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Chapter 1

A New Vintage in Virginia





George Broussard, handsome man of French lineage with an enticing twinkle in his hauntingly dark brown eyes, recently relocated to Roanoke, Virginia. He’d made the move just a month ago after acquiring a position as an electrician at Valleyview Electric without anything more than a telephone interview, a drug screening and a criminal background check. 

So far, he had no regrets, even though the area seemed much tamer, quieter, and during the winter months, colder than the decadent, subtropical New Orleans, where he'd lived for most of his thirty-four years. 

But for several reasons, New Orleans, a city he loved, had become a city in which he could no longer live.

George’s first month in Virginia had been a lonely one. He had always been an introvert, and while he cherished having a few close friends, he wasn’t prone to make the first move in establishing those friendships. His relationships at work were cordial enough, but he could hardly regard any of his colleagues as friends. 

In the Big Easy, he considered six people as close friends. Yes, he could be that precise. But even with the best intentions, the sincerest promises made to keep in touch, distance finally took its toll and already, his connections with them had grown less and less frequent, more obligatory than anything else. 

People have their own busy lives, he thought, though it felt like a rationalization. It would be petty of me to feel resentful.

And yet that was exactly the way he felt.

Once again, Saturday had finally cycled around. While Valleyview Electric booked Saturday appointments, George was not on today's schedule nor was he on call for any emergencies that might arise. 

His biggest task was to determine what to do with his weekend in a city he barely knew.

Fortunately, it was a task he’d already achieved.

Right now, George was getting dressed for Wine Quest, the annual wine festival at Smith Mountain Lake, about thirty miles from the City of  Roanoke and sometimes referred to as the Lake Tahoe of the East. From its inception, the festival considered a huge plot of land located on the lakeshore as its home. Besides wine tastings and countless opportunities to purchase bottles of favorite wines, food trucks and a few random vendors were positioned mostly along the periphery of the festival. A stage for live music had been erected far away from the tasting tents, close to the festival exit. Most of the featured wines hailed from either local wineries in the area, or from others located in widespread locations within the Commonwealth. 

What revelers would not find were wines from other states—a logical omission since the purpose of the festival was to showcase local and regional wines, many of which rivaled some of the best imports.

While George loved wine, especially reds, his motivation for attending Wine Quest had less to do with sampling wines but more with meeting new people. Who knew? He might make a few friends. Maybe even a gay friend or two. Surely a wine festival had the draw necessary to entice a few gay “brothers” to sample the gods’ nectar. While hooking up wasn’t his primary goal, he was certainly not resistant to the possibility. 

To be perfectly honest, he'd begun to lose interest in his long-term romance with his right hand.

After double-checking his smartphone to reassure himself that he'd downloaded his bar-coded ticket for admission, George left his apartment and headed toward his new, electric Slate pick-up truck. The vehicle had been delivered to him in New Orleans, shortly before his relocation to Roanoke. He backed out of his parking space, then headed toward the street for the almost twenty-mile drive to the lake. 

In the middle of the summer, even in the Blue Ridge Mountains, the day was shaping up to be a hot one. George wore khaki shorts and a Bourbon Street-themed tank top—to show off both his hairy legs with their shapely Scottish calves and his muscular biceps while striving to stay as comfortable as possible. The Weather Channel promised today’s high would not quite reach ninety degrees, but damn! He’d be surprised if that forecast turned out to be true. If he’d put his armchair meteorology skills to work, he’d say the thermometer would likely exceed a hundred during the hottest part of the day.

It was clear to George, a fresh-air freak, that a rolled-down window would hardly keep him comfortable. He closed the window, activated the truck’s air-conditioning system full blast, then selected the Sirius station featuring K-Pop and other dance music. He seldom admitted his musical tastes to others; he’d been disparaged quite enough for listening to derivatives of the disco era. Honestly, though, the driving dance beats helped him navigate the twists and curves of the mountainous highway as though he’d been driving under these conditions for years. 

Here, in the Roanoke area, driving had become interesting again, unlike the mostly straight roads on flat terrain in Louisiana. No mountains and few bodies of water got in the way. After only a month now, George knew how to maintain a reasonable speed and to keep a close watch for the beautiful but stupid deer, which often scampered from the hills and onto the highways, especially at night. He’d just passed one carcass on the side of the road less than a mile from his apartment. The buck was probably killed last night during a moment when he’d been mesmerized by a vehicle’s headlamps. Many locals were emphatic that the mountain deer were mostly nuisance animals who could destroy a farmer’s crop in a heartbeat, but George’s affinity for wildlife made him skeptical of their claims. 

In fact, he felt offended when one of his neighbors said that the only way to deal with the area's deer problem was to shoot them. Even the state park at Smith Mountain Lake hosted several entire weekends during the year when hunters could, without penalty, annihilate the beautiful animals.

Soon, George fell in line behind at least three dozen cars waiting to be directed to one of several parking lots on the opposite side of the road leading to the festival. Impatiently, he glanced at his watch. He realized that the gates opened less than half an hour ago. 

It’s going to be a busy day, he thought. Gotta take things slow so I don't spontaneously combust.


      ***Fifteen minutes later, George, eager and engaged, strolled from the parking lot toward the main entrance. The festival provided complimentary golf cart shuttle service to the front entrance, but George favored staying active. Sure, he wanted to keep his body buff—the urge to merge was still strong, even at the age of thirty-four—but he was also determined to stay healthy well into his later years. He walked briskly toward the festival site, held his phone toward an attendant to have his barcode scanned, moved to the next table to claim his wine-tasting glass included with the price of admission, then opened his photocopied map so that he could see where the tasting stations were located. 

As a man who'd rejected religion in his early twenties, he felt side-swiped by a table, just inside the venue, where tee-shirts, baseball caps, water bottles and fanny packs were on offer. The offensive phrase printed on each and every single product was simple: “Jesus, the world’s best vintner.”

“Have a blessed day,” one of the women at the table called to him. He smiled but avoided stopping at the table.

To be honest, the greeting annoyed George. Even so simple a sentiment raised his blood pressure because, he was convinced, the expression was code for one simple message: “Step right up, please. I’m here to convert you now. It's for your own good.”

He could imagine how aggressive these vendors might become if they knew he possessed a lot of gay they might pray away.

Good luck with that, he thought with a wicked smile.

Still, George felt guilty for thinking this way. After all, most of Louisiana was conservative, with New Orleans being an exception. Virginia, on the other hand, had become one of the nation’s blue states. Honestly, since his move here a month ago, he couldn’t remember encountering a single Virginian who’d said anything nasty about gay people—even those he'd met who valued nature, homegrown resources and dropping babies left and right more than formal education. 

He reminded himself that he hadn’t been in the state all that long. He felt certain he’d encounter a dose or two of homophobia sooner or later. At least there could be no official discrimination against him. The Commonwealth had passed several laws to protect citizens on the basis of sexual orientation and other diversity characteristics.

George took a deep breath in anticipation of his forthcoming adventure. He scanned the sea of canvas-covered tasting stations set up over the fifty or so acres devoted to the festival. Though it was still early—for him—to start drinking, he decided to begin his exploration from tent to tent. 

I’ll just take it slow, he thought. I don’t want to be inebriated before lunch.

The first vendor’s tent on his tasting tour? Fables & Feathers. At first glance, he saw artistically rendered, colorful labels on the winery’s bottles. Immediately, he assumed that the wines were probably subpar—pretty exteriors camouflaging mediocre taste. 

“Hi. Welcome to Fables & Feathers.” Elsa, a young, blond woman, probably in her early twenties, greeted him. “Are you interested in trying one of our wines?” She pointed downward. George followed her gesture and noticed that reproductions of the labels of the available varieties were taped to the table next to the bottles reserved for sampling. “Do any of those reach out and grab you?”

George inhaled thoughtfully. “I think I’ll start with the Pinot Noir. The one with the dog label on the bottle.”

Elsa waited a moment, then, in a friendly voice, reminded George that she’d need his sampling glass.

“Oh!” An embarrassed George laughed at his own oversight. “Sorry.”

She took his glass and quickly poured a sample. He checked the wine’s nose and legs. He nodded approvingly. Then, he took a sip, swished it around his mouth and swallowed, as there was no spit bucket. 

“Very nice,” he said. “It’s really smooth.”

“What are your tastebuds detecting?”

George tasted the wine once again. “There’s a hint of cherry and cola, I think. But there’s something else I don’t quite recognize.”

Elsa smiled. “Few people detect it because it’s not a taste we’re exposed to very often. Our production staff at the vineyard thinks it’s rhubarb.” She shrugged. "I can't taste it, but I'm a smoker. My tastebuds are probably dysfunctional by now."

"Rhubarb? I would have never guessed."

George finished his sample then purchased two bottles of the pinot noir.

“Very good,” Elsa said after ringing up the sale and processing George’s credit card. “I’ll send your purchase to the front." She thrust a piece of paper into the palm of his hand. "Keep this voucher in a safe place so you can retrieve your packages on the way out.”

Suddenly, one of the bands started its first set of the day with “Sweet Home Alabama.” Still sipping a pinot sample, George strolled the distance to the stage and stood among a moderate-sized crowd which seemed to swell as more individuals gathered to enjoy the popular song. He found himself swaying to the music, along with many others in the audience. The moment, fleeting as it was, made him feel a small part of the community. People standing close to him glanced at him and smiled, even as they danced, swayed or sang along with the music. 

George felt less lonely now than he had since he moved to Roanoke.

Unfortunately, the next song the band played came out of the way-back machine. "Here I Go Again," but not the Whitesnake version. This was the Country Joe and the Fish song. George had grown up listening to this band, though it seemed to have fallen off the collective cultural memory after it performed at Woodstock. A good song, to be sure, and certainly well-suited for this event, but for George, the sentiment struck a little too close to home, where his life was not in stasis and he could but be "thinking and dreaming of days gone by." Chumbawamba would've been a better fit for his emotions at this time, but it was unlikely this band would choose "Tubthumping" to include in its set. George decided to head back toward the tasting stations.

As he made his way toward his next stop, he spotted a tent whose vendor was selling Wine Quest souvenirs. From a distance, George's eyes targeted a decorative sign that he just had to have. It would look nice in his kitchen. The horizontally shaped plaque contained a slogan, hardly unique, but the piece was beautifully decorated with images of grapevines circling the text: I love cooking with wine. Sometimes, I put it in the food.

“Can I send this to the front, as well?” he asked the older vendor who seemed to have a hard-on for the world. No greeting, no smile, no change in facial expression at all. He might as well have been an automaton. 

“They didn’t tell you how this works?” the sourpuss asked. The nebulous “they” confused George, and he found himself annoyed, even angry, with the old man’s surliness. “Everything you buy is sent to the front for pick-up when you call it a day.” 

“I’m new to the area,” George said shortly. “It’s my first Wine Quest ever.”

The old man grimaced, then looked away. His stare across the lake was his only response.

George quickly completed the transaction, though he’d briefly considered telling the rude vendor to go fuck himself. 

Then, his day began to look up.

When he whirled around, he spotted a tasting tent that he knew he must visit next.

Not because of the cute, fall-color labels on the fronts of wine bottles. 

Not because he’d heard great things about the winery represented there. 

Not because the pours were larger than most.

It was the tall, handsome ginger who looked about his own age of thirty-four who seemed to oversee the venue.

A crowd gathered around the tables from which generous samples were being dispensed. With five other individuals assisting him, this man was clearly in charge. He struck George as the epitome of professionalism, with a pleasant face, eyes that made contact with his customers, and a gracefulness that compelled George to move closer to the tent. The rays of the sun struck the man’s red hair just right—hair that reflected those sunrays back into the crowd. His face also sported a well-trimmed beard and a light moustache. 

The man was the prototype of a ginger that George simply could not resist. He imagined himself touching every square inch of the vintner's body.

Patiently, George lagged behind the lingering crowd for his turn. He felt embarrassed, even exposed, by his intense attraction to the man, an intensity so powerful that he fantasized throwing the ginger across the table where he was stationed and having his way with him.

Finally, as the crowd dispersed, only one older woman stood in front of him. Then, George noticed the sign: Ryval Winery. George remembered passing the winery on his way to work every morning. If he’d known he might run into this fiery deity there, he would have stopped long ago to check things out.

George stepped up to the tent. The ginger greeted George warmly and enthusiastically. Immediately, George felt the familiar spark of a kindred spirit. He glanced at the man’s neck, below which three buttons of his shirt were unfastened. George gulped at the patch of auburn hair curling out of the shirt’s opening.

God, how he’d love to kiss this man’s full lips and trail his tongue from his Adam’s apple all the way to his navel—and beyond.

How he'd love to lay his head on the man's hairy chest and fall asleep there, safe and secure.

“Hello,” the ginger said in a friendly voice. George appeared at a loss for words. “My name is Ryan Ryval. I’m the owner and vintner of Ryval Winery.”

George smiled self-consciously. He wondered if Ryan might sense his arousal. “I’m George Broussard. I just moved to the area about a month ago.”

Ryan stretched his right hand toward George. They shook. George couldn’t believe how firm and dry Ryan’s palm felt in the summer heat. He hoped his own palm wasn’t sweaty and off-putting.

“Broussard, eh?” Ryan repeated. “Let me guess. You’re either from New Orleans or somewhere in France. My guess is New Orleans.”

George laughed. Ryan's friendly nature caused him to relax. “You’re good, Ryan. That’s exactly where I’m from.”

“Well, when you decided to make a change of scene in your life, you made a big one, I see.” He pressed his index finger against his lips. “I can often tell what wines people are into just by studying them. Becoming lost in their eyes. You’re into reds, I think. Is that correct, George?”

George nodded. But one red in particular, he thought as he suppressed the catty thought.

“I think I have a blend you’ll absolutely love.”

Ryan poured a sample into George’s glass—a larger sample than he’d received at the other tent—which tasted of blackberries, pomegranates, apples and a slight hint of oak. Its texture was smooth and refined—just like Ryan himself.

“It’s delicious. Heady but smooth. I think I’d like to take a bottle home with me.”

A twinkle in his eye, Ryan seemed amused by George’s turn of phrase.

Before George was ready to move on to another tasting station, he’d purchased a total of four bottles of various reds and blends.

“Oh, wait, George.” Ryan reached behind him and grabbed another bottle. “There’s another one you must try—but not here. The privacy of your home instead. It’s our winery’s Lover's Libation.”

“Provocative name.” George reached for his wallet once again.

Ryan stopped him. “On the house, my friend. With my compliments.”

Then, in the warmest of voices, Ryan offered another invitation.

“If you’re free next Sunday—say, around two—I’d love to give you a personal tour of Ryval Winery. I think you'll be impressed. Can I count on you to come?”

George blushed. If Ryan didn't soon stop with the double entendres, he might very well come right then and there. “Absolutely. From the highway, I noticed, it looks like a sprawling place. Where will I find you once I'm on property?”

“Just follow the driveway to our wine and gift shop,” Ryan replied. “You can’t miss it.”

The two men said their goodbyes, but not before George noticed the intimidating glare of another man who stood toward the back of the tent, where a generous number of wine crates were stacked.








  
  

Chapter 2

Between Memory and Desire





George had been a cracker jack electrician for the past ten years. 

Today, he was a man obsessed.

Not with his job, which he liked well enough. But really? A job is just a job, and having one is highly overrated. 

Not with his new life in Virginia, though he liked the change of climate compared to the sultry New Orleans. (He was even looking forward to experiencing his first snowfall.)

Not even with the friendly people he’d met so far in the Roanoke area.

No, his current common-sense obsession was centered on Ryan Ryval. Not only did George adore gingers, but this particular one was perhaps the most handsome red-haired man he’d ever seen. And those exotic green eyes! They pierced him to his core each time Ryan made eye contact with George during their short conversation at Wine Quest.

After today’s service calls, the weekend would be upon him. 

Which meant that George would be spending part of his day on Sunday with the object of his sexual fantasies.

He’d been having a lot of those over the past several days. The man he satisfied in his imagination—and satisfied him—was always Ryan.

He fantasized over what Ryan’s unclothed body must look like. Was his full torso hairy, as George suspected? Was his back hirsute as well? Was he circumcised or not? And if he wasn’t, would he find George’s circumcised penis a turn-off? Did he have shapely legs, or were they too skinny and disappointingly shapeless? What about his feet? Were they attractive? Because George would never deny that he had something of a foot fetish. What kinds of things did Ryan like to do in bed? Was he a top, bottom, vers, or a side? Or, perhaps, none of these things? What experiences in his life catalyzed Ryan’s interest in producing wine? Was he originally from Virginia? Did he share any interests with George? What did he like to do for fun? Where did he like to travel, and what music, what books did he enjoy? 

Those questions were important to George, who knew that even a hot man who shared nothing in common would ultimately grow bored and lose interest.

But most of all—because this question spoke most to a man’s integrity, his morals, his character—he wondered what challenges had been placed before Ryan, and how he’d coped with them.

As he drove his Slate toward Valleyview Electric, George’s thoughts turned toward his former life. He adored New Orleans. Its decadent beauty. Its quirky charm. Its live-and-let-live vibe. He’d never deny the strengths of that city. 

But he could never return to the Big Easy. 

To visit, yes. 

To live? Hell no.

He had his parents to blame for that.

But it wasn’t something they did. 

Instead, it was a tragedy brought upon them by a culprit who was never apprehended. 

Something completely out of their control. 

Something from which George would never fully recover. 


      ***It was a bright, cloudless night in spring, filled with stars and a looming full moon. Ben, a therapist he'd met during the Mardi Gras Festival—and who became a good friend after a passionate one-night stand—worked at a psychiatric hospital. Ben once told him, in passing, that a full moon always signaled to hospital staff that their patients would become more unmanageable than usual. For that reason, his friend said, more staffers called in sick when their weather apps alerted them to a full moon. 

However, George was convinced that the full moon affected not only psychiatric patients, but also many individuals who’d never set foot in a therapeutic facility.

New Orleans’ oppressive heat had already settled in. During the day, George remembered, the high temperature had set a record. Then, around three o’clock, he heard threatening thunder and spotted a few lightning bolts. But the rain never started. That night—the night his parents were ripped from his life through no fault of their own, or George’s—the temperature never dropped below seventy-five degrees.

That night, he kept trying to get in touch with Samuel and Frieda, his father, a gastroenterologist, and his mother, a nurse practitioner. But their phone always kept ringing and ringing, even as George grew increasingly panicked. 

Finally, at eleven in the evening, he decided to stop calling. Instead, he hopped into his Toyota Camry and drove to the beautiful Garden District, where his parents lived. Their home—where he grew up—was a regal antebellum structure, two stories plus basement, and beautifully restored once their parents purchased it. He was still a pre-adolescent then. Though the yard was small, especially for a youngster, it was full of foliage. Besides, George loved the house. It had a certain presence that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. The backyard was magazine-cover beautiful in spring and summer when everything was in full bloom. And while he was too old to “play,” he engaged in every kind of adventure his mind could concoct.

Some of those adventures were innocent enough. Others were quite salacious. The salacious ones were George’s favorites, even before he hit full puberty.

“God damn it, why won’t they come to the door?” George said, a little too loud. He hoped their neighbors didn't hear him. 
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