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PART III


THE COOLDOWN

LEAVING THE PLANTATION


I'd made it maybe halfway through my second year of
mistressing when things started going seriously downhill. It was
the classic sophomore slump: I was losing interest in my studies,
and yet saw no end in sight. Also, there were certain extenuating
circumstances.

Lady Leona, our not-so-esteemed boss, had been out of
town—and out of our hair—for months and months. She'd
fallen in love with a guy twelve years her junior, the heir to a
sugarcane fortune, a white-suited South African lad who bore a
startling resemblance to Simon Le Bon, the lead singer of Duran
Duran. We called him Plantation Boy.

The sole focus of P-Boy's life seemed to be letting
Leona support him while they waited for his crops to come in.
Meanwhile, on Leona's dime, they hopped from cruise ship to cruise
ship, taking care of important plantation business in places such
as Puerto Rico, Barbados, and—this I found telling—the
Cayman Islands.

I don't know much about growing seasons or sugarcane
futures, but I sure know the sickly sweet aroma of a scam when I
smell it. Soon enough—and too soon for everyone's
taste—Leona was back in our midst. She was far too proud to
tell us what had really happened, and somehow this steel-willed
dignity made her unusually sympathetic.

So we listened politely and cheered her on as she
spun tale after tale of living high on Plantation Boy's fortune,
clucking our tongues in grim understanding when she told us that
even though he spoiled her rotten and treated her like a queen, in
the final analysis, she was too much woman for him to handle.
Apparently, she'd needed a Plantation Man.

But our sisterhood was short-lived. Powered by the
twin turbines of heartache and humiliation—and probably
deeply in debt—Leona threw herself into running the dungeon.
To help expand the business, Leona hired a consultant—not a
managerial whiz or an asset analyst, but a Santeria priestess with
psychic abilities.

This woman made two prophecies: First, there was drug
use on the premises; second, girls were stealing clients away from
the dungeon and seeing them privately, to avoid paying the house
half to Leona.

Of course you didn't need a psychic friend to make
that prediction about almost any dungeon anywhere. But Leona's
"seer" did provide details so stunningly accurate that we began to
suspect the phone in the mistress lounge was tapped.

To recoup her divined loss, Leona started to enforce
a strict schedule of fines (lateness, $20; out of uniform, $30;
forgetting to bring condoms, $25) and treated us all to a 10
percent pay cut. She claimed that this was the only way she could
afford to keep the Reformatory open. Naturally, this only caused
the stealing to intensify—proof that no matter what your
milieu, people will always live down to the expectations set for
them.

Up until this point, Leona's attitude toward me had
been strictly hands-off; I made her plenty of money with a minimum
of drama, and she was pragmatic enough not to fuck with the
formula. But then she took me aside and told me that because I
earned outside income from my column—and since many of my
columns were inspired by her establishment, though she'd never
actually read them—she felt that I should contribute a
greater percentage than the other girls.

Now, asking us to dig into our pockets was one thing;
helping the business, from which we'd already stolen so much,
seemed within the realm of reason. And it was easy enough to
circumvent the sanctions, so no one really cared. But the sheer
suggestion that I dig into my own life on her behalf—that was
something I wouldn't even dignify with a refusal. I held my tongue;
I calmly accepted the signs—it was time to start getting
out.

But I didn't just pack my bags—that would have
been hasty and unwise. Nor did I openly challenge Leona—that
would only have made her more determined to shake me down. Instead,
I just let her forget about it, something I knew would happen as
soon as some easier mark presented itself.

I didn't intend to give up mistressing; I just didn't
want to let so much of my income be dependent upon Leona's
dungeon—and whims. So I decided to see my departure not as an
incident, but as a process. A process by which I gradually lured
some of my wealthiest, most trustworthy clients out of Leona's
place and into the fifth-floor walkup I shared with my best friend,
Desi. Meanwhile, I'd maintain a modest presence at Leona's—it
was a great place to cultivate new clients.

For weeks, Desi and I had been talking about setting
up shop, and she was more than agreeable. For one thing, she was
rarely home—her boyfriend owned a luxury loft in SoHo. Also,
it was an easy way for her to make some no-obligation mistressing
money; every so often, I'd hire her to sit in on a session when one
of my clients asked for an inexperienced participant. Fortunately
for both of us, my most loyal follower happened to be that
connoisseur of innocence, that gourmand of green, Chester the
Molester.

CHESTER SAVES THE DAY—SORT OF


I've never exchanged sex for money—not in the
traditional sense, anyway—and it's not because I've never had
the opportunity. Nor do I have any problem with the idea; in the
course of the day, we all hand over pieces of ourselves far more
precious than a few minutes' worth of friction, things you can
hardly price. There are worse things you can sell someone than an
orgasm.

No, there's a more practical reason I've never done
the deed. See, I understand that when you fuck for bucks, it's not
really the john that you're having sex with. You're actually making
love to the security, comfort, and ease that the money will bring
you. You're making love to that which will save you from
desperation and ruin and the thwarting of your dreams. In my case,
the stakes have simply never been that high, and so I've never met
a lover I couldn't resist.

But that's not to say I've never been tempted. In
particular, there was that tricky transition in the beginning of
the year, when I was halfway between working at Leona's and
striking out on my own. One of the clients I'd stolen from Leona's
was Chester the Molester—the wealthy cradle robber who liked
to corrupt the post-teenybopper set. At twenty-five, I was about as
"post" as it gets, but it was a lucrative gig and he bought my act,
so I figured that as long as he didn't cut me in half and count my
rings, everything would be okay.

It was a bitter, bitter February, freeze-ass cold.
Desi and I were living on the Lower East Side, in one of those
buildings that had gotten lost in the co-op/condo conversion
frenzy, and so was left a half-gentrified tenement. We were not so
much living there as squatting, except that we were dumb enough to
actually pay rent, and way too much of it.

The wind whistled, the pipes froze; every other
morning, we would find a thin sheet of piss-tinted ice in the
toilet bowl. Some nights we had to huddle together like sheep
beneath sheets and blankets and throw rugs, but that wasn't the
worst of it. See, we had this radiator that clanged and banged but
never threw heat, except during those odd occasions when I happened
to have some unfortunate client secured to it. Then it
burned hot as Satan's pitchfork.

It quickly became apparent that the more clients we
could lure to our place, the better our chances of surviving that
hard winter. Lure was the operative word—we had to
make it seem as though there were added benefits to choosing our
hovel, with its authentic privations, over the comfort and
fabricated tortures of Leona's place. We had to figure out what the
client really wanted, and imply that somehow, our place was where
that fantasy would finally be realized. In the case of Chester, his
most heartfelt desire was to watch me get it on with one of my
"teenybopper" girlfriends.

Desi was my age but, due to good genetics and a
two-hour-a-day workout, looked about sixteen. She was also an
up-and-coming film director; we were in the midst of negotiating a
low-six-figure deal, but could barely afford the shoe leather to
hoof it up to our attorney's office. So Desi was the only woman I
could think of who was as desperate, hungry, and determined as I
was. She was also the only other woman cold enough to roll around
with me in the throes of fabricated lust.

So one afternoon, I yanked off one of my Thinsulate
gloves and dialed Chester's pager. Once he saw the number, and the
special code that indicated that Desi was on the premises, he
called me back quick. "Is your little friend ripe for picking?" he
panted into the phone.

"I think that might be the case," I replied, trying
to sound furtive.

"And is your little playmate getting hot?"

I glanced over at Desi, who was desperately doing ab
crunches, her Adidas planted between the rungs of the cold, dead
radiator. "Things might warm up if maybe you came over," I confided
through chattering teeth.

Thus Chester quickly laid out his plan for me. Just
as he was making the approach in his BMW, he would dial our number
from his car phone, letting it ring once. That was my cue to send
Desi out of the house on some errand, and I would let him in the
door and into our closet. There he would squat, jerking off into
our pantyhose, as I expressed my long-hidden feelings of lust to
Desi. At the precise moment that our passion erupted into a
frenzied bout of mutual cunnilingus, Chester, Child Molester, would
make his presence known. I hung up the phone and relayed this
information to Desi.

"D'ya really think Chester expects us to eat pussy?"
Desi asked dubiously.

"Guess he knows we gotta eat something," I
replied.

Then Desi and I hatched our own plan, which had to do
with our upstairs neighbors, Rodrigo and Marta, the Portuguese
hatebirds.

Desi and I were intimately familiar with the tide of
their ill-fated romance due to a sixteen-by-sixteen-inch chasm in
our ceiling, their floor. We could see right up into their
bathroom, just as they could look down into ours, and every once in
a while some of their possessions—a hairbrush, a carving
knife, a crack stem—would fall through.

It was not so much that we minded eavesdropping on
their horrible bouts (though the sight of Marta banging Rodrigo's
head into their toilet tank did leave me constipated for days). No,
it was the fact that their endless carryings-on competed
unfavorably with the beatings being handed out in our flat; it made
my paying, willing victims uneasy. Something needed to be
done—and I'm not talking about calling the cops, who stopped
coming. What Desi and I wanted was to get that damn ceiling
fixed.

Enter Chester the Molester, all duded up like he's
the one who's gonna get laid. As Desi practiced wind sprints up and
down the stairwell, I stashed him in the closet, where he nestled
precariously atop a stack of videotapes. Just as I was closing the
closet door, out peeped his eager, bald head. "If you need any help
finding her little clitty," he offered, "I'm here for you."

I threw a ripped pair of panties at him. "Good to
know, Chester."

When Desi returned, I led her into the living room
and took her cold hand in mine. "Desiree, lately I have detected a
feeling between us that is more than friendship," I began, "and
even though we're just two teenage girls, I think we owe it to
ourselves to, you know, get it on."

"Oh, Ruby," she exclaimed, "even though we're both
virgins, I think I know desire when I feel it. Kiss me! Kiss me as
only a young and nubile nymphet can kiss another! Right here! Right
now!"

And then, just as we were about to make contact, so
help me, Chester came half-stumbling, half-charging out of the
closet as if propelled by the urgency of his own erection. He stood
before us, pumping it in his fist, panties over his face. We
pretended to look surprised. It was a once-in-a-lifetime shot, and
I know Desi wished we had a camera handy.

From there, things devolved into a more basic S&M
scenario. We trussed Chester to the radiator—leaving his
jack-off hand free, naturally—and huddled on the couch,
shivering and pretending to flirt with each other, our breath
crystallizing in the air. When it became obvious that the heat
wasn't going to come on, Desi declared that she'd feel much more
amorous if only she could get warm.

"I could eat your pussy," Chester suggested brightly.
"That would make you warm as toast."

No, Desi said, it wasn't the cold exactly. It was the
fearsome draft. We led him to it. "See," I said. "The people
upstairs can watch us pee and stuff."

"It's almost perverted," Desi chimed in.

Chester yanked away thoughtfully. "Think they'd be
interested in selling that unit?" he asked.

So we made Chester call Tomassi, our one-eyed junkie
janitor. It was fascinating to witness Chester's
captain-of-industry persona overtake the fat, naked, pud-pulling
pervert that we knew: "Yeah, we got a drywall situation in 18E
needs to get some action. . . . Needta review the service contract
pronto."

"Service contract, my left nut!" Tomassi replied.
"Are you fucking crazy?! This is a fucking shit-hole tenement,
asshole." And so on.

So our apartment never got warm (unless you count
July, when it baked), our ceiling never got fixed, Rodrigo went to
jail, and Marta, the real batterer, went free. Chester never gave
us the money he promised, our lawyer never got paid, and our
project fell through. Tomassi went on methadone, and Desi and I
never had sex—together, that is. But spring eventually came
and new endeavors bloomed and blossomed, and neither thanks nor
blame is due Chester, Child Molester.

Both of my fantasy-oriented careers—mistressing
and writing—were progressing nicely. I'd managed to whittle
down my hours at Leona's to one or two shifts a week, and I'd just
been voted "Best New York Press Columnist" in the paper's
annual readers' poll. But then real life—in the form of a
miserable health crisis—stepped in, and I was knocked out of
commission for the next five weeks.

RX FOR PAIN


Normally, I have a pretty low opinion of women who
write about their vaginas. It seems like a topic best reserved for
lovers, doctors, close friends, women's magazines, and good,
graphic pornography. Anywhere else, I positively cringe for my
sisters. It's a lot like watching your kid cousin get drunk for the
first time and strip at the family reunion: She wants to
demonstrate that she's not a little girl anymore; everyone else
wants to cover her with a coat. Normally, it's a subject I'd never
touch in these pages. But there haven't always been normal times at
the Ruby household, and so I offer you this cautionary tale.

One late-winter afternoon I was sitting at my desk,
writing this column. I stood up and noticed that my legs were
covered in blood, as if I'd taken a bullet in the thigh. I made my
way to the bathroom, where I collapsed on the floor. Eventually,
the agony subsided. I cleaned up in the shower, got dressed to go
out, and skipped off into the night.

These attacks were nothing new to me. I'd been living
with them for the last week or so, when they'd strike every
afternoon, sure as soap operas. I'd gotten so accustomed that I'd
started scheduling my day around them, not making appointments with
clients or editors or friends between the hours of 4:00 and 6:00
p.m., when my chin had a date with my knees.

Actually going to the doctor was something that
simply hadn't occurred to me. I am young, and therefore immortal,
and more important, uninsured. In my quest for quality birth
control, I'd just sunk close to a thousand bucks into my
reproductive system, and I'd be damned if I was going to see my
investment go down the toilet, so to speak.

The next day, dinner with the family. I was holding
it together pretty well through the turkey and the fixings, but the
pain was in the mail, that much was for sure. By the time dessert
rolled around it felt like I was getting raped by a birdcage. I
excused myself and staggered out of sight, assuming the position on
the carpet at the top of the stairs.

Some time later, I opened my eyes to see my family
looming over me in a semicircle, a strange little Sunday tableau.
My mom, who thinks every physical ailment is gas, suggested
Kaopectate. My dad, who thinks every physical ailment is cancer,
shuffled his feet nervously, hoping against hope that I would use
the word period or cramps, so that he might slink
decorously away.

My brother, who had no idea of what he'd just walked
in on, stood clutching the turkey wishbone. The snapping of the
bone is perhaps the last vestige of sibling rivalry between us, and
it's as bitterly contested today as it was when we were kids
(mainly because he's a big cheater). Apparently we weren't going to
let a few lousy death throes get in the way of a time-honored
tradition.

For a moment, that cursed bone looked for all the
world like my Ortho ParaGard Copper-T 380 IUD, the source of my
agony. He held it out to me, already enjoying his victory, and I
gave it a vengeful snap. A vicious spasm shot through my entire
reproductive tract. Defeated again.

Looking back, it's hard to imagine how I could think
that having a two-inch shard of copper embedded in my uterus would
be a hassle-free form of pregnancy prevention. But I had my
reasons, and at the time, they seemed sound. I'd learned early on
that the world of birth control is fraught with greed and
misinformation, dubious devices and slipshod services.

Back in high school, my girlfriends and I were
regular patients at a place called Options, the women's free clinic
around the block from St. Aggie's. Believe me, everything they say
about promiscuous Catholic-school girls is true; by 3:00 p.m., the
waiting room was a veritable sea of plaid skirts—and we
represented only the responsible ones. Around school, the clinic
was known as "eighth period," or, in more desperate cases, "no
period."

It was there that I received a crash course in my
reproductive rights. I have the right to go on the Pill; to get
fat, to get acne, to get depressed, to get headaches, to get
potentially fatal blood clots to the brain and a three-inch-long
chin hair that sprouts in the middle of the night. Ditto Norplant,
ditto Depo-Provera.

I have the right to talk a guy into using a condom. I
have the right to foams, jellies, creams, and spermicides, which
have been proven to kill one's appetite for oral sex far more
reliably than they will kill actual sperm. I have the right to a
diaphragm and to the urinary tract infection that it will
invariably inspire, and a right to all subsequent yeast infections
induced by bladder-infection antibiotics.

That said, wanna fuck?

Now, I'm no conspiracy nut, but I'm starting to
suspect that this whole mess was originally invented by some bitter
old asshole who couldn't get laid and wanted to see to it that the
rest of us never got any either. Or worse, that the whole point is
to just give up and start populating the world willy-nilly.

But what really bothers me is that what are
considered "acceptable" side effects in the world of birth
control—where the onus is on the woman—would never be
tolerated in a medication intended for the general population.

If I didn't know any better, I'd start to get the
message that sex equals suffering and that sidestepping motherhood
requires some kind of punishment. That wanting to have sex for
sex's sake is a brazen act, more than a girl should ask for. If I
refuse to nurse a child, I will be forced to nurse myself.

Of course, that's a message I refused to accept. The
lousy treatment I was accustomed to wasn't specific to federally
funded inner-city clinics; it was the same game in private
practice, except that I was paying for it.

Eventually, counterintuition kicked in. I'd come to
the conclusion that if your doctor doesn't want you to have it,
it's probably a good thing. And that's when I decided that I had to
have an IUD. Who knows? Maybe it's the best-kept secret in the
birth-control biz. And I wouldn't be talked out of it.

When they told me that bedouins would stuff pebbles
into the uteruses of their camels, to keep them from getting
pregnant on long journeys, I thought, How quaint. When
they told me that no one really knows how the IUD works, I thought,
Well, maybe there's something to be said for a little bit of
mystery.

When they told me I might suffer anemia, backache,
fainting, spotting, cramps—to name but a few—I figured
it was no worse than what I'd already suffered through other
methods. When they told me that the IUD could lead to ectopic
pregnancy, infertility, or death, I thought, Propaganda! Scare
tactics! When my doctor told me that overall, he just couldn't
recommend it, I said, basically, that we should forget about me as
a sexually active single woman, and start thinking of me as what I
really was—a paying customer. Here's my eight hundred
bucks. Bring it on. [http://www.gynpages.com/ultimate]

The first week I spent doubled over on the couch. I
figured my body was just getting used to it, an adjustment period
that was to be expected. The second week, I took it out for a road
test, and another four days on the couch ensued. I figured that
that was just getting used to having sex, IUD-style. The third week
was the week of my daily 4:00 to 6:00 p.m. pain siesta. In terms of
lost time, lost wages, pain and suffering, and miserable quality of
life, it beat out, by an overwhelming margin, all other methods of
birth control combined. And the fuck of it all is that I still
didn't want to give it up.

Looking back, I think I hung on the same way that
some people stay with a lousy job or a bad habit or a boyfriend who
treats you badly. I made excuses for it, I prayed it would change,
I thought maybe the problem would just go away by itself. Not
because I thought I deserved it, but because I didn't want to face
the fact that there might not be anything better out there.

And in the wee hours that followed that fateful
family dinner, when I was writhing in pain and spiking a fever,
piled into the backseat of my dad's car, heading to the hospital, I
was still hoping we could manage to work it out.

The funny thing was, the moment the hospital came
into view, most of my visible symptoms—the shivering, the
shaking, the pathetic fetal posture—completely vanished. Even
the fever was down. Good news for me, sure, but in a place where
you basically need to have a bloody ax blade wedged in your
forehead to get any attention, a little internal hemorrhaging just
wasn't gonna cut it.

My mother, ever the shrewd one, knew this too.
"Better start looking bad," she whispered tersely, "or we'll be
here until Easter." I obliged with a reenactment of some of the
month's worst moments. I collapsed into a seat (the floor was
disgracefully filthy); I doubled over onto my side; I moaned and
spasmed and clutched at my stomach.

Mom, who is a first-class crusader, screwed on her
game face and pounded the receptionist's desk with her fist, like a
judge banging a gavel. "That woman is my daughter and she is
gravely ill," she said, pointing a finger in my direction. The
startled woman looked up from her typewriter. I moaned louder, for
effect.

"She is also a columnist for a major newspaper and I
suggest that you find her a doctor immediately!" I giggled
into my sleeve. She's a real panic, my mom.

Whether they feared the wrath of my mighty pen, or
whether it just happened to be a slow day for emergencies, I'll
never know for certain. As a writer, status is circumstantial.
Whereas it may have gotten me some action in Admissions, the
payment lady was less than impressed. As soon as she saw what I'd
listed as my occupation, she sighed wearily and slid a sheaf of
Medicaid forms through the bulletproof glass. She had my deadbeat
little number, that was for sure—I may as well have written
"pauper," "loser," or "lots of
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