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“Well-written, nonjudgmental, informative … [Brothel] could serve as a light at the end of a very long tunnel, and form the basis of both moral and legal discussions about prostitution in the future.”
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“A complex and all-too-human study … The result of this exhaustive and surprisingly compassionate research is a document that reads like a cross between a voyeuristic pulp novel and a thoroughly professional, not to mention essential, contribution to the annals of public health.”

—The Baltimore Sun




“Albert’s Candide-like approach—an ingenuousness that characterizes the whole book and is by turns refreshing and somewhat incredible in our sex-besotted culture—enlivens the material, as does her tale of befriending Mustang women.… Albert gets us wondering about a lot of things, including our own reactions to this most naked and mysterious of transactions.”

—Elle




“Eye-opening … Albert writes in a simple, straightforward method, recounting conversations and incidents with ease and wit.… Brothel is far from sleazy. In fact it’s an interesting read even if you oppose legalized prostitution and may even change your mind.”

—Metro West Daily News (MA)




“Engrossing … Albert convincingly dispels myths about this mysterious world and provides a strong defense for the legalization of prostitution.”

—Publishers Weekly




“A JAW-DROPPING SAGA.”

—The Sunday Times (London)


“Colorful and sharply observed … A thorough and compassionate report on how prostitution is practiced in the only state where it’s legal.… But it’s Albert’s attitude toward her topic, a mixture of emotions that average readers can identify with, that makes Brothel so readable.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune




“An empathetic portrait of women who sell sex for a living … An eye-opening look at their daily work routing and the way it affects the rest of their lives.”

—Book magazine




“Absorbing … [Albert] doesn’t offer a romanticized vision of brothel life, but you very well might finish this book with newfound respect for hookers.”

—New York Post




“[Albert is] a smart, savvy, and articulate woman.… She could become one of the most outspoken people on the subject of sex and public health of her generation.”

—Seattle Weekly




“Brothel is the best kind of accessible sociology—full of empathy, detail, and the unique perspective of an outsider who got deep inside.”

—nerve.com




“[Albert] compassionately and insightfully discusses the prejudice prostitutes face even in places where prostitution is legal, and she shatters many common misconceptions … and avoids the stereotypes and feminist rhetoric to candidly depict legalized prostitution and its effect on the women involved in it.”

—Booklist
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

All the events that take place in this book are true. Because brothel prostitution in Nevada is still a very stigmatized business (despite its legal status) and most licensed prostitutes and their customers conceal their practices from loved ones, I have changed individuals’ names and certain recognizable physical features to protect their identities.
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1 .. THE OPENING
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The postmark read “Reno Nevada, 24 Dec 1992.” I stared at the envelope for a long moment before opening it. Reno? My mind was blank. Then it came to me: the brothel. For three and a half years, off and on, I had tried to convince a man named George Flint, executive director of the Nevada Brothel Association, to grant me permission to conduct a research study inside Nevada’s legal brothels, the only licensed houses of prostitution in America. My letters and telephone calls had been for naught; Flint stood firm that the brothel industry wasn’t available for a researcher’s examination. “Brothel people are very private people,” he had told me. “They don’t like people nosing around.”

It had become a ritual to send him a card every year reminding him of my project. I had long ago stopped entertaining any serious hope that he would agree, so I was in a slight daze when I tore open the envelope and read: “Your holiday card arrived earlier today. There may come a time that we can do something substantive together. Call me sometime and we will talk. George Flint.”

I first began to think seriously about Nevada’s legal brothels in 1989. I was an undergraduate and fascinated by public health issues; the AIDS crisis had exploded into mainstream public consciousness; and prostitution was the focus of national attention as public health officials hotly contested the role of sex workers in the transmission of HIV. In the context of that debate, I had learned that certain areas of Nevada licensed brothel prostitution, with specific ordinances established to safeguard the health and safety of the public. These controls were said to greatly reduce the dangers typically associated with street prostitution—violent crime, drug use, and disease transmission. Latex condoms were required for all brothel sexual activity, and women were tested regularly for sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV. Since HIV testing began in 1986, no brothel worker had tested positive, I was told, and the incidence of other STDs was negligible.

Before I could reckon with the public health implications of this information, I had to get over my astonishment that one of our culture’s great taboos was legally sanctioned by one (and only one) American state. Why was this fact never made a national issue? What about the women? Prostitution carries with it a grave stigma; did being licensed and legal diminish that? Did legality assure these women legitimacy, even a sense of professionalism? The more I considered the human questions, the more they came to haunt me, and I found growing within me a desire to get inside this world and understand it. That the brothels were strictly off-limits to non-“working” women only goaded me further.

That summer, I took an internship in family planning and human sexuality at Emory University that required me to develop a public health study. After a lot of thought and much grief from my family and fiancé, I submitted a proposal to investigate brothel prostitutes’ condom-use practices. Hard data on the efficacy of condom use in preventing HIV infection was scarce, and the issue was complicated by the very real problem of condom slippage and breakage. That hundreds of women in Nevada should be having multiple sexual partners every day without any reported HIV transmission was almost too good to be true. If I could verify it, and learn exactly what the women were doing right, I had a chance, I felt, to accomplish something important. I thought the brothels would surely cooperate with the project: it offered society valuable public health information, and it gave them validation as safe and responsible businesses.

My naïveté was rubbed in my face when George Flint point-blank refused me entry. At least I wasn’t the only one; after doing a little more research, I realized how few outsiders had ever been permitted to investigate the brothel industry in any real depth. Prostitutes were kept on the premises behind locked electric gates, and visitors were surveilled before being buzzed in. Media coverage was very controlled; the brothels had been featured a few times on television programs like Donahue, Geraldo, and Jerry Springer, but the audience was shown only the most superficial aspects of the business.

Needless to say, my astonishment was total when Flint wrote me three and a half years later to invite me to Nevada to conduct my research project on condom-use practices. Certainly, the project was still valid, and at this point in my life I was in the process of applying to medical school and planning my wedding. I was put on guard, though, by something he said when we spoke by phone: “Anything positive that comes from a prestigious place like Emory helps to support our cause.” Was that what my study was doing? Was he in dire straits suddenly and desperate for PR? If so, did I want to help? Did I want to support brothel owners and promote the expansion of legalized prostitution in America? While I was curious to see whether legalized brothels actually provided prostitutes with more protection than illegal prostitution, I fundamentally believed prostitution was a dehumanizing, objectifying business that did women real damage. Was I being roped into being its booster?

Flint went on to say, “It’s not going to be like breezing in and counting tomatoes or comparing prices in a grocery store. The working ladies are very private people. They don’t trust outsiders. You’re in for a real education, honey.” Suddenly, the study I’d written off was a reality, and my mind began to race. Absent any more information, nightmare scenarios multiplied. Who were these women who allowed themselves to be locked behind gates? Were they all drug addicts and survivors of heinous sexual abuse, like so many street prostitutes? Were they chained to beds, as prostitutes allegedly were in Thailand? Would they even agree to speak with me? Above all, did I have it in me to do this? Yes, I decided. I bought a plane ticket.

My family didn’t help. They were even more uncomfortable than I was. As long as I wasn’t allowed inside, my interest in the project had been entertaining. But now I was headed to Nevada, and suddenly my parents wondered why I was so interested in an underworld teeming with criminals and degenerates. My future in-laws were even more confused. Let us get this straight: You’re choosing to leave our son for an entire month to conduct research in a brothel? Do you secretly desire to become a prostitute? What are we going to tell our friends? Andy, my husband-to-be, had his own worries, my physical safety not the least among them.

In the end, apprehension and all, I made that flight to Reno. Awaiting me at the Reno airport was a man named Marty who had been sent to pick me up and deliver me to Flint at a place called Chapel of the Bells. Flint was not only executive director of the Nevada Brothel Association, I learned, but a (retired) ordained minister as well. In fact, he owned one of Reno’s twelve wedding chapel businesses—and arguably the nicest, or at least the only freestanding one. (The others were storefronts.) With its whitewashed façade, faux stained-glass windows, and prominent cupola, Flint’s Chapel of the Bells looked more like Disney’s version of the gingerbread house in “Hansel and Gretel” than a wedding chapel.

In the lobby, white lace-print paper lined the walls and a pattern of miniature flowers decorated the ceiling moldings like frosting on a wedding cake. An assortment of bridal bouquets, boutonnières, garter belts, and champagne flutes was showcased for newlyweds who wanted such traditional wedding frills. On the walls hung sobering certificates and plaques that authenticated George Flint’s maternal ancestors, the Treats, as descendants of the founders of New Jersey and Connecticut. Flint would later tell me that he could trace his family’s lineage all the way back to Charlemagne.

While I waited for my audience with Flint, I watched a live feed on a closed-circuit television of a wedding in progress. A female minister was presiding over the marriage of a middle-aged Frenchman to a diminutive and considerably younger-looking Vietnamese bride who clearly spoke much less English than he did, which is to say, almost none.

Finally Flint appeared. For nearly four years, I’d wondered what the brothel industry’s gatekeeper looked like. A flashy, gum-smacking, middle-aged street hustler with a cockeyed hairpiece and several heavy gold necklaces buried in dark chest hair is what I had expected. Instead, I saw a man in his early sixties, of ample proportions and intense civility. He wore tinted eyeglasses, and several expensive—but not gaudy—rings flashed from thick fingers. He wobbled a little as he walked, because of a serious leg injury. He looked safer, friendlier, and more polished than I’d imagined. I couldn’t help but see in my mind’s eye a smiling Midwestern televangelist wooing an admiring and loving audience.

As he led me down to his basement office, he peppered me with unexpected questions about my family. Did I know my ancestry, he asked? Did I have any interest in genealogy? I admitted I hadn’t given it much thought—certainly not as much as he had. He told me about each of the family portraits hanging on the basement walls. His father had been a professional photographer and Flint confessed that he had inherited his passion for photography from his dad. In fact, George—he insisted I call him George rather than Mr. Flint or Reverend Flint—admitted to many passions, from travel and antiques to Napoleon and the embalming practices of morticians. I found myself nodding pleasantly and in half-disbelief as his stories rolled over me, delivered in the soothing cadences of a professional preacher.

Suddenly, George changed the subject. “Why is it that women who were sexually aggressive before marriage, never want to give a guy oral sex after they’re married?” Did he expect me to answer that? George didn’t need an answer. The problem, he explained, lay in our society’s inability to communicate about sex. Men fundamentally wanted to be monogamous, he contended, but resorted to having affairs or going to brothels when they felt uncomfortable discussing their sexual fantasies with their wives. Then, warming to his other job as brothel lobbyist, he began to tick off a litany of reasons for legalizing prostitution.

As he went on, passionately endorsing the sex trade from inside his wedding chapel, I couldn’t help but wonder how he reconciled the two professions. Maybe he didn’t need to; clearly he was a man comfortable with life’s contradictions. With a wink or a sneer, he would proffer a story about the way the world worked, and about the weakness to which the flesh is heir. There was the one about the state senator who fell in love with a brothel prostitute after one night of passion and refused to let her leave the room. “Georgie, can’t I keep her?” the senator had whined over the phone in the wee hours of the morning, according to George.

His utter candor, his vocal, affable openness, and his basically charming disposition were disarming, even endearing. And while his self-righteous rationalizations of the brothel trade were hardly unimpeachable, it was obvious that he had a genuine affection for the women—“the girls,” as he called them.

The sun was setting as George and I finally drove out in his white Cadillac to Mustang Ranch. It was Nevada’s largest, best-known, and most profitable brothel, accounting for nearly half of the $50 million in revenue produced by the state’s licensed brothels each year. It was about twelve miles east of Reno, across the Washoe County line in Storey County. As we drove along Interstate 80, strip malls and neon lights fell away, replaced by a desert landscape painted in time-marked layers of reds, pinks, and browns. Near the exit for the brothel, we spotted a herd of wild horses, some of the mustangs for which the brothel was named. Exit 23 twisted down past a junkyard and under the Southern Pacific railroad tracks, then crossed the Truckee River on a one-lane bridge. There, on the fifty acres the locals called Happy Valley, or the Valley of the Dolls, out of sight of the highway, surrounded by low hills and scrub brush, was the Mustang Ranch.

I suppose I envisioned the sort of mid-Victorian New Orleans whorehouse I’d seen in movies like Pretty Baby, but Mustang Ranch was nothing of the sort. It consisted of two nondescript buildings a hundred yards apart, separated by a parking lot big enough to hold a hundred cars and a dozen eighteen-wheelers. Spanish-style wrought-iron gates enclosed each building, with its little plot of grass in front. I was reminded of a pitch-and-putt miniature-golf castle. Mustang #1 faced the road head on: a pink stucco building with a red tile roof. A huge illuminated pink sign with the Mustang logo—an illustration of a woman’s face—hung over the gate. Behind the building stood a twenty-four-foot lookout tower, a relic of a time when Mustang’s founder, Joe Conforte, had erected a pair of them to defend his enterprise. I would later learn that after the murder of a heavyweight boxer named Oscar Bonavena at Mustang, the tower by the parking lot, from which some say the bullet was fired, was torn down. The remaining tower, behind the brothel, stood ominous and unused.

George drove past Mustang #1 and pulled up in front of Mustang #2, a smaller building whose dark-stained exterior blended more inconspicuously into the desert background. We were buzzed in through the electric gate and greeted coldly at the front door by the “floor maid,” or hostess. “George, you know you can’t bring ladies in here,” she snapped. George explained wearily that I was here as an invited guest of the Nevada Brothel Association to conduct some research. The woman’s gaze softened slightly. Nothing personal, George later told me: the industry had adopted a firm no-woman policy to put a stop to the domestic disputes that broke out, disrupting business, when wives and girlfriends came looking for their partners.

I tried to glance nonchalantly around the room, as if it were nothing out of the ordinary for me to be in a brothel. A jukebox blared out the Foreigner song “Hot Blooded” from the center of the room, in front of a partition that divided the parlor area from the bar behind. Against the walls sat several black velvet sofas and a cigarette machine. Neon beer signs and an assortment of Mustang Ranch T-shirts and windbreakers for sale decorated the walls above the bar. The lights were kept dim, and the room felt like a seedy biker bar, minus only a pool table and a pinball machine. On my left, a young black woman with seductive but disengaged eyes sprawled across one of the couches. Another woman strode across the parlor in spiked heels, smoking a cigarette. An Asian man in a 49ers sweatshirt chatted quietly with a redhead on another sofa.

Slow Monday night, George remarked. He walked away to speak with management about my visit, leaving me at the bar to take in the environment. The three women in the room stared at me for a few minutes, but their interest eventually dwindled and I was left alone. George reappeared after about twenty minutes and surprised me with an invitation to stay at the Ranch so as to be close to the subjects of my study. Live inside the brothel? I hesitated. I had planned to stay in a cheap Reno motel, never expecting an opportunity like this. My head spun. Sensing my ambivalence, George assured me he’d check in regularly. I took a deep breath. No half measures, Alexa. I moved in that evening.

That first night, I lay in bed listening to the doorbell ring continuously, announcing the arrival of male visitors. I had been given a vacant room down Hallway B, what was called the night girls’ hallway. My neighbors all worked the shift from eleven P.M. to eleven A.M. Because of the brothel’s narrow hallways, no wider than four feet, and thin walls, prostitutes’ rooms were typically clustered by shifts so that off-duty women could sleep undisturbed. I could hear a woman’s moans through the rice-paper wall at the head of my bed. For a moment, I was alarmed: Was someone hurt? Then I reminded myself where I was, and tried to figure out whether these were sounds of genuine pleasure. I couldn’t tell. Every few minutes, her customer emitted a rough grunt and occasionally they both laughed. I couldn’t help but think that the sounds the man was making were deeply unarousing; I tried to imagine being forced to act pleasured by some man I didn’t know making guttural animal sounds, and I couldn’t. At least I felt relatively safe, though I did have fleeting fears of awakening in the middle of the night to find a drunken man groping at my nightgown. (Although I’d locked my door, I was sure the push-button lock was easy to pick.) I closed my eyes tight and let the thoughts pass. I had nowhere else to go.

The next day, I began interviewing women, with the help of Irene, Mustang #2’s manager. Irene had been at Mustang for two years. Unlike most brothel managers, she hadn’t been a prostitute. She had come to Mustang as a “square,” as prostitutes called those outside the sex industry. She took a job as a cashier four months after her husband’s death. Three months later, she was promoted to manager. She was a short, squat woman in her late fifties. Her matronly physique contrasted with a crass tongue and a gruff cigarette-scarred voice. She had seen her share of hard times, she told me, and believed it was just happenstance that she herself hadn’t become a working girl. An unwed teen mother in the 1950s, she had married a man she never loved to escape her mother’s house. During the 1960s, she worked at a racetrack in Philadelphia; there she had her first exposure to prostitutes and started a love affair with a married Philadelphia Tribune sportswriter. Eventually she married him and they lived happily together for twenty-two years, until his untimely death at the age of sixty-five.

Her lack of experience in the sex industry had made her timid, even fearful, during her first months as cashier, Irene confided. Rather than mingle with the girls or customers, she kept to herself and stayed inside her cashier’s cage. But the loneliness of recent widowhood drove her to seek connections with the prostitutes, many of whom seemed as solitary and abandoned as she felt. Quickly, Irene became Mustang #2’s den mom, attending to the women’s needs and judiciously doling out hugs and discipline.

Irene made it perfectly clear at the outset that she was the prostitutes’ advocate. She wanted the women to understand clearly the purpose of my study before they agreed to participate. To give the women some privacy, she allowed me to use her office for interviews. With her support, and the $40 cash I promised each woman upon the study’s completion, most of the prostitutes at #2 agreed to participate.

My first subject was Star, a young black woman dressed in a turquoise spandex bodysuit. She had long, straightened hair and ebony skin that was smooth save for one small raised scar over her left breast, from a cigarette burn many years earlier. As she walked into the office, she immediately made her reservations known. “I can’t waste no time back here. I have to earn some money.” I proceeded tentatively, glancing her way anxiously whenever the doorbell rang to announce a customer. In spite of herself, however, Star seemed to enjoy the interview and actually looked surprised when we finished nearly forty-five minutes later. A look of consternation crossed her face as I explained the next phase of the study.

“You want me to save the rubbers?” she asked, incredulous.

When I tried to explain that I needed to examine the condoms for breaks, her eyes glazed over and she cut me off. “Just so long as I get my forty bucks at the end.”

I interviewed five more women that first day. Though very different in appearance, all were surprisingly attractive, I found myself thinking, from a buxom Native American with silky-smooth black hair to her waist and bloodred fingernails, to a bleached blonde with serpent tattoos spiraling up her calves. I guess I had expected to find only tough, hard-looking women. Many of Mustang’s women could have been mistaken for beauticians or department-store cosmetic saleswomen. There were even a few women whose endowments and overt sexuality suggested a centerfold, the American sexual gold standard: Ashley, for instance, a statuesque working girl in her early twenties who wore a sheer black peignoir trimmed with lush marabou over a rhinestone-studded black bikini and matching black marabou slippers.

At the end of my first day, I felt relieved not to have offended anyone with my questions. Irene invited me to join her and Roxanne, the laundry maid, for dinner. I followed them into the brothel kitchen, a large open room with industrial refrigerators and a large stainless-steel restaurant stove. Cliff, the brothel cook, had prepared a buffet of warm dishes. I took some homemade fried chicken and a baked potato, and Irene chose barbecued ribs and collard greens. We carried our plates over to one of the six tables covered in plastic red-and-white-checked tablecloths scarred with cigarette burns. I was struck by how good the food was. Working girls continuously interrupted our meal to gripe to Irene about a customer who’d failed to tip them or a colleague who borrowed and mistreated an outfit. In between complaints, Irene and Roxanne groused about specific girls who copped princess attitudes and refused to clean up after themselves.

That night I fell into bed exhausted, almost too tired to hear the sounds of sex coming through my bedroom walls. I wondered how much of my fatigue came from the shock of the new, and how much was due to the brothel’s poor ventilation and ubiquitous cigarette smoke.

The next two days, I woke early and continued interviewing women. By now, everyone in the house—from working girls to cashiers and bartenders—knew I was George Flint’s guest, a researcher from a university who wanted the women to save their used condoms. Occasionally, staff members would come up to me to ask what I planned to do with the condoms. I got the sense that some of them thought I had a fetish.

As the women became more accustomed to me, they grew friendlier. At first, they approached only to recount stories about collecting the condoms. One woman described how her client had wanted his used condom to be recognizable, so they had tied it up with a red ribbon. Another apologized because she hadn’t yet collected all ten condoms for which I’d asked; she had only had six “dates.”

When I wasn’t interviewing, I tried to keep a low profile, and hid out in the kitchen or television room, listening to the doorbell ringing in the parlor. I wasn’t sure whether brothel management would permit me to sit in the parlor among the women and clients. Would my presence seem disruptive? Would I distract the women from their business? What if a client approached me? Staying out seemed the best way to assure not wearing out my welcome. Still, I couldn’t help being curious.

Irene must have picked up on this, for on my third night she invited me to join her at the bar and offered me a seat with good visibility of the parlor so I could watch as men came through the front door. The drill was remarkably systematized. To gain admittance, clients rang a bell on the electrically controlled outside gate. Before being buzzed inside, they were surveyed by the cashier or floor maid in the daytime, by a security guard at night. Men who appeared drunk, rowdy, or underage were denied entry.

By the time men reached the front door after walking up a sixty-foot pathway, women had arranged themselves in a lineup in the center of the parlor. Customers were greeted by the spectacle of twenty or thirty women of all shapes and sizes and in various degrees of undress, standing at attention like a row of X-rated Barbie dolls. “Welcome to Mustang Ranch, sir,” said the floor maid, who greeted men at the front door. “These are the ladies available to you. Ladies, please introduce yourselves.”

One by one, the women went down the line offering their working names, aliases such as Bambi, Fancy, and Champagne. On cursory inspection, most of the women appeared pleasant, smiling cordially but reticently, in compliance with house rules. A few dared to flirt more candidly, teasing with a sly wink or flashing a coquettish glance. On closer examination, the women’s eyes revealed more genuine feelings: annoyance, indifference, desperation, disdain, agitation, and occasionally intoxication.

The customers didn’t seem to notice. They were simply too stunned. Some communicated their astonishment with awkward exclamations: “Holey moley!” “Wow, what a spread!” The dramatic ones staggered backward; a few even clutched their chests. One astonished man dressed in a cotton jersey and sneakers stood motionless and asked, “What do I do?”

“You choose, honey,” said the floor maid. It was her responsibility to shepherd along baffled customers.

Finally, after scrutinizing the women for a few seconds, he pointed nervously to one on the far right, at the end of the lineup. “The animal print outfit,” he exclaimed. Like many other customers overwhelmed by the formation, he had failed to catch the women’s names.

Many seemed to get stuck on this detail. “Can they do that again? Say their names again?” asked a balding man in his forties, dressed in a red polo shirt, khakis, and leather loafers. The floor maid maintained her hospitable smile, but furrowed her eyebrows to indicate that she had no intention of making the women stand on display a minute longer. When the man still didn’t pick, she shrugged and gave a nod to the women to disband.

Irene remarked that the floor maid on duty that night was strong on sales and peddling the merchandise. Instead of asking customers if they would like to select a lady, she asked, “Which lady would you like to select?” When a customer opted for a drink at the bar instead, she pitched hard, telling him that any woman of his choosing would be more than willing to serve him drinks in her room. I watched as several men submitted under such pressure. (Unlike Nevada’s so-called parlor houses, Mustang was a bar house, which meant customers didn’t have to select immediately from the lineup but could opt first for a drink at the bar. After downing some liquid courage, however, customers were expected to choose a prostitute. To that end, women one by one approached the barflies and tried to lure them back to their rooms.)

Once a man picked a woman, he followed her back to her room to negotiate a “party.” Most customers settled upon a price, which usually ranged between $150 and $500 (“fantasy sessions” cost more), depending on the time of day, the day of the week, the customer’s attitude, and how drunk or high he was. Mustang accepted cash and most credit cards, but not American Express, which refused to service houses of ill repute, legal or otherwise. An innocuous, unincriminating company name appeared on the invoice; at Mustang it said Nevada Novelties, Inc. There was even an ATM in Mustang’s parlor, in case customers ran out of cash. Customers who couldn’t reach an agreement on price with a prostitute got “walked,” or escorted back to the front parlor, where they were free to negotiate with a different working girl. With an average of six customers per day, prostitutes earned $300 to $1,500 daily.

As the staff grew more comfortable with my presence over the next couple of days, they permitted me to roam throughout Mustang #2 as I pleased. I spent hours on the parlor sofas watching the lineup, entertaining myself by silently handicapping each woman, asking myself who was most eye-catching, or whose outfit was most shameless. Was it the wet-pink vinyl, lace-up cat suit, or the sheer, sapphire baby doll? Over time, I learned to read the women’s facial expressions and could pick out who looked most desperate for a customer and who was avoiding eye contact with a client in the hopes of not being picked.

I also got good at identifying each woman’s particular way of greeting a customer once she was picked from the lineup. Tilly made physical contact immediately, either offering an outstretched hand to shake or, more aggressively, grabbing the man’s arm and leading him back to her room. In contrast, some of the newer girls, like Samantha and Amy, gave every customer the same forced smile before turning on their heels and heading back to their rooms, the men following silently like puppy dogs.

On my fifth day, I finished interviewing all the women at Mustang #2 who met the study’s eligibility criteria. It was time for me to venture over to Mustang #1 to enroll more women. But I dreaded the prospect. By now, I had picked up bits and pieces of gossip about the other house. According to the working girls at #2, the prostitutes at #1 could be vicious. Mustang #1 tended to be full of experienced working girls known to be competitive, stuck-up, and insolent; Mustang #2 got more of the turn-outs—the first-time working girls—who helped to make the place more hospitable and neighborly.

Although they were under the same ownership, Mustang Ranch’s two compounds had always differed considerably, it seemed. Larger and more opulent, Mustang #1 was considered the main house, #2 merely an annex; it had been built in 1984 to handle #1’s overflow. Rumor had it that Joe Conforte used to put all his girlfriends over at #2, safe and out of sight of Sally, his wife, who managed both houses from her suite at #1.

With trepidation, I headed over to #1, where Vivian, the manager, greeted me. Vivian had been in the business off and on for over thirty years, first as one of Joe Conforte’s working girls in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s. Fifty-four years old, she was an attractive, slender woman with high cheekbones and a mane of auburn hair that she had the habit of swinging from side to side. She quickly led me through the kitchen—twice the size of Mustang #2’s—and back to an office, where she informed me that I could expect “excellent” participation from her girls. If anyone gave me trouble, I was to contact her. Unlike Irene, Vivian had simply announced she expected all of the prostitutes to participate if they wanted to stay her girls. They needed to give something back, she explained, for the privilege of working in a legal house.

Vivian sent women back one by one to be interviewed; indeed, they immediately struck me as different from the women in Mustang #2. Although most were polite, they seemed impenetrable, aloof. Tanya, an older brunette who barely cracked a smile, asked me with thinly veiled disdain who I really thought cared about the condom information I was collecting. She had never had a condom break or slip off, and frankly, there wasn’t much else to say. Later in the afternoon, another woman informed me that some of her friends didn’t like the way I had phrased certain questions. Do you think we’re stupid? she asked. Is that why I’d used the expression “come” instead of “orgasm”? Still, I managed to complete six interviews my first day at #1 and to convince all six women to continue with the study—although Tanya made it clear, “Like I’ve already told you, I don’t break condoms.”

Despite Vivian’s civil reception, the staff, too, was more hostile. I had barely glanced into Mustang #1’s parlor—a large octagonal room with a two-story vaulted ceiling, skylights, scarlet wall-to-wall carpeting, and eight hallways extending out to the women’s bedrooms like spokes on a wagon wheel—when I was accosted by a floor maid named Shelley, a woman my age who wore oversized plastic-framed glasses and had her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. (I later learned that she had been a working girl at Mustang several years before, and that she had specialized in sadism.) “You’re the one asking questions,” she barked, her cold eyes piercing mine. I nodded, assuming she meant my research questions. “Well, you can’t be in here,” she continued. “You don’t belong here.” “Here” was the parlor, but deep down, I suspected, she really meant the brothel. Effectively bullied, I apologized and asked her to tell Vivian I would be back in the morning.

As I rushed across the parking lots dividing Mustang #1 from #2, the fresh, balmy desert air touched my skin, and it hit me that until today, I had spent the past five days entirely indoors at #2. Every day through the windows I had noticed the sun sparkling off the sagebrush-speckled hills, but I hadn’t thought much of the fact that I hadn’t been outside. On a few occasions, I had caught sight of a carload of tourists posing outside the brothel fence for a photo, and it had struck me that the brothel residents actually lived like animals in a zoo. The gates that surrounded most of Nevada’s brothels were supposedly built to protect prostitutes, staff, and customers alike from outside provocation. But whereas the non-“working” staff and the customers were at liberty to come and go, the working girls were required to remain on the premises and were let out for fresh-air breaks only in the enclosed front and back yards. (At management’s discretion, they could occasionally take twenty-four- and forty-eight-hour leaves from the brothel.)

As soon as I entered Mustang #2, the women greeted me enthusiastically, eager to hear about the other house. I appreciated their warmth and attentiveness after my frosty treatment at #1. The new turn-outs wanted to know how beautiful the women at #1 were. Those who had been fired from #1 and were doing their time on probation at #2 wanted to know whether their friends (and enemies) were still working there.

Their reception made me realize what a welcome diversion I’d been for them. Instead of disturbing the normal flow of their business, I was the source of much amusement. I was teased relentlessly for my squareness and frequently made the butt of their jokes. One evening, a couple of women sent a client over to proposition me after telling him I was cheap—real cheap. “She’ll only charge you twenty,” I overheard one woman say. At that time, the house minimum for any sexual activity was $60 (later raised to $100). The women doubled over on their bar stools in hysterics. Confused by the women’s laughter, the mousy-looking man who now stood before me faltered. I had to explain I didn’t work at Mustang.

That wasn’t the first time I had been approached by a customer. With my conservative attire and the notebook and pen I carried with me religiously, I tried to stay visibly distinguishable from the working girls. I didn’t always succeed. One night a Mexican man who had been guzzling Budweisers with his buddies for over two hours came over and perched himself on the bar stool next to mine. “I know you like me,” he said, his breath reeking of alcohol. “I want to make love to you. My friend have money. Much money.”

He suddenly became unsteady on his seat and grabbed hold of the bar to regain his balance. The next thing I knew, he subtly slid his arm behind me and groped my right breast. My mouth dropped. I looked around, but no one had seen him grab me; the women were in the middle of a lineup, Irene was filling in as floor maid, and the bartender was serving another customer. This man obviously felt entitled to cop a feel because he was in a brothel. Would he ever have tried that move in a squares’ bar? What was a prostitute in his eyes?

After I informed him I wasn’t a working girl, he started apologizing profusely. He felt ashamed at having taken me for a prostitute. He obviously judged prostitutes as intrinsically different from other women. I know I pitied the prostitutes for the men they ended up servicing. I stood in judgment of the johns, certain I would never freely choose to be intimately involved with a man who paid a stranger for sex. But, as angered as I was by the stereotyping of prostitutes, I had to admit that maybe the tricks, like the working girls, deserved to be better understood.

The cool reception I got at the main house changed soon after I met Baby. A slender, five-foot-eleven strawberry-blonde in her early forties who frequently wore her hair up in a French twist, Baby had worked on and off at Mustang Ranch since 1979. In addition to being one of Mustang’s most seasoned prostitutes, she was also one of its most successful and well respected. Although she was a night girl and slept during the days, we seemed to cross paths constantly. We usually kept our greetings brief, but I detected a desire in her to linger and converse.

Then one day, Baby invited me to join her and another working girl at one of the kitchen tables. I did. As I sat down, Baby turned to me. How had my stay gone thus far? Was I learning a lot? Were the girls being nice? Since she had been the first to bother to ask, I decided to take the plunge and to speak frankly. I told her that the women at #2 had warmed up to me quicker, perhaps because that was where I was staying and spending most of my time.

“You should sit in our parlor here, too,” Baby said firmly, unaware of Shelley’s intimidation tactics. I detected a competitive edge in her voice. I already knew the women at #1 were used to being preferred over those at #2. Did she want me, the visiting outsider, to favor #1 as well? Baby hadn’t seemed surprised to hear that her colleagues at #1 had been standoffish. She promised to see what she could do.

Over the next couple of days, two things happened. First, I decided to take Baby’s advice and to venture over to #1 more frequently and with more courage. (I tried to ignore Shelley’s glares.) Secondly, women at #1 became more gracious. A few let slip that Baby had spoken highly of me. Baby was their litmus paper; if she thought she could trust me, so could they. In the end, Baby greatly eased my entry into the community. And she not only smoothed the way for me with the others, but ultimately became my friend.

In the course of my three-week study, I managed to collect a great deal of information.* Brothel prostitutes were complying with Nevada’s mandatory condom law and using an average of six condoms per day with their customers. Not surprisingly, these women were expert condom users, and the rubbers rarely broke or slipped off. It seemed practice did make perfect. They explained their techniques to prevent condoms from breaking: they always insisted on putting the condom on the client themselves, and they frequently stopped sex to visually check the integrity of the condom. It wasn’t uncommon for women to double up on condoms. Finally, when sex lasted a long time, women stopped to change condoms.

Although the AIDS epidemic was already a decade old, customers were still trying to persuade women not to use condoms. Some tried the classic excuses—that rubbers decreased sensation and prevented them from having an orgasm. Others came up with more original lines: “I’ve only been with my wife of thirty years”; “I’m a doctor.” Some men told the women, “You get tested so I know you’re clean.” Did these customers think that women were insisting on condoms for the men’s protection? It wasn’t uncommon for men to offer women extra money or even try to slip the condom off during sex. Nevertheless, the women usually managed to transform the condom into an acceptable and even erotic part of sex—a skill that could be useful for other women, sex workers and non–sex workers alike.

A few of the women turned the tables on me. Did I use condoms with my fiancé? I started to say “No, we’re monogamous,” but caught myself and mumbled “No, but I probably ought to.” According to these prostitutes, most of their customers were married, and I’m sure the men’s wives hoped and believed, like me, that their significant others were faithful. Despite their caution on the job, even the Mustang women rationalized not using condoms with their husbands and boyfriends, who they assumed were monogamous. At first I couldn’t believe these women hadn’t grown more cynical about marriage and monogamy, given the amount of infidelity they witnessed. Their hopefulness in spite of what they knew about human nature made my heart ache. These women were just like the rest of us.

All of which made me think: it was prostitutes and other sex workers whom we in mainstream America accused of contributing to the spread of HIV. Society blamed prostitutes’ recklessness on ignorance, poverty, and disregard for personal responsibility, but I knew plenty of people who were more educated and more affluent and failed to properly protect themselves sexually. Despite widespread condom promotion by the mainstream media, my own friends neglected to use rubbers regularly with new partners. My future brother-in-law said he and his friends, all ten years my junior, worried more about pregnancy than disease. By contrast, Nevada’s licensed prostitutes seemed remarkably conscientious. I wondered who really should be casting the first stone.

Relishing the opportunity to turn the magnifying glass on me, the prostitutes of Mustang Ranch wanted most to know if I could ever turn a trick. Because of my apparent interest in prostitution, they assumed that deep down I wanted to try. (I would discover that most people assumed the same thing.) Not wanting to offend anyone, I kept to myself how repulsive I found the idea. I tried to dodge the question by saying I didn’t think I would make a very good prostitute.

But that was exactly where I—like all squares—was wrong, the working girls said. All women sold sex for one reason or another. The housewife who slept with her husband to maintain her household, the secretary who dated her boss for job security, the girlfriend who had sex with her boyfriend for status or another piece of jewelry (maybe an engagement ring). Prostitutes just did it more honestly. “My motto is, ‘A bitch with a pussy should never be broke,’ ” one terse Mustang prostitute said. “If you’re going to put out, why not get paid for it? There’s too many women giving their bodies away for free and getting nothing but heartache and pain.”

It was an argument I would hear used over and over again to defend brothel prostitution. Although I struggled with the notion that all sexual relationships could be reduced to commerce, the women’s larger point wasn’t wasted on me. Prostitutes weren’t social deviants, they were trying to say. They were no different from other women.

All the working girls had stories about feeling disrespected and misunderstood. Baby once confessed to another American vacationer on a tour of Japan that she was a brothel prostitute; he ignored her for the rest of the trip. Her friend Barbie overheard a ticket agent in the Reno airport complain to her colleague about the brothels and how “those damn prostitutes” were a constant threat to her marriage.

Even I encountered the contempt Mustang prostitutes described when I went home four weeks later and tried to describe my experience to family and friends. People cared less about how decent and helpful the women were than about how much money they made, what types of sexual activities they sold, and what horrible circumstances forced them to resort to selling their bodies in the first place. Andy simply wanted reassurance I hadn’t kissed anybody, and my younger cousin needed to know I hadn’t become a prostitute. Perhaps my sister-in-law exemplified the general view best when she mistook my acknowledgment of the women as great condom experts and public health resources for approval of their work. “I just don’t see how you can support prostitution,” she said.

To be honest, I still wasn’t sure how I felt about legalized prostitution. At the time, my head was spinning. I had long believed that prostitution represented “badness” on multiple levels. Practically, it disturbed me because of the dangers to the women who practiced it. Politically, I thought prostitution degraded all women. But Nevada’s legal brothels were far less repugnant than I had expected. They appeared to be clean, legitimate workplaces, and the women were not shackled hostages but self-aware professionals there of their own free will.

Still, I knew so little. How had Nevada come to legalize brothel prostitution in the first place? How did one become a licensed prostitute? What drove individuals to abandon mainstream society to work in such isolation, in houses of prostitution? How did the women feel about the work they did and about each other? Who were their customers? Did their relationships with these men ever become more than professional? How did other locals feel about the legal brothels and their prostitutes? How long did women do this work; was there ever an end?

I knew I needed to learn more about Nevada’s brothel industry. These women’s lives had moved me deeply, and the Mustang Ranch was an astonishingly rich environment for examining some of America’s most loaded social issues.

Two years passed before I could return to Mustang Ranch, during the summer between my first and second years of medical school. I was delighted to discover that Baby and many of the other women I had met were still working there. Baby greeted me effusively, and we embraced like long-lost friends. She told me she’d suspected I would return. Then she confessed why she had first taken an interest in me: “Everyone seems to have a problem with what I do. They think we are bad people. That’s why I enjoy talking to you. I want to make it known that we are okay people, too.”

That conversation, and that trip, convinced me of the need to write this book. To do that, I made repeated trips out to Mustang Ranch and Nevada’s other brothels over the next four years, spending a total of nearly seven months there. It is not my intent to redeem these women—they don’t need my help—but to awaken readers to their humanity and bring this issue out of the realm of caricature and into that of serious debate. That would be more than enough.


*Albert AE, Warner DL, Hatcher RA, Trussell J, Bennett C. Condom use among female commercial sex workers in Nevada’s legal brothels. American Journal of Public Health 1995; 85: 1514–1520.

Albert AE, Warner DL, Hatcher RA. Facilitating condom use with clients during commercial sex in Nevada’s legal brothels. American Journal of Public Health 1998; 88: 643–646.
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