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Downtime 1n Denia

port town on the Costa Blanca, in southeastern Spain,

whose sandy shores are bathed by the Mediterranean.
My mother was living there at the time, in a studio apartment
just a few steps from the beach. She had been there for a
year or so by then and had fallen in with a bunch of Anglo
expats who shared her fondness for warm weather and a
casual lifestyle.

Her place was small but charming, just big enough for
the two of us. Most importantly, for her, it was close to the
sea, close enough to hear the rolling roar of the surf rushing
up onto the shore during the night. Also close enough for a
walk and a swim before breakfast. She felt more at home in
Denia than in any other place she had visited since my father
died. A slow, restless peregrination had eventually delivered
her to a place she soon came to love.

In the late morning, we strolled into town on our way to the
indoor market, which was just off the main thoroughfare, the
Marquéz de Campo. This famous avenue is lined with fine
old plane trees whose top branches meet high overhead to
provide a welcome canopy of shade for the many bars and
restaurants with outdoor seating up and down the street.
The market was large and well organized and spotlessly
clean. There were stalls selling meat and sausages and
cheese and all kinds of seafood, fresh off the fishing boats
that morning. There were stalls selling fruit and vegetables
and flowers, and a couple of stand-up bars where weary
shoppers could rest an elbow and enjoy a glass of sherry
while pondering their next purchase. The market was always
teeming with people, full of life and noise, everyone talking
at the same time.

In accordance with long-standing tradition, the Anglo
expats gathered at noonish at one of the bars on the main
street. It was called Siete Mares, which means Seven Seas,
but the Brits always called it Sweaty Mary’s. There, one
had a tall glass of ice-cold draft beer or perhaps a gin and
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tonic. Sometimes followed by a thick wedge of freshly made
Spanish omelette—an egg and potato delight—or a bowl of
garlic prawns that were, in my mother’s words, “out of this
world.” Then home for a siesta as the hottest part of the day
drove almost everyone indoors.

Denia has felt the heavy tread of history. Over the course
of many centuries it has been conquered and abandoned,
besieged and overrun, raided and ransacked. As generations
have come and gone, Denia has learned that time is an
illusion and being in a hurry is no way to live. Like other
small port towns around the Mediterranean, it moves at its
own pace, which attracts and seduces refugees from busier
parts of the world, like the Anglo expats and my mother.

In the evenings, now rested and refreshed, we would
often visit her closest friends, a Scottish couple who had
lived in Denia for years. Dinner usually consisted of grilled
chicken accompanied by a delicious green salad (lettuce,
tomato, and purple onion in a light vinaigrette) and a baked
potato. It was here that | learned that this bird tastes better
when a generous amount of salt has been rubbed into the
skinless flesh before it is basted with olive oil and red wine
and laid over the coals. And it was here that we devoted
many hours to what the Spanish call /a sobremesa, which
means lingering at the table long after the meal has been
consumed, deep in conversation over coffee and brandy.

When we felt like a change of pace we dined at the Denia
Yacht Club, which was a little more formal than our usual
haunts. We sat outside on the deck, where we could watch
the boats in the marina rising and falling on the evening swell.
When a gentle breeze blew in off the sea, we could hear the
creaking of the hulls and the distinctive sound of halyards
slapping against the masts. There is no light pollution over
the Mediterranean, so when there was no moon, we could
look up at a night sky full of stars that seemed brighter and
closer than they usually do.
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