
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Alex, Theo, and I have been playing this little game for years: sneaking into abandoned, often off-limits areas to spend the night. Always aiming higher, going bigger, pushing the boundaries of our idiocy further and further. Every time, we’re scared to death, and yet we keep going. It’s a matter of pride and tradition for us.

	So, what could drive three senior executives to act this way? We could never really explain it. Maybe it’s because we earn more money than necessary, because we have quiet little lives neatly packed into pre-formatted boxes, and corporate trips with a bungee jumping option just don’t cut it for us anymore.

	Obviously, the three of us spending the night in hell together is out of the question – that wouldn’t be interesting. So we draw straws. Whoever draws the shortest straw – we always swipe three from the McDonald’s around the corner beforehand, and Theo is in charge of cutting and holding them in his fist – wins the jackpot. The other two get to choose the destination, which remains a surprise for the sentenced one, and they organize the trip. Neither our friends nor our family know where we’re going or what we’re doing. This dumb game is our secret, our middle finger to society.

	This time, my two fellows wanted to go all out. Unfortunately, I’m turning forty soon, and to celebrate they promised me a ‘paradise.’ Right. I always have the worst luck. Last time, rather than a white sandy beach, I was treated to nine hours in a decommissioned psychiatric hospital in the north of Wales. All the while, they were knocking back Guinness and having a blast with call-girls. I thought I’d go mad.

	Now they’ve taken me to Kyiv. Kyiv, Ukraine, Chernobyl… You can guess where this is going, can’t you? Screwing for them, three-eyed fish for me. Great birthday present, isn’t it? While I’m stressing out in my hotel room, shut in as our dumb tradition dictates, my ‘friends’ are handling a few last details. They found a travel agency – and believe me, they’re everywhere in the capital – that offers a tour of Chernobyl and Pripyat every afternoon, for a hundred and fifty euros per person. To be honest, I find the whole concept appalling. The area is off-limits (which is exactly why we’re going). In 1986, thousands of people were forced to leave their homes, abandon their belongings, families watched their loved ones die from the effects of radiation, and the very same people responsible for their deaths now organize guided tours. Nauseating.

	What could the visitors possibly get from diving into the entrails of an anguished past? The ability to say ‘I’ve been to Chernobyl, yeah, I went there. Seriously, you wouldn’t believe how impressive it was’? What, exactly, is impressive? The abandoned houses? The family portraits still hanging on crumbling walls? Or is it the radioactive roses we are not allowed to pick but that some idiots try to take anyway? Handy, mind you, as a gift for people you don’t like. Bonus, they never wilt.

	Right, it’s time to go now. As we board the bus, Alex and Theo take it upon themselves to confuse the guide, who consequently forgets to include me in the headcount. A well-honed technique that has always worked. And when it doesn’t, we have other tricks up our sleeves anyway. We’ve never failed.

	The vehicle is full, over forty people of all nationalities, mostly European, but there are still a handful of Asians. As if Fukushima was not enough to satisfy them. One of them takes a picture of a sign warning of radioactive danger that’s lying in the grass. There’s no turning back now, none of us has ever chickened out. When we go through the first military checkpoint, I grip my bag with both hands. I’ve brought some food, infrared binoculars to see at night, a flashlight, and my cellphone - which has already lost signal.

	The guard on duty, a tall guy with a black mustache, walks through the bus with his fingers tucked between his belt and his khaki jacket. He doesn’t look friendly, and I get cold chills when his eyes meet mine. He eventually steps out. Outside, I see the guide hand him a thick stack of bills. A bribe, no doubt. The door closes, we set off again.

	For over an hour, we mostly passed trucks transporting wood – no need to heat a house built with that wood – and still-standing trees that will eventually become more wood on trucks. Later, we drove past the reactors. Including the famous number four, the one that blew and released its radioactive elements into the atmosphere: plutonium, uranium, caesium and the like. In front of the sarcophagus shaped like an elephant’s foot, we’re treated to a short speech where we’re told that it’s really only within a few meters of the reactor that radioactivity is still dangerous and that it’s perfectly safe everywhere else. Well, as long as we don’t roll around in the grass, either. That’s the only good news of the day. The guide also informs us that from 6 PM onwards, any human presence is strictly forbidden in the entire area. This, on the other hand, is not so good a news, since I’ll be spending the night.

	The bus reaches Pripyat’s entrance, the lifeless city located three kilometers from the plant. It pulls up on the side of the road and it’s within the two minutes following the tourists’ descent that I take the opportunity to hide behind a wrecked car’s carcass, letting the group move away. There’s a desiccated rabbit corpse at my feet. Anywhere else, it’d just be gross. No one is paying attention to me, the visitors all taking pictures of the busted-up road and the crumbling facades. Alex wishes me good luck insincerely, while Theo uses his hips to mime a very explicit back-and-forth movement. I flip them off and run to take shelter in a building’s lobby.

	It’s when I hear the bus pulling away two hours later that, as I do every time, I tell myself I’ve just done the stupidest thing of my life. What if the bus doesn’t come back tomorrow? What if I get arrested by a guard lurking around? But a guard of what, exactly? The ‘Chernobyl Nature Park’?

	I step out of my hiding spot with a smile and venture into the street: the absence of noise is remarkable. It’s as if the hands of time stopped on April 26, 1986. The fifteen-story towers with broken windows look just like our own, but the flora is swallowing them whole and there’s no graffiti. I’m sure that from above, the rooftops must appear to emerge from a dense forest, lush despite it all. The road has cracked under the pressure of this new spring. Wild weeds and roots push through it. I have the feeling that within a few decades, Nature will have erased every trace of man, as if determined to wipe out the tragedy of the explosion at all costs.

	Suddenly, a sizeable animal crosses right in front of me and ventures between two buildings. My heart races, I think I recognized a fox or some large creature like that. I walk backwards, wary. I don't know much about this region, but I’ve indeed heard that animals could still live here. That they’ve adapted to the radioactivity. Well, they can stay well away from me.
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