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  Preface

  Free from desire, you realize the mystery

  Caught in desire, you only see the manifestations.

  —Lao Tsu

  Back in October 2006, on board Singapore Airlines flight SQ2 bound for San Francisco, I read Kate Holden’s astonishing memoir, In My Skin, about her life as a heroin-addicted prostitute in her hometown of Melbourne, Australia.

  She had begun by hailing cars on the streets of St Kilda and then graduated to more upscale escorting before deciding that her smack habit was detrimental to, well, pretty much everything. With her personal survival at stake, she cleaned up and finally wrote her amazing book, in the process winning the Judy Duffy Award for literary excellence. One particular passage summed up my own thoughts as I was preparing to write this one, the much-requested sequel to Invisible Trade: High-Class Sex for Sale in Singapore, published in 2004.

  My intention was to uncover aspects of the sex industry not previously dealt with in that book and her words excited me, rather appropriately, like a drug rush.

  At times I was disconcerted by the aggression of sex: a friendly man’s face distorted by the ferocity of pleasure; the greedy ruthlessness of sexual momentum. It could still frighten me, beneath everything. People became strangers, and I could do nothing but cling to arms and ribs and hips as the face above me darkened with blood and I understood that I could only rush up to meet this force, or be battered by it. It was easier to mock the fervor of lust than to admit its fearful power. And I reminded myself that I was the one sought; it was I who was in control. These men, I thought, were diminished by their need.

  There were men who cloaked their nervousness in disdain, and men who hid their disdain with charm. I enjoyed the game of guessing what each man would be like, and being confounded so often . . . “You’re too good to be here,” they still murmured to me. Just as they had in the cars of St Kilda.

  “So are you,” I’d say, but I’d take their hands and kiss their mouths to make sure they’d keep coming back.

  Here then, in the pages that follow, are more true stories coated with eerily similar disdain and charm. I sought to unravel and demystify two key areas: the secretive “double lives” led by these girls and the reasons why some men habitually need to spend money for sex. Both involve addiction to a degree, and both are fled by deep existential forces fraught with anger and pain, often disguised as carnal longing.

  There’s the girl who works at a public relations agency by day and moonlights as an escort by night, with neither her office colleagues nor her parents nor (even more amazingly) her boyfriend knowing. There’s the girl who married her much older client, a wealthy Caucasian expatriate who spends little time in Singapore, a perfect situation that enabled her to continue escorting without his knowledge (well, perfect that is, until he found out). There’s the karaoke-bar mamasan who deals in wild and wanton girls from mainland China, and the American male escort who gets paid by visiting Shanghai socialites for his companionship both in and out of their hotel bedrooms.

  There’s the university student who freelances as a bondage model, paid to struggle and squirm while rope-tied as her client watches her and masturbates. Why do men pay for this? Ask the Australian gentleman with a penchant for Filipinas, who cruises the basement bars of a well-known Singapore hotel. And the Englishman who went on a self-professed “sex bender” in the Singapore red-light district of Geylang following his own divorce. And the self-proclaimed diehard sex tourist from Los Angeles who came to Southeast Asia to sample its professional paragons of feminine perfection, finally facing his nemesis among the nightbirds of Singapore.

  All this and more, folks, in the hope that these disparate views will help to enrich our collective understanding of an industry that remains, for good reason, the world’s oldest and most mystifying.

  As with the previous book, this is not a work of fiction, though names and nationalities (and, upon specific request, even locations) were changed in order to protect my interviewees’ privacy. And, once again, nothing in this book is written to dissuade anyone, whether escort or client, from their chosen lifestyle.

  Gerrie Lim

  Singapore


  PART ONE

  Sirens with Secrets


  

  

  An Almost Imaginary Life

  She loves the sound of her chosen name, she says, and didn’t know until much later that it means “illusion.” But it’s so very fitting, of course, since that’s exactly her job description.

  Maya laughs. She’s proud to be a high priestess of illusion and even came up with a running joke in honor of her name: By day, she works in public relations but by night she works in, misspelling intended, pubic relations.

  On one occasion, however, the joke was literally on her instead. “One guy wanted me to shave in front of him, to shave my pubic hair,” she recalls, “and yes, I did it. Some guys like girls shaved and others don’t like that, so I don’t know, it’s hard to accommodate everyone. Some like me bare, some like me with a lot of hair.

  “Some hair down there looks more natural, doesn’t it? I think so. Anyway, this guy wanted me bare and paid me an extra S$50. It was my first time actually doing that. I should have asked him for more!”

  Pubic relations, what kind of work was that for a sweet girl like her? Well, she could quit her day job if she wanted to, from the rave reviews she’s received from her customers, not to mention the somewhat disproportionate income gap that results from such adoration. Hot damn, surely she must be good! Why else would so many of these guys keep calling to book her again?

  Moonlighting for Maya, it seems, has really become a way of life. At the escort agency where she works four nights a week, she brings in the most repeat business of any of the girls. Clients have whisked her away to New York and Hong Kong and several places in Australia, and she even enjoyed an island retreat off the coast of West Malaysia with a famous Hollywood movie star. She remembers digging her nails into his back, and wondering if those marks would ever show up on-screen.

  Back in Singapore, she’s her agency boss’s numero uno go-to girl for the big overnight jobs, where she stays with a client in his hotel suite till the next morning. She has, at any given time, between twenty to thirty “regulars” and she estimates she’s had sex with at least a hundred guys. The exact number eludes her since she doesn’t keep track anymore, because she’s lost count. Just like the number of taxis ferrying her across Singapore, and the many hotel suites she’s slept in.

  “Well, being an escort is about pleasing people, so it is a form of public relations,” she quips. Her daylight hours are spent at a small firm specializing in banking and technology. “My title is public relations consultant. I do research for presentations and I’m still a junior executive so I’m still learning. I started out as a part-time receptionist, as an intern while I was still in school, and then got a full-time job after I finished my diploma in mass communications.”

  The job, she knows, affords the perfect cover for her. “Naturally, I’m a friendly person, but my escort job has taught me to go one step higher. And when I’m not working, I do see my friends and some of them now ask me, ‘What do you do? What are you working as?’ I tell them I work in P.R. I’m on Friendster and I have my pictures on there and I go overseas all the time so when they check the site, they notice that I go overseas a lot and that’s why they ask me what I do. A lot of these people are very kaypoh—such busybodies! I tell them I have to go overseas for travel, for my public relations work. Even my mother was asking me about it. But she doesn’t anymore, not since I moved out of the house to live with my boyfriend.”

  Her boyfriend?!! Talk about leading a double life.

  Indeed, while everyone knows about her respectable day job, nobody knows what she does after she leaves the office. Not her office colleagues, not her parents and definitely not her boyfriend. She even started escorting two months after she started dating him, and she gets away with it simply because they don’t actually live together—he sleeps over at her condo only two or three nights a week and that’s exactly how she likes it. Any more would seriously cramp her lifestyle.

  And all this deft, illusory sleight-of-time is enhanced by the fact that she is a young Singaporean Muslim woman who actually grew up in Geylang Serai. Her father is of Indonesian descent, his ancestors hailing from Bandung, a town southeast of Jakarta, and her mother is pure Singapore Malay. The paradox is not at all lost on her.

  “Of course, they don’t know,” she whispers, looking down, almost ashamed. “What would they say if they ever found out? Oh, they wouldn’t say anything. They’d kill me. That’s all, they’d just kill me!”

  And so she must ensure that nobody ever finds out. Her cellphone is on silent mode most of the time and she’s constantly checking to see who’s calling. She admits to hitting a low point at the end of 2007. The day job was starting to bore her and she knew she would have to find something else to do, to prepare for the day when she will eventually leave the escort line. It’s not enough to work hard, as they say, you have to work smart. At age twenty-four, she’s still blessed with striking good looks—lustrous dark brown hair, a caramel complexion and a face that by itself could (and did) launch a hundred erections—and she was proud of her assets. But nobody, in truth, would want an escort over thirty. Those women either become mamasans at KTV bars or run escort agencies themselves. Most of them leave the business altogether.

  Maya says she would wake up sometimes feeling . . . well, she wasn’t sure what it was. Empty? Lonely? She can’t find the right word. So she applied for a new job, in a different line of work, to try escaping her sudden blue funk.

  She didn’t get past the first interview.

  “I was the only shortlisted candidate but I turned down the offer,” she recalls. “The pay was peanuts and the role was a huge step-down from what I’ve been doing.” She sighs. She’d just received a call to go back to London, to meet with one of her regular clients there. All expenses paid including the flight and the hotel, and she would make several times what she was already making at the public relations firm, so how was it ever possible to leave?

  “Aside from the money, I get sex,” she says, “and I do have nice clients who buy me gifts and they have really helped me, they have helped me to work on my self-confidence. Slowly, they have actually helped me to build up my self-esteem.”

  She is no longer the deeply shy Malay girl she once was, but now that she’s achieved what she set out to do, she can’t seem to shake off whatever it was that first propelled her. It is almost as if she is hooked on a drug of some sort, like she needs the adrenaline—the high she gets from all the mystery and all the secrecy of her glamorous double life. The biggest rush, she admits, stems from the obvious fact that, clearly, she hasn’t yet been caught. She is playing a cloak-and-dagger game, with an imaginable adversary, in an almost imaginary life.

  “I like the risk involved,” she says, nodding affirmatively and resolutely. “If you ask me what is my biggest risk in life, I would say this is the biggest risk, my being a working girl. I know what men like and I know what I provide. I’m a C-cup, I’m a 34-C, and I’m 157 meters tall, which is about five foot three, and I guess I’m what men all want. I did think about breast enlargement at one point but I got feedback from some of my clients, and they all said it was better that I stay natural. They all said I look perfect.”

  That, and perhaps also her being a third-generation Singaporean Muslim, which might be a turn-on for some of them? “Maybe so,” she shrugs. “I don’t know.” A few of them, she discloses, have taken her out on the town purely for her company, to be seen at receptions and dinners with her. She doesn’t mind serving as an adornment, since she gets at least S$300 for those gigs, where she merely has to look companionable, with no sexual acts solicited. “Sometimes, I’ll twist them for more, especially if they are bankers or work for big companies!” she squeals. “I can see from where they live, where they stay, and all that. Often, the amount of my tip depends on their background and, from that, I can tell whether they’re a good catch or not.

  “And we have to catch them—I mean, really, that’s what we do! And they all tip well. I make sure of that!”

  Perhaps she has gotten way too good at it now. This wasn’t where she thought she’d be back in April 2003, when she started out escorting while working as a receptionist. Pressed for cash, she decided to take the plunge by calling the escort agencies in the phone book.

  “Yes, the Yellow Pages, I’m serious!” she says. There are, after all, eighteen pages of escort ads in the 2007/2008 Singapore Yellow Pages, starting with a lavish full-page color spread offering “discreet passion” and “fun-filled entertainment with our specially selected charming executive escorts.” She liked the one that said it could provide “the ultimate feminine companionship” and was seeking girls looking for “a dynamic lifestyle and high income.” That last part sold her on them, and she called.

  “That’s the agency where I work now,” she reveals, “they interviewed me and I’ve been with them ever since. That was my first experience, as well—I had no connections back then, I had never even worked as a hostess or anything! But I do have a strong sex drive—I think on a scale of one to ten I would probably be an eight.”

  Only eight? How modest. “Well, I don’t know, I mean, if I were to say ten, I would make myself out to be like a whore. That’s why I say eight. People always have the wrong idea about us, anyway. They have this whole taboo idea, that we are to be seen as whores. Well, I think sometimes we may not be, and sometimes we can be. Escorting and prostitution, I would say they’re almost alike. Except that in escorting we are more like companions. We offer companionship for the clients, while a prostitute just satisfies their sexual needs. Sometimes, these clients just want companionship, that’s all.”

  Such was the case, in fact, with her very first client back in 2003—a wealthy American who was kind and compassionate and felt badly for her after learning it was her first-ever night on the job.

  They spent three hours together, just talking. “It was my first time and I wasn’t ready for it, and he was pretty okay with it,” she remembers. “I actually didn’t have sex at all with anyone for the first few times I went out on a job. I waited till I could see a better picture of it. There was fear, of course, definitely. The fear that something might go wrong, because he was a stranger, he was somebody I did not know. That, and the fear for my health. And then you have to have some kind of chemistry with the client. It all starts from there, naturally.

  “After a few times, I decided to go for it. That was in 2003 and I can say now that the majority of clients I have been with are mostly respectable people. We have a clean image, actually, so I’ve never had problems with health or harassment. Not even once. The guys have all been respectful, even when they might have some fetishes, some fantasies.”

  Fantasies? “Yeah, you know, whatever I can do for them and all that,” she says. “These guys all have different wants, different expectations, and we have to be there for them. You have to role-play and all that, and I do have clients who ask for those. Basically, you try to find guys who will treat you very well, you know, who will buy you dinner and have a good time with you. In the beginning, I tried to draw a boundary between my personal life and my client relationships, but after a while I took them like they were my friends and so you just go along with it.”

  Such humility, or was she understating the facts? Maya, as the escort grapevine has it, is “different” from the other girls because she apparently has ways to charm a man that most of them don’t have. Mostly, she knows how to make them come back for more. She has the chops to hook a guy, by doing whatever it takes, and some of the other girls were apoplectic when they heard she is known to moan very, very loudly during sex—because this usually means you are exceptionally good at faking orgasms—and they’d also heard from clients that she was willing to give bareback blowjobs if the price was right. Sucking a stranger’s cock sans condom, if he agrees to meet her “extra services” fee, might well seem gross to some of the other girls, but in truth it is serious professionalism at work. That is what a true sex worker does and Maya always delivers the goods. “With about seventy percent of my clients, I do it with a condom and the rest of them without, but only if they pay extra. Usually about S$200.”

  It also means you have to, almost literally, put up with shit. One of her clients got on top of her and, midway through his huffing and puffing, actually farted. “It was pretty smelly too,” she laughs. “I was so embarrassed! I also had one Japanese guy who spanked me, very hard, and then he wanted me to swallow his saliva and swallow his cum. I got him to come in my mouth but I didn’t swallow it. I don’t like the taste! I usually let the guys ejaculate, like, around here.” She mimics with her mouth closed, and points to her cheek and lower jaw. “That Japanese guy, though, also wanted me to drink his pee. I didn’t, I refused to, that’s really where I draw the line.”

  Yes, escorts, like anyone, have their own sexual parameters. “I’ve heard of a girl walking her client around on a leash, with a dog collar around his neck, weird stuff like that,” Maya giggles. “I’m lucky to have gotten away with just spanking and sex!”

  She almost didn’t get away with guys falling in love with her—that single, inevitable occupational hazard that all escorts dread. “I’ve had that happen with three of my clients,” she recalls. “One of them even asked me if I could move to be with him and wrote me love letters and all that. But he’s married and I told him that it would be better if we stayed the way we are. Because he’s married already, so this way he can keep his family and I can keep my job and we live our separate lives. And when he comes to Singapore, we can meet somewhere, which is what we do. I think a lot of married men use escorts, that’s a fact. They want something different. It’s not that they’re bored in their marriage. They still love being married. But I think maybe they just want something different. If he’s American and his wife is American, he tends to want me because he wants to try an Asian girl. Like we say in Malay, you cannot eat nasi lemak all the time, right?”

  She laughs maniacally when told she is “exotic.” That’s happened one too many times, and she’s over it. “Do I feel exotic? Sometimes,” she says. “Well, I have a job to do and I make sure I accomplish my mission—it’s actually that simple. We are here to accomplish what we are here for. I’m very service-oriented and I make them feel like they’re being entertained, as much as possible.”

  Perhaps it’s easy enough to say that when the biggest perks of the job include a lot of travel, always at someone else’s expense. In the past year, Maya has been to Hong Kong, Japan, Australia, Germany, and the United States. “I went to New York for a night job,” she recalls. “A client booked me to go there. He paid for my flight and my hotel and I went there and he met me there, he picked me up.”

  She stayed at The Drake (now Swissotel The Drake, at 440 Park Avenue and East 56th Street) and calls it “the best experience of my life.” The client was a rich Japanese businessman. “Not the spanking guy, another one. He had to meet a few of his other clients there so he needed me to accompany him. New York is really big. And you get to spend the entire day with the client. So I had to be with him 24/7, unless he had to go for a meeting. When that happens, he goes for his meeting and gives me shopping money, and I go out shopping. That’s when you feel your secret life is worth it. Certainly in that case it was, because he paid me quite well.

  “Australia was also interesting. I was there for a week, in Sydney and the Gold Coast. I traveled with the same guy, as his companion for both places, back and forth. It was my first time there and I quite liked it even though it was winter and quite cold. This was a couple of years back. My latest overseas trip was to Hong Kong, again in winter—just this past February. He’s Australian, actually he’s Australian Chinese, and he goes to Hong Kong on business. I stayed at the Marco Polo, in Kowloon. Unfortunately, I couldn’t shop as much there. I wish I could have. The only shopping area was the one by the harbour. I didn’t know where to go. Basically, we have to follow their arrangements. If they want us to stay with them the whole trip, then we have no choice. That time, he left me alone because he had his own room. It’s actually quite unusual for me to have my own room on these trips. I prefer this kind of arrangement, though, because I have my own privacy.”

  The oddest consequence of her secret life, Maya says, was realizing how it was impacting her own personal relationship. Things with her boyfriend began to get strange, for reasons she hadn’t expected. She began to demand more from him sexually, and also found herself needing more attention from him. “Because I give so much attention to my clients, so I need attention myself when I’m at home. You keep giving and giving and not receiving. I didn’t expect him to buy me presents like my clients. What I really needed was nothing material, but rather attention and time.”

  They’d been together four years and were starting to hit a wall. “We’re still working at it,” she now reports, somewhat ruefully. “People think it’s really weird that we’re still together. You know, the fact is I was actually with him for two months when I started doing this, and he still doesn’t know! That one amazes me, too.”

  One thing’s for sure, though—he’ll never understand how escort work has actually helped her with a lot of personal issues, including gaining self-confidence with her appearance.

  “After you get by in this escort business, you learn how to personally groom yourself,” she explains. “When I first started, I was all outrageous— even my bra was not matching!—and after a while, I learned to do some personal self-grooming on my hair, everything, top to toe. It’s a must for a girl in this business to learn how to wear dresses well. Not that I was just wearing jeans at that time. When I started, I was wearing skirts and tops, but I was not really well groomed at that time. It’s very important, actually, because it’s the first impression that counts, the first thing the clients see.” So when they all call back and she racks up the most repeat business at her agency, does she feel like she’s become the equivalent of a rock star in her trade? “Yeah, I really do. It’s an honor for me. But I try to keep a low profile. This business is very competitive. I am a bit modest. I don’t want people to think I’m the greatest or I’m the best and then what if you don’t meet their expectations? I like to be modest, and it’s up to them to judge how I am. Whether I really am more special than the other girls, well, I don’t know. Maybe that’s a question the clients can answer. I have no idea.”

  She says that with the slightest hint of a smirk, like an imp up to some mischief again. “The issue of choice is important, I think. There’s a difference between what I do and what the girls at Orchard Towers do, getting guys there to pay them S$250 for long-time. Most of the girls there could never be escorts, since they don’t speak much English. I have a client who used to go there, he told me he gets tired of the same old conversations. You know, like, ‘Oh, I like you, you so hansum man! I love you long time, love you only one!’

  “But do I see myself as one step higher than these girls? Maybe. In a sense. Slightly. Does it make me feel proud of what I do? Again, yes. But slightly.” She shrugs. That one’s just so hard to explain. A whore anywhere is still a whore, but there are whores and there are whores. Just don’t ever call her one. Because Maya is different, if only because she’s been elevating her game to an art form, with social and sexual skills required of the sex industry’s upper echelons. There are even historical precedents for this. Back in the days of ancient Greece, a woman’s place was in the kitchen and at home, and the only women allowed to walk unaccompanied in public were actresses, musicians, and courtesans. The fact that she’s a modern courtesan really does count for something, she says, and if some of the girls express envy at her jet-set lifestyle, well, that’s their problem.

  For there’s a high price she pays to maintain the intricate web of secrecy that she has so elaborately spun. That’s not something she expects anyone to understand. She looks pensive, and frowns a bit before speaking. “Back when I started, I remember being so nervous. For the first few bookings, to be honest, I was very nervous. I really was. Very nervous. I didn’t know what to say and all that. But after a few drinks and so on, I overcame my nervousness. It took a while until I was comfortable and I got over the fear of doing this kind of thing. Now I have all kinds of clients and it doesn’t bother me one bit. I’ve had sex with Caucasians, Indians, Malays, Indonesians, guys from all parts of the world. There’s no better or worse—some are better, some are not. Some Indians are good and some white guys are not, and some white guys are good and some Indians are not. Some Koreans can be violent and the Japanese, too, they are very kinky and very rough. But I rarely get them because most Japanese clients prefer Chinese and Japanese girls.

  “You meet people from all sorts of backgrounds and you share experiences. You have to be confident if you want to be in this line of work. Because if you go dining with them, you have to engage in intellectual conversations. I have encountered some boring clients, too, where most of the time I do all the talking. Most of these people are politicians. They tend to be very quiet. They don’t talk a lot. They try to be discreet, because they know they’re in the public eye.”

  Are these guys from other countries, or are any of them local Singapore politicians? She doesn’t answer and merely smiles.

  “I’ll say one thing—sometimes I do get tired of having sex,” she laughs, “and I also get tired of pleasing people all the time. That’s why for a lot of us girls, things often don’t work out in our personal lives and our relationships get wrecked. My boyfriend and I fight a lot because I have higher expectations of him now. A lot of the emotional energy that goes into what I do, that’s really the hardest part of this job. The sex is easy.

  “It can become so impersonal, when you know it’s just a short-time thing and I have felt regret before, especially if the client is cute and he gives me a lot of attention and money. I had one client like that. He was really, really good too, I mean we were rocking the bed and sweating, really sweating! There have been days when I’ve really wished I could swap my boyfriend for such a man.”
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