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For the sex workers, madams and strippers…

and badly behaved women everywhere.






A Note on the Facts

This book is a personal account based on real events. Pseudonyms have been used throughout this book and certain details altered where necessary to protect the identity and privacy of all people referred to.

I do not pretend to speak for all madams or sex workers, who come from all countries and all walks of life, are of all genders, races, and sexual orientations, and who do this work for all kinds of reasons. I have written from my own memories, notes, and text messages from the three years when I founded and ran a legal, ethical escort agency in New Zealand. As with all memoirs, other people’s recollections may vary.

Not all women who worked at The Bach are represented; it would be impractical to include the dozens of escorts who worked for me over the years – let alone the thousands of clients who visited. Some characters are composites of two or more actual people. A large proportion of the dialogue is quoted from memory, whereas almost all of the client texts are real.

If you live in a big city in North America, Australia, or Europe, then the price we eventually charged at The Bach for a ‘Girlfriend Experience’ – NZD $240 an hour, of which the lady received half – may seem surprisingly low. Whangārei, to put it mildly, is not New York City. It is a largely agricultural district of about 80,000 people. Most jobs don’t pay very well, and most clients don’t have much cash to spend. Between 2017 and 2019, the years in which we operated, the minimum wage in New Zealand was between $15.25 and $16.50 an hour. After tax, single mothers still had to pay for their childcare. By contrast, $120 per hour, with a flexible schedule and a child-minder on site, was a very attractive option.

The Bach offered free childcare for the first year we were in business, at which point I realized that most of our ladies were making more money than me. By then, they could afford their own babysitters, and they preferred to keep their children at home.






Prologue


Hey

u avail

??

Wats the cheapest deal you can do for me please?



My first day of running The Bach, I’m too scared to pick up the phone. I’m not a madam; I’m a mom with a blended family of six kids. Last night, I cooked spaghetti and read bedtime stories, and this morning I poured cereal and packed lunchboxes. There’s a three-month-old baby boy in a rocker at my feet. But all day long, I get texts like these:


Hey do you have toys or suck without a condom thanxx



Is that how they talk? I wonder, when they don’t have to pretend? I feel like I have Google Translate for the way men actually think.


Show me pussy, face, tits and ass

Hey

u avail

DTF



I put down my phone and press my hands to my eyes. This is not what I thought I’d be doing with my life. I’m a city person, from San Francisco and New York. I thought I’d live at the center of where things were happening, have deep conversations about world events.

I am a 41-year-old American woman and I am running a feminist escort agency at the top of the North Island of New Zealand, in a small town called Whangārei. It’s pronounced ‘FAH-nga-rey’, because in the Māori language, ‘wh’ is pronounced with an ‘F’. That’s the thing about New Zealand, which every foreign visitor learns sooner or later: at first you think it’s the same as the little towns you grew up with, because there’s KFC, and traffic lights, and everyone here speaks English. And then somebody hands you a raw sea urchin, or a plate of canned spaghetti on toast. Or a man passes you on the street with no shoes and a full facial tattoo, which is actually called a tā moko. Or you go for a dip and a penguin swims past. And you realize that you’re at the bottom of the South Pacific, closer to Antarctica than you are to home.

Me? I opted out of big city life and sailed across the ocean with my husband, settling in a tiny farming community just outside of Whangārei. When you’re young and dumb, you make choices on a whim because you think everything is reversible. And then one day, you realize it’s not.

Purua is pastoral and green, all rolling hills and sheep, but it feels very far from the world. Once, I’d floated the idea of bringing in college kids from abroad, science majors who could enrich our kids’ learning.

‘That’s not who we are,’ my neighbor replied. ‘We lead simple lives. We do our jobs, tend our veggie patches, and coach our kids’ sports. Don’t try to make this place something it’s not.’

My phone buzzed, jerking me back to the present.


Hey

make me booking to fuck

??



Down here in New Zealand, so much is different. But some things are depressingly familiar.






Chapter 1

‘Monogamy’s not that important to me,’ one of us said at the start of our courtship. I can’t remember now if it was Peter or me, but does it matter? He was from Brooklyn and I was from San Francisco. We were drinking red wine on my sailboat. When one of us said it, the other one quickly agreed.

‘My mom left my dad when he had an affair,’ we both confided, sharing our parallel lives. The divorces had been painful and damaging, sending each of us bouncing between two parents’ houses. Maybe that was why we’d soured on normal: a career track, a mortgage, a marriage with kids. We were ready to throw the whole thing in the trash and start over.

‘Why do you have to break up a family?’ Peter wondered. ‘Why can’t you sleep with who you want and stay married?’ It turned out his parents had done that for years, swinging their way through the sixties and seventies. ‘It was when he formed a relationship with a woman,’ Peter told me. ‘That’s where she drew the line. It was when he fell in love.’

‘But it doesn’t even have to be like that,’ I insisted. ‘My parents’ friend Claudine had a lover for years; she was married the whole time and her husband knew everything. We stayed at her lover’s cottage in Normandy on vacation, that’s how open it was!’

‘Well.’ Peter cocked his head. ‘They’re French.’

‘Yeah, and they’re so much less hung up on monogamy than Americans are,’ I told him. ‘I remember Claudine came to stay with us when the whole Clinton and Lewinsky thing was happening, and she thought it was hilarious. She laughed out loud. She couldn’t believe there was a national scandal about a blowjob.’

Then we ducked down below and went into my cabin, which is where we spent most of our time early on. One day Peter was late for his job at the boatyard, and at twenty past nine, his phone started ringing. He dismissed the call, and it just rang again.

‘Get your head out from between that girl’s thighs and get over here!’ I heard his boss shout down the line. I stuffed my face in the pillow so he wouldn’t hear me laugh.

Three months after we first met, I was pregnant. By then Peter was living on my boat, and we were already talking about marriage. ‘If it’s a boy,’ he said, his head nestled on my belly, ‘we’ll name him after my father – that is, if it’s okay with you. We’ll call him Joseph.’

‘Joe? My first kid’s going to be called Joe?’

‘It’s a good name!’ He swatted my knee. ‘Good enough for Jesus’s dad, right?’

‘Hmf,’ I grumbled, ‘maybe. He can always go by his middle name.’

Two weeks later though, Peter changed his mind. ‘I want to go sailing!’ he said. ‘I want to have adventures. I think I want to be with you, but it’s too soon to know for sure.’

‘So, what?’ I asked, incredulous. ‘You want me to have an abortion? Abort this kid we just named after your dad?’

Peter wasn’t looking at me. He was absorbed in the collection of books on my shelf. ‘If you have it,’ he said, ‘I’ll send money. But I won’t be a part of its life.’

Get an education, my mother had said, so if some man leaves you with kids to support, you can always find a way to get by. And make sure you get married before you have kids. That way, the law’s on your side. She’d told me stories about her life before, when she was raising my brothers alone. The gold lamé miniskirt she’d had to wear at her cocktail waitressing job, slinging drinks to red-faced, ass-grabbing men, while she chipped away at her master’s degree part-time. The emotional scars my brothers still bore, since their father had left them so young. I didn’t want that life. I wanted to be married with my husband committed, to sink a foundation before building a family.

So when Peter changed his mind, I didn’t make a fuss. I took the pills and I had the abortion. He asked me to pay half the bill.

After that, we made plans to get married. Peter thought it was silly, just some words on a page, but I wanted the security the law could provide. Then we tossed out convention like confetti, starting our union by going to sea. We cruised through Mexico and Central America, then stopped in New Zealand when I learned I was pregnant again. This time, Peter accepted fatherhood: we’d been married for just over two years. Our plan was to stay temporarily, have a couple of kids and keep going. We’d cross to Australia, then through the Torres Strait to Jakarta – we had the sailing routes all worked out.

But first, we launched ourselves into parenthood. Silas was a beautiful, plump baby boy, and he nursed and he babbled on time. He was my first child, so I didn’t think twice when he only made one kind of sound. ‘Da! Da! Da!’ he chortled, and I brushed it aside.

‘Maybe he speaks Russian,’ I bantered to Peter. ‘And he’s just this super positive guy.’

That our child should have a serious medical condition seemed inconceivable at the time. So far, we’d both been so lucky. Seeing no reason to pause our life of adventure, we decided we’d sail around New Zealand. If we couldn’t take off for the wild blue ocean, there was plenty to explore near the coast. I’d been penning travel articles for sailing magazines, and I thought this could be a subject for my first full-length book. We’d travel the country and I’d sample its customs. We’d have zany adventures with our one-year-old baby, and I’d write a lightweight, funny travelogue à la Bill Bryson.

Three things came out of that trip, and none of them involved a publishing contract. The first was a surprise: we learned was that I was pregnant again, this time with a baby girl. The second was a lesson which we swallowed the hard way: there’s a reason New Zealand makes world-famous sailors. We nearly killed ourselves crossing Cook Strait, and after that we finished our trip in a van.

The third was a discovery – more my thing than Peter’s, and I stumbled on it while reading the newspaper one day. ‘No way,’ I murmured out loud, and Peter glanced up from his laptop.

‘What?’

‘Prostitution is totally legal here. It’s the only country in the world where that’s true.’

Peter was only just mildly interested, but I inhaled the article, riveted. I learned that since the Prostitution Reform Act 2003, sex work wasn’t just legal in New Zealand, it was decriminalized – which is even more liberal than that. In countries where prostitution is legal, it’s often heavily regulated, and sex workers have to apply for a license. Not here. You just need to be an adult New Zealand resident, and remember to put on a condom. Legally speaking, selling sex in this country isn’t much more regulated than selling a pizza. And running a brothel – being an ‘owner operator’ as they call it – isn’t a whole lot harder.

Why, you might ask, did I bother to care? Didn’t I have diapers to change and bottles to wash, booties to launder and storybooks to read? Well, remember, I was writing a book on this trip. So I did a little research, then I called up a brothel in Auckland, and got permission to come in and talk.

At the time, I thought I was a liberated woman, someone who could say ‘anal play’ in a sentence without stumbling over my words. But when I walked into my very first brothel, I came up against a lifetime of good-girl conditioning. This wasn’t what private school and pony camp had prepared me for. Instead of playing it cool, I was self-conscious and nervous.

The bartender was unimpressed. He took one look at me and jerked his head. ‘Oi,’ he grunted, tapping the polished wood bar. ‘This here’s the lady I was tellin’ yous about. The writer.’

Two young women glanced up from their drinks, then turned away. Heart thumping, I took a step closer and introduced myself. Would they be hardened? Angry and hostile? Up until that point, I’d thought of sex workers as ‘other’, denizens of an underworld that I’d never seen.

But you know what? Those girls were just… girls. Rein was tall and voluptuous, with a pretty, freckled face and sharp green eyes. Her skirt was short, and her boots had high heels, so she was dressed like my friends and me in college when we went out on a Friday. Veronica looked more Māori, with dark, wavy hair and big gold hoop earrings. Neither one was wearing much makeup.

‘Hi!’ I chirped. ‘I was wondering what you guys thought about prostitution being legal in New Zealand?’

I figured they’d open right up about sex work, and how the Prostitution Reform Act protected their rights. But they didn’t. Rein’s green eyes narrowed. Veronica didn’t look up from her Jack and Coke. ‘Reckon it’s what you think,’ she muttered.

There was a pause. I stood there, a nervous smile twitching at my lips.

‘It’s gonna happen anyway,’ Rein pointed out, giving me a sideways glance. ‘You might as well make it safe.’ She stirred her drink, then sucked on her straw.

To my right, Veronica shifted in her seat. ‘People think we don’t deserve the money. One of my mates, like, she said to me, “I work so hard at my job and you just lie around all day. At least I have a brain.” They think we’re stupid, and we’re not. At all. You have to be smart to do this.’

We chatted for an hour, and by the time I left, it seemed obvious that sex work was… well, work. Sometimes they loved it, and sometimes they didn’t, and sometimes they didn’t feel like getting dressed to come into the office. You know, like a job. I added that experience to my book about New Zealand. And I filed it away in my memory banks.

Whangārei had been our first port of call in the country – and it was sunny and friendly, more affordable than Auckland or Wellington. We decided to settle there after touring around, and by then Silas’s delays were too pronounced to ignore. At nearly two years, he’d just started walking, and he still had no words – only sounds. So the doctors ordered a blood test to analyze his DNA.

‘Chromosomal microdeletion,’ the geneticist said. ‘On his twelfth chromosome. It’s so tiny that just a few years ago, we never would have known what was wrong.’

‘How tiny?’ I asked.

‘If the human genome is a thick Russian novel,’ he explained, ‘like your whole DNA is War and Peace, then Silas isn’t even missing a sentence. Or a word. He’s missing a letter, in the whole novel. And that’s what throws everything off.’

Off course it threw everything off. When we learned about Silas’s microdeletion, I knew we would stay in New Zealand. His medical needs alone would make living in America impossible – how could we begin to afford healthcare?

Our daughter was born, and we named her Miranda. Right away, I spotted the differences. Where Silas had been stocky and slow to get moving, Miranda smashed all of her milestones. She rolled, she reached, she babbled and crawled, and with every new skill I saw how different Silas was, how behind. All the cute little quirks that we’d fallen in love with turned out to be symptoms of his straitened fate: the middle finger he pointed with, the tongue that poked out, even the whorl of fine hair on his back that I kissed.

‘He’s moderately hirsute,’ the doctors wrote down, ‘and with a tendency to synophrys.’ I saw them exchange looks, and I tried not to notice.

‘Ball,’ I told Silas, holding up a small ball. Just starting to walk, he staggered over and smiled.

‘Ah-bah,’ he babbled, his face lighting up.

‘Ball,’ I said again, emphasizing the ‘l’. But he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, repeat it.

So I threw myself into helping him. I found speech therapy and music therapy; I wrote to researchers at the top of their fields. And Peter did the work that he had to do: he took a practical job in computers to support us.

We stopped talking about sailing away.

But I had another dream. If I couldn’t get back on the sailboat, there was something else I could do: I could write. No one had published my book about New Zealand, but it was good enough to earn me an agent.

When Silas turned five we moved to Purua, a tiny farming community half an hour outside of Whangārei. Among the gentle hills and wildflowers, the plump cows and sheep, I found a charming one-room schoolhouse where we thought he might thrive. The kids there kept bees to make honey, and in America it would have been exclusive and Waldorfy, only for the children of technocrats, but in New Zealand it was just country living.

At first, we housesat for a neighborhood family who had traveled to Germany for the year: we cared for their chickens, a cow and a goat. After big city life, the farm was a shock. I dealt with misshapen eggs when the chickens were sick, and maggoty compost as the weather got warm. When the goat felt unwell, the vet asked for a stool sample, and I found myself driving to town with goat shit in my purse. But I wasn’t put off – I found the whole thing hilarious, and soon I was writing a new book. My literary agent got three publishers interested, and when it sold, they titled it DIRTY CHICK: Adventures of an Unlikely Farmer. Despite Silas’s disabilities, and the goat shit in my purse, it felt like we were all on our way.

Our landlords came home, and it was time to move on. By that time, I’d bottle-fed calves and lambs, and I’d tended to two baby goats. I’d nursed a chicken when she had a sore wing, and raised up a turkey for food. We’d even bought three alpacas, a choice our neighbors disdained.

‘If ya can’t eat it or milk it, an’ it don’t lay eggs, then what the hell’s the point of keepin’ it?’ one asked.

‘I mean… fiber, I guess?’ I said unconvincingly. But that was a lie. Mostly I just thought they were fluffy and cute.

Leaning into our lives as dilettante farmers, we purchased a house on twelve acres. I planted vegetables, and we raised livestock and chickens. I brewed fruit wine. I milked the goat and made my own chèvre. We found friends in our rural community, sharing raw milk and hosting dinner parties where we all grilled fresh mussels, or stuck a sheep on a spit. Our property was what the Kiwis call a ‘lifestyle block’, a lifestyle that my American friends envied.

‘Are you kidding me?!’ they squealed over Skype. ‘You have alpacas. You have bees. You literally won life.’

Okay, maybe.

But fuck, I was bored.

I will only tell you a little bit about being the mother of a disabled child, because I know that it makes you uncomfortable. When you get up in the morning, you go to his room and you clean the shit off his body and you dress him. Then you take him by the hand, you walk him downstairs and you feed him with a spoon. You put his liquid epilepsy medicine in a syringe, and crush the pills in another spoon with some honey. While you are waiting for the school bus, he might pee on himself and the couch, so you peel off his wet clothes and change him.

He does not talk. He does not kiss, because he can’t pucker his lips. You’re not sure if the distant, dreamy look in his eyes is from the intellectual disability, or the epilepsy, or the medication you are giving him for the seizures.

You feel profoundly ripped off by the universe.

Once the children are on the bus, you do the dishes, you make the beds, you feed the chickens and milk the goat. The only voices you hear are on podcasts. If you have an article to write about farming or cheesemaking, then you work at your laptop. You think about what you’ll cook for dinner. The children come home and you cook the dinner. The husband comes home and he’s tired and bored. You’re tired and bored.

The days are so repetitive that you feel like a robot: UP make a meal send the children to school – OUT tend the chickens, and the goat and the garden – IN do the housework, greet the kids when they’re home – then cook the dinner and put everyone DOWN. The routine takes the shape of a four-sided box, your sense of self so compressed that it’s about to explode.

It’s always hard to parent small children, but having a disabled child is lonely. Nobody wants to hang out with him unless you’re paying them money. People get uncomfortable when your kid is incontinent, and yelling out sounds instead of saying real words.

I was tired of feeling so exhausted and isolated. I didn’t want to be just a farmer and housekeeper, a caregiver and a cook. I wanted to feel like a woman again. I was desperate to break out of the box.

When Miranda was four and Silas was six, I flew to New York to record the audiobook for Dirty Chick. Stuck at home, Peter went to his job and took care of the kids. We had backpackers staying with us who helped out, but he had to do some cooking and cleaning. He had to change Silas’s diapers, and coax little Miranda into her bath.

One day when we spoke on the phone, he asked how I’d feel about getting another dog. ‘John’s got a litter of puppies, and he said we can have one for free. It’s a sheep dog, so it’s got a ton of energy, but they’re so smart and so easy to train.’

‘No,’ I told him. ‘No way. We have twenty-six animals on that farm and counting. I don’t want to train another dog. I’m way too busy with the kids and the book, and you’re off at work during the day.’

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘No problem. I’ll tell him we can’t take it.’

One week later, I was back in New Zealand. And Peter had adopted the dog.



What happens to a marriage when the power dynamic flips? It’s worse than cheating and falling in love. Why are YOU suddenly in charge when I used to be? I didn’t agree to this! You never asked!

‘I want to quit,’ Peter said one night, as we were sipping peach wine on the deck. ‘That computer job’s sucking my soul. It’s killing me.’

‘Okay,’ I hesitated. That’s dramatic. ‘And what would you do instead? Did you want to retrain, or…’

‘Captain a tall ship,’ he announced. A tall ship is a huge, old-timey sailing vessel. Think Russell Crowe, in Master and Commander. They still get around on the water today, but most of them are modern replicas. I knew Peter had worked as a deckhand on a tall ship twenty years ago, when he was a young man with no real commitments. He’d loved it, and of course he did – why wouldn’t he? Shimmying up and down masts like a lost boy from Peter Pan, learning complicated knots and testing himself out at sea. But we still had two young children to raise, and one them needed full-time care.

‘But that’s like… a job from the eighteenth century,’ I said. ‘Are there any twenty-first century careers you might like? Or… twentieth, even?’

Peter was adamant. ‘I don’t think so. I really want to captain a tall ship.’

How much do you get paid to captain a tall ship? I wondered. Do they pay you in cash, or in silver doubloons? And how am I supposed to take care of Silas alone, while you play Renaissance fair out at sea?

‘Is there even a tall ship, here in New Zealand? Would they hire you?’

‘Yeah,’ Peter nodded. ‘It’s called the H.M.S. Capricorn. They wouldn’t give me a job right away, but I could start with an unpaid internship. And I could work my way up from there.’

‘Huh.’

I loved Peter, I really did. We laughed and we traveled the world together. And I wanted to honor his dreams. But inside my head, a small voice was saying: I care for the kids. I coordinate Silas’s needs. I clean the house. I cook all the meals. I manage the farm animals and the vegetable garden. I take care of the household accounts.

You: do a job to earn money. That’s what you bring to the table.

So here’s my question: If you stop going to work, what are you contributing to this family? Seriously, I’m asking, Peter. What are you even doing here?

At that point, I knew I had to take charge. When the father of your children says he wants to run away to play pirates at sea, it’s time to start looking at options. I started thinking about starting a business then, and I had an idea of what I wanted it to be. A clean, supportive place, where women could work. I remembered that girl Rein, five years ago, working at a brothel in Auckland.

It’s gonna happen anyway, I remember she’d said. You might as well make it safe.






Chapter 2

Five months after Peter said he wanted to quit, in a little house in California, a blood vessel burst inside my mother’s brain. A friend came to collect her for a museum trip the next day, and found her collapsed on the living room floor. My brothers and I all rushed to her bedside, and for the next two months, she was reasonably conscious, though the stroke had killed off half of her brain. She sat up in hospice and greeted her children and grandchildren; she turned up her nose at the inferior food. She drank white wine on the terrace at sunset, and I think she was aware of my book launch. She stayed alive long enough to say goodbye to us all, and then after two months, she was gone.

I didn’t have the guts to start a brothel until my mother died, so maybe I should tell you a little bit about her. She was a dedicated, life-long feminist, and throughout my childhood she seemed frightened of nothing – except the possibility that I might one day have sex. When I was twelve years old, she made me wear a camisole under my T-shirt so my barely-there nipples wouldn’t ‘give the boys erections’, which she worried might be embarrassing for them. Years before I was born, she’d put herself through a master’s degree by cocktail waitressing while raising two sons on her own, and she drilled into me the critical importance of education – not so much to liberate my mind as to defend against the time when some man would dump me with two kids to support.

Well, she wasn’t wrong there.

A few weeks after my mother died, I started to blow up my marriage. Peter and I went to a dinner party at Patrice’s house, a nearby neighbor who was separating from his wife. I don’t remember what we ate that night, but I do remember slipping my right foot out of my sandal and stroking Patrice’s calf, just to see what he would do. He froze. Peter was telling a funny story about something, and the guest on his left burst out laughing. Then Patrice pressed his foot against mine, and I knew he was trying it out with me; he wanted to see if I meant it. So I told a lighthearted anecdote that complemented the story that Peter had shared, and under the table I stroked Patrice’s leg and he pressed against mine, and eventually I could tell that he did have a hard-on, and I wasn’t the least bit sorry about it. Actually, I was thrilled.

By the time the night of that barbecue rolled around, Silas was seven and could say just ten words. They were half-formed syllables like MIH for ‘milk’, and PEES for ‘please’. Sometimes, he repeated nonsense sounds, like ‘BUSS-ah-buss-ah-buss-ah-buss’, and ‘WHORES!! WHORES!! WHORES!!’ I had no idea where those syllables came from. But they were weirdly prescient, now that I think about it.

‘I want to sleep with Patrice,’ I announced to Peter soon after the barbecue, and he thought the idea was hot. The past few years of speech therapy and diapers, doctor’s appointments and household chores had ground us both down, and we were ready for the next big adventure. We felt strong and secure in the bond that we shared. It wasn’t something a little casual sex could break down.

So Patrice and I started sleeping together, and then Peter started seeing Selma, a local woman he met on Tinder. And it all just felt exhilarating, two parents sharing the childcare while the other two had sex like sixteen-year-olds: all night, no babies to look after, no dinners to cook, no consequences.

Sex with two people, sex with three people. Once Selma and Patrice started sleeping with us, nothing was too crazy for us not to try. It was such fun to have a wicked secret, in our quiet, uptight little town.

But then something deeper happened: Patrice and I rediscovered a world. He thought he’d given up France, when he married a New Zealand woman. His Kiwi family only spoke English. Like many French expats, he’d resigned himself to a life of mediocre cheese and supermarket wines. He’d learned to bake his own crusty bread.

But I did speak French. My family had lived on the French Riviera when I was little, not because we were rich and glamorous, but because they wanted me to learn a new language. Villefranche-Sur-Mer in the eighties was a cobblestoned village, a simple, quiet place where you did your laundry in a bathtub and your grocery shopping on foot, with a basket slung over one arm. It formed the core of my early memories.

That time was long in the past, and sometimes, when I spoke French in bed, Patrice couldn’t help but laugh. ‘You talk like you’re still five years old!’ he teased. ‘Your language – it’s so enfantin!’

‘But I was a little kid the last time I spoke French!’ I protested. ‘So, teach me some grownup phrases. Teach me how to say something filthy, like… I don’t know, how do I say you have a beautiful dick in French?’

Patrice blushed. We were only just getting to know each other. ‘Vous avez une belle bite,’ he said, lifting the sheet from my body. ‘Et vous madame, vous avez un cul d’enfer.’ You’ve got a smoking hot ass.

‘Merci,’ I responded politely. ‘You see? They never taught me that when I was a little kid in French school.’

‘J’espère bien!’ He laughed. I should hope not! Then he went quiet. Slowly, he traced his finger down my side, along my ribcage and the dip of my waist. ‘Effleurer,’ he murmured. ‘Je vous effleure, Madame.’

I swallowed. ‘What does that mean?’

‘It means to touch so softly, it’s like touching with the petals of a flower.’



As the months went by and nothing bad happened, the four of us brought up outlandish ideas, like forming a family, and raising five children together. It made so much sense when we talked about it, late at night as we sat by the fire: we could pool our resources, our money and love, and our kids would have more parents in their lives.

Six months after my mother died, my inheritance came through, and I paid off the house. Everything seemed possible, all of a sudden: maybe we could pay off both houses, or all live in one. Maybe we could build a second house in the paddock. Maybe we could build a creamery, and export our own cheese!

Then one day, Selma changed her mind. She’d been seeing another man all along, and now she thought she might be in love with him. Abruptly, she broke up with Peter.

And that’s when everything soured.

‘You have to break up with Patrice,’ Peter told me. ‘If I don’t have someone, then you can’t have anyone either.’

That didn’t make sense to me. ‘Why? We’re not talking about two bowls of ice cream. I have a relationship with Patrice. He’s a friend.’

Peter dropped it that time, but I could tell he still felt resentful. And for the first time since I’d met him, I just didn’t care. I bought the house. I have a writing career. He doesn’t even want to work for a living! Why should I do what he says?

Out loud, I said, ‘No. I don’t want to go back in the box.’

It was right about then that Patrice and I stopped using condoms. We didn’t talk about it explicitly, which was odd because we’re both reasonable adults. But there were some things I couldn’t explain. Like when your child has a genetic mutation, and you wonder if your marriage was a biological mistake. Is the damage in me? you wonder. Is it in him? Is it the mixture of the two of us together, that shouldn’t be making more babies?

And how do you tell your lover that when you close your eyes during sex, you’re conjuring the image of a little blonde boy, running through the grass on your farm? A little boy with no disabilities, a boy who can laugh and talk? How do you tell him that when you get the image just right, you come in a white hot instant, so fiercely do you wish for that child?



When Selma left, Peter spent a full day in bed, and I wasn’t sure what was wrong. What happened to ideas of super-sized families? Of making our own cheese? Of adventure? Outside the box, my life felt expansive – but there was Peter was in bed, curled up in a ball. His devastation felt like more than the loss of a girlfriend. I think he already knew I was gone.

A brothel. A brothel? Could I open a brothel? I never could have done it when my parents were alive. Sex workers are whores, and brothel owners are pimps. As everyone who’s ever been a woman will tell you, our sexuality is the whole world’s business.

When it came to my parents, both my father and mother, protecting twelve-year-old boys from their tiny erections was really only just the beginning.

‘Don’t be a cocktease,’ my father advised me at thirteen. I wish he’d explained how the stock market worked, but this was the wisdom he wanted to share. ‘Whatever you do, don’t be a cocktease.’

‘But do you enjoy the sex?!’ my mother wailed, when I told her I was sleeping with my high school boyfriend. Then she flew across the country, determined to yank me out of boarding school. (And what? Lock me up in a nunnery? It was never entirely clear.)

‘He has abused his position of authority,’ declared the Columbia athletics department, when they found out I was sleeping with my former crew coach. Poor Jon got fired, though he wasn’t even my coach anymore, and I was the one who had seduced him! Yet someone convened a panel to discuss our consensual, adult relationship.

Be more sexy. Be less sexy. Be sexy, but only with this man, not that one. Don’t be too sexy, or you might get knocked up. Then he might leave you, if you’re too sexy. Or not sexy enough.

Prostitute. Floozy. Jezebel. Tramp. Wasn’t this what my parents had warned me about? In French all these people even have their own name: the demi-monde, the half-world for people on the fringe – the criminals, the addicted, the whores.

Did I have the courage to open a brothel? I didn’t know. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to. But I was pretty confident it could make some good money. With Peter spiraling and aimless, I knew I’d soon need a job. And I wanted to learn more about it.

So the next morning, I started Googling brothels in Auckland. Allure… Firecats… Femme Fatale. I’d like to start a brothel in Whangārei, I wrote to six different places, cutting and pasting the email. I’m in Northland so I won’t compete with you. Would you be open to meeting with me, so I can ask you some questions? Most of them ignored me, but not all: a woman called Luvely Lacey, who ran a business for erotic massage, replied. I’ll talk to you, she said. Come down Friday at 2. I’ll meet you at the cafe on the corner.

When I got to the coffee shop she had suggested, the place was practically empty. One customer sat in the corner, a young guy in a blue T-shirt and khakis, his profile framed by his tousled brown hair as he looked down at his phone. I ordered a coffee and took a seat at a table, unsure how long I should wait.

I looked around. The young man seemed like he was studying me. Is he… hitting on me? No, that’s not the vibe. He jabbed at the screen on his phone.

Two minutes later, a beautiful young Chinese-Kiwi woman walked in, rocking skin-tight jeans and clear platform heels. She strode to the guy in the corner and he stood, kissing her lips before he walked out the door.

Then she approached me. ‘Antonia? Sorry ’bout that,’ she said, ‘that’s my partner. I wanted him to make sure you’re all sweet. Just a minute, let me order a coffee.’

Six minutes later, Lacey sat across from me, sipping at her steaming flat white. She fixed me with a skeptical eye. ‘A brothel, eh?’ She put down her cup. ‘And how d’you think I can help you with that?’

‘Well, uh… basically, I don’t know what I’m doing,’ I admitted. ‘Do you have any advice for me, starting out?’

‘First off, have three different ways to check your accounting,’ she said. ‘Everyone steals. Everyone lies.’

‘Really?’ That seems paranoid. ‘Why do they lie?’

‘Think about it.’ She licked the foam from the edge of her spoon. ‘The whole business is built on lies. Illusions and lies. Your clients are probably lying to their partners about coming to you. Your girls are lying about their identities so no one will find out what they do. And everyone’s paying in cash. You’ll spend ninety percent of your time babysitting, and that’s the truth.’

‘But if you’re operating in a way that supports women, if you pay them fairly and they feel happy about coming to work—’

‘Look,’ Lacey said, putting down her spoon. ‘I don’t do full service – my business is massage. If you want to run a business like that,’ she said, ‘then you’ll need to do your own research.’

‘Research? But that’s why I’m talking to you! The full service places I contacted – none of them even wrote me back! They all ghosted me, every single one. So who do I talk to?’

Lacey raised an eyebrow. ‘Stop trying to call people if they don’t want to talk.’ She pantomimed her hands on a keyboard. ‘There’s plenty of other ways to find them out there.’

‘So what, I go… online?’

‘There are forums.’ She inspected her perfectly manicured nails. ‘Reddit’s a good one. But don’t search for sex, or sex work. And definitely don’t search for prostitution. Too many of the posters are off in America, or other places where it’s against the law.’ She reached into her sparkly handbag and pulled out a pen, then jotted a note on a napkin, pushing it across the table to me.


r/seggswork



‘Try that,’ she suggested, capping her pen. ‘There’s loads of good information out there. You just have to be a bit clever to find it.’



Back in Whangārei that evening, I told Peter my idea while I gave Silas his bath. ‘Remember on our trip around New Zealand, when I interviewed those sex workers for the book? I’m thinking of starting a business like that.’

‘You want to open a whorehouse?’ he asked.

‘A brothel, more like.’ I soaped up a washcloth and ran it along Silas’s back, while he flicked the water’s surface with his fingers.

Peter ran his hand through his hair. ‘You don’t want to do something normal? Like writing and editing? Or law school?’

‘This is interesting,’ I said. ‘What if sex work doesn’t have to be awful? What if it can be done in a way that puts women in charge of their sexuality?’

‘Whores are in charge of their sexuality?’

‘They prefer to be called sex workers.’

‘Okay, sex workers. And how are you going to pay for this… brothel?’

I stood up, drying my hands on my jeans. ‘There’s fifty grand left after paying the mortgage. I’ll put it in a separate account, for the business.’

Peter was still processing the news. ‘And then can I quit my job?’ he asked. ‘Because I can’t keep doing computers, Antonia. I can’t keep this yoke on my neck.’

‘I guess,’ I said. ‘It sounds like you’re going to anyway. And then you’ll—’

‘Captain a tall ship,’ he finished, and I felt about a million years old.

‘But that’s not a job,’ I burst out. ‘It’s a hobby. It’s for someone with no responsibilities. You’re a father now; you have a family. What are you going to do?’

‘I don’t know,’ he replied, sounding lost.

He left the bathroom then, and I heard him go down the stairs. Down in the living room, he sat on the couch. I knew he was searching online with his tablet – I’d seen him do it dozens of times. Passive income streams… captain a tall ship… buy a junk rigged sailboat to charter in Fiji… dreams, dreams, dreams and escape hatches. Dreams without plans that would never come to anything.

I pulled the plug from the bath. I held up the towel, and dried Silas’s head, then wrapped him and lifted him up in my arms. I put him in pajamas; I brushed his teeth. I found Miranda, made sure her teeth were brushed. I got into bed with them; I read them two stories; I sang three songs and we cuddled.

And the whole time, I was thinking about the brothel I could start. It wasn’t a dream that could never come true. I’d met Lacey that day, and she’d done it. Sure, she only did erotic massage, but her business was sex work – and she wasn’t some monster, or some sleazy pimp. She was just a smart-as-hell woman who ran her own business.

And I thought maybe it was possible – if I found the courage – that I could run one just like her.






Chapter 3

The next day, once the kids were packed off to school, after I milked the goat, hung out the laundry, did all the dishes and weeded the garden, I sat down at my laptop with a ham sandwich and coffee. I typed in Lacey’s magic word:


r/seggswork



The screen loaded with a page full of Reddit threads. I flicked through the headings, then clicked on the first one.


wh0re_galore

The world’s first hooker was a force to behold. She was just like back up there Ramses III, this pussy ain’t free

territor!al: Yeah that’s what they’re scared of

wh0re_galore: Who’s scared?

territor!al: Clint and his gummy worm

manogator8: Girl I used to clean up cum at a Travelodge for $7/hr. Now I still clean up cum but I’m making some bank. THAT’s what they’re scared of.

territor!al: Pull out that gummy worm Clint you will PAY. GTFO with that wee-wee stick till you bring me my BAG.



Clint and his gummy worm? This was… unexpected. I clicked on the next one.


prettybaaaby

Stupid Client of the Day! Wrong answers only:

saturninmercury11: so he sez do you have any restrictions? uuuh no you may chop off my knee caps and harvest my organs please be my guest sir

normie4neva: when it comes to being a seggs worker you gotta stroke more ego than dick tbh

bimbobaggins: Keep getting requests for COT and COF lolol. Today I ducked my head or he woulda shot me in the eye!!



COT? COF? Opening a new tab, I googled ‘COT and COF sex work,’ which brought me to a list of abbreviations I couldn’t unsee. Come On Tits and Come On Face… okay, good to know. Then I kept reading, and instantly regretted it. I’ll never think of snowballs the same way again. Wincing, I clicked back to the chat.


normie4neva: Puts it in my butt and says ‘I slipped’ [image: Emoji: Woman facepalming] um no Chad that has literally never happened in the history of the world

trixR4kids: Makes a booking then asks what special extras I offer I WILL LITERALLY HAVE SEX WITH YOU what more do you want??

hair0nfyre: I think he forgot to ask for your soul

badbabybiatch: Had one ask me if the extras cost extra. YES JIMOTHY THAT’S WHY THEY’RE CALLED EXTRAS



I caught myself snorting at a couple of the comments, and I set down my coffee so I wouldn’t inhale it. I scrolled down, past more snark and dark wit until one of them made me stop short.


phryne: I don’t know, sure some clients are dumb but then some are just shy. Some have terrible anxiety. One of my clients has a brain injury and this is the only way he’ll ever experience intimacy. If they didn’t have us, where else could they go? Those who think it’s wrong to give people joy should consider what it is they’re afraid of.



‘Huh,’ I said out loud. I squinted at her avatar, the head of an ancient statue, her stone eyes blank and unseeing. ‘Phryne… who are you really, though?’ I hovered over her username and her profile appeared.


Dominatrix – FSSW – Seductress – Kink & Fetish Specialist – AU/NZ



I hit Chat. Then I stopped. What did I want to ask her, exactly? Hello, random stranger, can you tell me how to open a brothel, please? Was she even a she? And would she get offended?

I flexed my fingers, feeling surprisingly nervous. Putting my actual questions in writing made this whole thing seem real, somehow. Then I just started typing.


MadamAntonia: Hi! I’m new to all this, and I was wondering if you could tell me a little bit about being a seggs worker?



She had to accept my message request before I’d get an answer, so I flicked back to the main forum while I waited.


cruelladechill

What people don’t get about being a seggs worker GO

pay0Rgoaway: no one believes me when i say s3ggs is only 5% of our jobs. like really you think i’m out here getting railed for six hours?? DEBBIE I AM NOT A TRAIN SET

queenvagine: when people say sw is not a ‘real job’ like please tell me deryl what does a ‘financial analyst’ do??

trixR4kids: how bout when the lady rings your groceries up at checkout and its $130 but inside ur like ‘that will be 1.3 bl0wj0bs pls’



These girls don’t sound downtrodden, that’s for sure. They sounded like a bunch of smartass, funny women bitching about their crap day at work. I scrolled down further, landing on a picture of a giant, juicy burger sitting next to a pile of onion rings. The caption read: This is the special treat I just earned for farting inside of a man’s mouth.

My laptop dinged. There was an alert in the top-right corner of the page. I clicked.


phryne: Why do you want to know? Are you some trick with a fantasy?



There was a pause, then she added:


My time is valuable. Are you going to pay? If not, don’t waste my time.



Okay, that’s fair. She probably gets this shit all the time. I took a minute to collect my thoughts, then I jumped in.


MadamAntonia: I want to open an ethical brothel. I’m in New Zealand, so it’s legal. I want to start a place that’s fair to the women, where they feel good about going to work. Problem is, I’m a newbie. I don’t know anything. [image: Emoji: Grinning face with sweat] Would you be open to answering some questions?



I hesitated, then I added: yes I can pay.

I heard Miranda’s school van pull into the driveway, and I checked the time. Crap. Three already?? Downstairs, the front door slammed. ‘Mama??’ she called out.

‘Up here!’ I yelled. ‘In my study!’ I turned back to the screen. Several more lines of text had appeared.


phryne: You don’t want a brothel then you want an AGENCY. An escort agency. I’ll answer more questions but you pay in advance. $100 per question so you should choose wisely. I usually charge $500/hr in Melbourne & I assure you I’m worth it.



I could hear Miranda clumping up the stairs. ‘Mama? Is there some snacks?’ Quickly, I tapped out a reply.


MadamAntonia: OK done! I’ll message you this evening. You’re in Melbourne, right? 9pm?



The door swung open behind me, and I quickly closed the chat.

Miranda skipped over, peering curiously at my laptop. ‘Oooh! Is that a burger?? Could I have a burger? ’Cause today we had swimming and I’m so, so, so starving!’

I closed out of the Reddit window so she couldn’t see the caption. ‘We don’t have burgers, but how about a cold chicken drumstick?’

I took her down to the kitchen and got her set up with a snack, then loaded the Reddit app on my phone while she ate. Silas’s school van pulled up, and I went out to get him. When I slid open the door, his face lit up with a smile. ‘MIH! PEEES!!’ he demanded, and I walked him inside, then helped him out of his gumboots and got him some milk. He slurped at his sippy cup while I slathered peanut butter and honey on bread.

‘Mama?’ Miranda pushed a crumpled worksheet across the kitchen counter. ‘I’m supposed to learn these heart words for spelling and also I have to read an owl book and it’s SO DUMB ’cause—’

My phone dinged with a Reddit alert.


phryne: Here’s my email for Paypal. AUD $500 buys you 5 questions.



I blinked. Okay, I thought, I guess I’m doing this. I went upstairs and drew a warm bath for Silas, then got him stripped off and sat him down in the water, giving him an empty yoghurt container to play with in the suds. Then I sat on the toilet while I listened to Miranda stumble her way through the world’s longest bird book. ‘Kuku the ruru could not learn to fly,’ she read. ‘He tried and he tried, and he didn’t know why!’

Kuku the ruru can fuck off and die, I thought irritably. I need to get to my into my Paypal account! I pulled out my phone, checking the time difference in Melbourne.

‘Kuku the ruru liked insects and mice,’ Miranda went on. Then: ‘MOM! You’re not supposed to look at your phone! I’m READING!’

‘Okay, okay, sorry.’ I stuffed it back in my pocket. It’s two hours earlier. So I have until eleven here – that’s 9pm in Melbourne. Seated in his bath, Silas was absorbed with his plastic container, filling it up and then pouring out the water. ‘BUS!’ he babbled happily. ‘Bus-ah-bus-ah-bus.’

After two more renditions of Kuku the ruru, Miranda went off to have her screen time and I got Silas up and out of the tub. ‘Whores,’ he growled, when I pulled out the plug and he saw the water draining out of his bath. ‘Whoooores.’

‘I’m trying,’ I assured him, lifting him up in his towel. ‘I just gotta figure out how it all works.’ I guided him to his bedroom, laid him out on his bed and fastened his nappy, then eased him into a pair of fresh, clean pajamas. ‘How about a little West Side Story?’ I suggested, and Silas bounced happily on the bed.

‘Bus!’ he declared, so I put on the music, then arranged his plastic zoo animals all around him. Finally, I made my way down the stairs, carrying his dirty clothes to the laundry. Peter was sitting at the kitchen counter, though I hadn’t heard him come in. He had out the plastic container of cold chicken, and he was gnawing on a drumstick as he scrolled on his phone.

‘Hey,’ he greeted me, his mouth full of chicken. ‘I’m starving. What were you thinking of doing for dinner?’



That night, I waited until I heard Peter snoring before getting up and slipping on my bathrobe. The summer night air was gentle and warm, so I didn’t even bother with slippers. I grabbed my phone and I glanced at the time. 10.54pm. Perfect.

I crossed the hall and stepped into my study, shutting the door softly behind me. As quietly as I could, I slipped the lock in its catch. The room was dark, but the curtains were open, and the windows let in a faint glow of moonlight. I sat down at my desk and opened my laptop, then clicked on the chat box for Phryne. I didn’t know who this woman was, but I’d just sent her five hundred real Australian dollars. And I already knew my first question.


MadamAntonia: Hi again. Okay, so here goes. Why did you say I want an escort agency, but not a brothel? I thought they were two terms for the same thing?



Whoever she was, this person was prompt. Once I hit Send, she started typing right away.


phryne: They are NOT the same thing. There are good brothels and bad brothels, that’s not the point. It’s more about working conditions. At a brothel, the ladies have to all work on shift. It could be 8-12 hours, and they might not even get a client. Plus they have to hustle, like go out and do lineups for the men. Escort agencies are by appointment only. The girls don’t even have to be on site – they can go to school or be home with their kids, or just be out there, living their lives. The clients call you, then you reach out to her if she gets a booking.

That was your first question. Four more.



I read through the message, then I read it again. I could see how an agency might be better, especially for students or stay-at-home moms.


MadamAntonia: But it’s the same work in the end, right? The madam tells them when they have a booking and they go have sex with some guy?

phryne: Well. There’s sex and there’s sex. What do you plan to offer?

I don’t know.

MadamAntonia: I don’t know? Sex is just sex, right?
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