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      The moment Mayumi tumbled into the rolling wave her bikini bottoms slipped off. She ran her eyes over the foamy surface, for white polka dots over periwinkle blue, while her toes raked the ripples of sand below. Another fizz-crested wave bulldozed toward her. The water surged around her legs, then as it retreated, she steadied herself against the undertow. The irreversibility of her predicament quickly settled in, and she waded out deeper to tread water.

      The sun was sinking behind Ko Samui’s emerald hills, and the eastern horizon was losing its silvery blue to a splendid pink saturated by layers of dusty grey. The bay would soon turn from turquoise to silvery black, and the few holidaymakers still on the beach would return to their bungalows to prepare for evening meals and romance.

      Mayumi was in a pickle. Though rather than wading to the shore, she bobbed out farther. Her feet now scarcely touched bottom, while the surface lapped at her chin. She turned to face the beach and waited, scolding herself for diving into that big wave. Impulsive, so careless, she thought. Even under the veil of dusk, making it back to her bungalow without being spotted was a long shot. Staying put was all she could do, until night fell or she grew too weary and cold.

      She watched two dogs wrestle on the cooling sand. One bolted into the surf with his ears flopping about, then ambled back to the beach and shook the water from his coat. He then taunted his mate, darting at her and nipping at her scruff.

      Beyond the dogs stood a line of palm trees, with bungalows half-hidden behind them. Mayumi was glad her husband had let her choose the place. At night, lying awake, she could hear the waves lapping at the shore. How could he not hear them, too? What a splendid view, of swaying palms and soft sand fringing a sparkling bay, of tropical color so unlike the drab high-rises outside the windows of his Tokyo office.

      Mayumi squinted to see the bungalow’s window. What might have been her husband’s shadow passed behind it. Or her eyes were playing tricks in the diminishing light. More likely he was still on his laptop, finishing up, as usual, one last thing. But when he noticed how dark it was getting he would realize she had not returned from her swim. That’s when she would call to him, she told herself. So he could wade out to her with her towel.

      Mayumi stopped treading. She rubbed her arms, and her wrist brushed against a nipple, stiff from the chill. She saw a jogger, with a trim figure and light brown hair, running along the beach. If he kept going, she thought, and passed the dogs, it would mean he had not seen her. If he did see her, though, would he not think it strange for a woman to be alone and motionless in the water? Would he call out to her, to check if she was okay? The possibility of this made her anxious. She comforted herself with the thought that, should he spot her, he would simply let her be. What business was a stranger’s twilight dip of his, anyway?

      Mayumi had watched young European men on that beach, and had wondered about their seeming indifference around the young European women they accompanied. Those white women, stretching out in thongs and gleaming with sweat, oiling and browning themselves, were no less a mystery to her. How they slipped off their bikini tops so unselfconsciously. As casually as one plucks off sunglasses. She had watched them float by on loungers, their flushed breasts gazing up with sun-soaked glee. How curious, she thought.

      And yet despite these delicate displays, the men appeared wholly unresponsive. At least in any way that was familiar to her. Truly, they seemed unswayed by the currents of desire she had always thought men incapable of resisting. More striking still, they regarded each other mostly, as though the women were not made of flesh but of sand. The men tossed footballs and frisbees, splashing boyishly in the surf, while the women basked not in amorous glances but only in the sun. There was no defiance in any of it, from either side. To Mayumi, it seemed merely a mild, almost unconscious, expression of freedom, but freedom nonetheless. On display but untouched by shame. Innocent of any need to desire or be desired.

      Mayumi reached down, her fingertips sweeping the length of her thigh. Her fingers then wandered up and crossed her waist and then, gingerly, caressed her lower back. She had once liked where her back narrowed to her hips. In her teens she had posed for her bedroom mirror, letting her hair spill over her shoulders in a hundred ways, pursing her lips and fluttering her eyes. Years ago.

      The jogger slowed as he approached the dogs, both sprawled out and panting. He looked down at them and then scanned the breadth of the bay.

      Run on, she urged telepathically. Run down that final stretch. Or turn and head back. But instead he lowered himself onto the sand, where he began to massage a cramp out of his calf.

      Mayumi dipped her chin below the surface and held her breath as the water around her swelled. The jogger had not spotted her. He kept rubbing his leg and watching the dogs, one of which was back on its feet and soon sniffing his hand. After a minute, he again gazed out at the sea, at some point far behind her, she thought. Had he mistaken her head for an anchor float? But, then, how silly it would be, she told herself, to resent him for such a thing. The brief urge to lift her shoulders above the surface washed away.

      She squinted at the bungalow window. The yellow light inside had grown brighter as evening faded. He would come looking for her soon, she assured herself.

      In a single and not inelegant motion the jogger stood and lifted off his shirt, then came trudging through the water towards her. She felt both poised and ready to shrink as the contours of his body became appreciable. Her cold lips pressed against each other.

      His hair was tidy on one side but wild on the other, and a breeze caught the untamed half and mussed it absurdly. She was unaware that this amused her a little. He splashed water on his chest and shoulders, then dove. And when he resurfaced, silvery light caught his salt-wet skin.

      The narrowing distance between them made her feel more uncovered. She prayed this swimmer would refrain from any pleasantries, and eschew speaking to her altogether. Her anxiety, however, dropped a notch as he came closer, for she saw that his eyes were closed as he lithely cut through the water. Without so much as sensing her, or so she supposed, he swam quickly past her, then stopped several strokes away, where he faced the other way, at the darkening horizon.

      He was now so close that she could hear him breathing. Deep, long breaths. She imagined that anyone passing by on the beach would easily mistake them for lovers out for a skinny dip. Suddenly, she recalled a teenage girl she’d watched from under the brim of her sun hat earlier. A girl with fair skin and a fine-looking boy who wrapped his bulging arm around her waist and whirled her till she shrieked with delight. How strange, she thought, that she should come to remember such a scene now.

      To stir up some warmth, Mayumi again caressed the small of her back. She twisted slowly, so as not to reveal herself with a sudden splash. Over her shoulder, she could tell from the way the swimmer’s head was turned that his eyes were following a long-tail boat, which she only just noticed herself, along with the low hum of its motor. Though it was still some distance away, she lowered her chin. Then, judging by its red and green lights, set at even intervals along its sides, she feared it was headed straight for her. Its unhurried approach, however, would give her plenty of time to swim out of its path. She composed herself as best she could. For the moment anyhow, she would stay put.

      Then it occurred to her that the swimmer might already be aware of her presence. Out of courtesy, or perhaps shyness, was he putting on an air of disregard? Not that this eased her self-consciousness any. Even though she could not be sure if this was the approach he’d chosen, the possibility alone added to her unease. The hollow feeling in her stomach had tightened.

      She focused on the boat, whose drone had dwindled to a low hum. A strong swimmer would be able to keep pace alongside it now. A second light on its bow was switched on, and Mayumi could make out the fishermen, who were part silhouette. One untangled a net while another poured buckets of fish scraps over the gunwale. A third man steered, making himself taller as he guided the boat in the shallows.

      When the boat passed by, Mayumi felt that whatever she had expected—something she had not quite put her finger on—was being mocked. Right after that, the swimmer spun round and dived. She touched her leg, lifted her chin. She waited for him to resurface. How foolish he’d feel if he swam right into her, wouldn’t he? At least then he would see her.

      Alas, this did not happen; he reappeared a dozen strokes away, a third of the way back to the beach. She watched as he strode through waist- then knee-deep water, in the direction of the dogs. Mayumi saw her husband, too. He was standing at the shoreline, and had glanced left and then right. Obviously, she thought, he had not seen her orange towel folded on the rattan chair she’d been sitting on earlier. He glimpsed back, at the bungalow. He’d forgotten to turn the light off, as usual, she thought. She expected that he would go back, to turn it off. Instead, though, he walked towards the bar.

      The little light from the bungalows played on the opaque surface. Voices, like dreamlike murmurs, from the bar and beyond, scarcely skimmed through the dark. The man by the dogs, which were now resting on their sides, shimmied back into his shirt. Mayumi lifted her eyes to a lone star in a sky awash with them. The sea air, although slightly impish in its darts and twists, tasted just as it should. She filled her lungs with it. Then, pushing through the water, she took off her top and gifted it to the surf. The sea, swirling around all of her, roused her as much as the silky sand tickled her toes.

      The man saw her before her navel was out of the water. As she emerged, all of her was steady. Her soft lines lengthened with each firm step. He may have held his breath, though she didn’t look his way or, for that matter, see that the dogs had lifted their heads. On the beach, she gazed back and gave a modest bow, then went up the path to her bungalow and inside to that warm glow.
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