
Love, by the Hour

––––––––

Warning: There is adult subject matter throughout this novel so it is recommended for mature readers only.

Like any other story, however, it’s less about the subject matter and more about how different people respond when faced with difficult situations.
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In his passion, he tore at her clothes, popping the buttons off of Lisa’s blouse and she let loose a loud moan. It wasn’t a moan of pleasure or desire, but rather one which reflected her dread at the thought of later having to find the beige buttons on the off-white carpeting once this ordeal was over.

Then again, Lisa – or Miss Elizabeth as she advertised herself – hated sewing so she decided right then that she would throw the blouse away once her client was finished and that would be that. Buttons be damned!

While her body continued going through the motions, her mind was on her pending retirement which was just one climax away.

His climax, of course. It was never hers.

Had it really been thirty years? She couldn’t decide if it felt like longer or shorter than that.

She recalled her first few nights in the profession, some thirty years prior. She remembered how it all felt and the strange sensations she had experienced. Oddest, perhaps, were the specific thoughts she’d had at various points during those first coital transactions. Even after so many years, she could still remember thinking I hope the lamp didn't break when it fell and lordy, that's a squeaky spring and the ceiling needs a paint touch up and I think the wall might need mending after this maneuver. 

These days? When she did get a client, her thoughts were rarely on what she was doing. It all just sort of happened as though it were in the background and happening to someone else. She would switch to a sort of bodily auto-pilot while her mind distracted itself in order to block everything out. She much preferred taking care of the business over taking care of business anyway. She always did.

Lisa wondered if she should discuss the state of her life with her therapist. Of course, that would require rehiring her and she wasn’t too keen on that idea. Lisa had objected to all the nosiness and the asking of personal questions. Therapists were supposed to listen, agree with you, and not voice any contrary opinions; wasn’t that the whole point of them? How was one supposed to feel any better otherwise? Lisa had berated the therapist for suggesting some of Lisa’s behaviours were as much to blame for the state of her life as her injury, and Lisa wasn’t about to keep paying good money to listen to such nonsense. No, there was no going back to the therapist. That bridge hadn’t just been burned, it had been incinerated and the ashes swept up, put into a flaming canister, and then subjected to a blowtorch.

Had she ever had sex when it wasn’t a paid business transaction? She already knew the answer was no but she asked herself the question anyway. Sex had never been anything other than a job. It was a means to an end, never an act of love or procreation. For Lisa, it had always been something she performed in exchange for compensation by her customers.

Frankly, she didn’t see what all the fuss was about or why so many people were obsessed with it. Sex was messy, sticky, sweaty, hair-mussing, and clothes-wrinkling.

Or clothes-ripping, she thought, depending upon the client.

Over the years, the ages of her clients had ranged from the first-year college freshman looking for his first sexual experience to the retired septuagenarian looking to fend off another bout of loneliness. Lately, though, she seemed only to get the fifty-and-over crowd. The lack of variety only made the daily ‘grind’ that much more tedious for her. The younger men were more interested in being taken care of by her younger employees, usually Nayla or the newer girl Kate. The older one got in the sex business, the smaller one’s earnings generally were. So Lisa had been saying yes to any man who walked in with cash in his hands and lustful desire in his eyes. Owning the business helped, of course. The house received a cut of each transaction and it was certainly a preferable arrangement to having to earn it herself.

Lisa’s current client, a man she guessed to be in his late fifties or early sixties, seemed to be in a world of his own. He would pay extra each visit to tear her blouse off. She was more than willing to oblige him because she bought her blouses at the thrift store which resulted in her coming out quite ahead on the balance sheet. His breaths were fast and shallow on her neck and he grunted with each thrust, his pace quickening. 

“Oh yes, yes,” she said in a well-rehearsed breathy voice. In order to get something resembling enthusiasm into her tone, she imagined the coffee she was craving. Would she just get regular coffee after this or perhaps instead treat herself to a proper high-end coffee to celebrate her retirement? And where was the best place to get quality beverages at this time of the evening? Her favourite bistro had closed for the night two hours ago. She wondered if she’d have time to make it to Payton’s Café before they closed, but her thoughts were interrupted by her client’s loud moan. His body locked up and he shuddered. While he lay there panting, she snuck a quick look at her watch and nodded. Well, that answered that. There was still plenty of time.

She forgot to breathe hard, so she emitted a few low moans and caressed his back.

“You were wonderful, darling.” She whispered the lie with her mild English accent. She hoped he would pick up on the past tense of her statement and realize it was time for him to get dressed and leave.

“I hope you’ll reconsider retiring,” the man said between breaths. 

He kissed her neck and she fought the urge to recoil. He was the final client, the final transaction, and it was a relief. She had known for quite a while that it was time to get out of the business. She’d promised herself she’d retire when she turned fifty and that particular birthday had passed three months ago.

“Tell you what,” her client continued as he began dressing. “How about you give me your phone number? You can still retire from everyone else, but then you and I can meet up every few weeks so you can still have a little extra income. What do you say?”

Lisa couldn’t decide between the two responses which popped into her mind. After a brief moment of thought, she decided to discard no, because you repulse me. Instead, she said: “No, I’d rather enjoy my retirement. You’ll have to find some other trollop to get what you need.”

Her client chuckled. “You crack me up.”

When she first began doing sex work, she actually enjoyed the excitement of the illicit encounters. It was new and something different to feel and experience. Those feelings, however, had withered away so many years ago she often wondered if she’d only imagined having them.

Miss Elizabeth had been pretending to be in the rapturous throes of passion while feeling absolutely nothing at all for slightly over three decades. Why the Hollywood Academy didn’t hand out awards for that kind of dedication to acting was beyond her comprehension. Stepping into a role for a few months for a movie can earn an actor accolades, but doing it for so many years had earned Lisa no recognition whatsoever. As far as injustices went, it was a relatively minor one, but it annoyed her nonetheless.

“So, is this goodbye?” Her client buttoned up his shirt and glanced at her.

“For you and all of my other clients, yes, this is goodbye.” She slipped back into her dress and zipped it up. “I will continue to oversee the more dreary, vertical aspects of the business while the rest of the girls take care of the more tedious horizontal aspects. If you’re so inclined, a new girl is starting today. You should consider trying her out while she’s here, because I daresay she won’t last long. I suppose that makes her a bit like you in that regard, now that I think about it.”
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Kate Ellis smiled, bobbed up and down, and clapped her hands. Her dyed-red, shoulder-length hair bounced with her. “Thank you. You’ve made me so happy.” Kate was in the employ of Miss Elizabeth and she was upstairs above the parlour, meeting in her employer’s apartment.

“Honestly, darling, I doubt I shall ever understand your enthusiasm.” Miss Elizabeth sighed. “I was rather hoping you’d have quit by now, but sadly I have nothing but glowing reviews to pass along to you. I was left with little other choice but to keep you on. I can hardly terminate you after your three-month probation when you’ve been annoyingly excellent. So, I’ll have you know you’ve put me in a really difficult spot and I don’t appreciate it.”

“You’re so funny.” Kate giggled.

Miss Elizabeth stared at her blankly, then shook her head and continued. “When you started here three months ago, I almost turned you away because I thought you were fifteen. You certainly don’t look twenty.”

“I’m twenty-one. I’ve always looked younger than I am, and I think that’s a big plus in this job.” Kate winked. “You know, some men find it really hot that I look underage.”

“The type of man who would desire sexual relations with an underage girl is precisely the type of client we don’t want here. Their minds are full of distasteful fetishes and the sort of deviant behaviour we don’t cater to. On top of that, they’re also generally abysmal tippers. Why on earth are you smiling?”

“It’s your accent, and the way you just blurt out whatever is on your mind. I just love it. You say things I never could, I’m too much of a coward. No wonder you can still drive the men wild.”

“One does what one must.” Miss Elizabeth sighed. “As we women get older, we fall out of favour with men. Sex work is the one profession where being older and more experienced is considered a serious drawback. I can no longer be a nice young body for them to make their transactional deposits into. The only way I could stay active in the business was to create an image in their mind. So, I did that and then I could continue to be the object of their fantasies and desires.”

“But how did you do that? I don’t understand what you mean.”

“I’ll let you in on a little secret, darling. It’s not usually the woman herself men are after; it’s the image they get in their tiny blood-deprived brains. And, I feel compelled to add, it’s an image you have to place there for them. I fulfill a role in their lives, and they, in turn, are assigned a role in the forbidden and private play we act out together. It makes it much more exciting for them and a bit more interesting for me.”

“Only a bit more?”

“I think you’ll agree that a bit more interesting is still preferable to not interesting at all.” Miss Elizabeth stared over her reading glasses at Kate. “Frankly, I still think you’re making a terrible mistake deciding to stay in this business. You’re twenty, for heaven’s sake, so you should be old enough to make a better vocational choice.”

“Like I said, I’m twenty-one. And I’ve made my choice and it’s to stay here.”

“Do you have so much as a clue as to what sort of life you’re getting yourself into over the long term?”

“I’ve got a pretty good idea, yes, and I’m not worried. For all you know, maybe adventure is my middle name.”

“If so, then it’s a pity it’s not your last name instead, as Miss Adventure has a more apt ring to it. And you’re such a tiny little thing.”

“I may be short, but I have a lot of energy and enthusiasm. I’ve become your resident spinner. The clients react positively to me being their little bundle of dynamite.”

“A lot of clients would react positively to any woman who looked like you, darling, spinner or not. But can you also be a therapist? You get all types here. One will want to be tied up the next will want to tie you up. One wants to be your daddy, the next wants you to be their mommy.”

“Yes, I know.” Kate did an exaggerated eye roll while she grinned. “I’ve experienced a bit of that already.”

“And yet despite you spending the past three months catering to the whims of such people, you continue to be unreasonably eager to remain employed in this profession.”

“What can I say?” Kate shrugged. “I like helping people. It’s like I have this deep need to make other people happy.”

“Then join a charity, darling. What could possibly make you want to stay in a job of this kind so badly?”

“Because I need the money.”

“Yes, obviously the money goes without saying, darling. But why, pray tell, do you want to work here and not at some socially-respectable restaurant or perhaps at a retail chain?”

“Because they pay dick.”

“If you wish to avoid dick, then it only serves to further illustrate how you’re in the wrong profession.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes, I do know but I’ve been running this establishment for thirty years. I’ve lost count of how many young women came and went over that period of time while their clients did the same.” Miss Elizabeth looked Kate up and down. “I didn’t believe you fit the profile of a sex worker during your initial interview with me and I continue to struggle with it now. Why do you show up to work every day? I really must know.”

“It’s an easy question to answer. I live on my own and the rents in Vancouver are completely insane. Working here means I can manage with just one job instead of two or three.”

“You need to think this through with a much broader outlook, darling. The way I see it, you could get a proper job, get yourself a roommate, and then split expenses with them. Your problems would be solved.”

“I know, but I’m happier living on my own right now.” Kate looked down at the floor. “I’m difficult to be around and I need my emotional and personal space.”

“That’s a practical reason, I must confess, and it’s certainly a reason I can relate to personally, but that doesn’t mean it’s a sensible one.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to be successful in the job.”

“And so far, you have and more. When there are no clients, you deny me the opportunity to berate you for standing around idle because you never are. You sort things, organize items, and you clean whatever is nearby, even if it doesn’t need it. You never seem to stop and I find it terribly exhausting to watch. The least you could do is find a way to be less exemplary so I am able grumble about you from time to time. Your model behaviour is utterly bothersome and it aggravates me so.”

“I understand. I’ll try to be less diligent.”

“Good, but don’t think just because you’ve successfully completed the three-month probation period you can get complacent with the clients. I won’t hear of that sort of nonsense. I still expect every customer to emerge from your room heavy of breath and light of wallet.”

“I promise whenever a customer walks into my room, I’ll blow them away.”

“That response was exactly one word too long.”

Kate half-laughed, half-snorted. “Oh my god, you’re hilarious. You know, I don’t want to jinx it or anything, but so far, the clients have all been nice enough. I haven’t needed the silent alarm button at all.”

“I take no delight in hearing that, because the longer you spend in this job the higher the likelihood is that you will be needing it, which is yet another reason you should reconsider doing this kind of work.”

“No, I was serious when I said I wanted to make this work.” Kate thought for a moment before continuing. “What if something does happen and I can’t reach the alarm?”

“Then you use the not-so-silent alarm: you scream.”

“And then help will arrive?”

“Yes, help will be coming and your client won’t be. What are you grinning about this time?”

“Same as last time. I always thought the way you spoke was just you being in character.”

“I speak perfectly well, so I don’t know what you’re talking about. In what way do I speak?”

“You talk... never mind.”

“No, do go on.” Miss Elizabeth folded her arms. “Now I really must know.”

“You talk a bit... oddly. You sound all fancy and formal and... fancy.”

“You already said fancy.”

“Yes, but I couldn’t think of any other word to describe it. It’s as if you’re speaking like someone out of one of those old novels you have on the bookshelf behind the counter.”

“As it happens, my parents did provide me with all the classic books, from Austen to Twain. I speak clearly and with obvious intent. It has always mystified me that people often speak in such a vague manner.”

“I saw the Jane Austen film Pride and Prejudice.” Kate said. “Is that why you chose Miss Elizabeth as your working name?”

“Heavens no.” Miss Elizabeth wrinkled her face in response. “My real name is Elisabeth with an s, but I changed the s to a z so I could have some anonymity.”

“Yes, I’m sure it fools everyone.” Kate’s impish smile lit up her face. “May I drop the Miss and just call you Elisabeth?”

“If you must use a shorter name, then I prefer to go by Lisa.”

“Okay, Lisa.”

“Next question.” Lisa cleared her throat. “Are you currently taking any recreational drugs?”

“You already asked me that during my first interview.”

“And now I’m asking you again.” Lisa furrowed her brow. “I daresay things can change over a three-month period.”

“The answer is still no; I don’t take drugs. I mean, sure, I tried some when I was fifteen and sixteen but they always sent me on bad trips. I wish I wasn’t such a total wimp. I can’t even drink alcohol because even one beer makes me vomit.”

“I had the misfortune of trying beer and it made me wish to do the same.” Lisa exhaled sharply. “It’s a pity you’re not taking drugs. Drug usage would have been grounds for dismissal, and then I could have let you go with cause and justification and you’d be forced to pursue a proper career.”

“Just for my own understanding, what’s the difference between hard drugs and soft drugs?”

“Price, addiction, and the length of prison sentence, I’m led to understand. Regardless, we don’t want pill-poppers for clients.”

“Some clients pop those blue boner pills.” Kate winked. “That’s a sort of recreational drug, right?”

“I don’t count those pills because they’re good for business.”

“If they cause erections, shouldn’t boner pills be considered a hard drug?”

“No, because they’re not addictive, darling. Men simply don’t want to stop taking the pills because it’s difficult to give up something that works.”

In the theatre of her mind, Kate watched her joke fly over Lisa’s head and then head into the stratosphere. She decided to try again. “Yes, it does make it hard. Really, really hard.”

“Why are you looking at me with that silly grin again?” Lisa shook her head and continued. “The only thing those boner pills, as you so crudely call them, are good for is to prevent elderly men from rolling out of their beds and hurting themselves.”

“They might also be good for patients with memory loss so they have something that shows them the way they need to go, like a compass.”

“A compass always points north, darling, while theirs would be pointing whichever way they happened to be facing.”

“Then maybe a better comparison would be a divining rod because it’s attracted to moisture.”

“Honestly, darling, I so rarely understand some of the things you say.”

“Hey, some days there’s nothing I like better than a divine rod.”

“There’s nothing divine about a rod, darling, but I’m glad you’re getting the point.”

“As often as I can.” Kate giggled. “So, you’ve never tried drugs yourself?”

“Of course I have.” Lisa waved a hand dismissively. “Back in my wild youth, I tried anything and everything in futile attempts to feel something, but the only thing they made me feel was worse.”

“If you’ve tried so many drugs over the years then why are you so strict about other people using them?”

“It would make my day so much more tedious if others were able to enjoy themselves while I wasn’t. Right, that wraps up our check-in chat.”

“Not quite. You haven’t told me why you are insisting this is the wrong job for me. I thought a business owner would like someone who does good work.”

Miss Elizabeth took in a breath to speak, but held it for a moment instead. “Get yourself ready to start work while I go downstairs and see how Nayla is doing.”

Lisa turned and walked to the stairwell. As she made her way down the steps, she pushed Kate’s question out of her mind. When she’d reached the bottom, she turned right and headed toward the front counter, where Nayla was standing.

“It’s about time.” Nayla folded her arms and then blew away some of the black hair from her bangs which had dropped into her eyes as she’d turned to face Lisa. Nayla wore a crimson-coloured silk dress which came to just above her knees. “You said your meeting would last five minutes, not twenty. I would appreciate realistic time estimates from now on.”

“You are so ungrateful.” Lisa marched past Nayla and stood behind the front counter. “I gave you your first job when you immigrated here.”

Nayla scoffed. “For one thing, my first job was making bubble tea in the mall and my second job was in a bar. For another thing, I was born here; it was my parents who immigrated.”

“Oh yes, that’s right.” Lisa wagged her finger. “I vaguely recall you saying something about your parents being from some city in China which sounded like lumpy koala bears.”

“I said Kuala Lumpur, which is in Malaysia, more than two thousand kilometres from China.”

Nayla looked to her left and saw Kate coming down the stairs and into the hallway. She approached Kate. “How did it go, sweetie?”

“It went really well, thank you. I made it, gorgeous. I’m in.” Kate smiled. Nayla returned the smile and embraced Kate, their lips meeting in a warm, lingering kiss.

“My heavens.” Miss Elizabeth shook her head. “Are the two of you still dating?”

The kiss ended, though the two remained embraced. They both turned to look at Miss Elizabeth.

“Yes,” Nayla said, “we are.”

“I would have thought the novelty would have worn off by now.” Lisa shook her head a second time. “Make sure any sex you have is outside of business hours.”

Kate grinned and she felt her face turning red. “I understand.”

“And don’t wear each other out, for heaven’s sake.” Lisa scolded. “I need you both ready and available for paying customers.”

Nayla kissed Kate on the cheek and then turned to face Lisa. “That will not be a problem.”

“I can’t have the two of you giving each other free samples when there’s money to be made.” Lisa picked up some papers and began sorting them, only to find out Kate had already sorted them. “Honestly, I don’t see why either of you would want to bring your work home with you like that.”

“Oh, right,” Kate said with exaggerated sarcasm. “As if you’ve never dated.”

“I haven’t, darling, so spare me that flippant tone and pithy sarcasm.”

“Seriously?” Kate’s eyes widened. “Are you actually trying to get me to believe you’ve never been on a date for fun?”

“Fun?” Lisa winced at the word. “No, I’ve never been on a date that wasn’t a negotiated business transaction.”

“This is too much.” Kate’s eyes widened. “So, you’ve never dated at all in your life? Not even as a teenager?”

“I hadn’t the time for such nonsense.” Lisa sniffed. “I was quite happy in my own company just so long as I had a stack of books to read.”

“Okay.” Kate nodded. “Then maybe it’s time we found you someone to settle down with.”

“Absolutely not.” Lisa scoffed. “I have no intention of settling down.”

“But you’ve retired.”

“Just because a person has retired doesn’t mean they have an obligation to settle down.” Lisa picked up the papers again, remembered they were already sorted, then set them back down. “I find the idea of settling down rather unsettling, so you can see the paradox it presents to me.”

“Not so much,” Nayla said. “Fine, then we need to find you someone to not settle down with. Would you prefer a man or a woman? Or perhaps someone non-binary?”

“Call me old-fashioned, but I have never understood the whole non-binary nonsense.” Lisa put the pages away to prevent herself from picking them up again. Although she had already scolded Kate for remembering all of her tasks, the sheets were sufficient cause to justify an additional scolding. “It strikes me as the ultimate in indecisiveness. It’s one thing to be ambivalent about one’s choice of breakfast, but it should hardly be difficult to decide what gender one wishes to be.”

“I don’t think you understand what non-binary means.” Nayla leaned on the counter opposite Lisa. “I’m a lesbian, and Kate is bisexual. Do those terms confuse you as well?”

“No, I understand those because a conscious decision has been made. You’ve decided to be a woman who is attracted to other women. Kate’s a bisexual lesbian, so she—”

“There is no such thing as a bisexual lesbian.” Nayla snapped in exasperation. “It is literally not possible.”

“Regardless, Kate has made the decision to pleasure and be pleasured by anyone she so chooses; man, woman, or anything in between. That, to me, is a perfectly sensible arrangement. When Kate gets randy, she can simply seduce whomever happens to be nearest, regardless of their gender.”

“That was so wrong but it would take too much time to explain why to you.” Nayla moaned. “You obviously don’t understand bisexuality, lesbian relationships, or non-binary designations, which only further goes to prove it’s time to get out there and date.”

“Yeah, it’s time you found love.” Kate smiled at Lisa. “You should go out on some dates.”

Miss Elizabeth threw her hands up and shook her head. “Spending an entire evening with someone sounds dreadfully tedious.”

Nayla shrugged. “Then maybe you should try speed dating.”

“And what, pray tell, is that?”

“You spend ten minutes with someone and then move on to someone else.”

“They called that an orgy back in my day.” Lisa smoothed her dress down. “I appreciate the thought, darling, but I’m fifty now. I’m too old and set in my ways to find love.”

“It’s never too late,” Kate beamed. “In fact, I’m going to make you my mission. I’m going to find you love which isn’t by the hour. Off the top of my head, I can think of three professional single men in your age bracket, so I’m going to fix you up with them as soon as possible.”

“That sounds positively dreadful,” Lisa sighed. “After thirty years in the business, I’ve seen what men get up to, and it’s rather depressing. Simply knowing men is ample reason to not date them.”

Nayla’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “If you’d prefer, then I’ll find you some women you can date instead.”

“Heavens no. I am a woman, and I have no time for my own drama, let alone anyone else’s. You’re a woman, Kate, would you date yourself?”

“From time to time I’ve had to date myself when there was no one else available.” Kate giggled.

“That is not what I meant. I’m asking if you would have a relationship with someone who was like you.”

“No way, I don’t cope well with just one of me in my life. Besides, I’d only want me for my body.” Kate winked. “That’s the story of my life, really.”

“Well, bodies are useful things.” Lisa sniffed. “Without them, what would we carry ourselves around in?”

“I still can’t believe you’ve never dated.” Kate leaned on the counter beside Nayla. “You must have sought out pleasure at some point in your life.”

“In my youth, I chased after a large measure of my desires and ended up disappointed by the exact same amount.”

“You know what?” Nayla tapped her finger on the counter. “It just dawned on me. You might be asexual.”

Lisa wrinkled her nose. “I might be a sexual what?”

“No, just asexual. It means you’re just not particularly interested in sex.”

“If I am then I certainly chose my profession poorly.”

“Not necessarily.” Kate stood up straight and folded her arms. “There are people who pick up trash and recycling for a living but it doesn’t mean they need to have an active interest in waste.”

“You make a compelling point and there may be some validity to your comparison.” Lisa nodded. “The women in my family weren’t terribly interested in sex either, now that I think about it. It was looked upon as a chore or a marital obligation. I remember my grandmother always used to say all things dangling should be cut off. She may have been referring to threads as she was often sewing, but one never knew with Gran. I am certainly up for the right experience but people do bore me so.”

“Then forget people,” Kate said. “Maybe you should get some toys and give yourself a different kind of buzz.”

“Why on earth would I want something like that?”

“They’re a way to simulate being with a man except without needing the actual man. They’re good to have in a pinch, and they’re so much less complicated than dealing with a person.”

“I spent thirty years being with thousands of actual men so the last thing I want is to waste time being with an imaginary one.” Lisa raised an eyebrow. “You’re essentially suggesting I practice what I’m retiring to get away from. If I’m going to be penetrated by some phallic instrument, then I might as well continue tolerating real ones, getting paid for it, and not retiring. No, darling, between the high taxes, outrageous rent, and demanding clients, it is not being screwed I most desire these days.”

“I couldn’t get by without my favourite toy,” Kate said. “It calms my mind and helps me manage my moods. Even with this job, there are some days when I need to use it no matter how much I’ve already had.”

Lisa shook her head. “There is a word for women like that.”

“Insatiable?” Kate suggested.

“Nymphomaniac?” Nayla offered.

“No, I was thinking of the word popular. I had no idea you were such a randy young woman. The next time the city suffers a brownout I’ll be wondering if it’s because of you going extra rounds with your electric Reginald.”
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