my left, the bed was laid with a shiny satin bedspread. A pattern was stitched into its salmon-pink surface and its trimmed edge was hanging next to me. The fibres of the floor carpet were close to my face. With my head down, I could glimpse the man's shoes pacing backwards and forwards in front of my downturned eyes. When they came close, I froze; when they moved away, I sweated. My mind grasped at cop-show plots from TV shows and movies. How do I survive? 


  What do I do?


  I thought that I would be safer if I didn't look at his face. Then, somehow, I would be able to convince him that I was no danger to him, that he could let me go.


  So, with my head down, I listened.


  The pointy tips of the man's shoes were far away and then close by, as if on a camera runner moving from telephoto to wide angle. There it was – that slight creak as the feet moved. 


  I became aware of a strange smell. Was that the smell of fear? Maybe it was just how his body smelt this evening. Rank in my nostrils.


  Then he was over to my right side, near the desk. I could hear him picking at things, the chink of jewellery being turned over; he must be fingering my watch.


  Bill had given me that watch. It was his first present to me, given to celebrate our 'officially' becoming an item. We bought it together on the ground floor of Harvey Nichols, close to my July birthday. It was the most expensive present I had ever been given; it had a square, silver perimeter and a round, blue stone set into the edge.


  From above my head, I heard, 'You are Emma A. Slade?'


  The man's voice was reading out my name, pronouncing it carefully. Hearing my name was like hearing it in a line-up for execution. Fear tightened inside me. He must have been looking through my handbag, slung on the chair, and found my bank card.


  What can I possibly say to that? My throat clenched and my stomach felt empty – sick.


  Why was he asking my name? Did he know me? Had he been sent to find me? Had I really created such a stir with my questions in the finance meetings today? If this situation was deliberate, specific to me, then it definitely did not bode well. 


  'You are Emma A. Slade?' he said once more. He wanted an answer. His voice was accented but its origin was not clear to me.


  'Yes, yes,' I answered. It was true after all.


  Suddenly, the telephone on the desk began to ring. It took us by surprise. I looked up, in search of instructions. The man I saw had a thin face. He wore a grey, slightly shiny suit. If I'd been standing up I would have been taller than him. He was Asian but, like his accent, I could not tell from exactly where. Despite the shiny shoes and the gun, he seemed nervous. This was unsettling. It was not reassuring to have a man with a gun being twitchy so close to you.


  The telephone continued; it was so loud in the room.


  I waited.


  Are you going to pick it up?


  It kept on ringing.


  Should I pick it up?


  The man signalled with the gun for me to move; it was going to be my job to stop the ringing. On my knees, shuffling sideways, I moved the small distance to the desk on my right side. He walked closer and stood by me, to my left. I crouched a little as I lifted my arm up to reach the phone on the desk. 


  I put it to my right ear.


  'Hello?' It was my voice sounding shaky. That was me.


  A man said, 'Hello. Sorry to disturb you but there have been reports, from the room next to you, of screaming. Is everything OK?' The voice was clearly anxious.


  I heard all this in my ear but had no idea if the man standing next to me had also heard them.


  I held my breath, saying nothing, waiting to see if the armed man did anything.


  A pregnant pause.


  He didn't grab the phone. He just did nothing. Was he waiting for something?


  Underneath the silence, I realised that I could let someone know what was happening.


  This is your chance. Say something.


  But my throat was stuck. If I said 'Yes' and the man had heard, his metal gun would hit my head and my body would fall… I could see it now.


  The man on the phone spoke again, insistent: 'Is there someone there with you?'


  I spoke the three letters out loud to make one simple word: 'Yes.'


  'Do you need help?' The response came fast through the phone. 

  The man in the room was looking past me intently. 

  Gaining courage, I repeated, more evenly, 'Yes.' 

  'OK, we are coming.' The voice was definite.


  I said, 'Thank you,' as if I had been offered a hot towel or a porcelain cup of tea.


  'Right, goodbye then.' I guess there wasn't much else to talk about.


  'Goodbye,' I said, just as you do when you are ending any conversation. The word you use when you leave someone behind.


  I put the phone down on its cradle, slowly, as if this moment was time I could stretch out without end.


  I waited for the man with the gun to react but he did not. Instead, preoccupied, he moved away.


  He didn't ask me about the call. I wondered if his English actually wasn't that good. He hadn't answered my pleas and, so far, all he had said was, 'You are Emma A. Slade?' 

  Perhaps I had got away with it. Rescue was on its way. I held on to this secret like holding down a champagne cork before it blows.


  Did I scream when I opened the door? I didn't remember screaming, but who cared now that they were coming? 

  In my head John Wayne appeared with horses and chaps and the swagger of a saviour. Things had changed a little, all behind the back of this shiny man.


  I shuffled over to rest on the side wall of the bed, legs still bent, feet behind me. I didn't move right back into the little space I had been in before though.


  The man became more twitchy, a little sweaty. It struck me that maybe he was on drugs. He was the villain after all. Fidgety, he paced the room, as if beginning to sense its limits. 

  I looked up a little more decisively.


  He resumed walking back and forth towards me. As he did so, he kept fidgeting with his belt. His jacket was open and there was a pale, thin belt with a metal clasp threaded through his trousers. It looked cheap on his slim hips. This was a human on the prowl with a rope around its middle. I shuffled further back towards the wall and my hiding space and shrank a little smaller. There were no cowboys circling the perimeter. My body felt vulnerable. Even my bony backbone felt soft and snappable as I curled forwards to protect my front. 

  Besides the creak of his walking and the noise of my breathing the room was so quiet. I knew time was passing although there was no sound of a clock ticking. I felt much older. 

  No one else had arrived. 

  A new kind of fear took hold of me.


  When the man on the phone said 'goodbye', what had he meant? 

  Trying not to feel – let alone show – my concern, I began to think that no one was coming after all. An unshareable panic began to run in my mind. Quickly it moved; worse and worse it became, one fear spawning another, until I felt suffocated. 

  Maybe the call was staged? Could it be a set-up, part of some weird plot? Maybe the man in the room had known the call was coming. Maybe he had deliberately not reacted? 

  England was so far away. My mum, the beach and the sunny garden – they were all very somewhere else. I realised that no one I loved knew where I was. This would mean that no one would know. If it ended. Here. Tonight.


  There was just me and him and the gun. This gun with its rounded end looking at me; the 'me' that had just turned thirty-one. The 'me' that was single. The 'me' that so wanted to be happy and make a success of life.


  But what had I done, really? I had no children. I hadn't managed to become happy with being me yet. I had messed it up, damn it. And now it was going to be too late – too late to make it better. Damn it, Emma, you've fucked it up. Wanting towels and hotels and thinking it would all be OK if you got a good job. It would be such a waste to have it end here, now. Damn it.


  I looked again at the useless window and gave in to exhaustion. 

  Then there was a loud bang on the door. We both jumped, together. I looked up and we looked at each other. We looked properly for the first time.


  What shall I do? I didn't say the words, but signed them with my eyebrows, with my face. What do you want me to do? You tell me. You're the one with the gun.


  The man signalled, again with a loose flick of his gun. I had to get up and go towards the door. As I did so, he caught me from behind, placing the right of his body to my left side. Standing there, I felt the gun in my back. I could feel its round shape, pushing. I held on to my white robe to cover the front of me, the parts of me that felt so female.


  As we walked forwards, as if miming a child's three-legged walk, I could see the hotel door had outstanding ridges set on to it like a complex picture frame. Then I saw there was one of those little peepholes with a hinged silver cover on it which you could flick up or flick down.


  Why had I not seen it before? Why had I not used it? Stupid, Emma. So stupid.


  Slowly, I opened the door. It moved towards me, swinging inwards to the left. It was solid, weighty; it felt good just to hold on to something.


  He was behind me, further round to the left. I had no awareness of his hands, of whether they were touching me or not; the feeling of the gun was enough to restrain me. 

  I angled my head round the edge of the door, leaving most of my body in the room and inching my neck and head out. It wouldn't be possible for anyone to see the man behind me. He was safe.


  Out in the corridor was a hotel man in a suit, poised like a butler. He looked at me and asked, 'Is everything OK, madam?'


  I just looked and said, 'Yes'.


  I nodded.


  What else can I say? I hoped my expression, the nodding like a puppet and my lockjaw expression would scream out to him that OF COURSE I AM NOT OK. THERE IS A MAN WITH A GUN IN MY BACK AND I CANNOT GET OUT OF THIS ROOM.


  But I didn't know how to do that. I had no idea how to extend the conversation from there, how to play for time. 

  I said, 'Thank you' with an attempt at a quizzical tone.


  He returned it, plain-faced. 'Thank you, ma'am. Goodbye.' 

  Hearing another 'goodbye' was like a thud – so damning, so final. Everything turned inwards once more and I knew I could not say that word again myself. Instead my head made one slow nod – like a puppet taking a bow at the end of a play. 

  I closed the door. 

  There was nothing else I could do.


  I sat heavily on the edge of the bed. My shoulders sank.


  The man returned to his habit of pacing the room. Despair seemed to envelop us both, accompanying us in the room worse than the smell.


  He saw my packet of cigarettes on the desk and asked, with a lift of his chin, 'Can I have one?'


  I was surprised at the request. He was the one with the gun – we were living by his rules. His strange politeness was disarming.


  Slowly, as if my voice might calm an agitated child, I said, 'Sure.'


  He took a cigarette and turned to offer me one from the outstretched packet.


  'Thanks.'


  And there we were. Two people sharing a cigarette. The brand was Camel; the cigarettes were lined up, heads showing, in their distinctive yellow packet with a smiling camel shown in profile, set against pyramids in the background. The packet was soft. He had to tip it forwards into his fingers for the cigarette to come out. He walked to the desk and lit his with the matches placed in the ashtray compliments of the hotel. He passed them to me. I held the cigarette and lit my own, trying not to crush its softness in my fingers.


  It was simply the lighting of a cigarette with a gently moving flame. It was an action I had made so many times. In the office in Hong Kong we would stand on the grubby internal office stairs, chatting and smoking, taking a break from being grown-ups. Then it had been to relax and break up the long working day. Now all I felt was my arm as it moved, carrying the cigarette up to my lips and back down again on autopilot. 

  Ahh.


  The familiar taste was there. I knew I was breathing, feeling the smoke passing over my lips. I felt slightly heady. He smoked differently, more like a builder in England, cupping the cigarette in his palm as if he was protecting it from a strong wind. 

  We became a pair of smokers sharing time. In different circumstances I might have started up a conversation, asked a question, got to know him. This did not happen here. In fact, nothing happened. In the silence, he stood and I sat. 

  He finished his cigarette first and stubbed it out in the ashtray. I did the same a moment later, standing and then carefully moving past him to the ashtray on the desk. I could see my reflection, like a white ghost, moving towards the window now that it was dark outside. I pressed down on the end of the cigarette, crushing it into the glass tray. Its brown end folded in two by a crease pressed into its middle. The stuffing pushed out of its wrapper.


  Then we both heard a noise outside in the corridor. 

  I said nothing. He said nothing.


  I wanted him to forget about me and to think only about himself; maybe then he would trip up, forget to guard me with the gun. Maybe there would be a chance. 

  We waited. No knock came. 

  Still nothing happened.


  I felt old and homesick. I felt like throwing all of it up. 

  Then he spoke. He had a plan.


  'You will open the door,' he explained, gesturing as if I did not know exactly where the door was. 'If anyone ask, we are going to the swimming pool. We are together. We walk to the lift and leave. We go together.'


  Actually, his English was OK – better than his plan.


  Of course I, handily, still had my swimming costume on under the hotel gown, but even so we would look like the craziest of couples. There would be him in a suit, me in a towelling robe, sandwiched together and mincing towards the gold, reflective lifts.


  But I didn't care. His plan meant we would need to open the door.


  'Yes, yes, OK,' I said eagerly. The thought of being on the other side of that door was almost too much to hope for. 

  Heart thumping I stood up and, once again, he placed his body at an angle to my back. I clutched the white towelling material around my tummy. I looked at the door, knowing we were going to open it and try to leave.


  I drew down on the shiny handle and the white door began to open. I could feel his body, his breath and the gun as if they were part of me. His smell hung, stagnant, as the door began to open. I was aware of the long corridor to the right. Without turning my head, I was able to see that down it, lining the wall, were a lot of men in khaki clothes. They had guns. They were standing-crouching with their guns all facing the same way – towards the door. Towards us. There were so many of them, like repeating, crouching sprinters waiting for the starter's gun.


  I could see them but I knew he couldn't. Not yet.


  It was now. It had to be now. Sweat and electricity coursed through me.


  I reached for my childhood: come here, wrap around me. The quietness of my home, the place I had come from. The smell of the sea, with the huge sky above, and Dad and me like tiny dots floating free. Dad, swimming in his big red trunks, and me, my body curling and uncurling as the saltwater passed over my limbs.


  I could see Mum with Lucy, Toby and our Labrador, Sam. They were still walking on the beach, crunching over the pebbles, straggled out along the shabby outline of Whitstable beach. 

  It was all there, still, and, then, I let it all go.
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