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For all my readers.

Without you there really would be no point at all.

We are the very definition of a co-dependent relationship – but a great one!

Special shout out to readers Nia Oldall and Sophie Howard.
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1

Dora

No little girl grows up dreaming of becoming an escort. A sex worker. A whore.

Keep that in mind.

It’s a job, right. A lot of people do difficult work, and many don’t like their jobs. That’s a fact about being an adult. We suck it up for a myriad of reasons. Maybe because we can’t think of anything else to do. Or we don’t believe there is anything else we could do, as we don’t have qualifications, or opportunities, or simply the energy to draft a new CV. We do however have rent or mortgages to pay, electricity, gas, and the lure of the local pub that sells a really average Chardonnay. So, we need to make money. From time to time, miners, couriers, sous chefs, debt collectors, refuse collectors, HGV drivers, labourers on building sites, care workers (list not finite) must all complain about the way they earn money. And they are entitled to. All those roles incorporate high-pressure deadlines and have low income-growth potential. I’m just saying, none of us lives in Disneyland.

OK, PR girls, the ones in marketing and events management, you might very well be all wide-eyed and incredulous at this moment; you might be insisting, ‘But I love my job.’ Good for you. You will also be thinking it is not paid well enough; you will be planning on marrying someone rich if money matters to you, or living in rented accommodation all your life if it doesn’t. If you are thinking of marrying someone rich to supplement your lifestyle, to allow you to continue to pursue your dream job, then you need to pause on that thought before judging me. Look, don’t take offence. I’m not saying you are like me exactly. I’m just saying maybe we’re not a million miles apart. Telling it as it is, is a core skill of mine. If I ever had to write a CV, I’d include it.

Being rich doesn’t really matter to me. That might surprise you.

Being valued does, and that might surprise you more, because people assume women who are prepared to accept money for sex have self-esteem issues.

Side note: being rich – obscenely so – matters to many, many of the people I am surrounded by, so I know money is power and I play the game. I know what money can and does buy. Anything. Everything. When we get to know one another a little more, I will elaborate on all of that. Let you in. Maybe even tell you how I started out. But not yet. I don’t think the best relationships begin with retrospection. It’s indulgent. I’m all about the moment we’re in; I nod to a future when I dare. Looking back isn’t my thing.

I think most sex workers would agree with me.

And that issue I mentioned, that no little girl grows up wanting to be an escort, well that’s true, but they – we – had dreams. Plans. I know I did.

Today is perfect. The sun is shining just enough. The job I’ve just finished was perfectly fine.

Fine. He didn’t want to insult me, humiliate me, urinate on me. He didn’t smell. I have a good nose. Well, I say good; in fact it’s a mixed blessing in my line of work. I probably should retrain as a perfumer or something. You can imagine the drawbacks of having that heightened sense in my job. The smell of a good cologne is usually guaranteed, thankfully. Men who can afford me can afford decent aftershave. But other smells come into it. His balls, neck, feet, crack. There are a lot of ways a man can become unappealing. I’ve learnt to breathe through my mouth. I just have to deal with it. If they do smell very badly, sometimes I suggest we shower together, take a bath. It is what it is. But today I wasn’t presented with any of those issues. I actually quite like him. Or I could if I met him somewhere else. If I was someone else.

Both things are impossible. I mean, where else might we meet? It’s not like I’d ever turn up at his local Neighbourhood Watch, or the monthly executive board meeting at his enormous blue-chip company, or any of the annual charitable trust meetings that he patrons, chairs or fundraises for. Cancer, modern slavery, national ballet are his causes. These are the places he hangs out when he’s not with me. Being respectable. Being brilliant and philanthropic. With me, he’s filthier.

I’ve been looking after him for about five months, and we get together every couple of weeks in a small boutique hotel in Richmond. I assume he must live or work nearby. He hasn’t said, and I never probe; clients find it unnerving. I prefer hotels over private homes. My regulars are always easier jobs. I guess I enjoy them the most; or more accurately, I fear and dislike them the least. I know what I’m walking into. I can gauge their moods, their needs. It doesn’t absolutely remove the risk, because people are unpredictable, but it certainly reduces it. Today we had sex in an efficient, satisfactory way. The way a couple who have been together a decent period of time and know their way around one another’s bodies might. After the sex, he still had thirty-eight minutes on the clock. He’d paid up front for two forty-five-minute sessions. As he’s a regular, I might have allowed him to carry over the second session, but he didn’t want to. He wanted to talk.

Some of them are talkers. They think they want sex, but in fact they want company, so they pay for sex hoping that when it’s all over, they can have a chat. With those clients, I see my role as something similar to that of a therapist. Therapists will hate that analogy; they will be rushing to post outraged (although carefully phrased passive-aggressive) tweets refuting any parallel. They’ll be frustrated to discover I don’t have any social media accounts, so they can’t cancel me. I’m not trying to offend therapists. I apologise if I have. I do appreciate that very few people like their profession being put on a par with mine. I’m simply saying that if I look hard enough, I can find the similarities, and I have looked. But it’s just my opinion; you don’t have to get worked up. Both my clients and the clients who lie on a therapist’s couch undergo a stripping-back; they are laid bare, either physically or mentally. Is it so different? Frankly, I think it’s easier to take your clothes off than allow access to your deepest and darkest thoughts. Take my deepest and darkest orifices over that any time. Sorry. I crack jokes when I’m nervous. I realise that I can come across as inappropriate. I guess I am the epitome of inappropriate; it’s a professional hazard. I did briefly consider being a therapist, but I figured it would be exhausting. All those feelings.

All that feeling.

Obviously, I don’t really do a lot of feeling in my line of work. It’s a golden rule of survival.

Anyway, all he wanted to do was talk. My client – Daniel – is almost forty. He is unmarried; he tells me most of his friends assume he’s gay. I don’t get that vibe. Paying for heterosexual sex must be pretty low down on a gay man’s list of prioritisations, even if he were still in the closet. It’s quite obvious that he is in love with his best friend’s wife. He talks about her all the time. When I mooted the idea, he looked horrified. Maybe horrified that I’d found him so transparent, maybe horrified because it was the first time the thought had occurred to him. I don’t know. However, in the moment the thought did occur to him, he must have known his love was doomed. Sisi (the object of his adoration and idolisation) doesn’t know he is in love with her, because he’s a shy, nice guy who has never dared make his feelings known, not in the time before she married his bestie and certainly not since. He has placed her firmly on a high up, out-of-reach pedestal, and no other real woman can come close.

The majority of his relationships have not stumbled past the three months anniversary. He tells me that the women he’s dated are too ambitious, not ambitious enough, self-centred, overly clingy, boring, exhausting … and so on and so on. It’s a shame. Daniel, I admit, is no looker. He has a face only a mother could love, but he is decent, clever and very wealthy. I think he could be the answer to many women’s needs, if not dreams. He has told me that he’s stopped investing emotionally in relationships now. He’s happy paying me twice a month (to have the sort of sex a girlfriend might tire of) and then to chat about Sisi (something I think even the most understanding girlfriend would find irritating). He is one of my favourite clients. I feel so comfortable with him that I shower before I leave. I dress in the bathroom, so he doesn’t see that I’ve shoved my lacy knickers in my handbag and have put on a pair of sensible cotton briefs. I wear my heels until I’m outside, back on the street, and then swap into trainers. I have to maintain standards, no matter how easy-going the client is.

It’s a warm late-May day; I sniff the air and can almost smell summer. I love spring, not in its own right, but because it’s the predecessor to summer, my actual favourite season. I have learnt that anticipation is genuinely a gift. Hot days slow my blood and heal my bones. They take me back to being young. Younger. I’m thirty-one, so some people, like the wives, would think I am young now. But others – the daughters – would think I am old. My clients don’t know I’m thirty-one. I am whatever they want me to be within a range of eighteen to twenty-six. My manager, Elspeth, and I never speak of the age issue. I earn enough to indulge in all the high-end beauty treatments I want. I use filler and Botox to build up collagen and tighten jowls; lasers to vanquish spots and redness; fat-dissolving acids to lose the extra bit under my chin and radio frequency treatment for my neck. This, combined with a strict diet and lots of sleep, means I look like the angel I most certainly am not.

I am young, old, ageless; it depends on your viewpoint. I am all things. Sometimes it feels like I’m nothing at all.

And yes, I have a manager. You might think of her as my madam or my pimp, if you are the sort of person who thinks of your PA as a secretary. I text her to let her know I’ve exited the job safely. Even though he is a regular client, we always follow procedure. She texts me back instructing me to drink lots of water and reiterating the importance of keeping hydrated for beautiful skin. After most jobs, she gifts me a little beauty tip. I think it’s her way of showing she cares. Texts swapped, we can both let out a sigh of relief, although we never acknowledge that we exist in a state of perpetual anxiety.

Elspeth is well worth her thirty per cent. Some girls baulk at paying the commission; they try to get clients to call them directly. A route that always leads to trouble. I think it is money well spent, because everyone knows you can’t put a price on your health. Health and safety has a totally different meaning in my job. Nothing to do with donning a high-vis jacket or being given an orthopaedic chair to counter the strain of long hours at a desk. Avoiding a beating or a STD is so much more immediate, don’t you think? Besides, she introduced me to an accountant who was prepared to manage my VAT and tax returns. Officially I’m registered as a self-employed clairvoyant; an extremely popular one. Without him, I’d never have got a mortgage.

Our system, if you are interested – and I find most people are curious – is that Elspeth’s telephone number is on my business cards and the agency’s website, as are those of about twenty other sex workers. She is the filter. The barrier. She vets all my potential clients. She establishes that they have funds and ideally no criminal record. She does allow some white-collar convicts, but never a perpetrator of a violent crime. My game, like every game in a capitalist society, is a matter of supply and demand. Elspeth maintains that with the sort of girls she supplies, we can afford to be choosy about our clients. She finds out what they are looking for and tells them which of her girls can accommodate their tastes. She does call us ‘my girls’, which annoys people who are devoted to politically correct nomenclature. We are in fact women, all above the legal age. However, all sex workers have been called much worse than ‘girls’; few of us lose sleep over this matter. Elspeth sets up the rendezvous. She alerts and bribes hotel staff so they can also be invested in our well-being. There have been two occasions during my career when hotel staff have reported a ‘funny feeling’ about the client and the assignment has been cancelled. On another occasion, hotel staff called the ambulance.

When I arrive at an assignment, I text Elspeth to say so. She contacts the client, he transfers the funds, I receive a text from Elspeth to say she has the fee. I can then proceed. If I don’t get her text confirming the deposit of the money, I leave. This administration is done in front of me, but I never discuss it with the client; I remain silent throughout the transaction. It helps create the illusion that I’d be there irrespective of the money that is changing hands. Elspeth also sets up checks at sexual health clinics, and gives advice on a range of subjects from underwear to clients with halitosis or unusual sexual proclivities (and they really do have to be unusual if they can’t be catered for by one of the girls in Elspeth’s portfolio). She has done her time as a sex worker and so is vigilant, practical and unsentimental. I appreciate all three things about her. She is just eight years older than I am. I suppose she embodies some sort of career path trajectory. I too might work up to the dizzy heights of managing my own girls one day. I don’t have an older sister, but if I had, I imagine our relationship would be something like the one I have with Elspeth. She makes me feel a little less alone.
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It’s not late, so I decide to catch the Tube home rather than take a cab or an Uber. I usually take cabs to jobs so I can arrive looking my glamorous best, not windswept by the elements or flustered by train delays, but I like to save money where I can and so opt for public transport when leaving, if possible. I like stations. I enjoy the sense of purpose and energy that people who have to get somewhere inevitably have. I don’t mind if they selfishly push to the front of queues or jostle for space on platforms; I can forgive that human frailty of assuming their journey is more important than mine if I experience the vitality and assurance in return. Sometimes after a job, even an easy one like Daniel’s, both things seep away from me and I feel a need to be recharged.

The platform isn’t especially busy this evening. There are a few very tired-looking commuters, who really ought to have escaped the office a few hours ago; a couple dressed up, ready to embark on a date night – I notice that the tag is still attached to the woman’s dress, and I wish I could pull it off for her before her date spots it. I can’t, so I can only hope that the label scratches her slightly and she gets the opportunity to discreetly remove it herself. My eyes drift to a gaggle of students who have yet to learn how to handle their booze and have clearly peaked too early but seem unperturbed about the fact. Some of them are sitting on the platform bench, two deep, as girlfriends sit on their boyfriends’ laps. Those who can’t squeeze onto the bench at all loll on the tiled floor. I used to sit on platform floors. Not in abandon or despair like a homeless person might. The opposite. When I was a student, I’d sit like I was king of the world. Not queen. King. Even then I knew being a queen was still second place to being king. I wanted to be top of the world, cream of the crop, number one. I was going places from A to B, C to D, on to E … it was limitless. Endless. I thought.

I notice that one or two of the students are surreptitiously checking me out whilst continuing their rowdy, cliquey, attention-grabbing conversations. The boys are wondering whether they’ll ever lay a woman like me (answer: you should probably hope not). The girls are wondering whether they’ll ever afford the Burberry trench coat I’m sporting (answer: it depends on what you are prepared to pay). The station is towards the end of the line and therefore above ground. There is a waft of hash in the air and an occasional breath of cigarette smoke, despite the constant stream of public address that blares out reminding us that all forms of smoking are illegal on stations. I glance about and notice a man in his fifties furtively flick a butt to the ground. He grinds his heel to stub it out.

I turn back to the students; I marvel at their verve, their carelessness. It’s beautiful and painful to watch the very young people. Like looking at a photo of your favourite place and knowing you’ll never visit there again. My clients are often older than I am. Quite a bit older. Sometimes more than twice my age. There’s no point in my getting hung up about that. Fastidiousness about age or attractiveness is not something I can nurture. Everyone looks for something different in their career: I benefit from job security, rising wages, flexible hours and excellent working environments. I must be accepting visually, and I am. By contrast, the men who pay what I cost get to be extremely specific about the sort of woman they want to have sex with. They can, and do, tell us what clothes, nail gel and scent to wear. They can specify black, white, Asian; blue, brown, green eyes; curly, straight, long, short, blonde, brown or red hair; tall, tiny, full-breasted, small tits, voluptuous bum, androgynous limbs; freckles, long legs, dimpled thighs, big bush or no hair down there. The list goes on. We are laid out like chocolates in a box, waiting to be devoured.

There have been a lot of men. That’s possibly the thing people find most difficult to accept about me. It’s not just that I’m paid to have sex; it’s the fact that I’ve had sex with very many men. I’m often asked how many exactly. I don’t know the answer. Most women have been sold the la-la, soulmate, fidelity thing, and even if their search for the elusive One means there are several along the way, that is palatable. Romantic even. I, and everything I embody, debunk the world’s most comforting illusion. No one wants to hear that we’re mammals, led by instinct; that sex is one of the most powerful impulses, just after hunger. Even my clients shy away from that.

I pull out my phone and tap in some notes about Daniel. Details about the day he first met Sisi, which he revealed during our post-coital conflab. Naturally I keep notes. It’s nothing sinister; it’s simply a level of professionalism, organisation. I haven’t always kept my files up to date, which is why I can’t say how many men I’ve had sex with. As my career progressed, I realised that laissez-faire attitude towards my clients was unacceptable. Even a one-off encounter is now recorded. I keep notes on who they say they are and their profession; if they talk about a wife, or family, or friends; bosses or competitors often feature. It’s all part of the service. They like me to remember things about them. They expect that. They are wealthy men, often important in their own field, in their own way – even those who I consider a bit sad – so they expect to be remembered. They are more alike than they imagine; than they’d like to imagine.

I want to count the cash tip Daniel gave me. He handed me an envelope as I left. He usually does. Some men tip. The fee goes directly to Elspeth, electronic transfer. Strictly speaking, I should declare the tips. I don’t, and I don’t know a single working girl who does. I don’t declare them to Elspeth or the taxman. There is a certain type of man whose tips rarely have anything to do with my sexual prowess; more often than not, they are to do with his. If he thinks he’s really pleased me, that he’s done really well, he tips heavily. I’m a confidence boost. That’s why I always behave as though I’m having the time of my life.

My phone buzzes in my hand. It’s Elspeth. ‘Darling, where are you?’ she asks without any preamble.

‘Richmond station.’

‘Good, you are heading back into town?’ I live in north London, as does Elspeth; neither of us really accepts Richmond is London, even if it is on a Tube line. It’s Surrey. Practically provincial.

‘Yes.’

‘Would you like to take another job?’

‘Tonight?’ I’m surprised. Elspeth rarely books back-to-back appointments. She knows the importance of down time.

‘I wouldn’t ask, but the gentleman requested you particularly. You’ve been referred by a friend of his.’ Neither of us is convinced the sort of men I deal with deserve the term ‘gentleman’. It’s a laughable euphemism, but, as such, useful. I try to limit the number of clients I take on to sixteen a month. Tops. My hourly rate is at the highest end of the sex-worker scale, so sixteen clients offers me the financial security I need. I do four a week, or some months I like to do five in a week and then take a week off when I have my period. Two to four hours, four times a week doesn’t sound like a full-time job, but it can be exhausting. They grab at me, needy and greedy; expectant, entitled, like badly behaved toddlers. Besides, there are extras. Shopping for underwear and, if requested, specific outfits, visiting the beautician and hairdresser, health checks, that sort of thing. Believe me, it feels like a full-time job. However, since the pandemic, maintaining sixteen clients a month isn’t always achievable. This month has been lean; I shouldn’t turn away work. On the other hand, I am tired. I’ve just smiled for one and a half hours straight, breaking only to pout or suck.

‘I don’t have fresh underwear with me,’ I point out, buying time to weigh it up.

‘I don’t think that will be a deal-breaker.’ Probably not, but I have my own standards. In an ideal world I wear fresh, straight-out-of-the-expensive-packet lingerie for every liaison. Afterwards, I wash them and take them to Bravissimo, as they have bins for unwanted bras in their stores. For every kilogram they receive, they donate to charity. All the bras are apparently recycled. The usable ones go directly to women in developing countries across the world. Although I’m not sure my sheer, skimpy, peekaboo numbers make that cut; most likely they are broken down into recyclable parts. Still, at least I’m not adding to landfill. ‘From my conversation with him, I think his needs are very straightforward,’ Elspeth says encouragingly. ‘It shouldn’t be especially arduous.’

Elspeth knows my limits. She jokes that I’m the most conservative whore on her books, but she never tries to wrench me out of my comfort zone. She knows we can both make a living because many of the clients like the fact that I have a strict ‘no’ list. They see me as almost wholesome – well, if that’s a stretch, then at least I’m not too intimidating. I enthusiastically partake in all the sex acts that cheerful girlfriends offer on special birthdays, but I don’t entertain the suggestion of anything that might be demeaning, painful or cruel. There’s no place for it in the fantasies I invent. The men who come to me have to be made aware of that. I might agree to be tied up. Ribbons, yes. Ropes, maybe. Handcuffs, no. There are men who like to think of me as classy and unattainable. Setting limits creates that illusion. It’s amazing what people tell themselves.

‘It’s just with him being recommended by one of your regulars …’ She leaves the thought hanging. Sometimes this is how regulars move on. They pass us on. You can’t let it worry you. They are paying for sex, not a relationship. Men bore of sex they are paying for just as easily as they bore of the sex they are not paying for. It’s not jealousy I feel when they move on, it’s irritation. A gap opening up on my calendar is a pain. The more thoughtful regulars are perhaps aware of this and so try to suggest a replacement. It’s still irritating. I guess this is how a schoolteacher must feel if a child leaves her class mid-term and a newbie arrives, all keen but anxious, needing to be shown the way of things.

‘He wants to meet at …’ Elspeth names a luxurious hotel in Mayfair that I know well. Some of the hotel rooms I’m invited to are bigger than my apartment, certainly markedly more sumptuous. This is one such place. The reception is enormous, and easy access – a quick in and out – seems appealing. If I agree, Elspeth will be pleased with me. Our working relationship is good. She likes it that I’m clean, sober, prompt, reliable. Not traits that can be attributed to every sex worker, but important if you are charging what we do. It’s a profession. The oldest profession, we all agree on that, right? As Elspeth is ultimately responsible for my cash flow, it’s important to keep her respect and goodwill.

So I say, ‘I can be there by eight thirty.’






3

Dora

The loos in the hotel lobby are dimly lit, but I make do. I rummage in my handbag and see what I have to manage with. My lenses feel gritty, so I take them out. I’m long-sighted, so his features might be a bit fuzzy, but that might be a bonus. With the tip of my finger, I dab a little lipstick on my cheeks and then on my lips. I apply lip gloss. Glad I slipped it into my bag at the last minute. Men like lip gloss. Wet lips. Obvious. I pull my hair into a messy updo because Daniel has mussed up my blow-dry. It’s fine. Men like my hair off my face. They want to see what they are paying for. I fish out my lacy pants and change back into them, although doing so feels grim. I swap back into my heels. I’m not a fan of keeping heels on in bed, although I’ll do it if asked. It takes some careful choreography not to tear sheets or puncture a shin with stilettos and yet still deliver the sort of service I’m famed for.

I regret accepting the job the moment I enter the room. When I was growing up my mother liked to bake. I remember she sliced vents in pies to let out steam. His eyes look like those dark slits. It’s his eyes I focus on, because he’s wearing a face mask that covers his chin, mouth, nose. This is not necessarily a kinky thing; it’s just as likely to be a hygiene thing nowadays. I’m vaccinated and very regularly tested; he will have been given those assurances from Elspeth, as it’s part of what they pay for. So the mask suggests he is particularly paranoid or considers me particularly dirty. Both things potentially lead to complications I could do without. He might be mistrustful; he might be cruel.

On the other hand, he’s not expecting to be kissed on the mouth. No slobbering, no acrid breath. That’s a bonus.

He is already wearing the cream towelling robe that the hotel supplies when he opens the door to me. A sign that he’s keen to get down to business. My phone buzzes. Elspeth confirms he has deposited the fee for three hours of my time. Undoubtedly good money, but I’d have been happy with committing to just half of that. As my lack of eagerness is the last thing I want him to be aware of, I pull my face into an expression of virtual ecstasy; I’ve yet to meet a man who can read my mind. Being in the mood is not a luxury afforded to sex workers. The clue is in the name. It’s work. Some girls drink champagne or do drugs to help them get there. I never do drugs but will drink the champagne if that’s what the client wants. When they ask me to eat with them, I follow their lead. Some working girls limit themselves to salads when they eat with clients. I don’t know why: maybe to keep a flat stomach, maybe to perpetuate the myth that women – attractive women – don’t need anything as base as food to sustain them. I do not sign up to this bullshit. Firstly, I have twice almost choked on a peppery rocket leaf, and secondly, because women do eat and besides men like women with appetites. Appetites for life and sex and food. Most important of all, I eat well when they are paying because they are paying – basic maths. If they order a rich, buttery dish, I do too. I’m a fan of thick, carb-rich pasta dishes, so dense and glutinous that I have to bite at the spoon. I know this one won’t be wanting to dine.

He pours himself a glass of champagne, comically edges his mask to the side, knocks it back, pours another, sips that, and only then does he turn to me. He holds the bottle up. I take it from him and drink from the neck, never breaking eye contact, letting the frothing alcohol spill down my chin. The liquid singes the back of my throat. He takes off his robe, pushes me to my knees and we take it from there.
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Dora

‘Fuck, what the hell happened?’

‘I walked into a door,’ I offer. When Evan called me this morning, I was in two minds about letting him see me this way. I knew he’d be distraught. I didn’t want to traumatise him. I sometimes think it’s almost unfair of me to be in Evan’s life at all. Without me, his life is shiny perfection, but my existence smears and stains that perfection; today, I’m more likely to out-and-out shit on it. However, I’m only human, and I needed the comfort, so when he rang and said he wanted to pop over with some freshly baked sourdough bagels, bought from the new artisan bakery that has just opened near his apartment, I didn’t have the strength to push him away. Which may be a bit selfish of me, but you have to understand my life is the reverse of his. Sometimes I think he is my glimmer of perfection in a big fat turd of a life. Today is one of those days.

Evan looks like he is about to cry. A sweet response from a twenty-seven-year-old heterosexual male. He is a trust-fund baby, set to inherit millions; he works for Daddy in a huge international property and land management company. I don’t think anything truly awful has ever happened to Evan in his life, but instead of that fact making him annoying or condescending, he is the most sympathetic, humane being I’ve ever had the good fortune to encounter. Honestly? I don’t think I’ve come across anyone quite so lovely even in a book. You couldn’t make him up. He hesitates in my doorway. Normally we hug when we see one another, but he doesn’t know where he can touch without causing me pain. He tenderly kisses my forehead. He is my best friend and he hates what I do, but he loves me. So, it is what it is. He plays with the cuff of his jacket. A habit of his when he is nervous. He sighs. ‘Shall I put the kettle on?’

I met Evan through work, four years ago. Don’t worry, he isn’t one of my clients. We haven’t had sex. It’s that fact that makes him so special to me. Not all my work involves sex. Theoretically, legally, none of it should. You see, it’s not illegal to hire an escort; if that’s all I do – escort, accompany – then I’m within the bounds of the law. Men – or women if they want – can pay me to attend parties, make conversation with them and their clients: flatter, fawn, laugh at their jokes. I met Evan at one of those parties. It was fairly adorable really, looking back on it. He had just turned twenty-three, out of his depth but thrilled to be playing with the big boys even though it transpired he had no idea what the game was, let alone the rules. The investment bank that was throwing the glamorous Christmas party has a lot of cash tied up in Evan’s father’s company, apparently. Evan and his father had been invited along, although only Evan had accepted the invite. When I say glamorous, I mean dozens of four-metre-high Christmas trees sparkling with decorations custom-made by Tiffany’s. I’m talking dancers from the Royal Ballet and singers from the Royal Opera House offering entertainment, and waiters dressed in Paul Smith offering unlimited vintage champagne and Russian caviar. No one attending wanted subtlety.

No party is complete without pretty girls, and whilst there were a few female employees and clients in attendance, they were definitely in the minority. Besides, as I heard a senior-looking employer comment on the night, ‘You can’t shit on your own doorstep nowadays. HR are all over it. Fucking hashtag MeToo. Death knell to fun.’

‘Would you want to, though? Hardly any of them are worth a second glance,’ responded his colleague. ‘Bring in the clowns, I say.’

We were the clowns. The escorts. Girls discreetly sprinkled throughout the party, there to be noticed, but we had to go under the radar of HR. It was fixed up at a high yet untraceable level. We were all dressed in our black-tie best: beautiful, nubile, consequence-free women, ready to divert and decorate. A job like that one isn’t particularly hard work. Accepting obvious compliments, laughing at not especially funny jokes, chewing on your bottom lip when you listen to an explanation about a company’s fiscal policy doesn’t really stretch a RADA-trained actress. Even a part-trained one. However, I knew that the job would get increasingly tiresome as the night wore on. Some of the guests would not be satisfied with flirtation. Inevitably the question of whether I provided extras would be broached. I wasn’t above that. Indeed, by that point in my career, I was a fully fledged, no-holds-barred call girl, but I’d had a busy week and wanted an easy night. Plus, I’d borrowed my dress and didn’t want to return it damaged, so it was best if I avoided ending up on my knees. Rebuffs always had to be delivered carefully so not to cause affront; a drunk, offended man is never a pleasant prospect. I knew it was important to find someone who wouldn’t embarrass either of us by asking for extras in the first place.

It was about two thirds of the way into the evening when I spotted Evan, standing alone in the corner of the room, near a vodka ice luge. By the look of him he had indulged in his share of free alcohol. He was glassy-eyed and swaying a little. I noted his youth and felt almost sorry for him. I made a beeline in his direction and started chatting, the way we are instructed to.

‘Wow, this party is amazing,’ I commented, all astonished and awestruck, even though I’d attended several similar parties that season in London as well as Dubai, New York and Milan. I thought he might be finding the set-up rather extraordinary and therefore would appreciate someone else appearing amazed and excited. I hadn’t factored in his extreme wealth, which meant he’d attended sumptuous events such as these since he was a child. He wasn’t particularly impressed. Later, I understood he had drunk too much because he was bored rather than overawed.

He smiled good-naturedly and nodded. ‘The women are extraordinarily hot.’ The way he said this wasn’t a come-on. In fact, he blushed the moment the words were out of his mouth as he clearly recognised it could be taken as such. He rushed to clarify. ‘I mean, the canapés and champagne are great, of course, but there seems to be an especially high count of beautiful women here tonight. Are all the women who work in banking totally stunning? If so, I’m definitely in the wrong field.’ He grinned. Still a boy, but even then, I could see the man he would become; it was clear he’d never have to worry about attracting beautiful women.

‘These women don’t work in banking.’

‘Oh, then they are the girlfriends of the guys who do,’ he asserted, nodding.

‘You think? Look closely. Are any girlfriends ever that adoring, that obliging, that fascinated?’ I asked. He looked confused, possibly at my cynicism. I realised it was entirely possible, since he was young and rich and handsome, that he had only ever experienced entirely adoring girlfriends. ‘They are escorts. They are hired to tart the party up. Literally,’ I explained.

‘No way?’ And it was a lovely reaction, because he didn’t judge; he seemed amused rather than disgusted or lechy, which are more standard responses.

His reaction inspired me to push on. ‘I know because I’m one of them. I’m an escort. I’m being paid to be here.’

‘Really, and how do you go about getting into that sort of work?’ he asked seriously, without skipping a beat. He tried to pull his face into a more sober, attentive expression. Exactly the sort of expression a drunk might aim for if he was asking someone how they became a brain surgeon or a circus ringmaster or a librarian. He was curious about my unusual career choice and wanted to take me seriously, which was novel and kind. Most men ask what my hourly rate is.

‘I was a drama student. I view this sort of work as decent role-play practice. Not quite qualifying for points towards the Equity card, but arguably more dignified than being a Legoland entertainer.’ He smiled. I had dropped the breathy, astonished voice and was being straight. ‘It offers flexible hours and decent enough cash. More than I could earn as a barista.’ I threw out a big grin. The explanation I gave him as to how I got into this work wasn’t the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. There was more to it than that, nuance, but in a nutshell, those were the advantages as I saw them.

‘Was a drama student?’ Evan asked. ‘Have you graduated now? Will I have seen any of your work?’

‘No. I never graduated.’ I was grateful that he didn’t ask why. I didn’t want to have to lie to him.

‘I’m in property.’ He said it as though he was trying out the phrase. ‘Not as glamorous as your line of work.’

‘It’s not all parties.’

‘Oh.’ The tips of his ears turned pink as he gathered my meaning.

‘Escorting earns a few hundred quid for a couple of hours’ work. Easy money. Good money, I think you’ll agree.’ I cast my eye over his suit. It cost way more than a few hundred quid by the look of it; maybe he’d think an escort’s salary was loose change, so I qualified, ‘Well, most people would class it as good money. But once you take off the cost of a blow-dry, a manicure, dress hire, taxis and a manager’s commission – all necessary costs – I earn less than half that. At some point – and it’s hard to pinpoint exactly when, as these things sneak up insidiously – it is no longer good money. It’s not even just enough money.’ I shrugged, paused, took a sip of my drink and then clarified, ‘So, you know, needs must.’

‘Right.’

I think I was testing him. Could I scare him off? Did I want to? My conversation was unguarded, potentially incendiary, certainly challenging. I wanted to catch and hold his interest. That was vitally important to me from the get-go. I didn’t have many friends. I still don’t. There was a connection, straight away; I felt that.

I didn’t want him to pity me, so I added, ‘Keeping trim is crucial in my business, but even I can’t live on fresh air alone.’ I hoped my beam would take him far away from the reality of the poverty I’d fought and lost. Of course, it did, because he couldn’t envisage my life. He did not know what it was like for your stomach to rumble embarrassingly, painfully, as you sat in an interview trying to persuade someone to give you a job that paid the basic minimum. I didn’t suppose he’d ever come home to a freezing-cold flat that had had the electricity cut off, or worse still, returned to find his possessions piled outside and the lock changed because he’d failed to meet the rent. Food, rent, electricity, gas, council tax. Living in London is expensive. So yes, the plan was to simply escort, to smile, nod and laugh, but when the bills stacked up, earning a bit extra for a hand job, more again for a blow job, seemed like the only solution. By the time a client suggested he’d just like to put his tongue between my legs, how much for that exactly?, the lines were so blurred it seemed squeamish to say no. Churlish. Foolish.

‘Let’s just say my career has been more snakes than ladders,’ I commented wryly. Evan laughed out loud, and I found I liked making him laugh. I still do. More than anything. 
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Evan has never tried it on. Not that night we first met, nor in the weeks that followed when our friendship blossomed, or indeed since. Naturally, I wondered whether he was gay. Look, I’m not so arrogant that I think every man on the planet has to fancy me, but most twenty-something men do have a crack at their female best friends sooner rather than later, usually when they are going through a bit of a dry patch romantically. And since Evan and I spend an inordinate amount of time talking about sex, you’d think that curiosity alone would be enough of a motivator for a drunken miscalculated grope. It has never happened.

For the record, I’ve never made a move on him either.

Some working girls do manage to have boyfriends and sustain their careers, but it’s never appealed to me. Too confusing. I deal with enough emotional situations without coming home to a jealous boyfriend. It’s easier to keep things platonic. Cleaner. Keeping sex separate from love keeps the mind focused; avoids any unnecessary, debilitating fog. I realise that makes me sound damaged or callous. Go figure. Look, I’m not a man-hater, which, when you think of the sort of men I meet on a daily basis, basically demonstrates a level of hope in humanity that puts me on a par with, I don’t know, the Pope or something. I mean, if I wanted to be a man-hater, I have evidence enough to write them off as dumb, selfish, cruel. So yay me, right?

But yeah, Evan and I do a lot of talking about sex. Mostly we talk about his sex life/romantic life/love life, call it what you will, and my work. He says my honesty on the matter is refreshing and helpful in relation to understanding women. I’ve tried to warn him that understanding a hooker’s point of view on sex is unlikely to be relatable when dealing with the trust-fund girls he dates. The conversations we have about sex run along the lines of him asking me things such as ‘But isn’t it, like, gross? Touching all that old-man flesh?’

‘Sometimes. Not always.’

‘How do you get off on it?’

‘I don’t get off on it. I never come at work.’

‘But you don’t have sex outside work,’ he pointed out.

‘Correct,’ I admitted. He knows far too much about my life.

He paused, ruminated. ‘God, that sucks.’

‘You get used to it.’ You never get to like it.

‘Do you ever do women?’

‘Occasionally.’

‘But you’re straight?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then how?’ This showed more insight than most men generally muster. The majority of men simply enjoy the thought of a bit of woman-on-woman action; few reflect on what it must be like to have this sort of sex if your proclivities are not aligned.

I tried to explain. ‘It’s not a million miles away from the work of a beautician who waxes, a nurse who carries out smears, midwives who have ringside seats. It’s just a body part.’

‘I don’t think you are comparing like-for-like.’

‘My point is, for many different professionals, handling flesh is just part of the job. I think being a chiropodist might be worse. Feet are hideous.’

‘Or a dentist,’ suggested Evan, understanding me. ‘That weird smell on floss is disgusting.’

‘Exactly.’

‘What’s it like to be, you know, you?’

‘A sex worker?’

‘To be you.’ I think this is one of the best questions he’s ever asked me. I’m not sure it really falls under the banner of ‘conversations I have with Evan about sex’. At least, that’s not how I interpreted it.

‘It’s like being everyone else, I guess. In some ways. I mean, I feel the things everyone else does. I get excited, scared, happy, fed up. People don’t think that. I mean, it’s obvious if you think about it for, I don’t know, maybe a nanosecond, but people don’t think about us for that long. Not the people who use our services, or even those who don’t.’

Evan shook his head. ‘You are not like everyone else, Dora.’

‘That’s rude.’

He smiled. ‘No, it’s not meant to be. I say you’re not the same, because you are more. You are your own person. You’re wild.’

Another time he asked, ‘What’s the funniest thing you’ve ever been asked to do?’ I liked this question. It showed he wasn’t hung up on the weirdest, the most demeaning. Men who ask you to retell shameful moments are not that far apart from the men who create them in the first place. Evan’s question showed compassion and a sense of humour.

‘One man once wanted me to wear nothing other than an apron he’d brought along. Then he wanted me to spank his bare bottom with a wooden spoon. He strained to watch in the mirror as his wobbling arse turned slightly pink. The apron smelt of chocolate cake. As he left, he told me it was his mother’s and that he’d never washed it since she died. The spoon was hers too. I really don’t want to unpick that fantasy.’ Evan laughed out loud. I did too. We both laughed until it hurt. Until we couldn’t catch our breath.

He’s not laughing now as his eyes roam over my bloody lip, my black eye.

‘Have you been to the hospital?’

‘Yeah, I went last night. I needed them to glue my eye. I thought my ribs were broken.’

‘Are they?’

‘Luckily not.’

I hobble through to the kitchen, trying not to wince too obviously. I clearly fail, as Evan insists that I sit down; he makes tea, sets the bagels on a plate, tries to behave normally. I can see from the way he is holding his shoulders – high around his ears – that he is furious, scared. ‘Have you been to the police?’

‘No.’ Evan asks a lot of good questions; this is a stupid one.

‘Won’t the hospital report it?’

I shrug. ‘Maybe, but I said I fell down the stairs.’

‘And they believed you?’

‘Probably not. They’ll think my boyfriend did it to me. Not much can be done about a domestic if the victim won’t call it out.’

‘Oh well, that’s all right then,’ Evan says sarcastically as he slams down the just-boiled kettle onto the kitchen counter. I see drops of water jump out of the spout and splash on his hand.

‘Careful,’ I mumble.

He doesn’t seem to have noticed the scald and looks confused. ‘It’s you who has to be careful, Theodora.’

‘Oh, my full name, you really are serious about this.’ I try to smile, but it hurts my cut lip. Laughing is out of the question.

‘Don’t joke, how can you joke? Look at you.’

Actually, I haven’t been able to bring myself to check my reflection in the mirror. I don’t need to. The severity of my beating was reflected in the faces of the taxi drivers I encountered last night – the one who refused to take me to the hospital – ‘Nah, love, you’ll get blood on my seats’ – and the one who tenderly helped me into the car and refused to accept any money for the fare. I saw my injuries on the face of the receptionist, the nurse who glued me, the one who X-rayed me, and now, most tragically, on Evan’s face.

‘Who did this to you? I can go after him.’ I roll my eyes. ‘I can send people after him. You know I have the resources.’ He does. He doesn’t talk about it directly, but over the years, I’ve come to understand that he is spectacularly wealthy, or at least his family is. He has the sort of reserves available to him that most of us can’t even conceive of. I suppose he’ll inherit shedloads in the future.

‘He said his name was Jonathan, but I don’t imagine it is. Elspeth can’t reach him on his numbers or trace him through his transaction. I’ve described him as best I can to her so that he doesn’t find his way to any of the other girls, but he was wearing a mask throughout. There’s nothing more to be done.’ I shrug.

Evan carries two strong, hot mugs of tea to the small kitchen table where I am sitting. He spoons three sugars into one and stirs it vigorously, I don’t take sugar, he knows that. He pushes the mug my way and then stirs vast amounts of sugar into his mug too. We both need help with the shock.

‘Why do you do this?’ he asks. His upset and frustration make him sound impatient and defeated in one sentence. ‘There are other ways to make a living, you know.’

This is the question he returns to most frequently. He’s right, I should get out of this. I know that, but I haven’t got the energy to pore over websites advertising poorly paid positions; I dread the thought of writing the necessary sycophantic covering-letter emails. How would I explain what I’ve been doing with myself this last decade? I’ve painted myself into a corner.

‘A job for life,’ I reply.

‘However long or short that might be,’ he adds sardonically.

I try to strike a note of cheerful nonchalance. ‘I’m attracted to the sense of tradition. Women have been doing this forever. Jesus’s best friend found gainful employment this way.’

‘Stop it, Dora.’

I bounce on, hating the compressed intensity that is clouding the room. I always try to make a joke when I hurt the most. It means I sometimes come across as a bit weirdly dismissive, but better that than appearing vulnerable. ‘Hey, at least there are always job opportunities. Whores and funeral directors, can’t do without them.’

‘Don’t you like yourself?’

I pretend not to hear him. I’m not up to going deep on this right now. ‘Who am I harming?’

‘No one other than yourself,’ he mutters. He drops his head into his hands, takes a deep breath, then straightens to look me in the eye. He knows not to be overly judgy with me, because no bestie relationship can withstand an excessively robust examination of behaviour; humans are too imperfect for that. The point of a bestie is to offer support, understanding, make tea, pour vodka. He tries to make it clear that I don’t disappoint him, but the world does. ‘I could get you a job,’ he offers, not for the first time. He sees me behind the reception desk in the impressive lobby of his father’s London office. Lots of glass and chrome. No doubt I’m wearing a pencil skirt and killer heels in his imaginings.

I don’t know anything much about Evan’s daddy’s industry – property – but I do know, for certain, I don’t want to work there, even if his father would agree to the idea. I don’t want to owe Evan. I can’t think of a polite way to say as much, so I just keep quiet. The silence gnaws.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

‘Not really.’

He sighs again, frustrated, sad. I match his sigh with one of my own, hating that I’m taking on his pain too. He should keep it to himself. I have enough of my own to handle. I agreed to him coming here because I thought he would comfort me, cheer me up. My mind flings itself back to the hotel room last night, even though it’s the last place I want to be.

‘It’s all a bit of a blur. One minute I was on my back, eyes closed, giving a good impression of being in the throes. It seemed, as Elspeth had promised, straightforward. The cuffs came from nowhere. Click, and my arms were pinioned to the headboard. The blow was a surprise too.’

Evan winces.

It’s been my experience that life is full of surprises, few of them good.

I take a sip of my tea. It’s not enough. ‘Do you have a cigarette?’ I ask.

‘I thought you’d given them up.’

I roll my eyes and he concedes the point. It isn’t the moment to point out I might die a slow, horrible death, since we are both scared shitless that I might die a sudden, horrible one. He fishes around in his jacket pockets and pulls out a packet of Lucky Strikes. The only brand he ever smokes. He once told me that in the 1920s, Lucky Strikes were marketed as a symbol of female liberation. Young women were encouraged to light up their ‘Torches of Freedom’. Cigarettes were an emblem of women’s aspirations for equality and a better life. Ha ha, the irony. He lights one, hands it to me. As I inhale deeply, he lights another for himself.

‘He had big hands and the first punch landed on my ear and jaw.’ I make a little motion to point to the injury. Silly really. Evan knows where my ear is. ‘I screamed, as much from shock as pain, sucked at the air. My eyes sprang open instinctively, but I wished they hadn’t, because he was staring right back at me, and I could see he was enjoying my fear.’

‘Fuck’s sake.’ Evan slaps his hand down on the table, causing it to jolt. The tea judders in the mugs, the haphazardly piled magazines slip a fraction. I swallow and stare at him.

‘Please don’t.’

‘Sorry.’

‘I won’t tell you any more if you are going to act like this.’

‘No, really, I’m sorry.’

‘And you can’t pity me.’

‘For fuck’s sake, Dora. Look at you. How could I not? Everyone pities someone. It’s a good thing. It keeps us humane. It propels us towards empathy and charity.’

‘Or superciliousness and arrogance.’

‘Why do you always have to make everything so complex?’

‘Because everything is,’ I mutter. I stay silent. I’m scared. He thinks I’m sulking.

‘Look, I’ll try and muster a response that you think is appropriate,’ he says, biting back his frustration, ‘Just go on. Please.’

The please is painfully authentic. ‘I kicked and struggled, but he easily overpowered me. I mean, he was twice my size and my hands were tied. Hardly a fair fight, I think you’ll agree. He cuffed my ankles together so I could do little else than squirm away from him. But not far enough away from him.’ I take a drag on the cigarette, hold the smoke in my lungs until it hurts; one pain distracting me from another. A life philosophy?

‘Did you call out for help? Did anyone help?’

I glare at him. I don’t like the implication that I could have helped myself more, avoided this. He reads my expression correctly.

‘Sorry, sorry.’

‘Yes, I called out, but he clamped his hand over my mouth as soon as I did. I tried to bite him, but he said he’d kill me if I made any noise. I believed him.’

Evan reaches for my hand as I tap the ash into a discarded Diet Coke can. He squeezes it, carefully. ‘Of course, who wouldn’t believe him. This is not your fault.’

I pull away from him, irritated. I don’t think this is my fault, I haven’t thought so for a moment. ‘Anyway, then he gagged me. A gag and two sets of cuffs makes me think that this was a thought-through attack. Even something that he’s done before, maybe several times.’

There are men out there who hate women who do what I do, or who don’t value us at all – not even enough to hate us. Quite a lot of men think that way; some think they have the right to hurt us, even kill us.

‘And then he lost control?’ Evan asks.

I shake my head. ‘It wasn’t a frenzied attack. That was what was most scary. I don’t know how long
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