Kristen's Challenge
by Nemo

Accommodations

“Her Mission: Close Black Knife Beach.”

“I don’t like it already,” Kristen said, scowling at the headline. She slid the newspaper across the tabletop, away from her.

“Come on,” Marcie pleaded. “You have to read it. You promised.” She sat down opposite Kristen at the big round table near the bay window in Kristen’s bedroom. She pushed the paper back across the table toward Kristen.

Kristen glanced up at Marcie. She was glad Marcie wasn’t wearing an “Iron Maiden”—that was the private name Kristen had given to the prim, starchy business suits that Brenda and Marcie seemed to wear constantly, even at home, even on weekends. For some reason, those clothes reminded Kristen of a medieval suit of armor—they looked almost that uncomfortable. Kristen felt distinctly disadvantaged when her housemates were so accoutered. Today, uncharacteristically, Marcie was casually dressed in neat black slacks and a brightly patterned sleeveless blouse. A faint hint of a smile passed over Kristen’s lips. She couldn’t be certain, but she thought it was possible that Marcie wasn’t wearing a bra.

Kristen, of course, was wearing nothing at all. She still felt a little uncomfortable being nude with Marcie here. It was purely a psychological thing—when she was alone, and the weather warm, she preferred to have absolutely nothing on. She slept now without the top bedsheet covering her. She preferred to feel only the night air against her bare skin. But she felt edgy when everyone around her was fully dressed, and she was naked. It was exactly the opposite at the beach, where she felt uneasy until she had all her clothes off.

This was an awkward situation for Marcie, too—her gaze was continually dropping, involuntarily, to Kristen’s naked body, and her cheeks glowed a rosy red.

Kristen leaned back in her chair and eyed the newspaper skeptically.

“You promised you’d try to have an open mind,” Marcie said.

“There’s something about Brenda that tends to close an open mind,” Kristen said, shaking her head slowly.

“You don’t know her like I do,” Marcie said. She smiled, and nudged the paper another inch toward Kristen.

“And I never will,” Kristen said bitterly. “Not if she keeps walking out of the room whenever I walk in, or yelling at me whenever I try to say hello. And she’s been almost as nasty to you lately as she has been to me. I don’t know why you put up with it.”

Marcie lowered her eyes. “Oh, yeah—I’m sure when you have a fight with a friend, you just turn your back on them forever, right?” she said softly. She looked up into Kristen’s eyes. “You and I disagree about almost everything, but we still get along pretty well, don’t we?”

“That’s different,” Kristen said. “You and I disagree, and we even argue about things. But we respect each other, you know? I mean—even when I think you’re wrong about something, I know it’s okay for you to have your own ideas. We argue, but at least we try to understand each other. Brenda, though…” Kristen looked directly into Marcie’s eyes and bit her lip. “Well… you know,” she muttered.

“There are a lot of people counting on Brenda right now,” Marcie said. “She’s been under a lot of pressure. She’s so—so busy all the time. And your being here hasn’t helped matters any.”

“I’ve made all sorts of accommodations,” Kristen said impatiently. “I stay late at work so I don’t get in the way here. I go in on my days off. I leave to go visit friends. I stay in my room with the door closed whenever there are people here. And there are people here all the time—this house is like Grand Central Station!”

“We’ve made accommodations, too,” Marcie said. “You usually have breakfast in the kitchen, with us. Most evenings you can swim in the pool. And your little refrigerator and microwave,”—she nodded toward the appliances in a corner of the large bedroom—“Brenda bought those for you with her own money.”

“True,” Kristen acknowledged, “but just so I wouldn’t have to leave my room. I feel like a prisoner, you know? I mean, this is a nice room, but…”

“Well, you could get dressed,” Marcie said softly. She didn’t wait for an answer. “You are right about one thing, though. You and I do try to understand each other, even when we disagree, right?”

Kristen nodded.

“So try to understand Brenda,” Marcie said. Again she nudged the newspaper toward Kristen. “Somebody has to take the first step, right?”

Kristen closed her eyes and nodded sullenly. “Yes,” she sighed. “Somebody has to take the first step.” She picked up the newspaper.

Marcie leaned forward almost imperceptibly in her chair, watching Kristen with a look of keen expectancy in her eyes. Kristen noticed the look, and felt sad.

Marcie’s devotion to Brenda was touching, in its own way. She worked tirelessly, and repaid Brenda’s frequent outbursts of temper with nothing but patience and kindness. Kristen felt certain that her own presence had helped provoke many of those outbursts. More than once, Marcie had deflected Brenda’s anger away from Kristen, often bearing the brunt herself. Kristen didn’t want to upset Marcie, but whenever the topic of conversation turned to Brenda, she felt as if she were walking on eggshells. Without warning, a seemingly innocent remark could touch some raw nerve, and Marcie would be angry or hurt, and for a few days Kristen would feel even more isolated and lonely, alienated from the only friend she had here at the house.

Kristen glanced up into Marcie’s eyes. Marcie smiled encouragingly, and nodded toward the newspaper. Marcie was always eager to have others share her own high opinion of Brenda. Kristen lowered her eyes again to the newspaper.

“That’s a really good picture of her,” she said. She lowered the paper and tapped the photograph that accompanied the article. “She’s really pretty. She doesn’t have that sour-lemon expression here, or that knotted-up look over her eyebrows, see? If she would ever smile, I’ll bet she’d be beautiful.”

“She doesn’t smile much because she has so much responsibility,” Marcie protested. “She cares about people, you know? She cares about everybody. She worries. That’s why she has worry lines.”

“I think she’d be happier if she stopped worrying about other people and let them worry about their own lives,” Kristen said.

“That’s a strange thing to hear from a lifeguard,” Marcie said. “Your whole job is worrying about other people, isn’t it?”

“That’s completely different,” Kristen said. “We’re not trying to stop people from doing the things they enjoy. Lifeguards are there to help people in trouble.”

“Wait a second—you told me how you wore yourself out last week on the day after the storm,” Marcie said. “Remember? You spent the whole day running up and down the beach telling people they couldn’t go in the water, even though they wanted to. It didn’t matter that they thought it was perfectly safe—you knew conditions were too rough, and you may have saved more lives stopping people from doing what they wanted to do than you’ll save in ten years of dragging people out of the surf. Sometimes people don’t know when they’re in trouble.”

“Maybe so,” Kristen muttered half-heartedly. “There’s still a big difference.” She picked up the newspaper again.

She studied the photograph. It had been taken in the parking lot at Black Knife Beach; the big sign that stood at the top of the trail down to the beach was visible in the background. Brenda faced several furious-looking people, men and women. Kristen recognized some of the faces from the beach. One of the men had a fist raised menacingly. Brenda appeared calm, confident and fearless in the face of their fury. She looked almost heroic.

Kristen found the photo puzzling. It was very different from what she saw at the beach every day, where beachgoers braved a hostile gantlet of anti-nudity picketers organized by Brenda.

The picketers lined the road near the entrance to the beach parking lot. They shouted vicious epithets, waved placards, and shook their fists at each vehicle that entered or left the parking lot. Some placards had crude drawings of Adam and Eve being driven out of the Garden of Eden; some read “Shame! Shame!” Picketers with cameras ostentatiously snapped photos as people entered the parking lot, capturing images of beachgoers hiding their faces as if they were notorious criminals. Some of those photos were blown up and they were held aloft by other demonstrators. The crowd seemed to grow larger and angrier every day.

It was odd to see the tables turned—to see Brenda standing alone, bravely facing a hostile crowd. Kristen didn’t know the people in the photo very well, but they seemed pleasant enough when she saw them at the beach.

The story had been written by a reporter named Ian Froste. The photograph was credited to him, too. The name was vaguely familiar—Kristen believed he had written many of the articles about the city’s corps of lifeguards that she had read when she was preparing to try out for a lifeguard job. With a quick glance across the table at Marcie, Kristen started to read the article.

“It gets very lonely here sometimes,” she read. Kristen felt an odd little chill when she read that: she was away from her parents and friends for the first time, living in a house where she was not welcome. It was lonely. But the words were Brenda’s:

“It gets very lonely here sometimes, but somebody has to do this. I couldn’t live with myself if I just turned my back and pretended this problem doesn’t exist.”

Kristen rolled her eyes and snorted. “Brenda’s probably got a hundred people out there on the picket lines with her every morning. She’s got people coming here to see her by the busload. She gets lonely? Give me a break!”

Marcie smiled. “It was lonely, yes,” she said. “Things have changed a lot since that article was printed last year. She was doing it all alone. Every now and then one or two people would join her—some of them real nut cases. There was nobody she could really rely on. It took courage, too. She’s told me about the some of the things the nudies said and did when she was picketing at the beach. It was only after that article came out that people started to take notice, and things started to turn around.”

“Well, she wasn’t all alone—she had you with her, didn’t she?” Kristen asked.

Marcie shook her head. “No, I hadn’t seen her since we were in college together,” she said. For a long moment, she seemed lost in thought. “Brenda was a great friend,” Marcie continued, with a catch in her voice. “After I saw the article, I gave her a call. I’ve been helping her ever since.”

“See, I don’t understand why you got involved in this whole thing,” Kristen said, lowering the newspaper. “There are a million problems in the world—a million things you could be working on. Why this?I know you and Brenda are old college friends, but—I mean, you’ve admitted to me that you don’t think the human body is anything to be ashamed of, and you don’t think the government should get too involved in how people choose to live their lives. And yet you’re one of the ringleaders of the movement to close down Black Knife Beach.”

Marcie smiled shyly. “I’m not a ringleader,” she said. “I’m just not capable. You might not believe this, Kristen, but I really do admire you—I mean, being a lifeguard and all. You and Brenda have a lot in common—you’re both dedicated to helping people. I wish I could be like that, you know? If it weren’t for Brenda, I’d just be a meek little mouse, hiding in my little mouse hole and pretending that this whole problem didn’t exist.”

Kristen shook her head wearily. “People go to the beach and enjoy themselves,” she said. “I don’t understand what the problem is with that.” She raised the newspaper again and resumed reading.

Although the article focused on Brenda, it seemed to deal fairly with other points of view. Brenda’s comments were balanced by quotes from Black Knife Beach regulars. Experts were cited on both sides of the issue.

“Almost everybody thinks that the nude beach is all about sex,” Brenda was quoted as saying. “The people on the nude beach will deny that to their last breath. I think they’re sincere.”

Kristen was astonished to see Brenda making that concession.

“The nudists have fooled themselves,” Brenda continued. “They haven’t fooled anyone else. They’ve come to believe their own propaganda. But I’m convinced that if they look deep inside themselves, and are honest with themselves, they will see that it’s sex that’s driving this nudity fetish.”

Kristen frowned. Only people who had never been to the nude beach thought it was about sex. She was about to say just that, but she thought about Larry, the man she and Trina had encountered on opening day. He was at the beach almost every day. He seemed to behave himself most of the time, but there was nothing innocent in the way he looked at the nude women on the beach.

She remembered Trina’s joke that everyone on the beach was either an exhibitionist or a voyeur. Maybe there was some truth to that, after all. There were a few men at the beach that Kristen enjoyed watching. Whether they were standing, sitting, walking, running, tossing a frisbee—she liked seeing them. She tried not to stare. She didn’t fixate on any particular part of their bodies—well, maybe the shoulders—but she liked knowing that no part of those strong, supple bodies was hidden from her.

Maybe Trina was right, too, when she joked that Kristen was both a voyeur and an exhibitionist. The blood seemed to sing in her veins when Kristen realized someone was watching her. Just yesterday, she had noticed a man who watched as she walked across the beach. He had a big smile on his face, and there was no doubt that his eyes were following her, taking in the way her bare breasts bounced with each step and the rolling motion of her naked buttocks. He wasn’t even a particularly good-looking man, but Kristen had felt a warm tingling sensation grow from the pit of her stomach and spread over her entire body, just knowing that he was looking at her. She blushed now, remembering that she had fallen asleep last night thinking about that man.

Could Brenda be right, after all? Was it really all about sex?

Perhaps it wasn’t entirely innocent. But there was more to Black Knife Beach. Kristen remembered how she had felt her first day on the beach, when she first felt the warmth of the sun on her naked body. She remembered how the breeze felt, caressing sensitive skin that had not felt the touch of nature for far, far too long. Almost as soon as she had felt those sensations, she knew she wanted more.

“You know, Marcie, I—I really think you should come down to the beach some day and just try it,” Kristen said, in a conspiratorial whisper. “If you would just give it one hour—fifteen minutes!—you’d see what it’s really like. Brenda doesn’t have to know anything about it. You don’t know what you’re missing.”

There seemed to be a strange sadness in Marcie’s eyes. “It’s not gonna happen,” she said, with a wistful chuckle. “But who knows? If I had a body like yours, maybe I’d want to give it a try.” She looked down at Kristen’s naked chest.

Kristen blushed and smiled. “What are you talking about?” she said. “You’re a beautiful girl! You have a great body—I’ve seen you in your swimsuit, you know. You definitely have nothing to be ashamed of.”

“You keep saying it’s not a ‘meat market,’” Marcie said, “and then you tell me I have nothing to be ashamed of because I have a ‘great body.’ You can’t have it both ways, Kristen.”

“You’re the one trying to have it both ways,” Kristen protested. “You’ve been to the clothed beaches, I’m sure. Every day you can see the really ‘hot’ women and men parading up and down the beach in their skimpy, expensive swimsuits. They never go in the water, you know. And those suits don’t hide anything—they just call attention to what they cover.” With a swift and sudden motion, she cupped her hands over her bare breasts and lifted them a bit to illustrate her point. “Everybody else at those beaches gapes and drools and feels like total crap because they don’t have the so-called ‘perfect’ body. Well, you have a great body, Marcie. You buy the right kind of suit and you could be a big hit parading up and down at that meat market. But that doesn’t change the fact that it’s not like that at Black Knife Beach.”

“Yeah, sure,” Marcie said with a skeptical smirk. “There are no voyeurs on Black Knife Beach. No exhibitionists. No perverts of any kind. Every day, hundreds or even thousands of people risk their lives to go down that dangerous cliff. Must be some mighty special sand down there. People travel halfway around the world to get to Black Knife Beach. And it has absolutely nothing to do with sex, right? Everyone’s as innocent as a newborn baby. And you don’t think your new friend—what’s his name? The peeper?”

“The—the gawker,” Kristen said glumly. “His—his name is Tony.”

“You don’t think Tony has something in mind?” Marcie said. “You nudies might think your beach isn’t a meat market, but I think that guy has plans. From what I’ve heard, I wouldn’t want to be seen at any beach where Tony hangs out.”

“You know, someone like that could go to any beach in town,” Kristen muttered.

“You’re right,” Marcie said, “but that pervert—and plenty of other perverts just as bad, let me tell you—they seem to gravitate to Black Knife Beach. Why do you suppose that’s so?”

“Tony hasn’t been there since the day I told you about, and that was before the beach even opened. It’s been years since he caused trouble at the beach,” Kristen said. “Anyway, you can’t blame the victims for the crime.”

“I’m so tired of hearing that,” Marcie snapped. “The whole point is, we don’t want there to be any more victims. Black Knife Beach is a disaster waiting to happen. It lures the wrong kind of people into the area. They call that an ‘attractive nuisance.’ It’s all in the article.”

“Yeah, and a bank lures bank robbers, so let’s close all the banks, too,” Kristen said huffily, picking up the paper again. Marcie grinned and leaned back in her chair, watching Kristen read.

Kristen read with growing interest. She learned that Brenda had carried out a lonely campaign against Black Knife Beach for several years, writing letters to city council, to the mayor, to legislators, to the governor. No politician wanted to touch the issue. Public opinion polls consistently showed 75% or more in favor of the existence of the nude beach, though fewer than 1% ever visited the beach themselves.

With dogged determination, Brenda had switched tactics. She needed to influence public opinion. She spoke at dozens of small community organizations. She wrote hundreds of letters to the editors of newspapers throughout the state. She started her lonely vigil picketing at Black Knife Beach.

Kristen couldn’t help feeling a grudging admiration for Brenda’s persistence and determination. It reminded her of her own long struggle to win a post as a lifeguard. Only her single-minded sense of purpose had enabled her to overcome the many disappointments and distractions that stood in the way of her goal. That single-mindedness had upset some of her friends. They had called her a fanatic. But Kristen had known that she was pursuing something important, and hoped that some day she would be able to make them understand.

“I’ve lost friends,” Brenda said in the article. Again, Kristen felt a strange chill. “I’ve been at odds with people in my own family. It’s a terrible feeling. If I can’t make even my family and my friends understand why I’m in this fight, what chance do I have? But my conscience won’t let me walk away.”

The more she read, the more Kristen frowned and fidgeted. Brenda cited some worrisome statistics about sexual assaults. Some expert countered with an assertion that nude beaches were actually safer than most clothed beaches. Kristen wasn’t sure whom to believe.

“They don’t like me,” Brenda said, “I accept that. The nudists aren’t bad people, but they’ve blinded themselves. They’re in denial about the reality of human nature. A human being is an animal. We live on the knife’s edge, between civilization and savagery. I know it’s exhilarating to take risks, to tempt fate. But there are forces within the human animal that refuse to be corked up. These nudists are playing with fire. Somebody’s going to get burned.”

Kristen lowered the newspaper and let out a long sigh. Marcie leaned forward in her chair. “So? What did you think?” she asked eagerly.

“It was… interesting,” Kristen said tentatively. “I don’t know whether I understand her better or whether I’m in the dark more than ever.”

Marcie smiled. “Well, if it makes you think a little…”

“I still think she’s wrong,” Kristen said. She handed the newspaper to Marcie and stood up. She walked to the big bay window and looked down at the pool. “Brenda thinks she knows why everybody does everything,” Kristen said faintly. “It’s not that simple. You can’t know what the nude beach is really like without going down there and experiencing it for yourself.”

Kristen watched the sunlight glinting off the water. She longed to go down for a quick dip. But there would be people coming to the house shortly, and she had made accommodations.


Fame

Alicia climbed the ramp of the lifeguard tower slowly and deliberately. On her head was the baseball cap that was the lifeguard uniform at Black Knife Beach. Over one shoulder was her white canvas beach bag. On her face was a great big grin.

Kristen, leaning against the railing of the tower’s deck, was glad to see her. It was time for the shift change, and Alicia was her relief.

“So, how does it feel to be famous?” Alicia asked brightly.

“Oh, no! Not you, too,” Kristen moaned. “All day long, people have been bugging me about that. I can’t believe how many people read that stupid newspaper.”

“Then, am I to take it that you’re not enjoying being a celebrity?” Alicia asked.

“I’m not a celebrity,” Kristen protested. “You can’t even tell it’s me! It’s all in silhouette—you can’t see anything.”

Alicia set her beach bag down and knelt beside it to fish out something inside. “I think they probably had to do the dark silhouette thing to get it into the paper,” she said. She pulled a folded section of a newspaper from the bag and stood up. “But, c’mon—be honest.” She unfolded the newspaper and held it up before Kristen. “Are you really suggesting that somebody won’t be able to guess who this is? Look at those lines! Look at that profile!”

Alicia was holding the “Lifestyle” section of the newspaper. A bold headline announced the “Summer Sun & Fun Review.” The headline and the opening text of the article were printed over light-colored areas of a huge color photograph that filled the entire page. It was a photograph of Kristen, standing watch at the lifeguard tower. Seen from behind and slightly to the right, she stood on tiptoe, the heels of her hands resting on the wooden railing of the tower, her chin high, her eyes keenly alert. Naturally, she was wearing the uniform of the Black Knife Beach lifeguard—absolutely nothing. Nothing but that baseball cap. Under the bill of her cap, the outline of her nose, her lips, her chin, her throat—all were sharp and clear, and very recognizable. The outline of the rest of her body was very crisp and distinct, too.

“Face it, Kristen. You’re the official poster child of Black Knife Beach.”

Kristen groaned. “All day today, the ‘droolers’ have been hanging around a lot more than normal. I guess I should expect that from them,” she said. “But even normal people—people who come down here regularly—they’ve been staring at me. Like they’ve never seen me before, y’know?” Her cheeks reddened. “Like they’ve never seen a naked girl before. They’ve even brought me copies of the paper to autograph.”

“Oh! Thanks for reminding me,” Alicia said. She stooped to pull a pen from her beach bag, then handed the pen and the newspaper to Kristen.

Kristen rolled her eyes.

“My boyfriend went absolutely nuts when he saw your picture,” Alicia said. “He said he might have to start coming down here himself. I’ve been trying to get him down here for a long time. Make it out to Ben, and put, ‘with love.’ He’ll just eat that up.”

“You sign it!” Kristen said, with disgust. She pushed the pen and newspaper back into Alicia’s hands.

“It’s not just down here, you know,” Alicia said. “People are talking about it all over town. I went to the store this morning and I overheard people in the aisles talking about it. Then I was listening to one of those dumb call-in shows on the radio. The announcer says the topic is so-and-so—I can’t remember what it was today—but from the first call, all anybody wanted to talk about was your picture.”

“What—what did they say?” Kristen asked warily.

“At first, all the callers said it was disgusting that they’d put filth like that into a family newspaper. Some thought it was disgusting that we have a beach like this in our fine city, and blah, blah, blah.” Alicia said.

“Filth?” Kristen repeated.

“That’s what they called it,” Alicia said. She held up the newspaper and looked at the photograph. “Unbelievable,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “Does that look like filth to you? Is there anything filthy in that picture?”

Her hands trembling, Kristen took the paper from Alicia and stared at the photograph.

“Finally, one woman called who said she liked the picture. She said if she had a figure like that, she’d show it off, too,” Alicia continued. “Then there was a guy who said the only filth was in the minds of the people who thought there was something dirty in that picture. After that, the balance really shifted. A couple people said that now they wanted to come to Black Knife Beach. Other callers said they’ll never come here themselves, but it doesn’t hurt anybody if some people want to go nude on the beach. There was a lot of jockeying back and forth: some people liked it; some people hated it. In the end, I think the pro-Kristen people just slightly outnumbered the anti-Kristen people.”

“It—it doesn’t give my name, thank goodness,” Kristen said. “The caption just says ‘a lifeguard.’” For the first time, she noticed the credit line on the photo and the accompanying article. “Hey, Ian Froste,” she said. “I’ve seen that name somewhere before.”

“Oh, yeah, Skinny gets around,” Alicia said. “He covers the whole Department of Parks and Recreation for the paper. I think he likes this place best, though. He comes here on his days off. In fact, he’s here today—did you see him? He’s got a crowd following him around. I think he’s a celebrity today, too.”

“That’s because of the woman with him,” Kristen muttered, distracted. “I guess she lost some kind of bet and had to pose for him. She started out really shy, but she’s been getting into it as the day goes on.”

“This beach is a great place to lose your inhibitions,” Alicia said, smiling.

“When he was taking pictures down here, I had no idea he was working for the newspaper,” Kristen said. “There was a big article about Brenda in the paper last year. I think Skinny—uh, Ian—was the guy who wrote it.”

“I remember that article,” Alicia said. “Some people down here were mad at Skinny for giving Brenda the publicity. I thought it was a pretty good story, myself. It showed what a kook Brenda is, you know? But after it came out, the kooks started crawling out of  the woodwork. There were a lot more of them than I expected. That’s when they started to form those picket lines. I guess you can’t underestimate the intelligence of the general public.”

Kristen stared at the newspaper in her hand. “I didn’t think it made Brenda look like a kook, exactly,” she said.

“Oh! Speaking of kooks—I almost forgot!” Alicia cried suddenly. “One of the callers on the radio show proposed marriage to you, and said he was looking forward to learning your name.”

“You’re kidding, right?” Kristen asked incredulously.

Alicia raised her right hand. “Scout’s honor,” she said.

“Unbelievable,” Kristen said, laughing and shaking her head. She gave the newspaper back to Alicia.

“So now I know what it means when they say something is the ‘talk of the town,’” Alicia said. “You’re famous, Kristen. Even if people don’t know your name. Beth’s already got this posted on the bulletin board, and Don says he’s pinning it up on his wall at home.”

“He wouldn’t dare!” Kristen said, red-faced.

“Why not?” Alicia said, laughing. “Gosh, I’d be flattered if it was my picture. It’s not like he hasn’t already seen you naked, you know.”

“That’s different,”  Kristen said. “Down here, it’s one thing. But staring at a picture on the wall…”

“You do realize this picture is going to be pinned up in hundreds of dorm rooms when college starts this fall, don’t you?” Alicia said.

“That’s not funny!” Kristen said, a look of horror in her eyes. “I—I’d die of shame!”

“What?” Alicia said, startled by Kristen’s reaction. “I don’t understand you, Kristen.” She held up the newspaper again. “There’s not a thing in that picture to be ashamed of.”

“That might be true down here,” Kristen said. “But this beach isn’t like the real world. I know how people see pictures like that.”

Alicia shook her head in puzzlement. “I’m starting to worry about you, Kristen. I think Brenda’s brain-washing you or something. How does it hurt you if a guy looks at you and likes what he sees? If this picture makes somebody happy, you don’t need to balance that out by making yourself miserable, you know.”

“People are going to think I’m some kind of slut,” Kristen said forlornly. She leaned heavily against the wooden railing encircling the lifeguard tower and hung her head.

Alicia looked again at the large photograph. She sighed, then folded up the newspaper and slipped it back into her beach bag. “So,” she said softly, “do you think you might marry that guy? The one from the radio show?”

“What?” Kristen said. “That’s just ridiculous.”

“Maybe you should meet him, at least,” Alicia said, staring directly into Kristen’s eyes. “He sounded like he really liked you.”

“He liked me?” Kristen cried incredulously. “He doesn’t know a thing about me! What in the world are you thinking of?”

Alicia shrugged. “Well,” she said, “it’s just that you seemed really impressed with the opinions of the people who’ll look at that picture and decide that you’re a slut. They don’t know a thing about you, either.”

Kristen groaned. She laid her forearm along the railing and lowered her head, resting her forehead on her arm. “I have to live in the real world,” she muttered. “That picture’s already out there. I can never get it back.”

Alicia watched Kristen for a long moment. “Do you know what my grandpa always used to tell me?” she asked. “He said, ‘The truth is just exactly what it is, and it doesn’t care what you or anyone else think about it.’”

Kristen looked up, puzzled.

“You know what Popeye the Sailor always used to say?” Alicia continued, smiling. “He said, ‘I yam what I yam.’”

Kristen couldn’t suppress a little laugh.

“‘The truth is what it is.’ Even when I was a little kid, I wondered whether the old man was just a little bit crazy,” Alicia said, with a small sad smile. “It’s a nice picture,” she added, very softly. “And that’s the truth.”


Exhibition Game

It was something like déjà vu, but it wasn’t déjà vu.

Kristen didn’t know what it was. There was something simultaneously familiar and strange about this locker room. It was bigger than the one at Black Knife Beach. The banging of the locker doors reverberated louder in this large space. The damp smell from the showers was like any other locker room. There was a mingled aroma of several kinds of soaps and shampoos.

It was a big locker room, and it was almost empty now. It was nice to be able to spread out a bit. There was just herself, and Janet, and the four models. Oh, and the lady doing their hair and makeup. She bustled about busily, attending to each of the models in turn. Kristen caught a faint whiff of hairspray.

The scent of the hairspray—that was the key. “I just realized something,” Kristen said, turning to Janet. “This is the first time since high school that I’ve been in a women-only locker room. Feels kind of strange, you know?”

“What, you have co-ed locker rooms at your beach?”  asked one of the models, a tall brunette with a trim athletic figure. She sat on a bench, wearing only a towel wrapped around her waist. She was drying her hair with another towel, which she lowered when she asked the question.

Kristen shrugged and nodded. “It’s a pretty small lifeguard station,” she said. “We share the locker room and shower with the guys. It doesn’t make much sense to have two completely separate facilities, since we all see each other naked every day, anyway.”

“That’s gross,” the brunette said, and resumed drying her hair.

“I know I should be beyond all this stuff,” Kristen said, as she picked up her old one-piece suit from the bench. She quickly glanced toward the locker room’s entrance, then back to Janet. “After all this time, it shouldn’t matter at all. But, you know, it’s really nice to know that the door’s not going to suddenly swing open and some big beefy guy swagger in just in time to see me halfway into my suit.”

Janet laughed. “If some guy barges in here, I don’t think he’s coming to peek at you or me,” she said. She glanced at the four models, all in different states of dress.

Another of the models, a short shapely blonde, looked up and smiled. She was dressed already, in a modest but flattering two-piece suit. She had a large towel draped over her shoulders while the hairdresser brushed and sprayed her hair. “Hey,” she said, “that hunk you were with—the tall one with the muscles—he’s welcome to come in here any time!”

The brunette laughed. “The views expressed by Kim, here, are not to be taken as the opinions of the Dream Team as a whole,” she said.

“Just because you’re the team captain doesn’t mean you’re my mom, Donna,” the blonde said jovially.

Kristen looked over at Janet and smiled. “See, now this is what I can’t believe,” she said, watching Janet pull on the bottom half of a charcoal grey knit tank suit. “I didn’t think you even owned a swimsuit.”

Janet laughed. “I’ve never owned a swimsuit in my life,” she said. “One of my roommates let me borrow this one. I think it’s a little tight in the butt.”

“It looks fine to me,” Kristen said. “You’re just not used to it. You know, it’s really awfully generous of you to do this.”

Janet shrugged. “It’s just one day. It’s a good cause,” she said, tugging impatiently at the seat of the suit. “Man! How do people put up with this?” she muttered.

“You’re really making quite a sacrifice, though,” Kristen said. “I mean, this spoils your record, doesn’t it?”

Janet laughed. “What record? Does Guinness have a new category now? ‘Longest time naked, Female?’ I’ve never tried to set any records. I just like to be comfortable.”

“Wait a second,” said Donna. “Let me get this straight—you go naked all summer?”

Janet grinned and nodded. “I try,” she said. “I grew up kind of spoiled. My parents owned a nudist club. I’ve almost never had to wear clothes during the summertime.”

“Nudists?” Donna said. She shook her head. “I just don’t understand how anybody can live like that.”

“Gosh, I didn’t expect to hear that from you, of all people,” Janet said with a chuckle. “Aren’t the four of you all kind of famous for posing nude in a magazine? You’re the last people I would have expected to have a problem with nudity.”

“On a hot day like today, I wish I could go naked all the time,” Kim said.

“I don’t have a problem with nudity,” the brunette said, ignoring Kim.

“That’s not true, Donna.” A lithe, lean young woman with strawberry blonde hair cascading over her shoulders stepped around the corner of a row of lockers to join the conversation. “You haven’t done any nudity for, what—almost a year, now? You’ve  said you’re never gonna do it again.”

“That was a purely professional decision, Hayley,” Donna responded, very seriously.

“You’re missing out on some good paydays,” Kim said, in a sing-song voice.

Donna glanced over at Kim and gave her a condescending smile. “Kimmy,” she said, “you do nude work to open doors and break into the business. If your career starts to go somewhere, you don’t have to do it anymore. That’s all.” She looked up at Janet. “Anyway, it’s the nudists who really have a problem with nudity.”

“What?” Janet said, with a puzzled laugh.

“I mean, be honest—doesn’t it seem a little dumb to organize your whole life around going naked?” Donna said.

“I—I don’t think that’s really…” Janet stammered.

“Nudists choose where they’re going to live, how they spend their free time, even who their friends are—they choose everything based on whether they can run around naked,” Donna continued. “I guess some people like going naked, but that much?”

“You seem to know all about what nudists do and why they do it,” Janet said. “Have you ever met any actual nudists? Have you ever been to a nudist club or resort? Have you ever been to a nude beach?”

“I’ve been to all kinds of places since I got into this kind of work,” Donna said dismissively. “I’ve met all kinds of freaks. I’ve seen pictures of people at those nudist camps. No offense, but I’m glad there are laws to make people keep their clothes on. But, hey—I’m in no position to judge anybody, okay? Live and let live, that’s what I always say. It’s just that, personally, I don’t understand why anybody wants to live that way. Kinda dumb.”

Janet glared at Donna for a long moment. “I’m so happy you’re not the judgmental type,” she said quietly. She shrugged, sighed, and turned back to her locker.

“Wait—kinda dumb?” Kristen said angrily. “Then I suppose it’s smart to spend your whole life just trying to fit in, huh? Just going along? Always afraid to be different from anybody else? Afraid to try anything new? Afraid of looking silly? Always worried what the neighbors might think?”

Janet looked up, startled by Kristen’s vehemence.

“You want to know why nudists hang out with other nudists? Why they congregate at nudist clubs and nude beaches?” Kristen said. “First of all, it’s because your stupid laws say they can’t live free anywhere else. You force people to go to isolated places,  and then you ridicule them for going there.”

Donna seemed amused by Kristen’s intensity. “Tiger!” she said.

“Second, maybe nudists like to hang around with interesting people,” Kristen continued. “People who think for themselves. People who dare to wonder whether the way things are is the way things ought to be. You think it’s all about being naked. I think it’s about a lot more than that.”

Janet smiled, astonished.

“Hey, I know you!” Hayley exclaimed. “You’re the girl from the picture. That was you in the newspaper, right?”

“Yes,” Kristen said, suddenly feeling self-conscious. “That was me.”

The fourth model, a statuesque brunette, stepped around the corner of another row of lockers. She was totally naked, still damp from her shower. “The girl from the picture? Really?” she said. Her eyes widened when she saw Kristen. “Oh!” she cried.

Hayley grinned. “What do you think, Lauren?” she said.

Lauren pursed her lips and ran her eyes searchingly up and down Kristen’s body. “Turn around, turn around,” she commanded, making a little circular motion with her finger. Kristen, startled, turned slowly while Lauren continued to examine her body. “Tiger, you need to talk to Bruno. Definitely,” Lauren said, jabbing a finger toward Kristen for emphasis.

“Who—who’s Bruno?” Kristen asked.

“He’s our photographer,” Hayley said.

“Actually, he’s sort of a photographic talent scout for the magazine,” Lauren said. “He doesn’t shoot that many of the big photo spreads, but he’s got a good eye.”

“You might need to get your boobs done,” Kim said. “I know a great doctor. It’s expensive, but it pays for itself in the long run.”

“I don’t think that’s really necessary, Kim,” Lauren said.

“Well, it might improve her odds,” Kim said defensively. “I’m just saying it wouldn’t hurt.”

“That would be for Bruno to decide, anyway,” Lauren said.

“Wait a second—I’m confused,” Kristen said. “What are you talking about?”

Lauren stepped forward and laid a hand on Kristen’s shoulder.  “I don’t want to get your hopes up,” she said, “but I think you might be a good candidate for the centerfold.”

“The centerfold?” Kristen said, blushing. “You mean, like…” She looked at the four models, and at Janet. “I—I’m not interesting in being a model,” she said.

“It’s a great opportunity,” Donna said. “It opens all sorts of doors.”

“The pay’s pretty good,” Kim said. “You get to meet a lot of interesting people, including a lot of rich celebrities.”

“It starts out as modeling, but it can lead to all kinds of stuff in show business, if you’ve got any talent,” Lauren said. “Donna here just got a thing on a made-for-TV movie. No nudity required, either.”

Kristen glanced down at Donna. “Congratulations,” she said. “But—but I don’t want to be in show business.”

Kim laughed. “C’mon, everybody wants to be in show business,” she said.

Donna laughed derisively. “Oh, you run around naked on the beach every day, shake your ass for all the customers, and you’re not in show business?” she said.

“I’m a lifeguard,” Kristen said frostily.

“You’re a lifeguard who runs around naked all day,” Donna said. “You pose for a very sexy picture in the paper. You come out to represent your beach at a charity volleyball game. That’s show business, baby.”

***

“I wish they’d hurry up,” Don said, fidgeting nervously. He looked at the two burly bodyguards flanking the entrance to the women’s locker room, then he glanced over at Richard. “Do you think those guys ever get to go inside? You know, do they ever get to see the Bunnies naked?”

“I have no idea,” Richard said. “Why don’t you ask them?”

“That would be a helluva job,” Don muttered. “Traveling all over the place with some of the most beautiful women in the world, but never being able to do anything about it.”

“I’m sure they can read the magazine, just like the rest of us,” Richard said.

“Y’know, those guys don’t look so tough,” Don said with a wry smile. “I think the two of us could take the two of them. What do you think?”

Richard laughed. “I think our next-of-kin could take the two of them to court after they’ve murdered the two of us,” he said. “Just a little patience.”

There were several dozen people, mostly men, gathered—at a respectful distance—near the locker room door. “I think I understand why the Bunnies want some privacy,” Don said, “but don’t you think it’s kind of insulting that Janet and Kristen wouldn’t use our locker room?”

“The rules are different here,” Richard said. “This is Maidstone Beach. They’ve got separate facilities for men and women. You have to respect that.”

“They should have had this at Black Knife Beach,” Don said. “Centerfold models vs. nude beach lifeguards. You know everybody wants to see the Bunnies naked.”

Richard chuckled. “I’ll bet there’s not one person in ten who bought a ticket for this who would go down to Black Knife Beach, even for that. These people are pure spectators. And besides, they made such a big deal about how the Dream Team doesn’t do nudity at in-person events.”

“I guess you’re right,” Don said glumly. His countenance brightened when the locker room door swung open. “Here they come,” he said.

Kristen and Janet stepped through the door, looking grim.

“You shouldn’t have done it,” Janet said, tugging at Kristen’s elbow.

“She made me mad,” Kristen fumed. “We just have to win, that’s all.”

“They’re trying to psych you out,” Janet said. “They’re trying to win this game before the first serve. Now you’re going to be worrying about that instead of playing the game. I’ve heard about these women. They’re tough competitors.”

“We’re not bad, ourselves,” Kristen said. She smiled when she saw the two male lifeguards.

Don gaped at Janet and laughed aloud. “I’m sorry, Janet,” he said. “You just don’t look right.”

Janet frowned and looked down. “What’s wrong?” she said. “Is it riding up my butt again?”

Janet was wearing a two-piece dark grey knit tank suit. The top was long enough, and close-fitting enough, that a casual observer might think the top and bottom were a one-piece suit. Over their swimsuits, she and Kristen each wore a cut-off white t-shirt with the words “Black Knife Beach Lifeguard” printed in large block letters.

“You look fine, Janet.”  Richard said. He was wearing Speedos and a full-length version of the same t-shirt. “It just takes some getting used to. I don’t think either one of us has ever seen you with clothes on.”

“I’ll tell you,” Janet said, tugging again at the bottom of the swimsuit, “even here, with all these people around, I’d feel a whole lot better without.”

A man standing not far away overheard Janet’s comment, and let out a loud whistle. “Get comfortable, baby!” he yelled, clapping his hands noisily.

For the first time, Kristen noticed the people gathered near the locker room door. She heard one man ask another, in a hushed voice, “Is she one of them?” The other man shook his head.

“Are they coming out?” Don asked, glancing at the locker room door.

Kristen shook her head. “They’re still getting ready,” she said. “I think they’re supposed to make some sort of grand entrance after we’re already down there.” She looked down the beach to where bleachers had been set up on two sides of a sand court for volleyball. The seats were already filled with people who had paid for admission. The entire area was surrounded with a tall canvas fence, to prevent anyone who hadn’t paid from seeing the game. “I guess they’re the real stars of the show, aren’t they?” she said, uneasily.

“I think everybody’s paying to see them, yeah,” Don said. He was bare-chested, holding his own t-shirt in one hand. He looked down and tugged at the waistband of his baggy trunks. He glanced up at the two female lifeguards. “They wanted me to wear these baggy shorts instead of Speedos,” he said. “Tell me, do I look like a total dork?”

“Don’t answer that!” Janet said, with a quick glance at Kristen. “If we said ‘yes,’ he’d think we were just talking about the shorts,” she said, winking.

Don laughed good-naturedly, and shot another glance at the locker room door. “So, what are they like?” he asked.

“What are what like?” Janet responded.

“The Bunnies,” Don said, rolling his eyes.

“Ooh, don’t let them hear you calling them that,” Kristen said. “You might lose some body parts.”

Janet nodded gravely. “Maybe some parts you really like, too,” she said.

“They’re not Bunnies,” Kristen said. “They’re centerfold models. I guess there’s a big difference.”

“Were they naked?” Don asked, a little too eagerly.

“Umm… I wasn’t paying that much attention,” Janet said. “Yes, I guess so. Some of them, anyway. Part of the time.”

“And? And? And?” Don said. Richard, grinning, took a couple steps away from Don, as if embarrassed to be seen with him.

“And what?” Janet said impatiently.

“What are they like?” Don demanded.

“Where did you find this guy?” Janet said, laughing. “I didn’t pay too much attention to them, really. They’re pretty, I guess. Why are you so obsessed with them? You see naked women on the beach every day.”

Don laughed. “Not women like them. That Kim is an earth-bound goddess,” he said. “I can’t believe you two were in there with her, and you couldn’t see that. I wish I could have traded places with you.”

“Maybe it’s all lighting, or makeup, or special effects, or something. Maybe she’s just not my type,” Janet said.

“Oh, one of them said we should let you into the locker room,” Kristen told Don.

“That’s true,” Janet said, nodding.

“Really? Which one?” Don asked eagerly.

Janet shrugged. “I don’t know. They all look alike to me.”

“What? Let him in, but not me?” Richard said, smiling.

“I think it’s some sort of airhead affinity thing,” Janet said, casting a quick glance at Don. “Maybe they saw a kindred spirit in Don.”

Don laughed and turned his face heavenward, his hands outstretched in a gesture of supplication.

“Those women aren’t airheads,” Richard said. “I just saw them on television. They all seemed very bright. They’re surprisingly good athletes, too.”

Janet seemed to weigh this new information and nodded soberly. “Maybe they were just impressed by all the muscles,” she said. “We may need those muscles to win this game. Don’t feel bad, Richard. I’ll bet if they could have seen your wallet, they might have let you in and left Don dangling.”

“That one did seem kind of shallow,” Kristen said.

“Yes,” Janet said. “Not quite as shallow as Don, though.”

“Shallow?” Don said. “How am I shallow?”

“Pining away over a picture in a magazine,” Janet said. “Never noticing all the goddesses who parade before you every day.”

“It’s not shallow to admire physical beauty,” Don said. “Not unless that’s the only thing you care about. And I’m not ‘pining away.’ There’s an extraordinarily beautiful woman walking the surface of the earth. I’ve only ever seen her in photographs, but now I’m about to meet her in the flesh. Naturally, I—I’m looking forward to that.”

“Ooh! In the flesh!” Janet turned to Kristen. “Do you think Don will be totally heartbroken when his dream girl comes out, all dressed up?”

“I think Don prefers women who wear clothes,” Kristen said, giggling. “It gives him a chance to use his spirit eye to see her true inner beauty.” She tapped the center of her forehead.

“No, Don likes naked women just fine,” Janet said. “They just have to be in a magazine. A naked woman in the locker room or on the beach is just one of the guys. But a naked woman in a magazine has received the official seal of goddess-hood. If these four hadn’t been in that magazine, he wouldn’t give them a moment’s thought.”

“True,” Kristen said, nodding. “He’s a very shallow fellow, isn’t he?”

Don laughed and shook his head. “You guys are asking for it,” he said. “My own teammates, so pretty on the outside, and so vicious on the inside.” He pulled his t-shirt on over his head, then looked toward the bleachers and the volleyball court. “I suppose we should get down there and get ready.”

The sandy volleyball court was clean and well-maintained. This court was well-regarded in beach volleyball circles. Kristen had a vague recollection that there had been some sort of national tournament played here at Maidstone Beach last summer.

A harried, sweat-stained man met the four lifeguards at the gap that formed the entrance to the canvas fence. He carried a walkie-talkie in one hand, and an amplified megaphone in the other. “I’m glad you’ve made it,” he said breathlessly. He led the lifeguards inside and had them stand far back, beside one of the bleachers. “Wait right here,” he said, then he hurried away again.

“He seems a little nervous,” Richard observed.

“Probably afraid these people will turn into a bloodthirsty mob if things don’t go just right,” Janet said.

The bleachers were packed. There might have been almost a thousand people, with perhaps a hundred more loitering in the sand at either end of the court. Kristen was surprised to note that there were almost as many women as men in the stands. There were no children. It was just a volleyball game, but the organizers had worried about what might happen when they brought a team of sexy models together with four lifeguards from a nude beach, so only adults were admitted.

Two mixed teams were already on the court, playing out a fiercely competitive game. Kristen didn’t know a lot about beach volleyball, except that the sport seemed to be growing in popularity. She had heard that there were even some professional players. She had no idea how the kind of volleyball she had learned to play this summer compared to beach volleyball as it existed elsewhere. In the naked games at Black Knife Beach, some players took the competition very seriously indeed; others just wanted to have fun.

With a loud grunt, a woman on the court leaped into the air and spiked the ball violently over the net. It landed at the feet of a muscular man with a dumbfounded expression on his face. The spectators applauded politely, but they seemed only vaguely attentive to the game. It was clear that they were waiting for something else. They were impatient for the big event—the match between the Black Knife Beach lifeguards and the centerfold models, who called themselves the Dream Team. Kristen noticed that many of the men in the stands held copies of the popular men’s magazine in which the four models had appeared. She supposed that the men intended to ask the models to sign the large color photos of themselves posing naked.

A tall police officer in a crisply-pressed dark blue uniform strode over to the four lifeguards. He stopped, put his hands on his hips, and shook his head. “I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t see it with my own eyes,” he said. “I didn’t recognize you guys with your clothes on.”

“Raley!” Richard said, stepping forward to shake the policeman’s hand. “I almost didn’t recognize you in your dress blues, here.”

The policeman looked down at his uniform a little self-consciously. “Yeah, I don’t wear it much. They put me in charge of the security detail here. They wanted four uniformed officers—I guess the blue and the badge is supposed to remind people to behave themselves. Just wish it wasn’t so hot. The other guys are over there.” He jerked a thumb back over his shoulder. “They’re all from the beach patrol, too. We probably feel every bit as awkward in these uniforms as you guys do in those swimsuits.”

“The uniform looks nice, Raley,” Janet said coyly. “You look very official.”

The frazzled man with the bullhorn returned. “Everybody here?” he said. “This game’s nearly over. Okay, listen. When the Bunnies get down here, they’re going to wait outside.”

Kristen and Janet exchanged an amused glance.

“It kind of spoils the entrance if anyone spots them early,” the man continued. He mopped sweat from his forehead.

“I’m sure it will be a big entrance if they come in naked,” Richard said, grinning.

A panicky look flashed across the man’s face. He shot a quick glance over his shoulder, at the entrance to the fenced-in area. “Very funny,” he said irritably. “They never do any kind of public nudity. But these women are famous, whether you know it or not. As soon as they show their faces, two-thirds of the guys here are gonna go nuts.”

Janet glanced around with a bemused expression of skepticism. “Their faces? You really think these guys are going to recognize their faces?” she said.

The man snorted and shook his head angrily. “Listen,” he said, jabbing a finger at Janet, “you all just sit tight. When I go out and introduce your team, you all come out and walk to the far end of the court. Okay?” The lifeguards nodded. “Then I’ll introduce the Dream Team. You might want to stick your fingers in your ears. It’s gonna be noisy.” He glared icily at the four lifeguards, turned on his heel, and stomped away.

Kristen couldn’t help laughing. “No sense of humor,” she said.

“And in such a hurry! I didn’t even have a chance to warn him about calling them Bunnies,” Janet said. “What a pity!”

“Some people just aren’t cut out to be in charge of things,” Raley said. “Of course, that’s the kind of person who always winds up in charge.”

“You’re a strange kind of a cop, Officer Raley,” Janet said.

The policeman laughed. “You’d be surprised,” he said. “Anyway, I’d better go. Good luck to you. I hope you beat the pants off them, figuratively, if not literally.” He shook hands with all four lifeguards.

“Literally would be great,” Don said, laughing. The policeman laughed, too, saluted, and walked away.

Don turned to his fellow lifeguards. “Listen, guys, this is just an charity game. The people here deserve a good show. So let’s try not to beat the Bunnies too bad, okay?”

“Listen, if you think those women are going to be pushovers, you’re nuts,” Janet said. “They’re smart, they’re tough, they’re very competitive, and they’re in great shape.”

Don laughed. “Tell me about it!” he said.

“They’re not going to be easy to beat,” Janet said.

“Yeah, well, we’re not bad, either,” Don said. “We win most of  our games back at Black Knife. We’ve got two guys and two gals against four gals.”

“At Black Knife we play pick-up games against random collections of nude beach partiers,” Janet said. “These women are going to play like pros. Believe me—unless we get serious and get focused, they’re going to mop up the place with us.” She cast a quick glance at Kristen, then addressed herself to Don and Richard. “Guys, we’ve got to win this game. There’s a lot riding on it. If we don’t…”

“Don’t!” Kristen cried.

Janet continued without missing a beat. “If we don’t win today, I personally am going to kick both your butts all the way back to Black Knife Beach. When we get there, I’m sure Beth will want to kick both your butts all the way back here.”

Richard’s eyes flicked from Kristen’s face to Janet’s. The look of puzzlement on his face slowly gave way to a quiet little smile. He watched Kristen’s expression closely.

A loud round of applause arose from the bleachers.

Janet glanced over her shoulder to the volleyball court. “Looks like the game’s over,” she said. “That mean’s we’re up. Is everybody ready? It’s showtime.”

There was a palpable excitement in the air. It grew while the man with the megaphone stood in the middle  of the volleyball court and extolled the virtues of the various charities that benefited from this event. The charities “will be there when you need them, because you were there when they needed you,” the man declared. The audience clapped dutifully, but the buzz of their hushed conversations only grew louder. The man looked down at his notes and sighed. He had more, but he could sense that it was time.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “it’s time now for the game you’ve all been waiting for. Would you please welcome our own Black! Knife! Beach! Lifeguards!”

Kristen was astonished by the throaty roar that arose from the stands. She saw hundreds of people rise to their feet, clapping their hands and cheering. She exchanged glances with the other three lifeguards. They were all wide-eyed, mouths agape.

Don laughed, and shouted over the noise of the crowd, “They like us! They really like us!” He stepped around the corner of the bleachers, leading  the team down the court.

“Don’t be a hot dog!” Janet shouted.

When the crowd saw Don, the applause grew even louder. Don looked up and smiled. He resisted the temptation to clasp his hands together triumphantly above his head. Instead, he smiled and nodded as he walked down the edge of the court.

“Boy, girl, boy, girl,” Janet said authoritatively, and after a moment she followed Don around the corner and into the view of the audience. Once again the applause swelled.

Richard exchanged  a puzzled look with Kristen. He leaned toward her and spoke loudly to make himself heard over the crowd. “I guess Black Knife Beach is famous, even if we’re not,” he said.

Kristen smiled and nodded.

“You know, you never struck me as the type to gamble, Kristen,” Richard said. “You have to be very careful about making bets.” He winked, and stepped around the corner, and the roar of the crowd swelled again.

Kristen stood for a moment, thunderstruck. How did he know? How had he found out about the foolish bet she had made back in the locker room? Richard was always very perceptive. Sometimes she wondered whether he was a mind-reader.

She listened to the cheering crowd and wondered how many of these people had ever visited Black Knife Beach. How many wanted to visit, but had never been able to work up the nerve? How many of them would never dream of visiting a nude beach? How many would like it, if they did visit? She wondered whether this appearance by the lifeguards would help anyone to understand what she had learned only by going to the beach. She took a deep breath and stepped out onto full view of the people in the bleachers.

She saw the other lifeguards spaced out ahead of her, walking to the far end of the court. Janet was looking around and smiling. Richard waved to people in the crowd. Kristen fell into step behind them. She realized, with a sense of disappointment, that the wave of applause that had greeted the appearance of each of the other lifeguards hadn’t come when she appeared. If anything, the applause faded a little. Perhaps the audience was tired of clapping? Perhaps she didn’t look like she could be a lifeguard? Maybe she had waited too long, or hadn’t waited long enough, to follow Richard? She realized she shouldn’t take it personally—the applause was for all the lifeguards,  not for any individual. The team had already received an ovation far beyond anything any of them had expected. But still she felt disappointed.

It began with an ear-splitting whistle. Another man let forth a howl that sounded like  the cry of a wild animal. Someone else shouted, “Yeah! Yeah!” There were more whistles and shouts from people on both sides of the volleyball court, then a thunderous wave of applause came from the stands. Kristen turned to look behind her, certain that the four centerfold models had entered the makeshift arena.

“It’s her! That’s her!” came a voice from the midst of the tumult. There were more whistles and shouts. Kristen looked up into the stands and gasped when she noticed a number of people were holding up the newspaper photo of herself, on duty at Black Knife Beach. Several people held  the newspaper itself. Others had fastened the photo to stiff cardboard, and raised those placards over their heads. One man held what appeared to be an oil painting based on the newspaper photograph. Kristen gaped at the spectacle. Flashbulbs popped everywhere in the bleachers, though it was still broad daylight. A noisy wave of cheers engulfed her.

Kristen’s knees felt weak. Her cheeks burned a bright red, but she held her head up and smiled gamely. She didn’t know how she should feel. Ahead of her, the other lifeguards had stopped and turned to watch her. They were clearly as astonished as she was herself. But no one seemed more surprised than the man with the megaphone. He stared at Kristen, then looked up at the noisy crowd. He looked uneasily toward the end of the arena, to where the models would make their entrance, and shook his head in bafflement.

Only when Kristen and her teammates had reached their positions at the end of the volleyball court did the crowd begin to settle down. Janet put a hand on Kristen’s shoulder. “Wow, huh?” she said, laughing giddily.

“A tremendous welcome for the home-town team,” said the man with the megaphone. “Just—just tremendous.” He lowered his megaphone and scratched the back of his head. Janet caught his eye and theatrically stuck her fingers in her ears. The man scowled and turned away. He looked worried. After a moment, he raised the megaphone to his lips again. “You know, I was kinda wondering… do we even need to bring out the other team? I mean…”

“Yes! Yes!” came shouts from the crowd.

“Now, hear me out!” the announcer said. He shot a quick glance at Janet, and gave her a sly grin. He turned toward the end of the arena where the models would enter. “These ladies are tremendously popular everywhere they go. They have a very busy schedule of public appearances. They’re in demand everywhere!” There was scattered applause from the stands. “Now, since we love our own lifeguards so much, I thought maybe we could save some time and trouble, and just let those ladies out there go home and get a well-deserved rest. Whadda you say?”

“No!” came the throaty roar of the crowd. Dozens of men leapt to their feet, waving copies of the magazines with the models’ photos. “No! No! No!” Hundreds of people were stamping their feet.

“No?” said the announcer, feigning surprise. “No? Then, ladies and gentlemen, please show our special guests what kind of hospitality this city has to offer. I don’t think they need any introduction here. Please welcome your Dream! Team!”

The bleachers erupted with cheers and applause. The cheers grew louder when the four models entered the canvas-fenced arena, flanked by the two beefy bodyguards.

The four women wore matching long-sleeved beach cover-ups that came down to about mid-thigh. For famous nude models, the four women weren’t showing much bare skin—just their faces, their hands, their long lean legs—but the effect of their appearance was electric. The crowd had come to their feet. Men pressed forward clutching their magazines in their outstretched hands. The women smiled and waved, and walked with a motion that was almost hypnotic.

Kristen gasped. Their hair and makeup had worked a dazzling transformation on the four models since she and Janet had left the locker room. She glanced over at Don. He had a big grin on his face,  and was clapping his hands. Kristen realized it would be rude not to applaud, so she started clapping, too.

Now she noticed the four uniformed police officers coming onto the court with the four models. They took positions near the corners of the volleyball court. They shifted their positions slightly as the two bodyguards who had accompanied the models took up positions near mid-court. Kristen looked up at the enthusiastic crowd. Apparently the Dream Team needed a lot of protection from their fans.

The short blonde model approached the net near where Don was standing. “Hi, there,” she cooed seductively.

Don stepped forward, a huge grin on his face. “Hi, Kim,” he said. “I’m a big fan.”

Kim smiled the kind of smile that could fell a strong man at fifty paces. “On a hot day like today…” she started to say. She stopped abruptly when Donna walked up behind her and put a hand on her elbow.

“Sorry, Kim,” Donna said in a stage whisper. “You can’t have him until after we’ve won this game.” Kim frowned and turned away.

Hayley, the athletic strawberry blonde, walked up to the net and laced her fingers through it as if it were a chain-link fence. “Your lady friends here are mean,” she said to Don and Richard. “They wouldn’t let us invite you two guys into our locker room. They want to keep you for themselves.”

“That’s not true,” Kristen said. Hayley smiled impishly and turned away.

Richard chuckled  and glanced over at Janet. “Well, I can see they play to win,” he said.

The models’ cover-ups looked a little bit like silk pajama tops. Now the models took them off, with a casualness that seemed anything but casual. The crowd whistled and hooted. Underneath, the four women wore modest but stylish two-piece suits. To the casual eye, all four models’ suits looked identical, but Kristen noticed that each suit had been modified in various subtle ways. The suits had been carefully tailored to show off each model’s figure to best advantage. The audience responded with an appreciative ovation as the models took their positions on the volleyball court.

Kristen felt embarrassed when the lifeguards removed their own cover-ups, pulling their t-shirts off over their heads. There was polite applause from the crowd, and a few women cheered lustily as Don bared his torso. But they were a motley crew. Richard wore Speedos, and looked fairly good in them. But Don, who had more to show off, wore a pair of the big, baggy trunks that were inexplicably fashionable this summer. Janet was obviously uncomfortable in her borrowed two-piece tank suit.

Kristen looked down at her own simple one-piece suit. She had worn it many times in high school, and had never felt dissatisfied with it. It was sturdy and comfortable, and, she thought, flattering. But now she compared her suit and the suits worn by her teammates to the outfits worn by the four models, and she felt positively frumpy.

The lifeguards were some of the most physically fit people on Black Knife Beach. They had overpowered most of their opponents in volleyball games at the beach. But sometimes they struggled against teams of lesser ability, but greater determination. Kristen felt the lifeguards—including herself—had never taken the games very seriously. There was always a lot of joking and horseplay. Don had a habit of playing to the crowd, generally delighting the onlookers and sometimes annoying his teammates.

Kristen was worried. If the lifeguards lost this game,  she would have to meet Bruno, the “talent scout” for the magazine. He would undoubtedly insist on seeing her with her clothes off. He would size her up like a piece of meat. He would determine whether her butt was too big, or too small, or just right. He might declare that she needed a “boob job.” He would take pictures, which would be inspected by uncounted other people at the magazine. The models had assured her that a session with Bruno would be fun, but the entire prospect seemed humiliating to Kristen.

The models tied their long, lustrous hair back in ponytails. Kristen watched them with a growing uneasiness. These were no delicate porcelain dolls. Now they looked like athletes, and they seemed determined to win this game. Don watched them, wide-eyed, a big smile across his face.

Kristen moved a little closer to Don. “It’s really important that we win this,” she said, a faint blush glowing on her cheeks.

“It’s just an exhibition game,” Don said. He noticed that all the lifeguards were watching him. “Jeez,” he said irritably, “why are you all treating me like the village idiot?”

“You—you just seem a little distracted,” Kristen said, casting a quick glance at the four women on the other side of the net. “This is more than an exhibition game, okay? I think you’ll kick yourself if we lose. Just keep your mind on the game, okay?”

Don’s cheeks reddened. “I seem to be getting kicked a lot today. You guys sure you’re playing the right game? Volleyball, not soccer, right?” he said. “Don’t worry about me. I’m not going to screw up,” he added confidently.

“Let’s teach these amateurs how the game is played,” Donna shouted to her teammates on the first serve.

The first few volleys were fairly sloppy, on both sides. The crowd cheered each play as if it were championship caliber. Kristen felt relieved to see the Dream Team making mistakes, but her relief was short-lived. She could see the models assessing the lifeguards’ strengths and weaknesses, and adjusting their game accordingly. In the locker room, the four models had seemed kind of silly and vapid. It was hard to believe these were the same women. They were disciplined competitors. They worked as a team. They knew each other’s strengths and weaknesses, and they played to cover each other. They played to win.

Kristen played to win, too. She ran. She jumped. She fought for points that seemed hopelessly out of reach. She dove face-first into the sand, digging out the ball when it looked like a sure point for the models. She spit out sand, and the crowd clapped. The other lifeguards fought just as hard. Janet was panting after a couple heroic saves. Don smashed the ball across the net with a force that started murmurs of admiration from the women in the crowd. Richard played a slow and steady game, then shocked the opposing team with a well-placed spike that scored a point for the lifeguards. But it wasn’t enough.

As the game progressed, it became increasingly clear that the Dream Team was gaining control. While the lifeguards wore themselves out, the models seemed calm and relaxed. The lifeguards played a power game; the models were all patience and position. They seemed to read the lifeguards’ game perfectly: when the ball came across the net, one of the models was ready for it. There was a hint of a swagger in the way the models moved. Donna laughed and told her teammates “You know, I think those muscles are nothing but hot air. This isn’t going to be very hard, after all.” Some in the audience laughed and applauded.

The lifeguards exchanged gloomy glances. They had the edge in size and strength. They weren’t responding effectively to changes in the models’ game plan. “I can’t believe we’re going to let them do this to us,” Janet said through clenched teeth. “Some hair-dos and painted faces, and they’re beating the Black Knife Beach lifeguards!”

“If that were all they are, they wouldn’t be beating us,” Kristen said. “They’re good. We’re terrible.” She wondered what Bruno looked like. For some reason, she imagined him wearing a beret. She bit her lip and looked at her teammates. “We haven’t been playing like a team. Look, everybody’s got a zone.  Play it!” she said. The other lifeguards nodded tentatively.

The lifeguards had never had a team captain, but they rallied around Kristen’s leadership now. As play resumed, she barked out terse commands: positioning players, calling plays. She tried to anticipate the flow of the game. She tried to spot weaknesses on the other side of the net and close the gaps on this side. It didn’t take long to spot one great weakness: each of the lifeguards—herself included—had been trying to win the game single-handedly. “Feed your teammates!” Kristen cried. “No glory ball!”

With Kristen calling out directions, the lifeguards  started to play more like a team. Slowly they battled back into contention. As the game wore on, the models lost some of their swagger. The game had become a real contest. The next few volleys were long ones, hard-fought. No player on either team was willing to concede any point. The play was fast-paced and intense.

Hot sweat stung Kristen’s eyes. She paused to blink it away. She drew a forearm across her feverish brow and glanced over at her teammates. The heat and the pace of the game were taking a toll. Janet’s silky dark hair was matted with sweat. There was a dark V-shaped stain extending down from the neckline of her gray knit tank suit, and dark stains spread out under each arm. Janet was breathing hard, but when she noticed Kristen’s gaze, she smiled gamely and gave a thumbs-up. Kristen looked down at her own suit. Sweat trickled over her skin, but she felt relieved that her suit wasn’t showing any stains. Richard and Don were breathing hard, but the bare-chested men seemed to be coping with the heat and exertion better than the two female lifeguards.

Across the net, the four models were breathing hard. Their skin glistened with sweat. Somehow, it only made them look even more glamorous. Dark-haired Lauren brushed a stray strand of hair from her eyes with a slow and sultry movement of her right hand. Kristen wondered: how many times had Lauren rehearsed that movement? Had the mysterious Bruno “discovered” these four women? What had they been like before they posed for the nude photographs that had made them famous?

Donna whispered something in Kim’s ear. Kim smiled and nodded while Donna whispered. There was an impish look in her eyes. When Donna returned to her position on the sandy court, she wore a sly smile that made Kristen nervous.

Kristen wasn’t calling out commands now; the lifeguards  were playing a solid game, steadily gaining on the Dream Team. When Janet barely blooped the ball over the net, she took the models by surprise. The ball dropped in, and the lifeguards finally took the lead. Don and Janet exchanged high fives. “Don’t celebrate until we’ve won,” Richard warned. Kristen felt an inexplicable sense of disappointment at the good news.

The lifeguards’ lead didn’t last long. Instead of setting the ball for Janet, who was in position to put it over the net, Don made a flashy but ill-considered attempt to spike the ball himself. The ball rocketed straight into the net, then plopped ignominiously onto the sand. The score was tied.

Kristen picked up the ball and glared at Don. “Don’t be a hot dog!” she shouted angrily. She flung the ball at Don’s midsection. He caught it easily with both hands. “That wouldn’t have been a good shot even if you’d managed to get it over the net! Play the game!”

Don seemed to be fighting back his anger. He knew Kristen was right, and he lowered his head in shame. He heard a rising murmur from the crowd, but he didn’t see Kim creeping under the volleyball net behind him. He didn’t suspect a thing until he felt the sharp tug on his shorts.

In a single swift motion, Kim pulled Don’s shorts down and left them puddled about his feet. Don turned when he felt her body brush against his legs and his bare backside. He saw her lunge under the net, back to her team’s half of the court. The four models laughed and pointed.

Half the audience were on their feet, and a deafening roar arose from the bleachers. Raley and the other three police officers watched the crowd warily. Hundreds of women stared wide-eyed at the naked man and shouted, whistled, clapped their hands, and laughed delightedly.

His cheeks glowing, Don had started to bend over to pull his trunks up. He paused, and looked around at the cheering throng. He stood up straight, held his head high, and spread his arms out triumphantly. He turned around slowly, nodding his head to acknowledge the ever-louder cheers from the women in the crowd. Officer Raley, reassured that the crowd was excited, but not out of control, laughed and clapped. When Don had completed one full turn, he bent over and pulled up his trunks. A disappointed groan, and cries of “No, no!” came from the stands, but the applause continued.

“Oh, take it off!” Kim called, clapping and laughing. “Take it off!”

Don cast a sly sideways glance in Kim’s direction, then made a quick lunge under the net at the blonde model. The two brawny bodyguards swiftly moved forward to block him, drawing down good-natured hissing and booing from the crowd. Kim laughed and called out, “Too slow!”

Don looked at Kim, a big grin on his face. He looked into the faces of the two bodyguards, as if trying to find a way over, around or through them. Reluctantly he stepped back and shook his head, but his eyes were riveted on Kim. “You!” he said, pointing a finger at Kim, “Watch your ass!”

“Ooh! I thought that was your job,” Kim said, laughing. She turned and shook her backside, to laughter and applause from the crowd. Even Kristen laughed.

Suddenly, Don turned and took hold of the shoulder straps of Kristen’s swimsuit. With a single swift motion he peeled the one-piece suit from Kristen’s body. Astonished, Kristen stumbled backward, and Don arose with the suit in his hand. He held it high over his head.

For an instant, time seemed to stand still. Kristen saw hundreds of men jump to their feet. She was buffeted by wave after wave of noise from the bleachers. Don looked into her eyes, a huge grin across his face. He was swinging her swimsuit around and around over his head. The cool air on her bare skin seemed to revive her weary body, and brought home the fact that she was naked now, stark naked in front of all these people. She felt a powerful, queasy, tickling sensation arising from the pit of her stomach. Even before the rushing blood had reached her cheeks, she knew she would feel that familiar flush. She could feel the blood rushing not just to her cheeks, but to every part of her body. She felt it rushing even to her fingertips.

She saw countless flashes of light. Flashbulbs. Raley and the other police officers were smiling and clapping. The four models were laughing  and pointing. She saw her swimsuit swing over Don’s head again. She saw the big dumb grin on Don’s face. She held out her hand and took a step toward him. He took a step back. He wanted her to jump for her swimsuit. She lowered her hand, and watched the suit swing overhead once, twice, three times.

Richard stepped in between Don and Kristen. “That’s enough,” he said gruffly. He held out his hand. “Give me the suit,” he said. It was hard to hear him over the roar of the crowd. Don looked down at Richard’s outstretched hand and continued to swing Kristen’s suit over his head. He looked up into Richard’s eyes, and his grin disappeared. He handed the suit to Richard.

Richard turned and gave the suit to Kristen. “Here you are, Kristen,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

Kristen held the suit before her by the shoulder straps. She looked at it as if seeing it for the first time. The suit’s lining was discolored with sweat. The stains had not seeped through to be visible on the outer layer of fabric. The suit was made of stretch material, and without her body in it, it seemed small, shriveled and shapeless.

Her face burning, Kristen looked around for a place to sit while she pulled the swimsuit on. There was no seat to be had. She didn’t much relish the idea of trying to balance on one foot as she raised the other foot high and wormed it through a puckered up leg hole. She contemplated dangling the suit only a few inches above the sand. She could put her feet through the leg holes with two small steps, but then she would have to bend over to pull the suit all the way up her body by the shoulder straps. She imagined herself pushing each breast down into place as she pulled the straps up over her shoulders. Flashbulbs were still popping all around her. The four models seemed to be taking great delight in Kristen’s humiliation.

She looked again at the tiny pathetic-looking swimsuit and sighed. She glanced over at Officer Raley and held the swimsuit aloft by its shoulder straps. There was a question in her eyes. Raley understood the question, but he blinked in surprise. He looked up into the stands; he exchanged glances with the other three police officers; then he smiled and shrugged his shoulders.

Kristen nodded. She looked at the four models, still laughing. She smiled. She stepped over to the sideline and dropped her swimsuit beside the four t-shirts the lifeguards had discarded earlier. An astonished hush settled over the crowd. The models weren’t laughing anymore. Kristen returned to mid-court and bent to pick up the ball where Don had dropped it. She tossed the ball to Don. “Play the game!” she said.

***

“See, this just proves my point that nudists are crazy,” Donna said. “They’d have to be crazy to want to climb down this damn cliff.”

“Will you just shut up for a minute and take a look around you?” Kim said. They had reached the base of the cliff. Black Knife Beach spread out before them. “Look at this!”

All four models stopped and took in the spectacle of Black Knife Beach. The sand seemed golden in the summer dusk. The four lifeguards paused, too, and smiled as the four newcomers discovered their beach.

“It reminds me of that island, remember?” Kim said. “The one where you and I did that shipwreck photo shoot?”

“Yeah, I remember,” Donna said. “That was—that was a beautiful beach. That photographer—he could never capture this light.”

“That was one long day. Neither one of us wanted to cover up on breaks, remember? It just felt so good to be there, naked,” Kim said.

“I—I had forgotten all about that. You’re right, Kimmy,” Donna replied.

“It’s gonna be dark soon,” Kim said, unbuttoning her blouse. “I wish we could have got here earlier.”

“We had to lose the volleyball game first,” Hayley said. “I’m kind of glad we did.”

“It’s nice and cool down here,” Lauren said. “Does it get really chilly after dark?”

Janet kicked off her sandals. She had left her clothes up in the car. “If it gets too cool, sometimes they build a bonfire,” she said. “Sometimes people even put clothes on, but most folks down here don’t like to do that.”

“I think I understand why,” Lauren said, taking her own shoes off. “That feels good,” she said.

Kristen pulled the baggy t-shirt off over her head. She had nothing on underneath. “You can have your shirt back,” she said, handing it to Don. “Don’t say I never gave you anything.”

The beach was nearly deserted now. The group made their way to a small cluster of people who were gathered in a sort of loose circle near the middle of the long beach. The people in the circle were all naked, except for one woman, who wore a short t-shirt. They nodded politely as the newcomers joined their circle, but they were all listening to a man who played a very precise piece of music on a guitar.

“I recognize that!” Donna whispered. “That—that’s Bach!”

The guitarist looked up, smiled, and nodded.

“Shh!” Hayley said, touching a finger to her lips. She closed her eyes and smiled serenely as she listened to the music.

The four models undressed quietly, and handed their clothes over to the lifeguards. That had been a part of the bet, although right now Kristen felt it wasn’t necessary. Don and Richard kicked off their shoes and dropped their trousers. They spread out blankets, and everyone settled onto the sand. Donna felt the cool breeze on her body and sighed.

When Johnny Bee finished the Bach piece, everyone clapped appreciatively. One man produced a pair of bongo drums and beat out a strange rapid rhythm that took the visitors by surprise. Another man picked up a guitar and exchanged a significant glance with Johnny. Johnny smiled, and launched into a raucous Chuck Berry tune, accompanied by bongo drums and rhythm guitar.

Donna couldn’t hold back a delighted laugh.

Kim jumped to her feet. “I’m dancing,” she declared. She grabbed Don’s hand and pulled him to his feet to join her. Other people got up, too, to dance naked in the fading light.

Donna looked around the circle of naked beach people. She watched the dancers. She looked down at the waves washing over the sand. “This is nice,” she said softly. “This is really nice.”


