
Atlantis Vol. 10 No. 2 
Spring/printetnps 1985 

The Beach 

Karen Alkalay-Gut 
Tel Aviv University 

A m o t h e r , w a l k i n g s l o w l y a l o n g the shore, 
w i t h her h a n d o n her c h i l d ' s s h o u l d e r , b r o k e the 
seated w o m a n ' s v i e w of her s o n b o b b i n g o n the 
waves . T h e w o m a n ' s eyes f o l l o w e d the s t r o l l i n g 
p a i r w i s t f u l l y , a n d by the t i m e she l o o k e d back at 
the sea, he h a d s w u m o u t too far. 

" N o use m a k i n g a f u s s , " she m u t t e r e d to her­
self, r i s i n g a n d s w e e p i n g s a n d off her m i d d l e as 
she w a d e d o u t i n t o the water , " H e ' s too y o u n g to 
j u d g e dis tances . A n y w a y , I s h o u l d be o u t there 
w i t h h i m . " 

J u m p i n g together over the waves, she felt her­
self s l o w l y w a r m i n g to h is e n j o y m e n t - after so 
l o n g f i n a l l y back i n h is o w n element . N o w o n d e r 
he chose the sea for their last day together. W i t h 
h i s father he w o u l d p r o b a b l y s p e n d the rest o f h i s 
v a c a t i o n i n m u s e u m s a n d e d u c a t i o n a l i n s t i t u ­
t i o n s , places h e ' d pre tend to be i m p r e s s e d by to 
please h i s parent . H e r e he was a p p r e c i a t i n g the 
exper ience for its o w n sake. 

S h e ' d rather have t a k e n h i m to a m u s e u m 
herself , she reflected, p u l l i n g u p the b o t t o m of 
her w o r n b i k i n i . T h e m e r e t h o u g h t of s a n d a n d 
s u n was a l i e n to her n e w c i t i f i e d se l f - image. 
S i n c e the d i v o r c e she h a d c u l t i v a t e d the sense of 
c o n t r o l m a d e p o s s i b l e o n l y by l i m i t i n g var iables 
to a spec i f i c k n o w a b l e u r b a n area. T h e custody 
batt le , the fear of fur ther deser t ion , the uncer­
ta in ty a n d compet i t iveness of the j o b marke t , 
h a d a l l exhaus ted her. T h e sea, w i t h its c h a n g i n g 
surface , its h i d d e n currents , m a d e her n e r v o u s 
n o w . 

T h e y were b o t h o u t too deep. T h e b lack f l a g 
was u p a n d the m u f f l e d voice o n the l o u d s p e a k e r 
was p r o b a b l y t e l l i n g t h e m to get o u t of the water . 
She w a s n ' t sure, t h o u g h , a n d h a d n ' t the heart to 
p u l l h i m o u t a l l at once . Instead she m o v e d 
t o w a r d the shore w i t h each l e a p over the waves, 
a n d he f o l l o w e d , u n a w a r e of or u n c o n c e r n e d 
w i t h her ruse. 

F i n a l l y the boy h a d h a d e n o u g h a n d r a n o u t 
l a u g h i n g to the b lanket . R e l i e v e d , she f o l l o w e d 
h i m , a n t i c i p a t i n g a rest, a chance to read the 
p a p e r , to escape f r o m his w o r l d to hers. B u t he 
t u r n e d f r o m the basket w i t h the paddles a n d the 
c h a l l e n g i n g v o i c e she c o u l d n ' t resist today . 
" A r e n ' t y o u g o i n g to p l a y w i t h me n o w ? " 

" L e t ' s see w h a t k i n d of b a l l y o u ' v e g o t , " a 
m a n ' s vo ice sa id . W i t h o u t t u r n i n g a r o u n d , she 
k n e w . P a r t of t a k i n g a boy to the beach - she 
s i g h e d - sand , salt, a n d the p i c k u p . 

T h e p a r t i c u l a r m a n m u s t have been f i f ty , w i t h 
w h i t e h a i r o n a g o o d b r o w n chest a n d n o 
p a u n c h . H e l o o k e d l i k e the o l d m a n a n d the sea, 
wise a n d w i l y . 

" T h a t ba l l ' s n o g o o d , " he sa id , " C o m e d o w n 
w i t h m e to the s t a t i o n , a n d I ' l l get y o u a h a r d 
b lack o n e . " T h e n , " L e t m e i n t r o d u c e myself , I ' m 
A m o s , the l i f e g u a r d . " 

T h e y s h o o k h a n d s . " C o m e ! " he s a i d , a n d 
t u r n e d to go . She f o l l o w e d t h e m , l i s t e n i n g 
v a g u e l y as her son answered the l i f eguard ' s ques-



t i o n s : W h a t ' s y o u r n a m e , w h e r e d o y o u l i v e , d o 
y o u c o m e here o f t e n , have y o u got brothers a n d 
sisters, w h a t d o y o u m e a n step-sisters, is y o u r 
father r e m a r r i e d , y o u r m o t h e r , w h a t does she d o . 

T h e boy was entranced, a n d answered each 
q u e s t i o n del iberate ly . H a d any of his f r iends ever 
s p o k e n to a l i f e g u a r d ? E s p e c i a l l y one w h o 
s h o w e d s u c h a n interest i n h is p r i v a t e l i fe ! A n d 
here was h i s m o t h e r w a l k i n g a l o n g - s i lent , 
i n s i g n i f i c a n t - the w a y he h a d so m a n y t imes 
w a l k e d b e h i n d her a n d her f r iends . 

A n d then there was the tower! " D o y o u take 
sugar i n y o u r coffee?" A m o s t u r n e d to her as they 
ascended the stairs. " I guess . " H e seated t h e m o n 
the p o r c h of the g u a r d tower as he went i n s i d e . 
T h e other g u a r d extended h is b i n o c u l a r s . " W a n t 
to see?" T h e b l a c k b i n o c u l a r s were h e l d u p to the 
w i d e eyes. T h e g u a r d s w o r k e d together o n deals 
l i k e this . 

Cof fee a n d ices c a m e as they sat o n the deck 
c h a i r s o n the c o o l w i n d y p o r c h . A m o s s a i d h e ' d 
l i k e to take the boy o u t i n the l i feboat , but the 
waves were too s t r o n g n o w . " W h e n y o u c o m e 
back, t o m o r r o w . " 

" I ' m f l y i n g this a f t e r n o o n , w i t h m y father. 
T w o w e e k s ! " 

" G i v i n g y o u r m o t h e r a v a c a t i o n , eh? She 
w o n ' t have a n y t h i n g to d o w h i l e y o u ' r e g o n e . 
S h e ' l l have to s w i m a l o n e . " 

" W h a t a b o u t the p a d d l e b a l l ? " T h e boy ans­
wered. 

A s A m o s a n d the boy v o l l e y e d the b a l l back 
a n d f o r t h , she went back to col lect the b l a n k e t 
a n d the basket. S h e w a l k e d s l o w l y , n o t i n g that 
except for the teenagers farther off w a i t i n g for 
the surf , there were n o m e n . O n l y w o m e n a n d 
their charges. W h e n she came back, A m o s s a i d , 
" N o w y o u take a break a n d I ' l l p l a y w i t h y o u r 
m o t h e r . " 

She s a i d she d i d n ' t k n o w h o w , w o u l d rather 
not , b u t took u p the p a d d l e , l is t lessly . T h e y v o l ­
leyed for a w h i l e , then he s a i d , " T r o u b l e w i t h 
y o u r back, r i g h t ? " 

" H o w ' d y o u k n o w ? " 

" I ' m a p h y s i o t h e r a p i s t . I c a n see." 

" W e l l , I 've l i v e d w i t h i t for m o r e t h a n t h i r t y 
years, I ' l l d o a l l r i g h t f r o m here o n t o o . " 

" W h a t y o u real ly need is to have y o u r shoulders 
loosened , those back m u s c l e s . " 

" A massage . " 

" A few sessions o u g h t to d o it . S o m e exercise, a 
l i t t l e s w i m m i n g , a n d y o u ' l l be as g o o d as n e w . " 

" U h - h u h . " 

" I 've got a p lace i n the back r o o m here where it 
c o u l d be d o n e - of course y o u s h o u l d be re laxed , 
free of a l l o b l i g a t i o n s , l i k e k i d s . . . " 

" I ' m i n a r u s h today. H e has to catch a p l a n e — 

H e c a l l e d the b o y f r o m the water w h e r e the 
o ther l i f e g u a r d s h a d o c c u p i e d h i m , a n d they 
gathered their t h i n g s . 

" C o m e back s o o n . " 

" W e sure w i l l ! " 

" I ' l l teach y o u the l i fesaver s t r o k e . " A m o s 
c a l l e d after t h e m as they w a l k e d the p a t h u p to 
the car. T h e boy t u r n e d a n d w a v e d . 

" T h a t was the best day I ever h a d ! " he s i g h e d 
a l o u d as they drove off. " Y o u ' r e so g o o d to m e . " 


