
Safety  Concerns for  Male Sex Workers After  the Closure o f  Rentboy. com 
 
I’ll f*****g cut yo (sic) knee caps off... 
 
Those words began the first text message Bryan Knight, a gay sex worker, received earlier 
this month from a potential client. He warned the anonymous man that his words were 
inappropriate. The response: Another explicit and violent text. 
 
Danger is undeniably present in sex work and one that is not new to the business. But until 
recently, there was one site that helped considerably limit risky encounters for their 10,500 
registered advertisers: Rentboy.com. 
 
Designed for gay male escorts to meet those interested in purchasing their services, the site 
positioned itself as a platform for casual encounters, not a host for prostitution. 
 
On August 25, agents from the Department of Homeland Security—who did not return a 
request for comment for this article—raided the site’s Union Square headquarters and 
arrested seven current and former executives who were charged with “conspiracy to violate 
the Travel Act.” They also seized servers and shut down all operations. 
 
The men who advertised on the site were “selling their time only,” Michael Sean Belman, 
Rentboy marketing director, was quoted saying in the official federal complaint. 
 
Homeland Security disagreed. 
 
Knight, 30—the recipient of the violent text messages—advertised on Rentboy.com until 
the abrupt closure this summer. For him, the impact was immediate. 
 
He describes himself as a professional “pleasure consultant” and has been involved in the 
industry for eight years. 
 
Over the past two years, Knight saw the introduction of conversations and programs 
facilitated by Rentboy concerning sexual, physical and mental health. They directed their 
advertisers in need to counseling and STD testing. 
 
For both Knight and others like him, it’s not just the services Homeland Security was 
concerned with that are gone, it these resources and outlets too. 
 
“It’s pushed people underground to a world where there are a lot of safety risks,” said 
Michael Czaczkes, 28, a board member and the former president of the LGBT political 
organization, Lambda Independent Democrats of Brooklyn. “People are still doing it. They 
just aren’t doing it safely.” 
 
On Rentboy.com, professionals provided a name, photos, a few defining details (like sexual 
interests and bodily features), price and a method of contact all on their profiles. But it was 
up to the johns—those seeking the services—to make contact outside the site. 
 



Rentboy offered a screening process for both workers and johns. The Homeland Security 
complaint noted site administrators screened each “photo, phone number, and credit card 
number to confirm validity.” 
 
In the site’s absence, some men have turned back to established sites not specifically 
intended for sex work. Craigslist, Grindr and Adam4Adam—none of whom returned a 
request for comment—are some of the popular destinations, but these outlets don’t offer 
the same protection and have some history with violence. 
 
In October 2006, Michael Sandy, 29, was killed in Sheepshead Bay by a man he met through 
Adam4Adam. Brian Betts, a Maryland middle school principal, was murdered in April 2010 
by a contact he made through the same site. In November 2013, an Ann Arbor man, 71, was 
murdered by a 20-year-old who he met through Grindr. And just this past February, David 
Messerschmitt, 30, was murdered in a D.C. hotel room after soliciting gay sex through a 
Craigslist posting. 
 
Yet, to some, there is appeal in these less official channels even knowing the possible danger. 
 
“It’s hard to track you,” said Max, 24, an otherwise employed college-educated professional. 
“I don’t want to have a profile showing I’m a sex worker available online.” 
 
But the benefits of anonymity don’t always curb his fears of using sites like Craigslist, which 
he says is his main source of sex work. “I wish there was a safer outlet. Now, you just have 
to do this dance in the shadows never knowing who is on the other end.” 
 
Even with Homeland Security’s successful shuttering of Rentboy.com, it is clear sex work is 
in no danger of disappearing. 
 
“We can only hope for the best and prepare for the worst,” said Knight. “But it hasn’t 
stopped me from working.” 
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