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a christmas tale By Philip Banks Art by Richard W. White



We'd all like to think that the holidays are a joyous time for celebration for everyone. Parties, gift giving and gift getting, cards from nearly forgotten acquaintances, it should all add up to the best time of the year. But for some of us, especially those who are alone, the holidays can be an invitation to serious depression. Certainly the danger is greatest for those who are suddenly and unexpectedly alone. A friend of ours, Philip Banks, lost his lover in an airplane crash last year. For the first time in over a decade Philip had to deal with Christmas and New Year's by himself. We thought you'd appreciate his story, except for those of you so narrow-minded that you'd find it sacrilegious.
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I had built my whole life around Bill. I suppose it was a mistake to allow myself to become so dependent on one person, but our relationship was a consuming one. We each enjoyed one another's company so very much that there didn't seem to be enough time to be apart, and there seemed to be very few people who were as worthwhile spending time with besides one another. It wasn't a question of snobbery, don't misunderstand me. We just never fell out of love with one another. When he died I was left with a large apartment and too many memories matched by too few friends. The ones I did have were thoughtful and kind, but I suppose there really is no way to salve the kind of pain I felt last Christmas. I dreaded the coming of the holidays. The emptiness of my life was underlined so often by the loneliness of the big double bed and the absence of the sounds of Bill puttering around the house that I couldn't imagine what it would be like to wake up Christmas morning without him. The dread day came. I survived. Barely. It was difficult. I tried to be cheerful as friends dropped by to leave off presents. But they only reminded me of the times I kept reaching for things to buy Bill in the department stores, only to remember that he was no longer here to receive them. Late in the night I finally decided I had to do something. The strangest thing is that Bill would never have wanted me to be sitting there alone on Christmas Day. I had always known that our monogamy was my choice. He never complained, but he had always been



clear that if I wanted to see other men I could. He kept reminding me that I was an attractive man, still young enough to catch passing glances as we walked down the street. He never minded. He always said it made him proud. And he hated to see me lonely or sad. He would always say that it was a waste of time and energy to be unhappy when there was so much to live for. I would shed a tear when I remembered the wonderful joy of living he had. It seemed so unfair that it should be doused at so early an age. My own need to live was hard to find. I am ashamed to admit that I thought about the possibility of ending it all; what was the use if Bill wasn't there? But his spirit made me keep on going. He had embedded some of his own driving force for pleasure in life in me. I realized late that Christmas night that I was being unfair to his memory by sitting at home alone and feeling sorry for myself. I turned in early and resolved to make some changes. It's riot easy to put yourself back out into the sexual marketplace after years of a singleperson relationship. But the night after Christmas 1 showered and dug out the closest thing to cruising clothes that I owned. I had worn-out jeans from gardening that had faded and shrunk to a tight tit. There were construction boots that I wore in the yard. And a whole batch of dirt-stained t-shlrts. I took a look at myself in the mirror—1 saw a not bad looking thirty-four year old man. The skin on my face was rugged from being outdoors and the clothes were sexy in a masculine way. I put on a heavy jacket and went to the car then drove to the city. Of course Bill and I would go to gay bars every once in a while. Not to cruise, but just to socialize. 1 was no stranger to the scene. But it was strange to be there for sexual reasons. I hadn't really had to pay attention to the games that the men play in bars for years. Now I saw the hungry animals as they circled one another like predators. I tried to fit into their mood. It didn't work. I just couldn't get into it. But it did turn me on. It had been months since I had had any sex except masturbation. I kept on thinking about the warmth of Bill's body next to mine in bed. I was nearly desperate for that feeling now. One thing that had changed in the bars was the advent of the back room. It was something I wasn't at all used to. But I was determined to get back into action. I entered the pitchblack arena and stood against a wall, aping the poses of the other hunters. Some stranger came up to me and put his hand on my crotch. I almost pushed him away; I couldn't even tell if he was attractive at all because of the darkness. But I restrained myself and was even able to spread my legs enough to give him more access. In the shortest time believable he had my cock out of my pants and was playing with my willful, hard prick. The whole exchange was weird. It was sex. There's no doubt about it. Certainly there wasn't after he went down on me and sucked on my deprived tool. But it didn't seem to matter. It was no better than masturbating at home. I came. It felt more like an obligation than a release. I mumbled some words of thanks and buttoned myself up. I left the silent sex partner on his knees in the backroom and walked back out front, quickly going up to the bar and ordering a very stiff drink to calm my nerves.



"Philip, I haven't seen you here before!" Dick, a friend of mine, greeted .me at the bar. A quick change of expression showed that he quickly saw what a faux pas he had made. He tried to regain his composure. I had experienced enough of my friends'' discomfort to be able to alleviate their embarrassment. It wasn't their fault that Bill was gone. I had no need for them to feel guilty about saying the wrong thing. As we talked I realized that Dick, who was a sexually aggressive and successful bar person was just the person I needed to talk to. While he had plenty of experience in places like this he also certainly had compassion and an ability to listen to people who needed to talk. I poured it all out to him: about the loneliness and the dissatisfaction with just plain cruising. What was I going to do? Who was going to be next on my list? Quite frankly, I needed another Bill. It was just what he would have wanted. How could I go about finding another mate? Dick took my questions and my insecurities very seriously. "First of all, stop looking for another Bill, that person just doesn't exist. You can't do that to anyone: Try to make them over in the image of a man that you once knew. I don't mean to be harsh, but you have to stop trying to force people into that mold." The words stung, but I sensed their accuracy.



.



Dick continued, "Second thing is realize how out of practice you are. You haven't had sex with anyone else in years. I don't think it's fair for you to use these guys as experiments." "But what can I do then?" I pleaded. He thought for a few minutes. "Philip, what you need are sexual experiences that have some feeling to them. When you've gotten back to the place where you can enjoy another man physically, without dealing with all the romantic bullshit of a bar, then you'll be able to go on to explore with another man at a lover's level. But first you have to get back into men."I silently repeated my question. He swallowed. "I think you should hire some hustlers. They're good at what they do. They're not assholes. You can afford it. They don't create false pressures or ask for false promises or give false hopes. It'd do you a world of good." Of course, I was stunned. We talked more about his idea. I rejected it vehemently at first, but began to hear some of the logic that underlined his proposition. My own adamancy softened. As soon as he sensed that, Dick began to talk about the practical considerations: How you find men who are for sale. He knew I wouldn't want a street hustler or any sleazy number that would be hanging out in the bus station. But there were men who were available through escort services.



"Just think of it as buying yourself a Christmas present," Dick said. "I knew Bill well enough to know he'd have loved it!" The next day, especially after I remembered the totally unsatisfactory encounter in the backroom, I decided to take Dick's advice. I called one of the numbers he had given me and arranged for "Sal" to visit that night. I spent more time getting ready for Sal than I had ever spent preparing for a night with Bill. I was convinced he'd find me unattractive and that I'd be humiliated by his performing for me. I was also convinced he'd be too young, too crass, too pimply faced, too...everything bad. When the doorbell rang I was torn apart by my opposing feelings: wanting to rush to the door and wanting to make believe I hadn't heard it. Finally I went and answered his third ring. When I opened the door I found an extraordinarily handsome 25-year-old standing there with the smile of an angel on his clean-shaven face. "Hi." I muttered some greeting and invited him in. I went through some inane monologue asking if he wanted a drink but also saying I didn't know if he minded socializing. He didn't at all. We talked for over an hour. I found myself opening up to him more than I had to anyone else since Bill's death. I suppose it was knowing that he and I were going to share the final intimacy of sex in a very short while. I never had to feel like an asshole. Sal gave me back just as much intimacy. We talked about his hustling. He had been down and out between jobs and needed money badly. After he had "turned his first trick" as he put it in a not too gentle choice of words, he had discovered that it wasn't the worst thing in the world. He had kept on going. He liked meeting so many men. "You'd be amazed at the guys who hire us," he announced with an innocent pride. Within a short while we were in my bedroom. Bill had always been gentle and loving with me, but even I had to admit that Sal had taken the whole thing to a new level of expertise. His love-making was as skilled as the work of a fine craftsman. His hands, lips and always hard cock explored parts of my body with a loving delicate touch that sent waves of heat through my flesh. Finally he fucked my unused hole with his enormous Italian prick with long, deep, but always gentle strokes that fueled my flames as though my body were a fire. I came with a violence that I had forgotten, sending throbs of cum into the space between our stomachs, gluing our body hair together. Afterwards, over a cigarette, Sal made a good suggestion. It saddened me a little, but he had a kind of knowledge I had never experienced and I took him seriously. "Of course, I'd be happy to come back to see you. But your friend was right, you need to learn how to play the field again. Look, I'll tell you names of the best guys available. Take them all. I'll come back if you want. But see the rest first."



I spent the next ten days calling the numbers Sal gave me. With each of the men I found a new plane of sexual attraction that I hadn't experienced. There was Frank whose black leather betrayed a rough masculinity only barely tempered with affection. He made me more aware of each part of my body than I had ever been before. His roughly gloved hands roamed over my skin with an audacious freedom that left me feeling raped, abused, and appreciated. George was young. Far younger than I. Far more smoothly skinned than anyone I had ever touched. So young I was frightened to ask his real age. I was scared to know the truth about that. I felt my maturity when I was with him; it was almost more as though I were his parent than a lover. And Tony, the struggling artist whose deep sensibilities were hidden behind a street punk's facade. Mike, a sailor on leave. And... After my orgy of hustlers, each one exciting in so many different ways, I went back to the bar. Dick was standing in the same place I had left him. He smirked, "You don't have to say a word, I can tell you took my advice." "How?" I wondered. "You look more in control, more self-assured. That's all. It's as though you regained your self-esteem. You had forgotten that Bill wasn't necessary to make you a complete person. The hustlers re-taught you that." "My only question," I replied, "is what am I going to do with it. I have had a good time. But a couple weeks of paying for it is enough. Now I'm back where I started, looking for a man." "Yeah, but now you're looking for a man, not looking for Bill," Dick replied. "So where do I begin?" He smiled softly at me. An arm came around my shoulder. "Why don't you start right here?" he asked as his mouth came over mine and kissed me warmly. I don't expect to be lonesome next Christmas. Not at all. *
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See the lady. Look into the lighthouse. See the lady. Look into the sea. I see you watching from your tower. See you looking to the dawn. I'll keep waiting for the ...
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Safeguard the helpless o Remain courageous and courteous in every situation (Etiquette) o Recognise and respect his enemies (Heraldry) o Ride a horse (Ride) ...
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Good looking as hell. Even his scars I would dream about peeling off and chewing on like red vines. He was strong, you'd be crazy to fuck with him; he did a year.
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