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Chapter One | Patrick
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A gorgeous sunny sky with a light breeze that took the sweltering heat off his skin. The boat in motion across the calm blue water. Laughter coming from the latest group of tourists Patrick was taking out on a cruise around the central part of Okanagan Lake.

Life was good.

They had taken off from Kelowna Downtown Marina in the interior of British Columbia, Canada. An immense, deep lake surrounded by many sandy and stony shores. Patrick had grown up there. It was all he knew. He'd only ever been up and down the Okanagan Valley. He'd never even made it to Vancouver on the west coast. In some small way, he was proud of that.

To the south, the semi-arid shrubland of South Okanagan received the brunt of the summer heat, boasting the title of the only desert in Canada. To the north, the scenery became a bit greener. The Shuswap: rainy seasons and plenty of snow created a haven for evergreen forests.

Patrick turned the boat north away from the bridge so his group for the afternoon could see the cityscape, sparse as it was, bordering the lake. Then he traveled across the lake to the west. There were some big houses the tourists always enjoyed peering at from the water. A bit of voyeurism was always on the agenda. He smiled as the group oohed and aahed at the luxury homes.

Next, he headed south and under the bridge. A section of the bridge's significant length was floating. Part of it was high enough for boats to travel under. They cruised down the lake, toward a small dot of land in the water called Rattlesnake Island. It had an unusual history. Patrick loved telling the story. It was always a crowd-pleaser amongst tourists and residents alike.

"On your left, you'll see Rattlesnake Island." Patrick slowed the engine. "By all accounts, it's not called that because it has rattlesnakes. Although, there might be a few. As for creatures, it is said to be the home of the Ogopogo. The Okanagan's very own legendary monster."

A collective, "Ah," drifted toward him. People held up their phones and took pictures of the mundane-looking lump of rock.

"Back in the 1970s, it was owned by businessman, Eddie Haymour. He had dreams of developing the island into an Okanagan premier entertainment attraction. It was to be Arab-themed. A mini-golf course, replica pyramids, restaurants, and a giant camel." There were a few giggles. "It didn't happen as he'd intended," Patrick added.

A robust man in plaid swim shorts and a tank top raised his hand. He was indicative of the tourists Patrick found on his tours. Summer attire. Dressed for the weather. Some from across the country. Some international. Some local. Everyone was there for a good time in the sun.

"What happened?" the man asked.

"Well. Eddie claimed the provincial government was out to get him. Even so, undeterred, he began building his theme park. You can still see remnants of it on the island. The plan was to ferry people across the lake from Peachland. It only saw seventy visitors before it shut down."

Patrick eased the boat away from the island. "He wasn't entirely wrong about the government. They went beyond their authority. Their actions resulted in the bank pulling Eddie's loans. Then the government offered to buy the island off him for a pittance of what he had sunk into it. Eventually, he signed it over." Patrick turned to face his audience. "Feeling frustrated with the treatment he had received, Haymour returned to Lebanon, and with the help of his family, he seized the Canadian embassy in Beirut. Thirty-four hostages and nine hours later, the British Columbia government agreed to discuss the case with him. He was awarded $250,000 in compensation."

"That's an insane story." A woman in a bright, flowery dress took another photo of the island, then sat down. She was right. It was quite the story for a worthless piece of nondescript land that blended into the background of the mountains behind it. You could easily miss it.

Everyone seated; Patrick increased his speed. This side of the lake was always choppier. He wasn't sure why. But skipping over the rough waves made for a fun ride.

He headed back north. They had one last stop to make. Close to the city, before the bridge, there was a bank of sand under the waves that extended quite far out before dropping off into the abyss. Patrick slowed the boat, lifted the propeller, drifted, then dropped anchor.

"Anyone want to take a dip? The water out here is only chest high."

A few people climbed off the back of the boat into the water: little sighs of delight as they discovered he was telling the truth about the depth of water. The water was warmer here, but cooler than the surrounding air. It was a scorching hot August afternoon. Typical for the time of year but Patrick was used to it. Even so, once he brought this tour back, he was going to spend some time in the water himself. The company he worked for also rented out jet skis. A spin around the lake on one of those was a great way to cool off. Then maybe a quick dip.

Then back home to his empty apartment.

Patrick gripped the steering wheel. Two months had passed since his boyfriend of two years had kicked him out. Aubrey Leroy Schatzki. The guy he had thought he was going to spend more than two years with. Not an eternity with. They weren't that compatible. But it had been a comfortable relationship. He'd been in love with Aubrey. Not desperate hard, though.

Again—it was just comfortable.

It had been the latest in a string of failed relationships. As soon as he felt like he was falling in love, a deal breaker would appear. Either the guy was anti-trans, crazy right-wing—or not looking for anything long-term serious. Aubrey had assured him he wasn't any of those things. He'd talked of wanting to get married at some point in his life and creating a family with children.

He'd said all the right things. After a year together, Patrick moved in with Aubrey. He wasn't convinced Aubrey was the one, but he was willing to give it a try.

Getting kicked out suddenly—that had been a shocker.

Patrick's tourists scurried back aboard and grabbed their towels, accompanied by excited conversations about what a lovely afternoon it had been. He brought them back under the bridge and approached the marina, pulled the boat into the dock, leaped out to tether it, and reminded everyone to leave their lifejackets with the front desk as they filed past him.

As he walked the dock toward the office, he adjusted his hair in the knot on top of his head he wore to keep the length out of his face. The summer sun had turned his blond hair almost white in places. If it was down, it would hang past his shoulders; a cascading, golden display only his lovers had the pleasure of experiencing. He smirked as he headed to the rental kiosk.

He'd had many of those in the past two months. Lovers. He handed the keys for the boat over to the guy manning the office and slipped a set for one of the jet skis off a hook.

Amenable men were scarce in a small town, so he'd revisited guys he had slept with before. There was comfort in familiarity. Some gay—some straight. A couple of them were friends. It was casual. No expectations. Aubrey had burned him bad. He wasn't ready for another relationship.

He was still licking his wounds.

Patrick fired up the jet ski and took off across the lake. The spray of cold water and crazy speed gave him the relief he had been craving all afternoon. This was freedom; being out on the water. He flew and swerved back and forth across the water at the base of the city.

He laughed and whooped as he completed a figure-eight, refreshing water spraying everywhere. His heart was thundering. His soul in flight. He slowed his speed. He was going to be fried to a crisp by the time he got back. His sunscreen had long since worn off.

Shifting from his usual carefree self, Patrick headed back to the marina. After checking his schedule for the next week, he wandered over to his beat-up Ford F150 Ranger. It had seen better days. Long before he owned it. He was lucky to have any wheels at all.

Work was hard to come by in the winter months. The city practically shuttered when the tourists left. He had opted to stick with bartending in the off-season, something he had done as he worked his way through university. He'd still ended up with insane student loans. He could only find part-time work during both seasons for his two different jobs, so he was always broke. 

The truck's gears ground as he shifted into first. The bucket of rust was slow to accelerate. Luckily, he didn't have far to go—fifteen minutes tops. Nothing was far in Kelowna. He rented a small bachelor suite in Rutland. Not ideal as locations went but it did the trick. Having Aubrey suddenly tell him he had to get out had left him scrambling for accommodation.

It had been understood that the townhouse was Aubrey's. He'd been there for over ten years. Patrick never would have been able to afford the rent on his own anyway. It was in the Mission and way beyond his price range. Aubrey had covered the full rent during the year they had lived together. Shifting back to a modest accommodation and lifestyle had been an adjustment.

Patrick pulled into the parking lot of his apartment building and shut down his truck. He just sat there for a moment. It had come out of nowhere, the break-up. He had come home one day to find most of his clothing in the front entry. It had floored him. Aubrey had been pulling away for sure. But to the point of breaking up with him? He'd run up the stairs to confront Aubrey.

"I just don't love you anymore."

The words still rang in his ears.

Patrick leaned his head against the headrest. It was going to be hard to love again. To invest so much emotion in another person. Fully believe they loved you too. To put his heart out there to be handled by a guy he had feelings for. For the time being love equaled eventual heartbreak.

He climbed out of his truck and headed for the stairs up to his sparse little apartment. It was barely furnished. A bed, a table—one chair, and a ragged sofa. Plus a few things he'd picked up at thrift stores since he moved in. Most of what he had owned before moving in with Aubrey had been given to charity because he couldn't afford the cost of storage.

Plus, he hadn't thought he'd be out on his ear a mere one year later.

Aubrey hadn't given him any additional reasons for breaking things off with him. Had he done anything wrong? No. Was there anything he could have done? No. Was there someone else?

Silence.

As to whether Aubrey had ever actually loved him. It was debatable.

Patrick sighed.

He should have expected it. He had been Aubrey's quick rebound off a long-term relationship. Aubrey had struck up a friendship with him. He had thought it was that innocent at the time. A month later they started dating. A year after that, they'd moved in together.

Looking back, there was a possibility Aubrey had been seeing both him and his long-term ex-partner at the same time in the first few months. He never would have started dating Aubrey if he'd even suspected he was still with his partner of seven years.

A partner that was a nightmare. The stories Aubrey had told him ... it sounded like Aubrey's ex-boyfriend was a monster. Cold, controlling—manipulative. Cruel. Story after story, Patrick had soon come to hate the boyfriend Aubrey had endured for years.

It was no wonder Aubrey had wanted out.

But to go so far as to cheat on the guy. Patrick tipped his head back and forth and stretched out the muscles in his neck that had been held tight while gripping the handlebars of the jet ski.

Honestly, after two years with him, he wouldn't put it past Aubrey to have found someone else to replace him too. He was too slick. Too socially adept. Too charming.

Too fucking gorgeous.

Guys like him had it easy. They had a lot to offer. As a real estate agent, Aubrey didn't need to be renting. He was rolling in it. He just hadn't found the right property yet. What Aubrey had been doing with a summer tour boat operator and part-time bartender like him was anyone's guess.

And yet, Aubrey had seen something in him. Or maybe he had just been a distraction. He hated to believe that. Aubrey had said he loved him. His heart couldn't stand for that not to be true. Despite the casual nature of their relationship, he'd invested a lot of emotion into it.

It hurt to think those two years had been a farce.

Patrick flicked on the lights over the kitchenette. He'd picked up some broccoli the day before. That and rice would have to do for dinner tonight. He kicked aside a cola box, pulled the hotplate out from under the cabinets, found a pot, filled it with water, and placed it on the element. After measuring out two cups of rice into the water, he turned it on high.

He couldn't stay mad at Aubrey. Crazy as it was, Patrick held no animosity against him. His inability to truly love wasn't entirely his fault. His previous relationship had damaged him.

Patrick had never met the ex-boyfriend. Sure, he knew of him. It was a small town. But they ran in different circles. The times he had spotted him, he was the sullen, brooding guy hanging back and barely interacting with his friends except when it came to tossing money around and paying for everyone's drinks. Then his dark eyes would glisten while listening to the accolades.

He didn't consider himself part of the crowd. He held court.

Everyone in his circle was beneath him.

Charles.

The guy was an asshole—plain and simple.
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Chapter Two | Charles
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The morning had been rushed. One problem after another had presented itself. Nothing was coming together as it should. The winemaker was complaining about staffing in the winery, despite the hiring fair they'd put together. Experienced cellar hands were hard to come by in such a small and competitive market. On top of that, the hospitality manager had reported the head chef had called in sick and the sous chef was new and hadn't mastered the menu.

Charles ran a hand through his hair. They were going to have to rely on the longstanding line cooks to keep things running smoothly in the restaurant. It was the least of his worries. Not even on his list of responsibilities for the day. Delegating was the only way he managed it all.

Quail's Run Winery was his life. Most days, Charles ran it like a well-calibrated clock. But he'd bumped into his ex-boyfriend in the tasting room, and it had rattled him. Boyfriend—they'd been so much more than that. They'd been together for over seven years. They'd been partners.

Aubrey Leroy Schatzki. The love of his life. The man he had imagined spending the rest of his life with. The man that had broken his heart over two years ago.

Charles released a sigh and returned his mind to his job. Today was cram-packed full of things to do. He had a meeting with the marketing manager to analyze their target audiences and see if they couldn't figure out some inroads into new markets.

That and the website was out of date. It should have been tackled in the spring, but the marketing manager was new and was still getting his feet wet. They would need to brainstorm how they could quickly improve it for the summer tourist season. The wine-tasting room and restaurant were already crowded daily, with wine tour buses arriving regularly. But more was better.

The patio and walk were full of people taking pictures of the vineyards. The vines were full and plump with grapes. The harvest season was about to begin. It ran from mid-August through to October. Except for the rows they left on the vine to be harvested in January for ice wine.

Charles rebuttoned the coat of his suit jacket.

That was his morning. This afternoon was a meeting with the accountant. Not his favorite. But numbers came easy to him. Spreadsheets were a breeze. It was dull stuff compared to the excitement of actual winemaking. He'd practically grown up in a winery. His dad had owned a small family winery on the other side of the lake. As a teenager, he had been sent out to pick grapes and prune vines. He felt like he'd become an expert at both. On not such good days, he had endured the dreaded tasks of cleaning the cellars and bottling wine.

"Charles." The sous chef handed him a sheet of paper. A menu. "I've made a few changes to the menu to hold us through until Chef is back on his feet. I've scaled it back so I can manage it."

Charles perused what had been reduced to a slim offering of food options. It wasn't good enough. Their patrons would expect more from them. The sous chef really should have brought it to the hospitality manager. Not someone so high up the food chain. This decision was beyond the scope of his position. But the guy had brought it to him, and Charles wasn't happy with it.

"This won't do. Stick to the regular menu." He handed the paper back to the sous chef. "I appreciate your initiative, but if you're lost, ask one of the people who have been here longer."

"Yes, sir."

The look of defeat on the sous chef's face almost had Charles changing his mind. But he wouldn't compromise. It was going to be a sink-or-swim day for the new guy.

He checked the time on his phone and headed for his office. He had a few phone calls to make. Plus, he needed to be away from people for a few minutes. He burned out easily, mentally. Not a great trait to have when your job was dealing with people. But he loved the challenge of it. Balancing and driving an incredible group of people and bringing their wines to the world.

Charles relaxed into the chair behind his desk. Seeing Aubrey today had not helped with the stress load he was under. Aubrey knew better than to visit his winery. They had agreed he wouldn't come near the place. He had arrived with an entourage of his visitors. But no boyfriend. Charles had heard through the queer grapevine that Aubrey had broken up with his vapid boy toy.

He still couldn't believe Aubrey had left him for a lazy, insipid beach bum. By all accounts, Charles and Aubrey had been happy. Sure, they had their problems. Both of their schedules created few opportunities for them to hang out with each other. Have date nights. Discuss issues. Their lives hadn't been perfect. In fact, Charles often found himself going out with friends on his own.

Much like he did now.

He wasn't sure why he did it. Headed out with friends. The crowds of people always overstimulated him. He tried to hold back, to protect his anxiety level by keeping to himself, but it often didn't work. Shy didn't touch on how awkward he could be with people outside of work.

Work was different. He could put on a costume of sorts. General manager of a mid-sized, very profitable winery. He could play that role. And he played it well.

But with Aubrey, that was a role he hadn't played well. He had tried to be attentive. Caring and understanding. But Aubrey was broken. Love didn't come easy for him.

Charles wiped a stray tear from his cheek. The day Aubrey had come home and asked him to move out—it had devastated him.

"I just don't love you anymore."

The words still rang in his ears.

It reminded him of when his mom had left his dad for another man. He remembered standing there in the front entry at the age of nine; his mom telling his dad she didn't love him anymore. That she loved someone else. That he wasn't good enough. That she was leaving him. 

Charles hadn't been with anyone since Aubrey. Dated or slept with. He was convinced he wasn't good enough for anyone either. That he was damaged. The shyness—the anxiety. The crippling self-doubt he suffered from. He knew that if he went out with someone for long enough, they'd eventually figure it out. Know he was no good. Dump him—and break his heart.

Aubrey had turned him out after stripping away every bit of confidence he had. Their time together had been toxic. He knew that now. But to find out Aubrey had been seeing another guy behind his back? That the guy was some party boy many years younger than him. It had crushed him. Seven years had been thrown away for the chance to tap some young, beach-blond ass.

Every time he saw the home wrecker, he was laughing without a care in the world like he hadn't torn someone's world apart.

Patrick.

The guy was an asshole—plain and simple.
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Chapter Three | Patrick
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The phone rang before he was fully awake. The sun had already been streaming through his blinds making it impossible to sleep late. The added sound of the Jaws ringtone pulled him off his pillow.

Patrick reached for his phone. It was a guy he worked with, Derek.

"Hey, what's up?"

"Dude ... I've got a problem."

Derek always had one problem or another. Usually, he was running late.

"I'm not working today."

"I know. I know. That's why you can help me."

Patrick swung his legs off the bed and stretched out his back.

"What do you want?"

"Dude, I have this job for you. I already cleared it with the manager. Told her how good you are with tourists. That you're crazy about wine. And you're a stand-up guy."

Patrick switched the phone to his other ear and dug around in his bedside drawer for a pen and paper. This sounded interesting. Some extra money was always welcome.

"What's the job?"

"Kind of like a wine tour guide."

"Kind of? How on earth did you land a job like that?"

"I might have lied about a few things. Thought better of it this morning."

"This morning ... I need to do this today?"

"The bus leaves at ten."

Patrick pushed a couple of things aside and slapped the pad of paper he had found down on the top of the bedside table, pen poised, ready to write down some details.

"Where do I have to be?"

"The Kanada Hotel. You can't miss which bus. It's covered in pictures of wine bottles."

"And they're expecting me. You're sure?"

"Yeah, dude. It's all set."

Patrick was about to ask Derek what was required of him. What a guide did exactly. But decided against it. Chances were Derek had no idea.

"Thanks, buddy. Appreciate the reference."

"Happy drinking." Derek snorted out a laugh, then ended the call.

Patrick immediately switched to a search screen on his phone. What does a wine tour guide do? The results were varied. It was basically like the tour boat gig. Except he'd be talking about wine and the wineries they were visiting.

He flopped down on his back on the bed. This was going to be an adventure. Luckily, he knew loads about most of the wineries in the region. Wine was a hobby of his. Okay, more than a hobby—a bit of an obsession. It was Aubrey's fault. After two years with him, Patrick knew his way around complexity, balance, typicity, intensity, and finish.

Patrick rolled off the bed onto his feet. He texted Derek, asked for the name of the tour company, and made a quick phone call to the manager. He confirmed what was expected of him. Where to be. Where he was going. How he was being paid.

Derek had been right about the starting point. And yes, he would need his knowledge of the wineries and wines of the region. And a sense of humor. He had both covered. The tour would be visiting wineries on both sides of the lake. The driver would pay him cash.
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