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Author’s Note

In the summer of 1998, I was invited to spend six months aboard
Playboy magazine’s Playmate 2000 Search bus and chronicle my
adventures as it trekked across America, searching for the Playmate
of the Millennium. The following is my account of that trip.

With the exception of the few celebrities mentioned, the names
and other identifying details of persons in this book have been
obscured. For the sake of narrative cohesion, I did create one ficti-
tious individual: Vegas, the Playboy production assistant. However,
all of the events of which he was a part did occur.

As for my own role in the story, much as I may have been tempted
to cast some of my misadventures in a more flattering light, I have
resisted the urge. It also bears noting that what follows is not a novel,
though it may at times read like one. Such was the odd and
appealing nature of life on the Playboy bus, where life had a way of
unfolding as it would in a book.

—Leif Ueland
July 2001



You have to understand, ['ve been living out the dreams of
a great many men for a very long time.

—Hugh Hefner



Prologue

So,” she asks, “do you do this in every city?”

“Do what?” I respond, smiling through a pifia colada haze.

“This,” she says, gesturing to the surroundings. “Tell a bunch of
women it’s your birthday and ask them to come back to your hotel
room for a slumber party.”

“Oh, that.” I nod, playing slow. “No, it really s my birthday.” But
cue 2001: A Space Odyssey theme music, because the most adolescent
region of my brain is now piping up, Hey, why didn’t I think of that?

“Besides,” I add, “we couldn do this in every city. I'd be dead by
now.”

What surrounds us is little less than a circus. My two queen-size
beds have been dragged to the middle of the hotel room and pushed
together. A long strand of white Christmas lights has been wrapped
several times around the beds, which, with the only other light in the
room coming from many scattered tea candles, gives the scene a look
that is part spaceship, part flying carpet.

A candidate dressed in a bright pink baby-doll negligee sits at the
center of the bed in front of my computer, struggling with some
software glitch so I can resume my “chat” with the diehard readers
of my online dispatches. To the side is our Playboy photographer of
the moment, Raj, kicked back on the sofa, drink in one hand,

camera in the other, as one of the other candidates cavorts in front
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of him, opening up her pajama top and hiking up her men’s boxers.
Photos of her randy voguing are being instantly posted online.

There’s more. Someone ordered pizza, and not only is the delivery
person female, but she’s feeling yet another candidate’s bare breasts,
unable to believe they’re fake. Meanwhile, a technician from the
hotel is stringing telephone cord all over the room, trying to give us
a second line so we can have two computers in on the chat, while a
second hotel employee is bringing in a birthday cake. Vegas, the tour
gofer—shirt off, puffing on a cigar, eyes the narrow slits of the
blindly inebriated—is standing at an ironing board, blending up a
fresh pitcher of pifia coladas. Sophia, our excellent PR woman, who
has been wearing a ten-minute heat mask for over an hour (and
whose skin tomorrow will look amazing, incidentally), keeps shaking
her head. “You,” she will say to me, “are an evil genius.”

Did I mention 'm wearing jammies?

And here’s the disturbing thing: This event, this Fearless Reporter
Live Chat Slumber Party Birthday Extravaganza, is all my doing.
Even more disturbing: Its creation wasn't prescripted. Rather, the
whole spectacle came to me in a vision, the same way at a certain
point I'll just know that I must lie on the bed, open my shirt, set a
piece of cake—with burning candle—on my chest, choreograph
fork-wielding women around me, and have the picture recorded for
tomorrow’s dispatch.

These are the sorts of things that are spontaneously arriving in my
mind. No sudden epiphanies for the novel I should be writing. No
moments of insight into the human condition. No, 'm channeling
Bacchus and the night is young,.

And there’s more to come. By the end of the weekend I'll refer to
myself as mini-Hefner, or Hef-lite. But this isnt right. This isnt who
I’'m supposed to be. 'm no evil genius.

What the hell has happened to me?



Los Angeles, California

O

The call, when it comes, is nothing more than an amusing bright
blip in the dark tempest of my depression. The phone rings and, as
is only natural under the circumstances, I'm terrified. What if it’s
someone I owe money to? Or worse, someone with whom I have an
emotional tie? 'm a writer, in the midst of writing what I darkly tell
everyone is a bestseller, and understandably I'm averse to distraction.

Ah, the gay, romantic pleasures of the writing life—a succession
of perfectly turned epigrams dashed off on Odeon cocktail napkins
while some working girl whom Hemingway has sent over purrs dirty
French limericks into my ear. So good, it’s almost cliché¢!

The reality is, it’s seven at night. I'm washing a sinkful of dishes,
dressed only in my musty old bathrobe. The bestseller is, after
nearly a full calendar year . . . well, it’s not done. As far as quantity
of writing, I've long since written the length of a novel. Who knew
I'd keep writing the first several chapters over and over and over? I
didn’t.

In the last twelve months I've earned a grand total of two hundred
and fifty dollars. To pay the bills, I've liquidated the stock portfolio
I prudently built up in my youth, money I imagined going to a
down payment on a house. I have, in essence, robbed a child’s piggy

bank to pay for the dream that seems to be slipping away. Worse
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than that, these were funds accumulated while suffering the ultimate
humiliation: modeling kiddie underwear.

Where was I?

Right, phone ringing, me screening. Out of the squawking
answering machine comes the voice of a good friend, Max, who is in
a much worse place than I and thus fair game for a conversation. To
make a medium-length story short, he was hit by a bus. He was hit.
Not his car, his person. To him, with his one hundred thousand
dollars of hospital debt and looming bankruptcy, my two hundred
and fifty dollars in income looks huge. How can I not take his call?

A year ago, Max and I came up with an idea for a television show,
which we pitched around town, though we had neither agent nor
lawyer, and we now get a kick out of watching our ideas crop up on
the shows that happen to be produced by the very same executives
we pitched to. So these calls usually pick up my spirits, albeit in an
embittered way.

But this call is different. Max has heard of a job. The details are
sketchy, but from what he’s picked up . . . something about Play-
boy . . . traveling around the country . . . a search . . . Miss Millen-
nium . . . Playboy’s website . . . writing . . . photography. Max thinks
I’'m a natural.

Here’s the cruelest aspect of the writing life: Even in a joking
spirit, it’s difficult to listen to Max talking up this opportunity. The
mere act of considering a side job feels like a betrayal, and with it
comes a queasy stomach—it’s sort of like a priest picturing life
without the collar.

And yet, Max and I are laughing. As I heroically continue on with
the dishes, we're cracking each other up at the thought of me on this
trip, whatever it is. The right person for the job, it would seem to us,
would be a writer/actor who was about to take a part on a soap opera
when he received the call. Instead of playing Phallus, the roguishly
handsome investigative reporter on As the Universe Expands, he takes

the Playboy gig, churning out prose like, “Next up was Tina, who
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like Daphne before, and Alexis before her, also had above-average
breasts. Very above average.”

The fact is, I've never been the Playboy guy. To wit, that two-
hundred-and-fifty-dollar windfall was payment for a piece I wrote,
“Trials of a Gay-Seeming Straight Male.” And with lines like,
“Though I'm incredibly heterosexual, I can't resist sucking the occa-
sional cock,” I have a hard time envisioning Hugh Hefner appreci-
ating my worldview, even if that line was facetious.

While I have no intention of getting into it with Max, “gay-
seeming straight male” is not even accurate. The fact is, I'm not espe-
cially sure about the male thing. Thats not to suggest these are the
words of a woman trapped in a man’s body. But 'm not ready to state
they’re the work of a man trapped in a man’s body, either, at least as
currently defined. I don't really know how to explain it, other than
the hesitancy I experience when faced with the male/female option
on a form. I feel other.

As for sexual activity, I've been a nonparticipant for longer than
I'm willing/able to acknowledge. Long enough that of late I feel
comfortable in suggesting I've reclaimed my virginity, become a
virtual virgin. Actually, if I'm really going to spill it, virtual virgin’s
not accurate. The truth is, 've started to think it's something worse,
having to do with that word that begins with an 7 and is the least
frequently uttered word in the male vocabulary.

Me cavorting with Playmates—it’s the proverbial fish-out-of-water
story. Sort of like Arnold Schwarzenegger teaching kindergarten . . .
or experiencing childbirth! That's what I'm hearing—sexually
desperate confused me . . . cavorting with Playmates! As Max and I
continue goofing on the idea of my chronicling a Playmate Search,
I'm struck by the irony that this is a job I might actually have a good
shot at getting.

That “Gay-Seeming Straight Male” piece was written for nerve, a
website that is highly regarded in the Internet community, particu-
larly the erotic Internet community. I know from an inside source

that Playboy.com has been actively poaching nerve’s writers. And



6 ACCIDENTAL PLAYBOY

then there was my previous writing job, coauthoring a book about
MTV’s Road Rules. My background sounds dangerously similar to
this Playboy gig: writing, photography, travel.

I've finished the dishes and am wiping the tears of laughter from
my eyes, trying to bring the conversation to a close so that I can get
back to struggling to write my bestseller, when Max asks, “So what
should I tell my friend? Are you interested?”

My journal from this day only makes passing reference to the
conversation, a sentence amid paragraphs of writerly woe. Under-
standable, really. First, friends-whose-friends-know-a-guy leads are as
likely to pay off as discarded lottery tickets, especially when the job
in question is one I imagine every normal male writer would go to
extreme lengths to land. Second, I have no intention of giving up on
the novel. Third, there’s no way I'm descending to the world of she-
had-very-above-average-breasts writing. Not with current life
expectancy rates and lack of convincing evidence for reincarnation.

And yet . . . Miss Millennium. The title alone is so rich, so historic,
it would be difficult to dismiss it outright. I mean, if Lewis and Clark
called up looking for a writer-photographer to chronicle their expe-
dition, would I say without a moment’s hesitation, No way. ['ve got a
bestseller to write?

“I don’t know, Max. Fine, I guess, maybe, I don’t know, whatever.”



Chicago, [llinois

O

Richard asks me to take a seat as he closes the door. The latch
sounds like the bolt of a rifle engaging. Which is to say, I've never
been especially comfortable with authority figures—teachers, guid-
ance counselors, bosses, prospective employers—especially once
doors are closed. It’s an issue I'll save for therapy . . . whoops, the
secret’s out: I'm also in therapy.

Richard, who was recently named head of Playboy’s Playmate
2000 Search project and is reputedly a rising star in the company, is
the latter—prospective boss—and consequently cause of the
aneurysmlike throbbing in my frontal lobe. Door shut, he takes his
seat behind the desk.

“Well, the reason I wanted to talk to you...” he begins, then
pauses. His speech is measured, deliberate, in a way that suggests not
a word escapes his mouth that hasn’t been preloaded. His face, too,
is held in a position that has been scrubbed of emotion and labeled
purposeful. “Was . . .”

The phone rings.

“Will you excuse me for a moment?” he asks. Picking up the
receiver, he murmurs a series of assents and denials that give no
glimpse of the subject at hand. Rather, they leave my mind free to
imagine a standard Richard midday work call: Richard, weve got a
major situation here. The feathers in the pillows, for the pillow fight
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shot, you know? Theyre too small, man, don’t have the necessary loft,
what should we do?

It should be noted that 'm not surprised to be in his office.
Indeed, I'd seen this talk coming—seen it with the clarity that a
damsel tied to a pair of train tracks spies an approaching locomotive.
But seeing the approach is not the same as knowing what will
happen when the thing arrives. For that—what Richard will say—I
must wait for him to finish his phone call.

I'm in Chicago. I'd been flown in by Playboy, put up at a swank
where-guests-of-Oprah-stay hotel, given a generous per diem. All this
after agreeing to meet some guy for coffee in LA, the guy Max’s friend
knew. Actually, before that there were weeks of not hearing anything,
other than Max’s increasingly distracting, “Has he called yet?”

Finally the Playboy guy, Herman, called, said he was in town,
wanted to meet for coffee. Once we were face-to-face, he gave me the
vaguest understanding of the job (when pressed as to what I would
be doing, he kept saying, “We think you should just have a good
time, that the more fun you have, the more interesting the material
will be”), and when I referred to already having a project (the best-
seller), he mentioned Playboy’s intention to contract with the writer
for the first half of the trip, give him and them a chance to decide if
he (and they) would like to go the distance.

“Do this,” he finally suggested. “Fly to Chicago, check out the
home office, and at least talk with the higher-ups about the possi-
bility of taking the job.”

But since my arrival at the headquarters this morning, Herman,
instead of running me through interviews, has been introducing me
around the office as “the reporter we're sending on the road.” He’s
also included me in production meetings relating to the bus. Given
that we've yet to discuss if I want to go, if the magazine wants me to
go, or what money they’ll pay if we get past those first two consider-
ations, the assumption has given the morning an odd spin, more
Kafka than Dilbert.

It was in one of the production meetings that Richard and I shared
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a fleeting moment that foreshadowed his calling me into this office.
The group was discussing some brand-new, very expensive digital
equipment that would accompany the bus on the road. As various
issues were considered, the problem shifted to a question of conti-
nuity.

According to the then plan, aside from the bus driver, a security
man, a production assistant, and the New Media reporter (me?),
everyone else working the Search—photographer, photographer’s
assistant, public relations person—would be periodically rotated off
the bus. Something about the inevitable burnout factor. So the ques-
tion was: Who would be responsible for teaching incoming photog-
raphers about the equipment, taking care of various details the
photographers wouldn’t have time for, and looking after the equip-
ment in between photographers?

The bus driver and security guy wouldn't understand the technical
details, the group agreed. And the production assistant, someone said
with a laugh, was “of no use.” And so the answer was clear. They were
initially tentative when they expressed it, but each repetition accrued
confidence until it was virtually automatic: Leif. Won't Leif be there
for that? Oh, and Leif can take care of that.

It’s hard not to be flattered hearing one’s name put forward as the
solution to any problem, but as the group continued proffering me
and the monosyllabic word Leif began sounding like a new wonder
cleaning product guaranteed to get out even the toughest stains, the
perversity of the situation struck me like an unwelcome beer bottle
to the side of the head. Here a company as formidable as Playboy was
planning a multimillion-dollar, six-month project. .. and the glue
holding it all together? One neurotic struggling writer.

Jesus Christ! 1 thought. How the f--k did this happen? That's when
Richard and I had our momentary mind-meld and I foresaw this
téte-a-tete.

“So, I realize,” he says, hanging up the phone, “that we havent had
a chance to talk.”

The walls and shelves of Richard’s office are covered with photos
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and mementos. There are pictures from Playboy shoots, including
ones where the naked model is joined by Richard and the rest of the
crew. There are attractively framed photos of Richard with smiling
friends. Richard with closely trimmed goatee, his sandy brown hair
beginning to thin, large brown eyes obscured behind glasses, but
looking more soulful than his flat voice would suggest. There are toys
from movies starring Pee-Wee Herman and Austin Powers. Every-
thing is hung just right, or set just so, creating the sort of office I
would imagine myself having, were I a different person. The effect is
a kaleidoscope of novelty with seemingly toast-dry Richard as the
neutral center, a revealing contradiction I don't appreciate at this
precise moment.

“Why don't you tell me about yourself, get me up to speed on
what brought you here?”

I launch into my story, tell him about my graduate writing degree
from USC, about paying my way through school researching for the
writers of Greg Kinnear’s show at NBC, about my first break out of
school coauthoring a book for MTV.

I don’t tell him that though I finished the graduate program I
never got around to the paperwork that would lead to actually
getting a degree, or that my NBC job amounted to being paid to
watch television all day, or that the MTV book wasnt so much
writing as editing. Rather, my overview is the highly condensed
most-flattering-light-possible spin we give to prospective employers,
or, for that matter, anyone who suggests, “Tell me about yourself.”
And I leave out the bestseller.

He gives this tale a sliver of his attention. Having been raised in
part by a wonderful father who, as an overworked corporate execu-
tive, struggled at times to leave his egg-timer attention span at the
office, I can easily sense listeners tuning out. So I take a break in my
life story. The pause has its intended effect.

“Let me tell you what I wanted to talk to you about,” Richard
says.

He begins by speaking of Playboy. He refers to the obvious, the
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extremely sensitive nature of the work that goes on at such a
company. There’s a protocol that has been developed over time and
he thinks it’s only fair that I understand the system. Think of it as an
apprenticeship, he suggests, an apprenticeship that has been devel-
oped as a means of establishing trust. Yes, trust, and in the normal
Playboy scheme, it’s a trust that takes years to develop.

I’'m nodding my head in agreement, because what other choice do
I have? Trust. Years. Years being very different from the mere week in
which I could prove myself before the trip.

There’s something about Richard’s prefabricated remarks—it’s
tough not to do my own mental wandering. There’s another of his
framed photos, this one to my right. It is actually a series of three
shots, all mounted side by side in one frame, of the same naked
woman lying on a beach.

“But because of the structure of this project,” he continues, “with
different crews rotating in and out of the bus, what arises is the possi-
bility of you as one of the few constants on the road,” bringing us
back to the Jesus Christ moment Richard and I had shared.

He goes on to explain what I cannot yet appreciate. He's seen it
before: Playboy, with its connection to the great beauties of our
time—the Marilyn Monroes, the Pam Andersons, the Jenny
McCarthys—rolls into town, and there to greet the bus will be the
“candidates,” girls who were always the prettiest in high school. The
catch is, the Playboy Aura, involving as it does women who are
the “Michael Jordans of beauty,” will tend to make these girls feel
insecure and extremely vulnerable.

In the framed picture, the woman on the beach is stretched out on
the sand with the grace of a cat burglar. As she moves from one frame
to the next, sand is revealed, clinging to patches of tawny skin like
powdered sugar on a donut.

Richard has paused, for the first time betraying uncertainty as to
what he’ll say next.

Her body is such an assemblage of curves that—combined with
the manner in which she arches and twists, and in the context of the
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sand’s hills and valleys—it helps me for the briefest moment to
understand cubism.

“What we're talking about...” Richard says, still on unstable
ground, “basically, what we're talking about is giving you the keys to
the kingdom.”

The woman’s face, an unidentifiable mingling of ethnicities, radi-
ates in such a way that the shots themselves almost seem capable of
movement, as though they and she were . . . panting.

Heat radiates up through my chest and down past my waist. I've
ceased looking at the photographs, but I know she’s there, am some-
what in awe of the fact I've picked this moment—after an entire day
at the photo-filled Playboy offices—to become not quite aroused but
lusty.

Richard presses his lips together and nods his head in a way that
suggests punctuation, as though he were done speaking. But whar?
What was he driving at? Am I to speak, to somehow respond to
Marilyn Monroe and apprenticeships and keys to whatever? Did he
realize it was an absurd proposition, placing an unknown writer in a
position of responsibility, and I've just gotten the ax? I have, right?
I¢s all over, yes?

Or is it something else? Because he could be telling me that I'm
actually in, but under special circumstances, and this spiel has been
a warning about contact with women. Or possibly its a third
message: I'm in and contact with women is okay, but just be sensi-
tive to their insecurities?

Fighting off the lust fog, I stutter out a response about the long
line of past employers who can vouch for me and blah, blah, blah.
Its all true—close friends, especially female, can confirm that this is
one of my biggest faults: excessive scruples.

I can’t help noticing, as I make my case, what I'm so obviously
doing. I'm lobbying for this job that I very recently considered a
joke.

It’s not long, though, before my sensors again kick in. Richard has
heard enough. Suddenly he’s standing up and we're shaking hands in
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a man-to-man-understanding fashion. If only I could say what that
understanding was.

I find Herman back by the printer retrieving pages emblazoned
with the Playboy letterhead.

“I'm printing up your contract,” he says, adding, “Richard talk to
you?”

“Yep,” I say, still stunned by the way I just acted.

“How did it go?”

“Good, I guess.”



Los Angeles, California II

O

Something’s, um, happened.”

I'm in the chair, facing Burt, my therapist. He rests his clipboard
on his lap. I'm looking down at my hands, suddenly struck by a
really interesting hangnail. I've been sitting in this chair an hour a
week, off and on for four years. I first came to this man when I
noticed the mental health phone number on the back of my insur-
ance card. I found myself dialing the number, telling the voice on
the other end of the line that I couldn’t sleep.

At the first session, after I'd gotten over Burt’s first-glance resem-
blance to Dr. Jack Kevorkian, I added to the insomnia complaint my
sneaking concern that I was no longer feeling emotions. Toward the
end of the hour, Burt said, “It seems to me you're very lonely.” After
I protested, pointing out that, if anything, I had 0 many friends,
and after he replied that it's not the same thing, that it’s possible to
have lots of friends and still be lonely, I started bawling uncontrol-
lably. Burt said, “Well, at least we've cured you of not feeling
emotions.” I was hooked.

“So, are you going to tell me what?” Burt says, responding to my
something’s-happened gambit.

I manage to drag my attention away from that fascinating hang-
nail and catch him up on things, reminding him how last time I was

freaking out about my lack of funds, the fact that I've been writing
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the same chapters forever, that I have no life, that I'm living in a
shack high up in the hills over crumbling LA barrio Echo Park, that
I still at this advanced age of thirty-two (here Burt counters that I
look twenty-six) have no clue if this writing thing is going to work
out, and, f--k, I'm not the kind of person who wants to do something
if 'm not meant to be doing it, I'm not one of the deluded types, I
just need to know once and for all—

“Leif ?”

“Yes?”

“I got that part. I'm the guy sitting across from you every week,
remember?”

“Right. Sorry. Anyway . ..”

Bathrobe, dirty dishes, scary ringing phone—I catch him up.

“Next thing I know, 'm in Chicago, signing a contract. . . .”

Burt smiles. It’s the mellow, beatific, all-things-happen-for-a-
reason smile I suspected and feared. I wanted outrage, at least a
pencil snapped in tension, followed by, How could you? Youre in the
middle of writing a bestseller!

“Shanghaied. And it’s my fault. I doubted myself. I blinked.”

He’s still smiling, assailing me with sickening amounts of under-
standing and empathy, so much so that I want to shout, Burt, this
isnt Tuesdays with Morrie.

“Weren't you saying to me—and keep in mind this stuff you see
me doing with pen and paper is me taking notes—weren’t you saying
last time how you needed to make changes, to make some money to
give you a little breathing room, to establish that you could be paid
to write, to interact with the world?”

“Venting. I was venting.”

“Don't you think this is just a little amazing, that something like
this would seek you out just at the moment you needed it most? Has
a sense of amazement been part of your reaction, that you're the type
of person to whom such things happen?”

I know where this is going. Dominating this man’s view of the
world is the deceptively simple notion that as long as youre making
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efforts to deal with your hang-ups and following your heart, all that’s
really needed is faith and openness to opportunity. Because life,
when self-sabotage is eliminated from the picture, has a funny way
of working out.

“It’s a mystery, isn't it?” Burt queries.

I hear what he’s saying, but I don't really consider it a practical way
to go through life. You just can’t, I protest, sit around your apartment
in a bathrobe, wondering how the hell you're going to pay the rent,
and expect the phone to ring with the answer to your problems! Who
could live like that?

“And we both know,” Burt says, “as far as women, the word
godlsend comes to mind.”

We continue talking. He’s done a good job convincing me I can
come back to my novel, that it's not going anywhere. But there’s
something else, something less easily dismissed than my concerns
about the bestseller.

It begins with my great-grandmother, Clara, whom I didn’t know,
but who was a pioneer in the women’s suffrage movement in
Minnesota, first president of our chapter of the League of Women
Voters. I recall the proud little kid I was when, during a field trip to
the state capital, I made my entire class look at the plaque in the
rotunda honoring Clara. Her spirit has loomed large for ensuing
generations.

Then there’s my great-aunt Brenda, daughter of Clara. She was a
writer, best known for writing a book called If You Want ro Write.
Brenda had gone off to Greenwich Village in the twenties, hung out
with the likes of John Reed. She took her mother’s feminism a step
further, to a sort of postfeminism, decades before the mainstream
movement. Men, Brenda would cheerily tell me as a very little kid,
make great pets.

Brenda’s nieces, my dad’s older twin sisters, both grew up to be
professors back when the jobs available to female Ph.D.s were in less
savory locales—no offense to Bemidji and Detroit. These women
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were and continue to be—in terms of intelligence, sense of humor,
passion for life—among my favorite role models. They, too, were
imbued with that sense of not having time for sexism. Again, for a
kid, the image of “woman” that I received was of someone who didn’t
need help from men, lapsed into foreign languages, and wrote books
about Simone de Beauvoir.

Even the women who married into the family have been legends.
My grandmother, a famous local beauty in her day, who still looked
great in a dress in her ninety-fourth year, was an ever-questing lover
and liver of life until the very end. A Christian Scientist who hadn’t
been to a doctor in fifty years, she died in a Christian Science
hospice, her body succumbing to congestive heart failure, sitting up
in a chair, only tea to comfort the pain, with a resilience the memory
of which—years later—continues to inspire awe in me.

My mother, too, is a woman to be reckoned with. At twenty, with
a kid and a bad marriage, she woke up one morning and decided to
start over, taking the kid and only a couple hundred dollars. This was
still a time when a young divorced woman with a kid and no college
education was not exactly embraced by the mainstream. Mom hit
the road undeterred and she gave up not an ounce of her intense
originality in the process.

I pause, letting this sink in, giving Burt a chance to digest while I
reach for the industrial-size, conveniently placed tissue box.

“Those are great stories, and again you're fortunate, but . . . so?”

“So? So I know better, have always known better. ’'m surrounded
by feminist goddesses and 'm going to work for Playboy?”

“Updike, Mailer, Talese—I was under the impression a lot of great
writers—"

“Hefner’s savvy, he knows great writers confer legitimacy.”

“Well, maybe you bring a little of yourself, of these great women
in your family, to Playboy. It seems to me there’s something very
hopeful about you at this job.”

See? This is what therapy is—arguing away the panic, making life
palatable.
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“What if it’s the other way around? What if Playboy changes me?
What if next time you see me I'm calling myself Phallus and waxing
on about some woman’s very-above-average breasts?”

“Phallus?”

“What if there is a serious pig within, just waiting to get out?”

Burt reaches for the appointment book, signaling the end of the
session.

“Well, pig, sounds like you're beginning some kind of adventure.”

We're waiting, waiting with the pregnant anticipation of hunters
sensing their prey.

Except that, rather than the bleary-eyed, crack-of-dawn hour of
hunters, it’s midday, and instead of a mosquito-ridden bayou, we
inhabit a lush sun-filled enclave that, considering the roaming
peacocks and screeching monkeys, may as well be the Garden of
Eden. And where hunters tend to be stoic, even surly, we're all in
high spirits, smiling openly. Not just us, but even the service staff.
Everyone is in such unabashedly good spirits that if Disneyland
hadn’t already staked the claim, one would call this the happiest place
on earth.

Oh, and—no offense to hunters—we’re not drunk.

The place is the Playboy Mansion and the day is the kickoff party
for the Playmate 2000 Search. It’s quickly become apparent that
party in the current context is a festive synonym for media event, with
all the photographers and videographers milling about. 'm the only
one in the mix who doesn’t seem to know everyone else. And with
my little just-issued digital camera, with its fey wrist strap, I'm
humbled next to the multiple cameras with embarrassingly long
lenses. I'm also the only one who doesn’t know what is going on.

We're sending off the bus, I know that much. The milling that’s
taking place is all in the shadow of the beast. Its parked in the
circular drive in front of the Mansion. The thing is massive (they
rented a crane to help maneuver it up the Mansion’s curvy driveway)
and is painted glossy black, with the words PLAYMATE 2000 SEARCH
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and the huge bunny-head logo, all in a design that looks like liquid
mercury. There’s talk the vehicle was formerly Aretha Franklin’s rig
and that the renovation cost a million dollars.

Inside, there’s more black, a lounge with a long leather couch
running down each side, a huge TV hanging precariously from the
ceiling, a galley/wet bar, a two-person shower, a staging area with two
changing stalls and well-lit makeup vanity, and, all the way in the
rear, 2 mobile photo studio tricked out with the electric doors from
Star Trek and a white photo backdrop, also electronic. Had someone
thought to include a helicopter pad on the roof, the thing would
look a great deal like the ultimate ride kids back in the seventies
dreamed of when conversion vans were all the rage.

According to my press kit, though, the bus was partly inspired by
Hugh Hefner’s jet, which he owned before he ensconced himself in
the Mansion West and was still going back and forth between
Chicago and LA. The aircraft was known as the Big Bunny, a name
that the bus will adopt. Placed as it is amid this sunny Eden, this Big
Bunny is about as quiet as a roller-coaster ride filled with kids who
dont make it up to the height line. Its hard not to giggle at the
thought of this monster pulling into Any-Town, USA. Someone, it
seems to me, has a darkish sense of humor.

It’s not just the waiting that’s like hunting, but also the end of the
waiting. Suddenly, blam!, the pack is off, skittering across the lawn,
cameras jouncing, all before I even notice, before I shake off the
thought, What am I doing here? So, without exactly knowing what
we're after or why, 'm running, giving chase. Fortunately, were not
in pursuit of migrating ducks and I quickly catch up, but the boys
aren’t about to do the gracious thing—part and let the new guy have
a clear shot—so I have to peel off around to the side for what will be
an inferior vantage.

When finally I come around the edge and get my clear view, what
appears in my sights is so overwhelming that for a moment I lose my
breath. There are two of them. Theyre dressed in brightly colored
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bikinis, one yellow, one orange, the colors of M&Ms. On an average
woman the swimsuits would be adequate, but on these women, with
remarkably assertive busts, hips, and asses, they struggle at coverage.
Obmygod, my mind helpfully offers, Playmates!

In combination with the bikinis, they wear high heels on their
feet and full-on photo-shoot makeup on their faces and are tanned
with an evenness that is more Barbie-doll skin than human. It
should be mentioned that this combination alone, bikini with heels
and makeup, is something I've never encountered before, no matter
how many times I may have sketched it out to girlfriends as an ideal
getup for vacuuming. Indeed, outside of Miss America judges, who
has seen this?

They walk slowly, a step up from slow motion, a speed that if it
were on a blender would be labeled delicious, and though the shut-
ters clatter like locusts and the photographers shout at them to look
this way and that, they maintain their apparently whimsical conver-
sation as they go. Juggling knives would be no more surprising,
given the context.

Oh, and there’s the little matter of fighting that nagging I-know-
you-from-someplace feeling, only to realize that it’s not that I went
to high school with them or met them randomly at a cocktail party.
Rather, it’s that I know their images, have seen them repeatedly.
Had the women the ability to look out from their pages, I would
have reason to blush from ear to ear, for they would have seen me—
along with several million of my fellow Playboy “reading”
comrades—in a highly compromised, totally unflattering position.
If you get my meaning.

They seem to replicate. Coming from different directions, always
in twos, and at first glance so similar—except for the “let’s-be-sure-
not-to-wear-the-same-outfit!” different-colored suits—that you
want to say, Hey, Hef, that rascal, hes cloning! Their numbers swell
until there are ten of them, but ten of them, because of everything
they are, seems like more. There are four men to every woman on

the grounds and yet we men seem outnumbered.
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A few Playmates climb inside the bus for a look, while photogra-
phers call out others’ names, pull them aside for a shot, pose them
in a certain light, and the Playmates respond with enraptured
smiles, crinkled-up noses, and sparkly eyes, all seemingly synced to
the camera shutter. Ever so out of place, I opt for the documentary
photo, over other photographers shoulders, parasiting off their
moment. Hey, Karen, over here/—I just can’t bring myself to say it.

And then there’s a change, something that interrupts the Play-
mate-photographer tango. It's coming from the direction of the
Mansion and causes us to drop the Playmates and scurry off in
pursuit once again. He’s dressed in black silk pajamas and smoking
jacket, and steps into the dazzling light of day with a friendly succes-
sion of nods to the photographers, before jauntily setting off with
an appraising eye for the new Big Bunny. Good god, hes real.

The Playmates have been wrangled into a picturesque line right
in front of the bus and with a few kisses and “Hey, Hef’s” he steps
into his place in the center. The photo and video guys are getting
riled up, with everyone shouldering in for a shot and, like in grade
school, no one trusting the calls for everyone to take a step back.
Finally one of the boys suggests that photo guys go first and then
video, narrowly avoiding a photographer melee.

I’'m no longer shooting from the edge, have assumed a position
dead center. It finally occurred to me that, unlike nearly all the
others, I actually work for Playboy. These are my people. I can shoot
from wherever I want. And from where I crouch, shooting up at the
lineup, the Playmates look like giants. The other boys are screaming
for the women to look their way, 'm fighting the urge to call for a
kick line.

After the video guys have had their chance, Hef breaks away to
check out the bus and hold court with the news cameras. He
quickly reveals himself as a master of the sound bite, his decades as
an icon not for nothing. Will Hef go out on the road with the bus?
“No, the bus’ll come to me.” What does he hope it will bring? “A
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lot of beautiful ladies.” How can just an average guy get on this bus?
“They can’t, only gorgeous girls allowed.”

He finishes each bite with a laugh that is only a touch less quirky
than Burgess Meredith’s Penguin on the old Batman and Robin
series. And with all his references to beautiful ladies and gorgeous
girls, part of me expects a media handler to come running up and
interrupt with, 7 think the point Mr. Hefner is trying to make is that
the bus is a unique opportunity for young women of all races, ages,
appearance, and economic background to come out and . . . Such
candor from a corporate figurehead—even Playboy—in this day
and age seems, well, pornographic.

I will write of Hef that he seems like a pleasure Buddha, a man
who couldn’t erase the smile from his face in the worst of moods. It’s
tempting to want to put Band-Aids at the corners of his mouth.
Standing there in that glowing satisfaction, I cant help thinking
about the disparity between us. My life has been in so many ways
blessed, has included more than my share of pleasure, but compared
to Hugh Hefner, there is little difference between me and your
average coma victim.

Insignificant as I may feel in comparison, I react to certain of
Hef’s words as though they were a shot of adrenaline. The question
about men on the bus, and Hef’s “Only gorgeous gitls allowed” was
not totally accurate. That’s gorgeous girls and me. As Hef said, not
even he will be along on the ride. For a moment, my knees go weak
at the suddenly real possibility. So this is what it would have felt like
to get the college of my choice!

When fans of Playboy think Mansion, they imagine three things:
the game room, the Grotto, and volleyball. Life at the Mansion, we
civilians have been led to believe, is one long volleyball game, inter-
rupted only for swimming, pinball, and sex. And sure enough, an
actual volleyball game has spontaneously broken out, and seeing as
I’m contractually bound to take pictures of such moments, I must
venture over.
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The other photographers are firing away, their camera motors
whirring almost to the point of smoking, but when I try to get out
there and bag my share of photos, I can’t seem to make myself raise
the camera. The posing around the bus was challenging enough, but
taking pictures of Playmates in bikinis playing volleyball? I mean,
come on, why don’t we just break out those eighties jogging tram-
polines and have the girls bounce away to an aerobics tape? More
bouncing! More bouncing! You're with me here, aren’t you? A little
dirty-old-mannish, isn’t it?

But finally I edge up to the volleyball court and begin snapping
a few shots. The Playmates have even—and how could they not>—
kicked aside their high heels. Laughing, playing, heels off—there’s
some demystification, a sudden possibility that they’re not other-
worldly creatures at all, but women, young women, barely beyond
girls, not totally different from the girls I grew up with, went to high
school and college with.

I'm quickly rewarded for my picture-taking efforts. A Playmate
takes a big swing and completely whiffs. She starts laughing,
cracking up, sending me a look that says, So,  suck at volleyball, and
is totally adorable. I feel like the nerdy kid who has just been asked
by the Homecoming Queen if he will help her cheat on the big test.
But do I forget that I'm wearing a camera on my face? Was it me or
the camera that received the look?

Whatever the case, 'm now on the court, crouching under the
net for the good shot.

Instinctively, 'm most interested in capturing the moment when
they’re striking the ball, but my efforts are repeatedly frustrated by
the new digital technology. There’s a deceptive lag time between the
moment [ press the button and the actual release of the electronic
shutter. The camera has a small screen on the back that reviews each
shot after I take it, revealing each time that I miss. Either the Play-
mate has already hit it and the ball has disappeared, or the ball hasn’t
yet entered the frame and she’s just waiting.

And then I get it. Stacey Sanchez, who I believe was Playmate of
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the Year three years back. She’s gained a few pounds and is wearing
this crocheted bikini, the small top of which is driving her to
distraction. There’s something reckless about the way she plays, the
way she laughs, and I can't help liking her. The ball is soaring over
the net to her, but coming in low. Stacey has to lunge with a forceful
stride of her long, powerful legs. Her eyes are tracking the ball, and
maybe a full second before you would normally take the picture, I
press the button.

I flip the camera over to have a look at the preview, impatiently
waiting for it to appear. In the upper corner of the frame is the
blurry image of the plummeting white ball. Staring at the white
streak, fiercely focusing, is Stacey. Her body takes up the rest of the
frame, caught in that lunge, hands rising to meet the ball, muscles
all tensed, and full Playmate-of-the-Year breasts pressed together by
swinging arms and looming huge. Though my knowledge of
photography is primitive, I can’t help thinking, 7hats not bad. 'm
thrilled by the composition and turned on by the sexuality. And as
good as these Playmates are at turning it on for the camera, 'm
elated that the picture has all their charm without the artifice.

Before describing the end of the party, I must, unfortunately,
paint a picture of my Los Angeles love life. I don't know how much
you know about dating in LA, where I've lived for the last four
years, but it’s not good. See, that’s me up there on the TV screen,
just behind Sally Struthers, with the flies buzzing around my lips.
But don’t be alarmed. I'm not about to claim that my dating life is
any more messed up than anyone else’s. I have too much respect for
the competition.

I met Nina on Halloween. Being the sort of person who treasures
Halloween for the opportunity to choose a costume that conceals
my identity and justifies my natural reticence, I'd chosen the garb of
a down-and-out mime: beard growth poking through sweaty
makeup, cheap cigar, protuberant and low-riding belly, and
method-actor extreme intoxication.
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Nina was a devil, or had dressed as a devil. Not the usual sexy
devil, as in sexy nurse, as in Halloween is a chance for women to
dress sexy without being called trashy. Nina was a Donna Reed
devil, red and white tea-length dress, and red hair band with satin
horns. Amid the nurses, maids, and witches, her retro thing got me.
Hey, the fifties—kinky!

Unfortunately, due to the aforementioned real-life drunkenness,
I was unable to speak to her. So in good bad-mime fashion I
resorted to the only thing I had. Showing my stumbling mastery of
the art, I was trapped inside a box for Nina. I pulled a rope for Nina.
And then I rode the bike for Nina.

Mime biking makes your standard field sobriety test look like a
church cakewalk. It entails keeping one’s upper body in place, while
the legs work the pedals below, an illusion created by rising up on
the ball of one foot and bending knee while opposite leg partially
straightens, then going down on heel as straight leg bends, and at
the same time looking around indifferently, perhaps waving at a
passing stranger.

Out of tricks, I contented myself with sitting by Nina for the rest
of the night, most often on the arm of a couch she was sitting on,
which put me high up over her shoulder as she talked to a guy who
someone told me was big on some soap opera I should have heard
of. Whenever they looked up at me, I smiled, oblivious to how
really creepy I must have looked, given the costume, but at least she
didnt appear scared of me. Which was something.

My friend Estella came and found me when it was time to go.
Assessing the situation with just a look, Estella whispered in Nina’s
ear and then told me to ask her for her number. I did. “Can I . ..
uh . . . have number?” Suave. And yet, she gave it to me.

Out in the car, I asked Estella what she said to bring that about.

“I told her we used to go out. I said you were the best lover I've
ever had.”

Before wrapping up this story I need to establish something: I
had no car. I'd given myself an ultimatum—write the bestseller or
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hang up the pen—and it had occurred to me that an ideal way to
avoid distractions for a person who lives high on a hill in a city
where walking is anathema is to divest oneself of one’s “wheels.”
Since my brother was in need, I signed my car over to him. You see
the logic.

So I made the call to Nina and, given the auto issue, cleverly
suggested meeting at a favorite raucous French bar/bistro, LAs
version of American expatriate life in the twenties—albeit with cast
members from Buffy the Vampire Slayer and That Seventies Show
substituted for famous writers and artists.

Inside the restaurant, I actually approached two no-my-name’s-
not-Nina’s before she finally showed. Amazing what a near blackout
will do to one’s memory of a girl’s face. She generously admitted to
being relieved to see what was under my makeup. I said something
similar. And I wasn’t kidding. (Nina, if you're reading this, you're
simply beautiful.)

Strangely enough, the date went well. She told a lot of funny
stories about growing up in a middle-class suburban high school
where the girls wore their hair huge and werent afraid to fight. Yes,
Donna Reed with big hair and brawling.

There were some classic positive-date signs, talk about doing
such-and-such in the future. We went to another bar, with a
romantic view of Hollywood, where we had even bigger drinks. I
couldn’t believe how well it was going. Which is why, I guess, at
some fatal moment I felt comfortable enough to mention my lack
of a car and the whole self-imposed ultimatum.

Around two in the morning we were parked on Hollywood
Boulevard, at a bus stop, with Nina’s car idling. The glitter-filled
asphalt twinkled deceptively in her headlights. For those who don't
know, Hollywood Boulevard at such a time of night is not a safe
place.

“I really dont want you to have to take the bus,” Nina said, with
her pretty tough-girl voice, “but I also really don’t want to drive you
all the way to Echo Park.”
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I laughed at her frankness. She'd repeatedly asked me if T “really”
lived in Echo Park, having watched a documentary about the neigh-
borhood’s gangs. Our two homes were in opposite directions, and
we both knew she had to be up in four hours and I had the option
to sleep in. Even if she'd offered, I wasn’t about to let her drive me
home.

Without hesitation, I leaned over and kissed her, fully, deeply,
aggressively, and she reciprocated. I was beaming as I said good-bye,
and stepped out into the dangerous night. I then waited for a good
forty-five minutes before finally boarding the wrong bus, hopping
out in an unknown neighborhood, and finally drunkenly flagging
down a passing cab. The next day we talked briefly, thanked each
other for the nice time, made tentative plans for the weekend, and
then never spoke again, though I phoned several times.

When I finally came to grips with what had happened, I laid into
myself for possibly offending her by laughing too hard at her stories
about the big hair and fighting, or was it the too-aggressive kiss that
sent her away? But my friends were there to assure me I was off the
mark. It was the combination: Echo Park, unemployed writer,
and—most damningly—the lack of car. Too much information,
Leif, they informed me, too much information.

I also told my mom the story and she, a disturbingly sunny woman
and profanity novice, turned uncharacteristically outraged. “She
didn’t even wait with you until the bus came? And she never returned
your calls, though you kissed? Why, that lictle . . . that litde . . . that
liccle bitch!”

But I'm on Ninas side. I can’t help it, I admire her for not equiv-
ocating. And as for my feelings about myself in the matter, I throw
up my hands. I don’t know what to tell me. The fact is, when it

comes to women, [ really am a down-and-out mime.

That said, [ will say of the day at the Mansion, when I tell friends
about the experience, and when I tell them again, calling up in the
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middle of the night to remind them, simply this: The Playmate of
the Year wanted me.

Eventually we the media have had our fill of shooting Playmates.
A couple of the photographers set down their cameras and join in
the volleyball game, while the rest of us take our places in line for
food. The food is upscale cookout and prepared in abundance. All
day long Playboy people have been reminding me to eat plenty and
to drink plenty and be sure to have a good time. This may not be
the party I was expecting, more scripted media event than Playboy
free-for-all, but they’re not kidding about wanting everyone to enjoy
themselves.

As I polish off my once-heaping paper plate and try to return to
earth from the day’s events, some of the other photographers are
posing for photos with the Playmates. It makes me think of a friend
whose Christmas card is always a shot of him and some random
celebrity—Latoya Jackson one year, Ed McMahon the next. Funny,
but I've never had the urge.

And yet, fifteen minutes later, as I'm finishing off a wedge of
watermelon and talking over the day’s coverage with Herman, I
shock myself when the current Playmate of the Year walks by and I
call out, “Hey, Karen, can I get a picture?”

“Of course,” she replies.

I hand my camera off to Herman and then, in the middle of the
Mansion’s impeccably manicured lawn, as I wrap one arm around
the firm, slightly oiled-up waist of the Playmate of the Year, I give
the spent watermelon rind a toss over my shoulder, sending it flying
with the indifference of a sovereign lord who likes to watch his
subjects scramble. It’s such a bad idea that we start laughing,
including Karen. And then Herman can’t get the camera to work, so
were standing in our embrace, with lots of joking about whether
she’s starting to get nervous.

Finally, picture taken, we part. Later, as she’s leaving, I pass her,
and she says something like, “See you around,” and gives me what
I swear is not an innocent look. I tell my friends the story as a joke,
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as in, “Can you freaking believe how scary I'm getting after one day?
I’'m already thinking Ms. Playmate of the Year wants me—me, Mr.
Depressed and Impoverished Struggling Writer!” I leave out “sexu-
ally troubled.” My friends don’t need to know everything.



In the Air
Qo

\Xfe’re flying up to Vancouver, Herman and I. It’s been a while
since I've traveled for work, so I'm not feeling the accumulated
burden of people who travel frequently, just the mild sense of privi-
lege—that feeling kids have when they tell adults they want a job
that involves travel. ’'m apparently significant enough to be flown
somewhere.

Even more grown-up—and modern—were working on the
plane. Our two laptop computers are open and we're going through
the photos from the kickoff party. “Photo editing,” as the profes-
sionals put it. Since I'm sitting on the aisle, and the pictures we're
reviewing are of Playmates in the act of frolicking, the experience is
a lictle awkward. I don’t want to be known to my fellow travelers as
the Porn Freak in 12C.

On the other hand, I cant help noticing that the passengers with
a view—the person in the seat directly across the aisle, as well as the
one in the seat behind—are both men, and while they don’t actually
have blocks for heads, it’s clear from whence the term derived.

Kidding!

But they are big, big guys, cruelly constricted in coach airline
seats. They remind me of why as a kid growing up in Minnesota I
eventually had to quit playing hockey. Still vivid are the memories of
skating into the corner after the puck, the sound of skates in pursuit
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digging into the ice, like knife blade to whetstone, closing in to
crumple my lighter frame against the boards.

I check my natural sheepishness and leave the computer where it
is. I may even tilt the screen back a smidgen. And as I do, and
Herman and I continue flipping through bikini shots, photo editing,
I note the photos’ gravitational effect. Hovering on my periphery are
the large presences rising up in their seats. Soon they’re leaning into
the aisle, necks craned, to the point that, were the flight attendant to
push the beverage cart a little faster, there might be a midflight
decapitation.

A moment of mild blushing ensues as the female flight attendant
passes on, but quickly we’re back to work, as are our neighbors with
their eaves-viewing, until finally one of them blurts out, “Is that . . . ?”

No, it’s some other senior citizen in black satin pajamas, surrounded
by bikini-wearing Kewpie dolls with Jessica Rabbit cartoon bodies, and
laughing so hard his head is thrown back like a broken Pez dispenser.

Herman speaks up, offers the explanation—the six-month-long
search for Miss Millennium, the Mansion kickoff party. His delivery
is Joe Friday serious and stops just short of claiming we are on a
mission from god. But if you look closely behind Herm’s thickish
glasses, there is in those eyes the strain of barely contained mirth.

Herm is along for the first two cities. He’s the guy with whom I
first discussed the job in LA, the one who assured me my prime
directive would be to “just have fun.” His title is manager of events
for New Media and he is my direct manager on the project. He’s
along to help familiarize me with the positions technological
demands.

Herm is a short figure, with a tendency to launch into manic
discourses on the inner workings of the Internet and computers,
which I can’t begin to interest myself in. At first this is all I can see
of Herm, the presumed former Dungeons and Dragons enthusiast
who’s landed in his techie dream job. But watching him lay on the
Playboy spiel to these guys, I sense we're more like-minded than I
had first imagined.
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Our neighbors—who turn out to be incredibly polite, nice, small-
town guys—not only were the Canadian hockey players growing up
I'd figured them to be, theyre on their way back from Los Angeles,
where they attended the bachelor party of their one buddy who
made it to the NHL. The friend, as a well-paid professional athlete,
threw a bachelor party that featured the kind of stuff these guys had
previously only heard of, including the nirvana of bachelor parties,
the girl-on-girl show.

This was obviously the high point in their personal debauchery,
and here they were happily on their way home to recount the sordid
tale to their self-loathing friends who hadn’t been invited, when we
came along. They look stricken as they consider the almost incon-
ceivably sexy odyssey we're about to begin. For a moment, the bigger
of the two seems about to be sick. Reaching for an air sickness bag
just in case, I almost regret the way we've behaved.

“That’s . . .” begins the bigger of the two, stopping as his eyes look
up, taking in the cosmos, me getting the bag ready, “that’s the
greatest job in the world.”

Eventually we return to work, trying to sort through the photos,
the bikinis, legs, bellies, breasts. And it's funny, when you think
about it, for a writer, to have this sort of ammunition.

“Herm, we can’t miss. I could scatter shots of Stacey taking a
whack at the volleyball through an edition of Ulysses and it would
shoot to the top of the bestseller list.”

But Herm’s mischievous glee has suddenly vanished. He turns in
his seat, sits up.

“That’s a complicated issue you've touched on there,” he says, just
before being interrupted by a voice on the intercom. It’s time to
fasten seat belts, turn off portable devices, return trays to their
upright locked blah-blah-blah. The plane is easing into its descent.

“Complicated?” I ask, wondering why he’s using the were-on-a-
mission-from-Playboy voice.

“Well, let’s call them considerations. We've got a great opportunity,
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of course, and we're undoubtedly going to kick ass, big time, but
there remain issues. A company like Playboy, it’s stratified, and we're
obviously the new kid, if you know what I mean, we at New Media.
Especially on this bus. There were times when . . . That you're going
to be on the bus every day, this was something I had to fight for. I've
no doubt they’re going to see the light, but there’s already been a
struggle. . . .”

Herm pauses, adjusts his glasses, breathes in. His words accelerate
geometrically as he becomes more nervous.

“It’s all going to be awesome, awesome. Absolutely, but we have to
earn it. The magazine, these guys have done searches, they've got
their system, and understandably have proprietary feelings, need to
be won over to the synergies of the situation, and the primary way to
win them over is to reassure that we won't be poaching. What they
don’t want to feel is that they’re making the investment and along
comes New Media and gives away the show on the Internet.”

The plane is in deep descent now, coming back to earth.

“Herm, what are you saying? I can be there, I just can’t write about
ie?”

“No, not at all. Come on! I'm just talking about a degree of polit-
ical savvy, okay?”

I really am trying to cooperate, want to understand what he’s
saying, just don’t get what this has to do with photos of women in
bikinis playing volleyball, unless . . .

“But they get the sexy stuff? That's what you're saying? Save the
bikinis and the cute women for the magazine?”

The plane touches down hard, with a heart-skipping bounce.

“Herm?”

“We just need to be sensitive. That’s all 'm saying. Proceed with
caution.”

Hmmm . . . a nice time to be revealing these things.

The door is finally open and passengers begin moving up the aisle.
Herm sneaks looks at me, gauging my silence, while we create a
bottleneck with our carry-on bags.
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“Hey, Playboy guys!”

Hey, not so loud.

Herm and I, wrestling the digital tape recorder from overhead,
can't help but look. It’s the hockey players on their way out, calling
back.

“Where do we go to read about your trip?”

Two-thirds of the plane are in on this exchange, but Herm, the
promoter, is unfazed, “Playboy.com. It'll be called the daily
dispatch.”

“We'll be watching. Don’t do anything we wouldn't do.”

Can we please get out of this plane?



Vancouver, British
Columbia

O

I emerge from the hotel in the morning surrounded by angels. They
hover around me, serenading me with music from these little harps
that, it must be admitted, sound heavenly.

Or, more accurately, my vision is blurred both by swollen, sleep-
deprived eyes (Herm and I were up all night tangled up in high-tech
snags) and the mist drizzling down from a low-hanging gray sky that
is the Pacific Northwest’s meteorological curse. When I'd envisioned
this whole thing, it was always sunny.

As I rub my eyes, the scene slowly comes into focus: bus, looking
ever extraterrestrial, surrounded by equally eccentric smaller vehi-
cles, a posse of satellite-dish-topped, gadget-heavy action-news vans.
Theyre parked at haphazard angles around the bus, seemingly
poised to mate with the thing.

I pull open the heavy door and step up into the bus, and am
about to take another step up, at last about to see what I've gotten
myself into, but reflexively stop short, in the nick of time, narrowly
avoiding a collision with the massive jeans-clad ass that’s backing its
way out. | back out myself, returning to the gray drizzle, followed by
the titanic ass, which is followed by the ass owner, a news station

cameraman built like a steelworker.
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It's true what they say about near-death experiences: Life is an
impermanent, fleeting gift, so enjoy each day as though it were your
last.

“Whew,” says he of the gargantuan ass. “Tight in there.”

My second assault on the bus is more successful.

They sit on the couch, sandwiched in behind the built-in table on
the left. Three of them. Women. Young women. Playmate wanna-
bes. Miss Millennium Search candidates. The subject of this media
attention, this corporate expenditure, my life change. And my first
reaction is this: joy, extreme joy, luminous giddy I-can-see-the-light
beaming. Only after a few seconds’ observation does it register that
they’re not particularly attractive.

One has a narrow sparrowlike head, with beak nose, eyes too close
together, to the point that her sense of depth must be off, eliminating
competitive horseshoe tossing from her future. The second is
extremely plain in a way that makes it hard to recall her features. She
compensates for her featurelessness—or tries to—with brightly
colored makeup, enough for a dozen mannequins. In the split-
second calculation that we all go through, consciously or not, I arrive
at the answer. No, I wouldn’t, sober or drunk.

Only the third truly contends for the term astractive. Too slender,
I'm guessing, for Playboy, she’s nevertheless unambiguously cute.
Has been probably since she was born and has a naturally happy
disposition to match. Not overtly sexy, never threatening, she’s surely
passed through life being adored by virtually everyone she’s come in
contact with, even all the other cheerleaders on the squad. Like, seri-
ously.

Across from the candidates sits a different cameraman, his video
camera propped on his knee. He’s hunched over, looking through the
eyepiece as his reporter partner next to him nods and smiles at the
girls, off camera, encouraging them to keep speaking.

They all work at Hooters and are really tired from the bikini
contest last night, and the photographer was great and makes you
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feel beautiful, and their parents all totally support them, are behind
this one hundred percent, and it’s not about the money, though the
money would be nice, you know, two hundred thousand dollars? But
it’s not about that. Mostly it’s about Playboy, which is a great maga-
zine and great company, and the whole thing has been the best expe-
rience.

From where I stand, it's impossible to see their secret earpieces
through which Hugh Hefner, back at the Mansion, is feeding them
their lines, but one assumes.

Sophia, our PR coordinator, stands just beyond the reporter,
looking on. Her dark curly hair is back in a ponytail and covered by
a Playboy baseball cap. She wears small black designer glasses and a
black leather jacket. Her face is accented by a nose of a sort that no
Playmate has likely ever had, in a culture at war with prominence in
noses, but it’s an elegant feature. Were I a real photographer, it’s a face
I'd want to spend some time capturing.

One would expect someone in Sophia’s position to be on edge, but
when she saw me walk in, she flashed a smile that I couldnt help but
think looked extremely relaxed and that was followed by a theatrical
yawn. She comes off as simultaneously engaged, ready for anything,
and underutilized.

And how does she regard this prospect—traveling around the
country looking for whatever exactly we're looking for? Not only will
women working the bus be in situations that will constantly call to
mind their own tangled feelings of physical attractiveness, but there
will also be a certain pressure to endorse. Young candidates with
uncertainty or misgivings will be looking for reassurance. Is Sophia
ready for this?

She mouths something to me, something incomprehensible.
Grandmother what?

Beyond Sophia, through the first doorway, past the small
changing room and makeup mirror and studio doorway, is Richard.
He sits on the edge of the leather couch, glasses off, leaning forward,
another cameraman-reporter team across from him. I know he’s not
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talking keys to the kingdom, but it’s the same deliberate, controlled
delivery.

The bus door opens, and Herman sidles up next to me, whis-
pering, “Hey, you get a chance to talk to that candidate, the one with
the grandmother story?”

“No, I think Sophia was trying to tell me about that.”

“Sounds like it might be a good one.”

The door opens again and another reporter boards the bus. He
carries a steno pad and is followed by a still photographer, who’s
followed by another member of our team, whod introduced himself
this morning, saying, “My name’s Les, but everybody calls me
Vegas.” Considering the black hair, Brylcreamed into a ducktail, it’s
fitting.

Vegas’s official title is PA, for production assistant, and hell serve
as the trip gofer, fix-it man, whatever, though unlike a typical PA he’s
not a kid just out of college. This PA is pushing fifty—he’s a guy
who’s been around the company forever and is full of stories about
the old days.

Richard has finished up, is leading the other crew back toward us,
creating their own pileup on the other side of the candidates and
their cameraman. He takes in this media Mexican standoff and his
shoulders rise. As he tells one of the Hooters girls—I'll let you guess
which one—that she can run through auditioning for the news crew
in the back, I'm heading for the door.

I hear Rich ask Herm for a word just as I push past Vegas, who,
flashing his ever-present grin—like a barbecue champion who just
can't help revealing the secret to what makes his ribs so tender—tries
to stop me.

“Did you hear about the candidate with the grandmother . . . ?”

Outside, there’s a tent that folds off the side of the bus. It’s where
the candidates first fill out their paperwork. Standing in front of the

tent is Seamus, our security man for the entire trip. He’s an ex-cop,

one of New YorK’s finest, now working the T&A beat. He looks like
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Clint Eastwood reprising his Dirty Harry role as Harry Callahan,
and the expression on his stony face, as I introduce myself, suggests
that word just got back to him that I've been bad-mouthing his
mother’s Irish stew. He allows me entry into the tent nonetheless.

Of the dozen logo-emblazoned chairs, only three are filled. Two
candidates are filling out their casting envelopes, while a print
reporter interviews one of them. I take a seat, focus on the other one.

She’s blonde, though blonde in the way that a painted stripe down
the middle of a road is blonde, and looks a little like Drew Barry-
more. But where the actress exudes a charm that is Betty Boop cutie-
pie, with naughty-girl subtext, this blonde is missing the cutie-pie
part.

The other reporter is firing away with questions, so I'd better get
started. Only, when I ask for an interview, I'm surprised to hear my
voice quaver.

“Sure,” I hear her say, through the fireworks display of my inner
thoughts: Am I going to suffer a datinglike panic every time I try to talk
to one of these women? Does my unease relate to putting them on the
Playboy site without pay? Maybe its that no one has actually defined
what I'm supposed to be doing here. “You can interview me.”

“Great.”

“But do I have to use my name? I don’t like my name.”

“What do you want to use?”

“Marilyn.”

“So, Marilyn, how did you find out about the bus?”

“One of the girls where I strip heard about it.”

Ah, yes.

“And how do your parents feel about it?”

That was a prepared question, one I cribbed from the other
reporter, but given that Marilyn already strips for a living, I realize
after uttering it that it’s kind of lame. . . .

“I don't have parents. They’re dead.”

“That’s terrible. I'm sorry,” I say, feeling lousy, verging on respon-
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sible, like these lame interviewing skills may have been the cause.
“Have you always wanted to be in Playboy?”

“Umm, well, I was going to do Hustler, but then someone told me
that, like, if you've done Hustler, Playboy won't take you. Do you
know what the deal is with that?”

“This, um, is my first day, so I don’t know, but, um, yeah, one
would guess that’s a possibility, that if you do Playboy, Hustler would
still take you, but not the other way around.”

“Yeah, that’s the way I figured it.”

I’'m out of interview questions already, but I can’t help asking, out
of my own curiosity . . .

“Marilyn, there must be someone you would go to if something
happened.”

“Oh, yeah. My brother. He’s my best friend.”

“And where’s he?”

“I don’t know. Some country. He’s in the Navy, stationed on the
other side of the world somewhere. Some country.”

Lascivious aura, dead parents, all alone save for a brother lost in
the ether, comfortable with going straight to a relatively harsh porn
mag. And possessed of a fate-tempting name. Marilyn may be the
name adopted by this century’s greatest sex symbol, whose figure
emblazons our bus, but Marilyn was also the name of another sexual
legend, Marilyn Chambers, and it’s difficult not to see whose foot-
steps this Marilyn is walking in.

I snap a couple pictures of the bus, just to do something, give
myself a second to think. I still haven’t figured out what to do with
the material from my first interviewette, but as I puzzle over it, I see
the crew from Playboy Video enter the tent and emerge with
Marilyn.

The Playboy Video guys are going to join the bus at periodic inter-
vals to shoot footage for a documentary on the Search, though, as

anyone who'’s happened upon the Playboy Channel knows, Playboy
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Video occupies a much more aggressive segment of the erotica/porn
continuum.

The guys making up the video crew are based out of LA, as
opposed to the rest of the company, who hail from Chicago, and the
difference is distinct, with their sunglasses, baseball caps, and gum-
chewing nonchalance about their work. As they head off away from
the bus, I hear one of the video guys saying, “So, you ready to get
naked for us?”

I'm thinking maybe things are better inside the bus, when Herm
appears.

“Getting good stuff?” he asks, with a distinctly non-elfin smile on
his face.

“A little slow,” I offer, thinking of Marilyn. “We’ll have to see.”

“I talked to Richard, and he’s kind of freaking out with so many
people on the bus.”

“Yeah.”

“Well, he’s not sure youre going to be able to be onboard. He
thinks it might be better if you work out of the tent. . . .”

“You're kidding.”

“It’s stupid, don’t worry about it, I'll take care of it, but for today,
you're going to have to keep a low profile. Don’t worry.”

“For six months?”

“I know.”

“Just me and Seamus?”

“I know.”

“What about Vegas? It makes more sense for me to be in there
than the PA.”

“I know. Don’t worry about it. Richard’s just stressed. Trust me.
Everything’s going to be fine. We just need to start out slow.”

I don’t mean to be a baby. It’s just, in my previous struggling-
writer mode, I didn’t have to deal with this kind of stuff, and if I did
manage to enmesh myself in some schizophrenic disagreement with

myself, there was always a ready starving-artist remedy: a nap.
* * *
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“Excuse me, ladies?”

Five blow-dried heads turn in unison. I'm back in the tent, after
giving myself a little personal time-out, during which I went up to
my hotel room, checked for phone messages back in LA (none),
powered up my laptop computer, opened the file on my bestseller,
considered doing some writing, then thought about my daily
Playboy deadline, shut down the computer, and returned to the bus.

“I'm the, um, Internet guy, for the Internet, and if I could just take
your picture . . .”

I crouch down, raise camera to eye, see the viewfinder fill with
decked-out hopefuls in a horseshoe seating arrangement. In the
center, as I am about to press the shutter release, just making sure the
composition is decent, I notice one of the candidates conferring with
another.

“Excuse me,” she says. “Is it okay if my friend and I aren’t in it?”

“Of course, of course. If . . . you're kind of in the middle, if we
could shift around . . .”

Theyve just taken up new seats, leaving me with three, when
another candidate pipes up politely, also wanting out. And then
another.

“Actually,” I say before the fifth can say anything, “I just realized I
need film.”

Quickly I scurry to the far side of the bus, wondering if my brain
is short-circuiting, mistranslating a seemingly harmless request for a
photo, causing my tongue to say instead, Would it be all right if I
went down on you all?

But I remind myself that I may be unusually sensitive to rejection,
so try to buck up with some positive thinking: Quit. Quit now.
Walk away while you still have some dignity. Demand a ticket home,
hop a plane. If nothing else, youll have a legendary story, walking away
[from the greatest job ever, you inept loser.

Vegas is squatting down in front of the storage lockers under the
bus, where he’s grabbing a couple Playboy Search 2000 T-shirts that
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are for VIPs. Seeing me pacing, Vegas calls out, “It’s like we've died
and gone to heaven only to find out it’s ladies’ night, huh?”

I'm struggling to come up with a suitable response when a voice
calls, “Yo, Leif,” and Seamus appears around the side of the bus.
Seeing his granite features again, I instinctively think, Dont hurt me!,
while hoping that at some point I will manage to feel something
more like ease around this ex-cop.

“Dare you are,” he says. “Rich’s looking for you.”

I experience a Laurel and Hardy moment as I try to board the bus
at the same time our bus driver, Butch, the last of the Search team,
is exiting. With goatee, near mullet, and proud belly, Butch is the
extremely professional, unflappably jovial man behind the wheel. A
stint in high school driving his school’s only bus marked him as
destined for this calling, and, as a true lover of travel, anytime he isn't
driving, he will spend the duration of his stay actually seeing the
sights of the cities we visit, rather than hanging out at the bus.

He tries to stop me on the stairway, but I brush him off politely.

“I know, thanks, but I've already heard. The grandmother story.”

The I-teams have all disappeared, leaving the same three women
I'd first seen this morning, along with Richard, Sophia, and James,
the Playboy photographer for the first leg of the trip, sitting on the
couches. With me at the top of the stairs, leaning against a pole,
bracing for more bad news, they continue chatting, the subject being
a bikini contest that is scheduled that night at a local Hooters. Last
night’s competition, it turns out, was at a different Hooters. The girls
aren’t sure if they will make this evenings event, since they’re
exhausted from staying up so late competing and then getting up so
early for Playboy.

But they’re encouraging my co-workers to attend, assuring them
that they’ll recruit a lot of cute girls to come down to the bus, that
they’ll probably be made celebrity judges, and that they’re sure to be
comped lots of free food.

As Sophia takes down bikini contest info, Richard stands up,
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shedding his momentary casualness, and with his clipped business
voice asks the girls if they wouldnt mind staying for just a little
longer. Though they must be faint with hunger, they flash sweeping
smiles and nod enthusiastically.

“Well, buddy,” Richard says, turning to me. “Theyre all yours.
You want to use the photo studio, get some shots, whatever you need
to get?”

I guess I smile, say something along the lines of, “Uhh-uh-huh,”
but the truth is, ’'m both caught off guard by this benevolent gesture
and, thanks to that chat with Herm on the airplane, totally unable
to profit from it. Instead of sprinting back to the studio, telling the
girls to strip off their clothes and initiate a boisterous pillow fight, I
take a seat and say that I just need to interview them and perhaps get
a picture outside the bus.

I don’t know how many readers in their lifetime will be offered
three smiling aspiring Playmates, along with access to a mobile photo
studio, and have to take a pass. If it ever happens to you, be fore-
warned: It's an empty, there-is-no-god-or-if-there-is-he-has-the-
mind-of-a-Jack-in-the-box sensation.

“So, howd you hear about the bus?” I hear myself saying, all the
while thinking, Is this all there is?

Back outside, a woman in a tangerine-orange dress with hair in an
up-do and a homely, friendly face a grandmother would surely love
is posing for a reporter in front of the bus. I wait until they’re done
and then ask the candidate, nervous as ever, for a word.

“Are you the one with the grandmother story?”

Indeed she is, and launches immediately into the story she’s been
prompted to tell all day, about how her cute little old grandmother
read about Playboy’s visit in the newspaper and gave her grand-
daughter a call and said, in her screechy grandmother voice, “You
should go on down there, dearie, you're just as pretty as any of those
gals Playboy has in their magazine.”

“And . . . so that’s what she said?”
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“Yes, that’s what she said.” The granddaughter smiles.

“Did she say anything else?”

“Nope.”

“And then you came down to the bus?”

“And then I came down to the bus.”

There’s the nightmare, right there in that grandmother story: the
notion that I might spend six months roaming the country serving
up this sort of softball propaganda. Phallus, the soap-opera-star-
cum-reporter my friend Max and I conceived as the ideal man for
this trip, would be all over the grandmother story, but for the
moment I can’t bring myself to play along.

“Okay, then, great. Thanks. Youve been a big help.”

At long last I'm surrounded by naked women. Unfortunately,
they’re all two-dimensional and fit in the palm of your hand. Just call
me Gulliver. (I know, keep those wacky literary jokes coming.) Herm
and I are back in the photo studio with James.

I don't know what I expected the Playboy photographer to look
like, but James isn’t it. He has curly black hair that is on the verge of
ringlets, and a once-boyish face that’s gone to middle age, a soft pres-
ence that is noticeably without edge. He sits on the couch, looking
spent, can of soda in one hand, black marker in the other, flanked on
both sides by casting envelopes.

Sophia steps back to tell James she’s set up everything for the
evenings bikini contest. He will be a judge and Hooters will let them
make an announcement about the Playmate Search. She takes a seat
next to James and he holds up a Polaroid to her. He takes the
Polaroid back, face rapt, as though his mind has wandered off into
solving a dazzling calculus equation.

“Nice chi-chi’s, huh?”

“She’s a little hottie.”

“I want to give her a one, but her face is not real strong.”

The grading system is rudimentary, with candidates receiving
either a one, two, or three on their envelope. The point is to help “the
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committee” back at headquarters sort through what will be thou-
sands and thousands of envelopes. Devoted professional that James
is, he longs for an expansive scale, one that more accurately reflects
the subtleties he sees. Sophia has no such trouble.

“Two,” she says.

“You're right,” he says, sounding relieved.

Given that the candidate in the photo is topless, this brings up an
odd point. In the past, Playboy’s searches have been for college gitls,
and since those auditions are held in hotels near campus, official
spoken policy is that no nudity is involved, which is to be the policy
of record on the trip, even though the auditions take place on a
Playboy bus and behind closed doors.

I guess the policy is a vestige of the seventies and early eighties
when Playboy’s searches were routinely protested, but now, at the
end of the nineties, isn't it an odd indication of our culture that even

Playboy is denying nudity?

Herm and [ sit on the floor, at James’s feet amid a few envelopes
of our own, the ones James has already graded. It turns out Herm
neglected to mention a part of my job. James, it seems, takes, in
addition to the Polaroids, digital images of some of the better candi-
dates. It’s a bit of a ruse for the media, the digital camera (and with
it the implication that the bus is employing cutting-edge tech-
nology), because Playboy is sticking with their Polaroid tradition.

But Herm has plans for these images. He prefaced his explanation
to me with, “I thought I told you,” which always portends bad news,
going on to say, “We're going to provide these digital casting images
to the premium subscribers,” leaving me wondering, Premium
subscribers? He goes on to explain that the premium subscribers are
the website’s dues-paying members, which for some reason gives me
an unsettled feeling. A little erotica is one thing, but who are the guys
taking it to frequent-flyer status? These special paying customers are
going to get a real behind-the-scenes glimpse of the Search—Playboy
casting photos—while the Search is still in progress.
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But to accomplish this, someone has to go through all the digital
images James has downloaded to the computer and match them up
with corresponding Polaroids out of the casting envelopes. Once a
match is found, someone needs to attach the candidate’s name to the
digital image and make a note of whether she signed her release,
giving Playboy full rights to use her image, free of charge, in any
manner they choose. And that someone, Herm concludes, is me.

Given that we anticipate dealing with more than a hundred candi-
dates a day, this will be no small process. Conceivably, one would
have to go through a hundred envelopes to match one digital image,
and there are digital images for more than thirty of the candidates.
You do the math. Its like playing a game of Concentration, the
Naked Lady Edition.

Under normal circumstances, I'm sure I'd be up for a rousing
game of this sort, but given my uneasy feelings about the premium
subscribers—and incidentally, you guys, if you're reading this know
that I grow to love you!—and that Herman never told me about this
part of the job, and that I've been getting no sleep, working with
Herm late into the night to get all our technical glitches straightened
out . .. well, that’s really more than enough complications to take the
fun out of Naked Lady Concentration.

This one on the screen is driving me crazy. Red hair, intimately
placed dolphin tattoo, small breasts, large aureoles—I know I've seen
her face, feel like I must have just looked at her envelope, but now
I'll be damned if I can find it. I've almost gone through all our
envelopes. 1 get to the last envelope with no success, when I
remember . . .

The redhead. She was the first to back out of the group photo
disaster. Her envelope must be among the ones James has yet to
grade, and now I'm on a mission, must see something. Careful not
to disturb James as he agonizes over the scoring, I start going through

his envelopes until finally . . . red hair, dolphin, got it! I pull out the
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paperwork, her photocopied ID and Playboy release, find what I'm
looking for, and victoriously mutter, “I knew it!”

It kills me, the irony of the candidates’ reactions as they sign
releases. I'm still having a hard time understanding the urge to pose
in the first place, but am dumbfounded by candidates’ cheerful will-
ingness to sign legal releases that, among other things, give the
premium subscribers access to their audition photos—yet that is one
of the things Seamus explains to the candidates as they fill out their
paperwork.

If these women have no problem with that, why, when I ask for a
shot for the Internet—a shot that shows them clothed, wearing
parkas, even—do they give me that look like I've just announced I'm

with Dirty Old Man Journal?

Vegas has joined us in the back. He’s working on the electronic
board that controls the malfunctioning studio doors. James, mean-
while, is looking at a photo and cringing. “Bad boob job,” he says,
handing the photos to Sophia.

“Yeouch,” she says, breaking into her melodic, scale-climbing
laugh.

Vegas cranes his head away from the damaged wiring and in the
direction of James. I'm wincing, watching his neck twisting, fearing
the loud pop of his neck snapping as he struggles to look, though
youd never know it was uncomfortable from his grin.

“Just one comment,” Richard says, flipping through a handful of
Polaroids, shaking his head. “I think we need to work on the butt
shots, pal.”

James’s jaw drops open, shoulders hunch forward protectively.
“I'm not getting it?”

“You are—TI'm just telling you what I know they’re going to want
at the home office. For their purposes, they really need it straight on,
wham, okay, buddy?”

“Wellallright,” James says, his Texan origins drawling out as his
head drops back to the photo Sophia has just returned to him.
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Herm and I, meanwhile, plod through the digital images. It
doesn’t take long for Herm to concede he’s underestimated the time
involved. He vows to get an assistant to join me on the road, thus
freeing me for my dispatches.

“Hey, Rich,” James says, wounded. “Isnt this it, didn’t I get it
here?”

“Yeah, that’s it, buddy. That’s great. Let’s just make sure we get that
every time.”

“She was real nice,” Vegas offers, screwdriver in hand, perhaps in
an effort to lighten the mood. “Real nice. Her family was from
Wyoming.”

What's with this awe-shucks stuff? Is Vegas kidding? But as I bristle
at his interest in the images, I'm forced to take a look at my own feel-
ings about the Polaroids, which at the moment surround me.

I may have a suspicious ability to mime, and have written about
my gay-seemingness and marginal hockey skills, but that’s not to
suggest I've been immune to the effects of Playboy. Right up there
with the lingerie section in the Spiegel catalog, the S/ swimsuit issue,
and any woman’s mag featuring an illustrated self-breast exam article,
my employer has been a major force in the erotic image palette of my
youth. I cringe to admit it, but after buying a new issue as a teen, I
struggled to make it home without ogling the pages.

Hefner deserves a great deal of credit for providing young males
what they most long to see, in that uncanny way the free market has
of offering exactly what the buyer wants.

As I do my job, Naked Lady Concentration—a part of me trying
to look just at the faces, not the bodies—I can't fully deny the
nagging awareness of how little effect the pictures have on me. Sure,
the Polaroids have that sketchy Polaroid feel—at one time the first
choice of underground porn—but still, it's Playboy. Shouldn’t I be
feeling something other than numb?

The important thing is not to freak out. That’s obvious. Freaking
out would be about the least helpful thing I could do right now. To
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not freak out, it’s critical I not think about certain things, things that
might fall under the heading “Freakout Catalysts.”

For instance, the time: twenty minutes to twelve. To think of the
time is to realize I have until nine in the morning Chicago time to
write two dispatches, covering respectively the bus kickoff party and
Vancouver’s Day One casting. Taking into account time zones, that
gives me just over seven hours.

Another potential freakout catalyst: uncertainty over what exactly
I'm supposed to write. Herm’s “just have fun” was a blithe job
description back in LA, when this job was hypothetical, but here in
my hotel room it’s just no help. Somehow I think Marilyn is an
aspiring whore who . . . is not what they’re looking for, but who
knows, since nothing was ever said?

Finally, I must avoid dwelling on the innocent mix-up relating to
my hiring. That whole thing where I was at Playboy being inter-
viewed and they mentioned looking for a writer, and, caught up in
the moment, I didn’t contradict them, didnt suggest, Oh, you're
looking for a writer, well, the fact is Ive got some pretty serious doubts
about that and if I were you I'd keep looking. These instances of
miscommunication are so clear in hindsight.

I'm running. It’s midnight and Vancouver is passing by. One
minute | was rationally getting myself together, and then I was
hyperventilating, and then I was running. And I hate running. Every
time my foot hits pavement, all those bones coming together, I feel
certain I dont have the normal amount of cartilage. But it’s either
run or take to the hotel ledge.

I’'m heading down what appears to be a popular thoroughfare, full
of shops, restaurants, and bars. Vancouver, you're an attractive city,
so clean and striking, at times ornamental, Europe meets North
America. And the people I weave through, strolling along, even at
this late hour—don’t think time!—again call to mind Europe, in their
fashionable clothes, particularly shoes, these people are serious about
shoes. . . .
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Mastur . . .

That’s it! That was the strange thing about that bus kickoff party,
the way I felt around the Playmates, that funny feeling I couldn’t
quite put a finger on, that nagging I-know-you-from-someplace
feeling seguing into a flash of embarrassment at “the highly compro-
mised, totally unflattering position” associated with reading Playboy.
It’s a line I've already used in this book, but on the run is when it first
occurs to me, is served up by my subconscious.

Which is why I started this run. Graham Greene posed writing
dilemmas to his brain before going to sleep, confident the solution
would be awaiting him in the morning, magically solved as he slept.
For me, running can do it. I think it’s the pain, the fact that I suffer
when I run, am so focused on enduring that I'm no longer
consciously obsessing on the problem.

Whatever. I have what I'm looking for, and it’s a solution to two
problems: The line not only gets the writing moving, gives me at
least one chuckle for the first column, but, by making such a refer-
ence right from the start, provides a good test of how much freedom
Playboy is going to allow. Might as well find out at the beginning
what I've gotten myself into.

The panic is gone, having given way to euphoria, and in celebra-
tion I plant my left foot on the seat of a bus bench and take to the
air, bounding up and over the handsome trash barrel next to the
bench, clearing it by several feet, soaring a good six feet in the air. It’s
there in the air that I get my second epiphany.

Intrepid Reporter.

My handle, I think, returning to earth, resuming the run. That’s
what I'll call myself on the road, the character who sets out on a
sojourn looking for Ms. Millennium. It’s the ideal name for such a
mercenary journalist—so perfect, perfectly stupid. But wait, no,
that’s not quite it: Fearless Reporter. That’s stupid.

I'm flying now on this run, swinging off a store awning like a
trapeze artist, an act of grace that goes unobserved. I'll be up all night
tonight, that’s true. But who cares? This simple high from coming up
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with an idea, out of nothing—this is what I live for, what every

writer lives for, and is so opposite of a freakout.

I'm going in.

Sophia and Rich are outside the bus, Sophia with a print journalist
toward the rear, Rich with a TV team shooting an interview in front.
I've just emerged from the hotel, full of that sinking feeling you get
when you send a letter off and are having second thoughts,
wondering about the federal offense aspect of taking a crowbar to the
mailbox. I wrote all last night, a total of four thousand words, then
sent it off without reading it. But so tired—what did I write?

There’s no time to worry. Things have picked up, thanks to all those
features that ran last night on Vancouver’s nightly news. (“Coming up,
she says it was all her sweet little grandmother’s idea . . .”) Not only is
Seamus’s tent overflowing with candidates, but there are lots of
curious noncandidates—families, flight attendants, packs of young
guys. They mill around the outside of the bus, trying to peek in,
posing for disposable camera shots. They're all kept at a distance by
yellow police tape Seamus has strung around the monolithic coach.

No more welcome on the bus than the onlookers, I need to take
advantage of Sophia’s and Rich’s distraction to get inside, find a story,
and get out, because I need rest, badly.

I slip in the door unseen, but at the top of the stairs am blocked
from proceeding. Vegas is on all fours, stocking the cupboard under
the sink, filling it with cans of pork and beans and packs of Reese’s
peanut butter cups. Every second or so he cranes his head back,
speaking to a woman seated up against the galley, her bronze legs
bobbing near his head, within sniffing distance.

This is more like it. The bus is packed. Candidates line the
couches, hip to hip, on both sides of the bus. Another woman stands
by the entrance to the changing/makeup area, wrapped up in a white
Playmate 2000 Search robe, ready to go on back. Barred as I am by

Vegas, I rest a knee on the driver’s seat, trying to remain as incon-
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spicuous as possible, just peering around the edge, fly on the wall,
hoping something will happen before 'm kicked out.

All the candidates are talking at once, in a way that speaks of
nervous energy, and initially I cant make out what theyre saying,
hear it all as raw noise. Peering at the multitudes, I don’t think there’s
much danger of the Search ending prematurely, don’t believe we've
found the Playmate of the Millennium on our second morning.
Youd think that title would discourage even the self-confident—/
know I'm cute, but jeez, I'm not sure I'm Millennium material; Quarter
Century, maybe, but Millennium?—and yet, it’s a full house.

My ears begin to make the adjustment, start to distinguish their
chatter. Not surprisingly, the most popular topic of conversation is
Playboy. They flip through recent issues, comparing photos, using
words like beautiful, stunning, sexy. They discuss their favorite Play-
mates, arguing over their relative merits. They refer to having their
own subscriptions. And they talk about what it would mean to be in
Playboy, speaking with a kind of reverence.

That is, with the exception of the woman conversing with Vegas.
The subject there appears to be self-tanners—how the heck you can
apply them without getting your hands tan.

Rich has finished with the news guys, I see through the wind-
shield, and still 'm without a dispatch topic. Fortunately, he goes for
the cell phone, starts pacing, leaving me free to continue.

One story keeps popping up that, while not the answer to my
writing needs, might explain some of the intensity of these women’s
devotion. Candidate after candidate tells the story, each a nearly
exact duplicate of the other.

It happened at the age of ten. Maybe eleven. They were snooping
around upstairs, the way kids will, and ended up looking under
Mom and Dad’s bathroom sink, when, voila, they discovered a stack
of magazines. They began flipping through, taking in the images,

naked women. Beautiful, sexy naked women. And a wish was
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born—the candidates repeatedly profess this—to someday be like
those women.

While I'm not a licensed psychiatrist, I do dabble, and I would
have thought there'd be at least a hint of embarrassment in revealing
such information, but the candidates aren’t the slightest bit shameful.
If nothing else, let this serve as a cue to all fathers with young daugh-
ters to put the book down and go rethink that not-so-clever hiding
place.

Finally, James emerges from the studio and the bus goes silent.
Elfin smile on his face, he extends to all a hearty welcome. He points
out a portfolio of his own work, and while he talks, candidates pore
over the sultry photos of naked women bathed in golden light and
coo their appreciation. James has the demeanor of a particularly
sensitive hairstylist and everything he says reassures—how glad he is
that they all came out, how quick and painless this is going to be.

He asks if there are any questions. A candidate comments that
James looks a lot like the guy playing the photographer in some
made-for-TV movie about women wanting to be in Playboy. James
blushes because, funnily enough, he was that guy. “Any more ques-
tions?”

“Do you have to have big boobs?”

“Why doesn’t Playboy have more women of color?”

“What about short women?”

“I just had a baby and plan on losing ten pounds. Can I send more
pictures when I do?”

“Is there a way to cover up tattoos?”

“Do neutrinos validate Einstein’s theories by explaining the
universe’s missing mass?”

James does his best to keep up: no, look at Rachel Martinez;
they’re always looking; it’s all about proportion; sure, just take down
the address before you leave; youd be surprised what we cover with
makeup; and yes, Einstein’s alleged blunder now appears to be yet
another stroke of genius. Then he concludes by telling them a bit
about what they’ll be doing—just a quick couple shots, Polaroids,
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which they won't be allowed to see, because no one looks good on
Polaroid.

From that point, the girls move on to changing rooms, where they
slip on their bikinis and cover up with the plush Playmate 2000
Search robes, which they all jokingly ask to keep. They stop laughing
when they’re informed the robes are for sale, for a hundred and
twenty-five dollars. Then it’s a quick touch up in front of the makeup
mirror, until the studio door magically opens and they’re ushered in,
to the place I-—curses'—won’t be seeing in action, the photo studio.

If the candidates seemed a tad Playboy-fanatical while waiting to
go in, they're positively over-the-top when they emerge. I dont know
what James is doing in there, but it is apparently good. Woman after
woman strides up the narrow aisle, back toward the front of the bus,
reassuring the others as she goes that they’ll love it, that they’ll only
wish it weren't over so fast. Seeing those flushed smiles, there’s no
getting around the obvious analogy: Its as if theyd just participated
in a rather exquisite bit of lovemaking. James, you devil.

Finally, as they reach the top of the stairs, each candidate receives
a souvenir. Its a dog-tag-style necklace (though, understandably,
we're supposed to call them bunny tags), except on the dog tag is the
Search logo, a red silhouette of a reclining Marilyn Monroe as she
first appeared in Playboy, along with the Search business card, which
lists Search cities and dates. At the moment Vegas is doing the
honors, handing over the plastic packets with great flourish. The
candidates are thrilled to receive them, can't resist asking for two.

There’s only one hiccup to the raging good cheer, a vexed-looking
woman briskly making her way to the exit who says to no one in
particular, “They didn’t even ask to take a picture of my butt. It’s like
they don't even want to admit this is about tits and ass. Everyone’s so
nice and cheery, but this is Playboy. It’s supposed to be about sex,
isn't ie?”

Given the preceding, it’s a breath of fresh air. Someone else feels as
if she’s stumbled into something that is less Hugh Hefner’s neigh-
borhood than Mr. Rogersss.
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* * *

Rich has finished up on the cell, so I make my exit, darting into
the tent, where Seamus is speaking to the next wave. There are ten
more aspirants, all with clipboards in their laps. They're filling out
the envelopes, on the front of which is printed the application form
and inside of which the candidates find a pink release form.

Seamus rattles off aspects of the Search that have to do with legal
issues, about the release being optional, no one seeing their
photographs other than the committee, and Playboy’s not notifying
them one way or the other for quite some time. It goes on and on,
and, because of Seamus’s Queens accent, sounds a little like a threat.
One of the candidates, with mystified smile, says to her neighbor,
“He sounds just like they do on NYPD Blue.”

Once he finishes, the girls go back to their applications,
responding to questions about everything from career, to hobbies, to
measurements. Surprisingly, measurements turn out to be the big
quandary, with the majority of candidates having no clue. When
they ask Seamus and me for help . . . well, ah . . . they’re asking the
wrong guys.

Luckily, Sophia materializes and, in a tone as rote as Seamus’s
speech, says, “For most of you, your hips will be the same as your bra
size, and your waist will be the same, less ten inches. And if you're
not sure of any of that, don't sweat it, because it’s not a big deal.
They’re going to go on how your proportions look.”

Another woman is fidgeting in her chair, brow furrowed. She
clearly wants to ask something else. Sophia nudges, “And you, my
dear?”

“Um . ..” She smiles. “Everyone else here brought a bathing suit.”

“Well, a bra and pantie is fine.”

She’s still fidgeting.

“Honey,” Sophia says, “it’s all about what you're comfortable with.
We just say two-piece bathing suit because that's what most of our
ladies are most comfortable with, but if you prefer to go without
anything, go for it, baby.”
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I guess this is it, my story for the day. Not the candidate without
underwear, but all this, the environment . . . an introduction to the
Search process, a bus tour for the readers. For photos, I've been
shooting candidates’ backs, or fronts when faces are obscured by hair,
thus avoiding the painful matter of more candidate rejection.

I’'m not thrilled with the topic, worry that it’s boring, but I guess
it’s obligatory.

That night, while on a run, I do come up with a twist, though.
While passing a construction site, I see the blinking lights, and
decide to ask the web designer to include a blinking warning alerting
the reader not be seduced by the virtual-reality nature of the dispatch
bus tour. They should not mistakenly think they've journeyed to
Vancouver for the day and hung out on the bus with beautiful
aspiring Playmates. It only feels that way.

It’s a little joke and, admittedly, not one thatll get me inducted
into the Friars Club. But this much-touted Internet thing—I don’t
see how it’s all that much better than the cutting-edge technology of
my youth, the filmstrip. So I find myself intent on mocking our site,
and along with it any of our visitors. And then, remembering a joke
a candidate told me, I decide to make fun of our host country and
its hockey obsession by including the joke in the dispatch:

Why do Canadians do it doggy-style? So they can both watch the
game, ay?

Following yesterday’s masturbation reference, it's hard not to
suspect an unconscious plan . . . I'm really trying to get fired.

Vancouver, Day Three, and I'm covering men.

I shouldn’t be surprised, should have foreseen this end as my own
unique interpretation of working for Playboy. Its not that I'm
writing about guys in #hat way—turn-ons, turn-offs, measurements.
But still, ’'m on the Playboy bus covering the less fair sex. Should’ve
known.

Not that I had a choice. From the moment we opened for busi-
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ness, the bus has been surrounded by men. They’re everywhere—
husbands, boyfriends, friends, each claiming his own private space,
arms crossed, staring down the beast, oblivious to the existence of the
other guys.

With my welcome dispatch and virtual bus tour out of the way,
I’'m at a loss for obvious topics, particularly given the laundry list of
material that’s off limits. And as I wade out into the crowd, each guy
nervously responds to my questions with a glowing appraisal of his
girlfriend or wife. “She’s the most beautiful woman in the world,
whether or not she gets picked,” and they’ll “support her no matter
what.”

Even when I bait them, good-naturedly suggest that the bus’s
windowless, soundproof photo studio is “no sensory deprivation
chamber,” that their woman may emerge with an incriminating
smile, they remain unshaken.

One guy actually sends to the bus a box filled with a dozen roses
for a Day One candidate who appeared in the paper. The note reads
simply, “Because your beauty made my day.” Her name wasn't in the
paper and he has no way of getting in touch with her. And he didn’t
include his name, so she has no way of contacting him. He did it,
apparently, just to be nice.

In the face of such goodwill, I begin thinking of the piece I will
file as the maybe-men-arent-pigs dispatch.

Material for the day under control, I take the liberty of peeking
into the bus, just to say hello, just for a second. It's bedlam inside.
Twice as many women are packed onto the couches. They're sitting
on each other’s laps, occupying every conceivable position save
hanging from the mirrored ceiling.

The buzz that was almost embarrassingly imperceptible on Day
One has by Day Three built to a frenzy. I should have given my
employer more credit for knowing how to create a sensation. Were I

less obtuse, I also might have foreseen the explanation for the
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turnout that is whispered by one of the candidates: Waiting for the
third day affords a better chance of losing that last pound or two.

The door swings open, causing me to jump, as Rich bounds up
the steps, says a passing hello, and mutters something about needing
to get James to pick it up—quit trying to make every woman’s day.
Back by the changing room, he meets Sophia, whispers to her, then
bangs on the studio door and asks James for a word.

Whatever Rich said to her, Sophia looks none too happy about it
as she steps into the bathroom and emerges with a foot-long aerosol
can. Depressing the top, crop-dusting the chorus line as she goes, she
walks the length of the bus, her face reddening. “Sometimes we get
that not-so-fresh feeling, ladies. Nothing to be embarrassed about.”

She stops when she reaches me and, trying to suppress a laugh,
says, “Tell me this is going to be a funny anecdote when I'm living
out in LA, a successful filmmaker, eating fruit salad off my pool boy’s
bronzed belly.”

“Don’t worry,” I say, patting her back, “someday you'll truly regret
this.”

“F--k you.”

I have this fleeting thought: She should be doing my job. Sophia,
who studied film in school, is in her real life a freelance writer, does
PR for Playboy to pay the bills, and in every exchange strikes me as
more amusing, more interesting than myself. I haven’t read her
writing, but I wonder if she was considered, or if she could replace
me if I don’t make it.

I squelch that line of thought, ask instead, “How’re things going?”

“Great, if James would move it along. Rich might start taking
Polaroids in the hotel just to speed it up. Did you get to talk to
James’s potential Playmate?”

“Potential what?”

“Potential Playmate. Some little blonde hottie with a mouth like
a blowup doll. You didn’t see her? James was all hot and bothered,
said he'd found his first Playmate of the trip.”

I picture a candidate with an obscene plastic mouth, transplanted
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to the Mansion in M&M bikini, making personal appearances,
dating a Tommy-Lee-like-rocker/human-tripod, and it hits me:
weird. Seriously, weird, life-altering change. By the bus. There is
actually something going on here.

And I missed her. Have let my readers down. Because I was inter-

viewing men.

Eventually there’s nothing left to do but take pictures of candi-
dates. I'm terrified to do it, have had nothing other than bad experi-
ences, but must have some token of feminine grace to feed in with
the guy stories. This time, though, I approach the women as they
step off the bus, opting to make my request while they’re still aglow
from their James encounter.

The supercomputer upstairs has also produced the line “I'm
taking pictures for Playboy’s website” as a substitute for “I'm taking
shots for the Internet.” My guess is that with all the media stories of
illegal porn trafficking and celebrities’ faces being morphed onto
naked bodies, I wasn’t helping my case with my previous gambit.

So I start to hear some yes’s. I photograph the candidates standing
in front of the door, red silhouette of Marilyn in the background, or
in front of the bus, with bunny logo as backdrop. As I click away, 1
make for the first time the connection between the old expression
“say cheese” and the contemporary slam “cheesy.” As legitimate as
the job is, I still can’t shake a certain pervy feeling.

The feeling began back at the Mansion, taking pictures of Play-
mates in bikinis (though it has nothing to do with Playboy). There
was a story a year ago that momentarily preoccupied local and
national media—a lurid, horrible tale of the murder of a young
“swimsuit model.” They found her in the Angeles Crest Forest,
where I go hiking. She was a former cheerleader and aspiring model,
getting together with an amateur photographer so both could work
on their portfolios. It’s a struggle to shake that dark view of the
amateur photographer/aspiring model relationship.

With this one candidate, Joan, there is a moment, though, when
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I see possibility, a moment of heightened pulse. First off, call me an
American, but I didn’t realize that French Canadians really speak
French, or what I mean is, I didnt understand that they speak it to
the exclusion of English. Joan is from Quebec, actually drove all the
way out, however far that is, for the audition, and barely speaks
English. Which of course only adds to her adorableness.

She is the first candidate who looks like my own particular type.
She has beautiful long sun-streaked hair, green eyes, stylized bookish
glasses, a tiny chip at the corner of one of her front teeth, blue turtle-
neck sweater, and smallish, god-given breasts. I'm inspired enough to
ask her to step away from the bus over to this huge jade-green bush
ten yards away, though even in this, stepping away from the bus,
there’s a painful moment of self-accusation.

“Say fromage!” The digital image in the preview screen, I must say,
reveals her at her full darlingness. I show it to her, saying, “Beautiful,
no?”

Sensing not complete hostility, I finally think to introduce myself,
and am slightly disappointed to hear the three words that have
haunted me since the seventies: “Like Leif Garrett,” a Chinese-water-
torture experience that, thanks to the accent, 'm able to ignore.

We exchange mini-bios while I dream of the life we will live
together after the trip. We're going to be so happy, living on my
once-lonely hill, Joan naked, me chasing. Naked, chasing, naked,
chasing. But her long drive looms, and I cant think of anything to
say to stall, which brings us to adieu, and the end of my dream.

I take minor solace in the statistical knowledge that each stop

should yield at least one woman of my dreams.

Casting day over, Butch, Vegas, and Seamus packing up the tent
and chairs, and Herm calls me into the bus and asks for a recap. He
reviews the images as I report on the men-aren’t-pigs concept.

“Leif,” Herm says, stopping me. “We've got to talk.”

“Okay,” 1 say, mind racing—surprised, I must say, that it
happened so quickly.
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“I blame myself for this,” Herm says. “Should have explained it in
the beginning.”

Wias it the masturbation reference? Something I said about Hef?
Mocking the Internet? The Canadian joke? Maybe even the men-
aren't-pigs idea?

“The thing is, we can’t have this,” he says, holding the camera out
to me.

He’s displaying an image, an adorable family portrait, Dad and the
kids waiting for Mom outside the Playboy bus.

“That’s got to go.”

“It does?” I ask, my brain not quite grasping what’s being commu-
nicated.

“Sorry. Legal would never allow it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The kids. No children in any of the photos.”

“Hey, thanks for making me feel so incredibly filthy.”

“Im sorry, but no kids. They can’t have critics making the accusa-
tion, saying the magazine has kids on the site.”

“But they’re the freaks, the ones whod look at these pictures and
see something—"

“I know. 'm on your side.”

I really can’t believe it’s just the third day and I've somehow gotten
tangled up in kiddie porn.



On the Road
Qo

It moves.

That's the thought I have as we depart from Vancouver and head
for Seattle. We've grown so used to thinking of the bus as our casting
office that we're surprised it could be other than stationary.

Herman and I are in the back sprawled out with computers and
casting envelopes. Evidently, the one place where the bus company
cut corners is suspension. We cruise down the highway with the big
sweeping undulations of a horse cantering across a field—except
when we hit a pothole or other road irregularity, at which point
there’s a jarring crunch of metal and our equipment takes to the air.

Im pretty sure this is a guaranteed way to get motion sickness,
but what choice do we have? The way the trip is scheduled, there’s
no day off between these midweek city changes—finish casting on
Wednesday in one city; start it all up again on Thursday in
another—so Herman and I must tough it out, produce a dispatch
while working occasionally in zero G’s.

While we work, the rest of the crew enjoys their downtime. We
can hear the sound of beers being cracked, a cork popping out of a
bottle of wine. Someone is changing satellite channels, looking for
something good on the huge TV. Glasses clink as the others toast
“one down and twenty-some to go.”

There’s lots of honking, too, an urban soundtrack to the growing
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festivities, except we're a couple hours past rush hour and driving in
what feels like free-flowing traffic.

“Hey! Hey!” Vegas screams. “Quick, get me a Polaroid. Hurry!”

Herman and I look toward the front, see Vegas struggling to open
the window.

“Where’s that Polaroid?”

Richard runs back for the camera as Vegas continues, now with
wind rushing in, “Bee-ute-y-ful! Don't stop now, baby!”

Rich hands off the camera and Vegas grabs, shoots, flash pops, and
then clicks off another. He triumphantly turns back to the bus,
waving two Polaroids as they dry.

“Nice ones. I hope I got them.”

Flashers. I finally get it. And the honking. We're in a huge black
bus with our massive famous logo plastered on the side, not some-
thing these mild-mannered commuters see every day.

Polaroid camera out, Sophia and Richard start firing off shots of
life on the inside. They pay a visit to the back, shoot Herman and
me spread out all over the floor, clearly feeling sorry for ourselves,
and return with the developed image, now with a caption they've
penned in Sharpie: How come nobody ever comes to our parties?

It’s a perfect sum-up, and even we have to laugh at ourselves, but
Richard and Sophia are laughing especially hard, and seconds later
they've pulled out the second Polaroid and are really going at it. They
catch me, exhausted, with face down on the keyboard: If 7 look close
enough, I can almost see little naked women between the keys. And
Herman, in close-up, staring into the lens with eyes bugging out: 7
once scored 6 million on Pacman!

Vegas continues pounding his beer, multiple beers, while giving
Butch grief about the lame satellite reception—since he can’t even
bring in Playboy’s own cable channel—and the cars persist with their
honking and baring of breasts. Sophia and Richard end up on the
floor of the changing room, having laughed themselves into gasping-
for-air fits that suggest they've been working too hard.

Meanwhile, Herman and I, though we're bouncing around like
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exploding popcorn kernels, try to do our jobs, these jobs we're
making up as we go along. Suddenly the bus seems so ludicrous,
especially viewed as a means of travel, a crazy fun house way of trans-
porting a half dozen people between cities. Herman and I look at
each other, and we start laughing, taking it all in, and thinking how
there’s no way this situation was planned. Rather, that it just arose
from a variety of plans, resulting in a great meaninglessness.

“What the f--k?” I ask, “Huh? Herm? Really, what the f--k?”

“I know.” Herman snickers.

“You know? What's the point of this? All this? What is this?”

“I know.”

Things have quieted down on the bus, with Herm and me back
to Naked Lady Concentration, when the phone rings. Probably yet
another hopeful from Vancouver, distraught to have missed the audi-
tion, but instead Sophia comes back, makes like a big sister, and says,
“Oh, Fearless, it’s a girl, and she wants to talk to that Internet guy.
And she has zay French ak’son.”

Joan.

I knew it. I don’t mean to sound cocky, because that’s the furthest
thing from the truth, but with Joan, she was just so my type, and
were so different from the Playboy scene, and there was all that
awkward silence. I just knew, would have almost placed a bet that the
relationship would continue somehow . . . it was inevitable.

I have to say, as I walk toward the phone, 'm very psyched. She
was such a doll, and I've always had a thing for women who speak
French, and Quebec may be far away, but perhaps we can get
together after Portland, when I'm home for a couple days. And with
a paycheck, I could actually afford to fly her to LA.

It 7s her. I say hi, feeling warm all over.

She wants to know if I'm the guy, the Internet guy.

Yes, yes, I'm the guy, the Internet guy.

The Internet guy who took her picture?

It’s a little painful that she doesn’t remember my name, wasnt
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trying it out on the long drive back to Quebec—Lef, Lef, Lef—but
yes, yes, the Internet guy who took her picture.

She doesn’t understand why I took those pictures. Yes, she wants
to know, the Internet, very bad, she’s heard bad things about the
Internet, girls whose pictures get on the Internet, very sick. Why did
I do that, take her picture for the Internet? she wants to know.

“Whoa, Joan, hold on, whoa, take it easy,” I tell her, sensing she’s
shaking as she speaks.

It’s only for Playboy’s website, I tell her. A story about the casting.
And you were wearing a turtleneck and a coat, okay? Joan, okay? For
Playboy. Nothing will happen. We don’t do that, Joan, no cutting
heads and putting them on bodies, yes? Just a nice picture, because
you looked pretty, okay? Its simple. A compliment. No worries,
Joan, okay?

She’s relieved. She can’t totally relax, because she was so worked
up, but she’s coming back down to earth, breathing more evenly.

“I just hear,” she says, “Internet, Internet is bad, other model
friends have bad experiences.”

“Yes,” I say, “I know, lots of girls have had bad experiences, lot of
weird stuff out there on the Internet, and youre right to be
concerned, to ask questions.”

Okay. It’s okay. She was just worried, wanted to know.

We're silent for a moment. She’s still decompressing, and I'm
having to calm down, too, having been totally caught up in it, feeling
like I was defending my honor.

Joan, I'm not bad. Not sicko—je suis no perdu. Can’t you see that?

Now that #hats behind us, are we going to talk about the other
thing, our connection?

“Okay,” Joan says, “good-bye.”

Or maybe not.

At last we arrive in Seattle, arrive late and are told how lucky we
are that we didn’t lose our rooms, on account of the big Shania Twain
concert. We're all helping to bring luggage out to the lobby. I'm in
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the back, making sure I havent missed any of my equipment, when
Rich calls back, asks if I dont mind grabbing the used robes,
bringing them out of the changing room so we can have them
cleaned.

There are four of them, hanging next to four that are still in dry-
cleaning bags. Taking them up in my arms, I notice where makeup
has accumulated on the collar, and as I walk toward the front of the
bus, I become aware of the cloud I walk in, the scent 'm breathing,
the perfume of over three hundred women, all mingling together. I
can only take it in small doses. But still, that’s what I do, I breathe it
in.



Seattle, Washington

O

The sky over Seattle is a lovely postcard blue and our glorious sun
is blasting down full summer radiance, but judging by the parking
lot where the bus is set up, it must've rained recently. Rained used
condoms. They're scattered around the lot and in a neighboring alley,
testament either to a freak meteorological occurrence or . .. what?
Horny elves that come out at night? Am I the only one who looks at
a discarded prophylactic and thinks, Theres a story in that condom?

Rich is on the cell trying to arrange a new location. From gossip
I've picked up, our trip may have gotten off ahead of schedule. Once
Hef became enthusiastic about the concept, the project abruptly
became a top priority. So to plan our route, and secure hotel accom-
modations, a freelancer was hired.

When [ hear that word freelancer, 1 can't help suspecting some-
thing 'm no stranger to, temp worker. And looking around the
parking lot, I imagine a temp from a service that doesn’t discriminate
against hiring primates. Surely some bored chimp picked this spot by
throwing a dart at a map.

The problem is that candidates are unable to find us in this
sketchy area, a fact that even from sixty feet away I can see is killing
the construction workers five stories up on the steel structure
looming over this location. They're all lined up on a beam, looking
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down at this nightmare/dream: Playboy bus parked under their
site(!), but Playboy bus sans women(!).

It’s also confusing to the two protestors picketing the bus. GOD
HATES YOU FOR YOUR SIN, readeth one of their signs, but I think that’s
a bit strong. As I survey the scene, spent hypodermic needles and all,
a more appropriate line comes to mind: GOD IS LOSING HIS PATIENCE
WITH US.

With things so slow, the local news crews are sitting on the
Playboy chairs outside with Seamus, waiting to do a story about the
sexy fun down at the bus, as opposed to a story about what it’s really
like. Eyeing the news guys, thinking of Herm’s prohibition against
anything remotely sexy on my site, the full ridiculousness of my situ-
ation hits me.

The six o’clock news! These stories appear on the evening news,
are in fact teasers to keep Mom and Pop and even the kids watching
until the program’s end (“Still to come: What's big, long, and black
and causing local lovelies to flock to it. . . in their bathing suits?”).
But turn to Playboy’s own coverage of the Search, and hello parkas.
It’s galling.

“Hey, Fearless, there you are,” Herm says, marching up to me in
his manic way.

“Watch your step.”

“Gross,” he says, sidestepping a curdled rubber.

“I asked her to take it as a souvenir. Won't she be kicking herself
when I'm famous.”

“Are you feeling all right?”

“I think I caught something. I guess you better send me home.”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I got some e-mails this
morning. . ..”

Go ahead, fire me. Do you hear me? Don't you think [ve been asking
for it, have realized that I must return to where I belong, back to writing
my someday bestseller?

“It’s good news. Fearless, we're a hit. My boss, my bosss boss,
they’re loving it.”
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My internal dialogue abruptly jumps the track. I don't get it. The
jokes, the fun I've been making, the late-night rambling, none of
which I've even reread, and my horrible photography . . .

“They love it, said the tone is just right. We're golden, Fearless.
And then the mail. I've finally got the kinks out of your e-mail, and
you've already got about fifty letters.”

He pulls some crumpled papers from his pocket. Women asking
for details on the Search, a guy wanting to know how to get his girl-
friend off, another guy writing from a Middle Eastern nation where
pornography is banned, asking me to send nude photos. But the
overriding message is one of praise:

I've read every entry from your Kerouac meets Sinatra journal. The
travel, the grind, the bikinis are all doing wonders to increase the gain
knob on the pathos of our tiny little lives here in the dream factory that
is Los Angeles. Very funny material. Keep on jiggling.

“Fearless, we're going to be huge.”

It’s strange. Befuddling, actually. The writer in me is wondering how
this dashed-off, half-asleep stuff could make such an impression. . . .
Are these people slow? Still, an instinctive law-of-the-jungle awareness
begins to kick in. I sense an improvement of my station.

“Herm, that’s great. Now there’s something I wanted to talk to you

»

about. . . .

I'm in the photo studio, shooting the news guy shooting James
shooting the candidate. All those steps removed put me deep in the
corner, pressed tightly against the studio’s carpet-covered wall. It’s
sad, but I can’t remember the last time I was in more imminent
danger of a rug burn.

James is demonstrating a pose. It’s a simple one, hips turned out
to the side, torso curved back, then arms up to head, as if playing
with one’s hair. Only James is a guy of middle age, dressed in form-
less khakis and untucked shirt, with formless middle-aged body
lurking underneath. I dont want to say he’s without sex appeal; it’s
just that h