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For P,

who gave me this






“Honest woman. I wish she had been more of a prostitute.”

—Alasdair Gray, 1982, Janine








I





Roger emailed me in April 2011, when I was twenty-eight years old and he was fifty-four. Our first date was to take place at a Marriott in downtown DC, a city he frequented for his work as a litigator. I arrived at nine in the morning, and when I got there, I realized I didn’t have his room number. I called him, but he didn’t answer. I’d have to wait.

As I stood in heels and a blue tailored shift on the lobby carpet, while children zoomed around me and Starbucks-guzzling tourists sank into their armchairs, I felt irate and exposed in a familiar way. Work as an escort entails a certain blankness, as can any straightforward physical purpose: shower, pick an outfit, go to a hotel, leave a hotel. I often felt like my body’s chauffeur, striding through public spaces with brisk efficiency. In these situations—surrounded by less polished people or forced to loiter in lobbies—I was self-conscious of my conspicuous vehicle. The flattered figure, the tensed calves. A woman alone. Conventional business attire, or what I thought passed as conventional business attire, wasn’t intended to disguise my vocation but to imbue it with some legitimacy. I wasn’t afraid of being thrown out; I deserved to be there. I was invited. Strangers’ opinions didn’t matter, but still: I didn’t like the way they studied me.

After I checked our email thread and saw that we were meeting at nine p.m., not a.m., I wrote Roger a note confessing the error, apologizing for the unscheduled phone call, and confirming the evening date. That’s all I remember about our first meeting: why and when it didn’t happen, and that he was nice about my stupid mistake. I have no recollection of returning that night, though I know I did. I logged the payment and duration in my spreadsheet, and I wrote him an email the next day: “Thank you for a wonderful evening! I cannot wait to see you again.” I thanked every client unless they’d done something so wrong that I might decline a repeat.

In Roger’s retelling, our second date was when he realized I didn’t like wine, so he stopped buying a bottle for our meetings. The third time, he said years later, was when his heart took true notice of me. I was going down on him and he worried I was uncomfortable, so he asked if I wanted to stop or change my position. “Oh no,” he said I assured him, lifting my head to speak, “this is very sustainable.”

“I have to say that each time I visit with you, I am left wanting to see you more,” he wrote after that. I heard this sort of thing all the time, often in more ardent forms. The sentiment came from married men, single men, men who were divorced, men a few years or a few decades older than me, men who were wealthy and men who were rich, men living under secret, crushing debt. Some cried over how much they felt for me, wrote me songs and poems, daydreamed aloud about marrying or impregnating me. I felt highly desired, and I was, verifiably, highly desired. Coveted, even. There was proof: the messages, the money, the affirmations. I became a sex worker because I suspected, and hoped, it would be this way: a private, minor form of celebrity. An alternate version of myself.



THERE WERE SOME CONVENTIONS in escorting during the early 2010s that are not as common now. Websites featured stock photos of jets and champagne and black Amex cards. The About Me sections listed MAs and PhDs, fluency in at least one foreign language and conversational competence in others. There were women who wrote that they’d grown up in European boarding schools and spent family vacations skiing the Alps, or that they’d given up modeling careers to pursue higher learning and more mentally stimulating work.

It took me years to learn that truth in all advertising is rare. Until then, I worried I wouldn’t be able to charge what the other women did, and therefore wouldn’t be able to live the lives I imagined they led. It wasn’t that I thought I was dull or wholly unappealing, just that I knew my class status. I wasn’t cultured or polished, though I aspired to be. I went to a state school for undergrad, and at my more prestigious graduate university, I pursued a master’s devoid of utility. My sporadic childhood vacations involved Holiday Inns. I mispronounced words I’d never heard spoken aloud, like “homage,” and when I moved from the chicken farming land where I’d grown up to DC, people laughed at my accent. I’ve still never held a job with a yearly salary or learned how to apply artful makeup. I was too afraid of being caught in a lie to pretend otherwise, so when I composed my site copy, I wrote around my deficiencies and hoped I’d never need to know the protocol for boarding a private plane or be called on to converse in French.

Clients who especially enjoyed the fantasy of the modern-day courtesan—as the most self-serious escorts called themselves—sent courtly, almost formal introductory emails, paragraphs intended to demonstrate their impeccable etiquette as well as brag about their jobs and education. They wanted to make a positive first impression, and also, possibly, mislead us about how forthcoming they were and how much money they intended—or could afford—to spend. They were answering our marketing with their own. It helped that illegality-induced euphemisms tipped the dialogue into affectation: “intrigued” meant horny, “visit” or “spend time with” meant fuck, “friend” meant repeat customer. As in: I’m intrigued by your website. I would love to visit with you for two hours on Thursday evening in the hope of becoming good friends.

Some clients took the gallant approach seriously because they wanted to maximize the scenario’s dreamy potential. They wanted romance like that of the idealized honeymoon stage of dating. Infatuation and rapture on demand. These were often the same men who enjoyed the ballet and wanted to go to bed at a reasonable hour. They were motivated by sex and expected it, but they also valued having a tastefully dressed, sufficiently bright conversationalist who could pass as a work acquaintance or distant relative if they ran into someone they knew. Once, at the Boston Symphony, I was introduced as the board member of a nonprofit. The lie was bolstered by the fastidiousness of my date, a small, avuncular, elderly man who cooked food for his terrier and played an unglamorous role in local politics.

The majority of clients I met over the years were polite and decent. Roger signed his first message to me “best regards,” and he meant it. Why wouldn’t he send warm regards to this stranger he hoped to pay for sex? He was a nice guy: a prominent lawyer who’d worked pro bono on a significant environmental case; a proud father who’d twice taken his firm’s maximum paternity leave; a husband whose wife kept her last name. He was mild-mannered when not in a courtroom, and based on the stories he told me, he kept a modest, principled air about him there, too, to win over the judge and give dramatic moments more weight. In this way—the professional, calculated deployment of intellect combined with general trustworthiness—we were alike.



ROGER WAS A SERIOUS, outwardly dispassionate man with no penchant for luxury or debauchery. He relied on a single pair of jeans and brandless black sneakers when not dressed for work. His trifold wallet sealed with Velcro. (That couldn’t be what he withdrew at client dinners when the check arrived, could it?) He watched corny movies and bad TV and read genre fiction. He attempted chivalry, though his blind spots were many. For years, until a cabdriver admonished him for it, he had me get in first and slide across the back seat so he could get in after. He never once offered to carry a bag, even when we went shopping for something like groceries and left with multiple sacks.

But he was kind, and not snobbish, and unfailingly polite to service staff. He never addressed anyone in anger while I was present, though he sounded stern by default. His voice was gruff and almost artificially low, as if he had trained himself to speak that way. At rest his countenance was unsmiling. He had a full head of hair, an unchanging white beard, heavy cheeks and belly, and he maintained an austere, old-fashioned air of dignity. British novels from the late 1800s usually include a patriarch who reminds me of him.

One of the more incongruous aspects of Roger was that until I met him, and for a short time after, he was a prodigious whoremonger. He traveled constantly for work, and when he did, he’d hire someone, usually someone he hadn’t met before and often two someones simultaneously. He’d been with Ashley Dupré before the Eliot Spitzer scandal, just once, in New York, and was struck by her pert declaration of “It’s time for you to eat some pussy” while she pushed his head down. He told me there was another girl there, but he didn’t mention her name or anything else about her, presumably because she hadn’t made a memorable pussy-eating demand.

These assignations went on for a decade or two, yet he’d somehow never had anyone sleep over. Our fourth date was significant because it was his first time spending all night with a woman he’d hired and also my first time traveling for him. We met in New York, and I was unimpressed with our hotel, which I expected to be fancier given that Dominique Strauss-Kahn, an apparently rich and important European, was on trial for assaulting a maid there several months prior.

Roger gave me a massage in the dark—most clients want every bulb blazing, but he turned the lights off before he was shirtless or naked—and while I lay back, he knelt in front of me on the bed, lifted my legs to his face, and kissed them. “I’ve never kissed the back of a woman’s knees before,” he said. I’d been tumbling around like a dryer ball in a churn of relentless sexual experience since I started sex work at twenty-one. That he could register something so mundane as a first, let alone that it could be a first for him at fifty-four, was bizarre to me. What had he been doing with the girls before me?

I say Roger was incongruous because even when he was hard, even while he was inside me, even when he asked for anal, he wasn’t a creature of lust. On the morning after our overnight, he dressed for work and left me unmolested in a hotel robe with room service, though an overnight, in my professional experience, meant sex at least twice. On the occasions when he described a sexual thought of his, it struck me as unconvincing, a non sequitur. (You think about sex?) I followed his lead through the standard heterosexual sequence: some kissing, stroking, oral sex for one of us and then the other, culminating in vaginal penetration. He was consistent and dependable in bed and out, with tastes as modest as a monk’s. I did not take it upon myself to shake up his routine. He’d seen dozens of prostitutes before we met, and, knee-kissing aside, I doubted that he behaved much differently with me, sexually at least, than he had with numbers six and seven.

While I was on the train to meet him for our first overnight, he emailed to coordinate date number five. Two meetings later, he explained his idea of giving me an ATM card so I could take out my own payments and he wouldn’t have to keep cash on hand. It made sense, he said, because “each time I see you, I only want to see you again.” He planned for his day-to-day future and liked logistics to be easy; he only booked flights in the morning, for instance, to avoid the cascading delays and cancellations that came in the afternoon and evening. He wanted me to join him on an international business trip, and he told me I could take as much time as I wanted for myself while we were there. “It is one thing to be as selfless and giving as you are for three hours or even an overnight,” he wrote. “A trip of this scale is quite different.”

I had no idea what he was talking about when he called me selfless and giving. He was an easy client. What was I giving, exactly, and why did he think it was so taxing to give it? He said I was “somewhat of a confessor” to him: “Whatever I say to you, you listen with sympathy and without judgment.” But he wasn’t divulging terrible secrets. He was just sharing quotidian human experience: frustration and pride at work, tension between siblings. Clients often want to talk as much as or more than they want to fuck, so that part wasn’t new to me. The ability to listen was a basic requirement. The piece that didn’t make sense was how the other women he’d hired had been so bad at their jobs.

After a year together, he told me he didn’t want to hire anyone new anymore. A lot of clients, lying, said the same. Men seemed addicted to pledging monogamy and then violating their unsolicited promise. I think the lie made them feel important, or they thought it was necessary to access something otherwise denied—condom-less sex, lower rates. But I believed Roger. From the start of our relationship, I didn’t doubt that he told me the truth. He was reflective enough to understand his motivations, and he shared them with me because his own gratification impelled him to. (For the international date, he encouraged my intervals of solitude and freedom “so that the time we are together is the best possible.”) Since he found fulfillment in psychic and emotional unburdening, deceiving me was not in his self-interest. It would have been closing a door he needed open.

Roger was also profoundly concerned with making sure I liked him. He lived in fear of upsetting me and afforded me supernatural powers of omniscience and appraisal. “The fact that you have some regard for me gives me the greatest pleasure,” he wrote. “Because I worship you, the smallest crumb you toss in my direction is a feast for my ego.”



MEN HAVE AN EASIER time respecting prostitutes than women who hate prostitutes care to admit. There’s a line in a Lorrie Moore story: “Her father is of that Victorian sensibility that deep down respects prostitutes more than it does women in general.” Men can think more highly of the former than the latter because unlike a civilian woman, a prostitute is direct and therefore honorable, ballsy—forthright, like a man. That’s how they see it, anyway. She’s forgone weaponized emotions and commitment-focused schemes in favor of an explicit exchange. By acknowledging sex as transactional, she divorces it from perpetual obligation. Isn’t there a cliché about husbands who cheat with unpaid mistresses to disastrous effect before they wise up and turn to pros? If not, there should be. The mistress is a lover who must be wooed and tended to. Her demands are mood-influenced, unpredictable, insatiable. She wants the man to forfeit too much for her: his home, his marriage, his good name. She can easily become his enemy and undoer. But the prostitute is not a burden. She only wants cash. She says so up front, then leaves. In her apathetic constancy, the whore is man’s “accomplice,” says writer Virginie Despentes, who worked as one.

Prostitutes are more public than civilian women, too: public like men because we negotiate with men and because we’ve refused to play what men see as other women’s games, using sex to engineer family and parasitic security. Despentes says that when men dream of being women, they imagine themselves as whores, not as housewives, because they can’t fathom giving up their freedom. The whore can roam the streets, stay out at night, sleep late, sleep around, while the wife is burping the baby and washing dishes. Many of my clients liked to imagine being in the position they imagined I was in. I know because they said so, amid their rote leading questions: Didn’t I love doing this? Wasn’t this an inconceivable delight? This would be their dream job, they said, if they were women. But because they were men, it was not.

My work friends and I mocked them for their self-flattering delusions, their pathetic attachment to the idea that any sex was good sex, that there was never a wrong time or mood for it, and that having orgasms was the whole of the job. These guys acted like we were nymphos incapable of disappointment or disgust—like men, or how men are supposed to be when it comes to sex and perhaps how these men believed they would be if afforded the right conditions. But I think men are attracted to the job for another reason, the same reason I was: being affirmed as an object of desire.



IN 2011, I MET fifty-three new clients, including Roger, and I had 167 dates, twelve of which were with him. We couldn’t see each other in the month of December due to his travel schedule and family commitments, but in November, for an early Christmas, I bought him a figurine of the character Bender from Futurama, a show we both liked. I’d watched it on repeat one summer with my grad school housemate in our dark, air-conditioning-free rowhome and knew many lines by heart. There was one I thought of with my neediest clients, the ones who wanted to mainline me, pore over me, wring me out into a glass and then drink me: This—what we do here, what we have now, who we are to each other in this moment—is the maximum level of being with me. Bender, a robot, says it when some tiny humanoid beings who live on his metal body have mistaken him for God and believe that if they die to prove their faith, they’ll fully merge with him. They don’t understand that the unsatisfying lot they have is as good as it gets and that the allegiance, the love and devotion, is its own reward.

The gift impressed Roger deeply, as I intended it to, and he sent me a picture of the toy posed on the desk in his office. We would have nine more years together, though of course neither of us knew that then, not the depth of his wanting to be with me nor how long it would endure. And over those nine years, I never found him a better present. “I hope you have a wonderful holiday,” he emailed, “and that people make you as happy as you have made me.”

Though he was not prone to jealousy, he occasionally made reference to his invisible cohort, which meant he thought about them not infrequently. “If the other men you see don’t appreciate you as much as I do,” he said, “they’re a bunch of rotten fools.”




II





When I was sixteen, I fell in love with boys, really fell in love with them—the fact of them, the phenomenon—after I took up with a pack of kids who went to my town’s other high school. We met because I was in the community theater’s annual musical with several of the group’s most prominent figures. A few years before, one of my friend’s fathers, a director, needed pickpockets for Oliver!, and the guys he tapped from his daughter’s social circle liked it enough to stick around.

These boys were the right crew to play delinquents. Perhaps because our county was one of the poorest in the state, ranked second in violent crimes and third in homicides, they were not stereotypical theater kids. They were chain-smokers and heavy drinkers before they could drive, though they drove before they could legally drive, too, raised by adults who’d done the same. They skipped school, snuck out, dented already damaged cars, jumped from roofs and moving vehicles, sang loudly, and shouted often. They talked about circle jerks, getting each other off, and comparing size. They knew filthy phrases I’d never heard before and opened weird porn on their computers with a carnival barker’s flair. They were regularly, abruptly naked for the sheer provocation of their own bare bodies; they wanted to make girls laugh as they tore through parties, penises flopping like the tongues of panting dogs, before they cannonballed into pools or jumped onto trampolines. And we did—we laughed, and we loved them. Their nakedness never got old, though I pretended it did. I was addicted to their energy, their fearlessness, their intolerance for boredom. They lived more deeply than anyone I’d ever met.

Of course I’d been around men and boys before: my dad, my brother, classmates, teachers, doctors. I’d also read about boys in books, and I’d spent time imagining what closeness with boys would be like. The anticipation wasn’t only sexual, though sex was a prominent part of it. In YA novels, my fictional proxies were forever fielding overtures from fellow nerds, more popular peers, stepbrothers or stepdads, even strangers. I expected the same would happen to me once I sprouted boobs and started junior high, but if anyone tried to coerce or proposition me during that time, I was oblivious.

Though I’m not quite an adventurous person, I crave certain types of excitement: strong emotion; intense relationships; the acquisition of secrets; edification, insight, and the opportunity to obtain it through close observation of others. When I started puberty, these budding proclivities expressed themselves to me as horniness, curiosity, and a formless longing. I just have this big overpowering wanting in me, I wrote in my journal, some sort of desire for something I feel like I’m never going to find. I couldn’t understand what I wanted when so much was outside my realm of experience, but I was restless from the call. I suspected boys would be the gateway to that stimulation because they had permission in a way girls didn’t, and therefore access to a bigger, freer world. Boys were synonymous with possibility. Possibility was the route to fulfillment.

My male friends proved that hunch right. They were everything I thought they’d be and more. Nothing prepared me for the contagious ecstasy of their pubescent masculinity—not previous experience nor avid reading nor extravagant daydreams. They were perfect human beings to me, godlike because they were limitless, meaning they acknowledged no boundaries or rules. And they were cute, unbearably cute, even—especially—when they were wasted, when they slurred and doled out emphatic affection, put their arms around my shoulders and leaned in heavily, murmured unintelligible words against my ear as they staggered toward another blackout. When the night wound down and we clumped together like littermates on floors or beds, I hoped the next day would never come.

My family didn’t do much touching, so the boys’ relentless physicality enraptured me. Drunk or sober, they sat in my lap, pulled me onto theirs, touched my hair, leaned against me, lay down over me, picked me up like a bride. They did this with other girls, too; it was personal but not exceptional. “Don’t you know how to hug?” one of them, Sean, an incredible hugger, finally asked me in exasperation one day, as if my bad hugs had driven him to the brink. He taught me to hold the embrace and to close the entire space between our bodies, to stop tenting my hips away like I was disgusted by contact. Sean was a dope, but he had a surprising amount of physical intelligence. His signature move, called “The Crow,” after his favorite film, was a passionate, tongued kiss to the neck, a rush of rich sensation that tickled and aroused and captivated all at once. My best friend Ali and I discovered this talent and lay beside him, requesting it again and again, laughing in delight as we took turns receiving. Then we ineffectually tried to replicate it on him and each other.
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