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For professional dominatrixes:

Your brave work in darkened

rooms deserves a spotlight.






WITHOUT CRUELTY, THERE IS NO FESTIVAL.

—Friedrich Nietzsche
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PART 1 INSPIRATION


INSPIRATION: The initial stage of an artist’s work, where ideas and themes are conceived.








1 LITTLE RED DOTS


June 2008

To see the look I get when I have an orgasm, watch me peel off a little red dot and apply it next to one of the works in my gallery. I don’t want to admit it to anyone, because they wouldn’t understand and they might even be insulted, but sticking those dots is better than sex.

I have a method, even, to heighten my excitement. I walk up to the piece that’s been sold and stand in front of it for a moment. It’s like foreplay, to examine the work and try to better understand what aroused the buyer. Then I pull out my sheet of stickers and pause, savoring the moment. I’m basically teasing myself as I pull the little dot off its mount and then carefully apply it to the card.

My stickers were ready. Everything about the evening said it was going to be a blockbuster show. It was perfect. The artist, Cassidy Smith, was a recent MFA from Yale—a very pretty, pink cheeked, blue-eyed blonde. Originally from New Jersey, she looked like she’d been airlifted from a farm in Idaho; she was that wholesome. She made exquisite oils filled with fetishistic and violent imagery. There was blood, skin covered with ligature marks, leather, latex and all sorts of garments not worn in polite company. The contrast between her presentation and her work thrilled me. I felt like it would open wallets, and the money would come gushing out.

My clientele was mostly bankers and lawyers, but the kinds of buyers who liked to imagine they still had an edge, even if it had been dulled and softened through decades of buffing and care. They wanted emerging works, but they didn’t want to visit Bushwick. They wanted something that smacked of danger, but they didn’t want to travel above the Upper East Side, or east of Tribeca. They wanted their frisson wrapped in convenience, to be mounted on the walls of their exquisite SoHo lofts, and my Chelsea gallery delivered.

The day was coming together. My favorite piece, the largest, was one I had outlined for Cassidy. It had taken the artist a few tries, but she finally got the black latex to gleam on the canvas. Photorealism is not for the faint of heart. It requires technical mastery to execute so that all the details are precisely conceived and rendered. It’s a challenge to make these works possess conceptual depth; they can be cold and superficial. Fortunately, Cassidy had created exactly what I wanted. It was a woman’s face, oversized, wearing a shiny black hood. The only skin you could see was her heavily made-up eyes and her mouth, with blood-red lips and a glimpse of teeth. The painting’s uncanny sneer followed you around the room. Passion oozed from the canvas.

There were already a couple of presales. Michael, a longstanding client and collector, had ponied up for a painting of a black patent stiletto tied in coarse hemp, but the bulk of the works would be available. I’d set the prices high, but not stratospheric. In contemporary art, pricing is as much about signaling as it is about money, and I wanted to signal that Cassidy was a woman to be taken seriously. Certainly, her works were to be enjoyed, but they also represented excellent investments.

Cassidy was bouncing around the gallery like a child who’d eaten too much candy. That nervous energy appealed to me, but it had to be channeled. I took her aside. “What are you wearing tonight?”

“This?” She was wearing faded jeans, white sneakers and a man’s white shirt, rolled up at the sleeves. She looked attractive, but I wanted her to smolder. It was her professional debut and she would have an audience who’d seen that tired look before.

“No.” I shook my head. “That’s too casual and too common. You are neither. Do you have a little black dress, or something sexy?”

“I don’t want to look like I’m trying too hard. How about a blazer over the shirt?”

“No. That won’t do, unless you ditch the shirt entirely.” They don’t teach these lessons at Yale. “You’ve painted sexy works, you’re a gorgeous, sexy woman. The collectors want to see that the artist who made such outrageous works is someone who awes them… that she knows things they don’t, and that she can see and feel things they only dream about. Wear something short and tight. You do have something short and tight, don’t you?”

“Uh, not exactly.” Cassidy fidgeted in disappointment. Her cheeks grew pink, as she blushed.

“Follow me.” I took Cassidy upstairs to my apartment—I lived above the shop. She was about my size, which meant my closet held hope.

She stood in the middle of my dressing room, as I pulled out a stack of cocktail dresses, still wearing plastic bags from the cleaners or sheathed in the garment bags they’d come in. “You should be the center of attention. How about white or red?”

“White, then.” She wrinkled her nose. “I’ve never liked wearing red.”

“Okay. Your comfort is key. I want you to feel like a goddess. How do you feel about Alaïa?” I grabbed one of his short dresses from my small stash of white dresses and held it in front of her. “This should fit you!”

“Alaïa? I adore his designs. He treated clothing as an art form.” Cassidy’s face had relaxed. She even seemed intrigued.

“Yes. His outfits are technical and sculptural and gorgeous. I hope this suits you. And if it doesn’t, darling, we’ll try something else. Let me give you some privacy while you put it on.” I stepped out of the room while Cassidy stripped. “Let me know if you need a hand!”

“Erika?” She called from the room with a slight giggle.

“Yes?”

“I’m unsure about the zipper.”

“It goes in the front.” Sometimes, the obvious needed to be said.

“I know that, but how low should it go?” Cassidy’s voice had a pleading quality, one I knew all too well.

“Oh, now that’s my kind of question. May I come in?” I’ve always been maniacal about consent. If I’m alone with someone, especially if they’re not fully dressed, it’s because I’m welcome.

Cassidy stood there in the stiff white dress, with the zipper down to her rib cage. Her pink lace bra was visible where the dress lay against her skin. She moved the zipper up and down, trying different heights. She paused, with the dress zipped up to her neck. “Too prim?”

“If you want to woo collectors, it is.” I cocked my head and assessed Cassidy’s ensemble. “Pull it down six inches.”

Cassidy must have been feeling more comfortable, because then she got saucy and unzipped the dress to her waist, so that her cleavage was on full display. “Would this close deals?”

“Depends on what you’re selling. But yes!” This show of spunk appealed to me. “Now close that dress up. We’re selling paintings today. Let me tell you, darling, the collectors will adore your attitude.”

We settled on a zipper placement that revealed just a hint of lace. I found Cassidy some shoes and a few accessories. I put her in front of my makeup mirror. “You should put on a little eyeshadow and a pretty pink lipstick. Go demure with the makeup. The crowd will eat it up.” That’s one good thing about painters, they know how to wield a makeup brush, and if you tell them what to do, most will comply. I watched her get ready, nodding with delight as she transformed into a fresh-faced beauty, through the addition of only a little bit of war paint. I found a simple black leather sheath dress by Jitrois for myself, which I embellished with a corset-style belt in patent leather.

Once we were both dressed, I sat Cassidy down on my couch to brief her on what to expect. These opening nights could be intense, and we had many things to cover. Virgins demand extra care before they get sacrificed on the altar of commerce.

“So, I’ve presold a couple of your pieces already to collectors I know. I’ll put the red dots on them before the doors open. This will cultivate an aura of scarcity. The message being, the paintings are going fast, so you’d better buy yours while you can.”

“I like that message. I’m buried in student loans.” Cassidy’s mood shifted and she grew pensive.

“We’ve all been there. Unless someone else pays, getting a fancy education is crushing. You would not believe the things I did to pay off my Harvard debts.”

Cassidy looked me in the eye. “So, what’s the deal with Latex Hood, the painting you had me do? I mean, it’s huge.”

“Yes, it’s fucking enormous. So, there aren’t many people who can put that in their living room, but I have a collector who loves the imagery and who has the space to hang it. I showed him a photo of your hood, and he went bonkers. The guy’s in town this week, so he’s going to look at it. I think he’ll scoop it up. He’s also a big fucking deal, a known collector with a great eye, so if people see that he’s buying, there will be copycats.” Cassidy nodded, so I continued. “What Latex Hood does is anchor your other works. It’s the most extreme. It’s also the most expensive. It will make the other paintings seem more approachable and less pricey. All of a sudden, that painting of biceps covered in ligature marks seems plausible and spicy. Alone, without the hood for context, it might feel too wild for some milquetoast hedge funder. With Latex Hood nearby, those ligature marks suddenly seem accessible and relatively safe.”

“Oh wow, I never thought of my works that way. I’m so glad you’re representing me, you’re so smart about this stuff, Erika.” Cassidy grew serious. “Who’s coming, anyway?”

“Well, I sent out lots of postcards and emails, and we worked the phones, so I’ve had a lot of RSVPs. But the yield, for evenings like these, is highly variable. Is the weather okay? Yes, thank goodness. If it were rainy? We’d be fucked.” New York crowds were cruel. Any excuse would keep them at work or at home. “There should be some serious collectors in attendance, a few members of the press. I hope you invited some friends and family—they’re good for emotional support—and it’s great for them to see you shine. But, I should warn you, there will also be some cruisers.”

“What’s a cruiser?”

“Oh, these are people who just love openings. They love the drama. They love being near artists. They love free booze. They love being able to brag to their friends that they were there. They like to cruise in… but they never buy. They just fill the room, and then they move on to the next event. I need cruisers, even if I don’t like cruisers; they are the Big Mouths that add to the buzz.”

“They sound harmless enough.” Cassidy shrugged.

“Well, most of them are harmless. They’re basically vampires. You’re gonna get cornered by a cruiser or two tonight. They’ll ask you questions about your process. You won’t recognize they’re not serious, so you’ll talk to them. These assholes get off on talking about art. They’ll basically be having multiple orgasms while you discuss your brush technique. Just so we’re clear, I prefer the assholes who get off on actually purchasing art.”

“I’m with you, Erika. Buyers, not cruisers.”

“Just know every minute you spend talking to a cruiser is a minute you’re not spending talking to a potential patron. Your time and attention are precious. Especially tonight. Sure, you might convert a cruiser to a patron, but that’s a long, tough slog. With emerging artists like you, the excitement for the collectors is buying from your first or second show. This gives them bragging rights, because it affirms their taste and eye. Cruisers, however, lack the confidence or the cash to take the plunge. But darling, they want to talk. They’ll talk your ear off.”

“Oh boy. Don’t let me get cornered by a cruiser. Rescue me if you see someone wasting my time.” Cassidy’s wish was my command.

“Will do. Okay.” I was desperate to rescue her from the wine-guzzlers who never buy, and I was ecstatic to have her invitation to intervene. “Another word of warning: someone’s going to show up—maybe that guy from studio class, you know that guy… he’s the one whose work was never great, but who always had cutting things to say under the guise of criticism. Or maybe that jerk you dated as an undergrad who teased you for studying something useless. Well, that guy is going to show up and he’s going to diss you. Probably to your face. He’ll see you charming critic Jerry Saltz and it’ll piss him off. Don’t let him phase you. Just know there are people out there who think talent needs to be put in its place. These jerks lack the creativity and the courage to do what you’re doing. You are putting yourself and your work out for the world to see, and that, my darling Cassidy, takes guts. These assholes will resent you for having balls bigger than theirs.”

“Are you serious?” Cassidy fidgeted on the couch. “Jerry Saltz is coming?”

“He said he is. Be ready. And he won’t be the only critic tonight. But be yourself. You’ve been working on these pieces for years now. You know your paintings and you know what to say about them. Jerry Saltz will be putty in your hands.”

“Speaking of putty…” Cassidy squirmed in a way that warmed my heart. “I hope this isn’t too personal, but I’ve heard rumors you’re a dominatrix. Is that how you put these guys in their place?”

“You’ve heard rumors?” I laughed, even as I worried my laugh sounded strained. The prospect of this kind of gossip was horrifying as I did my best to preserve my privacy. “That’s a myth, but it’s a useful myth.” I shook my head as I stood up and showed off my leather dress to full effect. “I’ve cultivated this persona for years and it’s intentional. I want the collectors, the clients and the cruisers to be afraid of me. If it’s because they’re worried I’m going to spank them? What do I care, so long as they do as they’re told? I had way too many assholes try to grope me when I was starting out. Never again. Looking stern and demanding works for me, but it’s just the persona I cultivate.” I leaned in and whispered, “But keep this to yourself. I’d hate for it to get out that I’m all bark and no bite.”

“Oh, I understand. It’s just between you and me. Frankly, I was hoping the stories were true. The face behind the latex hood is actually yours. I used one of your headshots as inspiration.”

“Seriously? That’s amazing, I’m flattered you painted me. If you’d told me you wanted me to model for the piece, I’d have come in and put on a hood. Seriously. I’ve been collaborating with artists since I was a teenager. It’s such an intimate act. You really have to put your trust in the artist. Do you remember Piotr Adam’s Cadaver series?”

“The one that got him in trouble with the police for desecrating human remains? Those paintings were amazing. So vivid and dark. He really captured something profound in them.”

“Yeah, that series. But confidentially, the bit about desecrating human remains was bogus. It was something he milked for publicity.” Then I paused for dramatic effect. “Next time you’re looking at one of those works, look closely. I was the cadaver.”

“That body was yours? But, like, that body hung from a meat hook. In another, it was sliced open. He did garish things to that body.”

“Well, clearly he didn’t cut me. The series was my idea. He wanted something Dalí-esque, bold and ghoulish, but with enough Renaissance style to class it up. Et voilà, a woman is decapitated while lying on a bed of lilies. Another woman is disemboweled while petting a greyhound. And so on. That was one crazy week.”

“Oh my god. I can’t believe that was you.”

“I wasn’t going to let him do that to some innocent little figure model. I admire the guy, but he’d have fucked that girl up. Just because someone consents to something doesn’t mean they understand what they’re getting into. After all, there can be a huge asymmetry of power between the artist and the model, which can lead to outright exploitation. As for me, it took a few sessions with my massage therapist and another few with my therapist-therapist before I got back to normal.”

“That sounds crazy intense.” Cassidy’s jaw gaped.

“It was, but it was also a collaboration between us, as equals, and we shared something meaningful. Piotr respected my vision and also my limits. There were some ideas he proposed that I didn’t want to be part of.”

“Oh my goodness. I can only imagine…”

“Yeah, his imagination can be pretty extreme. That said, I thought the finished works highlighted something unsettling about the male gaze, and also, how oil paint can transform depravity into beauty. Pinault agreed and bought a piece for his collection.”

“No kidding. Well, now I definitely want you sitting in my studio. Your headshot won’t be enough, next time.”

“That’s perfect. It’s a pleasure for me to help my artists in any way I can. And although I normally prefer to keep my participation secret, please share this tidbit with Edouard de Grenet. He’s the collector I think will love the work.”

“Okay! Whatever you want. I’m beyond excited and so grateful for this opportunity. But clearly, I have a lot to learn.”

“Cassidy, your trajectory is going to stun you. I can’t wait to see what happens. Of course, you’ll have to figure out what works for you, because that glare of attention is going to start in about an hour.”

“Oh my god. So soon.”

“Yes, so soon. And here’s something else they probably didn’t teach you at Yale. Some of these guys are going to make a pass at you. You’ll get more than the male gaze tonight. Looking at great art releases dopamine, and yours is fantastic, so the room will be awash in dopamine. But dopamine is also released during orgasm. We’re all just animals at core, and some of the animals in the gallery will act out.” Cassidy rolled her eyes. “Thankfully, they’re not like dogs, so at least they won’t try to hump your leg. Instead, they’ll want to put their arm around your waist or try to give you more than just an air kiss. If you’re not feeling it, don’t let them. If you’re feeling it? Do whatever you like. Just know that I’m not one of those dealers who’s going to expect you to fawn over potential buyers. Be polite, be enthusiastic, be engaged. But only do what feels comfortable to you. You’re allowed to have limits. Exercise them.”

“No, they didn’t teach that at Yale. I feel like I’m an expert in art theory, but a child when it comes to practice.”

“This stuff takes time. You’ll learn how to deflect and dodge. But don’t forget, we’re selling arousal and emotion today. And once these factors are on the table, strange things happen. The fact that you’re a beautiful woman only heightens matters because at some level, prospective buyers figure this sexualized subject matter gives them permission to be forward and to fantasize. The men who produce explicit works don’t face the same shit we women do. I bet you were warned off fetishism as a subject matter.”

“How’d you know? My advisor and my parents all suggested I find something else. I just happen to find these materials gorgeous and misunderstood. The prospect of spending days looking at a canvas covered in flowers? Just shoot me!”

“Understood. We’re on the same page. The tame stuff doesn’t move me, either. Just know that things can get weird. So, if you get cornered or anything strange happens, catch my eye, and I’ll come over. And if you don’t see me, look for one of my associates. We all know what to do.”

“Will do, Erika. And thanks, again.” Cassidy stood up and arranged the dress around her body before raising the zipper an inch.

“You’re welcome, now let’s go downstairs and sell some fucking paintings.” I took Cassidy’s hand and led her down to the gallery.

Josh, one of my assistants, handed me the show’s catalog with his discreet notations, indicating which works had already been sold and which were being eyed by potential collectors. Cassidy and I toured her works as I applied little red dots next to the four paintings that had already been scooped up. “Four down, only twenty to go!” I tried to convey enthusiasm because I didn’t want to deflate Cassidy on the cusp of her art world debut, but I was disappointed. We were exhibiting two dozen paintings of varying sizes, and I had expected to presell seven or eight of them. I’d had shows where I’d presold over half the works, which, for an emerging artist, was extraordinary.

Thanks to my reputation for putting on exciting exhibitions, there were people queued up outside the gallery when the doors opened at seven. They streamed in to see the works, but it felt like most of them were just there to throw back my canapés. I fantasized about the black-clad gallery-goers being little baby birds, mouths agape and squawking, while I threw worms at them, in the form of pigs in a blanket. Each appetizer represented a hit to my bottom line, and a hot dog unavailable to actual patrons. I hated having to feed imbeciles who had no intention of buying, but it was the nature of the business.

Fortunately, about fifteen minutes in, Edouard arrived. He said he’d show, and he did. The guy lived in Switzerland, and he had learned to be punctual from the best. Although he was born in Paris, he embodied the Swiss banker. He was tall and lean. His look oozed precision. His charcoal-gray suit was sharp and perfectly tailored, his white shirt had a spread collar, and his navy tie had a hint of sheen. I grabbed a glass of champagne for him and made my way to his side. “Here, I have something to show you.” Edouard followed as I led him to the main room. “Behold.” I pointed at Latex Hood and saw him inhale sharply.

“C’est magnifique.” He stood rooted in place, as he took the face in.

“Yes. Stunning. Cassidy Smith just graduated from Yale, and this is her first gallery show. I wanted you to take in this work in person. The photos don’t do it justice.”

“No. It’s wonderful, the way the latex gleams. And is that a tiny bit of saliva on her front tooth? Fantastique.”

“Let me fetch Cassidy, so she can tell you a bit about the work.” I waved at Cassidy to come over. “Cassidy, tell Edouard what you told me about your inspiration.”

Cassidy giggled in a way that made me melt. “The face behind the mask belongs to Erika. I wanted to capture ferocity from within the hood, and I couldn’t think of anyone with more intensity.”

“Erika, get out your stickers. I want it, and I want to watch you apply that red dot.”

“Deal.” I slid my arm into Edouard’s, and we walked up to the little card next to Latex Hood. He stared at me as I slowly removed the dot from its mount and carefully applied it to the card. I may have flushed.

“Does applying a red dot always have that effect?” Edouard had a slight grin on his face.

“Only when it involves a sale. Applying a dot to my coffee cup isn’t going to cut it.”

“Oh, I can imagine how it could excite you.” Edouard was now smiling broadly. “You’ve sold the coffee cup as an ode to Duchamp and the readymade, and somebody’s about to give you a large check.”

“You’re absolutely right.” I had to laugh. He understood me and my fetish so well. “Now tell me, Edouard, am I going to see more of you on this visit? I have some time on Thursday.”

Edouard shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I must return to Geneva, and I’m not sure when I’ll be back. The markets are strained, and it’s taking everything I’ve got to keep my world upright.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I was looking forward to testing out some new gear. It’s made of latex…”

“You’re such a tease, and I’m tempted. I’ll tell you what, if you ever want a few months in Switzerland, let me know. I have a big house right on the lake, lots of contacts in galleries in Geneva and Zürich. When was the last time you visited a Freeport? It could be fun.”

“That sounds great, but all my businesses need care and feeding, too.”

“I understand.” Edouard gently laid his hand on my bicep and focused on my eyes. He leaned in and spoke softly. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but your gallery is going to come to a standstill very soon. And as for your other business? Who knows. We’re on the brink of a recession and I’m worried.”

“You’re not the first person who’s told me that, but I don’t think a Geneva trip is in the cards even though it’s an intriguing offer. To be honest, I’m also a bit worried. My sales have slowed. Emerging artists aren’t favored at the moment.”

“No, they’re speculative. You’re selling potential and the likelihood of future returns. The market for these works is Wall Street, right?” I nodded. “They’re feeling the same forces I’m feeling in Geneva. The markets are going sideways for now, and then they’re probably going down.”

“Edouard, you sure know how to burst my bubble.”

“No, Erika, I didn’t mean it like that. But seriously, if you find you have time on your hands, let me know. My fall is going to be wretched, and I’d love the company. I have a spare wing in the house. It’s yours. We can play a couple of times a week. It boosts my mood and my focus; it makes me better at what I do. And when you’re done, I’ll give you a Hirst to sell.”

“Show me the Hirst.” Edouard pulled out his iPhone and flipped to a photo of a modestly sized black painting littered with a few iridescent butterflies and other odds and ends. I knew the series even if I didn’t know the work, and it screamed “property of a hedge fund asshole,” making it easy to flip. “This isn’t your style. What happened? Drug bender?”

“Hah! No, I won it from a colleague. We were betting on le football.” Edouard smirked.

“Football? It figures. Let me think about your offer, darling. I don’t see how I can make it work, but you just never know.”

“I understand. Well, I hope the show is a huge success. Miss Cassidy is very talented. I also hope she realizes how fortunate she is to be working with the great Erika Grieg, Mistress of Chelsea.”

“That’s me, and somebody ought to spank you.” I gave his ass a playful swat.

“Not somebody. You. Come to Geneva. Please. It could be a year before I’m back in Chelsea and that’s far too long.”

We both sighed. “Darling, you’re the best, and thanks. Your friendship means so much.” I kissed Edouard good night and returned to the crowd, trying to find a collector with a taste for the outrageous, or even some Wall Streeter with a big checkbook, a large couch and an empty wall.

I made the rounds, we made a few more sales, but it wasn’t the blockbuster I’d hoped it would be. Some critics showed up and took notes. Cassidy looked pleased by the attention, and after two hours of intense mingling, the exhibition was over. Josh and I tallied up the sales for the evening. It wasn’t hard, there were only three more, including Edouard’s. We hadn’t even sold half the works, when six months earlier, I would have sold out my entire inventory and gotten to utter my favorite words, “Nothing is available.” Edouard was one of the smartest people I knew, and he was worried. Unlike the case with many of my peers, there was no trust fund or rich spouse supporting my gallery. If I wanted to make payroll and Chelsea-overhead, the gallery and I had to produce.

After the cruisers and the collectors had left, and as the caterers were cleaning up the napkins and the wine glasses, we all had a chance to debrief.

“Josh, any fence-sitters likely to buy in the next few weeks? Any way to nudge them?” Josh was my deputy, and he ran the gallery when I was occupied.

“Maybe? I gathered some contact info for follow-up, but they didn’t seem serious.” Josh ran his finger down his notepad, as if it might suddenly reveal something unexpected or profound.

“What was your take, Cassidy?” I asked. “Anyone say they’d like to follow up with you or visit your studio? Anything like that?”

“No. I got quite a few business cards, but I think they were looking for a date, not a painting.” Cassidy reached into the pocket of the Alaïa and pulled out a half dozen business cards, which she fanned between her fingers, like a magician doing close-up work.

“I told you that would happen! The neurochemicals released when people enjoy art are intoxicating, which means I’m also a matchmaker. Gallery shows are great for your sex life.” Josh snorted at my comment. “What a pity no one wanted to impress you with their great taste and their fat wallet.”

“No. Sadly, there was nothing like that. There was one old guy, though. At first, I thought he was a buyer, so I paid him extra attention. I realized he was a cruiser when he said the strangest thing to me.” Cassidy smoothed her long blonde hair with her fingers.

“Oh, don’t tease us, what did the guy say?”

“He said I had hair like Grace Kelly. Then he wished me great success.”

“Grace Kelly? How wonderful.” I tried to keep my tone neutral and not betray my anxiety. The art press had nicknamed me Erika the Great. I was the Mistress of Chelsea. And yet suddenly, I was a gawky preteen again. “What did this man look like? How old do you think he was?”

“He was older. Maybe seventy. Silver hair, but the kind of perfect silver you pay tons to a colorist to get.” I nodded. “He didn’t linger, though.”

“Sounds like no one important.” The group all nodded in agreement with me, even though I was lying. “Anything else interesting or strange happen? Any new prospects?”

There was little more to discuss. Cassidy and I climbed the stairs to my apartment, and she stripped out of the Alaïa and into her jeans. “Erika, I’m sorry we didn’t sell more. I hope I didn’t let you down.”

“We didn’t do as well as I’d hoped, but you did great. You’ve been a joy to work with. We’ll sell more in the next few weeks, but I’ve had a few clients warn me the economy is about to turn bad. I’m not ready for this, darling, but I hope you are.”

“Erika, don’t worry. Truly, how bad can it get?” Cassidy buttoned up her shirt and gave me a hug. She must have realized I needed reassurance.

“You’re right, Cassidy, how bad can it get?” I didn’t want to transmit my fears to her, but my estranged, criminal father had shown up at my show, cornered my artist and mentioned Grace Kelly. I’m not superstitious, but that was a portent. Things could get really fucking bad.






2 NEED TO KNOW


October 1995

I had lied to Cassidy about not being a dominatrix, but that information was something I shared only on a need-to-know basis. And unless you’re Damien-Fucking-Hirst, you don’t need to know.

Being a dominatrix was my big secret, although it felt like word of my deviant interests was starting to seep out. So far, it was only at the level of rumor and innuendo, which I did my best to squelch. What gentleman wants to be seen going into an art gallery and have his motives questioned? My basement dungeon was my private sanctum, and I shared it only with a select few.

When I think back to what I was like when first starting out in the business, I can’t help but shudder. I was reckless and unskilled, but what choice did I have? It was the nineties, and I was in college. It’s not like Harvard had classes in how to give a spanking or how to tie up a cock, so I splurged on a couple of books. There was a sleazy store in Central Square with bongs up front, latex dresses in the back, and one rack featuring a jumble of erotica and how-to-kink books and another rack crammed with porno magazines. I’d read Story of O in high school, but in college, while my classmates read Howard Zinn or Michel Foucault, I devoured SM 101. That store is also where I found out about the local BDSM scene.

There was a rundown nightclub not far from the Harvard campus and on Fridays they hosted Fetish Nights. I remember the first time I went to Club MantaRay. I scrounged together the entry fee from my earnings working in Harvard’s dining services, used my tried-and-true fake ID, made my hair Medusa-like, with black tendrils swirling out and around my face. My short black dress was paired with fishnet hose and black sneakers. My wardrobe was ready for a funeral or a meeting of a coven, it was so full of black, but it served me well. I batted my heavily made-up eyelids at the pierced guy at the door, showed him the borrowed ID, and once I’d paid ten bucks, I joined the throng inside.

The music was loud and techno, there were strobe lights pulsing, and there was even a little stage where a bored woman wearing a red leather catsuit flogged a man wearing little more than a pair of combat boots and a black leather jockstrap. I’d been to Club Fuck! back home in LA, so none of this fazed me, and I certainly wasn’t impressed, but it was the best Boston had to offer. A sweaty guy with a buzz cut and wearing a chest harness sauntered over to my side. “Mistress, may I rub your feet?”

I looked at him, realized I didn’t want him touching my toes, but it occurred to me he might be useful in a different way. “No, but you can buy me a drink. Get me a rum and Coke.”

“Yes, mistress.” He scurried over to the bar, as I continued to explore. Another man announced he was a human carpet and invited me to walk on him. “Seriously?” He nodded, so I pointed to the ground, picking a spot where someone had sloshed their drink, just to see if he’d avoid the puddle. He lay down in the middle of it. I crouched a bit, pretending like I was going to jump on him. He flinched but lay still. I decided to be careful, because I had no idea how much his body could take. I placed my right foot on the fleshy top of his thigh. He lifted up his arms, inviting me to grab his hands for balance. His fingers were warm and soft—a poet’s hands, not a plumber’s. With practiced efficiency, he helped me up as I put my left foot on his other thigh. Once installed, I stood there, looking down at his face and then out at the room. I’m five ten in my bare feet. Atop his thick body, I loomed over most of the crowd.

A small group had gathered around us, and I began to inch my feet forward, so that I was standing on his stomach. A few more steps, and I was atop his chest. “Give me your hand again.” He balanced me, and this time, I put my sneaker to the side of his face and with my toe, I pushed down on his cheek, nudging it so that he was looking at the back wall instead of up at the ceiling. His body was steady, as was his breathing. He moaned softly as I shifted my weight.

Feeling emboldened and figuring someone would say something if I were about to kill him, I put some weight on my foot, so that he would feel his head crushed against the floor. I bent my elbows and put my hands on my waist, as if I’d just reached the peak of the Matterhorn. I was practically daring the carpet to move or say something, but he remained still, his right cheek stuck to the floor by a mix of Budweiser and sweat, while his cock pushed against his black jeans, erect from the public exposure.

After a few moments, enjoying the gaze of the crowd, I jumped off the carpet, never looking back at him. Another shirtless middle-aged guy in dark jeans handed me a deerskin whip and asked me to hit him. I had no idea what I was doing, but I knew what I wanted to do, which was to savage him. His slicked back dark hair pissed me off. If not for his bare chest, he looked like he could have been the father of one of my friends from middle school, or maybe even my own dad, before he went to prison.

With all the strength I could muster, I hit him repeatedly with the flogger. I was putting everything I had into it, and I was strong from hauling trays filled with dishes, but nothing was happening. Each blow elicited a thump-like noise from his back and a sigh from his mouth. I wanted to hear wails. I was desperate to hear cries, but there were only contented moans. I upped the intensity, striking his upper back, ass and thighs repeatedly. A different crowd formed, but they were invisible to me. My cheeks burned from the humiliation—I was trying to hurt this man, to make him suffer, and all I was doing was arousing him. I gave him a few more strokes, as hard as I could, and then I hid in the bathroom to calm myself down.

I hadn’t expected to feel so full of hatred again. It had been two years since I first left LA, when I last felt an anger that extended from my stomach to my fingertips and that burned through my lungs. I’d gotten into Harvard, my dream school. I was getting good grades. I even had a few friends. But the darkness and the venom had returned, almost as if it had never left. It took a few splashes of cold water out of the tap in the dingy bathroom before I felt ready to return to the club floor. I should have stayed in there longer, because the nameless, faceless guy I had tried to beat was waiting for me.

“Hey, honey, you did a great job with that flogger.” I looked at him more closely—he had a bit of silver stubble on his face, and short dark hair.

I snorted. “No, I didn’t. You hardly felt it. I wanted it to hurt.”

“You’re new, aren’t you? The whip is made of deerskin, it’s never going to hurt! See?” He motioned toward an empty couch, so I sat down beside him. He put his hand on my knee, and I moved it back into his lap. As a peace offering, he handed me the whip and gave me a quick lesson on the physics of floggers. “Feel this.” He held up the tails of the whip and ran a few of the burgundy leather strands across the skin of my forearm. They were soft and thin. I had been so full of rage, I hadn’t even noticed.

“What does it take to hurt you?”

“A single-tail does the trick, or maybe a cat-o’-nine-tails, but these soft floggers feel like a relaxing massage.” He turned his body toward mine and grabbed my hand. “It’s actually really rare to find a woman who can hit hard enough. Sometimes, I’ll have men flog me. I like to be hit with some oomph.”

I extracted my hand from the whip, irritated by how forward this guy, who was old enough to be my father, was being. “What’s the point of being hit by an instrument that hardly leaves a mark and that you can barely feel?”

“It relaxes me. And what’s wrong with that?” I shrugged and moved on. I wanted to hurt somebody.

“Excuse me, miss, I’ve been looking for you all over the place. Here’s your rum and Coke.” It took me a moment to remember that this was my wannabe foot slave. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

“I want to make someone suffer. Like, really suffer.” I was staggered at how the words came out of my mouth, but it was the truth. My anger at the world had been simmering for years, and it was coming to the surface at that shitty bar in Cambridge. I was studying art history and every day it felt like I was sitting in a class being compelled to study some gorgeous depiction of rape or violence against women. Renaissance art was filled with gory shows of misogyny. Oil paint has a way of making the most vile topics seem enticing and important. I had grown tired of my delicate feminine martyrs. It was time for the ladies to strike back. “If you can find something for me to hit you with, I’ll let you suck my toes, afterward.”

He handed me my drink and then scurried off. It felt odd to be so close to school, and so removed from all my classmates. I didn’t care if any of them saw me thrashing some willing victim, but it never occurred to me that anyone I knew would come to a place this decrepit.

MantaRay felt like an absurdity. Its slogans were “Our tails sting” and “Surrender to the sting,” despite the fact that manta rays are gentle filter feeders with wimpy tails. But MantaRay, with its moody lighting and dark corners, was the closest thing Cambridge had to a fetish club. Most nights, it was a gay club. I imagined hot, hard bodies grinding up against one another, but on Fetish Nights, it was a motley crowd, whose flab bulged out of their fetishwear encasements. Half the place looked like refugees from a Dungeon and Dragons convention, while the other seemed like they’d stopped by after a PTA meeting. Where were my fellow weirdos? Where were the goths and the punks I’d danced with at the Viper Room or blown in the bathroom of the Burgundy? I struggled to find anyone enticing in the crowd—male or female.

My prospective victim returned in the company of a petite, short-haired brunette. “This is my friend Snapdragon.” Her name might have been ridiculous, but she was boyish and cute. She wore a white tank top so tight across her chest that her breasts were contoured, and her nipples pointed through. She wore combat pants and high-top sneakers. Her eyebrow was pierced, and I later learned that her nipples were as well.

What I had assumed was a prop, the black hooked cane that she’d been using as she walked, was actually an implement. “Loki says you want him to suffer.” He called himself Loki? I struggled not to laugh. He was no Norse god. “What’s your name?”

“I’m Erika, and yeah, I want to inflict some misery. Can I borrow your cane?”

“Sure, but we can’t do this here, or we’ll get thrown out. There’s a back room for shit like this.” Snapdragon took me by the hand and led me to a door I hadn’t noticed while Loki followed behind us, not wanting to miss his opportunity with two women. Snapdragon pushed the door open and we entered a small, weird space. The walls were painted purple and there were hefty benches, large wooden crosses and people engaging in hardcore activities, instead of the tame stuff I’d been seeing on the main floor. There was a backdrop of grunting and whacking.

Snapdragon motioned to Loki, who promptly bent over a black leather-padded bench. She handed me her cane. I landed a couple of blows over Loki’s jeans. “Drop your pants, Loki.” Loki lowered his jeans to midthigh, revealing a pair of gray jockey shorts. With the tip of the cane, I nudged his pants lower, and then I stepped back and began tapping his ass with the tip of the cane while I got a feel for things. There was a bald man using a paddle with holes in it, on the ass of a woman whose kilt was pulled up to reveal a round, pink bottom. I felt sorry for her, as she tried to keep her balance in black high-heeled shoes. He aimed for a range from the middle of her cheeks to the tops of her thighs, so I followed suit with Snapdragon’s cane.

Each blow elicited a yelp from Loki. I thrilled as the stripes became apparent and the welts started to form. They were an invitation to hit harder and faster, so I did. For a beginner, my aim was decent. All those years of Beverly Hills tennis lessons were paying off. I left parallel marks over his thighs and ass. I began to hit in tune to the music. It was something moody and alien, all synthesizer and hypnotic beats. It was a blur, as I began to strike him, timed to this crazy electronica. I was barely noticing his ass or his howls, until Snapdragon stopped me because I was on the verge of drawing blood.

She held my arm back, as I was winding up for another strike of the cane. It was noisy in the room, so she pointed at Loki’s oozing bottom. In the dim light, preoccupied by rage and adrenaline, I hadn’t noticed he was getting fucked up. Or rather, that I was fucking him up. Snapdragon gave me a sour look and snatched the cane from my hand. Loki, however, was floating. He winced as he pulled up his pants over his battered skin, and then he dropped to his knees in front of me. He sobbed as he kissed my feet.

I was standing there awkwardly, when I spotted a place to sit. “I said you could suck my toes if you took a beating. I’m a woman of my word. Crawl to me.” I sat down and began to untie my sneakers.

Loki scurried to me on his hands and knees, and before I could remove my left shoe, he said, “No, allow me.” He opened up my sneaker with delicacy and reverence, and he buried his nose in the sweaty canvas, still adhered to my foot. I could feel his tongue, probing and licking my skin through the fishnet hose. He slid the shoe off, and then proceeded to take my toes, down to the ball of my foot, into his mouth as if he were a porn star, deep-throating cock.

Snapdragon sat down beside me. She seemed far more interesting than Loki, and far more appealing, too. I slid my arm over her shoulder and moved her body closer to mine. The irritation she’d transmitted only moments earlier had disappeared, and she snuggled into the side of my body. I whispered to her, “Take off your boot. Let’s give Loki something to think about.”

She gave me a sly smile, as she liberated her foot from her Doc Martens. Snapdragon wore a white sport sock, stained from boot leather and sweat. Loki caught sight of what was happening, and he began to caress her foot with his hands at the same time as he slobbered over mine with his tongue.

While Loki kept busy with our feet, I got curious about Snapdragon, who was now nestled close. “So, what’s your thing? What brings you here?”

“I’m a switch. I like to play.” Snapdragon was now looking up at me, her eyes glistening in the dim light. “Sometimes I’m a top, and sometimes I’m a sub. Usually, I sub to women.” She batted her eyelashes at me.

“Oh, is that so? Then kiss me.” I didn’t move. I wanted to see what would happen. Snapdragon pulled her foot away from Loki, and then she sat astride my lap. Loki had paused to check things out, so I wiggled my toes at him. “Get back to work.”

Snapdragon was slim and petite, I hardly felt her weight on my thighs. She gave the side of my cheek a gentle peck, with a pair of very soft lips. I turned my head, so that she could kiss the other cheek, which she did. I flashed back to Culver City, and my only friend in high school, Megan, and how we messed around together. That delight in soft, smooth skin came back to me, and I wanted more.

Snapdragon’s lips hovered by mine, and all it took was a gentle push from my hand to the back of her head and our lips made contact. She wasn’t the first girl I’d kissed, but she was the first girl I’d kissed since arriving in Cambridge.

We began necking like teenagers in the back of a car, groping one another, lips moving along skin, tongues caressing ears, fingers sliding under shirts and bras. This is how I discovered her nipple piercing. Before things could progress, however, Loki released my foot and cleared his throat. Snapdragon and I disentangled, and we both looked down at the floor.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Oh, don’t let me interrupt.” Loki had a dreamy look on his face. His cheeks were flushed and his eyelids drooped with contentment. “I’m still floating on dopamine and endorphins. No one has ever done that to me before. Feel free to ignore me. I’ll just sit here and watch.”

The moment had passed. I didn’t want to give Loki, or anyone else in the room, a show, so I helped Snapdragon off my lap and stood up. “I have to go home and study. Are you guys gonna be around the next Fetish Night?”

They both nodded, and Loki offered to walk us to the T station in Central Square. The neighborhood around the club was dodgy late at night, so I accepted. The three of us wound up walking arm in arm out to Mass Ave. I left them once I got to the station.

Snapdragon had mentioned she was a grad student at Boston University, and Loki worked in IT, but I wasn’t ready to reveal that I was just a junior, and I really didn’t want to drop the “H bomb,” which is what we called a casual reference to Harvard. Mentioning Harvard had a tendency to stop conversations and prompt assumptions, and I really didn’t want to do that with the pervs. I was already using a last name other than the one I was born with; I didn’t want to pick a different first name for MantaRay. As for candor? That’s only for people without secrets.






3 THE MARGIN CALL


April 1988

I still have nightmares about the morning the FBI came to the house. At the time, my family was living in Brentwood in a sprawling mid-century modern house. I was eating breakfast in the kitchen—Lucky Charms, drowned in milk. My mother hated the stuff, but my dad shared my taste for cereals laced with candy, so there was always plenty in the cupboard.

Even now, whenever I eat Lucky Charms, I do this thing where I sort out the marshmallows with my spoon and push them all to one side of the bowl. There was a loud knock at the front door just as I was finishing off the bland oat morsels and getting ready to reward myself with the tiny colorful marshmallows.

My father, already wearing his navy suit and obligatory red tie, told my mother to answer the door and to tell whoever it was he wasn’t there. He hustled to the master bedroom as my mother, still wearing a pink floral housecoat, walked slowly to the front door.

There were two men at the door, one with black hair, one with red, but they were both wearing sunglasses and dark suits. I heard my father’s name, and then some more murmurs, as the two men came inside the house. My mother was getting exasperated. “There’s been some kind of mistake. Go to Jacob’s office, and he’ll straighten things out for you. There.”

“If it’s okay with you, Mrs. Warnock, we’d like to wait for him. Here. We have a warrant.”

“It’s not okay with me. You should really go to his office. I don’t know anything about his work. I have to take my daughter to school.”

The red-headed agent came into the kitchen, where he saw me eating breakfast. He sat down opposite me, while I did my best to ignore him. “Hey, we’re looking for your dad. Do you know where he is?”

I stared into my bowl, as if it held the answers to some great mystery. I was thirteen, teetering on the brink of puberty and feeling captive to hormones and parents. I’d seen enough television to know that no sensible person should cooperate with the cops when they invade your house. “No.”

My mother tried to get them back outside, but she was ineffectual. Both agents sat down at the table. I looked at the clock, and an idea occurred to me. “Mom, I’m gonna be late for school.”

The black-haired agent introduced himself. “Hi. You must be Erika. I’m Special Agent Peterson. You’re probably gonna be late for school today. We’re hoping your dad can help us with an investigation. Do you know where he is? His car’s here. Did he go for a walk?”

I had a math test that morning, so I looked at my mother, and then reflexively, I looked toward the master bedroom where my father had gone. Realizing my glance might help the FBI, my Lucky Charms got my full attention. Unfortunately, the agents had recognized the significance of what I’d done. They then gestured to my mother, and the three adults spoke in hushed tones. My mother nodded and pointed back toward the master bedroom.

The agents weren’t gone for very long, but when they returned, my father was in handcuffs being led out to their oversized black Buick. As Dad was being put in the back seat, he yelled out to my mom, “Call my lawyer, Mike Mitchell. Tell him what happened.”

Sylvie Shapiro, my friend Karen’s mom, was out on the street walking Luna, the family poodle. Both Luna and Mrs. Shapiro stood glued to the road as they took in the spectacle of my father’s arrest. I was both horrified and terrified. Things had been weird at home for the past few months, but how was I supposed to know just how bad they’d become? I was a kid. They didn’t tell me anything.

For instance, they didn’t tell me that Dad needed money fast. I had to figure that out for myself in the fall. I got home from Westlake one afternoon and discovered half the paintings on our walls had been removed. “Mom, were we robbed? Where’d the art go?” I looked around more closely. A small metal mobile, which normally bobbed and swayed on its base in the corner of our living room, was also missing. “Where’d the Calder go?” When I was seven, I’d helped them pick it out.

Mom’s face was blotchy. I could tell she’d been crying, so I started to cry too. “Your dad got a margin call yesterday, and so we’re selling some of the pieces.”

“Who’s Margin? Why’s he calling Daddy?”

“A margin’s not a person, it’s a thing. Our investments went down in price. You read about Black Monday, right?”

“I guess.” I read the Los Angeles Times, but not the boring business section. “What’s that got to do with us?”

“Well, a margin call is what happens if you borrow money to buy stocks, and the stocks go down in value. The bank can make you pay so they don’t lose money. Or they can make you sell the stocks.”

“Oh. Why are we borrowing money to buy stocks?” We lived in a big house in Brentwood. My dad drove a Porsche and Mom, a Mercedes. I attended the Westlake School for Girls, with all the other daughters of families like mine. We had art on the walls. Hell, I even had art in my bedroom. I knew people borrowed money to buy houses or cars, but stocks, too? My dad was a CPA, and so I felt like I understood financial planning better than most kids. Clearly, I had much to learn.

“It’s common, honey. And Dad did it. He had a lot of confidence in his stock picks. He never anticipated that the whole market would crash.” Mom sounded like she was parroting something Dad had said to her. I couldn’t help but look around at the gaps on our walls, where the paintings and prints we owned were nowhere to be seen.

I ran to my bedroom, to see if my babies were still there. My prized possession was a collage by Picasso, featuring nine identical babies in different positions. I loved staring at it as I lay in bed. It was a sweet work, featuring a beige top layer of paper, torn in such a way that the holes revealed adorable line drawings of fat little babies. Their arms and legs were askew, as if they were dancing.

My parents had taken me with them when they went shopping in Beverly Hills one day. We’d stopped at one of those glitzy galleries that sells overpriced works in the secondary market. Basically, it was a painting store offering only name-brand artists and designed to separate rich people from their money. It’s the kind of place I’d avoid now, because I have standards. When I was nine, however, as soon as I saw those dancing babies, I planted my feet on the floor and pointed at the work. Where other kids wanted a puppy, I wanted a Picasso. At the time, I had no idea it was an unimportant work, but I craved it all the same. “Can we get this for my room? I’ll take good care of it. I promise.”
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AUTHOR OF EDGE PLAY
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Regan Arts.
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