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About to blow her top, our correspondent checks in for 10 days of serious silence.
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   Recently, I decided to spend some quality time with my mind.    

   I had no choice. It was either do that or lose it.    

   After years of forcing my mind to keep up with my overactive life,

it was beginning to revolt. It started giving me headaches and

scrambling my thoughts. It refused to let me sleep.    

   I had to take drastic measures. I took it out of circulation and

for 10 days exposed it to nothing but peace, quiet and intensive

contemplation.    

   I checked myself into the Southwest Vipassana Meditation Center.

The nonprofit center, in a rural area near Kaufman, offers free

10-day residency courses in one of India's most ancient meditation techniques.    

   Vipassana means "seeing things as they really are." The purpose of Vipassana meditation is to help practitioners develop healthy minds.    

   Since mine wasn't feeling so well, I signed up for the course.    

   This was no pampering vacation at some trendy retreat for stressed-out yuppies.    

   It was more like a stint at a meditation boot camp.    

   Students had to adhere to a strict code of discipline spelled out in the introductory literature.    

   We had to abstain from stealing, sexual overtures, inappropriate speech, using intoxicants or "killing any beings."    

   To keep distractions to a minimum, we were not allowed to read books, write, listen to music, watch television or listen to the radio. We could not touch or make eye contact with other students, and we had to keep our distance from students of the opposite sex.    

   For the length of the course, we had to practice "noble silence."

That meant we had to kindly keep our mouths shut.    

   I like a good challenge and thought I could go the distance.    

   But just in case I wound up changing my mind midway through the course, I took precautionary measures. Instead of driving my car to the center, I had a friend drop me off. That way I would be less tempted to flee if the discipline got to be too much to bear.    

   I arrived at the 20-acre complex on a Wednesday afternoon in time for registration. Checking my cell phone and daily planner at the desk, I joined 40 other refugees from the outside world. I was in the company of a truck driver who lived nowhere in particular and a laborer from Austin. There was a woman from New Orleans who lived off her inheritance and several professionals who were foreign-born.    

   First-time students did not have to pay. The center, which is operated by a friendly staff of volunteers, is supported by donations from former students.    

   At orientation, we received instructions on how to behave and what the routine would be during our stay. We got acquainted with other students and settled in our rooms.    

   I shared a room with several women in one of the three main buildings on the complex. The other two buildings contain accommodations for the men and the meditation hall.    

   Each of us was assigned a bunk bed draped in canvas to give the illusion of solitude. Each bunk had an address. I resided in bed C-2.    

   Every activity of the day was marked by the striking of a Chinese gong. The first gong came at 4 a.m., and the early part of the day went something like this:    

   Gong. Wake up. Gong. Meditate. Gong. Eat breakfast. Gong. Meditate. Gong. Take a break. Gong. Meditate.    

   We spent 10 hours a day in silent meditation.    

   Overnight, the students I had chatted openly with during

orientation were now passing by without speaking and were averting their eyes. In turn, I acted as though they did not exist. We were supposed to pretend as though we were alone, in our own world.    

   I began to feel as if I was doing time at a minimum-security monastery.    

   Although we were free to leave at any time, early exits were discouraged. We were told that leaving early would deprive us of the full benefit of the course and is also considered disruptive.    

   An Indian woman serving as assistant teacher presided over our group meditation sessions. She would get us started by playing recordings of the revered Vipassana teacher Satya Narayan Goenka, who guided us through the meditation technique. Mr. Goenka, who is in his 70s and resides in India, oversees the 80 worldwide Vipassana centers and has taught the technique since 1969.    

   In a deep, dark and droning voice, Mr. Goenka instructed us to monitor our breathing patterns and urged us to learn to meditate "with a calm and quiet mind."    

   I had a hard time getting mine to cooperate.    

   For days my mind raced with thoughts about pending projects, unreturned phone calls, unanswered e-mail, bills to pay and missed parties.    

   Because I was the one who caused it to be in such a frenetic state, I tried to be patient as it struggled to settle down.    

   At some points, we were given the option of meditating with the group in the main hall or doing it in the privacy of our rooms.

Each time I eagerly chose to be alone with my thoughts.    

   As soon as I got to my bunk, I abused the honor system. I closed the canvas drapes and switched my meditation position from cross-legged to flat back. I couldn't help it. I came to the center weary and sleep-deprived and was stealing naptime like a thief.    

   I even inadvertently violated noble silence by talking in my sleep.

   So did a roommate, who was from India. But I couldn't understand what she was saying. She spoke Hindi.    

   Another roommate interrupted noble silence daily by setting her alarm to go off 10 minutes before we were scheduled to get up. The rapid-fire beeping that lasted a full minute, followed by that annoying gong, had me entertaining thoughts of destruction and inflicting bodily harm.    

   But I remained true to the code of discipline: "No physical contact, and abstain from killing any beings."    

   What got me through the morning meditation sessions were thoughts of the superb vegetarian meals waiting for us at lunchtime. The spinach lasagna brought tears to my eyes, and the vegetarian chili made me want to shout. But noble silence was to be observed at mealtime, too.    

   Since talking was not an option, we passed time studying things around us. One student closely examined the box of tissues on the dining table. Another studied the color of her tea. I counted the strips of wood paneling on the wall.    

   During breaks, I kept boredom at bay by turning simple chores intomajor projects. I tweezed my left eyebrow on Saturday and the right one on Sunday. I washed my socks on Monday and my T-shirts on Tuesday. I dissected my every move. When I took walks, I looked down to see exactly how one foot went in front of the other. I counted how many bricks led from the side of the women's dorm to the clothesline where my socks were drying. Eighty-two, not

counting the two missing bricks.    

   I became keenly aware of my surroundings. Not only did I watch the cattle as they grazed at the ranch next door, but I also contemplated the texture of the dung heaps they left behind.    

   At night I'd ponder the stars. I hadn't noticed them in years.    

   Each evening, just before the last meditation session, we would return to the hall to hear a taped lecture by Mr. Goenka.    

   "The fourth day is over," he would moan before starting his talk.

"You have six more days to go."    

   The nightly countdown was perhaps his motivational way of telling us how far we had come. To me, it was a torturous reminder of how much further we had to go.    

   By the fifth day, I began to abide by the honor system of unsupervised meditation. After stealing so many naps in private, I was all slept out. I never thought I would reach the point where I would be tired of relaxing.    

   By the sixth day, I noticed that my mind was no longer racing and my body had shifted into low gear.    

   By the eighth day, I was so rested I felt like purring.    

   I was not plagued by headaches during my stay, and my thoughts were less muddled.    

   I can't remember the last time I felt so calm.    

   On Day 10, most of us had successfully completed the meditation marathon and were well-pleased with ourselves. Two male students had given up and left. The discreet volunteer managers offered no explanations. It was none of our business.    

   The truck driver was the first to speak to me when noble silence was lifted.    

   "How did you like it?" she whispered.    

   After days of not speaking, I wasn't quite ready to engage in a heavy discourse. And I was having a hard time finding the words to describe how good I felt.    

   I consulted my rejuvenated mind for assistance but got no immediate response.    

   It was still on mental leave and in no hurry to rush back to work.

