The Hartford Courant’s Northeast Magazine

--------------------

Moonlight in Cancun 

--------------------

She was an adult on the beach with a cute guy, but all was not paradise.

By HANNA INGBER

May 25, 2003

"We don't need to go over that," I told the travel doctor at the Health Center. "I'm not going to have sex in Mexico."

I wanted to skip to the malaria pills, the typhoid vaccine, how to avoid the unpurified water that can give you diarrhea for three days.

"On second thought," I continued. "I might be raped."

The doctor was a bit taken aback by my bluntness. He said, "Well, I'm glad you are aware of the dangers of traveling alone," and then went over how to get the morning-after pill in a foreign country.

I am not going to tell my doctor this story. I wasn't planning on having sex in Mexico. I wasn't going to tell anyone about it. Not even my big sister. I didn't want her to think less of me. And I certainly wasn't going to write in my diary about it.

I wanted to forget it.

But I know myself better than that. I know that I can't forget, and that hurts.

What hurts the most is that if a friend told me the same story, I'd consider her a victim.

I am not a victim. I'd rather just pretend it didn't happen.

I was traveling to Chiapas, Mexico, to do research for my senior essay. I spent two weeks studying the effects of political violence on indigenous street children. Then I took a week off and went to the beach.

I found a cheap hostel in downtown Cancun, stale breakfast included. I wasn't going to go out and party. My plan was to save money and just spend my days lying in the sun.

The second night at the hostel, though, when a bunch of us were all hanging out making dinner together, I met this guy. A really hot, really funny guy. He was one of the few Americans I had met on the entire trip. He was even from New York, like me.

His name was Mike, and he had been in Cancun for the past three weeks. Yes, great tan. He told me there was a club where girls got to drink for free.

Obviously, my plans changed - I was going out.

We went to "Commercial Mexicana" together and bought some cheap vodka to pre-drink at the hostel. He made us strawberry-banana daiquiris, one after the other. They were good, and he kept making them. I kept drinking.

Maybe I had had a big dinner, or maybe I drank them too fast. I don't know why, but I wasn't even feeling tipsy.

After a couple hours Mike and I got all spruced up and went out to the club.

I kept drinking. Vodka tonics, tequila shots, Coronas.

I wasn't feeling a thing, and he was really cute, and I knew we were going to go dancing, and I didn't want to feel all awkward and reserved on the dance floor.

So I kept drinking. And he was by my side for every one.

The rest of the night isn't so clear. Not blurry, but I can only picture a couple moments, scenes from the evening.

I now remember lying with him, protected from the rain under an awning, on the beach. I wouldn't have remembered, but the next morning my clothes were all wet and sandy.

My one other memory of the night is being in the shower at the hostel and telling him to put on a condom. I remember the condom.

The next day he was as sweet as can be. He teased me about how drunk I had been - he said that at one point at the club he saw my face suddenly lose color and my eyes roll back in my head. He told me that he had taken care of me.

Mike wanted to hook up in the morning. He wanted to skip the beach and spend the day in bed.

I didn't know what I wanted or how I felt. I just didn't want him to touch me again. I kept making excuses. "I feel like playing cards with

everyone," I said.

I e-mailed my sister about meeting this cute guy from New York. "Finally, someone who can speak English!" I wrote. But I also told her how irresponsible I had been. "I get too drunk. I count my blessings that nothing has ever happened to me - but, really, I put myself in such vulnerable positions. I am so damn lucky."

I left Cancun the following day for Isla Mujeres, an island with beautiful sand beaches, palm trees, homemade guacamole, strong margaritas - and no guys from

New York.

I stayed in Isla Mujeres for four days. I did think about Mike, even though I hadn't even said good-bye. I thought that I was an idiot for getting so drunk. I remembered that image of him putting on a condom in the shower, and I blessed my lucky stars.

To catch my flight home I had to return to the hostel in Cancun. I saw Mike, and he was again as cute as can be. He wanted me to change into my low-cut tank top and black stilettos and go drinking at the club.

I told him I wasn't going out. He persisted.

"Mike," I said, "I know that I am a big girl. I'm 21 - I'm an adult. I know that I was stupid - I know that if it hadn't been for you, I would have never made it back to the hostel. I know that it was my fault that I got so drunk, and I take complete responsibility for my actions. But ..."

He stopped playing with my hair and looked at me, stunned.

"But ... but ..." I continued. "I think that what you did was shitty. You knew how drunk I was."

His confusion disappeared. He became angry, disappointed, shocked by my accusation. He insisted that it wasn't a big deal and told me that I was being silly. "It was fun - we had fun."

He told me that I wanted it, that I was all over him that night.

We argued back and forth, in between him pulling me onto his lap and trying to kiss me. "It was fun - we had fun," he said.

For the moment I forgot how much I hated him. I liked that he passed up going to the club with his friends to bicker with me. I was impressed that he was so hurt and offended by my version of the evening.

But then he said, "Hey, at least I pulled out."

"What?" I asked. "What do you mean you `pulled out'?"

"On the beach. When we were under the awning. I pulled out. It wasn't, like, real."

I don't remember having sex with him on the beach. But I know that he didn't have a condom on him then.

Now what? If I don't tell anyone and if I don't write in my diary about it, I can forget it ever happened. I can just remember getting tan and eating delicious guacamole. I can continue to boast that I advocated for condoms in my high school, that I've given speeches about the need for more sex education, that I had never had unprotected sex.

But I can't forget. I have to take an HIV test in three months.

What if I test positive? I can't excuse it. I can't just think, "Wow, that sucks." I can't be angry with anyone but myself. Because I wasn't gang raped in a back alley. I went to Cancun, I met a guy, I got really really drunk. I am an adult.

I could think of myself as a victim. It was his fault - he took advantage of me. I was practically unconscious. If we had been in Connecticut, it would have been illegal.

But that doesn't feel so good either. I don't want to be pitied. I don't want to think that I have a story, too.

I could think that this is the price you pay for traveling alone to a foreign country. But he was from New York. He was just another cute, funny, English-speaking guy. He could have gone to Wesleyan.

I don't want to blame myself, and I don't want to be deemed a victim. But I also don't want this to happen to anyone else.

Hanna Ingber graduates today from Wesleyan University. This column first appeared in the Argus, the campus newspaper. 
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