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Note to the Reader

WITHIN THE TEXT OR at the end of the article, you will find the year it was written. When related articles have been combined into one, the year of each has been included. Where there have been updates for this second edition, they also follow at the end of an essay. To allow each essay to stand on its own, some facts have been referred to more than once, but I have tried to minimize overlap, and to restore or rewrite text that was adapted for a particular magazine issue. Two essays, “Life Between the Lines” and “Ruth’s Song (Because She Could Not Sing It),” appeared here for the first time, as do the Preface and Postscripts, and other updating in this second edition. In general, I’ve tried to make this book an entity in itself, without changing the state of mind in which each of its various parts was written.



Preface

AS A WRITER, I feel rewarded by the fact that this collection has remained in print over the dozen years since it was first published. Now, with a new preface and a few postscripts, it enters its second edition. Considering the average shelf life of a book in this country is somewhere between that of milk and eggs—and the essays in this one ranged over a twenty-year period when they were first assembled—that is more than I could even have imagined.

Reissued in a slightly changed world, I hope these essays have added uses. For younger readers and others whose idea of the recent feminist past is secondhand, they may contribute to an account of events and ideas as they were experienced at the time. I think of the need for such a contemporaneous record whenever I read books and articles that are based more on media or academic accounts than on the diverse experiences of people who were there; for instance, when I hear “women-imitating-men,” “anti-male,” “women-as-victims,” “white middle class,” and other mutually contradictory descriptions of a monolithic movement I don’t recognize. Even feminist scholars sometimes fall victim to the ease of computer searches, and let their views be shaped by newspaper clippings they wouldn’t trust in the present. Perhaps there should be a guideline for all scholars of the recent past: People before paper.

I also hope the durability of this and other collections and anthologies puts a dent in the popular convention that multisubject books are somehow less worthwhile and lasting than single subject ones. When I was writing “Life Between the Lines,” I, too, felt apologetic for not producing what I still thought of as “a real book.” Since then, I’ve learned that diversity has its uses, especially when trying to convey even a little of what happens when we transform ideas once based on sex and race. It turns out that, for every purpose other than reproduction on one hand or resistance to certain diseases on the other, the differences between people of the same sex or race are much greater than those between females and males, or between races as groups; yet lifelong caste systems based on these two visible differences remain the only political systems so pervasive that they are confused with nature. One subject just isn’t enough to excite our imaginations of what life could be like without all the assumptions that flow from these caste systems, from an intimate to a global level. Even histories of movements against such caste systems are more about the thing than the thing itself. Only personal stories, plus parallels with systems already recognized as political—say, those based on class or ethnicity, which also were once thought to be inborn—can help us begin to see the world as if everyone mattered. After all, human beings do what we see, not what we’re told. We need diverse examples.

In retrospect, I realize that I also responded to the “what-one-book-should-I-read-about-feminism” question by recommending books that offered diversity, from anthologies like Sisterhood Is Powerful, Radical Feminism, and All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, But Some of Us Are Brave, to collections by one author, like Andrea Dworkin’s Woman Hating or Alice Walker’s In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens. Of those, Robin Morgan’s Sisterhood Is Powerful holds the record for longevity in this wave of feminism with twenty-five years in print, and the rest are still in bookstores, dog-eared in libraries, assigned in classrooms, or cherished at bedside—along with other treasure troves that have appeared in the meantime. (Note: There are more references for that “what-one-book-should-I-read-about-feminism” listed at the end of this preface. Each book will lead you to many more.) If this collection joins them in any of those places, I’ll be a happy writer.

On the other hand, the activist in me doesn’t feel at all happy to find that this or any of its sister books is still relevant. I would feel far more rewarded if this collection were so out of date with most readers that it ranked with Why Roosevelt Can’t Win A Second Term, or the cottage industry of books about South African apartheid and Soviet Communism as systems only wars could end. When I see the essays in this book being handed down to another generation of readers, I don’t know whether to celebrate or mourn.

Here are some examples of their currency that worry me:

Recently, I was interviewed for a television documentary on the women’s movement that focused on why, in the words of its women producers, “there are no young feminists.” Though they could have looked at opinion polls and found there are actually more young feminists than ever before in history—not to mention more young women who lead feminist lives, whatever they call themselves—I knew what they meant. Their question really was: Why aren’t young women more feminist than older women—as we expect them to be?

I found myself explaining all over again the trends I reported seventeen years ago in “Why Young Women Are More Conservative.” It’s men who are rebellious in youth and grow more conservative with age. Women tend to be conservative in youth and grow more rebellious with age; a pattern that has been evident since abolitionist and suffragist times. This makes sense in a male-dominant society where young men rebel against their powerful fathers, and then grow more conservative as they replace them, while young women outgrow the limited power allotted to them as sex objects and child bearers, and finally replace their less powerful mothers. Furthermore, young women haven’t yet experienced the injustices of inequality in the paid labor force, the unequal burden of childrearing and work in the home, and the double standard of aging. To put it another way, if young women have a problem, it’s only that they think there’s no problem.

This pattern shouldn’t have been news when the essay was first published. Unfortunately, it was—and still is. If I were writing the same essay today, I would make more clear that the female pattern is no better or worse than the male one; just different. Nor is either pattern true for all members of one gender; it’s culture at work here, not biology. If we look at history, the average age of a woman’s self-respecting rebellion gets younger by a decade or so with each wave of feminism. Eventually, gender patterns will disappear along with the roles that created them. But behaving as if a culturally male paradigm is the expected, normal, or only one renders invisible the many women (and some men) whose lives follow a different logic, and diminishes the courage of those young women who do buck the gender-role conservatism of their peers. Most of all, it causes society—and even women ourselves—to underestimate the power of older women as gender rebels—women in their forties, fifties, sixties, and beyond. Now that the U.S. birthrate has plummeted and life expectancy is at least thirty years longer than in the suffragist era, older women are even more likely to make up the critical mass of feminist energy.

Lately, we’ve also begun to understand more reasons why women are the one group that grows more radical with age. I’ve added a note on some of them. But even young feminists themselves—like those young television producers—are still made to feel lonely. They wonder: “Where is everybody?”

How long before both women and men are allowed to see self-respecting rebellion as a lifelong possibility?

Sixteen years ago, “If Hitler Were Alive, Whose Side Would He Be On?” was written to expose the fact that anti-abortion groups were trying to equate Jews with fetuses and supporters of freely chosen, legal abortion with Nazis. This inflammatory rhetoric had just replaced a largely unsuccessful rightwing attempt to portray legal abortion as a genocidal plot against the black community; an allegation that had little to back it up (white women were and are more likely to have abortions than women of color), but might have been more successful if it hadn’t come mainly from white racists who were also complaining that, as you’ll see, “the white Western world is committing suicide through abortion and contraception.” I thought the mainstream media would pick up on the cynicism of this new and outrageous campaign, as well as on the historical fact that Hitler and the Nazis had actually been anti-abortion. Declaring abortion a crime against the state for which women and doctors could be imprisoned, closing down the family planning clinics, and banning information on contraception—all these were part of the Nazi effort to increase the Aryan population while eliminating Jews and other undesirables in more immediate ways.

Now, it’s a decade and a half later, and anti-abortion groups are still comparing pro-choice activists to Nazis—unchecked by the media. This inflammatory rhetoric has invited or justified firebombings and other terrorist acts against reproductive health care clinics that now take place on an average of once a month. There have also been murders and attempted murders of clinic doctors and staff.

Have these violent results served to temper anti-abortion rhetoric? I’m afraid not. On the contrary, it has entered the mainstream. Rush Limbaugh, an ultra-rightwing talk show host who gained popularity during the current backlash against equality, has compressed this false equation of feminists with Nazis into a single word: “feminazi.” Asked to define it in 1992, he explained: “A feminazi is a woman—a feminist—to whom the most important thing in the world is that as many abortions as possible take place.”1 I’ve never met anyone who fits that description, though he lavishes it on me among many others. In fact, the right to have children in safety, as well as the right to decide when and whether to have children, has always been our goal; for instance, one of the first feminist legal battles was waged against coerced sterilization. The current emphasis on abortion is a response to attempts to re-criminalize or terrorize it out of existence.

Nonetheless, the term “feminazi” goes right on being reported in the media as if it were legitimate or even amusing. Would an equally cruel and ahistorical term like “nazijew” be treated in the same way? I doubt it. How long will it be before equating freely-chosen abortion with genocide—and feminists with Nazis—has been so exposed in the media that it can no longer justify terrorism?

In the nineteen years since I wrote “Erotica vs. Pornography,” an understanding that pornography is about misogyny and violence, not sex—just as rape is about violence and not sex—has found its resonance among an increasingly terrorized public, and has triggered a national debate. That’s the good news. The bad news is that anti-pornography activists have been so misunderstood—and so distorted by a disinformation campaign from the pornography industry—that they are increasingly lumped together with rightwing censors, even though those censors themselves are superclear about being anti-feminist, anti-gay, anti-lesbian, anti-abortion, anti-sex education, anti-nudity, and anti-anything sexual unless it ends in conception within marriage. In fact, it’s usually pretty easy to tell a censor from a feminist. The former is trying to get books out of the library, while the latter is trying to get more books in.

I can’t tell you how surrealistic it is to find myself and others called “puritanical,” “the new Victorians,” or “anti-sex” for the same views that got us condemned as “sexual liberationists” and “immoral women” until a few years ago. (Indeed, among rightwingers themselves, we still are.) Women and men who oppose pornography for its normalizing of violence will have to fight hard if we’re going to avoid the suffragists’ fate of being recorded in history as boring, asexual bluestockings. After all, many of them believed in sexual liberation as much as we do, from Emma Goldman and Victoria Woodhull to Margaret Sanger. Making women seem anti-sex and joyless if we want the right to be sexual without being humiliated or hurt, and making men seem wimpy and undersexed if they prefer cooperation to domination, is clearly the tactic of choice for isolating anybody who tries to separate sexuality from violence and domination—which is a challenge to male dominance at its heart.

Why has separating pornography from erotica turned out to be even more difficult than separating rape from sex, sexual harassment from mutual attraction, and other efforts to separate violence and dominance from sex? I think most of the answer lies in the billions of dollars being made by a multinational pornography industry on everything from movies, videos, comic books, porn magazines, CD ROMS, and video games to the live sex shows, child prostitution, sex tourism, and the sexual slave trade of “throwaway” children and imported women who also are used in pornography. This is the industry in which organized crime has been most successful in going “legitimate,” even in being defended by civil liberties groups to which pornographers contribute. Just by prosecuting crimes already committed in the making of pornography—from beatings and imprisonments like those described in the essay on Linda Lovelace, to the abduction and rape of children—we could make profiteering in this business far more risky. If distribution were limited—or, worst of all, if pornography were to become less tolerated and popular—this biggest of all growth-industries would shrink. That’s why anti-pornography protests are so much more likely to be condemned as threats to the First Amendment—even if they are actually strengthening it by using free speech—than are similar protests against Ku Klux Klan, neo-Nazi, and other less profitable forms of hate literature. It’s almost come to the point where the best way to protect a crime is to photograph it and sell it as pornography. The surest way to be condemned as a censor is to suggest that a crime sold as pornography should be prosecuted like any other.

Of course, there are less economic but deeper reasons why we may still believe that pornography is “normal.” Depictions of mutual pleasure and the sexualization of equality are so rare that pornographers seem to have the franchise on sex. They can get away with claiming that to oppose pornography is to oppose sex. Every time we talk about “sex-drugs-and-violence” as if it were one entity, we strengthen their claim that sex is intrinsically violent.

Since this essay was written, however, we’ve learned more about the clear linkage between a society’s degree of child abuse and its degree of adult sado-masochism. Many people grow up with the conviction that pain and humiliation are an inevitable part of love and intimacy. The answer to pornography lies not only in exposing it as an institution, but making sure that individuals who are drawn to it, but who are not hurting others, don’t feel condemned. It’s partly this feeling of being personally accused that has caused some women, including some feminists, to defend pornography. Just as there are people so rooted in race or class systems that it feels like “home,” there are some sex workers and others for whom prostitution and pornography have an unchosen power.

For most people, however, the greatest barrier to opposing pornography is the ignorance of what is in it. Diana Russell, a feminist pioneer who sometimes wears a T-shirt with the simple slogan, “Women against pornography and censorship,” has included in her recent book, Against Pornography: The Evidence of Harm,2 some of the most common pornographic images, so that those who have averted their eyes out of self-protection might know what is in their movie theaters, video stores, newsstands, and increasingly likely to invade their homes via cable and cyberspace. These are typical images: Women with breasts so dangerously enlarged by implants that they can no longer lie down or walk normally; female bodies turned into meat market parts by gags, bonds, and masks; young girls with tear tracks in their make-up as they experience “pleasure” in their humiliation; women chained with their legs apart while bottles and rods are forced up their vaginas; girls who smile, apparently on drugs, as their nipples and labia are pierced by needles; children being penetrated orally and anally in “how-to” manuals of child abuse; women screaming in pain as they are strung up in harnesses and penetrated by animals or dildos; adult males with little boys playing the “female” role as their bodies are painfully invaded; even very realistic scenes of evisceration and murder. In much of the above, the difference in power between victim and victimizer is made greater by an added difference of race, class, age, or degree of vulnerable nudity.

How long before women and men of all races can oppose pornography, and be taken as seriously as Jews who oppose Nazi imagery, blacks who oppose racist imagery, or anyone who opposes depictions of hate and degradation that are not sexualized?

As you can see, I feel angry when I re-read some of these pages and consider the lack of change or reminders of the backlash against change. But anger is an energy cell for action. I hope you cherish and use whatever you may feel. Only anger unexpressed and turned inward becomes bitterness or depression, and there is plenty of proof here that action is an antidote to those feelings, and the only path to progress. Indeed, backlash itself is a tribute to success; the dangerous but inevitable result of turning the majority consciousness toward equality, thus turning the former anti-equality majority into an irate minority that still thinks it can dictate what is legal, and even what is normal.

For women especially who are so trained to find our identity in the approval of others, facing opposition is difficult. But, as historian Gerda Lerner has pointed out, it is a shared characteristic of women’s history—or the real history of any marginalized group—to be lost and discovered, lost again and re-discovered, re-lost and re-re-discovered, until the margins have transformed the center. As in a tree or a seed, the margins are where the growth is. Who would want to be anywhere else?

There are many signs of growth to celebrate in these pages. They run the full spectrum from personal to political. The political is shared by groups, and eventually by the whole of society, but the personal will be different for every reader. My celebrations include:

Realizing that my expose of working in a Playboy Club has outlived all the Playboy Clubs, both here and abroad.

Re-visiting my alma mater of “College Reunion” to give the 1995 commencement address, and finding it had become a hive of student activism, and also the first of the Seven Sisters to appoint an African-American woman president—who is about to take office.

Re-reading the account of Bella Abzug’s congressional defeat in “Far from the Opposite Shore,” and realizing that this sad defeat also paved the way for her new position as an organizer of international women’s groups within the United Nations system, and thus the discovery of her talents by a worldwide constituency. (As one woman announced with pride as she arrived at the UN, “I am the Bella Abzug of Mongolia.”)

Finding that subjects here have been enlarged upon elsewhere, from the politics of “Men and Women Talking” (now explored most popularly by Deborah Tannen in You Just Don’t Understand) to “The International Crime of Genital Mutilation” (which finally is being reported by mainstream media, and is acquiring the most important engine of change: a movement of women who have suffered this mutilation, and are brave enough to organize against their own cultural traditions in order to save their daughters).

Looking again at “In Praise of Women’s Bodies,” and finding it made all the more poignant by a new understanding of the frequency and seriousness of eating disorders, and of the gender politics that cause young women to starve themselves out of menstruation, hips, breasts, and their female fate.

Seeing the lesbian and gay movements enlarge the space in which gender rebels like those described in “Transsexualism” can live and be themselves—with or without surgery.

Wishing I had written more on traveling as an interracial team of feminist organizers in “Life Between the Lines”—and on the shared origins of racism and sexism in “Houston and History”—because there is still too much characterizing of the entire women’s movement as “white middle class” (more than, say, the Republican Party, where one could go snow blind); yet also noticing an increase in multiracial organizing, especially among younger feminists, even if they don’t know the history of other such work.

And then there are individual lives as markers of change: Seeing the acting talent of Marilyn Monroe being taken more seriously, something she longed for, during her lifetime; celebrating Alice Walker’s journey to becoming a writer whose work is now known worldwide, a source of great joy; and remembering that Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis said after this article was published that it helped her become accepted as a serious editor, work she continued to do for sixteen years. She died, as her son described, surrounded by her family and the books she loved.

In my own life, the essay “Ruth’s Song” has been the greatest marker of change. For years, I could not bear to re-read it. Some mysterious part of myself must have had more courage to face the sadness of my mother’s life than I did. Only much later did I realize that I had been writing about my own life as well—about the early years that I had walled off and allowed to remain a magnet for sadness, about seeing my mother in other women who were having a hard time, and about how much I had missed having a strong and protective mother. Now, I’m able to think about the meaning of this sentence I wrote then, but without conscious understanding: “I know I will spend the next years figuring out what her life has left in me.”

And it’s true. I continue to uncover parts of myself that I had denied because they were like her, and so might invite her fate. But now that the fear is gone, these discoveries are themselves a kind of rebirth.

Whether the life is yours or mine, our parents’ or that of children yet to come, it’s far better to be one’s whole self than to be immortal. In a contest between pleasure that a work has lasted and an activist wish for a world in which everyone matters, the choice is simple. I hope you will find something within this book that will help you to make it obsolete.


	—1995
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For rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft

—I Samuel 15:23



Learning from Experience



Life Between the Lines

THERE HAVE BEEN DAYS in the last ten or twelve years when I thought my collected works would consist entirely of fundraising letters, scribbled outlines of speeches, statements hammered out at the birth of some new coalition, and introductions to other people’s books.

I don’t regret the time I’ve devoted to those projects. Writing that leads to action, puts some common feeling into words, or introduces people to one another may be just as important in the long run as much of the fact and fiction published in conventional ways. If I were to name an emotional highpoint of my twenty or so years as a writer, it might be the two sleepless days I spent as an invited outside scribe for diverse caucuses at the 1977 National Women’s Conference (an event also described here in “Houston and History”). Women representing every group of “minority” Americans, from the oldest Indian nations to the newest Vietnamese refugees, had decided to forge a shared resolution. As words were found to describe the common experiences of women of color while preserving the special issues of each group, and as that unprecedented shared resolution passed by acclamation of two thousand delegates representing every part of the country, I felt a pride in being a writer that was at least as pleasurable as the pride that comes from seeing one’s more personal words in print.

In the same way and supposing there is such a thing as posterity, I might be just as pleased if my part in it were much shorter than a book or an essay: perhaps the invention of something as brief and pithy as the phrase reproductive freedom, a democratic substitute for such old paternalisms as population control, and a Fifth Freedom of special importance to the female half of the world. Finding language that will allow people to act together while cherishing each other’s individuality is probably the most feminist and truly revolutionary function of writers. Just as there can be no deep social change without art and music (as Emma Goldman said, “If I can’t dance, it’s not my revolution”), there can be none without words that create the dream of change in our heads.

Nonetheless, it’s one of the ironies of trying to be a writer and an activist at the same time that just when you feel you have the most to write about, you have the least time in which to write it.

I regret very much that I never kept a diary during more than a dozen years of traveling at least a couple of days a week as an itinerant speaker and feminist organizer. Though most of the ideas and observations in this book were born during those travels (including its title, as you will see in the last essay, “Far from the Opposite Shore”), I could have written a book-length, blow-by-blow account of just one early year. For instance, a year that included being the first woman speaker for the powerful few at the National Press Club in Washington (they gave me a tie) and a Harvard Law Review banquet (where, supplied with research from the few women students at this school that began admitting females only in the 1950s, I committed the sin of talking specifically about Harvard instead of generally about The World). Or finding three thousand people gathered for a speech in a basketball stadium in Wichita, Kansas, while the media was still reporting that feminism was the invention of a few far-out women on either coast, and New York colleagues were predicting either indifference or the strong possibility of my being stoned to death. Or meeting women who were protesting everything from sex-segregated help-wanted ads in Pittsburgh to Nevada’s practice of pressuring welfare mothers into prostitution in order to save money and increase tourist attractions.

Despite deprecations the media were then reporting about “Women’s Lib” or “bra burners,” several more years like that one at the start of the 1970s taught me that daily rebellions and dreams of equality were sprouting up everywhere—inside families and in public life. And these new ideas were not confined to any predictable demographics of age, race, education, or geography. If anything, rebellion was less rhetorical and more real in parts of the country where women’s alternatives were more restricted than in the big cities of New York or California, and at economic levels that made women’s salaries even more crucial to survival than among the middle-class rebels who were the focus of the press.

Those regular travels also gave me good news to bring back to women writers and editors in New York who were growing impatient with the old “feminine” and “masculine” stereotypes in the media, and who had just held historic sit-ins at The Ladies’ Home Journal and RAT, a so-called radical paper that actually prospered on pornography. The good news was that there were more than enough readers for a new kind of women’s magazine for, by, and about women. Though feminism was (and sometimes still is) a misunderstood word, many women readers wanted a magazine that supported its real definition: the equality and full humanity of women and men. After all, even those magazines directed at women were totally male-owned and controlled, and mostly edited by men. In order to right the balance, women needed a national forum—indeed, many such forums.

Meetings with other women in the publishing world uncovered war stories that either made you laugh or cry. Look magazine told Patricia Carbine, who had been essentially running that magazine for years as executive editor, that a woman could never be editor-in-chief. At The Ladies’ Home Journal where I was an occasional consultant and writer, one of its two top editors (both men, of course) was so convinced that I was nothing like its readers (whom he described as “mental defectives with curlers in their hair”) that he used to hand me a manuscript and say, “Pretend you’re a woman and read this.” Even at that, he was more flexible than the owner of Seventeen, who ordered an end to my editorial consulting there when he discovered I was raising money for the legal defense fund of Angela Davis. An editor at New York magazine, where the women’s movement was at least understood as an important news event, still insisted the whole thing was a minor upper-class discontent that could be solved by importing more maids from Jamaica. The New York Times Magazine seemed to be continuing its usual practice of allowing women, minorities, and homosexuals to write first-person confessional pieces, but, in the name of objectivity, assigning white male heterosexual “authorities” to write definitive articles on these groups. A memo from Hugh Hefner smuggled out by a woman office worker at Playboy magazine in Chicago was a three-page diatribe against publishing an article on the women’s movement that one of his editors had assigned to a professional male journalist, and thus had come out too “objective” and “well-balanced” for Hefner’s purposes. As he wrote, “Doing a piece on the pros and cons of feminism strikes me as rather pointless for Playboy. What I’m interested in is the highly irrational, emotional, kookie trend… . These chicks are our natural enemies… . It is time to do battle with them… . What I want is a devastating piece … a really expert, personal demolition job on the subject.” I remember assuming that the staff member’s brave release of that memo to the press would have a chilling effect on anyone who cared about journalism, much less women’s equality. Wrong. It was treated with chuckles and smiles. Objectivity was for serious concerns, not for anything relating to women.

There was an even bigger problem for women of color. Black women at these meetings reported that senior editorial jobs at major national magazines included not one of their number. Even a magazine for black women was partly owned by Playboy, and, in the pattern of other women’s magazines, was published by two men. As one woman put it, “At least you’re getting hostility. We’re still The Invisible Woman.”

It was stories and meetings like those that rounded up the energy and professionalism for a national, inclusive, female-controlled magazine for women. With little capital and no intention of duplicating the traditional departments designed around “feminine” advertising categories—recipes to reinforce food ads, beauty features to praise beauty advertisers, and the like—we knew it would be economically tough. (Fortunately, we didn’t know how tough. Attracting ads for cars, sound equipment, beer, and other things not traditionally directed to women still turns out to be easier than convincing advertisers that women look at ads for shampoo without accompanying articles on how to wash their hair, just as men look at ads for shaving products without articles on how to shave.) Given all these obstacles, we never would have continued if readers hadn’t encouraged us. We produced one sample issue of this new editorial content—a magazine designed to stay on newsstands for three months—and it sold out in eight days.

There was a lot more hard work and uncertainty before we could raise money and begin publishing every month. Trying to start a magazine controlled editorially and financially by its female staff in a world accustomed to the authority of men and investors should be the subject of a musical comedy.

Nonetheless, Ms. magazine was born: the place where the original versions of most of the writing in this book were eventually published.

At the same time, however, my life was less a magazine than a novel. For the four or five years surrounding the birth of Ms., I was traveling and speaking as a team with a black feminist partner: first Dorothy Pitman Hughes, a child-care pioneer, then lawyer Florynce Kennedy, and finally activist Margaret Sloan. By speaking together at hundreds of public meetings, we hoped to widen the public image of the women’s movement created largely by its first homegrown media event, The Feminine Mystique. (The English translation of Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex had caused a stir even earlier, but its impact had been weakened by the fact that the rebellious women in question came from some other country, not our own.) Despite the many early reformist virtues of The Feminine Mystique, it had managed to appear at the height of the civil rights movement with almost no reference to black women or other women of color. It was most relevant to the problems of the white, well-educated suburban homemakers who were standing by their kitchen sinks, wondering justifiably if there weren’t “more to life than this.” As a result, white-middle-class-movement had become the catch phrase of journalists describing feminism in the United States; unlike Europe, where early writings and actions were much more populist and conscious of class.

There was little public understanding that feminism, by its very definition, has to include females as a caste across economic and racial boundaries, just as a movement against racial caste includes each individual marked by race, regardless of sex or class. There was even less understanding that sex and race discrimination are so pragmatically linked and anthropologically interdependent that one cannot be successfully uprooted without also uprooting on the other.

So, to be feminist in both form and content, we went out in what Flo Kennedy used to describe cheerfully as “Little Eva teams—something for everyone.” Or, as Margaret Sloan put it, “We travel in pairs—like nuns.” Dorothy Pitman Hughes and her husband Clarence had a baby who was nursing and traveled with us, so we were a trio for a while. Dorothy was convinced that some people might suspect us of renting this baby to demonstrate the integration of children into daily life—an important part of our message. In fact, one or two people behaved as if we had somehow given birth to a baby daughter by ourselves. It was a time when even one feminist speaker was a novelty, and interracial teams of feminists seemed to be unheard of since the days of Sojourner Truth.

The years of travel in such pairings brought us stares and opposition, but also great support. Our presence on the stage together made a point that women seemed hungry for, especially in the South. We attracted bigger and more diverse audiences than each of us would have had on our own, and we were complementary in other ways. As a journalist, my name was better known, so I was more likely to attract the one paid speech around which we could build other meetings and benefits. On the other hand, Dorothy could talk personally about equality in marriage and parenthood, as I could not, and both Flo and Margaret were far more experienced speakers. I always spoke first to lay a groundwork (as anyone in those audiences would tell you, speaking second also would have made me an anticlimax after the energy and style of Margaret or Flo), but the most important part of any lecture came after all of us had spoken—a long audience discussion and organizing meeting.

It was then that people began to answer one another’s questions (“How can I stop feeling guilty about asking my husband to do housework?”), and supply their own tried-and-true solutions. (“Imagine how you would divide the housework if you were living with another woman. Now don’t lower your standards.”) They informed one another of problems we never could have known about: a local factory that refused to hire women, a college hushing up a campus rape to protect its reputation, a high school counselor who advised girls to be nurses and boys of color to be veterinarians instead of doctors. They passed around literature from current feminist groups, sign-up sheets for new ones, and the addresses of politicians who deserved to be lobbied or demonstrated against. They picked up ideas for actions from the lengthening list we recited from our travels, or they decided to do something entirely new.

Small all-women discussion groups that followed the lectures were even more honest, just as consciousness-raising or networking groups were (and still are, as reported here in an essay on “Networking”) the basic cells of any deep and long-term change. We discovered that the ideal proportion for a big public audience was about two-thirds women and one-third men. When matched by men in even numbers, women restrained their response and looked to see how the men were reacting, but in clear majorities, they eventually forgot about any male presence at all and responded as women do when we are on our own. That gave many women a rare chance to speak honestly, and gave some men an even more rare chance to hear them.

Most of all, women in those audiences discovered they were neither crazy nor alone. And so did we.

Though we tried to focus on parts of the country that were most removed from the little feminist activity that then existed, there were so few traveling feminist speakers that we ended up going to almost every kind of community and, I think, every state but Alaska. There were times when we felt like some combination of Susan B. Anthony, Sojourner Truth, and a lost company of Blossom Time.

At the time, I wrote the brief essay here called “Sisterhood” about these travels, but many other scenes still come flooding back:

• Reporters at press conferences who routinely assumed I could answer questions about all women but Dorothy could answer only about black women, or perhaps only about the few black male leaders whose names were the only ones they knew. Just as male was universal but female was limited, white was universal but black was limited. (We tried to turn this into a learning experience by letting the questions go on for a while—and then pointing out the problem.)

• White train conductors in the North who let me pass into the parlor car, then explained to Dorothy that the cheaper seats were in the rear.

• A black minister in Dorothy’s tiny southern hometown who wouldn’t let women in his church do anything but cook and sing—not even be deacons or pass the collection baskets that women’s hard-earned coins did the most to fill.

• A white flight attendant who pronounced Dorothy’s nursing her baby onboard “obscene.”

• An irate man in one audience who screamed at Dorothy to “go home to Russia where you belong,” causing both Dorothy and the audience to break up with laughter at the idea of her Russian roots.

• A snobbish boys’ prep school that produced both our toughest audience and a lifetime friend, the mother of one of the boys, who announced that she had an executive husband who liked to hunt, two obnoxious sons who thought girls were inferior, and she wanted to volunteer for Dorothy’s child-care center—where she worked for years thereafter.

• Margaret standing bravely with her arms crossed to block a man storming the stage against our “blasphemous” talk of equality.

• Late-night discussions in endless motel rooms where, for instance, black women suggested we radicalize white women so they would stop offering themselves as doormats to black men, thus allowing those men to accuse black women of being “too strong”; and where we listened to many women’s stories of outrages later to become known as “sexual harassment,” “battered women,” or “displaced homemakers.”

•A woman in Chicago who capsulized our long explanation of why welfare was a woman’s issue (it had been distorted to appear as an entirely racial one) by explaining that, with young children to care for, “most women in this country are only one man away from welfare.”

• Gyms, auditoriums, church basements, and union halls filled to overflowing with women (and some men) who laughed and applauded with relief at hearing the sexual politics of their lives described out loud.

• Stirring up rebellion at a women’s university in Texas where campus guards were suspected of raping the women they were paid to protect, or among factory workers whose insurance covered men who had hair transplants but not women who had babies.

• Talking with Flo about her first book, Abortion Rap, in a Boston taxi and hearing its elderly Irish woman driver say the much-to-be-quoted words: “Honey, if men could get pregnant, abortion would be a sacrament.”

• Trying to keep up with Flo’s generosity and energy, from helping prostitutes organize against pimps and for decriminalization to encouraging rich wives to break the trusts that passed family money from one generation of men to the next.

• Learning from Flo’s experience as a lawyer that domestic violence and sexual abuse were much more common than I had ever dreamed. (She said, “Talk to any group of five or six women. One of them was probably sexually abused as a child by a man in her own family circle.” I asked—and it was true.)

• Watching Flo transform the lives of women we encountered by any available magic, from bullying an unconfident woman reporter into trying to do her own radio show, to convincing a shy clerk in a small-town dry-goods store that it was okay for Flo to buy her the purple pantsuit she’d been coveting for months.

• Most of all, learning from Flo’s example that you didn’t have to accept the terms of the opposition. For instance, when a hostile man asked if we were lesbians (as frequently happened; why else would a white and black woman be colleagues?), Flo would just look him in the eye and ask, “Are you my alternative?”

It was Flo especially who taught me that a revolution without humor is as hopeless as one without music. Her own outrageousness allowed me to say things I might otherwise have confined to my former job as a writer of satire for the television show, “That Was the Week That Was,” and feminism itself encouraged me to go beyond conventional subjects for humor (as you will see herein a fantasy from later lectures called “If Men Could Menstruate”). Flo also rescued me from a habit that might have been okay in articles but was death in speeches: citing a lot of facts and statistics. After one such lapse before an audience that seemed especially skeptical about the existence of any discrimination at all, she took me aside. “Look,” she said kindly, “if you’re lying in the ditch with a truck on your ankle, you don’t send somebody to the library to find out how much the truck weighs. You get it off.”

The friendship and company of all three of my lecture partners helped me get over an almost pathological fear of speaking in public. In the past when magazines had booked me on a radio or television show, as they routinely ask writers to do in order to publicize a particular issue, I had canceled out at the last minute so often that a few shows banned me as a guest. Though I wasn’t shy about bearding individual lions on a den by den basis, as journalists must do, the very idea of speaking to a group, much less before a big audience, was enough to make my heart pound and my mouth go dry. The few times I tried it, I became obsessed with whether or not I could get to the end of each sentence without swallowing, and then obsessed for days afterward with what I could and should have said.

It was self-conscious. It was wasteful. I berated myself for this idiotic inability to speak in public. When I once did show up on television to talk about the organizing efforts of migrant workers, host Bill Cosby tried to still my chattering teeth by telling me during a break that I had no right to be so nervous when I was speaking for a man as important as Cesar Chavez. That didn’t help at all. After experiencing police riots at the 1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago, I got angry enough to try again, but only as a team with Jimmy Breslin, my colleague at New York magazine. That time, I got out about three sentences—but didn’t have the confidence to resist false eyelashes that television makeup men then glued on female guests, thus making the medium contradict the message.

On the theory that I knew no one in Canada and so failure wouldn’t be as humiliating there, I did a Canadian television series in the late sixties that included long interviews with James Earl Jones, Congressman Adam Clayton Powell, Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau, and one female Quebec separatist. (I also didn’t have the confidence to suggest more women.) But that series offered the comfort of a very professional cohost and tapes that could be edited later. It was still a long way from standing in front of an audience with the sole responsibility for an hour of dead air.

I even consulted a speech teacher. She pointed out that writers and dancers had chosen professions in which they could communicate without speech and thus had the most difficulty learning to talk in public. I had been both. Long before becoming a writer, I had been a semiprofessional dancer dreaming of tap dancing my way out of Toledo. I decided to give up trying to say anything in public.

And I would have remained silent, like so many women who were giving up on various aspects of our human abilities, if I hadn’t been lucky enough to enter a time when a few women were beginning to figure out that our gigantic lack of confidence wasn’t all due to our individual faults. There was a profound system of sexual politics at work here.

I say all this about public speaking not only because it has been a major hurdle in my life, but also because it’s a problem that seems to be common among people who feel overly dependent on the approval of others. (Layers of political cause and effect peeled away when I researched patterns of speaking for the essay, “Men and Women Talking.”) One of the most helpful things ever said to me came from poet Sandra Hochman: “Don’t think about it. Just pretend you’re Eleanor Roosevelt and you have to do this idiotic television show before you can go on to do something really important.” Perhaps this is the Art of Zen Speaking.

Since then, years of getting up in front of audiences have taught me only three lessons: 1) you don’t die; 2) there’s no right way to speak, only your way; and 3) it’s worth it. A mutual understanding comes from being together in a room, and there is a sense of character and intention revealed by television, which could never happen on a printed page.

Now, I travel as an organizer almost every week, sometimes alone, sometimes with other women, depending on the issue and audience at hand. If we were to do another road show like that earlier one (and perhaps we should), we would need a repertory company of a dozen or so women even to begin to symbolize who American feminists really are; from Chicana to Alaskan Native, from Puerto Rican to Pacific Islander. We would still need women who have made different choices, from a traditional homemaker who wants honor for her work to a lesbian who wants honor for her lifestyle. Indeed, we would now need some men, too. There are many more who call themselves feminists with pride and justification. But the goal would still be the same: to give people a chance to hear their feelings confirmed, know they are not alone, and thus discover they didn’t need outside agitators in the first place. In any audience, there is enough energy, skill, anger, and humor for a revolution.

As an itinerant organizer, my own two biggest rewards are still a sense of making a difference and the birth of ideas. The first would be enough in itself, for that is how we know we are alive, but the second is magic. On a good night, a roomful of people can set off a chain of ideas that leads us all to a new place—a sudden explosion of understanding, a spontaneous invention. We hear ourselves saying things we had felt, but never named. It will take a lifetime to write them all down.

Nonetheless, I wouldn’t be honest if I blamed only activism for the fact that, after more than twenty years of making a living as a writer, this is the first book I can call my own.1

Writers are notorious for using any reason to keep from working: over-researching, retyping, going to meetings, waxing the floors—anything. Organizing, fund raising, and working for Ms. magazine have given me much better excuses than any of those, and I’ve used them. As Jimmy Breslin said when he ran a symbolic campaign for a political office he didn’t want, “Anything that isn’t writing is easy.” Looking back at an article that I published in 1965, though I was writing full-time and in love with my profession, I see: “I don’t like to write. I like to have written.”

That thought comes from “What’s In It for Me,” a subject on which Harper’s had invited a group of writers to contribute. In fact, most of my reasons in that essay still hold:

• There is freedom, or the illusion of it. Working in spurts to meet deadlines may be just as restricting as having to show up at the same place every day, but I don’t think so… . Writing about a disliked person or theory or institution usually turns out to be worthwhile, because pride of authorship finally takes over from prejudice. Words in print assume such power and importance that it is impossible not to feel acutely responsible for them.

• Writing, on the other hand, keeps me from believing everything I read.

• Women whose identity depends more on their outsides than their insides are dangerous when they begin to age. Because I have work I care about, it’s possible that I may be less difficult to get along with when the double chins start to form.

• I don’t have to specialize. If one year can include articles on suburban integration, electronic music, Saul Bellow, college morals, John Lennon, three Kennedys, the space program, hiring policies in television, hard-edge painting, pop culture, draftees for Vietnam, and James Baldwin, nonfiction writing may be the last bastion of the generalist.

• For me, writing is the only thing that passes the three tests of metier: (1) when I’m doing it, I don’t feel that I should be doing something else instead; (2) it produces a sense of accomplishment and, once in a while, pride; and (3) it’s frightening.2

Nevertheless, I’m surprised by the quantity of writing I was doing for most of the sixties. I hadn’t reread any of these pieces until I dug them out for this collection, and rejected all but two of the more first-person ones, “I Was a Playboy Bunny,” and the earlier parts of a composite of political reporting called “Campaigning.” If I had realized at the time that trying to write like other reporters and essayists is precisely what makes the results more interchangeable and more perishable, I would have been less hesitant about writing in the first person. But I had been told to say nothing more personal than “this reporter,” and I was trying to be a professional writer-on-assignment. That’s a worthy calling, but not one that makes for much original thinking. Nonetheless, some themes of those uncollected articles emerge.

I was clearly trying to learn from other writers by choosing them as subjects for profiles. James Baldwin was high on the list because I identified with his sense of outrage and vulnerability (though in those pre-feminist times, I had no idea why I, a middle-class white woman, should share these feelings). Saul Bellow’s The Adventures of Augie March was the only novel that captured a certain crazy American class mobility I also had experienced while growing up in the Midwest with many books and show-business pretensions, but in either a housetrailer or a house with rats and no heat. That’s why I spent a memorable day following Bellow around as he revisited his childhood haunts in Chicago. I interviewed Truman Capote twice because I was so moved by his early fiction and its bittersweet evocation of an outsider’s childhood, as well as by his ability to write seriously and empathetically about women (including the rape of a black woman trapped by white men in a roadside ditch—a scene I shall never forget). John Lennon was a subject I wrote about so long ago that I was more attracted by his pun-filled, Liverpudlian poetry than by his music, but the only way I could sell an article was to write a pretty conventional account of following the Beatles during their first visit to New York. Interviewing Dorothy Parker, one of the few female writers about whom women’s magazines cared enough to publish a profile, was like meeting an acerbic old friend. My mother had quoted her verses, and I knew many by heart. In fact, we did become friends. Long after the article was published, I kept visiting her in the apartment where she was trapped by illness, and once got her out to a ballet. “My dear, that Round Table thing was greatly overrated, you know,” she said, with her delightful habit of debunking past glories. “It was full of people looking for a free lunch and asking, ‘Did you hear the funny thing I said yesterday?’”

Most of my assignments reflected the media’s interest in celebrities: Mary Lindsay, wife of a newly elected New York mayor, and actor Michael Caine for the New York Times Magazine; Margot Fonteyn and Lee Radziwill for McCall’s; Paul Newman and a then new star named Barbra Streisand for the Ladies’ Home Journal—and many more. Typical of the hazards of working for women’s , magazines, the Newman assignment, was to find out “how that plain little girl hangs on to the world’s handsomest movie star.” When I reported back that Joanne Woodward was at least as interesting as her husband—and, if anything, the balance seemed to be the other way around—my male editor said I couldn’t write that; Journal readers would be threatened by interesting wives. When I finally did Newman on his own in order not to misrepresent their relationship, it was a hard-won compromise. I sneaked in a few lesser-known women whose work I admired: Marisol as an iconoclastic sculptor; Renata Adler as a very smart young writer who was then the movie critic for the New York Times; Pauline Frederick as an older and excellent television reporter who might have been Walter Cronkite had she been a man and thus allowed to age on camera; Barbara Walters as the first woman on the Today show who wasn’t a coffee-serving beauty-contest winner and who actually did her own reporting. But there weren’t many of those. I didn’t fight hard enough. I was grateful for celebrity profiles as a step up from the traditional “girl writer” assignments I was given, and to which I sometimes succumbed.

They included: reporting on a hotel sale whose chief attraction was ZsaZsa Gabor’s bed; going to London to interview a new hair-dresser named Vidal Sassoon (who turned out to be a serious person, but Glamour wasn’t interested in his life on a kibbutz); writing about designer Rudy Gernreich (who also turned out to be an innovator of comfortable clothes, but only a long fight with the New York Times Magazine got anything but his topless bathing suits included in the article); and a long, endlessly researched article on textured stockings, probably the low point in my writing life. That last one was for the New York Times Magazine, the source of my most frivolous and seductive assignments. After turning down three or four on such subjects as a profile of Park Avenue (with instructions to stop where it entered Spanish Harlem and Times readers diminished), I would think, Well, it is the New York Times, and find myself writing on something I didn’t care about. The good gray Times also had a high incidence of editors who asked you to go to a hotel with them in the afternoon, or, failing that, to mail their letters for them on the way out.

For Life magazine, I did write a long semisociological report on pop culture, but only after being sent home by the first editor I saw there. (“We don’t want a pretty girl,” he explained. “We want a writer.”) There were also many protofeminist, philosophical essays for Glamour, a little saccharine but not without a germ of personal experience or real feeling. I still meet an occasional woman who tells me that she did or didn’t have an affair, leave home, or otherwise do what she wanted to do because one of those essays said it was okay. There were cultural columns for Look magazine; show business and college features for Show magazine and Esquire; such odd one-time projects as a concert booklet for Peter, Paul, and Mary; and book reviews for almost everybody.

In other words, I was making a living as a writer.

But most of this work was a long way from the writing I had hoped to do when I lived in India just after college. There, I discovered that its standard of living, not ours, was the norm for most of the world, and kept a diary of walking through village caste riots with nothing but a cup, a sari, and a comb. After I first came home in 1958, I had naïvely tried to sell some of this writing, as well as a guidebook designed to lure Westerners into traveling beyond the Taj Mahal, but I was unknown and the time was much too early. Even the Beatles hadn’t yet discovered India.

In fact, a lot of the work that I published prefeminism was schizophrenic, even when compared to the life I was leading.

I was volunteering for political campaigns, but writing fumetti and satirical photo captions for a successor to Mad magazine called Help!; sneaking endless pizzas and cigarettes to a group of Puerto Rican radicals called The Young Lords, which included some early feminists in spite of the group’s name, while they occupied a church in Spanish Harlem, but writing about ancient Christmas traditional foods for Glamour; traveling in 110° heat with Cesar Chavez and his Poor People’s March to the Mexican border in order to organize press coverage, but reporting on tropical vacations; raising bail and collecting clothes for migrant workers organizing on Long Island, but interviewing James Coburn about some James Bond-type movie.

As one of the few “girl reporters,” I also was traveling among the Beautiful People about whom I was assigned to write, and was sometimes photographed as if I were one of their lesser members. Yet at the same time, I was paying $62.50 a month for a studio apartment that I shared with a woman artist and having my American Express card—on which I had charged all the expenses of that march to the Mexican border that the farmworkers couldn’t afford—repossessed.

Much of this disparity between image and reality was my doing. I didn’t take myself seriously enough to express what I thought and cared about. Besides, there had been my early mistake of accepting an assignment from Show magazine to work as a Playboy Bunny, and write an expose of life in a Playboy club. Though I returned an advance payment for its expansion into a book, thus avoiding drugstore racks full of paperbacks emblazoned with my name, “I Was a Playboy Bunny,” and god-knows-what illustration, that article quickly became the only way I was publicly identified. It swallowed up my first major signed article, an Esquire report on the revolution of the contraceptive pill that had been published a year earlier and was attracting assignments from other editors. (I see this twenty-one-year-old article ended with: “The only trouble with sexually liberating women is that there aren’t enough sexually liberated men to go around.” It’s interesting that I could understand that much and still be blind to all the rest.) I lost a hard-won assignment to do an investigative article on the United States Information Agency, whose accurate reflection of this country I had come to doubt after seeing its operations in India. Instead, I got leering suggestions that I pose as a call girl and do an expose of high-level prostitution.

Eventually, dawning feminism made me understand that reporting about the phony glamour and exploitative employment policies of the Playboy Club was a useful thing to do. Posing as a call girl (which I didn’t do because I found the idea both insulting and frightening) would have been an assignment worthy of Nellie Bly. But at the time, I had no protection against the sex jokes and changed attitudes toward me that the Bunny article brought with it, and my heart sank whenever I was introduced as a former Playboy Bunny or found my employee photograph published with little explanation in Playboy. (Even twenty years later, both these events continued. The latter is Playboy’s long-running revenge.) Though I identified emotionally with other women, including the Bunnies I worked with, I had been educated to believe that my only chance for seriousness lay in proving my difference from them.

It wasn’t until I helped to found New York magazine in 1968 and became one of its contributing editors and political columnists that my work as a writer and my own interests began to merge. For New York’s inaugural issue, I wrote a short article called “Ho Chi Minh in New York”—a probable experience in the life of that mysterious anticolonial leader whose affection for this country and respected status as “the George Washington of South Asia” I knew from living in India. It was only a decade later that I was able to use this or any experience from those two crucial years in my life. They also taught me that a white woman was less threatening than a white man, and so had an easier time traveling in other cultures. This helped when, after Martin Luther King was murdered and I sat staring mutely at my TV set, I got a call from New York editor Clay Felker to “get the hell up to Harlem, and just talk to people.” I knew that, as in India, safety lay in staying close to other women. I also felt like a reporter for the first time. When a newly elected President Nixon sent Nelson Rockefeller on a tour of Latin America, I was assigned by New York to go along on the press plane. The result was an account of his very unpopular trip, “The Sound of One Hand Clapping.” I reported on John Lindsay as a mayor and Ed Koch as a congressman; on wounded Vietnam vets who returned to a hospital in Queens direct from the battlefield, only to find themselves victims of the peace movement as well as the war; on the discovery in the Bronx of kwashiorkor, a protein-deficiency disease once thought to be confined to the famines of Africa; on neighborhood battles over child-care centers; anti-Vietnam demonstrations and peace mobilizations; and the attitudes of journalists on presidential campaign planes. For the first time, I wasn’t writing about one thing while caring about something else, but could follow my interests.

Nonetheless, it wasn’t until I went to cover a local abortion hearing for New York that the politics of my own life began to explain those interests.

In protest of an official hearing where fourteen men and one nun had been invited to testify on the liberalization of New York State’s anti-abortion laws, an early feminist group had asked women to talk about their real life experiences with illegal abortion. I sat in a church basement listening to women stand before an audience and talk about desperately trying to find someone who would help them, about enduring pre-abortion rapes from doctors, being asked to accept sterilization as the price of an abortion, and endangering their lives in an illegal, unsafe medical underground. It was like the “testifying” I had heard in civil rights meetings of the earlier sixties: emotional, rock-bottom, personal truth-telling.

Suddenly, I was no longer learning intellectually what was wrong. I knew. I had sought and endured an abortion when I was newly out of college, but told no one. If one in three or four adult women shared this experience, why were each of us made to feel criminal and alone? How much power could we ever have if we had no power over the fate of our own bodies?

I researched as much as I could about reproductive issues and other wellsprings of a new wave of feminism, and wrote a respectable, objective article (not one I in the whole thing) called “After Black Power, Women’s Liberation.” It contained none of the emotions I had felt in that church basement, and certainly not the fact that I, too, once had an abortion. (Though hearing those women had made me feel free to say it for the first time, I still thought that writers were more credible when they concealed their personal experience. I had a lot to learn.) But I did predict that if these younger, more radical women who had come out of the peace and civil rights movements could affect what were then the middle-class reformists of the National Organization for Women, and join with poor women already organizing around welfare and child care, a long-lasting and important mass movement would result.

That article would now seem about as radical as the air we breathe, but in 1970, a year after its publication, it won a Penney-Missouri Journalism Award as one of the first aboveground reports on this wave of feminism. From my male friends and colleagues, however, it won immediate alarm. Several took me aside to ask kindly: Why was I writing about these crazy women instead of something serious, political, and important? How could I risk identifying myself with “women’s stuff” when I’d worked so hard to get “real” assignments? Interestingly, these same men had thought working as a Bunny for a long and well-publicized article was just fine for my career, yet now they were cautionary about one brief article on a political movement among women.

For the first time, I began to question the honor of being the only “girl reporter” among men, however talented and benevolent they might be. All the suppressed anger of past experiences I had denied or tried to ignore came flooding back: the apartments I couldn’t rent because landlords assumed a single woman couldn’t afford it (or if she could, she must be a hooker); the political assignments lost to younger and less-experienced male writers; the assumption that any work I did get was the result of my being a “pretty girl” (even at a time, I suddenly realized, when all of my editors had been women); the lowered payments because women didn’t really need the money; the innuendo’s that came along with any recognition (“easier than you think,” was how Newsweek had captioned my photograph as a young writer—a quotation that turned out to be from my own statement that free-lance writing was “easier than you think”); the well-meaning friends who kept encouraging me to marry any man I was going out with who had talent or a little money; a lifetime of journalists’ jokes about frigid wives, dumb blonds, and farmers’ daughters that I had smiled at in order to be accepted as “one of the boys.”

That was the worst of it—my own capitulation to all the small humiliations, and my own refusal to trust my emotional understanding of what was going on, or even my own experience. For instance, I believed that women couldn’t get along with one another, even while my own most trusted friends were women. I agreed that women were more “conservative,” even while I identified emotionally with every discriminated-against group. I assumed that women were sexually “masochistic,” even though I knew that trust and kindness were indispensable parts of my sexual attraction to any man. It is truly amazing how long we can go on accepting myths that oppose our own lives, assuming instead that we are the odd exceptions. Once the light began to dawn, I couldn’t understand why I hadn’t figured out any of this before.

I began to read every piece of feminist writing I could lay my hands on, and talk to every active feminist I could find. For the few magazines then interested, I wrote articles that reflected this growing movement: the possibility of a woman president in the White House for Look, more columns that commented on sexual politics for New York, an essay on “What It Would Be Like If Women Win” that ran with Time magazine’s sensationalized cover story on Kate Millett. (I discovered later that I was paid less than male journalists who wrote similar Time essays—so much for women winning.)

But most magazines said, “Sorry, we published our feminist article last year.” Or, “If we publish one article saying women are equal, then we’ll have to be objective by publishing one right next to it saying they’re not.” Editors who had assumed I had some biological insight into food, male movie stars, and textured stockings now questioned whether I or other women writers were biologically capable of writing objectively about feminism.

Responses like those drove me to try speaking instead of writing. It seemed the only way to report the deeper realities that I had first glimpsed the night of that abortion hearing. I began to learn from other women, to figure out the politics of my own life, and to experiment with telling the truth in public. That was the beginning…

But not the end. The first flash of consciousness reveals so much that it seems like the sun coming up. In fact, it’s more like a candle in the dark.

For instance, I could have collected into a book those early profiles and articles long before they were out of date. I also could have attempted a single piece of work that would have been a book in itself. Why did I never do the former? And why, even as I belatedly collected the essays here, did I continue to resist the latter?

Before feminism, I was telling myself that my work couldn’t possibly be good enough. That excuse concealed the fact that I was still assuming my real identity would come from the man I married, not the work I did. It also kept me from admitting that I was too insecure to attempt a long and lonely piece of work. I needed the reinforcement that comes from short articles frequently published.

Immediately after feminism began to dawn, I noticed that many of my male contemporaries were felling forests and filling bookstores with their hard-cover works, yet they were not better writers than I. Some were worse. Others had imitative ideas that hardly seemed worth the death of one tree. In that first light of early consciousness, I also noticed that most of them had wives, secretaries, and girlfriends who researched, typed, edited, and said reverential things like, “Shhh, Norman is working.” Meanwhile, I felt so “unfeminine” about admitting that I, too, loved and was obsessed with my work that, unlike those male colleagues, I never asked lovers for help with research or other support, and rarely put writing ahead of their social schedules. I never even said firmly, “I want to work.” Instead, I shuffled, apologized, and said, “I’m terribly sorry, but I have this awful deadline.”

Only later did I understand that a need for external emergencies to justify something as “unfeminine” as work is common to many women, a phenomenon explored here in “The Importance of Work.” In fact, one measure of women’s ingenuity is the wide variety of ways we have found to invoke male authority, economic circumstance, or other good reasons to justify doing what we want to do anyway. This subterfuge allows us to maintain a passive, “feminine” stance while secretly rebelling. Like most deceptions, it is a gigantic waste of talent, invention, and time.

Only much later did I realize that my resistance to undertaking a book or any long piece of work—or to planning into the future for any goal—was another common symptom of powerlessness. Even after I had stopped assuming that my life would be decided by whatever man I happened to marry (a pretty big “after”), I still had a hard time saying, “This is where I want to be in five years”—or even next year. The restrictions of class and race bring to some men the same feeling of being out of control and subject to the whims of others, but rarely in the same degree as women who are trained to feel subject to the needs of a real or potential husband and children as well as to a lack of class or race power. Writing “The Time Factor” made me understand that planning ahead is a function of caste and class in general, and that I as an individual am just beginning to understand and resist this passive way of thinking.

As old assumptions fall away, each layer of new observation has a truth to it. Growing consciousness expands, but doesn’t negate, the vision that went before. For instance, lately I’ve been wondering what is so sacred about a long and continuous piece of writing? Life isn’t always experienced in book-length themes. Shorter forms or a series of insights that surround a subject may be just as useful, and give prose some of the economy and depth that poetry has always had. The idea of episodic techniques might release a lot of male writers who now-struggle to create linear and unrealistically neat connections, not to mention all the women writers who work at their kitchen tables with only a few hours to concentrate until the children come home. After all, spontaneity, flexibility, and a talent for living in the present are the other side of an inability to control time. While women are discovering what we need to learn, we shouldn’t jettison or undervalue the universal importance of what we already know.

For example, when I’m asked about the rewards and punishments of my diverse life up to now, I always feel the need to come up with continuous themes and neat conclusions. In fact, I think of intense scenes and sense memories, and the categories of reward or punishment aren’t always clear. Some of the worst punishments turned out to be so instructive that they eventually became rewarding, and some of the supposed rewards were not only punishing, but very difficult to complain about because they looked like rewards. (For instance, sympathies for the problems of becoming well-known are about as limited as sympathies for the rich.) Taking an intention to punish at face value, however, here are some scenes from the down side.

• Waking up to the Today show and an ad for an exploitation novel that features a scantily clad woman with my hair and glasses slinking toward a table on which there is a necklace with a large feminist symbol, while a male announcer’s voice says something like: “The Symbol. She used men … but preferred women.” In fact, this example of “any rebellious woman is a lesbian” turned out to be a useful lesson. Women who hadn’t seen lesbianism as a feminist issue before wrote to say they now understood that all women could be stopped or divided by this accusation until we all succeeded in taking the sting out of it by making lesbianism an honorable choice.

• Opening a mass-mailed Christmas letter from a cousin and his wife who had the misfortune of having the same last name as mine and, between the news of their fishing trip and other retirement activities, discovering an announcement that they had formally disowned me. As a feminist, I was “disloyal” to God, Man, and Country. Their announcement hurt my mother, but after I discovered they were still segregationists and had been at odds with my suffragist grandmother years before I was born, it began to seem like not only an honor, but a family tradition.

• Watching Al Capp denounce me on television as both the “Shirley Temple of the New Left” and someone comparable to Richard Speck, the sadistic murderer of eight nurses—indeed, Al Capp went on to compare all “women’s liberation leaders” with “mass murderers”—I guess on the theory that feminism kills women. Later, I discovered that his public career had been marred by allegations and a lawsuit about his sexual approaches to young women while a frequent speaker on campus. But his words hurt nonetheless.

• Watching Richard Speck explain on television that not all the women he had murdered were “like Gloria Steinem.” Though he was being interviewed in prison, his woman hatred and gynocide are far from unique, and his words were frightening.

• Being told by the elevator man that another tenant in my office building had said, “I hear Gertrude Stein works in this building. So how come I never see her in the elevator?” At first I thought this was only funny, but then I realized that the image of one rebellious woman was being used to include all of us. We do all look alike.

• Giving a speech in Texas and finding dozens of people outside the amphitheater with signs: GLORIA STEINEM IS A HUMANIST. I thought, How nice, they must be friends. But as I got closer and saw the hatred in their faces, I realized they were rightwing pickets to whom humanist—or any other word that means a belief in people instead of an authoritarian god—is the worst thing you can be.

• Being consistently opposed by the right (because feminism is “a leftwing plot to destroy the family”) and occasionally by the left (because feminism is “a rightwing plot to divide the left”). From this I learned that Feminists Will Be Blamed for Everything.

• Being accused both of communist agentry (because I went to two Soviet-sponsored Youth Festivals decades ago) and government agentry (because Americans who went to them were partly subsidized by foundations that wrongly took funds from the U.S. government). Or being accused of both things as a result of supporting lesbian rights (which have been called both an “anti-family communist plot,” and even “an FBI plot to discredit the Women’s Movement”). I find such accusations unreasonably painful. They all imply that my mind and my acts are not my own.

• Being said to “use men” to get published, get ahead, even to succeed as a feminist—whatever. Since this accusation is generally leveled at women who succeed in anything, it may be the root cause of the others above. As long as women who do well in the world are rare, even other women may wrongly assume that they must have followed men’s orders in order to get where they are. The only question then is: Which men?

• Seeing displayed on newsstands all over New York a Screw magazine centerfold of a woman with my face and glasses, a nude body drawn in labial detail, a collection of carefully drawn penises bordering the page, and a headline instruction to PIN THE COCK ON THE FEMINIST. Feeling helpless and humiliated, I sent a lawyer’s letter to Screw’s editor Al Goldstein—and got back a box of candy with a note that said “Eat It.” Only Bella Abzug’s humor rescued me from my depression. When I explained to her about this nude centerfold in full labial detail that had my face and head, she deadpanned, “and my labia.”

There are also the occasional bomb threats designed to clear the hall (generally phoned in by a self-described “Right-to-Lifer” who seems to see no irony in threatening life), the hurtful articles I finally learned not to read because I could do nothing about them, the frustration at not being able to retain the legal rights to my own life, and the anger at seeing issues of women’s survival ridiculed or misunderstood. There is also the great reward of working full time at something I care about so much that I would do it for no money at all, plus the problems of making far less money than would be possible outside a social movement. The last would be okay if “rich and famous” weren’t so often one phrase that it’s hard to separate them. Being resented for having money that doesn’t exist is not a great combination.

Still, all the punishments are somehow easier to describe than the rewards that mean so much more. Perhaps women are so accustomed to singing the blues—even to using humor as a palliative for rage—that victories and celebrations seem like entirely new territory. In fact, there are many scenes and sense memories of tangible and emotional rewards.

• Listening to five women say they have jobs they love that wouldn’t have been open to them without feminism—a pregnant flight attendant, a fire fighter, the highest woman official in New York State, a union carpenter, and the first female astronaut—and hearing all of these in one day.

• Being stopped in the street by a truck driver who tells me that the woman he loves and has been living with for three years wouldn’t marry him and have children because he didn’t want her to go on working—until then he heard some interview in which I asked men to consider how they would feel if they were exactly the same people but had been born female. He tried this exercise for a while, and changed so much that he and his friend were now happily married. He is thanking me—but the miracle of empathy is his own.

• Seeing every day on my way to work a middle-aged black woman traffic cop who is the Toscanini of Manhattan’s busiest intersection. She smiles at me and says “Give ’em hell,” and leaves me with an unreasonable feeling of womanpride and well-being.

• Discovering that my excellent dentist has retired and left his practice to a calm, equally excellent young woman.

• Going on a speaking tour in Minnesota, from the Iron Range to farming villages, and finding that each church basement and school gym is full of women and men who matter-of-factly refer to themselves as feminists.

• Speaking at campuses that students warn me are “conservative” or “apathetic,” and finding Women’s Studies, clerical workers organizing, demonstrations against local porn theaters, a rape hot line, the beginning of child care for students and faculty, a partnership between women students and professors—all things that weren’t there ten or even five years ago.

• Meeting a midwestern Catholic priest who prays to “God the Mother” as some reparation for five thousand years of patriarchy, and who invites me to preach the homily from the pulpit; reading public statements by nuns who oppose their bishops’ position against abortion; hearing a woman rabbi and a woman cantor conduct a beautiful and inclusive memorial service for the death of a friend’s mother in New York; meeting a woman Episcopalian priest in Washington who broke the barriers for herself and others with an ecclesiastical lawsuit; and finding theological schools and Bible classes that honor as martyrs the millions of women burned as witches for resisting a cruel and patriarchal god.

• Getting on planes whose flight attendants tell me about their latest lawsuit, seat me in first class although I have an economy ticket, come to lectures on their night off in a strange city, volunteer for lobbying, and send me home with slips of paper to remind me that they need news of this or that issue or the address of the nearest feminist group.

• Hearing over and over again “Feminism saved my life,” or “Thank you for my mother,” or “I understand my wife better now,” or “My daughter will be what I never could have been”—being constantly entrusted with the personal gratitude and triumphs of strangers whose lives have been enlarged by feminism.

• Sitting in an ethnic hall in Detroit at a celebration of Ms. magazine’s tenth birthday, and being tapped on the shoulder by a small, gray-haired woman with gnarled, hardworking hands and a starched cotton housedress that is clearly her best. “I just want you to know,” she says softly, “that you are the inside of me.” All reward comes together in that one moment. Remembering now her touch and words, I can still feel the tears behind my eyes.

I used to have a recurring dream. I was fighting with one person or many people, struggling and kicking and hitting as hard as I could because they were trying to kill me, or hurt someone I loved. I fought with all my strength, as fiercely as I could, harder and harder; yet no matter what I did, I couldn’t hurt any of them. No matter how hard I fought, they just smiled.

In the 1970s, I told this dream to other women and discovered they shared similar emotions. My dream was a classic scenario of anger, humiliation, and powerlessness.

Sometime in the years that followed, I stopped having that dream. Thinking of the woman in Detroit, I realize now that I associate its disappearance with hearing her words. They crystallized in one moment what women can do and are doing for each other: We are offering each other a new and compassionate kind of power.

In fact, women and men have begun to rescue one another from the prisons of unchosen roles in many ways, large and small. I hope you find a rescuing moment or fact or idea within the pages of this book.


	—1983



1. There were two semibooks: The Thousand Indias, a guidebook I wrote for the Indian government while on a fellowship there in 1957 and 1958, but never published here; and The Beach Book (Viking, 1963) which was my anthology but mostly other people’s writing.

2. “What’s In It for Me,” Harper’s, November 1965, 169.



I Was a Playboy Bunny

I UNDERTOOK A REPORTING assignment armed with a large diary and this ad:


	GIRLS:

	Do Playboy Club Bunnies Really

	Have Glamorous Jobs,

	Meet Celebrities, And

	Make Top Money?

	Yes, it’s true! Attractive young girls can now earn $200-$300 a week at the fabulous New York Playboy Club, enjoy the glamorous and exciting aura of show business, and have the opportunity to travel to other Playboy Clubs throughout the world. Whether serving drinks, snapping pictures, or greeting guests at the door, the Playboy Club is the stage—the Bunnies are the stars.

	The charm and beauty of our Bunnies has been extolled in Time, Newsweek, and Pageant, and Ed Sullivan has called The Playboy Club “the greatest new show biz gimmick.” And the Playboy Club is now the busiest spot in New York.

	If you are pretty and personable, between 21 and 24, married or single, you probably qualify. No experience necessary.

	Apply in person at SPECIAL INTERVIEWS being held Saturday and Sunday, January 26–27, 10 a.m.–3 p.m. Please bring a swimsuit or leotards.

	THE PLAYBOY CLUB

	5 East 59th Street



THURSDAY, JANUARY 24TH, 1963

I’ve decided to call myself Marie Catherine Ochs. It is, may my ancestors forgive me, a family name. I have some claim to it, and I’m well versed in its European origins. Besides, it sounds much too square to be phony.

FRIDAY 25TH

I’ve spent the entire afternoon making up a background for Marie. She shares my apartment, my phone, and my measurements. Though younger than me by four years (I am beyond the Bunny age limit), Marie celebrates the same birthday and went to the same high school and college. But she wasn’t a slave to academics—not Marie. After one year she left me plodding along the path to a B.A. and boarded a tourist flight to Europe. She had no money, but short periods as a waitress in London, a hostess-dancer in Paris, and a secretary in Geneva were enough to sustain her between beachcombing and other escapades. Last year, she came back to New York and worked briefly as a secretary. Three mutual friends have agreed to give her strong personal recommendations. To know her is to love her.

Tomorrow is the day. Marie makes her first trip out of this notebook and into the world. I’m off to buy her a leotard.

SATURDAY 26TH

Today I put on the most theatrical clothes I could find, packed my leotard in a hatbox, and walked to the Playboy Club. It is impossible to miss. The discreet six-story office building and art gallery that once stood there has been completely gutted and transformed into a shiny rectangle of plate glass. The orange-carpeted interior is clearly visible, with a modern floating stairway spiraling upward at dead center. The total effect is cheerful—and startling.

I crossed over to the club where a middle-aged man in a private guard’s uniform grinned and beckoned, “Here bunny, bunny, bunny!” He jerked his thumb toward the glass door on the left. “Interviews downstairs in the Playmate Bar.’”

The inside of the club was so dramatically lit that it took a few seconds to realize it was closed and empty. I walked down a short flight of stairs and was greeted by Miss Shay, a thin, thirtyish woman who sat at a desk in the darkened bar. “Bunny?” she asked briskly. “Sit over there, fill out this form, and take off your coat.” I could see that two of the tables were already occupied by girls hunched over pencils, and I looked at them curiously. I had come in the middle of the interview period, hoping to see as many applicants as I could, but there were only three. “Take off your coat,” said Miss Shay again. She looked at me appraisingly while I did so. One of the girls got up and crossed to the desk, her high-heeled plastic sandals slapping smartly against her heels. “Look,” she said, “you want these measurements with or without a bra?”

“With,” said Miss Shay.

“But I’m bigger without,” said the girl.

“All right,” said Miss Shay wearily, “without.” Two more girls came down the steps looking fresh, and innocent of cosmetics. “Bunny?” said Miss Shay.

“Not really,” said one, but the other took a card. Their long hair and loafers looked collegiate.

The application form was short: address, phone, measurements, age, and last three employers. I finished it and began to stall for time by looking at an accompanying brochure entitled BE A PLAYBOY CLUB BUNNY! Most of it was devoted to photographs: a group picture showing Bunnies “chosen from all over the United States” surrounding “Playboy Club President and Playboy Editor-Publisher Hugh M. Hefner”; a close-up of a Bunny serving Tony Curtis, “a Playboy Club devotee [who] will soon star in Hugh M. Hefner’s film titled, appropriately enough, Playboy”; two Bunnies smiling with Hugh M. Hefner on “Playboy’s nationally syndicated television show”; Bunnies handing out copies of Playboy in a veterans’ hospital as “just one of the many worthwhile community projects in which Bunnies participate”; a blond Bunny standing before a matronly woman, the “Bunny Mother,” who offered “friendly personal counseling”; and, on the last page, a bikini-clad girl crouching on a yacht flying a Bunny flag. “When you become a Bunny,” said the text, “your world will be fun-filled, pleasant, and always exciting.” It cited an average salary of two hundred dollars a week.

Another girl came down the steps. She wore glasses with blue rims and a coat that looked as if she had outgrown it. I watched her as she nervously asked Miss Shay if the club hired eighteen-year-olds. “Sure,” said Miss Shay, “but they can’t work the midnight shift.” She gave the girl an application card, glanced down at her plump legs, and did not ask her to take off her coat. Two more girls came in, one in bright pink stretch pants and the other in purple. “Man, this place is a gas,” said Pink.

“You think this is wild, you should see Hefner’s house in Chicago,” said Purple. Miss Shay looked at them with approval.

“I don’t have a phone,” said Blue Glasses sadly. “Is it all right if I give you my uncle’s phone? He lives in Brooklyn, too.”

“You do that,” said Miss Shay. She called me over, pointed to a spot three feet in front of her desk, and told me to stand up straight. I stood.

“I want to be a Bunny so much,” said Blue Glasses. “I read about it in a magazine at school.”

Miss Shay asked me if I were really twenty-four. “That’s awfully old,” she warned. I said I thought I might just get in under the wire. She nodded.

“My uncle isn’t home all day,” the girl said, “but I’ll go to his house and stay by the phone.”

“You do that, dear,” said Miss Shay and, turning to me, she added, “I’ve taken the liberty of making an appointment for you on Wednesday at six-thirty. You will come to the service entrance, go to the sixth floor, and ask for Miss Burgess, the Bunny Mother.” I agreed, but then she added, “Are you sure you haven’t applied before? Someone named Marie Ochs came in yesterday.” I was startled: Could Marie have escaped from my notebook? I had a thirty-second fantasy based on Pygmalion. Or was there another Marie Ochs? Possible, but not likely. I decided to brave it out. “How strange,” I murmured, “there must be some mistake.” Miss Shay shrugged and suggested I bring “bathing suit or leotard” on Wednesday.

“Could I call you?” said Blue Glasses.

“Don’t do that, dear,” said Miss Shay. “We’ll call you.”

I left the club worrying about the life expectancy of Marie Ochs. Would they find out? Or did they know already? When I got halfway up the block I saw the two college girls. They were leaning against a building, their arms wrapped around themselves in a spasm of giggles, and suddenly I felt better about everything.

Everything, perhaps, except the thought of Blue Glasses sitting by her uncle’s phone in Brooklyn.

WEDNESDAY 30TH

I arrived at the club promptly at 6:30, and business appeared to be booming. Customers were lined up in the snow to get in, and several passersby were standing outside with their faces pressed to the glass. The elevator boy, a Valentino-handsome Puerto Rican, cheerfully jammed me in his car with two uniformed black porters, five middle-aged male customers, two costumed Bunnies, and a stout matron in a mink coat. We stopped at the sixth floor. “Is this where I get out?” said the matron.

“Sure, darling,” drawled the elevator boy, “if you want to be a Bunny.” Laughter.

I looked around me. Dim lights and soft carpets had given way to unpainted cement block and hanging light bulbs. There was a door marked UNNIES; I could see the outlines where the B had been. A sign, handwritten on a piece of torn cardboard, was taped underneath: KNOCK!! Come on, guys. Please cooperate?!! I walked through the door and into a bright, crowded hallway.

Two girls brushed past me. One was wearing nothing but bikini-style panties; the other had on long black tights of fine mesh, and lavender satin heels. They both rushed to a small wardrobe room on my right, yelled out their names, collected costumes, and rushed back. I asked the wardrobe mistress for Miss Burgess. “Honey, we just gave her a going-away present.” Four more girls bounced up to ask for costumes, collars, cuffs, and tails. They had on tights and high heels, but nothing from the waist up. One stopped to study a bulletin-board list titled “Bunny of the Week.”

I retreated to the other end of the tiny hall. It opened into a large dressing room filled with metal lockers and long rows of dressing tables. Personal notes were taped to the mirrors (“Anybody want to work B Level Saturday night?” and “I’m having a swingin’ party Wednesday at Washington Square Village, all Bunnies welcome”). Cosmetics were strewn along the counters, and three girls sat in a row applying false eyelashes with the concentration of yogis. It looked like a cartoon of a chorus girls’ dressing room.

A girl with very red hair, very white skin, and a black satin Bunny costume turned her back to me and waited. I understood that I was supposed to zip her up, a task that took several minutes of pulling and tugging. She was a big girl and looked a little tough, but her voice when she thanked me was tiny and babylike. Judy Holliday could not have done better. I asked her about Miss Burgess. “Yeah, she’s in that office,” said Baby Voice, gesturing toward a wooden door with a glass peephole in it, “but Sheralee’s the new Bunny Mother.” Through the glass, I could see two girls, a blond and a brunette. Both appeared to be in their early twenties and nothing like the matronly woman pictured in the brochure. Baby Voice tugged and pulled some more. “This isn’t my costume,” she explained, “that’s why it’s hard to get the crotch up.” She walked away, snapping her fingers and humming softly.

The brunette came out of the office and introduced herself to me as Bunny Mother Sheralee. I told her I had mistaken her for a Bunny. “I worked as a Bunny when the club opened last month,” she said, “but now I’ve replaced Miss Burgess.” She nodded toward the blond who was trying on a three-piece beige suit that I took to be her going-away present. “You’ll have to wait a while, honey,” said Sheralee. I sat down.

By 7:00 I had watched three girls tease their hair into cotton-candy shapes and four more stuff their bosoms with Kleenex. By 7:15 I had talked to two other prospective Bunnies, one a dancer, the other a part-time model from Texas. At 7:30, I witnessed the major crisis of a Bunny who had sent her costume to the cleaners with her engagement ring pinned inside. At 7:40, Miss Shay came up to the office and said, “There’s no one left but Marie.” By 8:00, I was sure she was waiting for the manager of the club to come tell me that my real identity had been discovered. By 8:15, when I was finally called in, I was nervous beyond all proportion.

I waited while Sheralee looked over my application. “You don’t look twenty-four,” she said. Well, that’s that, I thought. “You look much younger.” I smiled in disbelief. She took several Polaroid pictures of me. “For the record,” she explained. I offered her the personal history I had so painstakingly fabricated and typed, but she gave it back with hardly a glance. “We don’t like our girls to have any background,” she said firmly. “We just want you to fit the Bunny image.” She directed me to the costume room.

I asked if I should put on my leotard.

“Don’t bother with that,” said Sheralee. “We just want to see that Bunny image.”

The wardrobe mistress told me to take off my clothes and began to search for an old Bunny costume in my size. A girl rushed in with her costume in her hand, calling for the wardrobe mistress as a wounded soldier might yell, “Medic!” “I’ve broken my zipper,” she wailed, “I sneezed!”

“That’s the third time this week,” said the wardrobe mistress sternly. “It’s a regular epidemic.” The girl apologized, found another costume, and left.

I asked if a sneeze could really break a costume.

“Sure,” she said. “Girls with colds usually have to be replaced.”

She gave me a bright blue satin. It was so tight that the zipper caught my skin as she fastened the back. She told me to inhale as she zipped again, this time without mishap, and stood back to look at me critically. The bottom was cut up so high that it left my hip bones exposed as well as a good five inches of un-tanned derriere. The boning in the waist would have made Scarlett O’Hara blanch, and the entire construction tended to push all available flesh up to the bosom. I was sure it would be perilous to bend over. “Not too bad,” said the wardrobe mistress, and began to stuff an entire plastic dry-cleaning bag into the top of my costume. A blue satin band with matching Bunny ears attached was fitted around my head like an enlarged bicycle clip, and a grapefruit-sized hemisphere of white fluff was attached to hooks at the costume’s rear-most point. “Okay, baby,” she said, “put on your high heels and go show Sheralee.” I looked in the mirror. The Bunny image looked back.

“Oh, you look sweet,” said Sheralee. “Stand against the wall and smile pretty for the birdie.” She took several more Polaroid shots.

The baby-voiced redhead came in to say she still hadn’t found a costume to fit. A tiny blond in lavender satin took off her tail and perched on the desk. “Look,” she said, “I don’t mind the demerits—okay, I got five demerits—but don’t I get points for working over time?”

Sheralee looked harassed and turned to Miss Burgess. “The new kids think the girls from Chicago get special treatment, and the old kids won’t train the new ones.”

“I’ll train the little buggers,” said Baby Voice. “Just get me a costume.”

I got dressed and waited. And listened:

“He gave me thirty bucks, and I only got him cigarettes.”

“Bend over, honey, and get yourself into it.”

“I don’t know, he makes Milk of Magnesia or something.”

“You know people commit suicide with those plastic bags?”

“Then this schmuck orders a Lace Curtain. Who ever heard of a Lace Curtain?”

“I told him our tails were asbestos, so he tried to burn it to find out.”

“Last week I netted thirty bucks in tips. Big deal.”

Sheralee called me back into the office. “So you want to be a Bunny,” she said.

“Oh yes, very much,” I said.

“Well …” she paused significantly, “we want you to be!” I was startled. No more interviews? No investigation? “Come in tomorrow at three. We’ll fit your costume and have you sign everything.” I smiled and felt foolishly elated.

Down the stairs and up Fifth Avenue. Hippety-hop, I’m a Bunny!

THURSDAY 31ST

I now have two bunny costumes—one orange satin and one electric blue. The color choice and the quality of satin are about the same as those in athletic supply catalogs. Costume bodies, precut to body and bra-cup size, are fitted while you wait. I waited, standing on the cement floor in bare feet and bikini pants. The wardrobe mistress gave me a small bathroom rug to stand on. “Can’t have brand new Bunnies catching cold,” she said. I asked if she could follow the line of my bikini pants in fitting the bottom; the costume I had tried the day before was cut up higher than any I had seen in photographs. She chuckled. “Listen, baby, you think that was high, you should see some.” The whole costume was darted and seamed until it was two inches smaller than any of my measurements everywhere except the bust. “You got to have room in there to stuff,” she said. “Just about everybody stuffs. And you keep your tips in there. The ‘vault’ they call it.”

A girl with jet black hair, chalky makeup, and a green costume stopped at the door. “My tail droops,” she said, pushing it into position with one finger. “Those damn customers always yank it.”

The wardrobe mistress handed her a safety pin. “You better get a cleaner tail too, baby. You get demerits running around with a scruffy old tail like that.” More girls began calling for their costumes, checking them out in a notebook chained to the counter. I learned that costumes were not allowed out of the building and that each girl paid $2.50 a day to cover the cost of her costume’s upkeep and cleaning. Bunnies also paid $5.00 a pair for their thin black nylon tights and could be given demerits if they wore tights with runs in them. The wardrobe mistress gave me swatches from my two costumes and told me to have shoes dyed to match. I asked if the club allowed us any money for shoes. “You crazy or something, baby?” she said. “This place don’t allow you no money for nothing. Make sure you get three-inch heels. You get demerits, you wear ’em any lower.”

I dressed and went to the Bunny Mother’s room. Sheralee was at the desk. With her long hair pinned back she looked about eighteen. She gave me a large, shocking pink form marked “Bunny Application” and a brown plastic briefcase with a miniature nude girl and the playboy club printed on it in orange. “This is your Bunny bible,” she said seriously, “and I want you to promise me you’ll study it all weekend.”

The application form was four pages long. I had already made up most of the answers for my biography, but some questions were new. Was I dating any Playboy Club keyholders, and what were their names? None. Did I plan to date a particular keyholder? No. Did I have a police record? No. The space for social security number I left blank.

Up one flight in the main office, I delivered the form to Miss Shay. The cement-floored room was checkered with desks, but, as personnel director, Miss Shay rated a corner position. She scanned the form and began taking more Polaroid pictures of me. “Be sure and bring your Social Security card tomorrow,” she said. I wondered what to do about the fact that Marie Ochs had none. A stout man in a blue suit, black shirt, and white tie approached and gestured toward a chubby girl standing behind him. “Mr. Roma told me to bring her over, and I’d sure appreciate anything you can do for her,” he said, and winked.

“In cases of extreme personal recommendation,” said Miss Shay coolly, “we do schedule a girl’s interview right away.” She signaled to Sheralee, who took the girl downstairs. The stout man looked relieved.

A red-haired woman and two men came over, but Miss Shay asked them to wait. The younger man tapped the redhead’s chin with his fist and grinned. “You ain’t got a thing to worry about, baby.” She gave him a look of utter scorn and lit a cigarette.

I signed an income-tax form, a meal ticket, a receipt for the meal ticket, an application form, an insurance form, and a release of all photographs for any purpose—publicity, editorial, or otherwise—deemed fit by Playboy Clubs International. A harried-looking young man in shirt sleeves came to tell Miss Shay that two men working in the basement were going to quit. They had expected to work six days for seventy-five dollars and were working only five days for sixty dollars. They were upset about it because they had families to support. “I can’t make changes,” she said crisply. “I can only implement Mr. Roma’s decisions.”

Miss Shay stapled a set of Polaroid pictures to my employment form and gave me my schedule. “Tomorrow, you’ll have makeup guidance at Larry Mathews’, this weekend is Bunny-bible study, and Monday I’ve made an appointment for you to see our doctor for a physical exam.” She leaned forward confidentially. “A complete physical,” she said. “Monday afternoon is the Bunny Mother lecture and Bunny Father lecture. Tuesday you’ll have Bunny school, and Wednesday you’ll train on the floor.” I asked if I could go to my own doctor. “No,” she said, “you must go to our doctor for a special physical. All Bunnies have to.”

Miss Shay gave me one last form to sign, a request that Marie Ochs’s birth record be sent to the Playboy Club. I signed it, hoping that the state of Michigan would take a while to discover that Marie did not exist. “In the meantime, I’ll need your birth certificate,” she said. “We can’t let you work without it.” I agreed to send a special-delivery letter home for it.

Of course I won’t be allowed to serve liquor or work late hours without proof of age. Why didn’t I think of that?

Well, Marie’s future may be short, but she can still try to make it through Bunny school.

FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 1ST

I was fitted for false eyelashes today at Larry Matthews’s, a twenty-four-hour-a-day beauty salon in a West Side hotel. As a makeup expert feathered the eyelashes with a manicure scissors, she pointed out a girl who had just been fired from the club “because she wouldn’t go out with a Number One keyholder.” I said I thought we were forbidden to go out with customers. “You can go out with them if they’ve got Number One keys,” the makeup girl explained. “They’re for club management and reporters and big shots like that.” I explained that being fired for not going seemed like a very different thing. “Well,” she said thoughtfully, “I guess it was the way she said it. She told him to go screw himself.”

I paid the bill. $8.14 for the eyelashes and a cake of rouge, even after the 25-percent Bunny discount. I had refused to invest in darker lipstick even though “girls get fired for looking pale.” I wondered how much the Bunny beauty concession was worth to Mr. Mathews. Had beauty salons sent in sealed bids for this lucrative business?

I am home now, and I have measured the lashes. Maybe I don’t have to worry so much about being recognized in the club. They are three quarters of an inch long at their shortest point.

SUNDAY 3RD

I’ve spent an informative Sunday with the Bunny bible, or the Playboy Club Bunny Manual, as it is officially called. From introduction (“You are holding the top job in the country for a young girl”) to appendix (“Sidecar: Rim glass with lime and frost with sugar”), it is a model of clarity.

Some dozen supplements accompany the bible. Altogether, they give a vivid picture of a Bunny’s function. For instance:


	… You … are the only direct contact most of the readers will ever have with Playboy personnel… . We depend on our Bunnies to express the personality of the magazine.

	… Bunnies will be expected to contribute a fair share of personal appearances as part of their regular duties for the Club.

	… Bunnies are reminded that there are many pleasing means they can employ to stimulate the club’s liquor volume, thereby increasing their earnings significantly… . The key to selling more drinks is Customer Contact … they will respond particularly to your efforts to be friendly… . You should make it seem that [the customer’s] opinions are very important… .

	The Incentive System is a method devised to reward those table Bunnies who put forth an extra effort… . The Bunny whose [drink] average per person is highest will be the winner… . Prize money … will likewise be determined by over-all drink income.



There is a problem in being “friendly” and “pampering” the customer while refusing to go out with him or even give him your last name. The manual makes it abundantly clear that Bunnies must never go out with anyone they meet in the club—customer or employee—and adds that a detective agency called Willmark Service Systems, Inc., has been employed to make sure that they don’t. (“Of course, you can never tell when you are being checked out by a Willmark Service representative.”) The explanation written for the Bunnies is simple: “Men are very excited about being in the company of Elizabeth Taylor, but they know they can’t paw or proposition her. The moment they felt they could become familiar with her, she would not have the aura of glamour that how surrounds her. The same must be true of our Bunnies.” In an accompanying letter from Hugh Hefner to Willmark, the explanation is still simpler: “Our licenses are laid on the line any time any of our employees in any way engages, aids, or abets traffic in prostitution… .” Willmark is therefore instructed to “Use your most attractive and personable male representatives to proposition the Bunnies, and even offer … as high as $200 on this, ‘right now,’ for a promise of meeting you outside the Club later.” Willmark representatives are told to ask a barman or other male employee “if any of the girls are available on a cash basis for a ‘friendly evening.’ … Tell him you will pay the girls well or will pay him for the girls.” If the employee does act “as a procurer,” Willmark is to notify the club immediately. “We naturally do not tolerate any merchandising of the Bunnies,” writes Mr. Hefner, “and are most anxious to know if any such thing is occurring.”

If the idea of being merchandised isn’t enough to unnerve a prospective Bunny, there are other directives that may. Willmark representatives are to check girls for heels that are too low, runs in their hose, jewelry, underwear that shows, crooked or unmatched ears, dirty costumes, absence of name tags, and “tails in good order.” Further: “When a show is on, check to see if the Bunnies are reacting to the performers. When a comic is on, they are supposed to laugh.” Big Brother Willmark is watching you.

In fact, Bunnies must always appear gay and cheerful (“Think about something happy or funny … . your most important commodity is personality”) in spite of all their worries, including the demerit system. Messy hair, bad nails, and bad makeup cost five demerits each. So does calling the room director by his first name, failing to keep a makeup appointment, or eating food in the Bunny Boom. Chewing gum or eating while on duty is ten demerits for the first offense, twenty for the second, and dismissal for the third. A three-time loser for “failure to report for work without replacement” is not only dismissed but blacklisted from all other Playboy Clubs. Showing up late for work or after a break costs a demerit a minute, failure to follow a room director’s instructions costs fifteen. “The dollar value of demerits,” notes the Bunny bible, “shall be determined by the general manager of each club.”

Once the system is mastered, there are still instructions for specific jobs. Door Bunnies greet customers and check their keys. Camera Bunnies must operate Polaroids. Cigarette Bunnies explain why a pack of cigarettes can’t be bought without a Playboy lighter, hat-check Bunnies learn the checking system, gift-shop Bunnies sell Playboy products, mobile-gift-shop Bunnies carry Playboy products around in baskets, and table Bunnies memorize thirteen pages of drinks.

There’s more to Bunnyhood than stuffing bosoms.

Note: Section 523 says: “Employees may enter and enjoy the facilities of the club as bona fide guests of 1 [Number One] keyholders.” Are these the big shots my makeup expert had in mind?

MORNING, MONDAY 4TH

At 11:00 a.m. I went to see the Playboy doctor at his office in a nearby hotel (“Failure to keep doctor’s appointment, twenty demerits”). The nurse gave me a medical-history form to fill out. “Do you know this includes an internal physical? I’ve been trying to get Miss Shay to warn the girls.” I said I knew, but that I didn’t understand why it was required. “It’s for your own good,” she said, and led me into a narrow examining room containing a medicine chest, a scale, and a gynecological table. I put on a hospital robe and waited. It seemed I had spent a good deal of time lately either taking off clothes, waiting, or both.

The nurse came back with the doctor, a stout, sixtyish man with the pink and white skin of a baby. “So you’re going to be a Bunny,” he said heartily, “Just came back from Miami myself. Beautiful club down there. Beautiful Bunnies.” I started to ask him if he had the coast-to-coast franchise, but he interrupted to ask how I liked Bunnyhood.

“Well, it’s livelier than being a secretary,” I said, and he told me to sit on the edge of the table. As he pounded my back and listened to me breathe, the thought crossed my mind that every Bunny in the New York club had rested on the same spot. “This is the part all the girls hate,” said the doctor, and took blood from my arm for a Wassermann test. I told him that testing for venereal disease seemed a little ominous. “Don’t be silly,” he said, “all the employees have to do it. You’ll know everyone in the club is clean.” I said that their being clean didn’t really affect me and that I objected to being put through these tests. Silence. He asked me to stand to “see if your legs are straight.” “Okay,” I said, “I have to have a Wassermann. But what about an internal examination? Is that required of waitresses in New York State?”

“What do you care?” he said. “It’s free, and it’s for everybody’s good.”

“How?” I asked.

“Look,” he said impatiently, “we usually find that girls who object to it strenuously have some reason …” He paused significantly. I paused, too. I could either go through with it or I could march out in protest. But in protest of what?

Back in the reception room, the nurse gave me a note to show Miss Shay that, according to preliminary tests at least, I had passed. As I put on my coat, she phoned a laboratory to pick up “a blood sample and a smear.” I asked why those tests, but no urine sample? Wasn’t that the most common laboratory test of all? “It’s for your own protection,” she said firmly, “and anyway, the club pays.”

Down in the lobby, I stopped in a telephone booth to call the Department of Health. I asked if a Wassermann test was required of waitresses in New York City? “No.” Then what kind of physical examination was required? “None at all,” they said.

AFTERNOON, MONDAY 4TH

The Bunny Mother lecture turned out to be a casual and much interrupted talk with Sheralee in her small windowless office. There were seven other trainees, two of them already in costume. There was also a delicate blond, the part-time model from Texas whom I had already met, a very big girl with very long hair who said she was a magician’s assistant, a square-looking girl in a plaid suit, and a pretty brunette who never took off her coat.

For the most part, Sheralee’s talk repeated the Bunny bible, but some points were new.


		Because of the minimum wage in New York City, we must get a salary of fifty dollars for a forty-hour week. We get tips, but the club takes 50 percent of the first thirty dollars’ worth of those that are charged, 25 percent of amounts up to sixty dollars and 5 percent after that. “That means half of everything,” whispered a girl in costume. “Who gets more than thirty dollars a day?”

		We may keep all tips that are given to us in cash, but if we indicate any preference for cash tips, we will be fired.

		“We don’t even want you kids to know what ‘drink average’ means,” said Sheralee, and explained that it meant the number of drinks per customer. “But if you give good service, you’re bound to get more reorders, and you get merits for good service. A hundred merits equals twenty-five dollars.”

		If we meet boyfriends or husbands after work, we must do it at least two blocks from the club. Customers must never see us meeting other men.

		We should never leave money in our lockers. Two girls have just been fired for stealing.

		Because of “special problems in New York,” we can’t be charged money for demerits, so instead, we may buy them back with merits. “If a hundred merits are worth twenty-five dollars,” I asked, “isn’t it the same thing?” Sheralee said it wasn’t.

		Number One keyholders are given special treatment, i.e., we bring them telephone, pad, and pen immediately. Playboy International then “absorbs” the amount of their bill. Number One keys go to the executives of all the clubs, important members of the press, and a few other VIPs. We may also give them our names, accompany them in the club, and go out with them. The magician’s assistant asked if we had to go out with them.
     Sheralee said, “Of course not.”
     “But,” the girl said, “one of the room directors got mad at me for not telling my last name to a Number One keyholder. I explained that I was married, but he said I should give my last name anyway.” Sheralee said she was sure the room director didn’t mean it. “You never have to do anything you don’t want,” she said comfortingly.

		The apartment of Vic Lownes is used for Playboy’s promotional parties in New York, just as Hugh Hefner’s house is used in Chicago. (“Mr. Lownes used to run the clubs,” Sheralee explained, “but now he’s associated mostly with the magazine.”) When we go to such parties, we are not allowed to bring men. “Not even husbands?” the magician’s assistant asked. “Absolutely no men,” said Sheralee. “But of course you don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”



We all went down to the VIP Room for the Bunny Father lecture, but not before a Bunny stopped at the door of Sheralee’s office and called “Gloria!” I froze. After what seemed an eternity, the Bunny sitting next to me answered. I have learned to answer to Marie. Now I must learn to stop answering to Gloria.

There was no Bunny Father, but two slide shows with taped narration and jazz background were presented as his lecture. One was on Bunnies in general and offered nothing new except that when customers tried to “get familiar,” we were to say, “Sir, you are not allowed to touch the Bunnies.” The second half of the Bunny Father lecture was called “Cocktail Bunny.” It showed how to set up trays, fill out checks, and place drinks on tables. The narration didn’t synchronize with the slides, the room was cold, and I emerged with a splitting headache.

Sheralee said that Miss Shay wanted to see me. My heart sank.

The main office was the same fluorescent-lit chaos as before, but Miss Shay was an island of calm. I would need an identification card, she said, to get in and out of the building. I gave her the note from the doctor, and my real Social Security number. I explained that I had lost the card. She looked doubtful but took the number.

I wanted to ask about this morning’s medical puzzle, but decided against it for the moment. By calling attention to myself, I might only jog her memory about the missing birth certificate. I told her that my file was complete except for a chest X-ray, and I left. It’s hard to believe that the efficient Miss Shay won’t catch up with me soon, but I’ll stay until discovered.

AFTERNOON, TUESDAY 5TH

At noon today I waited in line for a free chest X-ray at the Department of Health, muttering under my breath “Flamingo gets cherry, orange, and lime circle. Mist gets lemon twist, cordials go in London docks.” These bits of wisdom from my drink script and all the other documents in that brown plastic briefcase were to be the subject of a written Bunny quiz at three o’clock.

I reported to Sheralee and she greeted me with a rush. “Oh, sweetie, I’m absolutely desperate!” She needed an “over-twenty-one girl,” she said, to work the hat-check concession from seven-thirty that evening to four in the morning. Would I help her out? Of course I would, I said, if she thought I could handle it. “Oh, sure, sweetie,” said Sheralee, “it’s terrifically simple.” My matching shoes weren’t ready yet, but never mind, I could wear black, she said. All I had to do was to be there in makeup by seven. I was surprised and elated. I would have at least one night “on the floor.” I would, that is, if I could successfully avoid Miss Shay.

The quiz turned out to be a list of sixty-one short-answer questions. Our class of eight scribbled seriously while Sheralee read the questions aloud. I could see the Texas model looking perplexed, her mouth slightly open, and the Bunny named Gloria was chewing on her knuckle. I decided it wouldn’t pay to be too smart, and wrote down six wrong answers. We scored one another’s papers and read out the results. I was top of the class with nine wrong, the magician’s assistant had ten, and everyone else missed fourteen or more. Texas missed nearly thirty. When the club says a Bunny is chosen for “1) Beauty, 2) Personality, and 3) Ability,” the order must be significant.

We went to the penthouse, a large fourth-floor room with a back-lit plastic panel depicting rooftops. Sheralee seated us at a row of deserted tables and began to quiz us on drinks. “What is Fleischmann’s?”

“Gin.”

“What is Vat Sixty-Nine?”

“I haven’t studied these,” said Texas.

“Scotch,” said the pretty brunette.

“What’s Courvoisier?”

“I know, I memorized that. It’s … cognac!” said Gloria.

“What’s Piper Heidsieck?” The delicate blond didn’t know. “Haven’t you ever had champagne?” asked Sheralee. The blond said no, she’d never seen it. “It looks just like ginger ale,” said Sheralee, “only it costs lots and lots of money.” After several rounds of quizzing, everyone except Texas had been able to answer a few. She hung her hennaed head, and Sheralee lectured her severely.

A very tall, very pale black girl came over and introduced herself as our training Bunny. She was as thin and fragile as a high-fashion model, and very pretty. “She’s one of the oldest Bunnies here. Everybody just loves her,” said Gloria. “The men call colored girls chocolate bunnies,” said another girl, and giggled.

We spent a hurried hour learning the Bunny stance (a model’s pose with one hip jutted out) and the Bunny dip (a back-leaning way of placing drinks on low tables without falling out of our costumes). We learned the ritual serving Sentences: “Good evening, sir, I am your Bunny, Marie. May I see the member’s key, please? Are you the keyholder or is this a borrowed key? Thank you. Now I’ll be happy to take your order.” No deviation allowed. I wondered if the uniformity ever bored the customers. “Is there anything else I can get you, Mr. Jones?” “Thank you, Mr. Jones, come back and see us again.” I was being programmed.

At home, I retreat behind greasepaint and false eyelashes. The club’s office will be closed when I get there: no Miss Shay to forbid me to work. At least my career will include one night of “Customer Contact.”

EVENING, TUESDAY 5TH

The Bunny Room was chaotic. I was pushed and tugged and zipped into my electric-blue costume by the wardrobe mistress, but this time she allowed me to stuff my own bosom, and I was able to get away with only half a dry cleaner’s bag. I added the tiny collar with clip-on bow tie and the starched cuffs with Playboy cuff links. My nameplate was centered in a ribbon rosette like those won in horse shows, and pinned just above my bare right hipbone. A major policy change, I was told, had just shifted name tags from left hip to right. The wardrobe mistress also gave me a Bunny jacket because it was a below-zero night, and I was to stand by the front door. The jacket turned out to be a brief shrug of imitation white fur that covered the shoulders but left the bosom carefully bare.

I went in to be inspected by Bunny Mother Sheralee. “You look sweet,” she said, and advised that I keep any money I had with me in my costume. “Two more girls have had things stolen from their lockers,” she said, and added that I should be sure and tell the lobby director the exact amount of money I had with me. “Otherwise they may think you stole tips.” Table Bunnies, she explained, were allowed to keep any tips they might receive in cash (though the club did take up to 50 percent of all their charge tips), but hat-check Bunnies could keep no tips at all. Instead, they were paid a flat twelve dollars for eight hours. I told her that twelve dollars a day seemed a good deal less than the salary of two to three hundred dollars mentioned in the advertisement. “Well, you won’t work hat check all the time, sweetie,” she said. “When you start working as a table Bunny, you’ll see how it all averages out.”

I took a last look at myself in the mirror. A creature with three-quarter-inch eyelashes, blue satin ears, and an overflowing bosom looked back. I asked Sheralee if we had to stuff ourselves so much. “Of course you do,” she said. “Practically all the girls just stuff and stuff. That’s the way Bunnies are supposed to look.”

The elevator opened on the mezzanine, and I made my professional debut in the Playboy Club. It was crowded, noisy, and very dark. A group of men with organizational name tags on their lapels stood nearby. “Here’s my Bunny honey now,” said one, and flung his arm around my shoulders as if we were fellow halfbacks leaving the field.

“Please, sir,” I said, and uttered the ritual sentence we had learned from the Bunny Father lecture: “You are not allowed to touch the Bunnies.” His companions laughed and laughed. “Boy oh boy, guess she told you!” said one, and tweaked my tail as I walked away.

The programmed phrases of the Bunny bible echoing in my mind, I climbed down the carpeted spiral stairs between the mezzanine (“Living Room, Piano Bar, buffet dinner now being served”) and the lobby (“Check your coats, immediate seating in the Playmate Bar”), separated from the street by only a two-story sheet of glass. The alternative was a broad staircase in the back of the lobby, but that, too, could be seen from the street. All of us, customers and Bunnies alike, were a living window display. I reported to the lobby director. “Hello, Bunny Marie,” he said. “How’s things?” I told him that I had fifteen dollars in my costume. “I’ll remember,” he said. I had a quick and humiliating vision of all the hat-check Bunnies lined up for bosom inspection.

There was a four-deep crowd of impatient men surrounding the Hat Check Room. The head hat-check Bunny, a little blond who had been imported from Chicago to “straighten out the system,” told me to take their tickets and call the numbers out to two “hang boys” behind the counter. “I’ll give you my number if you give me yours,” said a balding man, and turned to the crowd for appreciation.

After an hour of helping men on with coats, scarves, and hats, the cocktail rush had subsided enough for the Chicago Bunny to show me how to pin numbers on coat lapels with straight pins or tuck them in hatbands. She gave me more ritual sentences. “Thank you, sir, here is your ticket.” “The information Bunny is downstairs to your right.” “Sorry, we’re unable to take ladies’ coats.” (Only if the club was uncrowded, and the coats were not fur, was the Hat Check Room available to women.) She emphasized that I was to put all tips in a slotted box attached to the wall, smile gratefully, and not tell the customers that the tips went to the club. She moved to the other half of the check room (“The blue tickets are next door, sir”) and sent a tall, heavy-set Swiss Bunny to take her place.

The two of us took care of a small stream of customers and talked a little. I settled down to my ever-present worry that someone I knew was going to come in, recognize me, and say “Gloria!” If the rumor were true that one newspaper reporter and one news-magazine reporter had tried to become Bunnies and failed, the management must be alert to the possibility. I had seen more than enough Sydney Greenstreet movies to worry about the club’s reaction. If someone I knew did come in, I would just keep repeating “There must be some mistake” and hope for the best.

Dinner traffic began, and soon there was a crowd of twenty men waiting. We worked quickly, but coats going in and out at the same time made for confusion. One customer was blundering about behind the counter in search of a lost hat, and two more were complaining loudly that they had been waiting ten minutes. “The reason there’s a line outside the Playboy Club,” said one, “is because they’re waiting for their coats.” A man in a blue silk suit reached out to pull my tail. I dodged and held a coat for a balding man with a row of ballpoint pens in his suit pocket. He put it on, but backward, so that his arms were around me. The hang boy yelled at him in a thick Spanish accent, “Leave her alone,” and he told the hang boy to shut up. Three women in mink stoles stood waiting for their husbands. I could see them staring, not with envy, but coldly, as if measuring themselves against the Swiss Bunny and me. High up on the opposite wall, a camera stared down at all of us and transmitted the scene to screens imbedded in walls all over the club, including one screen over the sidewalk: “the closed-circuit television camera that flashes your arrival throughout the Club” explained publicity folders. I was overcome by a nightmare sensation of walking naked through crowds and the only way back to my own clothes was the glass-encased stairway. As men pressed forward with coats outstretched, I turned to the hang boy for more tickets. “Don’t worry,” he said kindly, “you get used to it.”

Business let up again. I asked the Swiss Bunny if she liked the work. “Not really,” she shrugged. “I was an airline hostess for a while, but once you’ve seen Hong Kong, you’ve seen it.” A man asked for his coat. I turned around and found myself face-to-face with two people whom I knew well, a television executive and his wife. I looked down as I took his ticket and kept my back turned while the boy found the coat, but I had to face him again to deliver it. My television friend looked directly at me, gave me fifty cents, and walked away. Neither he nor his wife had recognized me. It was depressing to be a nonperson in a Bunny suit, but it was also a victory. To celebrate, I helped a slight, shy-looking man put on his long blue-and-white scarf, asked him if he and the scarf were from Yale. He looked startled, as if he had been recognized at a masquerade.

There were no clocks anywhere in the club. I asked the hang boy what time it was. “One o’clock,” he said. I had been working for more than five hours with no break. My fingers were perforated and sore from pushing pins through cardboard, my arms ached from holding heavy coats, I was thoroughly chilled from the icy wind that blew in the door each time a customer opened it, and, atop my three-inch black satin heels, my feet were killing me. I walked over to ask the Chicago Bunny if I could take a break.

“Yes,” she said, “a half-hour to eat, but no more.”

Down the hall from the Bunny Room was the employees’ lounge where our meal tickets entitled us to one free meal a day. I pulled a metal folding chair up to a long bare table, took my shoes off gingerly, and sat down next to two black men in gray work uniforms. They looked sympathetic as I massaged my swollen feet. One was young and quite handsome, the other middle-aged and graying at the temples. Like all employees at the club, they seemed chosen, at least partly, for their appearance. The older one advised me about rolling bottles under my feet to relax them and getting arch supports for my shoes. I asked what they did. “We’re garbage men,” said the younger. “It don’t sound so good, but it’s easier than your job.”

They told me I should eat something and gestured to the beef stew on their paper plates. “Friday we get fish,” one said, “but every other day is the same stew.”

“The same, except it gets worse,” said the other, and laughed. The older one told me he felt sorry for the Bunnies, even though some of them enjoyed “showing off their looks.” He advised me to be careful of my feet and not to try to work double shifts.

Back downstairs, I tried to categorize the customers as I checked their coats. With the exception of a few teenage couples, the majority seemed to be middle-aged businessmen. Less than half had women with them, and the rest came in large all-male bunches that seemed entirely subsidized by expense accounts. I saw only four of the type pictured in club advertisements—the young, lean, nattily dressed Urban Man—and they were with slender, fashionable girls who looked rather appalled by our stuffed costumes and bright makeup. The least confident wives of the businessmen didn’t measure themselves against us, but seemed to assume their husbands would be attracted to us and stood aside, looking timid and embarrassed. There were a few customers, a very few, either men or women (I counted ten), who looked at us not as objects but smiled and nodded as if we might be human beings.

The Swiss Bunny took a break, and a hang boy began to give me a gentle lecture. I was foolish, he said, to put all the money in the box. The tips were cash. If we didn’t take some, the man who counted it might. I told him I was afraid they would look in my costume and I didn’t want to get fired. “They only check you girls once in a while,” he said. “Anyway, I’ll make you a deal. You give me money. I meet you outside. We split it.” My feet ached, my fingers were sticky from dozens of sweaty hatbands, and my skin was gouged and sore from the bones of the costume. Even the half-hour dinner break had been on my own time, so the club was getting a full eight hours of work. I felt resentful enough to take him up on it. Still, it would hardly do to get fired for stealing. I told him that I was a new Bunny and too nervous to try it. “You’ll get over that,” he said. “One Saturday night last week, this check room took in a thousand dollars in tips. And you know how much we get paid. You think about that.”

It was almost 4:00 a.m. Quitting time.

The lobby director came over to tell us that the customer count for the night was about two thousand. I said that sounded good. “No,” he said. “Good is four thousand.”

I went back to the Bunny Room, turned in my costume, and sat motionless, too tired to move. The stays had made vertical indentations around my rib cage and the zipper had left a welt over my spine. I complained about the costume’s tightness to the Bunny who was sitting next to me, also motionless. “Yeah,” she said, “a lot of girls say their legs get numb from the knee up. I think it presses on a nerve or something.”

The street was deserted, but a taxi waited outside by the employees’ exit. The driver held a dollar bill out the window. “I got four more of these,” he said. “Is that enough?” I kept on walking. “What’s a matter?” he said, irritated: “You work in there, don’t you?”

The streets were brightly lit and sparkling with frost. As I walked the last block to my apartment, I passed a gray English car with the motor running. A woman was sitting in the driver’s seat, smoking a cigarette, and watching the street. Her hair was bright blond and her coat bright red. She looked at me and smiled. I smiled back. She looked available—and she was. Of the two of us, she seemed the more honest.

WEDNESDAY 6TH

I got up just in time to rush back to the club for my table-Bunny training at two o’clock, and arrived feeling that I had never left. As I changed into my costume, one of the Bunnies was reading aloud from a weekly tabloid called Leo Skull’s Show Guide. “Listen to this,” she said. “It says, ‘Although a thousand girls were interviewed for the club and a hundred and twenty-five are working there now, the Playboy Club’s fantastic business, the lines and crowds of customers thronging there daily, have made it necessary to add another fifty Bunnies.’” I had heard Sheralee say that only 103 Bunnies were on schedule. I asked the girl who was reading if we really needed fifty more. Probably, she said, because the club had opened with 140 Bunnies—and nearly 50 of them had quit.

Another girl disagreed. “I heard that twenty were fired and forty more quit—but I think it’s more, because we’ve only got about a hundred now, and a lot of them are new Bunnies.” I said I was going to ask Miss Shay, just out of curiosity, how many Bunnies quit. “Don’t bother, sweetie. Nobody around here ever tells us anything.”

I picked up the paper and read on: “The girls, in this reporter’s opinion, are the most beautiful ladies ever seen together under one roof. Most of them have superior education as well, and fine breeding. They are trained to give the optimum in restaurant service… . Their earnings are three to ten times as much as they could earn in any similar position. Average earnings are two hundred to three hundred dollars, and ‘Bunnies’ meet the most attractive people.” The article ended with the club’s address and how to apply. “Two hundred dollars to three hundred a what?” said the dissident Bunny. “I got a hundred and eight dollars this week, and the girl with the biggest check got a hundred and forty-five.” I asked if she was waiting on tables. She said she was.

“The next time Leo Shull comes in here,” said the dissident, “I’m going to ask him where he gets his figures.”

“Watch out,” said the newspaper Bunny. “He’s a Number One keyholder.”

Sheralee called me into her office. She was still desperate for “over-twenty-one girls” who could work until four in the morning. Would I take the hat-check concession again? I deliberated. It was another chance to work before Miss Shay remembered that I had never turned in the requested birth certificate. On the other hand, I would be training as a table Bunny until six o’clock and going right back to a full day’s work at seven-thirty. My feet were still so swollen that I could barely get my regulation three-inch heels on, and I had gauze wrapped around my middle where the costume had dug in and rubbed my skin raw. I decided to take a chance on not being found out for a little longer, so I explained my tiredness to Sheralee. Couldn’t she find someone else? “I’ll try,” she said, and looked annoyed. “But if I can’t, I’m still counting on you.”

I took the elevator to the mezzanine again and crossed to the spiral stairs. To be in costume walking down that staircase seemed even more surrealistic in broad daylight with dozens of lunchtime shoppers staring in. One of the room directors was waiting for me at the bottom. “Go back up and come down again,” he said, gesturing toward the crowds in the street. “Give the boys a treat.”

Disobeying a room director was an automatic fifteen demerits, according to the Bunny bible. I searched for an excuse. “Look,” I said, “I’m late to meet a Number One keyholder.”

“Go ahead, kid,” he said, smiling approvingly. “Get a move on.”

I walked down the stairs at the back of the lobby to the Playmate Bar where I was to report for training. It had been dark and deserted when I came there for my first interview. Now it was alive with a lunchtime crowd, and the wall behind the bar glowed with blown-up color transparencies of seminude Playmates from the centerfold of Playboy.

I went to the service area at the end of the bar to set up a tray with a bar cloth, Playboy lighter, and all the other items prescribed in Bunny school. My training Bunny gave me checks from her pad and told me to follow her as she made the rounds of her station. At each table she said, “This is Bunny Marie, and she is a Bunny in training.” Two men told me I would be okay if I did everything they said, and the first thing to do was get rid of my sourpuss training Bunny. “Don’t pay any attention to those jerks,” she said. “They’ve been guzzling all afternoon and just think they’re smart.” I asked if they could be from Willmark and just being difficult to test her. “Don’t be silly,” she said. “You can always spot a Willmark man. He never has more than two drinks.”

Two of her tables were empty, and she told me to wait on anyone who sat there. My first two customers carried plastic briefcases and wore veterans’ buttons in their lapels. Approaching them as confidently as I could, I embarked on the serving ritual. “Good afternoon, sir, I am your Bunny, Marie,” I said, and put a napkin in front of each man (“this procedure informs the room director which guests have been served”), taking care to look directly at him as I did so (“eye-contact each of your guests immediately”). “May I see the member’s key please?” One of the customers gave me his Playboy key together with a room key from the Hotel Astor. I gave it back and started to fill out the check.

“Well,” he said, slapping the table with delight, “you can’t blame a man for trying.”

“Nope,” said his friend, “you can’t tell us your address, but nothing’s to stop you from remembering ours.”

I filled glasses with ice, called in their order at the bar for two Old Fashioneds, and asked how I was supposed to put in the proper “garbage”—Bunny-ese for drink garnishes. “With your hands, how else?” said the bartender. I picked up two orange slices and dredged around in a large trough full of juice until I found two cherries.

With the drinks balanced on my tray, I approached the two veterans. “Are you married?” asked the table slapper. I said no. “Well, it wouldn’t matter anyway, because I’m married, too!” Pointing my right hip into the table, I bent my knees, inclined myself backward in the required Bunny dip, and placed the glasses squarely on the napkins. I felt like an idiot.

“You’re doing just fine,” my training Bunny whispered sweetly, and yelled, “One J & B, one CC, and two martinis straight up,” at the bartender.

I waited on three more parties, all men. Two said, “If you’re my Bunny, can I take you home?” One asked if my picture was above the bar.

My veterans left me a dollar tip. I thanked them and told them they were my first customers. The table slapper punched his friend in the arm and doubled over with laughter. “This girl,” he said, still laughing, “this girl’s a virgin Bunny!” He wiped tears from his eyes.

At six o’clock, I turned my checks back in to the training Bunny. All tips charged on them went to her, presumably her reward for training me. I told her the veterans had left a dollar. “You can keep it,” she said magnanimously. I tucked it into the “vault,” as I had seen the other Bunnies do, and went upstairs to change.

I was unfurling the plastic dry cleaner’s bag from my bosom when Miss Shay entered the Bunny Boom. I had never seen her there before. Had my lack of credentials caught up with me? She might not have been aware of my emergency hat-check duty, but she probably did know about tomorrow’s assignment of serving drinks from eight o’clock to midnight. Miss Shay stopped next to me. “Keep up the good work,” she said, confidentially. “I hear you’re a very good Bunny.”

I decided to risk asking about “the other Marie Ochs” she mentioned at my first interview. “What other Marie Ochs?” she said, and disappeared into the Bunny Mother’s office.

I am at home, and Sheralee has just phoned to say that she found another hat-check Bunny for tonight. My luck is holding.

THURSDAY 7TH

I went to the Bunny Room an hour early tonight to see what I could learn about my sister Bunnies. Newspapers described them as college girls, actresses, artists, and even linguists. I asked the Bunny dressing next to me about the linguists. She said yes, that there were quite a few foreign girls working the VIP Room. (As I had read in the Bunny bible, “That stands for Very Important Playboy, of course.”) In fact, they had to speak English with a foreign accent in order to work that room specializing in dinner and midnight supper. Did Bunnies make a lot of money there? “Not really,” she said. “It only seats fifty, and it’s for dinner, so the turnover is slow. You’re better off serving drinks and getting the jerks in and out fast.” I asked about the college girls. “Oh, sure,” she said, “I think there are three or four who go to classes during the week and work on weekends.” How could they always get the weekends, which were the big tip nights? “Listen, friend,” she said, “there are some people around here who get to pick whatever shift they want, and the rest of us get stuck with a week of lunches or that lousy hat-check bit. Mostly, it’s the old girls from Chicago or somebody who’s got an ‘in’ with the management.” I asked if that couldn’t just be seniority. “Sure,” she said, searching for a place to put the Bunny ears on her upswept hairdo, “only there isn’t supposed to be a seniority system. ‘You’re all treated alike’—that’s what they tell us.” I asked what she had done before becoming a Bunny. “Nothing much, a little modeling once in a while.” And what did she hope working as a Bunny would lead to? “I thought maybe I could save enough money to get some test shots and a composite and I could be a real model,” she said. “But after three months of this, I want to get married. Guys I wouldn’t look at before, now I think they aren’t so bad.”

I moved to the other side of the dressing table where four girls were eating doughnuts and drinking chocolate milk (“ … eating in the Bunny Room, five demerits …”), and introduced myself as a new Bunny. First-name introductions were made all around. They seemed glad for the diversion and offered me a doughnut. I asked about the college girls again. “Yeah, there are some,” said one. “I met a girl the other day, she was taking a course in photography.” I asked what they had done before and what they wanted to do. Three said they wanted very much to be models—not high-fashion, but in advertising or the garment industry. The fourth said she was married, had a baby, and was just picking up money as a Bunny because she wasn’t trained to do anything. They asked about me, and I repeated what I had put on my application as a likely, but not startling, background for a Bunny: that I had worked as a waitress (true, though it was at college), that I had danced in nightclubs and once hoped to be a professional dancer (also true, though I had to do some switching of dates to make myself younger), and that I had most recently worked as a secretary (untrue, but it was the only thing I could make up references for).

“Say, you’ve done a lot,” said the girl who was hoping to crash the garment industry. “If you can type, what the hell do you want to be a Bunny for?”

I told them that everything I’d heard about the club sounded great. I read to them from the latest Playboy Club News: “Bunnies don’t give up wages for glamour. A Bunny can easily earn twice the amount in a week that a good secretary averages… . An exciting extra is the anticipation of being discovered. Many Bunnies have moved on into the entertainment field and now can be seen in movies, nightclub acts, or as models… .” There was a small silence.

“Well, sure,” said one, “if they say that, it must have happened to some girls.” Another said that one of the Chicago Bunnies had been on the cover of Playboy about a year ago and there was supposed to be a Bunny on a cover again soon.

“Yeah,” said a third, “but I hear that’s just because they’re short of Bunnies and they’re trying to get more.”

It was nearly eight o’clock, time to put on my bright orange costume (more comfortable, I hoped, than the electric blue) and serve drinks in the Living Room.

Again, I had a training Bunny whose checks I used, but this time I also had a whole station, because one table Bunny was missing. “Wouldn’t you know it,” said my training Bunny. “A girl gets in a car accident and it has to be from my shift.”

My tables were in the “Cartoon Corner,” that is, a corner of the Living Room whose walls were hung with mounted cartoons from Playboy. Because it was the depth of the building from the bar, with four steps to climb in between, it was considered a difficult station. The Bunny tray technique involved carrying our small round trays balanced high on the palm of the left hand as we looked straight ahead and did the stylish, faintly wiggly Bunny walk. It seemed simple enough, but after an hour of carrying trays loaded with ice cubes, full bottles of mixes, and a half-dozen drinks, my left arm began to shake, and the blood seemed permanently drained from my fingers.

Furthermore, I still hadn’t been paid. I complained to my training Bunny, but she said I had no grounds for it. The girls hired before the December opening of the club had trained for three weeks with no pay at all.

I did learn a lot. I served twenty-two customers, spilled two drinks (one on me and one on a customer), and got propositioned twice. I also learned from the musicians at the Piano Bar that there is a song called “Playboy’s Theme.” These are some of its lyrics:

If your boy’s a Playboy,

Loosen your control.

If his eye meanders,

Sweet goose your gander’s,

Just one more ornery critter,

Who goes for the glitter.

So if you’ve been over-heatin’ your oven

Just remember that the boy is a Playboy,

And the gal that makes a fireside lovin’ man of the boy,

Gets him to stay.

Never talks to him but sweetly,

When he plays it indiscreetly,

Never takes the play completely

Away.

One of the diverse duties of the Willmark men is to make sure this theme is played at the beginning and end of every musical show every evening—like “God Save the Queen.”

FRIDAY 8TH

I have finished my first night as a full-fledged professional table Bunny, and I am almost totally absorbed with my feet. They ache like bad teeth. They are so swollen that I can’t even get sneakers on. My foremost fear is that my arches may be falling. Nonetheless, random impressions of this endless evening do come back.

Item. I had all the tables in Cartoon Corner, twice as many as last night, from seven-thirty to four o’clock in the morning with no break. With loaded trays balanced on one hand, I made sixteen round trips to the bar each hour until I lost count. I also had three iced drinks spilled down my back by customers who bumped into me or my tray, and two green olives to eat all evening. Why didn’t I just give up, lie down, kick, refuse, quit? I wish I knew.

Item. The bartender in the Living Room is an artist. Fast, graceful, exact, and calm, he kept the room going almost single-handedly. “Last week, including overtime and bonus,” he said, “I made a hundred and eighty dollars—and I’m the highest paid bartender in the house.” I asked him why he didn’t quit. “I’m going to,” he said.

Item. Employees eat on the run from communal plates of food swiped from the customers’ buffet. We’re one big family.

Item. $29.85 in cash tips—all in one dollar bills and silver—makes for increased prosperity but a very uncomfortable costume. And I lost five pounds last night.

SATURDAY 9TH

My arches did not fall. I put on my rain boots (the only shoes big and loose enough to bear) and went to a chiropodist (“I do all the Copa girls”), who said there was nothing wrong with my feet except long hours, high heels, and muscle strain. “In a job like that,” he said cheerfully, “your feet are bound to get a few sizes bigger.”

I worked the Living Room again tonight, but at a station right next to the bar. By wearing borrowed shoes three sizes too large, wrapping my ribs in gauze inside the costume, and coaxing busboys to help me carry heavy trays, I managed to get through the night. I was rewarded with the following information:


		A Bunny who has been a Playmate—that is, who has posed for the fold-out picture in Playboy—gets five dollars a day more salary than other Bunnies. She is also obliged to approach customers with, “I’m your Playmate Sue” instead of, “I’m your Bunny Sue,” and autograph her centerfold if requested.

		In a letter written to mollify New Yorkers who had bought keys to a supposedly private club, which is now open to the public, Hugh Hefner said that nonmembers “must secure a temporary pass good for one visit only and they must pay cash in advance before they are served.” Perhaps contrary to Mr. Hefner’s instructions, Bunnies are told to collect after each round on cash sales, but there are few who do even that. Most allow cash customers to run up bar bills just as if they were keyholders. If anything, Bunnies prefer serving a nonmember, because they are assured of a cash tip instead of splitting a charge tip with the house.

		Bunnies and busboys have a love-hate relationship. A good bus-boy can make a Bunny wealthier by keeping her tables cleared for new customers. A bad busboy can whisk away cash tips before she sees them and insist that the customer “stiffed” her. As a result, a Bunny may spend all her working hours cajoling and vamping a boy whom she wouldn’t dream of spending time with outside the club. It’s a hothouse relationship, but a close one. Like some women and their hairdressers, they tell each other everything.

		Many Bunnies regard plastic dry cleaner’s bags as dangerous for bosom stuffing because they make you perspire, thereby causing a weight loss where you least want it. Kleenex and absorbent cotton are preferred.

		The-Way-to-Get-Something-to-Eat, though a table Bunny, is to snitch it from the customers’ buffet (on pain of instant dismissal, according to a recent memo) and hide it in the supply room. You can then grab a bite whenever you pass by. Almost no one goes to the employees’ room to eat stew.



SUNDAY 10TH

I got home at four in the morning and had to be back at the club and in costume by eleven for publicity photos. I was furious at first (twenty-five demerits if I didn’t show up), but once awake and outside, I was glad. It was the first time in nearly three days that I’d seen full daylight.

The Playboy photographer was posing girls on the broad curving staircase at the back of the lobby. Each of us was put through a cheesecake series: sitting on the steps with legs outstretched, standing with our hands posed on the railing (“bend over from the waist, dear, over a little more”), and walking down the stairs with tray held high.

I asked what the photographs would be used for. “I don’t know,” he said, “I just got rush orders from Chicago.” As a matter of routine, new Bunnies were asked to sign a release of all photographs. I asked if our pictures would turn up in some Playboy Club promotion, or in Playboy itself. No one knew.

A voice called to me from the darkness of the Playmate Bar. It was Miss Shay, sitting at the desk where I had first seen her, waiting for prospective Bunnies to come in for interviews. The photographer had asked if we could turn on taped music. “Marie will play,” she said. “Marie plays the piano very well, don’t you dear?” No, I said, I didn’t play at all. “I’m sure you told me so when I interviewed you,” she said firmly.

The oversight of my credentials, the other Marie Ochs, and now my piano playing. I thought of the several times I had heard the seemingly efficient Miss Shay call busboys by a first name that was the wrong one. For the first time, I was sure that, unless someone recognized me, I could work at the Playboy Club as long as I liked.

Out in the bright sunlight again, I wondered just how long I did want to stay. If Marie wasn’t going to be discovered, Marie would have to end her own career.

Still, I had lived through those weekend nights that were the worst of it. According to this week’s Bunny schedule, I would be serving lunch for four hours each day and no more. It wasn’t an envied assignment because the tips were bad, but it would give me more time to talk to Bunnies.

I decided Marie could live till Friday.

MONDAY 11TH

A story in today’s Metropolitan Daily was the talk of the Bunny Room. Two ex-Bunnies are suing the club for back tips and “misrepresentation” of the amount of money a Bunny could earn. One has told reporters she received anonymous death threats immediately after filing the suit.

“I knew Phyllis Sands,” said one girl, “but not this Betsy McMillan who got the threats.” She studied their pictures. “They made sure to give out good publicity shots.” Did she think the alleged threats were made up just for publicity? “Who knows?” she shrugged. “Maybe she wasn’t told the club would take half her tips, and maybe her salary was a lot lower than she had expected. On the other hand, maybe she just had her boyfriend call up and threaten her so she’d get her name in the paper. Who knows?”

I went downstairs to the Playroom and began setting up tables for lunch. Of the six other Bunnies working there, I had met three: A Chinese Bunny, a Bunny who announced that she didn’t have to stuff her bosom, and the big, baby-voiced redhead whom I’d met the first day in the Bunny Room. The room director assigned us our stations, and we sat down on the apron of the stage to wait for customers. The unstuffed Bunny talked about how much better tips were in Chicago. “They’re dumber there,” she said. “I mean it’s easier to make them think you’ll go out with them, and then they tip you more.”

“It’s lousy at the Miami Club, too,” said Baby Voice. “One time we all got together and said we’d quit if they didn’t pay us more, but they said to go right ahead, they’d just hire more girls.”

I said, “Maybe the girls had been outbluffed.”

A little dark-haired Bunny said, “Sure, it would cost the club a hell of a lot if we all quit together. What would they do?”

“Bring in girls from the other clubs,” said Baby Voice. “You can’t win.” There was a piano at center stage. She went over to it and pretended to play a jazz arrangement that was being piped into the room. “Laaaa-tee-ta-tee-tum,” sang Baby Voice.

A Bunny with long brown hair got up and went through the motions of a very professional striptease. “They asked me to be a Playmate once,” she said, “but I couldn’t do it now. I’m too thin.” The little dark-haired Bunny told her it didn’t matter because they always used a fake composite body anyway, and that she personally knew a girl who did the breasts. I said I doubted it, there’s only so much you can do with an airbrush. “Anyway, they must use different girls,” said the stripping Bunny, “because the breasts are in different shapes.”

“They co-omme in different shapes,” sang Baby Voice, and got up to do her own striptease. She took off her bow tie, collar, and cuffs and tossed them off the stage, accompanying each with an expert bump.

“Okay, girls,” said the room director in a voice like ice. “Cut it.” Three middle-aged customers, the first of the lunchtime onslaught, were squinting into the spotlit gloom from the doorway.

“Wouldn’t you know it,” said Baby Voice, disgusted. “Here come the suckers.”

Serving lunch for four hours wasn’t quite enough to open up all my old foot wounds, but the piled-up plates of roast beef (which is all we serve, our room director is called “The Roast Beef King”) make a tray even heavier than a full load of drinks. The customers are all men. The heavy sprinkling of dates and wives in the evening crowd disappears at lunch. One told me over and over again that he was vice president of an insurance company and that he would pay me to serve at a private party in his hotel. Another got up from his fourth martini to breathe heavily down my neck. When I pulled away, he was sincerely angry. “What do you think I come here for,” he said, “roast beef?”

At three o’clock, when the final table had been cleared, I went back to the Bunny Room. The wardrobe mistress stopped me. “Baby,” she said, “that costume is way too big on you.” It was true that I had lost ten pounds in the few days since the costume had been fitted, and it was also true that, for the first time, it was no more uncomfortable than a tight girdle. She marked the waist with pins where the tucks should be taken and told me to take it off. “I’ll have it fitting you right when you come tomorrow,” she said. “Needs two inches off on each side.”

I took the Playboy Club News out of my locker and read aloud: “The Playboy Club world is filled with good entertainment, beautiful girls, fun-loving playboys … like a continuous house party. Cheerful Bunnies feel as though they are among the invited guests… .”

My co-workers from the Playroom giggled. “Some party,” said Baby Voice. “You’re not even supposed to go out with the customers.” I asked if any of the Willmark representatives had tried to trap her. “Nooooo,” she said thoughtfully, “but one did offer another Bunny two hundred dollars just for promising she’d meet him after work—and she took it,” said Baby Voice contemptuously. “She should have known. Nobody but a schmuck or a Willmark man would offer you the money before.”

TUESDAY 12TH

Two of my classmates from Bunny school, Gloria and the magician’s assistant, joined us in the Playroom today. I found myself explaining how to serve roast beef and convince customers that it was rare, medium, or well-done, though it was, in fact, all the same.

It was Lincoln’s birthday and business was slow. I listened to the unstuffed Bunny explain that she liked older men because they gave you money. “I went out with this old guy I met in the club and fixed up two other Bunnies with his friends. You know, he gave me a hundred-dollar check just because he liked me?”

The unstuffed Bunny also explained that one of the Playboy executives had given her seven hundred dollars for a dress. “I had five hundred dollars,” she said, “and I bought a dress for twelve hundred, and he took me to a party in it.” A dark-haired Bunny said yes, she knew the same guy in Chicago. “Doesn’t everybody?” said, the unstuffed Bunny. “If you counted all the Bunnies who went out with that guy, you …”

The dark-haired Bunny looked pensive. “We had this crazy thing going for three weeks,” she said. “It was wild. I guess I should have known that nothing would come of it …”

“All the girls think something will come of it,” said the unstuffed Bunny comfortingly, “but it never does.” They talked about this executive’s huge apartment, great wealth, and romantic impulses. He sounded like an artist of overkill.

Unstuffed got up to serve a customer, and the dark-haired Bunny looked after her with disdain. “I don’t believe he ever gave her seven hundred dollars for a dress,” she said firmly. “Nobody ever gets money out of him.”

WEDNESDAY 13TH

I’ve completed my unofficial list of Bunny bosom stuffers:


		Kleenex

		plastic dry cleaner’s bags

		absorbent cotton

		cut-up Bunny tails

		foam rubber

		lamb’s wool

		Kotex halves

		silk scarves

		gym socks



I’ve also learned that we can not only go out with Number One keyholders but anyone they introduce us to. Also, anyone we meet at Vic Lownes’s parties. There is, however, only so far I’m willing to go with research.

FRIDAY 15TH

The Playroom was crowded with men drinking heavily at lunch because it was Friday. I carried plates of roast beef and the Friday-only alternate, trout. Bunny Gloria was standing with a tray loaded with cups, waiting for the coffee urn to be filled. “You know what we are?” she said indignantly. “We’re waitresses!” I said maybe we ought to join a union.

“Unions just take your money,” said Baby Voice, “and won’t let you work double shifts.”

The magician’s assistant was serving a table next to mine and agreeing earnestly that our costumes were “so intelligently made, so flattering to a girl’s body.” She tried so hard to do things “like a gracious hostess,” as the Bunny bible instructed, that she wasn’t an efficient waitress. In programming us with, as one Bunny put it, “all that glamour shit,” the club sometimes defeated itself.

It was my last day of lunches and I was glad. Somehow, the usual tail pullings and propositions and pinching and ogling seemed all the more depressing when, outside this windowless room of perpetual night, the sun was shining.

I found Sheralee in her office and told her the story I had chosen because it left the door open, should I need more information: that my mother was ill and I had to go home for a while. She was dismayed. “But we’re so short of Bunnies now!” she said, and asked when I could come back. I told her I didn’t know but I would call. She gave me my first week’s paycheck: $35.90 net for two nights in the Living Room. I asked about my first night at the hat-check stand. “You don’t get paid for training,” said Sheralee. I protested that it wasn’t training. “I’ll talk to the bookkeeper,” she said doubtfully.

THURSDAY 21ST

Nearly a week has passed. I called Sheralee to say I had just come back to pick up my clothes and that I would have to quit permanently. She pleaded with me to work the Playmate Bar just one more night. Somehow (might I learn something new?) I found myself saying yes.

FRIDAY 22ND

But it was just the same:


	ROOM DIRECTOR: “That’s your station, four fours and three deuces.”

	CUSTOMER: “If you’re my Bunny, can I take you home with me?”

	BARTENDER: “They keep changing the size of the shots—up and down, up and down. It’s enough to drive you crazy.”

	BUNNY: “I worked that LoLo Cola private party, and they gave me a six-pack. Big deal.”

	CUSTOMER: “I’m in the New Yorker Hotel, Room six-twenty-five. Can you remember that?”

	MAN: “If little girls were blades of grass, what would little boys be?”

	BUNNY: “Ummm … lawn mowers?”

	MAN: “No. Grasshoppers!”

	Sign in supply room:

	THIS IS YOUR HOME.

	PLEASE DON’T THROW COFFEE GRINDS IN SINK.

	BUSBOY: “The money’s coming out of your costume, sweetie.”

	BUNNY: “He’s a real gentleman. He treats you just the same whether you’ve slept with him or not.”



It was four in the morning when I went to the Bunny Room and took off my costume. A pretty blond was putting chairs together to sleep on. She had promised to take another girl’s lunch shift after her regular eight hours in the Playmate Bar, and there wasn’t time to go home in between. I asked why she did it.

“Well,” she said, “the money’s not too bad. Last week I made two hundred dollars.”

At last I had found a girl who made at least the low end of the promised salary—but only by working round the clock.

In Sheralee’s office, pinned to the bulletin board, was a list of cities next in line for Playboy Clubs (Pittsburgh, Boston, Dallas, and Washington D.C.) and a yellow printed sheet titled WHAT IS A BUNNY?

“A Bunny,” began the text, “like the Playboy Playmate, is … beautiful, desirable… . We’ll do everything in our power to make you—the Bunny—the most envied girl in America, working in the most exciting and glamorous setting in the world.”

I turned in my costume for the last time. “So long, honey,” said the blond. “See you in the funnies.”

—1963

POSTSCRIPT

Among the short-term results of this article were:


		A long letter from Hugh Hefner saying that “your beef about the physical given the girls before they start work at the club prompted my eliminating it.” (He defended it as “a good idea,” but noted that my article was not the first time it had been “misunderstood and turned into something questionable.”) He also included the first seven installments of his own Playboy Philosophy. For most of the three-page letter, however, he insisted he didn’t mind the article at all.

		A one-million-dollar libel suit against me and a small, now defunct New York newspaper that had printed a report on my article, as well as allegations that the manager of the New York Playboy Club had clear Mafia connections. Though those allegations were not in any quote from me, I seem to have been included in the libel suit as a harassment gesture. I spent many unpleasant hours in depositions, and being threatened with punitive damages. Eventually, the newspaper settled out of court without reference to me. I was told by other reporters that such harassing actions, with or without actionable grounds, were a frequent way of discouraging or punishing journalists.

		Serving as a witness for the New York State Liquor Authority to identify printed instructions given to me as a Bunny so they could be entered in evidence in a case against the Playboy Club for maintaining a public liquor license while advertising as a private club. This was related to the fact that the Playboy Club had paid to get its liquor license, then turned state’s evidence against the same officials. The State Liquor Authority fought back with the public/private suit in which they asked me to testify. Lawyers told me that other Bunnies they had approached had been afraid to testify, even on the simple question of identifying instruction sheets in which we were told to emphasize the private, exclusive nature of the club. Having seen many movies about courtroom proceedings in which justice prevailed, I agreed. After a Playboy Club lawyer had spent cross-examination time trying to demonstrate that I was a liar and a female of low moral character, I began to understand why the other Bunnies had refused. In the end, the Playboy Club kept their public liquor license.

		Several weeks of obscene and threatening phone calls from a man with great internal knowledge of the Playboy Club.

		Loss of serious journalistic assignments because I had now become a Bunny—and it didn’t matter why.



Among the long-term results of this article are:


		Feet permanently enlarged by a half size by the very high heels and long hours of walking with heavy trays.

		Satisfaction two decades later when the Playboy Club’s payments for a New York State liquor license were cited as one of the reasons for New Jersey’s decision that Playboy Enterprises was unfit to operate a gambling casino in Atlantic City until its relationship with Hugh Hefner, its founder and principal owner, was severed.

		Continual printing by Playboy magazine of my employee photograph as a Bunny amid ever more pornographic photos of other Bunnies. The 1983 version insisted in a caption that my article “boosted Bunny recruiting.” The 1984 version was a photo taken at a dinner while I was reaching upward and my evening gown had slipped, exposing part of one breast. It was a benefit for the Ms. Foundation for Women, and also my fiftieth birthday. No other publication used this photo. But Playboy never forgets.

		Thirty years of occasional phone calls from past and present Bunnies with revelations about their working conditions and the sexual demands on them. In the first few years, my callers were amazed that I had used my own name on the article. One said she had been threatened with “acid thrown in my face” when she complained about the sexual use of the Bunnies. Another quoted the same alleged threat as a response to trying to help Bunnies unionize. All said they were amazed to find my name listed in the phone book. Eventually, I had to switch to an unlisted phone.

		In 1984, a dramatized version of this article starring Kirstie Alley, then an unknown, in my role as reporter, was made for television. It had a terrible title, “A Bunny’s Tale,” but was a good film, largely because director Karen Arthur got the women together to not only rehearse but to get to know each other; something virtually unheard of in television. A former Bunny from the Chicago Playboy Mansion also volunteered to be technical director. She had seen young women destroyed by drugs, and wanted to help us show the backstage realities of these women’s lives. Though she said she received threatening phone calls, she stayed on the set; an exact replica of the New York Playboy Club constructed from the architect’s drawings. Hugh Hefner was said to have tried to use his other television properties to pressure ABC out of doing this production, but it was shown, continued to be aired for four years on ABC, and is still re-run on Lifetime. Last year, the young woman in my neighborhood coffee shop said it had meant a lot to her, that her boyfriend also watched and finally understood what she went through as a waitress. That meant a lot to me.

		Realizing that all women are Bunnies. After feminism arrived in my life, I stopped regretting that I had written this article. Thanks to the television version, I also began to take pleasure in the connections it made with women who might not have picked up a feminist book or magazine, but who responded to the rare sight of realistic working conditions and a group of women who supported each other.



—1995
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