
The economies of big cities have been reshaped by a 
demand for high-end entertainment, cuisine, and "well
ness" goods. In the process, "dating," "massage," "escort," 
and "dancing" have replaced hustling and streetwalking. 
A luxury brand has been born. 

These changes have made sex for hire more expensive. 
But luxe pricing has in turn helped make prostitution, well 
... somewhat respectable. Whereas men once looked for a 
secretive tryst, now they seek a mistress with no strings 
attached, a "girlfriend experience," and they are willing 
to pay top dollar for it. 

Technology has played a fundamental role in this change. 
No self-respecting cosmopolitan man looking for an eve
ning of companionship is going to lean out his car window 
and call out to a woman at a traffic light. The Internet and 
the rise of mobile phones have enabled some sex workers 
to professionalize their trade. Today they can control their 
image, set their prices, and sidestep some of the pimps, 
madams, and other intermediaries who once took a share 
of the revenue. As the trade has grown less risky and more 
lucrative, it has attracted some middle-class women seek
ing quick tax-free income. 

I followed 290 women, 170 of whom made enough (at least 
$30,000) to separate them from streetwalkers. I spent at 
least 12 months earning their trust, trying not to ask a lot 

of prying questions. Once they realized I wasn't a cop or 
social worker, they usually told me their stories. I focused 
on financial questions first, because it made them feel vali
dated as workers. How much did you earn this week? What 
expenses did you have? Do you save any money? 

The figures on these pages highlight some of the contrasts 
between old-world prostitutes and new-age sex workers. 
Yet they also suggest that some things haven't changed: 
Even women who don't work on the street report hiding 
their activities from their families and being abused. 
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