
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Alex and Zeca’s cousin, Marius, comes to Capri in an emergency situation. He thinks he’s come for refuge, but he’s really come to find his life...

	 

	 

	British soap star Marius Treadway’s week has gone to hell. Still reeling from a failed romance, he quit his TV show only to learn that his sizable business investments are nothing but scams. Depressed and needing time to rethink his future, he travels to the island of Capri to visit his long-lost Uncle Toppy and twin cousins, Zeca and Alex.

	At first, life seems relaxing and enjoyable on the sun-drenched, lemon-scented island, but it soon becomes clear that Alex’s private hotel is being targeted for crime, possibly because it’s gay-owned. Then, one of the oldest gay business owners in Capri Town finds his store trashed.

	Determined to help his family, Marius soon meets dazzling Brazilian soccer player Crisanto Alvarez, who makes a play for him. Can it really be that, underneath it all, the Isle of Capri is a healer of hearts?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Hi, Uncle Toppy.” I’d rehearsed these three words maybe a dozen times since I’d hopped on a plane the day before from Athens to Capodichino Airport in Naples. For somebody who’d spent the last twelve years plying his trade as a professional actor, my words fell flat. I didn’t sound relaxed and confident. I sounded stressed and frightened.

	Which I was.

	I’d spent the night in a small, very noisy hotel in the city center, wondering if I should just show up on the island of Capri and hope for the best. Would my uncle be receptive to my visit? I’d called his restaurant several times, but the phone just rang and rang.

	I had debated this during a long, sleepless night. I’d called his house phone number first thing this morning, and some woman answered, screaming at me that I was disturbing her bread. At least, that’s what I understood of her rapid-fire Italian.

	Obviously, I was wrong. How can you disturb bread?

	And now, here I was, my uncle standing behind the bar of Café Toppy, which, according to Yelp was one hell of a hit on Capri. I’d traveled from Naples by the first-morning ferry. A strange little train thingy at the base of a cliff had trundled me up the mountain. I’d walked up to what I now knew was the main street of Capri Town. I’d asked a few people if they knew where Café Toppy was and got encouraging smiles and lots of finger pointing.

	I also got more exercise than I’d had in months. I supposed I shouldn’t have felt disappointed that nobody came to greet me at the train stop, but I did. Damn it, I did.

	“Uncle Toppy!” I shouted. It took him another moment to hear me over the frantic whine of the cappuccino machine and Italian opera playing over the sound system.

	I hadn’t seen him in three years, but I’d worked hard to keep my connection going with him.

	He stared at me now over the tops of his eyeglasses. I didn’t expect to see him like this. I’d imagined he’d be sitting by a pool sunning himself, watching the world sail by on an azure sea, some beautiful signorina bringing him mimosas.

	Instead, he looked as stressed as I felt. He had a coffee at his elbow and a screwdriver in his hand. He squinted at me.

	“Holy crud with salt and pepper on a bagel. What the hell are you doing here, Marius?”

	“You didn’t get my messages?”

	He shook his head. As family reunions went, this one wasn’t going so well. He seemed more interested in tangling with his coffee machine than talking to me. He began poking at the machine again.

	“I left them on your cell phone. I also called your house this morning.”

	“Oh.” He stopped. “You’re the one who disturbed Angie’s baking.”

	“So she was talking about bread.” I chuckled. “And I thought my Italian was way off.”

	“Mate, she goes barmy if I even whisper in her ear when she’s baking. How’d you get her number anyway?”

	“You sent it to me.”

	“I did? I must have been drunk.”

	Well! I didn’t know what to say to that, and then he asked in a conspiratorial way, “What do you know about fixing cappuccino machines?”

	“I don’t. I’d Google for help.”

	He pulled a face. “All right, Marius. What did you say you’re doing here?”

	“I’ve got no place else to go.”

	“That’s comforting. What happened?”

	“I OD’d. That was after I had brain surgery, got gang-raped in the emergency room, got put on life support, received a heart transplant and then found out I was the father of mutant triplets.”

	He stared at me, wide-eyed now. “You had mutant triplets? Shit.” He tossed the screwdriver into the sink. “That damned soap opera gets worse storylines instead of better.”

	“Tell me about it.”

	“But I heard you won a BAFTA.”

	“Not me, Uncle Toppy. I just got nominated.” I tried not to sound embittered when I added, “For the twelfth straight year in a row.”

	“I never got nominated once, and I’m a bloody legend,” he said, without a trace of sarcasm in his tone. “You’ve got money up the wazoo, and you’ve still got your looks, and you were killed off a big show in a spectacular way, so what brings you here?”

	“No... my departure was open-ended. They are hoping I change my mind.”

	He frowned. “I thought you said they killed you off?”

	“No. I said I OD’d. My last scene I shoot up and run off and fall in a river. The Thames. In the middle of frickin’ winter. No idea how I survived, but I did it in one take.”

	He looked impressed. “Nice way to go. That opens up all sorts of possibilities if you ever decide to go back.”

	“Oh, no. Never.” I took a deep breath. “That’s partly why I don’t want to go back to London. I’ve spent my entire working life on that show. Everything’s fallen apart, Uncle Toppy, and I’m afraid if I return to England I’ll go back and have more triplets. Or maybe... I’ll become a mutant myself.”

	He shook his head. “No, no. We can’t have that.”

	Easy for him to say. I’d been a hostage to that soap opera and my character, Rufus Dickinshaw, for twelve years. It was time to move on.

	“So what are you doing here?” he asked again, shoving his glasses back up his nose.

	“Well, I bought an apartment building just outside of Athens three years ago... before all the troubles started there. I’ve sunk everything into it. I got ripped off by an attorney and a Greek realtor, and I’ve paid the damned Greek government a fortune, and I’ve lost... a lot.” I swallowed hard. I still couldn’t believe it. A cup of coffee sure would have been nice right now.

	“You want a coffee?” he asked as if reading my mind.

	“Isn’t the machine broken?”

	“Of course it’s not bloody broken. I always pretend it is first thing in the morning because I still don’t know how to use it. It stops people from ordering coffee until Zeca gets in.” He eyed the wall-clock. “Which should be anytime now.”

	I stared up at the clock. It was shaped like a lemon. The lemon motif, in fact, seemed to dominate the café.

	“How is Zeca?” I asked.

	“Fabulous. Both the boys are doing great. Capri’s done them wonders.” He reached under the counter and held up a coffee pot. “This is my secret stash I brew on the stove. Want a cup?”

	“Sure. Thanks.” I watched him pour me a cup. A touristy looking couple walked in, and Toppy immediately got busy with the screwdriver again. The couple looked at me. She recognized me, I could tell that right away. She snapped my photo with her cell phone. Fuck a duck. I’d hoped to get away from stuff like that.

	There was a clatter of activity, and I felt, rather than heard, a burst of testosterone, and there was my cousin Zeca, accompanied by a tall, handsome Italian-looking guy who took my breath away. He oozed sexuality in his jeans and white silk shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Zeca grinned at me and came over and hugged me.

	He looked amazing. Tan, his dark hair cut short, his eyes sparkled with happiness. There is a strong family resemblance between me and my twin cousins Zeca and Alex, except for the sparkling happiness part.

	Zeca introduced me to his companion, Antonio, who shook my hand. If I was in any doubt as to the nature of their relationship, Antonio put that to rest kissing by Zeca passionately right on the lips.

	“Call me bello,” he told Zeca. “Nice meeting you,” he said over his shoulder to me and left.

	Wow. Nice ass.

	“You want a cappuccino?” Zeca asked me, “Or do you prefer Toppy’s mud?”

	“Erm—” I hadn’t had a chance to try the mud... I mean, coffee, yet, but I knew Toppy was a proud man. “This is perfect,” I said. I took a sip and almost keeled over. I could have stripped paint with his concoction.

	“What’s with the face?” Toppy’s expression turned dark. He became distracted by the tourists who wanted their picture taken with him. Ah, now this was the Toppy I knew. A total camera whore. He flipped the screwdriver over his shoulder and rushed to the other side of the counter.

	“I’ll make you a cappuccino.” Zeca began working the machine, which purred under his expert touch. “Here, I’ll tip this out,” he said under his breath. “He’ll think you drank it.” My cousin smiled at me. “Long time no see.”

	“Yeah.”

	“How’s life on the soap?”

	“I made them kill me off.”

	“I thought you said it was open-ended,” Toppy said, returning to the counter.

	“It is. But in my mind, I’m killed off.”

	“So, it’s a good thing, right?” Zeca’s lovely brown eyes looked concerned. He was the warmer of the twins. Alex was the good-time guy. He always made me think of Charlie Sheen with less booze, no broads, and better dress sense.

	Zeca’s cell phone rang, and he turned all gooey. “It’s my man.” He texted with one hand, frothing milk with the other.

	“The one who just left?” I was stunned.

	“They’re goofy,” Toppy said, his smile indulgent.

	I caught a glimpse of Zeca’s wedding ring. “Are you married?”

	“Not yet.” He laughed. “Alex is getting married in the fall, though.”

	“Alex?” I couldn’t believe my ears. “He can’t sit still long enough to have a cup of coffee, let alone get married.”

	“He’s a different man.” Zeca beamed at me. “He and his partner, Hugh, have a small, very discreet, private hotel on Belvedere of Tragara, a very ritzy street here. They cater to gay travelers. They’re booked for the next six months, even during the offseason.”

	Zeca looked so proud, and I was happy for Alex, really I was. But it seemed to me that my cousins and my uncle were all kinda... livin’ large on this small island, and I’d lost all hope. In Athens yesterday afternoon when I realized I couldn’t gamble what little money I had left, I could have gone to Berlin, like almost thirty thousand Greeks have done over the last twelve months.

	But no. Something in me... some deep inner voice had told me to head to Capri.

	“Come into the kitchen and talk to me.” Toppy clapped my shoulder, then picked up my suitcase and laptop bag. “They want the pizza omelets and toast,” he told Zeca, “and of course your famous cappuccinos.”

	Zeca slid me two cups of coffee, and we were on our way.

	I’d had pleasant visions of sitting by a sunlit window eating warm bread and dunking it in coffee. But no. Like all my other dreams lately, big and small, this one was left wanting.

	Toppy stashed my bags against the kitchen wall. The room was huge, and I noticed a wood-fire stove and tons of pots. Everything looked clean.

	He fiddled with a speaker on a rustic wooden shelf. “I gotta get Antonio to fix this thing. I can’t cook without music. What do you know about fixing these things?”

	“Nothing, Uncle.”

	He flashed me a look that told me I was useless. Now I was beginning to worry. I had no discernible food skills, apart from the fact that I like to eat it.

	Uncle Toppy gave up on the speaker and came over to me. “Here. Chop some onions and pepperoni.” He handed me two plastic containers from the fridge and a big, fancy chopping knife. At least I assumed it was. It looked like a half moon and had two wooden knobs on either side of it.

	“What’s this?”

	“A double mezzaluna, dummy. Hmmm... you’re half Italian, and you didn’t know that?”

	“I’m not Italian. I’m half Greek and half English, remember?”

	“Oh... yeah.” He gave me a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. “It’s the English part of you. No cooking skills to speak of.”

	I would have argued about that, except he kept talking. The British have a reputation for being lousy cooks, but Chef Gordon Ramsay and so many others had changed all that. Hadn’t they?

	“Here’s how it works.” Toppy took a bunch of thinly sliced pepperoni out of the container, plopped it on the wooden chopping block and began rocking the double mezzaluna across the cured meat and back again. Then he turned the strips around and did it once more. He got small, uniform pieces.

	“Chop the onions,” he said. “Please.”

	I thought I could do that. I began peeling one and sliced into it. He sighed when he saw me crying.

	“Is that the onions making you boo-hoo or life?”

	“A bit of both,” I admitted.

	“There, there. You’re home now.” He patted my head the way he used to do when I was a kid, and I’d just let Alex talk me into eating dirt or something.

	“Marius, can you shred cheese, or will that give you a complete breakdown?”

	I blinked through tears I didn’t really want to shed. “No, I can manage.”

	“How brave.” He handed me another container. “Wash your bloody hands first! We don’t want onions on everything.”

	Boy, he was a tyrant in the kitchen. Back on The Fletchers, the soap opera we’d been on together, he’d been a darling. Supportive, wonderful, funny... and now I came to think of it, an absolute bastard when he’d had a night on the beer.

	I washed my hands, comforted by the smell of sizzling butter and onions. The back door blew open and a woman charged in brandishing a basketful of fresh breadsticks. She looked like a young Sophia Loren, if Sophia Loren were spitting mad and trying to kick somebody with her pointy-toed shoes.

	“Sii gentile,” Toppy hissed at her as he took the bread from her. I understood he was telling her to be nice.

	“My bread is bad.” She narrowed her eyes and pointed a long red talon at me. “Because of you, no?” Her English was broken and heavy... but I got the point.

	Maybe coming to Capri wasn’t the best idea I’d had after all.

	I didn’t respond. I wasn’t sure if I could handle lady violence so early in the day.

	“The cheese ain’t gonna shred itself, mutant maker. Get busy.” Toppy handed me a big black tin with a silver grated side on top. I picked up the wheel of cheese that had a pretty label reading Friulano. It smelled like cheddar. I got busy as he’d suggested, nay demanded. This was the most cooking I’d done in my entire adult life and, at the age of thirty, I hadn’t planned on doing this much.

	Zeca suddenly stormed in. I’d just realized Toppy was busy mauling Sophia Loren against the door. Zeca’s gaze swept the kitchen and, with a stoic air, he prepared two omelets faster than I could have finished chopping a single carrot.

	“Toast,” he barked at Toppy, who gave him a weird look. No. Not weird. Petrified.

	“Toast?” Sophia Loren echoed. She seemed very upset we were about to mutilate her bread and went mad with a stream of Italian. “Succiacazzi!” she screamed, pointing at me. She’d just called me a cocksucker.

	Only in my dreams, I thought.

	Toppy tried covering her mouth with his, and she kneed him in the balls. He fell on his back like a cockroach, doubled up in pain. She took off, and Toppy eventually got to his knees, his face a scary shade of purple.

	“Welcome to Capri,” he croaked, crawling off to the bathroom just as the toaster popped and Zeca caught two slices of thick white bread and buttered them.

	“Need help?” I asked.

	He shook his head and glanced at the closed bathroom door. “There’s a bag of frozen peas in the freezer. Can you get them for Dad?” He looked pained. “Dad and Angie had a bad breakup. He was dating someone else for a while, but they just got back together. I think he must love drama. All they do is fuck and fight.”

	“Love sucks,” I said.

	Zeca gazed at me. “What happened to that cute Italian actor you were dating? The one who did all those horror movies?”

	“Paulo went to Hollywood. He changed his cell phone number. Haven’t heard from him since.”

	I got the frozen peas and took them to Toppy, who limped out of the bathroom. He sat in the only chair in the kitchen. I noticed it was Toppy’s director’s chair from The Fletchers.

	“Zeca, baby, make Daddy a little coffee, will you?” he whined, pressing the peas to his crotch.

	Yep. Love left its mark, physical, mental or both. It also sent warning signals most of us cheerily ignore. That was the first thing that had gone wrong. I should have seen the signs. Paulo had persuaded me to give up my show. We’d move to Greece. We’d talked of getting married in Madrid. How foolish it all seemed now.

	“Some men are bastards,” Zeca said and left the kitchen.

	 

	Over the next couple of hours, I tried to make myself useful and adjusted to Uncle Toppy bossing me around. I found I was most helpful to him and Zeca by collecting glasses, spoons, and dishes. I discovered that my cousin had an unhealthy phobia about running out of spoons. He seemed obsessed to me.

	Toppy showed me the way they liked to wash the glasses, cups, and spoons by hand. He made me wear only one glove because he said I needed one hand free to rinse and dry. They couldn’t wait long enough for the dishwashers to go through a load. The plates and cooking pots and all the utensils went through a heavy wash cycle in detergent that smelled like lemons. That was nice. Other than that, frankly, I found the morning traumatizing.

	“It’s my own brand,” Toppy told me when I mentioned the lemon soap. “I sell it in the café.”

	I’d done two loads when he finally gave me some time to talk to him right after the morning rush.

	“We have a fifteen-minute window,” he said. “Then bedlam strikes again. What are your plans, kid?” We walked outside the café and parked ourselves at one of the suddenly empty tables.

	“I don’t know, Uncle Toppy.” I was exhausted. Not from my work in the kitchen but my life in general. I’d thought I’d been so careful, saving my money, investing it... I still had my apartment in West Kensington, in London
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