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Chapter One


The bloke cycling past my table had a fantastic arse. Faded blue denims outlined taut cheeks that flexed as he stamped down hard on the pedals of his rickety, black-framed bike. He wove at speed through the knots of tourists meandering, oblivious to his presence, in the middle of the road. As quickly as he’d appeared, he vanished round the corner into the narrow cobbled street running alongside the café, but the sight of him took my mind off my problems for a moment.


Turning my head sharply, I did my best to avoid making eye contact with the cheery blonde waitress who’d served me. I didn’t want her to realise quite how long I’d been sitting here, nursing my stone-cold koffie verkeerde. With so little change in my pocket, my choice was between having another drink or leaving her a tip for this one. I knew what she’d prefer.


Amsterdam’s a great city – when you have the money to enjoy it properly. But I was broke, and my prospects of improving my financial situation any time soon were pretty dire. So here I was, making my coffee last as long as I possibly could while enjoying the free show presented by pedestrians passing along this busy expanse of the Kloveniersburgwal – and the occasional cute cyclist.


It had all been so different when I’d first moved over to Holland. I’d landed myself a great job, working as the webmaster for an up and coming design agency, based in a small, vibrant office on the Herengracht, one of the main canals that holds in the centre of Amsterdam like a girdle. My work colleagues, mostly media-savvy 20-somethings, were a friendly enough bunch. They knew all the hippest clubs, the newest restaurants, the latest places to see and be seen, and they welcomed me as part of their social crowd. Friday nights would find me in one of the gay bars on the fringe of the red light district, waiting for that special guy to make his presence felt in my life. Even though I hadn’t spotted him after the best part of four months, I was determined to keep looking, feeling more at home here than I ever had back in Leeds, the city of my birth.


Then I walked into the office one Wednesday morning to see Trea, the receptionist, in tears as items of computer equipment were being boxed up, ready to be taken away. People stood round wearing dazed expressions as they watched desks and chairs being carried out to a waiting removal lorry.


I caught the arm of the company’s CEO, Jaap, as he passed me grim-faced, a pile of manila files under his arm. ‘What’s happening? Where are they taking everything?’


‘Sorry, Ben, the company’s gone bust. What can I tell you? It’s been on the cards for a while, but I only found out this morning the bank has pulled the plug.’


‘But the expansion plans, the office in London?’


He shook his head. ‘They weren’t prepared to loan us the money, based on our future growth projections. Said given the current economic climate we’re too much of a risk. They called in what I already owed and – well, here we are.’


Jaap was still expressing his regrets as I salvaged my personal possessions from the IT room, bundling them into a cardboard box. There would be nothing in the way of severance, just our pay for the days we’d worked that month. From the way he spoke, I gathered we were lucky to receive even that.


I honestly had no idea the company was in such dire straits when I accepted the contract. If I’d known, maybe I’d have thought twice about moving over here, giving up my flat and leaving a job that might have been as boring as hell, but was pretty much secure. All I knew now was I needed to do whatever it took to stay in Amsterdam, the city I’d so thoroughly fallen in love with, and that meant finding fresh employment as soon as possible.


I spent the rest of the morning in an Internet café, printing out copies of my résumé to leave with all the multilingual recruitment agencies in the city. But I had to do something to bring in money in the meantime. Unfortunately, knowing almost nothing in the way of Dutch apart from, ‘Hello,’ and, ‘Thank you,’ all the casual work I’d have been able to take at home, like waiting tables or tending bars, was closed off to me. There might have been openings at one of the Irish theme pubs on the main tourist drag, but the thought of serving beered-up stag parties looking to line their stomach with a full English breakfast before heading off to get stoned in a coffee shop just didn’t appeal.


My former colleagues were no help. I’d hoped one of them might be able to put in a word for me somewhere, but I quickly lost contact with them, our friendships too fragile to survive outside the bubble of office life.


Which left me sitting outside this café, staring into the middle distance and wondering what I’d do if I wasn’t able to pay the rent on my apartment at the end of the month. No closer to coming up with a solution, I’d finally drained the last of my coffee and was fishing enough euros out of my shorts pocket to pay for it when a voice at my elbow said, ‘Can I get you another?’


I turned to see a man in his late 30s, dirty-blond hair held back from falling into his eyes by a pair of designer sunglasses. He smiled, and I wondered whether he was coming on to me. Not my type, I quickly decided. Too smooth, too over-familiar. I waved his offer away. ‘Thanks, but I’ve places to be getting to.’


‘Like where? You were sitting in this same spot when I walked by an hour ago. Doesn’t strike me as though you’re a man in a hurry. More like a man who’d be interested in a business proposal, maybe?’


Without giving me time to refuse, he settled in the seat beside mine, catching the waitress’s eye with no effort. Speaking in rapid Dutch, he ordered drinks for both of us.


‘Let me introduce myself. Edwin De Boer.’ He held out a hand for me to shake, his grip firm.


‘Ben Donovan.’ My tone was guarded, not sure where this was going.


‘Nice to meet you, Ben. I’m right in thinking you were in Homme last Friday night?’


Homme was my favourite club, where the music was loud, the drinks cheap and no one minded the odd curious straight couple or group of girls coming inside to join the party. Given my current situation it also helped that, apart from Saturday nights, entry was free.


‘I thought of talking to you there, but it’s not really the place for a serious discussion.’ He broke off as the waitress placed our drinks in front of us; midnight-black espresso for Edwin, another milky coffee for me. Popping a piece of the spiced speculaas biscuit that accompanied his coffee in his mouth, Edwin munched thoughtfully for a moment before continuing, ‘You see, I’m looking to take on people for my agency, and you’re very much the type I need.’


He pulled a business card from his wallet, pushing it across the table towards me. Expecting the details of an agency recruiting for the IT sector, I was startled to be confronted instead by a photograph of a blond male model, his shirt unbuttoned to show his bare chest and tanned, toned six-pack. Above his image were the words, “Stud To Go”. Below it, “Amsterdam’s premier male escorts”.


‘An escort agency? Are you kidding me?’ I turned the card over to see Edwin’s name and an address on the Singel canal. The business at least appeared to be genuine, even though his offer struck me as anything but.


‘What, you think this is just some kind of elaborate pick-up line?’ He shook his head, smiling at my naiveté. ‘I’ve been with the same man for four years now; I don’t need anyone else. But I run a quality escort service, the best in the city, and I definitely have a vacancy on my books for a young, black-haired, blue-eyed guy who’s as cute as you, Ben. It’s not a combination I see so often on my travels.’


My grandfather was to thank for that. He’d moved to England from Dublin in search of work, back in the 30s. Maybe there was a touch of the nomad in the Donovan genes, along with our distinctive colouring, to explain why I too felt compelled to seek my fortune in a foreign land. But I didn’t explain any of that to Edwin. Flattering as his comments were, I was still trying to wrap my head round the concept of becoming an escort, selling my body to make ends meet. ‘So ... say I was interested in your proposal. What would it involve, exactly?’


‘Well, we offer a service visiting homes and hotel rooms, naturally.’


Visiting strangers, having sex with them. Could I really do that? Was I prepared to fuck and be fucked by men I didn’t necessarily find attractive, men I might not even like?


‘But where we differ from the other agencies in the city,’ Edwin continued, ‘is that we also provide escorts for men looking for someone to accompany them to dinner or some social function. There are more wealthy men in this city who are willing to pay for company than you might expect.’


Upmarket arm candy for the single and successful. That sounded much more like it. Though the longer Edwin and I sat talking, discussing the workings of his business, the more my mind wandered to a scene where I found myself in some anonymous hotel room off the Damrak, undressing while a faceless man counted out my fee up front. Slowly, I stripped out of my clothes as he watched, stroking his cock with increasing eagerness as more of my body was revealed to him. When I was down to nothing but tight briefs that clung to the thick swell of my erection, I climbed on to the bed, crawling up to take his helmet in my mouth. Sucking while he gave instructions, I relished the salty, recently showered taste of his flesh. Swallowing more of him down, I knew the momentum was building to the point where I would peel down my underwear and offer him my receptive arse ...


Realising Edwin was speaking, I snapped out of my erotic reverie with some difficulty. My cock had hardened in response to the fantasy, chafing against the seam of my jeans, and I was uncomfortably aware just how long it was since I’d last had a decent fuck. Unorthodox as Edwin’s job offer was, it couldn’t fail to end the dry spell I’d been going through.


‘So what do you think?’ he asked.


It wasn’t something I’d ever imagined myself doing when I moved over here, but realistically it was either this or getting hold of a joke shop mask and a cloak and joining the ranks of the itinerants who posed as living statues in Dam Square. And what kind of masochist really wants to spend all day, rain or shine, standing on an upturned beer crate between Freddy Krueger and the Grim Reaper? Especially when he could be spending quality time in the company of charming, intelligent, successful men.


‘I can’t really believe I’m saying this,’ I admitted, ‘but, yeah, I’m willing to give it a go.’


‘Good man.’ Edwin beamed, genuinely delighted I’d said yes. ‘Come over to the office with me, we’ll fill out the paperwork. And I’ll need to take a couple of photos of you for the website.’


‘Just one thing.’ I rose from my chair, waiting as Edwin settled the bill, including the cost of my original coffee, I was pleased to see. ‘I don’t want to sound rude, but how did you decide on the name of the business? I mean, Stud To Go. It sounds more like you’re offering takeaway pizza than male company.’


‘Blame my old partner, the one who founded the agency. He wanted something people would remember. And believe me, Ben, they certainly do.’


Edwin’s office was a brisk ten-minute walk from the café, on a stretch of the Singel just beyond the floating flower market, where tourists gawped at the mountains of tulip bulbs and exotic blooms in rainbow shades, or giggled over the tacky “grow-your-own cannabis” kits and the shop that sold Christmas decorations all year round.


Entering through a plain black wooden door, we climbed three thigh-achingly steep flights of stairs. Following Edwin into the agency, I was greeted by the sight of a woman in her early 40s, face studded with piercings and hair dyed a pink so vivid it must glow in the dark, deep in conversation on the phone.


‘So he’ll be at your hotel within the next hour, OK?’ Her voice had a low, husky rasp. I imagined she could make a fortune working on sex chat lines. ‘And I promise you won’t be disappointed. Robin is a real cutie, and he’s very willing to please ...’


Spotting my surprise that the woman was speaking in English, Edwin said, ‘A lot of our clients are English or American. You know what it’s like, alone in a strange city. For sure, there’s always porn available on the hotel TV channels, but sometimes you just want the real thing ...’


‘OK, Mr Peterson. Thanks for using Stud To Go.’ She put down the receiver. Before she could pick it up again to let the escort know all the details of his booking, Edwin stopped her.


‘Hey, Marliese, I’d like you to meet Ben. He’s going to be working for us. We’ve just come to sort out his details.’


‘Sure. Hi there, Ben.’ Her eyes twinkled with amusement as she sized me up. ‘So you’re the cute English student Edwin was looking for, hey?’


I wanted to tell her I wasn’t a student, and hadn’t been for a good four years now, but it seemed I was keeping her from her business. Edwin led me through into his office, opening a drawer and pulling out a one-page form.


‘OK, so I just need a few details from you, Ben. Full name, address, cell phone number, height, weight ...’


Once I’d given him the necessary information, he reached under his desk for an expensive-looking digital SLR camera. ‘Right. Give me a big smile ...’ Edwin fired off a couple of shots before continuing, ‘And now one of you without the shirt, please.’


I didn’t object, simply peeled my T-shirt off over my head, grateful for the fact my enforced leisure time had given me the opportunity to wander out to the Westerpark for a spot of sunbathing that had tanned my skin a light shade of honey. Though I wasn’t in bad shape, if – and this thought had my cock stiffening again – I was going to be stripping off in front of strangers on a regular basis, I should maybe start doing a few exercises to really tone up my biceps and abs.


Edwin simply murmured, ‘Nice,’ as he lined up his shot. I struck a pose that I hoped was relaxed but enticing. He seemed satisfied with the results, nodding with approval as he checked the image on the back of the camera.


‘Great. We’ll have you listed on the site by tomorrow, then the bookings will start flooding in, for sure.’


The process of signing up had all been painless enough, but one thing still nagged at me. ‘Why did Marliese call me a student just now?’ I asked, pulling my T-shirt back on.


‘Oh, we put all the guys who work for us into categories, mostly for the ease of clients browsing on our website for a home call. Twinks, jocks, black guys, exotic – and students, of course. It’s all part of the fantasy. Now, there are a couple of important things you have to know if you’re going to be working for us – we have a no tolerance policy on recreational drugs, and no penetration without a condom, even if the guy offers you more for bareback sex.’


I didn’t think I’d have a problem sticking to either of those rules. I said my goodbyes to Marliese as Edwin led me back out through the main office. He shook my hand, his grip firm and purposeful. ‘Thanks again for joining us, Ben. You won’t regret this, I promise.’


As I made my way back down to street level, I could only hope he was right.









Chapter Two


I would have thought my encounter with Edwin had all been some kind of dream, fuelled by my desperate search for work, if I hadn’t checked the Stud To Go website the following afternoon and seen myself listed, as promised, in the “student boys” section. Scrolling down the page, I decided I didn’t look out of place among the other escorts on offer, most of whom radiated a definite boy next door vibe. Robin, the guy who Marliese had been in the process of sending to a client when we’d walked into the office, had floppy blond hair, a silver barbell through his left nipple and an expression that suggested he liked nothing more than to be over some older man’s knee, pants pulled down for a bare-bottomed spanking. Gijs had a typically sharp-featured Dutch face and an appealing twinkle in his big brown eyes. Darryl, billed as an “Aussie surfer boy”, was all abs and attitude, and I was convinced he’d once come on to me on a Friday night in Homme, which appeared to be one of Edwin’s prime recruiting spots.
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