



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Some names and identifying characteristics have been changed.


Copyright © 2024 Crystal Hefner


Jacket design by Albert Tang


Jacket photograph by Peter Yang


Jacket © 2024 Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Grand Central Publishing


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


grandcentralpublishing.com


twitter.com/grandcentralpub


First Edition: January 2024


Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Grand Central Publishing books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Library of Congress Control Number: 2023945939


ISBNs: 978-1-5387-6567-8 (Hardcover); 978-1-5387-6569-2 (ebook)


E3-20231216-JV-NF-ORI














For anyone who has ever felt lost on their journey to self-love and self-acceptance—you are not alone.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]














INTRODUCTION


The Promise


Last night I dreamed about the mansion again.


In the dream I am driving, racing to get back before curfew. The sun is already setting, the L.A. light turning golden in my rearview mirror. I’m panicking because while I don’t know what will happen if I arrive past my curfew, I know I can’t be late, and the terror claws and scrapes at my throat. I press on the gas pedal, desperately trying to go faster, to make it back to that ivy-covered Gothic house surrounded by redwoods before the clock strikes six. But in the way of dreams, everything is in slow motion, everything is strange and unfamiliar, and the road stretches on and on. In my dream I know I’m not going to make it in time. I know that this road will never get me to where I need to be.


I know that I am lost.


I wake up with old familiar feelings: sick, anxious, afraid.


It’s been years since I lived in the mansion. I haven’t been back since my husband died. He died, I left, and I never went back. But I seem to go back there in my mind all the time. Much more than I want to. And not just when I’m dreaming.


In a lot of ways, I am still trying to get out of that mansion.


I always had to be home by six o’clock. If I wasn’t, it was a problem. He would be upset. He would be yelling my name through the house. The pantry staff would start frantically calling my phone at exactly 6:01 p.m., even though I’d already be winding my way up the long, curving drive, around the tall stone fountain topped with a cherub watching me with its empty marble eyes. And then I would run in, pushing through the heavy wooden door, and go find Hef, so I could kiss him on the cheek and show him: Here I am, I’m home, I’ve followed the rules.


I’m a good girl.


For almost a decade, the Playboy Mansion was my home. But it never really felt like home. It felt like a place I was forever visiting. Like a hotel I’d checked into, but could never leave. Like a stage I was performing on, observed by so many sets of faceless eyes. Sometimes it felt like going back in time—Hef had decorated the house to the nines back in the seventies, and everything looked exactly the same as it had then: the deep shag carpets, the wood paneling and chandeliers, the heavy velvet drapes. I was never allowed to change a thing.


There was only one place I ever managed to make my own: a tiny room we called the vanity, just a closet really, but with a handful of long, narrow windows. The vanity was right off the primary bedroom, or master bedroom as it was called by Hef. It had a flimsy door that slid shut but didn’t lock. There was just enough space for a small, built-in desk and chair. It was my little sanctuary, a place to be alone and unobserved. In the mansion, there was always someone in every room—other girls, party guests, staff. There was a friend of Hef’s on the couch next to me, leaning uncomfortably close. There was a famous movie star in the hallway who wanted to run his hands over me. There were no doors I could lock because there were copies of every key. And Hef, of course, held the master key that ensured no one could ever lock him out. This was his world, and he held the key to everyone and everything.


In the vanity, for a few minutes at least, I could lay my head down on my arms and stop the pretense. Stop worrying about what I looked like every second.


Whether I was smiling the right way.


Whether I had arranged my body correctly.


Whether I was dressed the way he liked.


Whether my hair looked right.


Whether my breasts were perfect enough.


How I compared to the other women. There were always other women around. It was always, explicitly, a competition.


I used to steal brief moments in the vanity—small shining moments when I could breathe deeply and not have to be “on.” Playing the role of someone else’s image of you every day and every night is exhausting—physically, mentally, and in a way that feels like your soul is actually tired, like some kind of life energy battery is running low.


The vanity’s second-story window opened out onto the lawn, where peacocks strolled and staff crisscrossed carrying chairs and platters of food and cases of wine, getting ready for this party or that one. Ivy grew around that window, thick on the stone, like in a fairy tale. Sometimes I imagined myself as Rapunzel, locked in her tower, waiting for someone to rescue her. But nobody ever did. And I had climbed into my tower voluntarily.


I didn’t know then that I could rescue myself. I didn’t always know I needed to be rescued, but I knew I was trapped.


The peacocks on the lawn were beautiful but territorial, especially when they were mating. At times the noises they made sounded like cats dying, but at other times they sounded like women screaming, their cries echoing through my small closet until even with the window shut I could hear their plaintive voices in my mind. “Help, help,” they cawed and wailed; at least that’s what it sounded like to me.


I sometimes think about all the women who sat at that desk—all of us believing this small, contained space represented something so much bigger. Success. Glamour. Freedom. Holly even had her initials carved into the ornate wood—until, years into my marriage, I had them sanded away. I didn’t replace them with my own initials. The desk was a permanent fixture in a house where I was not. It was where I lived, but it was never my home. There was very little in that huge, opulent house that belonged to me.


I spent a decade of my life at the Playboy Mansion. First, I was just a guest—a dazzled, starry-eyed girl at a party. Then, I became a girlfriend. I became a member of arguably the most high-profile, visible modern harem in existence. I became a Playboy centerfold—that holy grail of success in the Playboy world—on newsstands across the country. I became the fiancée of one of the most powerful, controversial, mythical men in the public imagination. And then I left, and became his “runaway bride”—the only one he ever chased after. Eventually, I became his wife. At the end, I became his caretaker. And when he died, I became a widow—and a symbol. Officially, first as vice president and then as president of the board at the Hugh Hefner Foundation, it was my job to help keep the foundation well funded and well regarded. Unofficially, it was also my job to embody the Playboy myth, to embody the Hugh Hefner myth. He had worked so hard for more than seven decades to control the narrative of who he was and how he was, and in his mind, perpetuating this story was the most valuable thing he left me when he died.


I’ve only ever told a small slice of my story. I’ve only ever told the shiny, glamorous parts—the parts that people wanted to hear. The good pieces. Partly, this was because I didn’t want to see myself as a victim. Partly, this was because I didn’t want to upset his family. Mostly, this was because I’d made a promise to Hef.


My last year at the mansion, Hef wanted me near him at all times. I had always had a curfew, but now it was bumped earlier and earlier. When he didn’t know where I was, he whipped up the staff into a frenzy to find me. He was frail and tired, but he rarely talked about death. The only thing he wanted to make sure I knew was that he wanted to be buried in Westwood Village Memorial Park next to Marilyn Monroe. He had already bought the crypt for seventy-five thousand dollars back in the nineties. He said he didn’t care about the funeral service; he would leave all those details to me.


“I won’t be there,” was all he said. “Do whatever you want.”


All he cared about was that he ended up in the slot he’d bought, right next to Marilyn’s. She was the first woman to grace the cover of Playboy and to appear nude inside its pages. He put her in there without her permission, after buying the photos from a calendar company. She never got a dime. And she certainly didn’t have any say in whose bones would be lying next to hers for all eternity.


I didn’t say a word. If that’s what he wanted, that’s what he would get. Hef always got what he wanted.


He told me a lot that he loved me.


He told me he’d be waiting for me on the other side. I tried to see this as a nice thing, but it felt oppressive, almost like a threat.


I used to go out for drives during the day, just to get out of that house. Every time I drove away I thought about the time I was prevented from leaving. The time I had to sneak past security guards in order to escape. And the time I willingly went back.


I would drive around L.A., a city I didn’t know well, because for ten years I’d been sealed up inside that house. Once, I drove all the way to San Diego, through the gritty neighborhoods where I grew up, moving around from apartment to apartment after my dad died; past the swankier neighborhoods where we lived when my mom was dating someone who had money.


I’d drive past the campus of the college I’d once gone to, majoring in psychology and dreaming of helping others. I drove past the tiny apartment I once lived in. I drove past the cemetery where my first love was buried, years ago, when we were both so young. I drove to the beach where my dad used to love to fish—the ocean was always his favorite place to be. I drove through all the loss and grief and confusion and mistakes I had made, and wondered who I would be if I hadn’t been bused to the Playboy Mansion for a Halloween party one long-ago night. I was responsible for my choices, but the cost felt so much higher than I could have ever imagined at the age of twenty-one.


I called my mom sometimes on these drives—she was one of the only people I could really confide in. At the mansion, I didn’t have any real friends. Anyone and everyone would stab you in the back given half a chance. Everyone was a spy. My mom and I have had our ups and downs, but I could always tell her anything. I would vent to her about how trapped I felt, how panicky, how sometimes it felt hard to breathe, like there was an iron band around my chest, keeping me from ever taking a deep enough breath.


“Honey,” she said to me, so many times, “you have money saved. You don’t have to stay there. Just pack up your stuff and go!”


“I can’t leave him,” I’d tell her. And then I’d drive faster because I was worried I had been gone too long. And because I knew I had left once, and I ended up just as lost.


Once upon a time I had desperately needed Hugh Hefner, and then, later, he desperately needed me.


Hef’s ninety-first birthday, in April of 2017, was his last. It was exactly the same as every birthday that had come before it. The theme, as always, was Casablanca. He loved old movies—the black-and-white classics, where the women were damsels in distress and the men were manly and strong—but Casablanca was his all-time favorite. We screened it on his birthday every year, in the movie room, with all the party guests in costume: the men in white tuxedos, the women in slinky 1930s dresses. The dining room was tricked out like Rick’s Cafe, with posters on the walls and decorations that hinted at a dusty Moroccan expat bar. At the end of the movie, when Rick and Ilsa parted ways, he cried. Something about the doomed romance really got to him. By now I knew that he could be very sentimental.


He could also be very cruel.


That night, on his ninety-first birthday, he cried at the end of the movie as he always did. He turned to look at me with tears in his eyes, showing me that he was upset, as if to say, Do something! I’m sad!


I took his hand, gave him a kiss.


He used to dress up as Bogie, in a full white tuxedo, but now he didn’t have the energy for it anymore. Instead, he wore his usual silk pajamas—black this time—and I draped a white tuxedo jacket over his shoulders, an attempt to replicate earlier parties. After the movie, everyone streamed into the dining room. I held Hef’s arm, and he leaned on me—hard. It was difficult for him to walk, but I didn’t want anybody to see that. He still had to be Hugh Hefner for all these people. He couldn’t be an old man. Like the women he adorned himself with, he couldn’t show anything as unpalatable as natural aging. In the movies he watched over and over again, the actors never changed. They didn’t age, they didn’t evolve, they didn’t make different life choices.


Hef was ninety-one, but in his mind it was always forty years ago—his hair was thick and dark, his pipe was lit, and women were always grateful, willing, and eager. Even as he leaned on me to walk on his birthday, in his mind he was still the man all other men wanted to be and all women wanted to fuck. The one with all the power and control.


There were platters of lobster and thousand-dollar tins of caviar laid out on the table. The staff poured champagne into coupe glasses until they overflowed. The typical excess of the Playboy world. I stood holding his arm, letting him lean on me without letting on. Flashes went off as people took photos. People were always taking photos. In the mansion, you had to think about how you might look splashed on the pages of a magazine at all times. You had to always be conscious of your face, your body; how you were holding yourself and what expression you were making. Right now I was trying to look the part of the happy wife.


When they brought the cake out, it was perfectly airbrushed, the same as always: his face and mine screened onto the icing. Hef as Bogart, me his blond Bergman. Before me, it had been Holly’s face on the cake; before that Tina, Brande, Kimberly… a parade of blondes, each one of us replacing the last.


“Blow out the candles!” I said. I smiled and clapped.


In the photos from that night, I am laughing. My makeup is flawless, and my dress sparkles. My golden blond hair has been done in big sexy waves, classic Playboy style. What the cameras don’t capture is everything I’m hiding: that he’s dying, that I’m also sick. That I can feel in my body that something is very wrong. I’m exhausted. My brain is foggy; I can barely think. It feels like my bones are burning. I’ve been to see doctor after doctor, trying to figure out what’s wrong; I’ve been on an intensive course of antibiotics; I’ve had surgery to remove the breast implants I had put in over a decade ago. I still feel horrible. Shaky. Weak. I don’t know what’s wrong, but something is telling me: This mansion is killing me.


I am only thirty-one, but like Hef, I feel like I am old, like I am also dying.


At the end of the night, Hef’s two burly ex-military nurses carried him up the stairs. I helped him change out of the black silk pajamas and into the flannel ones he now preferred to sleep in. I helped him into the bed. The bed was huge, elaborately carved. The mirror still hung on the ceiling, the one he used to like to look up at when he was lying on this bed surrounded by women at his disposal. That night, like so many nights, he wanted to talk about his legacy, and how the Hugh Hefner name would carry on after he died. He always said he wanted to be remembered as someone who made an impression. Someone who changed the sexual mores of his time. He wanted to be a giant of American history: respected, admired, and heroic.


“I want you to be on the board of my foundation,” he was saying as I slipped his slippers off and lifted his pale, almost translucent, legs under the silk sheets. “I want you to continue my legacy going forward.”


And then he paused and looked at me.


“And I want to remind you,” he said, his eyes locked on mine, “to only say good things about me.”


He had a way of being imperious and condescending even when he was asking for a favor.


I hesitated, but barely.


“Of course,” I said.


“Promise me,” he replied.


I looked at him, so frail and weak and small in this big bed, and I swallowed down every part of me that wanted to say so much more. “I will only say good things, I promise.”


He smiled then, and patted the empty space in the bed next to him. He was asleep before I even got into bed, but I lay awake for a long time after, thinking about my promise. It felt exactly like what it was: a heavy weight that I was supposed to carry forever.


Six months later, he came down with a minor infection. At first, it seemed treatable—the doctors just had to identify the correct antibiotic to treat this particular strain of bacteria, and he would be fine. Sure, he was in his nineties, but he’d made it through much worse. He’d made it through cancer. But it was an E. coli infection—an aggressive one. When the doctors started suggesting he wasn’t going to make it, I was confused and frantic. I’d desperately wanted out of the mansion, the marriage, but not like this. Death has always been a trigger for me—whether death of people or animals. When something is about to die I am instantly a child in panic and fear, desperate to stop it from coming into the house. I started calling doctors I knew in L.A. who might have other antibiotics in stock. If I found the right one, I just knew I could save him.


But I couldn’t.


After he died, the media hounded me for a statement. My phone buzzed and buzzed with requests from every news outlet imaginable. At the gates, a pile of bouquets grew higher and higher. Periodically, so that people could go in and out, staff had to go down and clear them away, armloads of crumpled cellophane and dying flowers. There were cards and letters, all about how much he meant to people. He would have loved the outpouring; he would have captured each note and created another scrapbook of the adulation. He had thousands of scrapbooks, arranged by topic, by events and times he wanted to remember.


I didn’t leave at all in those first few weeks. I stayed inside. I didn’t know what to do, where to go. Even more deeply, I didn’t know what I wanted to do or even who I was outside of those gates.


But I was going to have to figure it out—and fast.


The mansion had already been sold, more than a year prior, to a billionaire who wanted to own a piece of Playboy. The agreement with the new owner was that he would allow Hef to continue living in the mansion, undisturbed, for the rest of his life. Now he was gone, and the mansion didn’t belong to any of us anymore. We had to get out.


Finally, I sat down, wrote a statement, and sent it to the publicist at Playboy. She made edits and then we sent it out to the world.


“I haven’t been able to bring myself to write most people back to thank them for their condolences,” I wrote. “I am heartbroken. I am still in disbelief. We laid him to rest Saturday. He is in the place he was always certain he wanted to spend eternity. He was an American hero. A pioneer. A kind and humble soul who opened up his life and home to the world. I felt how much he loved me. I loved him so much. I am so grateful. He gave me life. He gave me direction. He taught me kindness. I will feel eternally grateful to have been by his side, holding his hand, and telling him how much I loved him. He changed my life, he saved my life. He made me feel loved every single day. He was a beacon to the world, a force unlike anything else. There has never been and never will be another Hugh M. Hefner.”


I only said good things.


When I wrote that statement, I meant it. I was heartbroken. I was shattered. I was in shock that he was gone. He seemed eternal in so many ways, even as he faded over those last years—like something that would go on forever. Being with him was being in a kind of prison; but it had also been safe. I wrote that statement from a place of grief and loss. But I don’t even think I knew anymore what I really felt and thought, so I fell back on saying what I thought people wanted and expected me to say. I’d been doing it for so long that what I should say and what I wanted to say were all mixed up and confused for me.


Only say good things.


I was good at that.


I’d promised.


For a long time, I kept that promise.


But that promise was killing me. When I looked around at the world outside of those mansion walls, I saw that the toxic beauty standards I’d almost killed myself trying to attain still had an iron grip on the culture. I saw young girls making the same mistakes I’d made—attaching their value to their appearance, desperate for outside approval in the form of likes and clicks. I thought of the girl I’d been once, before the mansion, before everything, and how I wished there had been someone to tell me that I didn’t have to fit myself into this particular mold in order to be valuable, to be attractive, to be worthy, to be loved.


I want to tell the real story of my time at the Playboy Mansion—the good and the bad, the dark and the light. I want to tell the honest story of my life, which is the story of so many girls and women who grow up believing that their worth comes from what they look like, and that their value can be given to them by other people, and also taken away. I want to tell the story I wish I had heard when I was a young woman trying to find my way in the world, before I showed up at a party, allowed myself to stay, and made the decisions that would shape my life.


For ten years, I lived in a place where the most important thing was how men saw my beauty and desirability. A woman’s value came from being attractive to men, from being the most sexy, the most perfect, the most available. There were very specific rules about face, hair, makeup, body, clothes. And because this was Hugh Hefner’s America, this meant being the blondest and the skinniest. There were also very specific rules about how to behave. I had to act a certain way. I had to be interested in certain things. I had to be malleable. Compliant. I had to let people touch me, casually, like I was a part of the mansion decor. I was a part of the mansion decor. I had to be back home at a certain time. I had to attend events with a smile on my face. I had to make myself available, in every way. There was no wiggle room for my own opinion or thoughts, so eventually I trained myself not to have any. There was no wiggle room to say no. I could say no, but if I did, I would have had to leave. Nobody likes a prude, Hef would say, and I could make my own choice about whether to stay or go. After I’d been there for a while, it didn’t feel like much of a choice.


At the mansion, the question was always: What are you offering? It was a place where everything was transactional. The trick was keeping track of all the transactions one was making. The trick was not giving up too much. At that, it was very easy to fail.


A lot of women came and followed these rules in a quest to “make it.” If they could get a toehold at the mansion, maybe they could get a centerfold. If they got a centerfold, maybe they could make a name for themselves as a model. If they could become a model, they could make a living in this industry. They could really be somebody. That’s what I believed. It’s what we all believed. And it wasn’t just Hef selling it. The world outside was telling us the same thing.


I used to believe that the women who were in Hugh Hefner’s orbit were glamorous and all-powerful. I’d see them standing next to him, in the exclusive, roped-off areas at clubs and parties, and I’d think: They must be really important. They must really be someone. But then, I became one of those women, and I saw other women gazing at me with the same yearning, hungry, envious eyes I had when I was twenty-one.


I wanted to say to them: This isn’t what you think.


I wanted to say to them: Go home.


I wanted to say: Run.


I was twenty-one years old when I found myself on the front stoop of the Playboy Mansion on October 31, 2008, with a whole busload of other young women, all of us vibrating with excitement, nervousness, and anticipation—trick-or-treaters hoping for the sweetest reward. That ornate front door looked like the doorway to success, to a place that could make all of our dreams come true. What most of us did not know was that inside, it was a maze.


And once you went in, it was so hard to find a way out.


So yes, I once promised to only say good things.


But now, I’m finally ready to tell the truth.















CHAPTER 1



Trick or Treat


Everywhere I looked there were sexy cats. White cats, black cats, pink cats. There were also lions, cheetahs, panthers, and even a zebra. A zebra isn’t in the cat family, but this one was certainly sexy enough to be.


Interspersed with the felines were doctors and nurses—each one more naked than the last. One wore just a stethoscope.


L.A. evenings are warm, even in October, but the parking garage was echoing and chilly. I rubbed my bare arms to warm up a bit and shifted from side to side—my feet were starting to hurt. I was so nervous it felt like there were a million butterflies in my chest, or maybe there were woodpeckers. I borrowed a tiny folding mirror to check my face and hair for the thousandth time.


“You look fine,” my new friend said impatiently, but then she grabbed the mirror back from me. She studied her perfectly made-up face and her perfectly parted jet-black hair and then snapped the mirror shut and sighed.


“We’ve been waiting forever,” she said. “Hey, hey!” she yelled, waving to the guy with the clipboard who’d been fending off questions for the past forty-five minutes. “Is this bus ever coming?”


He ignored her.


My new friend Allie made a very sexy Pocahontas, with a tan, faux suede push-up bra and a barely-there fringed skirt hanging on her hips, showing off her flat, tanned stomach. It didn’t cross either of our minds that we shouldn’t be wearing indigenous culture as a costume—the “native American princess” getup was still a standard on the Halloween racks of sexy options, and sexy was the requirement. I’d dressed as a French maid, also sexy. My costume consisted of a black-and-white satin push-up bodice and matching bottoms with a little black choker around my neck; my legs were sheathed in thigh-high fishnets with garters attaching them to my extra-mini mini skirt. There was no way I could bend over and pick anything up in this outfit, much less clean a house. My feet ached in my high heels—I never wore them normally. I preferred flats or sneakers, but you couldn’t wear flat shoes on a night like tonight.


All around Allie and me were sexy versions of every Halloween costume you could possibly imagine. Sexy witches. Sexy flight attendants. And of course, the cats. There were some sexy bunnies, of course, but that was just being a little too obvious. There was even what looked like a sexy firefighter: just a girl in a bikini with a firefighter hat perched on her head. The truth was, anything could be sexy if you just removed most of the clothing.


I clutched tightly to my golden ticket for the night: a printout of an email informing me that I’d been selected as a guest for the annual Playboy Halloween party. I had mine ready to show the man with the clipboard, in case my name hadn’t made it to his list. Allie said I didn’t need the paper, but I wanted to be ready to prove to anyone that I belonged, that I was one of the chosen ones. I kept reading the invite over and over again, just to convince myself.


Everyone was perfectly made up, perfectly blown out, perfectly groomed; everywhere you looked were long bare limbs, shimmering cleavage, surgically perfected breasts. We had clearly been chosen for the specific look of our bodies, our hair, our faces. There was a particular type of girl Hugh Hefner liked to look at, and we were it.


Allie was the reason I was there. She was a new friend—or an acquaintance, really, but I wanted us to be friends. I’d met her on a modeling gig with a creepy local photographer in San Diego, and she walked up to me and struck up a conversation. I was grateful. I always want to meet people, but then in the moment I feel so shy, like my voice is caught in my throat and my heart is pounding too loudly in my ears. But Allie was chatty, relaxed, and extroverted; she did all the work and made it easy. When she told me about the Halloween party at the Playboy Mansion, and how you could apply to go by sending your picture in, I brushed her off at first, insisting that I would never be chosen—I wasn’t Playboy material.


“Hey, you want to be a model, right? Didn’t you just tell me you wanted to be in Playboy someday?” she demanded. It was true—I had said that. The women who got Playboy centerfolds were the most beautiful women in the world, the ones whom every man wanted, and that, I knew, at the ripe age of twenty-one, was power. Allie kept pressing. “So why not try? What do you have to lose? It’s just a party! Worst thing that happens is they just say no. All you have to do is submit a picture. It’ll just take a second.”


“Okay, okay, fine!” I said, just to get her to stop. “But they’ll never pick me. You’ll see.”


I went home and flipped through my modeling photos. I was supposed to submit a headshot and a body shot. I picked out a few that I thought looked good enough. Sultry enough. I attached the photos, took a breath, and clicked send.


The minute I sent them I looked at the photos again, and all I could see were my flaws, my awkwardness. I regretted it instantly, and even though I was all alone in my room in a small apartment, I was embarrassed for myself.


The invitation came only a couple hours later: There were instructions attached on how to dress, and directions to the UCLA parking garage. I had to read the email three times to figure out: I got in. I was shocked, but excited. And there was something deeper, a little flame of happiness that lit up inside me when I thought about someone looking at my photo and choosing me. They had picked me, out of who knows how many other applicants, in spite of my flaws. It felt amazing.


In the parking garage, though, surrounded by so many girls just like me, but better looking in my opinion, I was starting to feel a little less amazing. Nobody looked as insecure as I felt. There was an ease to the way they posed and laughed and fawned over one another with giddy praise. I watched one sexy Snow White greet another.


“You’re so beautiful!”


“No, you are!”


With nothing left to say to each other, they turned away and huddled with their respective friends. Everyone was beautiful and everyone was confident. I felt like an imposter—an imposter wearing a costume, which somehow made it worse.


I didn’t know what the hell I was doing in this garage, but when I turned to Allie to tell her I was going to leave, the guy with the clipboard waded into the crowd and started shouting at us.


“What’s he saying?” one girl yelled.


“Ssshhh!” said Allie.


“Go home!” the guy shouted. “The bus is not coming. The shuttle is done for the night. Everybody go on home.” My heart sank, even though I had just been planning to leave. I had driven two and a half hours for this party, and the idea of getting in my car and driving another two and a half hours home was demoralizing. Driving here I had felt sexy; now I just felt sad. There’s always been a fine line between those two things for me.


He started shooing us away. Girls gasped and protested. Some people booed. A big group broke off and walked away, laughing and talking about what bar they could hit. The night was still young. Assuming we were leaving, too, I spun on my heel to head back to the car, but Allie grabbed my arm.


“No way,” she said. “We’re not leaving.”


“But—”


“We are going to that party!”


I sighed but didn’t say anything more. A few minutes later, a cheer went up through the girls who had refused to leave, as headlights swept around the corner and a shuttle bus roared up and popped its doors open.


“All right, get on,” clipboard guy said wearily. “I guess it’s your lucky night.”


I hadn’t been feeling particularly lucky. In fact, things seemed to be going backward. I was in college, but I wasn’t sure I was going in the right direction. I’d enrolled at San Diego State and declared a major in psychology. I found a great apartment near campus, big, with a lot of sun, and overlooking the train tracks. I didn’t mind the sound of the trains—I liked to think about people coming and going or just blowing through town, on their way to bigger and better places.


The apartment was too expensive for just me, so I placed an ad for a roommate. Another student applied, a guy named Rob who worked at a chain restaurant nearby. He seemed like a good bet as a roommate—he had a steady job, and struck me as reliable and fun and safe—a kind of goofy football player type. Then one night, we went out bar hopping, and I woke up back in our apartment with him on top of me, the weight of his body so heavy, his mouth seeking mine. I shoved him off, rolled away, crawled into my bedroom, and slammed the door. I felt grateful I’d stopped it in time; I also felt so stupid for getting myself into that kind of situation by trusting someone and drinking too much. I didn’t even like to drink, and rarely did, so I was a lightweight. It wasn’t the first time this kind of thing had happened to me—and other times, I hadn’t been so lucky. Every single time it happened I always wondered what I had done wrong, what message I had given, that made men think it was okay to climb on top of me when I was asleep.


Not once did I wonder what was wrong with the guys who did it.


There was this guy I’d known in high school, nicknamed Sputnik for some reason, whom I’d thought was my friend, too. He was part of a crew who’d take their cars out in the middle of the night and drag race down the dark freeways and side roads of San Diego, moving to a new spot every time the cops caught on to them. Some other girls and I hung out with them—I guess because they seemed edgy and cool. One night, I was riding with him, and somehow we ended up alone in his car, just the two of us. He parked someplace remote and came on to me, hard.


I’d never been attracted to him—he dressed like a raver kid, with those big baggy jeans—and with his shaved head he had a kind of mean, sneaky look. He’d struck me as the kind of person who didn’t really have any morals or kindness. He drove recklessly and did whatever he wanted. And what he wanted that night was to have sex with me. I tried to laugh him off, push him away, but he was rough and held me down. When he pushed himself into me, I stopped trying to stop him. I let it happen. I pretended to be okay with it. I thought, If I just go along with it, it will be over faster.


I didn’t want it to be rape. If it was just “bad sex,” I could just shake it off, move on.


It seemed like it was always like that, though, and I hated it—the way sex could be turned against you so easily. No matter what happened when it came to sex, I wanted to be in charge. I wanted it to be my decision, my choice. But it seemed like I rarely got the chance to make that choice with someone.


I had kicked Rob, my roommate who forgot which room he slept in, out of the apartment the next day. I moved back in with my mom because I couldn’t afford the apartment on my own. Her place was small and dark, and I started to feel like my life was small and dark. What was I doing? I didn’t really want to be a psychologist. I was trying to be a model, but I wasn’t getting anywhere fast. My best gig had been playing G.I. Jane at a comic con. There was something about that I’d really loved—G.I. Jane was such a badass. It was fun, for a night, to pretend to be someone who could command a room, take control, do exactly what she wanted.


I was adrift. I’d had a panic attack in class, maybe because the topic was death and the afterlife. I started thinking about my dad, lying in that hospital bed in the last minutes of his life, and suddenly there were these dark, crackling walls closing in at the edges of my vision, and my breath was coming fast, and I thought I might throw up right there on the floor in the middle of class. I managed to walk out without attracting too much attention, but I felt like I was always on the verge of another panic attack. I felt heavy, tired. I thought too much about the universe, and how tiny people are—how tiny I was. I’d start to think about how we are all just stuck here on this ball of a planet, spinning in nothingness, and I’d feel the edges closing in again.


Getting dressed to go to a party at the Playboy Mansion made my whole body feel like a panic attack waiting to happen, but I knew it was more excitement than panic. I was ready to forget about my life for a little while. I was excited. I wanted to have just one night of pure fun and escape—I wanted to be dazzled. I was already nervous, and my mom following me around as I got ready to go—commenting on my costume, my shoes, my makeup, my hair—didn’t help with the nerves


“These curls aren’t going to hold,” she said, fluffing my hair, looking me over critically. “You should put on some better lipstick.”


I could tell she wished she was going, too. My mom was gorgeous for her age—she’d worked at it—but her Playboy party days were behind her.


“Well,” she said, with a wistful little sigh, “I guess you’re about to see how the other half lives.”


The mile-and-a-half drive from the parking garage at UCLA to Holmby Hills seemed to take forever, but finally, the shuttle pulled up to a barred iron gate. Charing Cross Road sounded fancy, but also kind of British, a magical place Harry Potter might visit on his way to Hogwarts. A tall, evergreen privacy hedge wrapped around the property. It looked like any other crazy wealthy property in Beverly Hills, but this was Holmby Hills, a super exclusive enclave that made Beverly Hills look a little basic. But as the gates swung open, I couldn’t be cool enough to not gasp out loud. I felt like we’d gone through a portal into another universe.


Spotlights lined the long, winding drive, and the low, thrilling thump of bass swelled as we approached; a big yellow traffic sign nestled in the hedge read PLAYMATES AT PLAY. And then—the mansion loomed up into the dark night sky, looking every inch like a fairy tale castle, surrounded by towering evergreens and redwoods.


If Hogwarts decided to wear a sexy Halloween costume, it would be dressed as the Playboy Mansion.


Allie and I looked at each other and whisper-screamed with excitement—I couldn’t believe we were really here. I remembered the first time I saw a Playboy magazine, in my stepdad’s office, when I was in middle school. It was propped up on a shelf, along with his real estate books and other important-looking stuff. There was a whiff of the forbidden about Playboy. It was taboo, sexy, illicit, and over the line—but there was also a sense of everyone nodding and approving of it. I’d opened that magazine as a young girl and thought, These are the most beautiful women in the world. All the men want them. They are so powerful. I’d seen Hugh Hefner give an interview where he said “The Playboy bunny logo is more recognized than Coca-Cola,” and that seemed true. Playboy was an empire, untouchable and unconquerable, and these women were celebrities, gazing out from the pages of Playboy like they owned the world.


The shuttle pulled around a circular drive. Women clothed in only body paint held trays of drinks just below their breasts, as if offering both to arriving visitors. We stepped out of the shuttle right in front of a huge Gothic front door. Inside, the party roared with light, music, life, and energy.


“Now listen,” Allie said in my ear as we stumbled off the shuttle and up to the house. “You can’t be shy or timid tonight, okay? We’re gonna get out there and party. We’re going to have the most amazing night of our lives!”


I nodded at her. If tonight was going to be the best night of my life, I was going to enjoy it. I could be confident, sexy, and fun. I could. Or I could at least fake it until I felt it.


She grabbed my hand, and we plunged in.


Everywhere we went, there were tables full of amazing food, glasses of fizzing champagne, bowls of candy. Wait staff whisked through the crowd with trays; the thumping dance music permeated the air. More women in elaborate metallic body paint danced on high platforms, their nude bodies shimmering. One of the butlers held a monkey on his arm; guests stopped to coo over it and pet its soft, tiny head. We wandered around in awe, feeling like the kids in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory walking into Willy Wonka’s magical land of lollipop flowers and chocolate rivers for the first time. My mouth hung open, but I couldn’t help it. There was no playing it cool or acting as if this was anything less than what it was: a real-life fantasy world.


The mansion itself was wide open to guests—you could go anywhere you wanted except for upstairs. I clung to Allie’s arm as she pulled me room to room like a tugboat and just stared, trying to soak it all in: There was a Picasso on this wall; a Jackson Pollock on another. There was a Frankenstein head that I assumed was just a Halloween decoration, but everything besides that, from the rich velvet sofas to the sparkling chandeliers, was lush and extravagant. Allie plucked a clear plastic glass of bubbly for each of us from a passing tray and handed one to me; I took one bright, sweet sip and then another. The alcohol made the panic subside, and after I downed the glass, I quickly grabbed another. I was going to be like this champagne, bright and bubbly and the life of the party.


We finished our tour of the house and went outside, where the lush green lawns seemed to roll on forever. We found our way through the big circus-like party tents, sparkling with lights, and down to the pool, where the crush of the party was the densest. People were crowding up to a velvet rope that blocked off a row of pool cabanas.


We craned our heads to get a quick look.


All the cabanas were full of important looking men—celebrities, maybe—although I didn’t recognize anyone right away. Each cabana was also full of beautiful, sexy, laughing women—drinking and surveying the crowd or noticeably fawning over the men. The biggest cabana in the center was roped off from the others—all set up with a couch and chairs, tables, drinks, and flickering candles, but nobody was in there.


Then, the air changed, became charged like right before a thunderstorm comes in—everyone in the crowd started murmuring and looking up toward the mansion. We looked, too. A group of people was making its way down the hill, and they must have been important, because the crowd surged toward them like a wave as they made their way to the cabanas.


People started yelling and clapping, but I couldn’t see over their heads any longer as the crowd grew thicker.


Allie grabbed my hand and pulled. “Come on!” she said, and forced her way through the press of bodies, all the way up to the edge of the velvet rope not too far from the big cabana. It wasn’t empty any longer. There, right there, was Hugh Hefner, just sitting down with two girls—twins. Security guards and more women crowded in behind them.


I stood there, dumbstruck—it was the closest I’d ever been to someone so famous.


And then, Allie started waving.


She leaned right over the rope and started waving her arms around wildly, hopping up and down. I felt a stab of panic—What on earth was she doing? I was embarrassed and about to tell her to knock it off, when suddenly, he spotted her wild waving. He looked at her. And then his gaze fell on me.


I froze. My whole body went cold as he looked me over, from head to toe. He pointed at me and crooked his finger. I could see his mouth forming the words:


You.


Come here.


That moment—me standing there at the velvet rope, him looking at me, and everyone else turning to look at me, too—seemed to stretch out forever in slow motion.


There was a break in time as I stood in that thick crowd of people: a split second when his gaze might have slipped over me to some other girl, and my life would have continued on its normal, bumpy course. But this road forked the other way: He pointed, and his security guards saw that he wanted something. Someone.


The security guys moved toward me. The crowd got louder. Someone unclipped the rope, and I was moving, as if on a conveyor belt. I tried to pull Allie with me, but security must have cut her off. A minute ago, everything had made sense—just like at the zoo, I was standing outside the enclosure, looking in, and the rules were the rules: You stay out here, and the animals stay in there. Now all of a sudden I was going right into the tiger enclosure. Alone.


A sexy cat moved out of the space next to him on the couch, probably by order of the security guard, and suddenly I was sitting next to Hugh Hefner, and he was smiling at me—not from the page of a magazine or from a television screen, but in real life. With his slight tan, silver hair, and deep-red silk robe, he seemed like a movie star from another era. He smelled like old-timey cologne. His hand, when he shook mine, was warm, and his smile was charming and automatic. On the other side of him sat the two sexy twin angels, in matching white fishnet stockings with garters similar to mine attached to short, fluffy, white skirts. Instead of halos they each wore a tiara. Even with the sexy costumes and full makeup, they looked too young to be at a Playboy party.


I sat there silently, a tornado of anxiety spinning inside my head behind the bright smile I’d plastered on. I knew I had just a fleeting window of time to make some kind of impression—I could already feel that his attention was fickle, that it would rest on me for only a brief moment before flicking to something else, like a sugar-seeking hummingbird. He was saying hello, asking me questions; I had to force my brain to work. Answer him! Speak!


“I’m a student,” I managed to say, answering his question, What do you do? “I’m studying psychology at San Diego State.”


“Oh, I studied psychology at the University of Illinois,” he said, and started reminiscing about his college days. I could barely process what he was saying. My mind was screaming the whole time: You’re talking to Hugh Hefner!
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