


SKINNY DIPPING
AnnA ReeseR



3

Sara crossed her legs as the car paused in slow traffic. She was wearing cowboy boots. 
 “I took the PCH for a reason,” said Ben. “It’s supposed to be clear. Now I’m just wasting gas.”

 “Traffic is the worst.”
 “Not to mention we’re at 4.65 a gallon.”
 “That sounds like a lot.”
 The boots were red and felt like real leather, but she’d found them at a thrift store so it was hard to tell. 
They hit right at mid-calf, where she had shaved her blonde leg hair in the bathtub at her parents’ house. She’d 
never normally wear boots the color of lipstick and a frayed denim miniskirt. But LA wasn’t the place for sub-
tlety and sex was the goal of the summer. It was a time for one-upmanship with the hometown crowd, reversing 
high school identities, telling stories of dorm room sexiling and weekend visit marathons from the past year. 
Already it had been a promiscuous July, sneaking around parents’ houses with a blanket and a water bottle of gin.
 “Finally. This better stay clear to the hills. Zander’s expecting us at four.”
 Stiff palm trees receded in the rear view mirror and Ben was driving fast. His iPod, tucked in the cup 
holder, played techno into the car. He jutted his chin in and out, nodding along to the music, which sounded like 
hands slapping tabletops to make a point. Sara tapped her foot with the boot. She was on her way to breaking 
her reputation as virginal and stuck-up and, as Ben sometimes called her, just “classically pretty.” Whatever this 
weekend Beverly Hills trip was, she was going to be sexy the entire time.
 “You’re gonna love Zander’s house. I’ve only been there one time in April.”
 “Were they actually filming Pierson Palace?”
 “No. They only film every three weeks, then the whole thing airs in the Fall. Everything’s scripted, 
essentially. Did I tell you I met Hank?”
 “Who?”
 “Hank Pierson. Zander’s dad. You know, Crucial Kill? Drums?” 
 “That’s awesome.”
 “Yep, networking. When I was there, Zander had practice with MASHUP and I got to hear them play. 
Actually, they’re filming an episode next week and the producers want some friends there for the band practice. 
I might be in it.” Ben paused and let his right hand fall so he was driving with the left arm straight out, gripping 
the top of the wheel. “Zander’s awesome. He draws his own album covers. You should ask him about that. I think 
he’ll like you.”
 “Hope so.” Sara pulled her hair over her shoulder. It was too long and was the color of twine. She con-
sidered wrapping it into a bun. Ponytails this long looked naïve. She resolved to keep it down and tangled like a 
Santa Cruz artsy type, which she was in collegiate reality. She noticed that her fingernails were bitten and red 
with hangnails. Ben put his sunglasses back on. They were actual Ray Bans and he wiped them every few hours 
with the hem of his shirt. 
 “You brought your bathing suit, right?”
 “Yeah.” Sara knew her bathing suit was the best feature of her wardrobe. It was a new pair of black, 
semi-padded bikini triangles and bottoms that tied on the sides.
 “The pool is incredible. Plus the whole backyard has outdoor heaters.”
 “We’re in LA,” Sara laughed. “It never gets colder than 65 degrees! Wait, do you think Zander’s girl-
friend will be there?”
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 “Daisy will be there for sure. She’s cool.”
 Sara had seen Daisy Talbot-Fiol’s Facebook page already. Since starting college in the fall, Sara looked 
people up on Facebook as soon as she learned their full name. In her profile pictures, Daisy seemed to always be 
photographed from above, looking up, so that her eyes seemed gigantic. Her hair was short like a pony’s mane 
and bleached brighter than sun reflecting off the ocean. Daisy had been on Pierson Palace many times in one-piece 
rompers and sheer T-shirts. In her interests section, Daisy had written only STAR WARS. Daisy had a photo 
album named PHOTOSHOOT 2008 in which she wore mini-dresses and striped face paint. Her hair was tou-
sled into a lion’s mane and she bore bare legs in tall grass. She bit her lower lip. The photos were saturated and 
overexposed and Daisy knew how to be sexy.
 “I hope we’ll have something to talk about.”
 “Sure. She majors in Theater. You just took Shakespeare.”
  Sara knew that she and Daisy did have one thing in common. Daisy wore cowboy boots in a few of her 
pictures and this had influenced Sara’s purchase. Her feet felt sweaty.
 “So,” Ben pushed through Sara’s silence, “we’re definitely going swimming.”
 “Cool.”
 “There’s one thing I haven’t told you.” Ben paused. He took off his sunglasses and flicked his head toward 
Sara, locking his eyes with hers briefly. They were bright blue in a way that was both alarming and attractive. 
“Zander has everyone skinny dip at his house.”
 “Really?”
 “I haven’t done it yet, but we’re definitely doing it today because his parents are out of town and the 
show isn’t being filmed. Skinny dipping is Zander’s thing. Like, being comfortable showing your body. I mean it’s 
no big deal.” 
 “No big deal.” 
 A cold sweat spread over Sara’s skin. Getting naked with strangers was a terrifying idea. In fact, nobody 
besides Ben had ever seen her fully nude. But Ben wanted to show her off to his LA friends. And she was not a 
prude. Not today.
 “You’ll do it, right?” Ben took his eyes off the road again. His brows furrowed and his lips pressed to-
gether. There was a nick on his jaw from shaving for the occasion.
 Sara uncrossed her legs and straightened them. Her throat felt dry but the consistent drum of the techno 
and the bright light off the ocean had a dulling effect. _
The Piersons’ driveway was a parking lot. Ben had entered a seven-digit code into the metal gate’s keypad and 
pulled the Camry between a fancy SUV and a hot pink Prius. They stepped into the smoggy afternoon.
 “That’s his little sister’s,” explained Ben, rolling his eyes.
 “Yikes.” Sara and Ben had a game in Carpinteria where they tried to predict what the owners of parked 
cars and bikes looked like. “Is the SUV Zander’s?”
 “Yep,” Ben took out his phone. “I’m texting him right now.”
 The parking lot was lined with straight cypress trees and the house was the size of a freestanding Nord-
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strom. Jarring black stars were set into the sheet-rock pavement. The door opened slowly and Ben strode for-
ward in his khaki shorts. Zander emerged, lanky and very tall, and Ben stood on his toes to initiate a side-hug. 
Sara walked toward them, unsteady in her boots.
 “Is this your Sara?”
 “Indeed. Sara, Zander.”
 “Pleasure to have you,” said their host. 
 Zander tossed his longish black hair with his hand, which revealed three costume rings. He was thin but 
his knuckles and chin were massive and he spoke like an actor, projecting his syllables. Any sign of Ben’s skepti-
cism about the grandiosity of the house or its inhabitants fell away and he put on an intense smile. Zander’s black 
cowboy boots made his steps echo as they walked to his bedroom. Sara recognized the room from clips of the 
reality show. She saw Zander’s album covers framed on the wall. They were intricate line drawings of cars and 
leopards and eyes. The designs seemed to grow out of the hand-drawn titles MASHUP: Mix It Up and MASH-
UP: Two Timed. The first and second albums, probably. Sara hadn’t known that Zander was actually talented.
 “Daisy,” said Ben, “long time no see. I brought Sara!” His voice was so animated that it nearly gained an octave.
 Daisy was curled on a gray beanbag like a cat. She seemed to be texting in a bored funk. She wore only 
a bikini top and denim shorts and the notches of her spine were visible. She stood, her blonde head leveling with 
the bottom of a framed album cover. Daisy was incredibly short.
 “So you’re Ben’s girlfriend. I’ve heard good things.”
 “It’s great to meet you too.”
 Sara felt like Daisy was analyzing every frame of her body. The blue cardigan, the miniskirt, the boots. 
Daisy’s tan suede boots lay by the bed, gaping open. 
 “Ben said you major in Theater.” Sara’s voice came out softer than she had hoped.
 “Yeah. You’re at UC Santa Cruz, right? What do you major in?”
 It was the worst question because it boiled Sara’s existence at college down to one dead word. Her life 
was walking to class under the redwoods, listening to Animal Collective on headphones, a fascinating seminar 
called Postmodernism and the Deconstructed Body. It was fleeting groups of girlfriends and smart guys that 
Sara watched in lectures. It was Sculpture class, where she molded clay sculptures of girls in strained positions: 
torqued at the waist, bending long arms behind their backs, holding their faces in their hands. Sara’s life was 
hours of pressing her own confusing body into a desk chair in her cluttered dorm room to video chat with Ben 
and plan what they would do during winter and spring break in Carpinteria. It was repeating the sentences, “I 
have a boyfriend in LA. We went to high school together.”
 “English,” Sara said.
 “Cool. We should go swimming. Did you bring a bathing suit?”
 “Yeah. Is there somewhere I can change?”
 Daisy pointed to Zander’s private bathroom.
 Sara was glad they were starting in bathing suits. Maybe skinny dipping was a myth after all. When Sara 
took off the boots, the slate tiles were freezing against her bare soles. The bathtub was claw-footed and black. By 
the sink, a few signs of a normal 19-year-old boy were visible: clipped facial hairs, toothpaste with the cap off. 
But the mirror had a border of light bulbs like a theater dressing room. 
 Between the glowing bulbs, Sara saw her slightly hooked nose, green eyes with their alert-antelope 
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quality, long tangled hair, small ears with coconut shell hoops in the lobes. This was what Daisy and Zander 
saw—just this collection of shapes. All the strangers at college—this was all they saw. She took off her shirt and 
her dumb blue bra. Her breasts were fine. They were bigger than last year, but still oddly pale. Then the bulge of 
peanut-butter fat around her belly button, shamefully soft, dented with a crease from the waistline of the den-
im skirt. She peeled this off too, kicking it to the ground, and stood in her lacy Victoria’s Secret thong that she 
bought sophomore year of high school wondering when it would be seen. When she lifted her chest as if a man-
nequin string pulled her from above, she looked good. She looked like a real naked girl with golden skin. Just a 
naked college girl. Sara didn’t mind that idea. She was no one, just shapes in the mirror. That’s all she needed 
to succeed today. Maybe that’s all she ever needed. Maybe to Ben, for the last semester of high school and the 
four college quarters of long-distance pining, that’s all she was. Just the first body that Ben had undressed and 
touched. And he was the first body she’d seen naked, or slept with, or anything. But maybe that was too cynical.
 Sara realized she had been standing nude in the bathroom for a long time and suddenly wasn’t sure if the 
door was locked. She wiggled into the bikini triangles and double-knotted the strings on the bottoms. But who 
was she kidding. She loosened the knots. 
 When she emerged, Ben was fidgeting with his folded swimming trunks. Zander sprawled on the bed 
with one lanky leg falling off the edge. Daisy perched in the curve of his twine-like arm. They were listening to 
an upbeat song with a lot of synths. 
 “This cut is weird. Let’s listen to some—Ben, what do you like? I don’t wanna be one of those guys who 
listens to his own songs.”
 Daisy and Ben laughed. A satisfied grin spread over Zander’s jaw. His mouth was scarily wide. 
 “RJD2?” said Ben. “Hey, I’m gonna change.”
 “I’ll go after you.” Then Zander added, “Not that discretion will matter in due time.”
 Ben grabbed Sara’s shoulder as he passed her. His hand was warm and he stayed long enough to meet 
Sara’s eyes with a sincere smile. His eyebrows raised and the crease above his nose deepened. A strand of hair fell 
from the gelled crust. He was glad to have Sara with him in this intimidating room, tethering him to something 
real. Sara nodded and Ben entered the bathroom to check the composition of his body against the square of the 
bright mirror.
 Sara faced Zander and Daisy, who were looking at something on a laptop. Daisy didn’t seem to care that 
her left breast was pushing out of her bathing suit.
 “Check out this web comic,” beckoned Zander, scrolling fixedly. “The art is sick.”
 Daisy turned to scrutinize Sara’s bikini.
 “That’s cute. Did you get it at American Apparel?”
 “It’s just from Old Navy,” said Sara, although she briefly considered lying.
 “Oh.”
 “Hey Zander, your album covers are really cool. Ben said you do the artwork.” Sara was proud for blurt-
ing this out.
 “Thanks, it’s just pen and ink. Just freaky little doodles.”
 “They’re really intricate. I have a hard time with ink.”
 “You do art?”
 “Clay sculptures.” If Ben hadn’t mentioned Sara’s art to Zander, how did he describe her? Did he say she 
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was nice? Pretty? Just some girl he lost his virginity to at the end of high school in her narrow twin bed? “They’re 
figurative—they’re of people.”
 Both Zander and Daisy nodded with what seemed to be real interest.
 “They’re mostly girls—the sculptures. I think that’s easier since I’m a girl. They’re like alter egos.”
 “Alright!” interrupted Ben, emerging from the bathroom shirtless and tan. His face was masked with an 
ecstatic grin. Sara made a quick smile back, showing her teeth. She was doing pretty well._
Sliding glass doors opened to a huge pool shaped like an elongated sandal. At the far end, a low stone wall sepa-
rated the hot tub from the cold water. Chaise lounge chairs, tall heaters, half-empty cocktail glasses, raver sun-
glasses, and flip-flops were scattered across the turf. Scrawny palm trees and tiki torches lined the fenced area. 
The four strode along the pool’s edge and Sara hung a few paces back, watching the procession. Ben’s trunks 
were gray, with an understated Hurley logo by the hem, worn low on his hips. Zander wore ostentatious lime 
green American Apparel trunks. Daisy’s bikini was pale and nearly transparent. 
 “My friends, welcome to the oasis,” said Zander theatrically.
 They dropped their towels and slipped quickly into the water. Daisy shrieked a little and Ben let out an 
embarrassing groan of pleasure. Sara approached the hot tub gingerly, rolling her hair into a bun. She lowered 
herself next to Ben.
 “This hits the spot,” sighed Ben. “I’ve been lifting, so, pretty sore.”
 “That’s nuts, dude.” Zander shook his head. “But you look great. Hey, you kids are lucky that none of my 
family’s home. We’ll make a night of it.”
 “Where’s Madison?” said Daisy. “Her car’s in the driveway. And Logan?”
 “Logan’s at Mark’s house, probably smoking weed out of a fucking apple like every thirteen-year-old. 
Madison’s slummin’ it with this mid-twenties video game designer. He picks her up in an old El Camino.”
 It was strange to hear about these characters as real siblings. It wasn’t the most popular reality show, but 
most people had heard of Pierson Palace. Madison was the rebel, Logan was a good student, and Zander was the 
hot musician. Sara has watched a few episodes when Ben told her that Zander Pierson lived down the hall at his 
school.
 “El Caminos are kinda sick,” said Ben.
 “What are you driving these days?” Zander put on plastic sunglasses. “Did you finish the improvement 
project?”
 “Yes, she sounds beautiful now.” 
 With his summer job earnings, Ben had installed a new tape deck in his hand-me-down Camry, making 
the car nicer but suddenly valuable and worthy of constant worry.
 “Cool,” nodded Zander. “But yeah, Madison’s ridiculous. She’s fucking her geometry tutor too.”
 “Aww, you mean Davidson?” cooed Daisy. “I think he’s adorable.” 
 “You would, my little D-T-F.” 
 Sara must have flared her nostrils because Zander shot her a patronizing look and said, “Daisy Talbot-Fiol. 
DTF. Her initials.”
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 “Sara Gilman, S-G . . . Sex Goddess?” said Ben with mock intimacy. 
 “Sure,” said Sara. She should have relished the comment, but it just felt embarrassing.
 Zander reached for his cell phone, which teetered on the hot tub ledge. It was a new model and had some 
sort of extra-wide texting keyboard. His wet arm dripped all over the shiny surface.
 “Fuck.”
 “Phone?” inquired Ben.
 “Screen’s dead now. You know what?” Zander’s eyes bulged. “Fuck it! I need an excuse to get that new 
iPhone.” He cast the phone from his hand and it sent a stream of bubbles to the surface as it sunk. 
 Daisy rolled her eyes. Sara forced herself to laugh.
 “Nice, dude,” affirmed Ben. “The iPhone is getting great reviews.” Ben had always been a follower of 
tech news, even about gadgets he would never actually buy. 
 “Zander, I’m sure someone would be grateful for your old phone,” mocked Daisy in a motherly singsong. 
It probably didn’t occur to them that Sara and Ben were not rich and might actually be grateful to have a fancy 
keyboard phone.
 “Hey,” said Zander, “I know we’re in some recession, but it’s smart people like us who are going to stay 
on top. Right, Ben? Like, I’m doing the show, even though it’s dumb, and I’m really profiting from it. Once I’ve 
made bank from that I can just do music full time or go into producing.” Zander looked up at his family’s land-
scaped palm trees. 
 Sara glanced at Ben for some skeptical acknowledgment or agreement over how idiotic this sounded. But 
Ben nodded and looked impassioned. In fact, a few weeks ago, Ben had mentioned networking and taking more 
pre-law classes, because “intellectual property lawyers in the Los Angeles area have it made.”
 Breaking the brief silence, Zander cued up a swaggery rap song on the outdoor speaker system. The 
sun and the building heat of the water made Sara dizzy. She willed herself to pull her shoulders back, stay in the 
water, and enjoy the fantasy. She could be Zander’s friend today; she could be rich in Los Angeles. It was just like 
acting. Sara clenched her jaw and smiled.
 Daisy stirred and pouted at Zander. 
 “Are we going skinny dipping or what?” She looked at Sara and Ben with sorority girl enthusiasm. It was 
the mania of initiative ceremonies—something Sara always avoided. “Sara, you’re with me, right?”
 With her? Well, sure. They were allied in being girls. They could strip in the daytime, united in a Pierson 

Palace sisterhood. It was a male fantasy that Sara could help bring to life: two girls naked in the same space. It 
would be easy. Just removing the bikini. Sara forced real thoughts further back into her mind and rode on the 
surface flurry of drumbeat and light reflecting off the water. Then Daisy squinted with a trace of shame, and her 
bikini top appeared balled up on the edge of the hot tub. She sat with her breasts floating above the water for a 
long moment. They pointed violently upwards and were large for her body. Daisy grinned and her teeth looked 
small as a child’s. Sara looked at Ben and he squeezed her shoulder. 
 “Come on Sara!” Zander nodded like a satisfied puppet master.
 Sara untied the string behind her neck. The triangles fell away so fast she wondered how it had never 
happened before by accident. She pulled out the bow in the back and she was topless. The water felt almost slimy 
on her exposed skin. Looking down at them, her breasts were bizarre pink points. They were childish and her 
sternum was visible in the flat gap between them. She didn’t feel sexy at all. She felt like a specimen in an obser-
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vation tank. Still, she glanced over at Ben and smiled to gloat that she had come this far, she was not afraid, she 
was half naked.
 “Now we’re talking,” said Zander. Sara wondered if he was even looking at her. He seemed more focused 
on the naked Daisy. That was good. She wasn’t prepared for anything beyond this. “Ben, let’s go. Off with the 
shorts.”
 Ben actually looked surprised that this was all happening. There was reticence in his voice as he mum-
bled, “Hell yes.” He and Zander began to shuffle under the water. Zander threw his trunks behind him and they 
flew like a formless tennis ball before slapping to the ground. Ben looked worried as he slowly untied the fly.
 “Come on. I thought you were chill,” pushed Zander.
 “No, I am down. I just—I thought we’d be drunk for this.”
 Sara was so relieved by Ben’s hesitance that she wanted to hug him, but that seemed out of place. Instead, 
she held her face in a stoic calm, pretending to be an experienced nudist.
 “I’ve said it before,” Zander sighed. “The chilling must begin before booze. It’s my way.”
 Visible only in an underwater blur, Zander spread his knees and sat back. The underwater lights flashed 
blue and green. She tried not to stare. Sara could feel Ben flex his bicep, pumping himself up.
 “I know,” offered Daisy. “Sara and I will take off our bottoms too. Now. We’ll all go at the same time. 
Right, Sara? ONE. TWO. THREE.”
 With the strings in loose bows, it took two seconds for Sara to be naked against the smooth plastic seat. 
She had a fleeting thought of waterborne STDs, but tried to dismiss it. She crossed her legs in some attempt at 
modesty, like a marble Venus. Ben took off his trunks. His bare hairy knee broke the surface of the water. 
 “Well done,” said Zander. “Now shit is real. We’re gonna get trashed later.”
 “I have MDMA,” suggested Daisy, floating onto Zander’s lap.
 “I’m not rolling unless we go to a rave,” said Zander. “Which we’re not.”
 “Yeah, no,” chimed Ben.
 Sara listened silently as they talked about hard drugs. Her pot brownie stories might sound childish. 
She didn’t think Ben had done real drugs either, but he pretended to know a lot. Sara watched Zander gesticu-
late with his jeweled hand. There was something about him that Sara only recognized from feeling shamefully 
attracted to the bad uncle Scar in The Lion King. Not the actual lion, but the idea of a seductively slimy person. 
Zander was smirky and abrasive, but he made people to want to please him. His magic seemed to work especially 
well on Ben. Daisy was still on Zander’s lap. The water remained too still for them to be having sex, but they 
technically could have been. Daisy giggled loudly and fondled Zander’s collection of necklaces.
 Realizing that Sara and Ben were staring dumbly, Zander directed, “Ben, kiss you girlfriend. She looks 
lonely over there.”
 As if controlled by strings, Ben loomed toward Sara and kissed her on the mouth. She wasn’t ready for 
such a sloppy middle-school kiss. When he pulled away, Ben left his wet arm around Sara’s shoulders.  
 “I need to cool off,” announced Daisy. “Let’s jump in the pool.”
 Without waiting for followers, Daisy rose, her doll’s body bare as she trotted to the deep end. She was 
completely shaved—Brazilian-ed —or whatever it was called. Daisy jumped in with a quick splash. Zander stood 
up too. Sara tried not to stare so she turned to at Ben, whose face fell self-consciously. He looked at Sara with a 
flash of fear and she saw the gulp move down his throat. It reminded her of the time they snuck onto the football 



10

field to make out after dark. But the expression disappeared before he grabbed her arm and pulled her to stand 
up with him. Sara yanked herself free and covered her patch of pubic hair. But neither Daisy or Zander were 
looking at her. Ben ran and cannonballed in. Sara leapt and hit the water, sending droplets into the air like 
shattering glass. _
The sun hadn’t set yet, but was tinting the yard with a blue filter. Sara had been ready to go home after the skin-
ny dipping episode, even if it meant driving in the dark. But Ben had no intention if leaving. The night would go 
on. Clothed now, the four sat on lawn chairs. Led Zeppelin riffs blasted through the outdoor speakers. The boys 
reclined, Daisy lay sideways with her head on Zander’s chest, and Sara perched on the edge of Ben’s seat. Sara’s 
cardigan was thin and she was glad that Zander had turned the outdoor heater on. A cone of warmth baked her 
ears and the straight rum seared her throat when she took sips.
 “My dad gives me access to the bar at this point.” said Zander. “When I got into college he just gave me 
the code and was like, ‘Use it wisely, son.’ Chaser?”
 He passed a liter of Diet Coke to Ben, who took a swig. Ben held the bottle to Sara.
 “No thanks, I don’t like soda.” Sara took another sip of rum. It tasted like maple syrup and turpentine, 
but she was getting buzzed enough to talk. 
 “Right, I always forget,” mumbled Ben.
 “I’ve never liked soda. Or frosting. It made birthday parties as a kid really suck.”
 “I still don’t like mustard,” said Daisy. She wrinkled her small nose.
 “Full disclosure,” added Zander, “I don’t like coffee. For real.” 
 “I feel that. Energy drinks, though, yeah?” said Ben.
 “Actually, I’m kind of into tea.” 
 Zander had garnished his neck with a red bandanna and his cowboy boots were back on. He drank his 
rum with a curly straw. Sara watched him bask with his chin pointed to the sky. She felt the rum moving through 
her skin, warming it like an internal suntan, a bronze tautness that spread over her shoulders and down her back. 
Still, she got a crawling feeling whenever Zander or Daisy or even Ben looked at her. Getting naked hadn’t made 
her more relaxed with them, she just felt out of control. What would be next? Sara looked at Ben, who fidgeted 
with his phone. He smiled and nodded with distracted ease. Sara noticed the smell of new cologne wafting up 
from him.
 “D,” said Zander, his eyes wide, “I’m starving. Go get your phone and order sushi.”
 Daisy sprung up in her little denim shorts. “Vegetarian Cali rolls!”
 Sara was getting a headache as the rum sunk into her stomach. Maybe some food would help.
 “Wait, D, do you still have the coke? The real coke?”
 Daisy widened her eyes so the whites were visible. “Ooh, I might have a little bit,”  she said and scurried 
away. Sara rubbed her temples, hoping nobody would notice her anxiety.
 “Ben, are you feeling this?” Zander said as he swirled his rum. “I’m fucking wasted.”
 “I’m getting there. I could go for some good sashimi.” Ben mimicked the way Zander sat with one arm 
behind his head. “So when’s the next episode of Pierson Palace being shot?” Ben adjusted his shirt over his chest. 
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It was becoming obvious that summer had chiseled him angular and smooth. Just last week, lying back after 
they’d had sex, he said that it had been a great workout for the hip flexors. He was no longer a big-pawed puppy 
doing AP stats homework and snacking on Triscuts—he was turning into some kind of greyhound.
 “Didn’t I tell you?” said Zander. “They’re shooting next Friday. You should come. They might need extra 
friends.” 
 “That would be sweet.” Ben’s chlorine-blue eyes gained intensity.
 “Sara, you can come too. The producers love cute girls,” offered Zander.
 With the burn of alcohol spreading through her body, Sara felt like she floated above the scene, watching 
from an aerial view. The recently nude boys, the rum, the possibility of cocaine with sushi, the outdoor heaters. 
In the corner of her eye, she could see a small camera attached below the rain gutter on the roof. A red light 
blinked on its side. It was recording the whole pool area. She stared directly into the lens, then hearing Zander’s 
voice echo, she returned to her body just before her grip on the plastic cup slipped.
 “I can’t, I’m going to June Lake with my parents. I’ll watch it!”
 “Don’t watch it, kid. It’s a shitty show.” Zander laughed, stirring his rum.
Daisy traipsed from the house, leaving the door open behind her, and the yellow light caught her bare legs. Sara 
noticed that she had put on small white ankle socks. Maybe her feet were cold.
 “Sushi’s coming in twenty minutes. I said four Cali rolls and four sashimi plates. Also . . .” she held out a 
sandwich baggie with what looked like powdered laundry detergent.
 “That’s my girl!” yelled Zander and poured a new cup of rum for her. She took it, tossed her hair back 
and opened her throat for the whole double-shot, her nose stud sparkling. When it was all down, she dropped the 
cup on the grass. _
The sushi had arrived an hour late. The bag of cocaine was not properly closed and had touched a puddle of pool 
water, rendering the powder unusable. Now the sky was pitch black and the food was less than half consumed. 
Sara felt full of salmon and avocado and pickled ginger, all boiling in rum in her stomach. Zander had unearthed 
some Natty Ice from the pool house and was talking about the time he did whippits on the beach. Ben and Daisy 
were his laugh track and Sara hadn’t spoken for a long time. She was relieved by the ruined cocaine, but couldn’t 
stop looking at the camera tucked beneath the roof.
 “ . . . And that’s why I swore off them.”
 “Fucktup, dude. I’dliketa do some whippits,” slurred Ben.
 “Hey Zander, ” said Sara, “Are we being filmed right now?” She pointed at the camera.
 Zander handed her a beer. “What, that? That’s just the security system. Nobody watches it except the 
housekeeper. It’s just there to intimidate burglars. Here, drink some more.”
 Sara tried to look relaxed and took a painful swig of the beer. She felt dizzy. She hadn’t developed a taste 
for beer yet, even though she’d tagged along to Santa Cruz dorm parties and Carpinteria house parties during the 
past year. Ben was pounding beers, as he would say. Three cans were already lined up on the grass in front of his 
chair. He seemed transfixed by the camera. He beckoned Sara towards him and she sat in the crook of his arm, 
like Daisy had done with Zander. Ben put his hand on Sara’s thigh and she felt her skin ripple with goosebumps. 



12

He moved it higher, then slid his finders under the hem of her skirt, as if he wanted Zander and Daisy to see. Sara 
couldn’t make eye contact but she let him leave his hand there, waiting inertly for him to do something else. She 
felt paralyzed and the cold breeze made it worse. Then Daisy shivered and looked pouty. She stroked Zander’s 
arm and bit her lip. Her bleached hair had dried into a disheveled mess and she flaunted it in the hazy moonlight. 
 “Baby,” she said, “Let’s go inside. I’m cold.”
 Zander grinned and tipped his beer can high, finishing the last drops.
 “Okay, D, I’ll take you inside.” He looked at Ben and winked. “We’ll be back. And if we don’t come 
back, you know where the guest room is.”
 “For sure,” nodded Ben. He looked like he might start a high-five but thought better of it.
 Zander and Daisy walked to the house and his hand touched her lower back, pushing her forward. Now 
Ben’s fingers inched quickly under Sara’s skirt.
 “Baby,” he began. Ben had never called Sara “baby” before, not even jokingly. “I wanna do something.”
 “And what is that?” Sara knew where this was going. She was in control now. They could be alone, she 
could try to conjure up some sexiness from the coppery feeling the rum left in her head. 
 “I wanna, um—”
 “Let’s go to the guest room,” Sara said in her seductive voice.
 “No, no. I wanna do it right here, under the security camera.”
 “Why?” Sara’s throat felt dry. What was wrong with the guest room? 
 “It’ll be hot. Like, a sex tape. Right here on the grass.”
 A sex tape? Was she supposed to be into that?
 “Ben, wait, the housekeeper watches it. What if Zander sees it?” Sara said softly. 
 “I feel like he’d respect it,” said Ben. “He wants people to party, to be chill. It would be really hot.”
 Ben’s eyes reflected the moonlight and looked washed-out, like fluorescent light bulbs. Sara wanted to 
yell, You’re drunk! You’re not yourself! You’re acting so fucking depraved! But she couldn’t say anything. Here she was 
being a reticent prude. A scared little girl. But she couldn’t go along with this. Ben’s body looked distorted and 
cartoonish, lying on the lawn chair, probably with a stupid erection. Sara backed away from Ben until she hit the 
cold tiles by the pool. She cried in silent gulps. Ben held his hand out. 
 “I’m going to bed,” Sara whispered. 
 She walked into the kitchen with forced strength and turned the corner to the guest room. Daisy’s 
faraway yelps echoed through the hall. The bed was tucked stiff and Sara ripped off the covers and climbed under 
the chilled sheet in her skirt and bra and cardigan. She had failed. She could not keep up with Ben and for the 
first time she just didn’t want to. Maybe she didn’t have to. Sara crossed her arms over her chest, suddenly a child 
in her body, and pretended to sleep. _
He was beside her in the morning. The sunburn on this back was peeling raw and he lay on his stomach, one arm 
flailing off the bed’s edge. He must have climbed in hours after Sara, because she’d lain awake until 3am before 
drifting off. Sara sat halfway up and adjusted her skirt, which dug into her belly. Her bra was at a weird angle 
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and the wire dented her skin. The salt crust that had accumulated in her lashes flaked off when she rubbed them. 
Mascara colored the heel of her hand. Ben’s lids rose slowly as garage doors to reveal the blue eyes.
 “Hey,” he whispered. “I feel like shit, I need some water.” Ben rolled onto his back and winced.
 “You drank a lot last night. We all drank a lot.”
 “Yes,” his thin lips pursed in apology. “Too much.” He touched Sara’s arm and his hand was sweaty. 
Sara couldn’t say anything. She felt nausea travel through her like a big pill swallowed awkwardly. She saw Ben, 
this boy on the bed, muscular and heavy with hangover, this body trying to be popular, rich, and promiscuous. 
He didn’t make sense to her. None of it made sense and yet there they were, watching pigeons pick at the sushi 
strewn around Zander Pierson’s pool. 
 “Well,” continued Ben, “Zander wants to go out for brunch today. I forgot to tell you, but there’s a place 
that serves mimosas before noon and they won’t card us.”
 “I want to go home.”
 “Zander’s treating us. We can’t bail.”
 “I need to go home.” Sara felt desperation welling up. 
 “Fine. Could your mom pick you up?”
 “I can’t ask my mom to drive to LA right now.”
 A digital clock on the chrome bedside table read 9:04 am. Outside, the pool was still. The sun was low 
enough that the pavement was shadowless. Sara kicked out of bed and the sheet cascaded over Ben’s stomach. She 
usually liked waking up under the sleepy weight of his arm and kissing him. She put on her cardigan and did the 
buttons. The cowboy boots were in the corner and she pulled them on violently.
 “What’re you doing?” mumbled Ben.
 “It’s only nine. You have two hours till the mimosa thing. Come on.”_
Rows of strawberry plants flashed by as Ben did 80 in the left lane. He passed cars and wore his sunglasses in the 
cool light. He did not put on music and he did not speak. They had snuck out of the mansion discreetly, letting 
Zander and Daisy enjoy their sleep and hangover sex. Sara sat with her legs crossed now. They were sticky with 
pool residue. She scraped her hair into a ponytail and looked at her reflection in the window.
 “I’m really cutting it close. I can’t stay on the 101.”
 “Why not?” Sara kept her voice soft. He was doing her a favor after all.
 “It’s almost ten. I want to be back before eleven. Have your mom meet us here.”
 Sara knew that her mother was at work. There was no point in calling her now. Of course Ben wouldn’t 
drive all the way to Carpinteria. His mind was already back at the mansion. Sara didn’t want to look at the side of 
Ben’s face in the car for another minute. She scanned the signs outside. They were in Oxnard and a pink Cine-
plex 12 sign flashed dully. The thought of a dark room was appealing.  
 “Drop me off there. See the movie theater?”
 “Don’t you want to go to a Starbucks or something?”
 “No. I’m going to see a movie.”
 “You hate watching movies during the day,” he mused.
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 “I know.”
 When he stopped the car in front of the theater, Ben looked worried. Sara got out without kissing him 
and shut the door. Through the crack in the window, she said, “see you later,” before turning in her tiny skirt 
and walking away with wavering steps. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ben stall for a few moments. He 
frowned and took off his sunglasses. Then he put them back on and hit the gas pedal hard, speeding back to Los 
Angeles.
 Sara stepped onto the dirty maroon carpet. The theater was just opening and the only movie playing was 
Cassidy’s Hot Air Balloon. It was a kids’ cartoon about a girl and her pet rabbit flying over the Atlantic. Sara bought 
a ticket from a sympathetic-looking woman who pointed her to the screening room. Sara curled into one of the 
greasy chairs in the back row, settling into her cardigan until the goosebumps on her arms smoothed down. She 
closed her eyes. They had been interesting people and she hoped she would never hang out with them again. She 
would see Zander’s albums in stores and his spidery limbs on television, touching Daisy’s back, calling her “D.” 
She would see Daisy modeling for bizarre clothing designers, making badass faces. She would see Ben the next 
week, back in Carpinteria, but his hands would feel cold. Eventually, he might really represent musicians in the 
LA courts of law, backing into sparking spaces savvily in some BMW. School would start soon and Sara would 
spend more time walking under the redwood trees in Santa Cruz. Get her arms covered in clay and talk to the 
guys in class. There weren’t any pools up north.
 The empty theater went silent for a moment. Sara opened her eyes and vivid, rounded figures moved 
on the screen. She felt all the tensed muscles in her body relax. She kicked off the boots, slung her legs over the 
chair arm, and for the next hour she just watched.


