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A New Finish Line

By AF Henley


Chapter 1

Since the beginning of time, there has always
been that one guy in every group. The guy that no matter what
amount of luck he happens into, he manages to fuck it up royally.
The guy that could fall into a pile of crap, rise with a handful of
gold, and somehow manage to lose it all on his way home.

That’s me.

Now, don’t get me wrong, I’m not looking for
pity here. I’m just trying to make it clear that I know, and
that I’ve known for a long time.

For example, back in high school, I was the
king of hockey. Even with my second-hand skates and hand-me-down
equipment I still managed to pull off an amazing points average. I
even got offered a scholarship. Which I needed because my parents
were as poor as dirt. That’s an exaggeration, but the truth of it,
they were as poor as any single-income, middle-school dropout
family was. I could argue both sides of the shoulds and coulds of a
family supporting post-secondary education for their kids, but
that’s not what this is about. The real point is, a smart person
would have worked their ass off to keep said scholarship, right?
They would figure out that something like a scholarship could be
the big turnaround for a poor city kid, right?

Wrong.

Instead, I got together with a bunch of guys
from the team, played a prank on a neighboring school’s team that,
of course, went horribly wrong and resulted in the untimely death
of their mascot, Chu-Chu. He was a rat. And I never meant for him
to get hurt. But stupid things happen when a bunch of teenagers
think it’s cool to be stupid. We were caught, we were punished, the
college found out and bye-bye scholarship. So, goodbye college and
see-you-later chance at a better life. It’s not that I don’t
love being a mechanic. I just think hockey superstar might
have been a little nicer.

My self-destruction didn’t start there, and
by no means did it stop there. Parents, teachers, friends; they’ve
all been dumbfounded victims of it somewhere along the way, at one
time or another. The lesson, so to speak, may not have fallen on
deaf ears, but it was not learned. So far, I’m hanging the worst
thing ever award on a picture of my last boyfriend. Lover?
Partner? Hell, half the time I don’t even know the right word to
use. We lived together; we loved each other. At least, I think he
loved me. I know that I loved him.

No, I take that back. I’m being dramatic. I
know he loved me. I could tell by the way he looked at me. By the
way he would always forgive me no matter what I did, no matter how
big the screw up was. I don’t know how many times I overheard him
defending me to our friends. A hundred? A million? Let’s just say I
gave the man a lot of opportunities. But if you try hard enough you
can always find that one thing, that straw that breaks the camel’s
back. And one thing you can say about me, I’ve never been a
quitter.

I managed to stay with the woman I’d started
seeing on the side for all of two and a half weeks after Rory and I
broke up. I met her at work, and she was nice. She made me feel
important and sexy, as a new romance tends to do. In my defense, I
did tell her I was bisexual. In her defense, she had no idea we
were cheating because she thought Rory was just a roommate. My
faults were twofold—one, keeping Rory a secret, and two, cheating
on him. Her fault was thinking that “bi” sounded sexy until she
found out I actually fucked men. She ran like the wind, basing it
off things like “liar,” and “player,” but none of those words
landed on her tongue until she found out Rory and I were bona fide
lovers. Literally, she made me admit we were in a relationship,
admit that we had sex, on a regular basis even, and then walked out
the door saying that she, “couldn’t do this.” I leave that for
people to make of it what they will. As for the affair itself, part
of me wants to believe I was itchy for a change. The other part of
me is pretty sure I was just setting myself up for another big old
round of Gabe-crushing.

That’s me by the way. Gabe. Officially, it’s
Gabriel Devries, but don’t call me Gabriel. Don’t ever. Call me.
Gabriel.

Anyways, thirteen days after I’d been kicked
out of the house that I shared with him in Sunridge, I was kicked
out of the townhouse I was crashing in with her. Now I live one
town over, as it’s big enough to actually have things like
apartment buildings and public transportation, in this one-bedroom,
three-room apartment that smells like century-old cigarettes and
lingering cat piss. Only the best for me.

Okay, maybe I’m looking for a little bit of
pity.

So, that’s where I started, and where this
started, and with all that out of the way, I can move into the
telling of the story.

It was into the second month of being at the
new place and I was doing what I did every night after I’d got home
from work, but it was still too early to crawl into bed—popping the
top off another beer and eating a sandwich for dinner. Missing the
nice house and the hot dinners and the freedom of the car, but
mostly I was missing him. I really fucking missed
him.

I heard a knock at the door and was teetering
between the hope that it would be Rory begging me to come back (he
wouldn’t have to beg hard, or really, at all) and the annoyance
that it was anyone but. I squashed the hope before it could get
carried away and replant itself for real and butted out my smoke.
Lovely habit, no? I’d been clean of it for a while but had picked
it up again about a week after I moved into my new abode. Now, I
was stuck back to it like mouse paws on a glue trap. I took my beer
with me, so I’d have something to hold on to while I dealt with
whoever felt the need to bother me and save both of us the
possibility of doing anything else with my hands, and I answered
the door. Normally, I would have been at the very least amused with
who I found standing there, but I could see by the look on his face
that the story of how I got here had already made its way to the
city, or he’d been to Rory’s first. And he wasn’t impressed.

“Jeff,” I said, trying a drawl that came out
a little too strong on the side of slur. “What brings you all the
way out here?”

“Cheating, Gabe?” His eyebrows were knit into
a nasty mess of a frown. “You were cheating on him with a
woman?”

I pointed with the bottle. “First of all, Mr.
Holier Than Thou, we all know that I’m bisexual. So, if we could
all stop throwing around that woman word like it is
shocking, I would appreciate it. Bi-erasure is so fucking 2010,
okay?” He didn’t say anything. Why would he? How was that the point
of anything?

“Second,” I continued, “I’ll have you know
that he was cheating on me, too. With a child.”

Jeff rolled his eyes and pushed past me. “Un
hunh. And I’ll have you know that I’ve met Danny. He is no child. I
can’t believe you guys didn’t say anything!”

That was a fair statement. After all, Jeff
has been my friend since junior high. How the past
almost-two-decades-of friendship happened, I’m still not sure. We
are nothing alike. He’s got his doctor-something-or-other and I
scraped through my apprenticeship. Back in high school while I
rocked the ice with my stick and my fists, he did figure skating.
Seriously, the man figure skated. With the twirls and the leaps and
the sequins. Where I am an ass, his is a martyr. When we were
younger, the only thing we had in common was finding that little
spot behind the janitor’s shed. It had just enough cover to hide
and smoke a cigarette or puff on a joint without having to leave
school property.

The first time we ran into each other out
there was a little awkward. I knew he was gay—to be fair, everyone
knew he was gay—but nobody knew I had any interest in men. I dated
women, I liked women, and where I grew up, things were very
if/then. If you liked women, then you didn’t like men. And vice
versa. In the sake of honesty, I did spend a few seconds
considering what he’d do if I made him do something, just so I
could try it. Nothing too mean, a quick blowjob, maybe. After all,
he did it anyway, and I was desperate to know for sure if it was
something I needed, or something I’d blown up in my head and made
into a bigger need than it was, just because I was denying myself
it. Except, for once in my godforsaken life, I did the right thing.
Maybe it was that fearful expression he always had, like a squirrel
before it takes off across the road. It was a look that said he
knew he was prey, and that fighting wasn’t an option for somebody
like him. He was cute enough and had a decent build, sandy, short
hair and big, baby blue eyes. He wasn’t my kind of guy, though. A
little too serious, even back then. I liked tiny, playful, pretty
boys. Like Rory used to be.

From there, my protector gene took over. I
started to look out for him. We became friends and we stayed
friends—even when he left for university to become Mr.
Big-Shot-whatever-the-hell-it-was-that-he-did. Even when he met
Aaron and the two of them started dating, which was a big deal in
our circles. A lot of times when a couple got together, they
dropped off the circuit and weren’t heard from again. They’d get
married, adopt babies, move into the suburbs, and find new friends
where they landed. Pretty much the exact same thing Rory and I did
when we moved out of the city and into eastern-buttfuck-nowhere,
which is why I hadn’t seen Jeff in a while and while Jeff wasn’t
the first person on my call list when everything went south. What
was I going to say? That I’d managed to fuck up again? No, thanks.
I’m capable of beating myself up enough on my own.

I let Jeff muscle past me—regardless of the
fact he’s five inches shorter and at least fifty pounds lighter—and
waited for him to put down his duffle bag. “Did you come all the
way from the city just to yell at me?”

“No,” he said, putting his hand on his hip
and popping it to the side. He pursed his lips, shook his head, and
I couldn’t tell if he was doing a parody of a gay man, or this was
coming to him unscripted. “I came here to punch you in the jaw. But
since I can’t pull that off, I’m forced to yell at you
instead.”

Little men are adorable when they act tough.
“Well, look at you. Have you been practicing that? You’re at least,
oh, I don’t know? Fifty percent of the way to sounding like a man.”
I killed my smile and pointed with the beer. “You’ll forgive me,
princess, if I don’t quake with fear.”

He lifted a perfectly manicured eyebrow and
shot me a look that told me to drop dead. “Are you going to invite
me in, or do I have to stand in the entranceway?”

“That depends on how bad you’re going to yell
at me. Besides, you’re already in.” I flourished at my humble
abode. “There’s not much past here.”

Jeff left his duffle bag at the front door
and walked into the main space of the apartment, which brought him
to the living room/dining room/kitchen. He perched on the edge of
my couch. “Offer me a drink.”

I sat across from him in the beaten-up
armchair I’d managed to acquire from the drop spot at the
charity store before it opened for the day. “And why would I do
that if you’re here to yell at me?”

He smiled slowly. “Because I, my old friend,
am here to help you.”

“Help me?”

Jeff nodded.

I’m not the suspicious sort. Not really.
Okay, I am. “Help me do what?”

“Help you get Rory back, of course.”

I’m pretty sure he could see the doubt that
landed on my face. I
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