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DebUt llovelist shines . ·, 

in the 'Damit 'fropics' 
. . . 

-
protecting•theirJiv~s· 8:D<i the f~- Mexi~ teleno:vekl to· sflaroe-

Reviewed by Brian Levinson ily-o~ed COrp(>~f:ion. • . • .. Marcos, liie narrator, is 53 years 
I ~ al]. ma~es for an. engross~ • old an~ undergoing a kin4 of cbar-

. . ing pi~:Of_ ~~on~al.ficµ~ii, ~d apter. ~~velopment normaJ)y re- . 
Life in the Damn Trop~cs, during· a ~riod in. time .that often.. ~rved for pe~plc halfhi~ age. Af­

David Unger's first novel, is_~e • goes.~cove~. Outsi~.mJoi:est ter years of "whore-hoppµig," he 
stoiy of a divided family in a di~ in GuatemaJa is. geir~y ljmited · has finaJ=1y found lov~ and a ?ea­
country. Guat_emala in the early tc;r a Lon~ly_ Pl~et tourist gtJid~. son to settle d9wn. ·Nevertheless~ 
i980s is on f'1e--vcrge ~civil war,. Somemigbtre~~~ 1954_as he·rem~ ~e CUShfiy~paid, ~b­
its fabric stretched ~ by so~ers a particularly ~grarit imperialist- ~er-stamp.ing executiv:~ at. his 
and ciyilians, co~ati'VeS ~d_ll"b- •. foul, when tlie democr~tically -fami~_y'_~ corp<>~on. ~d his l;>usi--
erals, white-skinned elite and long- elected government of Jacobo= ·ness instinct:5 are as faulty as ever. 
oppressed Indians. . ~wastoppledby~U.S.-6acked.· He·opens a fancy _nightclub with 

The politl_cal chaos creates tur- ·.military coup.- . • !Jis girlfriend Esperanza just as the 
moil within ·a p.cQ Jewish fami]y . . . As for th€; 1980s, Gu~temala is . G~atemalan ecQnomy .. begins- to 
in . Guatemala .City. Marcos too Qften- view~ as just_ another tank, and. the pl~ _is, p~y 

• Eltaleph, the immature playboy, war~ravage~ ·c~apter ._in Central· . c#ted· by asb~dy)md pti~ti~y 
remains the idealist (in thought America's so-called: •tost decade:.• connected anny..coloneL 
more tha~ a~tioil), .while ·.his But-Ung~r s~es an ~portallt Uilger's b<>Qk·~~-ri~h~~d ~ell­
brother and nephew tum µicreas:- SJK)tl!ghton_thisperiod. Moi-e·than re~earcbed.-rethap_s f:heonly~ctj'ti­
ingly cons~atiye .. A,nd because . just a_ trainp~g gc>!Jrid.for Cold • cism.·i:s how it has~~ fCviewed 
wealthy Jews do not exactly w~ War powers, Guatemala was filled by,fotht?rs. A 1>lurb on.:ihe back. 
popularity contests in revolution~ with entangling aQiances, wildly covernoiesthe_book~ •enlivened 
ary ~tin J\merica,_ the ~tal_~phs <flyerse ._~em':)irai>~es,_ an(j ~er:- by_·~~ilt eroticism ~and comic 
must simultaneously worry about . sonal !µstories tbat would puf a absurdity,~ which is not ex~tly 

• co~t. U~ger orchestrates ~ real­
istic plot, p~ed wi~ ~harp and 
wi~ dialogue that remains quite 
grounded.. • . 

• · Even the book's forwar~ writ-· 
ten by Nicaraguan _Gioconda Belli, 
is. misle~ding: Spe ~describes 
Marcos_ as a Guatei:µaian Porthoy, 
which i~:· a~ careless Il~eraty ~u­
sion. Just because a Jewish char­
acter has too ·much sex does· not 
put buµ on par with Philip Roth's. 
notorious Alex Portnoy. 
_ Marcos is not a perversed 
pro9uct of an overbearing_ mpther 
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. or a pressure-f'tlled :childhood. 
lbtther he misinterprets __ sex as a 
kind of carnal cure-all for· an im­
perf~ world~ •~arcos, you think 

• ·sex1s the solutjon to nuclear war!" 
says one-frien_d. ·His development 
throughout the • book - finding -

. -_ real love and understal)ding the 
passion of things: other duu1.sex -
illustrates. tb~ point. . . . 

Those 1ooltjng f~r _an interest­
~g Jewish aµgl~ to the book might 
find ft 'in the shaky~_ almost in:v~e 
~elationship betw~en Wealth and • 
morality. This i.s a wiiyersal theme, 
to be sure,' but one that strikes an 
interestjng chord with Jews. O~­
ing t~ their history of oppression· 
in S~eties dominated by others, • 
!tvis have always had a tradition­
ally leftist- bent. 1_nis begj.ns tQ 

chan~however, ~th ijie· acctlJJlU­
la_tion· of money ~d social ·status . 

• It is·. not ~ upwar~y ~obile 
! ews ~o~ • evil capitalists,. but 

. rather -they· ~e ··confronted with • 
mo~. qu~tions· that have ilQ easy. 
answer:_In the ~~e of th~-Eltaleph . 
brothers,_ who· have worked to. 
build a large corporation; they 
must·fmd:a way·to walk ~t tight-

• rope .~tween ri~tfu_lly ~fen~g 
one's property and ~ming to terms 
·with the· histotjc~ injustices that 
have given birth to ·insurrections 
in the region. . • • . . 

The be~t passag_e in the book is 
s~d by Marcos and his brotlier­
~-law S~uel .at • a family wed-. 
ding. Gn11npy·o1d--Sarnuef'is the 
mo~ conscience of the family, the· 
one who retains a historical 
memory. Surveying the· wedding 
party, he l~ents the dirty business 
practices· 6f some of the invitees. 

·o~ that · others maintain financial 
ties with ex-Nazis'. Basically~ 
Samuel can put unclerstand hpw, 
after generations of ·ethical behav­
ior, the Eltalephs and other Jew­
ish families-have begiin to cut cor­
ners· - dabbling.in corrupti91i, ig.; 
noring humaQ riglits violations if 
it helps their bo~om line·-even if 
this is the nonn in Guatero~Ja City. 

But Samuel is a hu_ge pain in the 
" .. 

ass. He co~plams at all the wrong 
~es~He makes people angry an~ 

• 

. . 
uncomfortable. Even his wife gets 
fed µp with his behavior. By in~ 
cluding"hini in the story, if 9nly for 
a Qrief moment, Unger is ma1c:i_ng 
a very important point: that 1n 
·modem life, and especially mQ(i­
em ·life-·in_the damn· tropics,. the 
voice of reason is not soft and op~ 
eratic. It is crude and biting aµd 

. har9 to.listen to. You_try_and block· 
it out, ~ it ·senile, an~ run away 
from it dming the cocktail hour at 
your niece's glitzY. wedding. □ 
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