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            Mindfulness

         

         
            When you’re waiting outside a door, you’re waiting outside a door.

            When you’re having an argument with your wife, you’re having an argument with your wife. That’s mindfulness.

            When you’re waiting outside a door, and you’re spending that time having a mental argument with your wife – that’s not mindfulness.

            That’s just plain stupid.

            Joschka Breitner, Slowing Down in the Fast Lane: Mindfulness for Managers2

         

      

   


   
      
         3First off, I’m not a violent man. Quite the opposite. For example, I’ve never once in my life gotten into a fight. And I didn’t even kill anyone until I was forty-two. Which, looking around my current professional environment, seems rather late – though, true, the week after that I did bump off almost half a dozen.

         That doesn’t sound great, I know, but anything I did, I did with the best of intentions. A logical result of my commitment to becoming more mindful. To harmonise my work and my family life.

         My first encounter with mindfulness was actually very stressful. My wife, Katharina, tried to force me to relax. To improve my resilience, my unreliability, my twisted values. To give our marriage one more chance.

         She said she wanted that well-balanced man back she’d fallen in love with ten years earlier, that young man full of ideals and aspirations. Had I responded I would also like her to have the body back that I fell for ten years earlier, our marriage would’ve been over and done with. And rightly so. Obviously, time should be allowed to leave its marks on a woman’s body, but apparently not on a man’s soul. And that’s why my wife’s body was spared a plastic surgeon whereas my soul was sent off to mindfulness training.4

         Back then, I thought mindfulness was just a different cup of the same esoteric tea that’s warmed over and repackaged under a new buzzword every decade or so. Mindfulness was just autogenic training without lying down. Yoga without contorting yourself. Meditation without sitting cross-legged. Or, as the article in Manager magazine my wife once demonstratively placed on the breakfast table put it: ‘Mindfulness means taking in each moment with love and without judgement.’ A definition that made as little sense to me then as those pebbles on the beach pointlessly stacked by people so de-stressed they’ve become entirely detached from reality.

         Would I have even participated in this mindfulness racket if it’d only been about the two of us, my wife and me? Not sure. But we have a little girl, Emily, and for her I would hitchhike from Sodom to Gomorrah if it meant our family would have a future.

         She’s the real reason why, one Thursday night in January, I had my first appointment with a mindfulness coach. I was already twenty-five minutes late when I rang the bell outside the heavy wooden door of his ‘mindfulness studio’ to discuss, among other matters, my time-management issues.

         The coach rented the ground floor of a lavishly renovated old building in a fancier part of town. I’d spotted his flyer in the wellness area of a five-star hotel and seen his fees online. Someone who charges an arm and a leg to teach people to be more relaxed could probably meditate away any annoyance at a paying client’s lack of punctuality – at least, that’s what I thought. But when I rang the bell, nothing happened.5

         Until this relaxation guru refused to open the door, I’d actually been quite relaxed, because my delay was entirely excusable. I was a lawyer – criminal law – and had managed to squeeze in a remand hearing just before. An employee of my main client, Dragan Sergowicz, had found himself in a jewellery shop that afternoon wishing to pick out an engagement ring. Instead of money, however, he only had a loaded pistol on him. And when he didn’t like the rings that were presented to him, he smacked the jeweller in the temple with his gun. Since the jeweller had already triggered the silent alarm by then, the police arrived to find the jeweller on the ground, and the armed man offered no resistance when faced with the police’s two sub-machine guns. After they took him to the police station, they informed both me and the district judge.

         If I’d retained the ideals I had as a law student, I’d have found it completely justified for such an utter lowlife to remain in pretrial detention until the court hearing and then be tossed in the nick for a few years.

         With my years of experience as a criminal defence lawyer who specialised in utter lowlifes, however, I managed to free the idiot in under two hours.

         So it wasn’t like I was running late to my coaching appointment, I’d basically been running a victory lap. And if this relaxation flake didn’t waste the remainder of our time being petulant, I could tell him why I’d been so victorious.

         The man with a penchant for shopping while carrying was twenty-five and still lived with his parents. His criminal record didn’t have any violent offences, only drug-related 6ones. There was no danger of flight, repeat offence or suppressing evidence. Plus, I’d argued, he shared the common social values of marriage and family – after all, that’s why he’d been in the jewellery shop: by purloining an engagement ring, he was expressing his readiness to form a strong marital bond.

         Alright, for the jeweller in hospital and the constables on patrol, it must certainly have been difficult to understand that someone who was undoubtedly a violent offender was released to preen and mock the authorities to his friends that same night. When it came to things like this, even my wife occasionally found my work rather questionable. But explaining our legal system to other people wasn’t my job. My job was to exploit that system using every trick in the book. I made my money doing good for bad people. That’s it. And I’d mastered it perfectly. I was an excellent criminal defence lawyer, employed by one of the most prestigious corporate law firms in the city, ready and available around the clock.

         It was stressful, of course it was. And not always compatible with my family responsibilities. That’s why I found myself at the door of this mindfulness guy, who wouldn’t let me in … My neck started to tense up.

         But I got a lot in exchange for all that stress: a company car, bespoke suits, expensive watches. I’d never cared much about status symbols before, but once you’re a lawyer representing organised crime, status symbols start to matter. If only because, as a lawyer, you become a status symbol for your client.7

         So I got a large office, a designer desk, and five figures a month to bring home to my family: my delightful daughter, my wonderful wife and me.

         Sure – a high four-digit slice of that salary went to paying off our house. A home for my delightful daughter, whom I never saw because I was always working, and for her loving mother, with whom, when I did see her, I only ever seemed to argue. Me because I was irritated by my work, which I couldn’t tell my wife about because she hated it; and her because she had to take care of our little girl alone all day – and had given up her own serious job as department head at an insurance company to do so. If our love was a delicate plant, we’d obviously been careless when we moved it up into a family-sized pot. In short: we were like so many successful young couples – going to shit.

         In order to reconcile work and family, and because I was the only one of us who had both, my wife had decided I was the one of us who needed to work on themselves. She’d sent me to this mindfulness coach, a plonker who wouldn’t open the door. My neck was really tensing up now, quietly crackling with every shake of my head.

         I rang the doorbell next to the heavy wooden door for the second time. The lacquer seemed to be fresh, or at least that’s what it smelled like.

         It finally opened, revealing a man standing there as though he’d been lurking the whole time, just waiting for that second ring. He was a few years older than me, in his early fifties.8

         ‘Our appointment was for eight o’clock,’ he stated, then he turned and walked down the bare hallway without another word. I followed him into an indirectly lit, sparsely furnished office.

         The man looked ascetic, not an ounce of fat on his sinewy body. The type of guy who essentially wouldn’t gain a pound even if you subcutaneously injected him with an entire cream cake. He looked well groomed, wearing stonewashed jeans, a chunky wool cardigan over a plain white cotton shirt, and slippers on his otherwise bare feet. No watch. No bling.

         The contrast couldn’t have been greater. I was wearing my dark-blue bespoke suit, white shirt with cufflinks, a silvery-blue tie with diamond-studded tie pin, Breitling watch, wedding ring, black socks, Budapest brogues. Even just my accessories outnumbered the furniture in his practice. Two armchairs, one table. A bookshelf and a side table for drinks.

         ‘Yes, sorry. Got stuck in traffic.’ After his non-greeting, I’d already half a mind to turn around and leave. My wife could complain about me being late free of charge. But if Katharina found out that not only had I been late to my mindfulness course, but I’d also left in a right huff, the resulting argument would cause enough stress to require two additional relaxation coaches.

         ‘I had a sudden remand hearing come up. Aggravated robbery, so I couldn’t just …’ Why did I have to be the one talking? He was the host, shouldn’t he at least offer me a seat, or say something else? But the guy was just looking at me – almost like my daughter studying a beetle in the 9forest. Whereas beetles instinctively freeze when they find themselves observed by an unfamiliar species, I reflexively started to chatter.

         ‘Maybe we can just speed things up … for the same fee,’ I offered, trying to start afresh after our botched beginning.

         ‘A road doesn’t get any shorter when you run,’ was his response.

         I’d read more meaningful slogans on my secretaries’ coffee mugs. And this one wasn’t even offset by a good cup of coffee. This did not bode well.

         ‘Have a seat, won’t you? Can I offer you some tea?’

         Finally. I sat down in one of the armchairs. It looked like it had once won a design award back in the antediluvian 1970s and essentially consisted of a single chrome tube, over which was suspended a coarse brown corduroy cushion – astoundingly comfortable, it turned out.

         ‘Do you have espresso as well?’

         ‘Green tea OK?’ Ignoring my question, the coach was already pouring me a cup from a glass teapot. Its milky glass showed it had been in daily use for years. ‘There you go, room temp.’

         I started, ‘Well, to be honest, I don’t know if this is the right place for me …’ I clung tightly to my teacup, hoping he would interrupt me, but he didn’t. My words stammered to a sudden stop, met with the coach’s open expression.

         After it became clear I wouldn’t finish my sentence, he took a first sip of his tea. ‘I’ve only known you for thirty minutes, but I think you could learn a lot about yourself here.’10

         ‘You haven’t known me for thirty minutes though,’ I remarked astutely. ‘I’ve only been here for three.’

         Annoyingly placid, the coach replied: ‘You could have been here for thirty minutes. Obviously, you spent the first twenty-five or so minutes doing something completely different. Then you stood outside the door for three minutes wondering whether to ring the doorbell a second time. Correct?’

         ‘Uh …’

         ‘After you finally decided to ring again, the three minutes you’ve spent here so far have shown me that you do not consider the rare appointment focusing solely on you to be very important, that you exclusively let your priorities be set by external circumstances, that you think you have to justify yourself to a complete stranger, that you cannot stand silence, that you cannot intuitively grasp any situation that deviates from the usual and that you are completely trapped by your habits. How does that make you feel?’

         Wow, the bloke was right.

         I blurted out, ‘If those are also the exact same reasons you don’t want to have sex with me, then I’d feel right at home!’

         Choking on his green tea, the coach started to cough and then burst into hearty laughter. Once he’d finished, he held out his hand. ‘Joschka Breitner, nice to have you here.’

         ‘Björn Diemel, good to meet you.’

         The ice was broken.

         ‘So, why are you here?’ Breitner asked.11

         I thought about it. I could think of a thousand reasons, and then not a single one. I felt I should probably display a certain degree of openness towards a mindfulness coach. After his burst of laughter, I also found him quite congenial. But I was far from ready to start sharing intimate details from my private life.

         Breitner noticed my hesitation. ‘Just tell me five things that are related to you being here.’

         I took a deep breath, then launched right in. ‘There aren’t enough hours in a day, I can’t switch off, I’m highly strung, stressed out, my wife annoys me, I never see my daughter and I miss her. When I can spend time with her, my mind is always elsewhere. My wife does not appreciate my job, my job does not appreciate me—’

         ‘You’ve lost count.’

         ‘Excuse me?’

         ‘Nine of these five things are classic symptoms of work-related stress. Can you describe a few situations when you feel this way?’

         I didn’t need long to remember when I had last felt overwhelmed, so I simply described my fraught experience just outside his door, taking him on my entire mental roller coaster ride.

         He nodded. ‘As I said earlier, I think learning mindfulness techniques will prove helpful for you.’

         ‘Great, let’s go!’

         ‘Do you have any idea what mindfulness might mean?’

         ‘I suppose I’m paying good money to find out over the next few hours.’12

         ‘When you were standing outside the door,’ he said mildly, ‘you actually experienced it for free.’

         ‘I must’ve been too distracted to notice.’

         ‘That’s exactly the point: you stood outside the door for about three minutes, mulling over whether to ring again. For how many of those hundred and eighty seconds was your mind somewhere else?’

         ‘To be honest, maybe a hundred and seventy-six?’

         ‘Where did your mind go?’

         ‘To a jewellery shop, to the police station, to my office, to my clients, to my daughter, to my arguments with my wife.’

         ‘So in just three minutes your mind went to six different places, bringing up all the attendant emotions. Did that help you at all?’

         ‘No, I …’

         ‘So why did you do it?’ he asked, with real interest.

         ‘It’s just how it went.’

         If a client of mine had said something like that in court, I would’ve forbidden him to speak altogether.

         ‘Mindfulness simply and plainly ensures this will not happen to you.’

         ‘OK, but can you explain how exactly?’

         ‘It’s really quite simple: when you’re waiting outside a door, you’re waiting outside a door. When you’re having an argument with your wife, you’re having an argument with your wife. If you prefer to use your time waiting outside my door to mentally argue with your wife, then you are not being mindful.’

         ‘And how do you mindfully stand outside a door?’13

         ‘You just stand there and do nothing for three minutes. You note that you are standing there, and that your world will not veer into chaos if you are just standing there, quite the opposite. If you never judge the moment, you also cannot experience it as negative in any way. You simply perceive the natural state of things: your breathing, the smell of freshly lacquered wood, the wind in your hair, you inhabiting your body. And if you take yourself in with love, you will have rid yourself of all stress by the time three minutes are up.’

         ‘I needn’t have rung the bell a second time?’

         ‘You never needed to ring the bell at all. Standing outside the door without any intention quite suffices.’

         I had the sense I could do something with that basic principle. And funnily enough, I no longer noticed any tension in my neck. It was to be several weeks, however, before I realised that what Breitner revealed next would become the mantra for my first murder.14
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            Freedom

         

         
            Someone who always does whatever they want is not free. The idea of constantly having to do something is what holds us captive. Only someone who simply does not do what they do not want to is really free.

            Joschka Breitner, Slowing Down in the Fast Lane: Mindfulness for Managers16

         

      

   


   
      
         17Breitner refilled our teacups.

         ‘Most of our stress is due to a completely distorted idea of what freedom is.’

         ‘Ah.’

         ‘It is a misconception that freedom means being able to do whatever you want.’

         ‘What’s so wrong with that?’

         ‘It is based on the assumption that we always have to be doing something. That is the main cause of the stress you are experiencing. You are standing outside that door and consider it completely normal to be running through all manner of things in your mind. After all, “thoughts are free”, ha! Yet the problem is exactly this: after those free thoughts gallop away from you, it is very hard to corral them again. But you do not have to be thinking at all. Quite the opposite, you can just not think if you do not want to. Only then are your thoughts truly free.’

         ‘But I don’t just spend my days thinking,’ I dared to object. ‘What causes me the most bother is what I do.’

         ‘The same applies. Only once you internalise that you do not have to do what you do not want to do – only then are you truly free.’

         I don’t have to do what I don’t want to do. I am free.18

         Less than four months later, I would seize this freedom uncompromisingly. I would seize it to not do something I didn’t want to do. Unfortunately, this would mean infringing on someone else’s freedom – taking their life. Yet I didn’t take this mindfulness course to save the world, I did it to save myself.

         Mindfulness does not call for us to live and let live. It calls for us to live! And that imperative might affect the less mindful lives of others.

         To this day, what still fills me with joy about my first murder is the fact that I was able to take in that moment with love and without judgement. Exactly the way my coach had counselled that very first session. My first murder was spontaneously born out of the moment, out of what I needed. From that perspective, it was a very successful exercise in mindfulness – for me, not for the other guy.

         But when I was sitting in that armchair with Breitner and having my second cup of tea, no one was dead yet. I was only there to get a better handle on my professional stress.

         ‘Tell me about your work. You’re a lawyer?’ Breitner asked.

         ‘Yes, criminal law.’

         ‘So you make sure that every person in this country is ensured a fair trial, no matter what they are accused of. That must be very rewarding.’

         ‘That’s exactly why I originally chose to do this – when I was in law school, during my apprenticeship, and also at 19the beginning of my career. Unfortunately, the reality of a successful criminal defence lawyer is completely different.’

         ‘How so?’

         ‘I mainly make sure that arseholes don’t get into the legally appropriate amount of trouble. It might not be as morally worthwhile, but it’s extremely lucrative.’

         I told him about starting at DED – the law firm of Von Dresen, Erkel and Dannwitz – right after I was admitted to the bar. DED was a medium-sized law firm focusing on businesses, including any criminal elements. A pack of suits who presented themselves as legitimate yet did nothing all day but find new tax loopholes for filthy-rich clients and handle the cases of people who, despite our best efforts, got stuck with criminal proceedings for tax evasion, white-collar crimes, embezzlement or large-scale fraud. Any newcomer wanting to play in this league was expected to graduate with honours as well as complete several unpaid internships. And even out of the applicants who met these requirements, only one in ten was accepted. To get a job here immediately after the second state examination was considered hitting the jackpot in the job lottery. I got lucky, at least that’s what I thought at the time.

         ‘You no longer see it that way?’ Breitner asked.

         ‘Well, over the years things have just turned out a bit differently than I expected when I was first hired.’

         ‘That sounds like life. What happened?’

         In broad strokes, I outlined my career, told him about the shocking starting salary and the shocking working conditions. Six and a half days a week, fourteen hours a day. 20Surrounded every minute by cold-blooded donkeys all chasing the same careerist carrot: to make partner.

         I know what I’m talking about. I used to be one of them.

         My first client was a guy who’d never been represented by the firm before. The new client assigned to the new lawyer. That client was Dragan Sergowicz, but I didn’t use his name. I just told Breitner that the client was ‘shady’. Though the word ‘shady’ was rather an understatement when it came to Dragan’s lines of business. The red-light district in which he operated, for one, was flashier than a radar trap catching someone doing eighty mph in a thirty zone.

         But Dragan’s business was financially successful, and he’d been vouched for by some of DED’s ‘legitimate’ clients, who’d owed him a favour.

         At our first meeting, Dragan said his case was about tax evasion. That wasn’t a complete lie, but it also didn’t match the prosecution service’s accusations. He had clobbered the tax administrator responsible for his case into hospital after some follow-up questions Dragan considered too critical. After the administrator had recovered to the point where he could eat solid food and make an official statement, he oddly could no longer remember either any suspicion of tax evasion or Dragan’s visit. He claimed he’d simply had a bad fall.

         In the years that followed, Dragan’s two fists were to prove even more effective than my two law degrees.

         Dragan was not only a brutal pimp, but also a big drug and arms dealer. When I met him, he did a less than stellar job disguising his lines of work behind a number of semi-legal 21import–export companies. In short: even for my employer’s very broad interpretation of legitimate business, Dragan was a so-called bleurgh-client – one who poured a lot of money into the firm, but one you didn’t exactly want to show off.

         Of course, this did not prevent the firm’s partners from teaching me every financial trick in the book I could bill Dragan for.

         Dragan became my first professional challenge. I put all my ambition into bringing his company portfolio up to date and thus keeping his activities under the prosecution service’s radar. Like before, his main sources of income were drugs, arms and prostitution, but from then on, I channelled his money through plenty of forwarding companies, franchises or cash-based businesses in which I had acquired a stake for Dragan. In addition, I showed him how to use EU-subsidy fraud to nab money out of non-existent aubergine farms in Bulgaria and how emissions trading allowed for sources of income that were at least as criminal as drug trafficking, but required no one’s bones to be broken – plus, both were state-subsidised. With my help, in just a few years, Dragan had transformed his public image from a brutal drug-dealing pimp to a halfway-respectable businessman.

         I perfected all the skills I had never learned during my studies: how to ‘influence’ witnesses, ‘pacify’ prosecutors, bring employees ‘in line’. In short, I got really good at convincing people.

         ‘And you know why?’ I asked Breitner.

         ‘Enlighten me.’22

         ‘At first, because it was in my employment contract. I’m not a bad person, honestly. I really am rather anxious and boring, dutiful too – my sense of duty is perhaps my worst quality. And I’m fully aware that this system I helped set up is no good at all – neither for others nor for myself. Any system that rewards violence, injustice and deceit, but not love, justice and truth simply cannot be good. But I could still be good, at least from inside the system. Out of duty, I’ve devoted years and years to making this system work. Yet I never noticed how it has slowly but surely changed me from a nerdy honours student into the perfect lawyer for organised crime.’

         At some point, I just enjoyed mastering the craft. But perfection isn’t everything. Any halfway-decent lawyer can manage saving their client’s arse. At heart, nothing really changed. Even wearing the most expensive suit, Dragan never passed for a legitimate businessman. He was and remained a violent lunatic.

         As part of lawyer–client privilege, I’d heard him spout more insane atrocities than Charles Manson might’ve to his confessor. At the same time, I had poured down legal bullshit all over his competitors and any possible witnesses of his crimes, so I really shouldn’t have been quite so surprised that I started to reek too. Well, I never noticed it myself; I had to be told by my odour-sensitive wife first. She was the one who finally realised I couldn’t keep this up.

      

   


   
      
         
23
            3

            Breathing

         

         
            Our breath is what connects our body to our soul.

            As long as we are alive, we are breathing. As long as we are breathing, we are alive. We can take refuge in our breathing. When we focus on our breathing, we focus on the connection between body and mind. And through our breath, we can reduce the influence negative emotions have on both.

            Joschka Breitner, Slowing Down in the Fast Lane: Mindfulness for Managers24

         

      

   


   
      
         25I told Breitner I was afraid – almost certain, in fact – that I’d never make partner at my firm precisely because of my rather successful handling of a so-called bleurgh-client. I had become a ‘bleurgh’ lawyer. A successful bleurgh-lawyer, but bleurgh-lawyers don’t make partner.

         I noticed how, just telling him this, my breathing grew laboured, my stomach started to hurt and my neck tensed up.

         ‘So when was the first time you consciously realised that your values had shifted?’

         After I thought for a moment, a key scene very quickly came to mind.

         ‘There was one night when our daughter, Emily, was still very young, maybe two months old. Of course, she didn’t sleep through the night yet. Since Emily was bottle-fed from fairly early on, my wife and I could take turns at night. Like always, I’d had a lot on my plate during the day, but I loved those quiet minutes at night. Alone with my little daughter in her room, I felt like I was in a peaceful, self-contained universe … In any case, at some point that night I was cradling Emily, who had just done her little burp and was happily gurgling. Completely exhausted and trying to get her to sleep, I was telling her how beautiful the 26world was. Then suddenly I realised, in horror, that I was talking about the world of my childhood. Not the world I actually lived in.’

         Breitner nodded thoughtfully for a while before asking, ‘And why are you doing this to yourself? Is it the money?’

         I considered his question. No, it would be wrong to say that money was the only part of my job that appealed to me.

         ‘I love what I can do. I just hate the people I do it for.’

         ‘When does this become apparent to you?’

         ‘You mean what I love or what I hate?’

         ‘Which is the reason you are here?’

         ‘The latter.’

         ‘So, how does that affect you physically?’

         ‘My neck feels tense, my stomach hurts, I get short of breath …’

         ‘Then it would be best to end today’s session with an exercise that should help with your breathing.’

         Breitner put down his teacup, gently shook out his hands and stood up in one fluid movement. I got up too, but looked at him sceptically. Was he seriously trying to teach me how to deal with my aggravation over a psychopathic felon and a wife who didn’t understand me by simply breathing it all away?

         ‘Please stand up straight. Back straightened, chest slightly forward. Legs shoulder-width apart and knees slightly bent.’

         He demonstrated, I emulated.

         Nothing happened.

         ‘And now?’27

         ‘Are you breathing yet?’

         ‘Have been for forty-two years.’

         ‘Now pay attention to only your breath,’ Breitner instructed me. ‘Where in your body do you feel it?’

         ‘I can feel it in my …’

         Breitner interrupted. ‘That was a rhetorical question. The beauty of this exercise is that it does not matter where you feel your breath. The important thing is that you feel it. So you do not have to answer those questions about your breathing to me, but to yourself. The only thing that matters is that you become aware of the many enjoyable things happening in your body. Your breath is both the reason and the proof that you are alive. Which is a miracle – not just for you specifically, but for all living beings. Our breath is what connects our body to our soul. So, where do you feel your breath when you inhale?’

         I didn’t say anything and just felt.

         ‘Where do you feel your breath when you exhale?’

         Again, I didn’t say anything.

         ‘And now try to feel your body as a whole.’

         I went on breathing and feeling. Boring as fuck.

         ‘So that’s mindfulness?’ I said, trying to wrap things up.

         ‘Yes, if you’re minding your breath, you’re being mindful.’

         ‘And that’ll somehow change all those idiots around me?’ I asked.

         ‘No, it will change your reaction to those idiots.’

         ‘So the idiots will still be there?’

         ‘Yes, but their influence on your well-being will not. So now, how are your rapid breathing, your neck tension and your stomach ache?’28

         I tried to simply feel again. Everything was gone. Astounding.

         ‘Gone,’ I said.

         ‘So – the next time your wife annoys you or your firm pisses you off, I’d like you to go to the toilet to breathe.’

         ‘To the toilet? But it …’

         ‘Then just breathe through your mouth. In any case, it will provide you with a protected space. For three breaths, simply feel your body, then your breathing will be regular again. After that, you will feel better. And you will find it easier to tackle any problem. Enough for today?’

         ‘Sure, same time next week?’

         ‘No, on time next week.’

         None of what Breitner had told me seemed completely off the mark. And at least all the tension in my neck was gone. From then on, I met with Breitner every Thursday, around eight o’clock. Usually a little later.
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            Time Islands

         

         
            So as not to drown in the sea of demands that are placed upon you, you need to create your own islands of time. These are protected spaces consciously dedicated to only doing things that are good for you. Here, there is no ‘I have to’; there is only ‘I am’. A time island is not a place, but a slice of time. It can be a minute or an entire weekend. In any case, it is time that belongs only to you, that only you define and protect. Like a castaway washing up on a desert island, you, too, will find peace, sustenance and energy here. You decide when you enter your time island. You decide when you leave it. You defend it against any intruder. And you know that your time island will always be there for you.

            Joschka Breitner, Slowing Down in the Fast Lane: Mindfulness for Managers30

         

      

   


   
      
         31My breathing exercises didn’t magically fix everything. If I had told Dragan about mindfulness training and my first breathing exercise, he would’ve immediately started calling me his wheezy bum-boy. And with the amount of work Dragan piled on me over the next few weeks, I was wheezing anyway. For example, he had gotten it into his head to convert one of his legal properties into the city’s most luxurious brothel. An upmarket temple of lust across all floors of a classic four-storey town house. The itsy-bitsy legal problem I needed to solve first? The upper floors still had tenants, and the ground floor had been taken over by a preschool. Also, the city’s current development plan didn’t have the building earmarked for use as a brothel. Dozens of officials had to be quietly convinced to play along. Almost every night, I was either out with Dragan or out on his behalf not only to convince, threaten or sweet-talk people, but also to negotiate deals or test people’s pain thresholds.

         But over each long working day I still managed to incorporate small breathing and mindfulness exercises. I took the time to breathe in the lift of the building control department before determining how much to sweeten the deal for its manager without openly slipping into bribery or intimidation.32

         I took the time to breathe in the toilets of tenants before informing them that if they didn’t move out of the apartment voluntarily, they might suddenly find themselves cut off from water and power.

         I took the time to breathe in my office at the firm after a colleague who’d been hired three years after me mentioned that, starting next month, he’d be a partner.

         And these small breathing breaks actually did alleviate my tension – the tension anybody with a conscience experiences when they manipulate, threaten or envy other people.

         Despite my perpetually high workload, Katharina also noticed that I was willing to work on myself. Despite this willingness, or perhaps because of it, over the next two weeks we ended up making a momentous decision about our relationship.

         We decided to separate, at least for the time being – a joint attempt to calm the waters. The magic word in this regard was ‘time islands’. It first appeared at my next session with Breitner.

         ‘Tell me about the stress you experience at home,’ he had prompted me after he filled both cups of green tea.

         ‘Where to start?’ I entreated.

         ‘You two must have first met at some point.’

         ‘Katharina and I met during our legal traineeship. A good ten years ago. She’d hated law school, trudging through it only for the sensible reason of finding a dependable job later on. She really struggled, and I felt sorry for her because I had a very different experience: I found it all fascinating. 33I wanted to fight for a better world. One coffee break, we started talking about it – and this contrast turned out to be quite alluring.’

         ‘Surely you didn’t end up together because of your differing motivations for law school.’

         ‘No, of course not. We obviously also found each other attractive, and we were both single. We had good banter, and the sex was fun too. So we got together.’

         ‘Ah, a VW Golf relationship.’

         ‘A what?’

         ‘A VW Golf is your generation’s go-to compact car for exactly the same reasons. You buy it when you have no other options. It is not all that ugly, it easily gets you from A to B and sometimes it can go pretty fast.’

         ‘What’s so wrong with that?’

         ‘Nothing whatsoever. Unless you are really dreaming about an old Ford Mustang and your wife of a Fiat 500.’

         ‘What good is an old Ford Mustang if it only gets me halfway?’

         ‘I do not have the impression that you are here because your Golf took you where you wanted to go.’

         ‘Still, that Golf made us perfectly happy for a very long time.’

         ‘Your wife found that dependable job for which she had tortured herself all those years?’

         ‘She started at an insurance company, because … To be honest, I still don’t understand why anyone would want to work for an insurance company. Probably because if you start a job without any ideals, you also cannot lose them. 34Plus, a job that doesn’t offer any illicit kicks can’t get you addicted to them.’

         ‘When you’re not falling from such a high horse, it probably also hurts less.’

         Ouch, that stung all the more. But I continued my story.

         ‘When we both earned our first real payslips, we started spending heaps of it together. Great restaurants, exotic trips, an expensive first apartment of our own – that is, when we had the time.’

         ‘What kind of person is Katharina?’

         I started to squirm a little. There were two answers to that question. One I liked and one I didn’t like at all. I started with the pleasant answer.

         ‘When we met, she was open, careful, loving, funny. We laughed a lot about other people.’

         ‘And now?’

         That was the unpleasant answer.

         ‘Closed off, fearful, loving to Emily, cold to me, and completely humourless. We also don’t laugh about other people any more, though Katharina does excel at bitter gossip.’

         ‘When do you think this happened?’

         ‘Somehow, everything that was supposed to be fun became an obligation. “Let’s not get out of bed today” became “Let’s finally give up our separate places, otherwise we’ll never move in together”. “I see myself growing old with you” turned into “My mother thinks it’s high time we tied the knot”. And “I want you to be the father of my children” became “If I don’t stop taking the pill, six years from now I’ll be too old for a third child”.’35

         ‘So the dream prince who wanted to rescue the princess from her law-school prison became a biddable Golf driver,’ Breitner said, nodding.

         ‘What do you mean, “biddable”? Moving in together, getting married, starting a family – I loved all of it, otherwise I wouldn’t have done it. But I would’ve liked to have had more fun along the way. I would’ve liked to experience it, not just been ticking off a list. The more our relationship followed the typical path, the more trivial it somehow became. We were both working on our careers. And the only thing that mattered to us was that the other person was working on their career too. We both gladly accepted that the other made good money doing something. What kind of career didn’t particularly interest us that much in the beginning, though over the years it became more and more of a burden. Katharina increasingly hated what I did for a living. What she did, meanwhile, I didn’t even know.’

         ‘Sounds like a viable foundation, at least financially.’

         ‘When we’d been together for five years, we got married. Emily came two years later.’

         ‘Was having a child always part of your dreams for the future?’

         ‘Absolutely. On top of that, I also dreamed a child would literally bring new life to our relationship. But that was not the case.’

         ‘There’s a shocker. If two adults together can’t even manage something, why should a child be able to?’

         I took a moment to consider that. Somehow, his little interjections all made a shameful sort of sense.36

         ‘Katharina focused all her time and energy on Emily. She breastfed according to plan. Weaned according to plan. Took Emily to baby gym according to plan. Baby swimming to plan. Buggyfitness to plan. But each of those plans was exclusively hers. The child of our dreams became the child of her plans. Our relationship was the only thing there wasn’t a plan for. At home, I was just a plan-less nobody with a penis. Whenever I was at home, I did everything wrong. But when I came home too late, that was wrong too. I felt like I had no other choice but to plunge even deeper into my much-hated job. At least there I was somebody. There I might not be recognised as a partner either, but at least I have free rein, at least they trust me.’

         ‘And this has been going on since Emily was born?’

         ‘More or less. Since then, I’ve been working for two. And since then, Katharina has been at home with Emily – at least, when they’re not in any mother-and-baby classes. Although Katharina hates other mums, she’s so scared of doing anything wrong she still copies every single thing they do. I only get to see my daughter asleep; she hardly gets to see me at all. When I come home irritated and run into my exhausted wife, we argue more and more. Katharina once even asked me why I was bothering to come home at all. I didn’t know what to say to that.’

         ‘Do you have a response now?’

         ‘No,’ I replied without any hesitation.

         My clear ‘no’ cut the air between us with surgical precision. The break in our conversation that followed was long, 37but relaxing. Breitner had a surprise waiting for me on the other side.

         ‘Have you heard about the concept of “time islands”?’

         ‘Sorry, what?’

         ‘Time islands. Limited periods of time in which you only do things that feel good to you. And nothing else.’

         ‘You probably mean what my parents’ generation used to call “the weekend” and “clocking off”.’

         ‘Right, which your generation traded for a smartphone. Instead of weekends, you now have permanent availability and mindfulness consultants.’

         ‘Quite a fucked-up trade.’

         ‘I for one do quite well out of it.’

         ‘And how are these time islands supposed to help me?’ I enquired.

         ‘Well, interestingly enough, you have already implemented part of the time island concept. Because you do not feel comfortable at home, you have escaped into work even more. At least there you will not be bothered by your wife. But funnily enough, that psychopath of a client seems to do you no more good than your frustrated wife.’

         ‘And the alternative?’

         ‘Do something for yourself for a change. Create a space for yourself without wives or psychopaths.’

         ‘But I’d like to spend the little time my work does allow me with my family.’

         ‘With your dream image of a family that does not actually exist. It obviously does not serve you or your wife, and certainly not your daughter, if at home you are only 38physically present while mentally you are still grappling with your job and your marriage. Both you and your wife want you to be fully present in your family life. So I would like you to create a fixed time island just for your family. During this time, nothing else matters. This time you can enjoy to the fullest.’

         ‘And on this time island, my wife’s in charge again, right?’

         ‘Of course not, it is your time island. If you like, you can create a time island just for you and your daughter. When you are there, you are entirely there for your daughter. If you cannot be there for your daughter, you might as well not be there at all. Maybe a spatial separation might even alleviate matters for you and your wife. This way, you – and perhaps your wife too – can allow yourselves to experience the exact things that matter right where you are.’

         *

         That same night, I told Katharina about his suggestions, about time islands, about my own dissatisfaction, about separating in order to find ourselves again. To my surprise, Katharina didn’t see this suggestion as an ending, but as a glimmer of hope. Instead of accusing me of wanting to end our marriage, she threw her arms around my neck for the first time in months. In tears.

         ‘I’m so grateful you suggested this. I can’t take who we are around each other any more.’

         ‘But why didn’t you ever suggest I move out for a bit?’

         ‘Because I don’t want to kick my daughter’s father out, I just want the man I married back.’39

         She would never get that man back, because the man she thought she married never existed. She had married a blank canvas on which she’d projected her dream husband. But I was willing to pretend to be that projection again – as soon as I recovered the requisite strength.

         ‘So the man you’re constantly arguing with moves out, and then the man you married can come for visits?’ I asked carefully.

         ‘It would be enough for me if my daughter’s father came for visits, just as long as the guy I keep arguing with is gone. For now, I’ll just have to do without the man I married.’

         We held each other, sobbing.

         But this warm moment only lasted until Katharina cooled off again and turned the proposed solution into a condition. She slipped out of my arms and looked into my eyes with a glint of menace.

         ‘If you can’t manage to maintain those time islands, we’re done. If your job is more important to you than Emily even once, that’s it. You’ll never see her again. After all, I’m the mother.’

         Or, to stick with the metaphor: if the glimmer of hope didn’t turn into full daybreak, I would be sunset. It wasn’t an empty threat. As a lawyer, it was clear to me that even the most modern woman will gain sole custody as long as she invokes the nineteenth-century ideal of motherhood that still holds sway in the German courts. If the mother does not want him to, the father will never see the child. Full stop. And at her frostiest, Katharina would be able to go through with it too.40

         Faced with this threat, it was much easier for me to move out. I was glad to climb out of the freezing pond before it froze over me.

         I found a furnished apartment in the same neighbourhood. We found islands of time in which I took care of Emily by myself. Initially, this was a few hours in the morning, which I made up for guilt-free by working a few more in the evenings.

         After a week or two, those few hours every few days then became Sunday afternoons. Then all of Sunday, every fortnight even the entire weekend.

         My job didn’t allow for more time islands, or so I thought.

         This time with Emily brought me back to life. Spending time alone with this little person made me feel incredibly free. Just playing with her intuitively without having her mum breathing down my neck constantly judging everything I did. Not to have my mind always on the firm, but on my island. And on this island, I was king, wizard, daddy.

         In the park, Emily and I could giggle at the waddling ducks without having to listen to Katharina rant about the mums on the other side of the pond. At the playground, we could hop on a swing whenever it was free, not only after Emily had been liberally slathered with sunscreen.

         At the ice-cream parlour, it was so much more fun to order whatever tasted good – not pick from the limited selection marked low-sugar and organic.

         For Emily and me, there was no longer any right or wrong; there was only beautiful and very beautiful. Spending one 41hour with my daughter on a time island with my head held high was a thousand times more profound than a whole day with the three of us and my head hung low.

         And I managed to make that time with my daughter sacrosanct. I communicated it to my firm, and Dragan knew too.

         Because when it comes down to it, the leverage a gangster can bring to bear is nothing compared to a mum’s. Katharina might’ve only made her threat once, but now it was out there. If I messed up with the time islands, our relationship would be over. And my time with Emily too.

         Katharina and I thus managed to reduce our arguments to zero. We handled each other with kid gloves and were pleased that Emily also obviously enjoyed spending more time with both her parents – albeit separately.

         Like many of the tough guys in organised crime, Dragan fancied himself someone who loved children. That is, unless they got in his way. When a man owed him ten euros, Dragan didn’t hesitate to have the lug nuts on his car loosened, even if the guy was just about to drive off on a holiday with his family of four. Still, afterwards he’d always make sure the victim’s seriously injured kids got season passes to the zoo.

         Emily was two-and-a-half when Dragan invaded our time island with all his might.42
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