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Fair Vida by the seashore washing,




Her sick child’s linens on the shore,




Looked up to see a Blackmoor sailing




And heard the words the sea wind bore:




“Fair Vida, why are you no longer




As fair as once you were before?”




“How should I still be fair and lovely




As fair I was once before,




When my old husband sits at home




When my sick child can’t be alone?




All day my old man coughs and moans,




All night my sick child weeps and groans”







The Blackmoor brought his boat to shore,




“Come with me, leave them all behind,




Come with me, be fair forevermore . . .”




—FROM “FAIR VIDA,” A TRADITIONAL SLOVENE BALLAD














introduction


for a great many of us, there is no sweeter pleasure than a day at the beach. You wake up early in the morning, squint up at the sky to see if the hazy margin that promises a scorcher is smudging the horizon, pack a couple of towels, a hat, and some sunblock, snatch a bottle of water and a snack, and dash out the door. You run back for the book you left on the table, then dive into traffic that bumps and grinds along with blatant disregard for your agenda, or, if you’re lucky, jump on a bike for the quick pedal seaward. Meanwhile, your adrenaline is pumping in fierce anticipation, and finally, there it is: that excruciating, hip-hop sprint across hot sand and the spine-tingling, eyeball-rolling leap into the surf. Bingo! All your senses are buzzing with the intoxicating elixir of elements.


It’s water time! Half submerged, at one with the great blue-green aqueous mystery below, you bob in the waves, something between fish, fowl, and terrestrial biped. The rest of you, exposed to sun and air from the neck up, swivels now one direction—toward the wide horizon—now the other, back to the shore, checking to see how far the tide has carried you from your day’s place on the beach. You’re on sensory overload, and you haven’t even broken any laws. You feel at one with the world—perhaps because the soothing riff of breakers, the rock and roll of waves, and the yielding warmth subliminally recall our secure uterine life before life.


Or perhaps it is the knowledge that the ocean is the wellspring of all organisms, and that the beach is the stage on which our ancestors first crawled into history. Slowly, you surrender to the rhythm and your mind goes as blank as the sky. You swim a few strokes, turn on to your back and float, letting the energy of the waves pass around and through you. After a while, you find your legs, shuffle out of the water, and flop onto a towel in a coma of ecstasy. Your head settles back into a sand pillow. A doze, perhaps, or, more likely, you adjust your sunglasses, angle the visor on your cap, open your book, and settle into nirvana. Beach bum goes beach brain. “There is rapture on the lonely shore,” wrote the British Romantic Lord Byron who, not coincidentally, was one of the greatest swimmers of all time. “There is society where none intrudes/ By the deep Sea, and music in its roar:/ I love not man the less, but Nature more.”


Ever since the British invented the beach holiday in the early eighteenth century, bathers have been packing books for a day by the sea. Back then, beachgoers were likely to also be armed with collapsible sun bonnets, watercolors, slippers, gloves, scarves, bizarre flotational devices, and parasols for their therapeutic sojourn—in winter, no less—on the North Sea. Healthy and wealthy young males took off on a Grand Tour to the shores of the Mediterranean, where they consulted leather-bound volumes of Homer and Virgil, and, later, Byron and Swinburne, as they gazed out over the sea and rhapsodized about the power and majesty of nature. In the nineteenth century, under a watery, winter sun, capacious beach chairs on the boardwalk at Deauville or Brighton would fill with readers tucked into novels by Austen, Flaubert, or Dickens.


The contents of the beach bag may have changed dramatically over the last two hundred years, but one item remains constant: the reading material. Books and beaches go together like gin and tonics, fish and chips, sun and tan. Look around a crowded beach—Bondi or Copacabana, Coney Island or St. Tropez, Hatteras or Miami, Laguna or the Hamptons—and you’ll see enough books to stock a respectable town library. People who ordinarily limit their reading to the backs of cereal boxes and stock market quotes are nose-deep in bestsellers, romances, and classics. What accounts for such bibliophilia? We like to think it’s the fact that on a purely psycho-sensory level, geology makes the beach a perfect site on which to unpack fantasies of pleasure and pain, glory and gain, and to tease out of hiding deep insecurities and secret, megalomaniacal passions. Put briefly, the beach makes us think, dream, and de-repress.


Storytellers since time immemorial have recognized this fact and given us a virtually inexhaustible supply of tales set on the beach. These are stories that explore the marvelous, aberrant things that humans do when they come to the shifting border of earth, water and sky, where all the elements that make up life come together, and where birth and death, creation and destruction are on permanent display. The very sand under our feet takes us far back in time and place. As Walter Benjamin wrote, “Nothing is more epic than the sea.”


Coming to grips with the uncertainties of existence, our ancestors concocted myths of beauties and beasts, gods and demons, heavenly rewards and divine retribution—all staged on the beach. Homer, Hesiod, Pindar,Virgil, Ovid, and countless, nameless bards have spun plots of supernatural metamorphoses, erotic transgressions, fateful loves, irresolvable strife, and miraculous homecomings that are lifted directly from the script of nature. In the feelings stirred by the perpetual shifting of land, water, sand, and clouds, the beach has inspired profound and beautiful poetry and prose. As Herman Melville wrote in Moby Dick, “There is, one knows not what sweet mystery about this sea, whose gently awful stirrings speak of some hidden soul beneath.”


Literary representations of the beach are as nuanced and myriad as its topography. The Biblical account of the Deluge, for example, casts the shore as a scarred, ravaged, and defiled landscape that bears the imprint of a wrathful divinity wreaking catastrophic judgment on a sinful humanity. At the other pole, the Greeks and Romans, and later, the writers of the Enlightenment, picture the beach as a paradise, uncorrupted by civilization, and inhabited by innocent, sensuous, and noble savages. Throughout the Middle Ages, the seashore figured as battleground and treacherous boundary where raiders unleashed rapine and terror, inspiring ballads that told of bold abductions and merciless appropriations.


Sentimental writers—from Addison, Burke, Macpherson, to Zhukovsky and Karamzin—sang the merits of uninhabited, rugged seashores for meditating on mortality, vanity, and the sublime. To Romantic poets, infatuated with the sea as the mirror of a psychologized nature, the beach spoke both of our wrenching solitude and our intimate connection with the universe and its elements. The beach has aroused wonder and curiosity, fear, awe, and exaltation in the minds and hearts of the world’s greatest thinkers, artists, and scientists. Modernists, like Joseph Conrad, Virginia Woolf, Thomas Mann, and James Joyce, saw the beach as the place where the scattered flotsam and jetsam of our subconscious washed up into consciousness and where we struggle to compose coherent narratives from the hopelessly scrambled fragments of our lives.


But, above all, the beach is where we have our most intense sexual experiences. After all, the inherent sensuality of the beach stimulates a thundering chromatic scale of sensations—tactile, visual, olfactory, gustatory, and kinetic. Every age and stage of our lives has its own fixed experience of the beach: courtship, honeymoon, parenthood, divorce, retirement. Budding adolescents discover the hidden bonus of the beach as a theater of erotic delights as they train their voyeuristic gaze on vast expanses of naked human flesh. Young men and women display their bodies in joyful mating rituals, while honeymooners embrace in the shade of solitary palapas, in musky oceanside motels, or luxurious beach hideaways. Mature conjugal love comes to renew itself—licitly, or more often, illicitly—by the sea. The divorced and the chronically mis-mated come for sexual renewal, and for one more chance on the erotic merry-go-around. In the end, there is an irreducible simplicity to life at the beach, which T. S. Eliot articulated when, in “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” he pondered: “Do I dare to eat a peach? / I shall wear white flannel trousers, and walk upon the beach.”




This anthology of great beach stories seeks to bring pleasure—sensual, aesthetic, and intellectual—to the glorious practice of reading on the beach. If there was a single principle guiding our selection of pieces, it was the idea that taken together, they should capture the torments and the ecstasies, the crises and epiphanies which so often transpire on the beach, the life-transforming moments, the rituals of family, love and friendship to which the beach plays host. From dozens and dozens of narratives, we’ve selected the most evocative and intelligent, the most revelatory sketches, and we’ve then submitted these to the goose-bumps-on-the-nape test recommended by Vladimir Nabokov as the most reliable guide to aesthetic perfection.


When it came to the final cut, the selections that raised the hairs on the backs of our necks, regardless of how often we’d read them, announced themselves as our “must haves.” Such, for example, are Rachel Carson’s incantatory “The Marginal World,” surely one of the most luminous pieces of writing on natural science, and John Steinbeck’s description, from Cannery Row, of the secret life of the tide pool, rendered with the sweeping scope and measured rhythm of Homeric epic.


Many of the stories evoke the entirely sensual happiness of Albert Camus’ sun-drenched “unconquerable summer” that culminates inevitably in some sort of apocalyptic expulsion from Eden. Such is T. Coraghessan Boyle’s glimpse at the Rabelaisian indulgences of mass-tourism. His “Mexico” wickedly charts the peripety of a gringo’s quest for R and R—Romance and Relaxation—in a south-of-the-border resort awash in gua-camole, margaritas, and sweat. Jamaica Kincaid’s chronicle of a torrid affair starts with the premise that the lover’s “mouth was like an island in the sea that was his face” and goes on to explore the sensual intelligence that lurks at the heart of hedonism. In Cyrus Colter’s “The Beach Umbrella,” the beach itself is the provocateur that seduces an upright, henpecked family man into lying and cheating just so that he too can have a little bit of that groin-tingling, gin-swilling, hip-swiveling bit of paradise that sprouts every Sunday on Chicago’s Thirty-first Street Beach.


Ever since imperial Rome, when seaside resorts such as Baiae attracted profligates, loose women, gamblers and gourmands to its sparkling shores, the beach has been synonymous with dissipation, hedonism, and vice. Every coastal nation has had its “dirty weekend destination,” a place of immorality and indolence, commercial sex and infidelity. The British had their Brighton, the French their Monte Carlo, the Americans, their Coney Island and Jersey shore, and the Russians their Yalta—where Anton Chekhov set, with consummate delicacy, “The Lady with the Pet Dog.”


Illicit doings, however, did nothing to diminish the beach’s reputation as a site for life-changing transitions, practically miraculous in nature, both religious and therapeutic. The theme of spiritual conversion informs Takeshi Kaiko’s “The Duel,” in which a young man comes to the sea to learn the unyielding law of life: kill or be killed, eat or be eaten. Diane Johnson’s “Great Barrier Reef” gives a sardonic twist to the image of the beach as the threshold of spiritual renewal. Here the beach is a tawdry outpost filled with ugly natives selling ugly souvenirs to ugly tourists, and the sea, seductively beautiful, enticingly warm, is in fact, “ riddled with poisonous creatures, deadly toxins, and sharks.” For Michel Tournier, the continual cycles of construction and deconstruction, revelation and concealment which transpire on the beach proffer the formula of regeneration to a couple in crisis. In “The Midnight Love Feast,” a philosophical dialogue on the nature of marriage, Tournier argues that the ideal condition of matrimony, like that of the beach, lies in its ephemerality. This same suspension of the ordinary underwrites the reconciliation between brothers and the cementing of family in Ethan Mordden’s “I Read My Nephew Stories.”


Like the proverbial pharmacon—a potent death-or-life dealing medical agent—the beach can both heal and harm. Such is the case in Vladimir Nabokov’s “Perfection” in which the Bolshevik Revolution deposits a meek, neurasthenic Russian on a Baltic beach with nothing but the clothes on his back and some mental baggage left over from a first-rate university education. As his adolescent ward soaks in the vital forces of the sun and the sea, the displaced tutor languishes and eventually perishes. More typical are the stories that render the beach as the symbolic setting for rites of passage, quasi-miraculous encounters with the self that are staged as near-death experiences. Graham Swift’s “Learning to Swim” shows us this ritual from the perspective of parents vying for formative control of their child. In Doris Lessing’s “Through the Tunnel,” the young boy’s epiphanic feat is a purely private act of self-generation, complete with passage through a figurative, submarine birth canal.


As Jonathan Raban so aptly put it, “The beach is a marginal place where marginal people congregate and respectable people come to do marginal things.” In John Cheever’s “Goodbye, My Brother,” blood lust and criminality swim to the genteel surface of sociability and erupt in a fratricidal encounter on the beach. Kay Boyle, in “Black Boy,” shows us the beach as a special place apart, where barriers of race and age and status are suspended and where unmediated encounters with other individuals are momentarily stripped of their social status. In “Turtle Turtle,” Monica Wesolowska describes the yearning and discontent of a coffee-colored Mayan Mexican, rocked by the sea, day in day out, staring with envy at gringo Mandarins as they debouche from fiberglass sailboats, buxom blondes in tow, beer and dope in hand, throwing money into the sea. Wesolowska has entered the mind of the disenfranchised, autochtonous noble savage reaching for the silver stud in the colonizer’s nostril, dreaming of becoming one of the Chucks or Bobs or Bills who seasonally migrate to the warm Mexican beaches to mate and perform enigmatic cultural rituals.


Whitney Balliett’s “A Floor of Flounders” offers one of the most enchanting portraits we’ve ever read of the marginal beach bum, the prototypical old man by the sea, who mediates the profligacy and simplicity of the beach to all urban comers, known and unknown. Against his “piscatorial idyll,” David Malouf’s “A Change of Scene” resonates as a sinister antithesis. As political upheaval touches a perfect Mediterranean island, it not only splinters the delicate harmony between outsider and native, but fractures the psychic integrity and sense of cultural continuity which the protagonists sought and fleetingly found in their littoral refuge. One of the sweetest and, for us, most exciting finds was the selection “Ancestral Houses” from Russ Rymer’s non-fictional American Beach, which reconstructs the lost world of a unique Black coastal resort, as presented through the haunting presence of master raconteur MaVynee Betsch.


Finally, we think that every anthology needs a bit of a chuckle and self-parody. So, for good measure, we’ve thrown in J. G. Ballard’s sci-fi “The Largest Theme Park in the World,” which explodes the fantasy of the endless summer by tracking the implications of a hypothetical “totalitarian system based on leisure” that fills the beaches of the world with professional hedonists. And a book of stories set at the beach would be seriously deficient if it were to omit the subject of the lifeguard, that icon of virile pulchritude who has preside at beaches, fueling female fantasies and, occasionally, descending, Perseus-like, to snatch a drowning swimmer from the jaws of death. John Updike’s “Lifeguard” inverts the usual optic according to which the tanned Adonis on the pedestal is the mute object of our gaze, and presents him instead from the inside out, as a delusional Narcissus scrutinizing our bloated, flawed, and dimpled bodies with arch distaste.


Compiling this anthology has given us the greatest pleasure. We hope that it will inspire in you, as it does in us, the depth of feeling and wonder that lies at the very core of the beach experience. If, in turning the pages of this book, you catch the distant perfume of the sea and, like Mary Betsch in Rymer’s American Beach, glimpse “the shape of sanctuary” in the image of the beach, then we will have succeeded in our goal.


—LENA LENČEK AND GIDEON BOSKER
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the marginal world
from The Edge of the Sea






RACHEL CARSON






the edge of the sea is a strange and beautiful place. All through the long history of Earth it has been an area of unrest where waves have broken heavily against the land, where the tides have pressed forward over the continents, receded, and then returned. For no two successive days is the shore line precisely the same. Not only do the tides advance and retreat in their eternal rhythms, but the level of the sea itself is never at rest. It rises or falls as the glaciers melt or grow, as the floor of the deep ocean basins shifts under its increasing load of sediments, or as the earth’s crust along the continental margins warps up or down in adjustment to strain and tension. Today a little more land may belong to the sea, tomorrow a little less. Always the edge of the sea remains an elusive and indefinable boundary.


The shore has a dual nature, changing with the swing of the tides, belonging now to the land, now to the sea. On the ebb tide it knows the harsh extremes of the land world, being exposed to heat and cold, to wind, to rain and drying sun. On the flood tide it is a water world, returning briefly to the relative stability of the open sea.


Only the most hardy and adaptable can survive in a region so mutable, yet the area between the tide lines is crowded with plants and animals. In this difficult world of the shore, life displays its enormous toughness and vitality by occupying almost every conceivable niche. Visibly, it carpets the intertidal rocks; or half hidden, it descends into fissures and crevices, or hides under boulders, or lurks in the wet gloom of sea caves. Invisibly, where the casual observer would say there is no life, it lies deep in the sand, in burrows and tubes and passageways. It tunnels into solid rock and bores into peat and clay. It encrusts weeds or drifting spars or the hard, chitinous shell of a lobster. It exists minutely, as the film of bacteria that spreads over a rock surface or a wharf piling; as spheres of protozoa, small as pinpricks, sparkling at the surface of the sea; and as Lilliputian beings swimming through dark pools that lie between the grains of sand.


The shore is an ancient world, for as long as there has been an earth and sea there has been this place of the meeting of land and water. Yet it is a world that keeps alive the sense of continuing creation and of the relentless drive of life. Each time that I enter it, I gain some new awareness of its beauty and its deeper meanings, sensing that intricate fabric of life by which one creature is linked with another, and each with its surroundings.


In my thoughts of the shore, one place stands apart for its revelation of exquisite beauty. It is a pool hidden within a cave that one can visit only rarely and briefly when the lowest of the year’s low tides fall below it, and perhaps from that very fact it acquires some of its special beauty. Choosing such a tide, I hoped for a glimpse of the pool. The ebb was to fall early in the morning. I knew that if the wind held from the northwest and no interfering swell ran in from a distant storm the level of the sea should drop below the entrance to the pool. There had been sudden ominous showers in the night, with rain like handfuls of gravel flung on the roof. When I looked out into the early morning the sky was full of a gray dawn light but the sun had not yet risen. Water and air were pallid. Across the bay the moon was a luminous disc in the western sky, suspended above the dim line of distant shore—the full August moon, drawing the tide to the low, low levels of the threshold of the alien sea world. As I watched, a gull flew by, above the spruces. Its breast was rosy with the light of the uprisen sun. The day was, after all, to be fair.


Later, as I stood above the tide near the entrance to the pool, the promise of that rosy light was sustained. From the base of the steep wall of rock on which I stood, a moss-covered ledge jutted seaward into deep water. In the surge at the rim of the ledge the dark fronds of oarweeds swayed, smooth and gleaming as leather. The projecting ledge was the path to the small hidden cave and its pool. Occasionally a swell, stronger than the rest, rolled smoothly over the rim and broke in foam against the cliff. But the intervals between such swells were long enough to admit me to the ledge and long enough for a glimpse of that fairy pool, so seldom and so briefly exposed.


And so I knelt on the wet carpet of sea moss and looked back into the dark cavern that held the pool in a shallow basin. The floor of the cave was only a few inches below the roof, and a mirror had been created in which all that grew on the ceiling was reflected in the still water below.


Under water that was clear as glass the pool was carpeted with green sponge. Gray patches of sea squirts glistened on the ceiling and colonies of soft coral were a pale apricot color. In the moment when I looked into the cave a little elfin starfish hung down, suspended by the merest thread, perhaps by only a single tube foot. It reached down to touch its own reflection, so perfectly delineated that there might have been, not one starfish, but two. The beauty of the reflected images and of the limpid pool itself was the poignant beauty of things that are ephemeral, existing only until the sea should return to fill the little cave.


Whenever I go down into this magical zone of the low water of the spring tides, I look for the most delicately beautiful of all the shore’s inhabitants—flowers that are not plant but animal, blooming on the threshold of the deeper sea. In that fairy cave I was not disappointed. Hanging from its roof were the pendent flowers of the hydroid Tubularia, pale pink, fringed and delicate as the wind flower. Here were creatures so exquisitely fashioned that they seemed unreal, their beauty too fragile to exist in a world of crushing force. Yet every detail was. functionally useful, every stalk and hydranth and petal-like tentacle fashioned for dealing with the realities of existence. I knew that they were merely waiting, in that moment of the tide’s ebbing, for the return of the sea. Then in the rush of water, in the surge of surf and the pressure of the incoming tide, the delicate flower heads would stir with life. They would sway on their slender stalks, and their long tentacles would sweep the returning water, finding in it all that they needed for life.


And so in that enchanted place on the threshold of the sea the realities that possessed my mind were far from those of the land world I had left an hour before. In a different way the same sense of remoteness and of a world apart came to me in a twilight hour on a great beach on the coast of Georgia. I had come down after sunset and walked far out over sands that lay wet and gleaming, to the very edge of the retreating sea. Looking back across that immense flat, crossed by winding, water-filled gullies and here and there holding shallow pools left by the tide, I was filled with awareness that this intertidal area, although abandoned briefly and rhythmically by the sea, is always reclaimed by the rising tide. There at the edge of low water the beach with its reminders of the land seemed far away. The only sounds were those of the wind and the sea and the birds. There was one sound of wind moving over water, and another of water sliding over the sand and tumbling down the faces of its own wave forms. The flats were astir with birds, and the voice of the willet rang insistently. One of them stood at the edge of the water and gave its loud, urgent cry; an answer came from far up the beach and the two birds flew to join each other.


The flats took on a mysterious quality as dusk approached and the last evening light was reflected from the scattered pools and creeks. Then birds became only dark shadows, with no color discernible. Sanderlings scurried across the beach like little ghosts, and here and there the darker forms of the willets stood out. Often I could come very close to them before they would start up in alarm—the sanderlings running, the willets flying up, crying. Black skimmers flew along the ocean’s edge silhouetted against the dull, metallic gleam, or they went flitting above the sand like large, dimly seen moths. Sometimes they “skimmed” the winding creeks of tidal water, where little spreading surface ripples marked the presence of small fish.


The shore at night is a different world, in which the very darkness that hides the distractions of daylight brings into sharper focus the elemental realities. Once, exploring the night beach, I surprised a small ghost crab in the searching beam of my torch. He was lying in a pit he had dug just above the surf, as though watching the sea and waiting. The blackness of the night possessed water, air, and beach. It was the darkness of an older world, before Man. There was no sound but the all-enveloping, primeval sounds of wind blowing over water and sand, and of waves crashing on the beach. There was no other visible life—just one small crab near the sea. I have seen hundreds of ghost crabs in other settings, but suddenly I was filled with the odd sensation that for the first time I knew the creature in its own world—that I understood, as never before, the essence of its being. In that moment time was suspended; the world to which I belonged did not exist and I might have been an onlooker from outer space. The little crab alone with the sea became a symbol that stood for life itself—for the delicate, destructible, yet incredibly vital force that somehow holds its place amid the harsh realities of the inorganic world.


The sense of creation comes with memories of a southern coast, where the sea and the mangroves, working together, are building a wilderness of thousands of small islands off the southwestern coast of Florida, separated from each other by a tortuous pattern of bays, lagoons, and narrow waterways. I remember a winter day when the sky was blue and drenched with sunlight; though there was no wind one was conscious of flowing air like cold clear crystal. I had landed on the surf-washed tip of one of those islands, and then worked my way around to the sheltered bay side. There I found the tide far out, exposing the broad mud flat of a cove bordered by the mangroves with their twisted branches, their glossy leaves, and their long prop roots reaching down, grasping and holding the mud, building the land out a little more, then again a little more.


The mud flats were strewn with the shells of that small, exquisitely colored mollusk, the rose tellin, looking like scattered petals of pink roses. There must have been a colony nearby, living buried just under the surface of the mud. At first the only creature visible was a small heron in gray and rusty plumage—a reddish egret that waded across the flat with the stealthy, hesitant movements of its kind. But other land creatures had been there, for a line of fresh tracks wound in and out among the mangrove roots, marking the path of a raccoon feeding on the oysters that gripped the supporting roots with projections from their shells. Soon I found the tracks of a shore bird, probably a sanderling, and followed them a little; then they turned toward the water and were lost, for the tide had erased them and made them as though they had never been.


Looking out over the cove I felt a strong sense of the inter-changeability of land and sea in this marginal world of the shore, and of the links between the life of the two. There was also an awareness of the past and of the continuing flow of time, obliterating much that had gone before, as the sea had that morning washed away the tracks of the bird.


The sequence and meaning of the drift of time were quietly summarized in the existence of hundreds of small snails—the mangrove periwinkles—browsing on the branches and roots of the trees. Once their ancestors had been sea dwellers, bound to the salt waters by every tie of their life processes. Little by little over the thousands and millions of years the ties had been broken, the snails had adjusted themselves to life out of water, and now today they were living many feet above the tide to which they only occasionally returned. And perhaps, who could say how many ages hence, there would be in their descendants not even this gesture of remembrance for the sea.


The spiral shells of other snails—these quite minute—left winding tracks on the mud as they moved about in search of food. They were horn shells, and when I saw them I had a nostalgic moment when I wished I might see what Audubon saw, a century and more ago. For such little horn shells were the food of the flamingo, once so numerous on this coast, and when I half closed my eyes I could almost imagine a flock of these magnificent flame birds feeding in that cove, filling it with their color. It was a mere yesterday in the life of the earth that they were there; in nature, time and space are relative matters, perhaps most truly perceived subjectively in occasional flashes of insight, sparked by such a magical hour and place.


There is a common thread that links these scenes and memories the spectacle of life in all its varied manifestations as it has appeared, evolved, and sometimes died out. Underlying the beauty of the spectacle there is meaning and significance. It is the elusiveness of that meaning that haunts us, that sends us again and again into the natural world where the key to the riddle is hidden. It sends us back to the edge of the sea, where the drama of life played its first scene on earth and perhaps even its prelude; where the forces of evolution are at work today, as they have been since the appearance of what we know as life: and where the spectacle of living creatures faced by the cosmic realities of their world is crystal clear.


















the largest theme
 park in the world



J. G. BALLARD






the creation of a united Europe, so long desired and so bitterly contested, had certain unexpected consequences. The fulfilment of this age-old dream was a cause of justified celebration, of countless street festivals, banquets and speeches of self-congratulation. But the Europe which had given birth to the Renaissance and the Protestant Reformation, to modern science and the industrial revolution, had one last surprise up its sleeve.


Needless to say, nothing of this was apparent in 1993. The demolition of so many fiscal and bureaucratic barriers to trade led directly to the goal of a Europe at last united in a political and cultural federation. In 1995, the headiest year since 1968, the necessary legislation was swiftly passed by a dozen parliaments, which dissolved themselves and assigned their powers to the European Assembly at Strasbourg. So there came into being the new Europe, a visionary realm that would miraculously fuse the spirits of Charlemagne and the smart card, Michelangelo and Club Med, St Augustine and St Laurent.


Happily exhausted by their efforts, the new Europeans took off for the beaches of the Mediterranean, their tribal mating ground. Blessed by a benevolent sun and a greenhouse sky, the summer of 1995 ran from April to October. A hundred million Europeans basked on the sand, leaving behind little more than an army of caretakers to supervise the museums, galleries and cathedrals. Excited by the idea of a federal Europe, a vast influx of tourists arrived from the United States, Japan and the newly liberated nations of the Soviet bloc. Guide-books in hand, they gorged themselves on the culture and history of Europe, which had now achieved its spiritual destiny of becoming the largest theme park in the world.


Sustained by these tourist revenues, the ecu soared above the dollar and yen, even though offices and factories remained deserted from Athens to the Atlantic. Indeed, it was only in the autumn of 1995 that the economists at Brussels resigned themselves to the paradox which no previous government had accepted—contrary to the Protestant ethic, which had failed so lamentably in the past, the less that Europe worked the more prosperous and contented it became. Delighted to prove this point, the millions of vacationing Europeans on the beaches of the Mediterranean scarcely stirred from their sun-mattresses. Autoroutes and motorways were silent, and graphs of industrial production remained as flat as the cerebral functions of the brain-dead.


An even more significant fact soon emerged. Most of the vacationing Europeans had extended their holidays from two to three months, but a substantial minority had decided not to return at all. Along the beaches of the Costa del Sol and Côte d’Azur, thousands of French, British and German tourists failed to catch their return flights from the nearby airport. Instead, they remained in their hotels and apartments, lay beside their swimming pools and dedicated themselves to the worship of their own skins.


At first this decision to stay was largely confined to the young and unmarried, to former students and the traditional lumpen-intelligentsia of the beach. But these latter-day refuseniks soon included lawyers, doctors and accountants. Even families with children chose to remain on perpetual holiday. Ignoring the telegrams and phone calls from their anxious employers in Amsterdam, Paris and Düsseldorf, they made polite excuses, applied sun oil to their shoulders and returned to their sail-boats and pedalos. It became all too clear that in rejecting the old Europe of frontiers and national self-interest they had also rejected the bourgeois values that hid behind them. A demanding occupation, a high disposable income, a future mortgaged to the gods of social and professional status, had all been abandoned.


At any event, a movement confined to a few resorts along the Mediterranean coast had, by November 1995, involved tens of thousands of holiday makers. Those who returned home did so with mixed feelings. By the spring of 1996 more than a million expatriates had settled in permanent exile among the hotels and apartment complexes of the Mediterranean.


By summer this number vastly increased, and brought with it huge demographic and psychological changes. So far, the effects of the beach exodus on the European economy had been slight. Tourism and the sale of large sections of industry to eager Japanese corporations had kept the ecu afloat. As for the exiles in Minorca, Mykonos and the Costa Brava, the cost of living was low and basic necessities few. The hippies and ex-students turned to petty theft and slept on the beach. The lawyers and accountants were able to borrow from their banks when their own resources ran out, offering their homes and businesses as collateral. Wives sold their jewellery, and elderly relatives were badgered into small loans.


Fortunately, the sun continued to shine through the numerous ozone windows and the hottest summer of the century was widely forecast. The determination of the exiles never to return to their offices and factories was underpinned by a new philosophy of leisure and a sense of what constituted a worthwhile life. The logic of the annual beach holiday, which had sustained Europe since the Second World War, had merely been taken to its conclusion. Crime and delinquency were non-existent and the social and racial tolerance of those reclining in adjacent poolside chairs was virtually infinite.


Was Europe about to lead the world in another breakthrough for the third millennium? A relaxed and unpuritan sexual regime now flourished and there was a new-found pride in physical excellence. A host of sporting activities took place, there were classes in judo and karate, aerobics and tai-chi. The variety of fringe philosophies began to rival those of California. The first solar cults emerged on the beaches of Torremolinos and St Tropez. Where once the Mediterranean coast had been Europe’s Florida, a bland parade of marinas and hotels, it was now set to be its Venice Beach, a hot-house of muscle-building and millennial dreams.


In the summer of 1996 the first challenge occurred to this regime of leisure. By now the beach communities comprised some five million exiles, and their financial resources were exhausted. Credit cards had long been cancelled, bank accounts frozen, and governments in Paris, London and Bonn waited for the return of the expatriates to their desks and work-benches.


Surprisingly, the determination of the beach communities never wavered. Far from catching their long-delayed return flights, the exiles decided to hold on to their place in the sun. Soon this brought them into direct conflict with local hoteliers and apartment owners, who found themselves housing a huge population of non-paying guests. The police were called in, and the first open riots occurred on the beaches of Malaga, Menton and Rimini.


The exiles, however, were difficult to dislodge. A year of sun and exercise had turned them into a corps of superb athletes, for whom the local shopkeepers, waiters and hoteliers were no match. Gangs of muscular young women, expert in the martial arts, roamed the supermarkets of Spain and the Côte d’Azur, fearlessly helping themselves from the shelves. Acts of open intimidation quickly subdued the managers of hotels and apartment houses.


Local police chiefs, for their part, were reluctant to intervene, for fear of damaging the imminent summer tourist trade. The lawyers and accountants among the exiles, all far more educated and intelligent than their provincial rivals, were adept at challenging any eviction orders or charges of theft. The once passive regime of sun and sand had given way to a more militant mood, sustained by the exiles’ conviction in the moral and spiritual rightness of their cause. Acting together, they commandeered any empty villas or apartment houses, whose owners were either too terrified to protest or fled the scene altogether.


The cult of physical perfection had gripped everyone’s imagination. Bodies deformed by years bent over the word-processor and fast-food counter were now slim and upright, as ideally proportioned as the figures on the Parthenon frieze. The new evangelism concealed behind the exercise and fitness fads of the 1980s now reappeared. A devotion to physical perfection ruled their lives more strictly than any industrial taskmaster.


Out of necessity, leisure had moved into a more disciplined phase. At dawn the resort beaches of the Mediterranean were filled with companies of martial art enthusiasts, kicking and grunting in unison. Brigades of handsomely tanned men and women drilled together as they faced the sun. No longer did they devote their spare time to lying on the sand, but to competitive sports and fiercely contested track events.


Already the first community leaders had emerged from the strongest and most charismatic of the men and women. The casual anarchy of the earliest days had given way to a sensible and cooperative democracy, where members of informal beach groups had voted on their best course of action before seizing an empty hotel or raiding a wine-store. But this democratic phase had failed to meet the needs and emotions of the hour, and the beach communities soon evolved into more authoritarian form.


The 1996 holiday season brought a welcome respite and millions of new recruits, whose purses were bulging with ecus. When they arrived at Marbella, Ibiza, La Grande Motte and Sestri Levante they found themselves eagerly invited to join the new beach communities. By August 1996, when almost the whole of Europe had set off for the coasts of the sun, the governments of its member countries were faced with the real possibility that much of their populations would not return. Not only would offices and factories be closed forever, but there would be no one left to man the museums and galleries, to collect the dollars, yen and roubles of the foreign tourists who alone sustained their economies. The prospect appeared that the Louvre and Buckingham Palace might be sold to a Japanese hotel corporation, that Chartres and Cologne cathedrals would become subsidiaries of the Disney company.


Forced to act, the Strasbourg Assembly dispatched a number of task forces to the south. Posing as holiday makers, teams of investigators roamed the cafés and swimming pools. But the pathetic attempts of these bikini bureaucrats to infiltrate and destabilise the beach enclaves came to nothing, and many defected to the ranks of the exiles.


So at last, in October 1996, the Strasbourg Assembly announced that the beaches of the Mediterranean were closed, that all forms of exercise outside the workplace or the bedroom were illegal, and that the suntan was a prohibited skin embellishment. Lastly, the Assembly ordered its 30 million absent citizens to return home.


Needless to say, these commands were ignored. The beach people who occupied the linear city of the Mediterranean coast, some 3,000 miles long and 300 metres wide, were now a very different breed. The police and gendarmerie who arrived at the coastal resorts found militant bands of body-worshippers who had no intention of resuming their previous lives.


Aware that a clash with the authorities would take place, they had begun to defend their territory, blockading the beach roads with abandoned cars, fortifying the entrances to hotels and apartment houses. By day their scuba teams hunted the coastal waters for fish, while at night raiding parties moved inland, stealing sheep and looting the fields of their vegetable crops. Large sections of Malaga, St Tropez and Corfu were now occupied by exiles, while many of the smaller resorts such as Rosas and Formentera were wholly under their control.


The first open conflict, at Golfe-Juan, was typically short-lived and indecisive. Perhaps unconsciously expecting the Emperor to come ashore, as he had done after his escape from Elba, the police were unable to cope with the militant brigade of bronzed and naked mothers, chanting green and feminist slogans, who advanced towards their water-cannon. Commandos of dentists and architects, releasing their fiercest karate kicks, strutted through the narrow streets in what seemed to be a display of a new folk tradition, attracting unmanageable crowds of American and Japanese tourists from their Cannes hotels. At Port-Vendres, Sitges, Bari and Fréjus the police fell back in confusion, unable to distinguish between the exiles and authentic visiting holiday-makers.


When the police returned in force, supported by units of the army, their arrival only increased the determination of the beach people. The polyglot flavour of the original settlers had given way to a series of national groups recruiting their members from their traditional resorts—the British at Torremolinos, Germans at Rosas, French at Juan les Pins. The resistance within these enclaves reflected their national identity—a rabble of drunken British hooligans roamed the streets of Torremolinos, exposing their fearsome buttocks to the riot police. The Germans devoted themselves to hard work and duty, erecting a Siegfried Line of sand bunkers around the beaches of Rosas, while the massed nipples of Juan were more than enough to hopelessly dazzle the gendarmerie.


In return, each of these national enclaves produced its characteristic leaders. The British resorts were dominated by any number of would-be Thatchers, fierce ladies in one-piece bathing suits who invoked the memory of Churchill and proclaimed their determination to “fight them on the beaches and never, never surrender”. Gaullist throwbacks spoke loftily of the grandeur of French sun and sand, while the Italians proclaimed their “mare nostrum.”


But above all the tone of these beach-führers was uniformly authoritarian. The sometime holiday exiles now enjoyed lives of fierce self-discipline coupled with a mystical belief in the powers of physical strength. Athletic prowess was admired above all, a cult of bodily perfection mediated through group gymnastic displays on the beaches, quasi-fascistic rallies, in which thousands of well-drilled participants slashed the dawn air with their karate chops and chanted in a single voice at the sun. These bronzed and handsome figures with their thoughtless sexuality looked down on their tourist compatriots with a sense of almost racial superiority.


It was clear that Europe, where so much of Western civilisation had originated, had given birth to yet another significant trend, the first totalitarian system based on leisure. From the sun-lounge and the swimming pool, from the gymnasium and disco, had come a nationalistic and authoritarian creed with its roots in the realm of pleasure rather than that of work.


By the spring of 1997, as Brussels fumbled and Strasbourg debated, the 30 million people of the beach were beginning to look north for the first time. They listened to their leaders talking of national living space, of the hordes of alien tourists with their soulless dollars and yen, of the tired blood of their compatriots yearning to be invigorated. As they stood on the beaches of Marbella, Juan, Rimini and Naxos they swung their arms in unison, chanting their exercise songs as they heard the call to march north, expel the invading tourists and reclaim their historic heartlands.


So, in the summer of 1997 they set off along the deserted autoroutes and motorways in the greatest invasion which Europe has ever known, intent on seizing their former homes, determined to reinstate a forgotten Europe of nations, each jealous of its frontiers, happy to guard its history, tariff barriers and insularity.
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mexico



T. CORAGHESSAN BOYLE






he didn’t know much about Mexico, not really, if you discount the odd Margarita and a determined crawl through the pages of “Under the Volcano” in an alcoholic haze twenty years ago, but here he was, emerging pale and heavy from the sleek envelope of the airliner and into the fecund embrace of Puerto Escondido. All this—the scorching blacktop, the distant arc of the beach, the heat, the scent of the flowers and the jet fuel, and the faint lingering memory of yesterday’s fish—was an accident. A happy accident. A charity thing at work—give five bucks to benefit the Battered Women’s Shelter and win a free trip for two to the jewel of Oaxaca. Well, he’d won. And to save face and forestall questions he’d told everybody he was bringing his girlfriend along, for two weeks of R. and R.—Romance and Relaxation. He even invented a name for her—Yolanda—and yes, she was Mexican on her mother’s side, gray eyes from her father, skin like burnished copper, and was she ever something in bed . . .


There were no formalities at the airport—they’d taken care of all that in Mexico City with a series of impatient gestures and incomprehensible commands—and he went through the heavy glass doors with his carry-on bag and ducked into the first cab he saw. The driver greeted him in English, swivelling round to wipe an imaginary speck of dust from the seat with a faded pink handkerchief. He gave a little speech Lester couldn’t follow, tossing each word up in the air as if it were a tight-stitched ball that had to be driven high over the fence, then shrank back into himself and said “Where to?” in a diminished voice. Lester gave the name of his hotel—the best one in town—and sat back to let the ripe breeze wash over his face.


He was sweating. Sweating because he was in some steaming thick tropical place and because he was overweight, grossly overweight, carrying fifty pounds too many and all of it concentrated in his gut. He was going to do something about that when he got back to San Francisco—join a club, start jogging, whatever—but right now he was just a big sweating overweight man with bare pale legs set like stanchions on the floor of the cab and a belly that soaked right through the front of his cotton-rayon, open-necked shirt with the blue and yellow parrots cavorting all over it. And there was the beach, scalloped and white, chasing along beside the car, with palm trees and a hint of maritime cool, and before ten minutes had ticked off his watch he was at the hotel, paying the driver from a wad of worn velvety bills that didn’t seem quite real. The driver had no problem with them—the bills, that is—and he accepted a fat velvety tip, too, and seven and a half minutes after that Lester was sitting in the middle of a shady tiled dining room open to the sea on one side and the pool on the other, a room key in his pocket and his first Mexican cocktail clenched in his sweaty fist.


He’d negotiated the cocktail with the faintest glimmer of half-remembered high-school Spanish—jooze naranja, soda cloob and vodka, tall, with ice, hielo, yes, hielo—and a whole repertoire of mimicry he didn’t know he possessed. What he’d really wanted was a Greyhound, but he didn’t know the Spanish word for grapefruit, so he’d fallen back on the orange juice and vodka, though there’d been some confusion over the meaning of the venerable Russian term for clear distilled spirits until he hit on the inspiration of naming the brand, Smirnoff. The waitress, grinning and nodding while holding herself perfectly erect in her starched white peasant dress, repeated the brand name in a creaking singsong voice and went off to fetch his drink. Of course, by the time she set it down he’d already drunk the better half of it and he immediately ordered another and then another, until for the first twenty minutes or so he had the waitress and bartender working in perfect synchronization to combat his thirst and any real or imagined pangs he might have suffered on the long trip down.


After the fifth drink he began to feel settled, any anxiety over travelling dissolved in the sweet flow of alcohol and juice. He was pleased with himself. Here he was, in a foreign country, ordering cocktails like a native and contemplating a bite to eat—gua-camole and nachos, maybe—and then a stroll on the beach and a nap before dinner. He wasn’t sweating anymore. The waitress was his favorite person in the world, and the bartender came next.


He’d just drained his glass and turned to flag down the waitress—one more, he was thinking, and then maybe the nachos—when he noticed that the table at the far end of the veranda was occupied. A woman had slipped in while he was gazing out to sea, and she was seated facing him, bare-legged, in a rust-colored bikini and a loose black robe. She looked to be about thirty, slim, muscular, with a high tight chest and feathered hair that showed off her bloodshot eyes and the puffed bow of her mouth. There was a plate of something steaming at her elbow—fish, it looked like, the specialty of the house, breaded, grilled, stuffed, baked, fried, or sauteed with peppers, onion, and cilantro—and she was drinking a Margarita rocks. He watched in fascination—semi-drunken fascination—for a minute, until she looked up, chewing, and he turned away to stare out over the water as if he were just taking in the sights like any other calm and dignified tourist.


He was momentarily flustered when the waitress appeared to ask if he wanted another drink, but he let the alcohol sing in his veins and said, “Why not?”—“por qué no?”—and the waitress giggled and walked off with her increasingly admirable rump moving at the center of that long white gown. When he stole another glance at the woman in the corner, she was still looking his way. He smiled. She smiled back. He turned away again and bided his time, but when his drink came he tossed some money on the table, rose massively from the chair, and tottered across the room.


“Hi,” he said, looming over the chewing woman, the drink rigid in his hand, his teeth clenched round a defrosted smile. “I mean, Buenas tardes. Or noches.”


He watched her face for a reaction, but she just stared at him.


“Uh, Cómo está Usted? Or tú. Cómo estás tu?”


“Sit down, why don’t you,” she said in a voice that was as American as Hillary Clinton’s. “Take a load off.”


Suddenly he felt dizzy. The drink in his hand had somehow concentrated itself till it was as dense as a meteorite. He pulled out a chair and sat heavily. “I thought . . . I thought you were—?”


“I’m Italian,” she said. “From Buffalo, originally. All four of my grandparents came from Tuscany. That’s where I get my exotic Latin looks.” She let out a short bark of a laugh, forked up a slab offish, and began chewing vigorously, all the while studying him out of eyes that were like scalpels.


He finished his drink in a gulp and looked over his shoulder for the waitress. “You want another one?” he asked though he saw she hadn’t half finished her first.


Still chewing, she smiled up at him. “Sure.”


When the transaction was complete and the waitress had presented them with two fresh drinks, he thought to ask her name, but the silence had gone on too long, and when they both began to speak at the same time he deferred to her. “So what do you do for a living?” she asked.


“Biotech. I work for a company in the East Bay—Oakland, that is.”


Her eyebrows lifted. “Really? Is that like making potatoes that walk around the kitchen and peel themselves? Cloning sheep? Two-headed dogs?”


Lester laughed. He was feeling good Better than good. “Not exactly.”


“My name’s Gina,” she said, reaching out her hand, “but you might know me as the Puma. Gina (the Puma) Caramella.”


He took her hand, which was dry and small and nearly lost in his own. He was drunk, gloriously drunk, and so far he hadn’t been ripped off by the Federales or assailed by the screaming shits or leached dry by malarial mosquitoes and vampire bats or any of the other myriad horrors he’d been warned against, and that made him feel pretty near invulnerable. “What do you mean? You’re an actress?”


She gave a little laugh. “I wish.” Ducking her head, she chased the remnants of the fish around the plate with her fork and the plane of her left index finger. “No,” she said. “I’m a boxer.”


The alcohol percolated through him. He wanted to laugh, but he fought down the urge. “A boxer? You don’t mean like boxing, do you? Fisticuffs? Pugilism?”


“Twenty-three, two, and one,” she said. She took a sip of her drink. Her eyes were bright. “What I’m doing right now is agonizing over my defeat two weeks ago at the Shrine by one of the queen bitches in the game, DeeDee DeCarlo, and my manager thought it would be nice for me to just get away for a bit, you know what I mean?”


He was electrified. He’d never met a female boxer before—didn’t even know there was such a thing. Mud-wrestling he could see—in fact, since his wife had died he’d become a big fan, Tuesday nights and sometimes on Fridays—but boxing? That wasn’t a woman’s sport. Drunkenly, he scrutinized her face, and it was a good face, a pretty face, but for the bridge of her nose, a telltale depression there, just the faintest misalignment—and sure, sure, how had he missed it? “But doesn’t it hurt? I mean, when you get punched in the . . . body punches, I mean?”


“In the tits?”


He just nodded.


“Sure it hurts, what do you think? But I wear a padded bra, wrap ’em up, pull ’em flat across the rib cage so my opponent won’t have a clear target, but really, it’s the abdominal blows that take it out of you,” and she was demonstrating with her hands now, the naked slope of her belly and the slit of her navel, firm, but nothing like those freakish female body-builders they threw at you on ESPN, nice abs, nice navel, nice, nice, nice.


“You doing anything for dinner tonight?” he heard himself say.


She looked down at the denuded plate before her, nothing left but lettuce, don’t eat the lettuce, never eat the lettuce, not in Mexico. She shrugged. “I guess I could. I guess in a couple of hours.”


He lifted the slab of his arm and consulted his watch with a frown of concentration. “Nine o’clock?”


She shrugged again. “Sure.”


“By the way,” he said. “I’m Lester.”


April had been dead two years now. She’d been struck and killed by a car a block from their apartment, and though the driver was a teen-age kid frozen behind the wheel of his father’s Suburban, it wasn’t entirely his fault. For one thing, April had stepped out in front of him, twenty feet from the crosswalk, and, as if that wasn’t bad enough, she was blindfolded at the time. Blindfolded and feeling her way with one of those flexible fibreglass sticks the blind use to register the world at their feet. It was for a psychology course she was taking in San Francisco State—“Strategies of the Physically Challenged.” The professor had asked for two volunteers to remain blindfolded for an entire week, even at night, even in bed, no cheating and April had been the first to raise her hand. She and Lester had been married for two years at the time—his first, her second—and now she was two years dead.


Lester had always been a drinker, drink, but after April’s death he seemed to enjoy drinking less and need it more. He knew it, and he fought it. Still, when he got back to his room, sailing on the high of his chance meeting with Gina—Gina the Puma—he couldn’t help digging out the bottle of Herradura he’d bought in the duty-free and taking a good long cleansing hit.


There was no TV in the room, but the air-conditioner worked just fine and he stood in front of it awhile before stripping off his sodden shirt and stepping into the shower. The water was tepid, but it did him good. He shaved, brushed his teeth, and repositioned himself in front of the air-conditioner. When he saw the bottle standing there on the night table, he thought he’d have just one more hit—just one—because he didn’t want to be utterly wasted when he took Gina the Puma out for dinner. But then he looked at his watch and saw that it was only seven-twenty, and figured what the hell, two drinks, three, he just wanted to have a good time. Too wired to sleep, he flung himself down on the bed like a big wet dripping fish and began poking through the yellowed paperback copy of “Under the Volcano” he’d brought along because he couldn’t resist the symmetry of it. What else was he going to read in Mexico—Proust?


“No se puede vivir sin amar,” he read, “You can’t live without love,” and he saw April stepping out into the street with her puny fibreglass stick and the black velvet sleep mask pulled tight over her eyes. But he didn’t like that picture not at all, so he took another drink and thought of Gina. He hadn’t had a date in six months and he was ready. And who knew? Anything could happen. Especially on vacation. Especially down here. He tipped back the bottle, and then he flipped to the end of the book, where the Consul, cored and gutted and beyond all hope, tumbles dead down the ravine and they throw the bloated corpse of a dog down after him.


The first time Lester had read it, he’d thought it was funny, in a grim sort of way. But now he wasn’t so sure.


Gina was waiting for him at the bar when he came down at quarter to nine. The place was lit with paper lanterns strung from the thatched ceiling, there was the hint of a breeze off the ocean, the sound of the surf, a smell of citrus and jasmine. All the tables were full, people leaning into the candlelight over their fish and Margaritas and murmuring to each other in Spanish, French, German. It was good. It was perfect. But as Lester ascended the ten steps from the patio and crossed the room to the bar, his legs felt dead, as if they’d been shot out from under him and then magically reattached, all in the space of an instant. Food. He needed food. Just a bite, that was all. For equilibrium.


“Hey,” he said, nudging Gina with his shoulder.


“Hey,” she said, flashing a smile. She was wearing shorts and heels and a blue halter top glistening with tiny blue beads.


He was amazed at how small she was—she couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds. Aprils size. Aprils size exactly.


He ordered a Herradura-and-tonic, his forearms laid out like bricks on the bar. “You weren’t kidding before,” he said, turning to her, “about boxing, I mean? Don’t take offense, but you’re so—well, small. I was just wondering, you know?”


She looked at him a long moment, as if debating with herself. “I’m a flyweight, Les,” she said finally. “I fight other flyweights, just like in the men’s division, you know? This is how big God made me, but you come watch me some night and you’ll see it’s plenty big enough.”


She wasn’t smiling, and somewhere on the free-floating periphery of his mind he realized he’d made a blunder. “Yeah,” he said, “of course. Of course you are. Listen, I didn’t mean to—but why boxing? Of all the things a woman could do.”


“What? You think men have a patent on aggression? Or excellence?” She let her eyes sail out over the room, hard eyes, angry eyes, and then she came back to him. “Look, you hungry or what?”


Lester swirled the ice in his drink. It was time to defuse the situation, but quick. “Hey,” he said, smiling for all he was worth. “I’d like to tell you I’m on a diet, but I like eating too much for that—and plus, I haven’t had a thing since that crap they gave us on the plane, dehydrated chicken and rice that tasted like some sort of by-product of the vulcanizing process. So yeah, let’s go for it.”


“There’s a place up the beach,” she said, “in town. I hear it’s pretty good—Los Crotos. Want to try it?”


“Sure,” he said, but the deadness crept back into his legs. Up the beach? In town? It was dark out there and he didn’t speak the language.


She was watching him. “If you don’t want to, it’s no big deal,” she said, finishing off her drink and setting the glass down with a rattle of ice that sounded like nothing so much as loose teeth spat into a cup. “We can just eat here. The thing is, I’ve been here two days now and I’m a little bored with the menu—you know, fish, fish, and more fish. I was thinking maybe a steak would be nice.”


“Sure,” he said. “Sure, no problem.”


And then they were out on the beach, Gina barefoot at his side, her heels swinging from one hand, purse from the other. The night was dense and sustaining, the lights muted, palms working slowly in the breeze, empty palapas lined along the high-water mark like the abandoned cities of a forgotten race. Lester shuffled through the deep sand, his outsized feet as awkward as snow-shoes, while children and dogs chased each other up and down the beach in a blur of shadow against the white frill of the surf and knots of people stood in the deeper shadows of the palms, laughing and talking till the murmur of conversation was lost in the next sequence of breakers pounding the shore. He wanted to say something, anything, but his brain was impacted and he couldn’t seem to think, so they walked in silence, taking it all in.


When they got to the restaurant—an open-air place set just off a shallow lagoon that smelled powerfully of sea wrack and decay—he began to loosen up. There were tables draped in white cloth, the waiter was solicitous and grave and he accepted Lester’s mangled Spanish with equanimity. Drinks appeared. Lester was in his element again. “So,” he said, leaning into the table and trying to sound as casual as he could while Gina squeezed a wedge of lime into her drink and let her shoe dangle from one smooth slim foot, “you’re not married, are you? I mean, I don’t see a ring or anything. . . .”


Gina hunched her shoulders, took a sip of her drink—they were both having top-shelf Margaritas, blended—and gazed out on the dark beach. “I used to be married to a total idiot,” she said, “but that was a long time ago. My manager, Gerry O’Connell—he’s Irish, you know?—him and me had a thing for a while, but I don’t know anymore. I really don’t.” She focussed on him. “What about you?”


He told her he was a widower and watched her eyes snap to attention. Women loved to hear that—it got all their little wheels and ratchets turning—because it meant he wasn’t damaged goods, like all the other hairy-chested cretins out there, but tragic, just tragic, just tragic. She asked how it had happened, a sink of sympathy and morbid female curiosity, and he told her the story of the kid in the Suburban and the wet pavement and how the student volunteers were supposed to have a monitor with them at all times, but not April, because she just shrugged it off—she wanted an authentic experience, and that was what she got, all right. His throat seemed to thicken when he got to that part, the irony of it, and what with the cumulative weight of the cocktails, the reek of the lagoon, and the strangeness of the place—Mexico, his first day in Mexico—he nearly broke down. “I wasn’t there for her,” he said. “That’s the bottom line. I wasn’t there.”


Gina was squeezing his hand. “You must have really loved her.”


“Yeah,” he said. “I did.” And he had loved her, he was sure of it, though he had trouble picturing her now, her image drifting through his consciousness as if blown by a steady wind.


Another drink came. They ordered dinner, a respite from the intensity of what he was trying to convey, and then Gina told him her own tale of woe, the alcoholic mother, the brother shot in the face when he was mistaken for a gang member, how she’d excelled in high-school sports and had nowhere to go with it, two years at the community college and a succession of mind-numbing jobs till Gerry O’Connell plucked her from anonymity and made her into a fighter. “I want to be the best,” she said. “Number One—and I won’t settle for anything less.”


“You’re beautiful,” he said.


She looked at him. Her drink was half gone. “I know,” she said.


By the time they were finished with dinner and they’d had a couple of after-dinner drinks, he was feeling unbeatable again. It was quarter past eleven and the solicitous waiter wanted to go home. Lester wanted to go home, too—he wanted to take Gina up to his room and discover everything there was to know about her. He lurched suddenly to his feet and threw a fistful of money at the table. “Want to go?” he said, the words sticking to the roof of his mouth.
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