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Chapter One




Julian stood by the window. He didn’t turn
around when he heard footsteps behind him because he knew who it
was. “He’s back,” said the voice, his tone was gentle and subdued.
Julian didn’t answer right away. After a minute he said, “So I
heard,” and Julian sighed when he felt George’s hand on his
shoulder. “Do you need some company?” His friend asked softly. “No!
I need to be alone for a while. Gather my thoughts, you know? But
thanks,” Julian gently interrupted his friend. Right now he needed
to be alone. Julian still struggled to understand what had happened
some five weeks ago.

 


After he had discovered that his former boss,
Roberto Arroyo, was involved in shady businesses, Julian had fled
the country to save his life. After traveling through Europe for
nearly six months, he had settled in Cannobio, a small town
directly at Lago Maggiore, in Northern Italy.

 


Then, after more than a year, they had lured
him into returning home to the United States. Julian had made
Cannobio his home, and it was where he had met Raphael Agretti, the
love of his life. Julian’s best friend had moved to the small town,
to be with him. That had been the icing on the cake. It had started
with a call from George’s mother, which as it turned out, hadn’t
been his mother. The woman who had pretended to be George’s mom had
told him that Julian’s parents were missing. Julian, of course, had
immediately wanted to go home. It was Raphael, who had stood by him
all the way. The man had flown all of them to Malpensa Airport, in
his helicopter.

 


Then he had offered his private plane to fly
them to the United States. Raphael was everything Julian wanted,
but not because the man was filthy rich. No, Julian didn’t give a
rats-ass about money. He had a rich boyfriend before, and it hadn’t
brought him happiness, only heartache. So, no. Julian wasn’t
interested in Raphael’s money. His potential partner should be
honest, gentle, loving, generous, a strong character and a
backbone. Raphael was such a man. Now, the man suffered from
amnesia because he had been on a rescue mission to save Julian.

 


All hell had broken loose after Julian
arrived in New York. Evan Gray, Julian’s wealthy, ex-boyfriend had
kidnapped him because he hated Julian for leaving him. Just as many
other lunatics, Evan wanted Julian all to himself. As the saying
goes, if he, Evan, couldn’t have Julian, then no one could. Evan
had succeeded in kidnapping Julian in broad daylight in the middle
of Manhattan.

 


Ron Valentine and his team had managed to
rescue Julian from the building, just in time before the explosion
had destroyed it. Raphael had gone back into the ruins to save
Kirstie, who hadn’t come out of the ruined building after the
blast. Kirstie however, had stumbled out of the building just
before the damn thing completely had collapsed, with Raphael still
inside. It had taken more than a day before the rescuers had found
the handsome winemaker.

 


Julian had been so happy when Raphael had
woken up after being unconscious for more than a week. Then tragedy
had hit him, hard. The love of his life suffered from amnesia and
didn’t recognize him. Raphael had asked him who he was. Really? It
had felt like the whole world had come crashing down on him. They
hadn’t talked to each other after that. Julian’s parents John and
Margaret Hartford had moved out of the penthouse and back to North
Carolina. Julian had flown back home to Cannobio. George had
followed soon after. It was Kirstie who had told him to move back
to Italy to be with Julian. She knew that Julian would need his
best friend. George had made Kirstie promise that she would visit
him as soon as she could get time off from the team.

 


Antonio had called George several times in
the weeks that followed. George knew that Antonio genuinely liked
Julian and by extension, him. Antonio had kept George in the loop
about Raphael, who still hadn’t regained his memory. With every
phone call, Antonio had asked about Julian. Antonio hadn’t told
Raphael that Julian was in bad shape.

 


George cleared his throat. “We can go to the
beach. The weather is perfect.” Julian turned to face his friend.
“Thanks, but I don’t feel like it. The garden needs work. I will do
some gardening. You go to the beach,” he urged gently.

 


George noticed the dark circles under
Julian’s beautiful eyes. “I worry about you,” he said as he pulled
Julian to his chest. “I’m okay,” Julian assured his friend. George
wasn’t convinced. “You don’t sleep. You barely eat. You’re not
leaving the house. So yeah, I worry.” He added, “Did you look in
the mirror, lately? You look like hell.” Julian scowled. He knew
that George was right, but he couldn’t help himself, he missed
Raphael so much. George pushed Julian gently to arm’s length so he
could look him in the eyes. “I know that you miss Raphael. But you
have to pull yourself together. Did you lose weight?”

 


The question startled Julian. Had he lost
weight? It was then that he noticed that his clothes seemed at
least one size too big. Yes, he had indeed lost weight. Well,
nothing he could about that now. The knowledge that Raphael was
back in Cannobio had Julian’s stomach in knots. Was he glad that
Raphael was back? Yes, and no. “Maybe we could go to the beach,” he
said sheepishly. Julian knew that it was time to enter the world of
the living again. Ever since he was back in Italy, he had hidden in
his home. Some fresh air would him good.

 


George’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree.
“We can make it a picnic.” Before George could say more, Julian
said, “We don’t have any food for a picnic in the house.” “That’s
no problem. We will buy snacks at the supermarket,” George said
helpfully. Julian smiled, and it was a genuine smile. For the first
time in weeks, he felt a bit better.

 


They agreed that George would go to the store
to buy goodies for their picnic. For some weird reason, Julian was
afraid that if he would go to the supermarket with George, that he
would bump into Raphael. After all, it was where they had first
laid eyes on each other. Julian was restless while he sat on the
beach, waiting for George to return. His heart had stopped a few
times when he thought that he saw Raphael. It was like the man was
everywhere.

 


Relieve filled Julian when he saw George
coming toward him, carrying several bags. “It’s about time. Where
did you do the groceries, in China?” George frowned. “Sit down,” he
chuckled. “Ah, are you hungry?” George asked while he put the bags
with groceries on the grass. He sat down beside Julian, and then he
took the food out of the bags, placing it between them. Julian
laughed at seeing George’s eyes glow at seeing the food. He had
bought a lot. There were grapes, cheese, salami, olives, and a
mixed salad. “Did you buy something to drink?” Julian asked. George
smiled. “I sure did,” he said as he grabbed the bag behind him.

 


 


They spend the whole afternoon at the beach
watching people. Julian loved observing the tourists. Even though
they had a good time, Julian was on edge. “Relax, enjoy the sun,
and me,” George said in a cheerful voice. Julian chuckled. “I enjoy
the weather, and … you,” he said. “Liar,” said George, but there
was no heat behind his words “I had a good time. Really,” Julian
said, and he meant it. He even managed, for a minute or two, not to
think about the handsome winemaker. Julian put his hand on George’s
arm, getting his full attention. “I enjoyed the afternoon,
honestly,” he assured. George smiled brightly; he said, “Let’s go
home, because tonight, I will cook us dinner.” George grinned when
he saw the shocked look on Julian’s face. “Uh, you don’t know how
to cook, remember?” The man couldn’t even boil water. “I can cook
pasta with meat sauce,” George assured his friend. Julian didn’t
look convinced, but he went with it anyway. “Alright, you cook.” He
only hoped that he wouldn’t get food poisoning.


Chapter Two




“Welcome home, brother,” Antonio said as he
closed the door behind him. Raphael nodded. “It feels strange to be
back. I don’t know why,” he sighed. “I don’t know about that, but
let’s put our stuff away,” Antonio said. However, he did know why
it felt strange to Raphael, to be back home again. Maybe he didn’t
realize it, but Raphael missed
Julian. Antonio didn’t mention that fact to his brother, though.
Raphael hadn’t talked about Julian since the man had left Raphael’s
hospital room, that fateful day. It was two weeks since Raphael had
left the hospital. But he did not want to celebrate; the only thing
Raphael wanted was to go home.

 


When they had entered the penthouse after
being released from the hospital, it was like Julian had never
existed. Antonio knew that Julian, George, and Julian’s parents all
had moved out. Antonio had told them to use the penthouse for as
long as they wanted, or needed, but Julian had declined. He
couldn’t stay a minute longer in
the place that he and Raphael had shared. It had broken Antonio’s
heart to see Julian so devastated. He had seen it in the man’s
eyes. It was at that exact moment that he knew that Julian truly
loved Raphael. Antonio knew it before, but there was a small doubt
in his heart that maybe it was Raphael’s money that appealed to
Julian. Now he knew better.
Antonio hoped that now they were back home in Italy, it would help
Raphael to regain his memory because the man felt miserable.

 


Antonio had talked to his brother about
Julian. Raphael could only imagine how he must have felt about the
handsome American before the amnesia. When he had opened his eyes,
after being unconscious for a week, and had seen Julian, he had
felt the attraction between them. However, Raphael hadn’t recognized him.

 


Then Raphael had opened his mouth and had
asked who Julian was, and the happiness in Julian’s eyes had turned into heartbreaking
devastation. In those few seconds, Raphael had felt the man’s
despair and sense of loss. And it somehow had broken his heart,
too. Before he could say anything, the man had run out of the
room.

 


Later, Raphael had learned the whole
story and had understood Julian’s
reaction. He still hated himself for not remembering the cutie he
was supposedly in love with, according to Antonio. The winemaker
had believed his brother when Antonio had told him that Raphael was head over heels, with the stunning American.
Raphael would have never taken Julian to Tuscany Valley unless he
felt deeply for him. Plus, he had
flown Julian and his friend to the United States in his private
plane. Also, Raphael had called Ron Valentine’s team to help keep
Julian save. That said a lot about his feelings for this man.
Raphael was the founder of Valentine Investigators, but Ron
Valentine was in charge. Julian was also from New York, well not
exactly, but he had lived there for several years.

 


Raphael was wondering if Julian still was in
danger. According to Detective Demery, Julian was safe in Cannobio.
Raphael didn’t believe that. Evan Gray and Paul Bergman, the scum
that had kidnapped Julian, were still at large. Mr. and Mrs.
Hartford had police protection, but nothing had happened. Evan and
Paul had disappeared, and it
looked like the Hartford family was safe.

 


It turned out that Antonio called at least
once a week with Julian’s parents. Raphael wanted to talk to them
as well, but he felt not comfortable doing so. John and Margaret
had assured Antonio that they didn’t blame Raphael for what
happened. Still, he didn’t feel comfortable to talk to them.
Raphael wanted to speak to Julian, too, explaining things. But how
could he explain things he didn’t understand? The guilt was eating
him alive, and there was nothing that he could do about it.

 


Now, after five weeks in New York, he was
back home in Italy. He should be happy that he was home again.
Raphael loved Cannobio that was the reason that he didn’t live in
Tuscany where the vineyards were. Giovanna and Oriana were
perfectly capable of managing the vineyards for him. He felt
blessed with his sisters because they did a great job operating the
vineyards. Plus, he trusted them, and that was important as
well.

 


“Are you coming?” Antonio called. Raphael
turned around and saw that his brother was standing at the bottom
of the stairs. He grabbed his luggage and strode toward his waiting
brother. “I’m going to take a shower,” Raphael said. His brother
nodded. “I will too,” he replied. An hour later they sat at the
kitchen table, drinking coffee. “What are we having for dinner?”
Antonio asked. “I’m afraid that we need to go out because we don’t
have any food in the house. The fridge is almost empty, and so is
the pantry,” Raphael said. Both were silent for a moment, then
Raphael said, “Let’s go to La
Trattoria.” Antonio smiled, “That’s a good idea,” he replied.

 


Raphael felt restless. He had hoped to see
Julian, but no such luck. He felt relieved and disappointed at the same time. They finished
dinner and afterward they had
stayed for a few drinks. “Did you hope to see Julian, tonight?”
Antonio asked. Raphael frowned. At first, he wanted to deny it, but
then thought the better of it. “Yes, that’s true. I may not
remember him, but he’s on my mind all day. I want to be with him
all the time. How can I miss someone that I don’t even remember?”
Raphael felt an emptiness inside, and
that was a feeling he’d never experienced before. It was a
strange feeling, and he didn’t like it.

 


“Why don’t you call him? Asked him out for a
drink, or have dinner with him,” Antonio said softly. It was not
only Raphael’s heart that suffered
but his as well. Antonio felt Raphael’s heartache. Then there was
Julian because his heart was on the line too. “No, I can’t
call him.” Raphael sounded determined. “Why not? The guy loves you
so much, that certainly hasn’t changed.” Raphael looked at his
brother. “Are you sure?” He had to ask because he supposedly loved
Julian too. However, he couldn’t
remember the love of his life. “I think that Julian would love to
hear from you. Maybe you should date him again. Get to know
him, and that could trigger some
of your memories.” Antonio said, and he got Raphael’s full attention.

 


Did he have the courage to call Julian and to
ask him on a date? What if he said no? Raphael shook his head. “I
don’t know. It’s so ...” his voice trailed off. “Weird?” Antonio
said helpfully. Raphael chuckled. “Yes, that would be the correct
word,” he agreed. They ordered another bottle of oaked chardonnay
and enjoyed the rest of their evening.

 


On their way home, they passed Julian’s
cottage. Raphael tried if he could see the lights inside the house.
“Forget it! You can’t see a damned thing. That’s why Julian bought
it,” Antonio chuckled, and Raphael growled softly. Antonio sighed.
They drove the rest of the way in silence. When they entered the
mansion, Raphael headed straight upstairs to his bedroom. “Come
down for a nightcap?” Antonio yelled from the foot of the stairs.
Raphael smiled, “I’ll be down in a sec,” he loudly answered so that
Antonio would hear him.

 


******

 


Raphael was drinking his second mug of coffee
when a yawning Antonio entered the deck, coffee mug in hand. It was
early October, and the weather was perfect to have breakfast
outside. Before Raphael could greet his brother, the phone rang.
Antonio frowned. Raphael looked at the display but didn’t recognize
the number. “Agretti,” he answered the call in a clipped voice. It
was nine o’clock on a Sunday morning, so excuse him for being
grumpy. “Hello handsome,” said the voice. Raphael smiled. He
recognized that voice everywhere. “Hello, Alfonso. How are you?”
Raphael greeted his ex-boyfriend warmly.

 


Antonio shook his head as he turned and left.
Not only needed Raphael the privacy, but he couldn’t stand Alfonso.
He had been so glad that the man finally was out of Raphael’s life.
Well, not so much apparently. Alfonso Ricci was in love with
Raphael, but he was a parasite too. Antonio had called him an
opportunist because the man also loved Raphael’s money. As it was,
Antonio wouldn’t have worried too much about the leech, as he
called Alfonso. If there wasn’t the problem that Raphael was fond
of the guy.

 


With Raphael still suffering from amnesia,
and a Julian, who was keeping his distance, Alfonso would grab his
chance with Raphael. It was like the man knew what had happened to
Raphael. That couldn’t be because they had kept everything under
wraps. So, Alfonso couldn’t know
that Raphael was suffering from amnesia. Could he? Antonio knew
that he would keep a close eye on Alfonso.


Chapter Three




“It’s Sunday,” George said smiling as he
stood and cleared the table. Julian, who was filling both mugs with
coffee, chuckled. He knew what
that meant. His friend was addicted to the Sunday market. George
always bought tons of food. Also, the market was popular with tourists. “We could do some shopping and get lunch at La
Trattoria afterward,” Julian said as he handed George his mug with
steaming coffee. George was a bit stunned to hear that Julian
wanted to have lunch at La Trattoria. “Are you sure? We could go to
another restaurant if you want,” he offered. Julian shook his head.
“No. It’s fine. Sooner or later I will bump into Raphael. It’s a
small town, and we have the same
hangouts,” he said. George shrugged. “If you say so,” he answered
as he studied his friend intently. “Look, I can’t keep avoiding
him,” Julian sighed, then he added softly, “Maybe it’s time to move
on.” George gasped. “Tell me that you are kidding,” he said in
exasperation. Julian looked pained. “No. I’m not kidding. I read
about amnesia on the internet. The chance that Raphael will regain
his memory is getting slimmer with each day that passes.” George
didn’t know how to react to that comment.

 


******

 


“Don’t you think that you have enough?”
Julian grimaced as George bought yet another bowl with olives.
George grinned. “I did buy a lot, didn’t I?” “It’s not that you
have a problem with eating all the food that you bought.” Both
chuckled. It was good to see his friend happy again. Julian didn’t
laugh much anymore, because ever since he walked out on Raphael, he
had been in a somber mood. George had talked to Kirstie about
returning to Italy, to be with Julian because his biggest fear was
that Julian would fall into a depression. Kirstie had understood
and had urged George to stay with his friend for as long as Julian
needed him. Right now, Kirstie was on a mission, but after that,
she would join George in Italy.

 


After visiting some more market stalls where
George bought a few shirts, they walked to the car. Julian opened
the tailgate, and George put the groceries in the car. “Stupid
question,” Julian said, “ but are you hungry?” He laughed because
it was a dumb question. George was always hungry. His friend gave
him a look that said. Really? “Yeah, stupid question. Come on,
let’s have lunch,” Julian said as he took George by the arm. They
didn’t go right away to the restaurant but strolled along the
waterfront for a while. Julian felt queasy. He wanted to see
Raphael again, but he was afraid what the man’s reaction would be.
After all, he walked out on him while Raphael was in the hospital
in New York.

 


In the weeks that followed, after the
fallout, Julian had often wondered if he hadn’t given up too
quickly. After Raphael’s devastating revelation that he didn’t
recognize him, Julian had stormed out of the hospital room and
never looked back. After the hospital had released him, Julian
immediately had moved his belongings out of the penthouse. Julian
and George had stayed in a hotel, making arrangements to fly to
Italy as soon as possible. It was Antonio, Raphael’s brother, who
had kept in contact with Julian. Antonio had told them to stay at
the penthouse for as long as they wanted, but Julian had declined.
He was heartbroken and needed to get as far away from Raphael as he
could, and sooner rather than later.

 


When they arrived at La Trattoria, they were
in luck. A couple had just left, so Julian and George didn’t need
to go inside. The tables outside were packed. Well, the weather was
perfect, and there were a lot of tourists who visited the market
and doing lunch afterward. Julian ordered orange juice, and a
ciabatta-sandwich with Prosciutto di Parma ham and George ordered a
beer and spaghetti carbonara. After they finished their meal,
Gabriella had come to their table. She was so pleased to see Julian
and George. It turned out that Antonio had told her about all that
had happened in New York. Julian knew that she could better hear
the story from Antonio then from someone else. She would have found
out anyway. Julian was glad that he didn’t need to tell Gabriella.
He didn’t want to talk about it because it hurt too much.

 


Losing Raphael that day had been devastating.
It was as if someone had ripped his heart out of his chest. He
should have known that it wouldn’t last. If something was too good
to be true, then it mostly was! George’s phone rang and the man
excused himself as he rose from the chair to take the call. Julian
knew that it was Kirstie who was calling. Julian looked around for
the waitress when he saw Antonio coming straight at him. He hadn’t
seen Tony since they moved out of the penthouse. They had only
spoken to each other over the phone. “Hey Julian,” Antonio’s smile
disappeared and was replaced by a look of worry. “Are you alright?
You don’t look so good,” he said as he sat down in the chair beside
Julian, and put a hand on Julian’s shoulder. “I’m fine. I just …”
“You didn’t expect to see me,” Antonio said softly. “Yeah, I guess
so,” Julian truthfully answered as he gazed past Antonio. “Raphael
is at home,” Antonio answered the unspoken question.

 


“Can we not talk about him, please?” Julian
wanted to forget, but he didn’t do a good job because the man
haunted him in his dreams. Antonio nodded. He understood. Julian
didn’t want to talk about Raphael, and Raphael didn’t want to talk
about Julian. That could get a huge problem because Antonio wanted
them together again, and for that, they needed to at least talk to
each other. “Is it alright that I spend some time with you and
George?” Antonio asked, “I’m waiting for some friends,” he added.
Julian slowly relaxed. “Are they running late?” He asked. Antonio
shook his head. “No! I’m too early,” his grin was wicked when he
added, “Plus, now I can sit outside.” That statement made Julian
smile, and the last of the tension disappeared. “It’s crowded; all
of the tables are occupied mostly by tourists,” Julian commented.
“That’s because many people love it here and visit year after
year,” Antonio replied.

 


“Do you want to join us while you wait for
your friends to arrive?” Julian smirked, his eyes shone brightly
with mirth. Antonio laughed. “Sure, if you insist,” he answered
grinning. “I insist,” Julian had to laugh too. How could he not? He
liked Antonio very much. That was something that hadn’t changed.
“How are you holding up?” Antonio asked quietly. As long as George
wasn’t with them, he could freely ask the questions. With George
present, he always he to be careful. Even though they tolerated
each other, they had never become friends.

 


Julian didn’t quite know how to answer that
one. Should he lie and tell Antonio that he did great? Should he be
honest and say that it felt like he was dying inside? “I’m doing
good,” he lied. Antonio didn’t look convinced, but to his credit,
he didn’t call Julian on it. George came back to the table and
frowned when he saw Antonio in conversation with Julian. “Hey
Antonio,” George greeted. His tone wasn’t friendly, and Julian gave
his friend a warning look. “Oh, my friends are here. Let’s meet
again soon,” Antonio said as he kept his eyes on Julian and
avoiding George on purpose. “Call me,” Julian smiled, but it didn’t
reach his eyes. He was weary, and George knew that his friend
wasn’t looking forward to meeting Antonio again. Not that Julian
didn’t like Antonio because he did, but with Antonio came Raphael,
most of the time. The brothers were very close.

 


“What did he want?” George asked when they
were alone again. Julian shrugged. “He was meeting some of his
friends, but he was too early. So, he asked if it was alright if
he kept me company until his
friends arrived. I couldn’t refuse,” Julian answered. George
understood. After all, Antonio was their friend, well he was
Julian’s friend. George liked
Antonio, but they would never be friends.

 


“Was that Kirstie on the phone?” “Yeah. She’s
still on the mission and doesn’t exactly know when she will be able
to travel to Italy,” George sighed. “I miss her,” he said softly.
Julian pressed his lips together. “Don’t you dare,” George said in
a stern voice. “I feel guilty, I
can’t help it,” Julian whispered. George squeezed his shoulder.
“It’s not your fault, and no, it
isn’t even Raphael’s fault. The assholes that hunted and kidnapped
you are the guilty ones.” They were silent for a while, enjoying
the view over the lake. Julian loved the lake; it calmed him
as nothing else could. That was
the only thing he regretted when he bought the cottage; it
didn’t have Lakeview.

 


Julian looked sideways where Antonio was
sitting with his friends. He was on the phone. Who was he
calling? Raphael, maybe? Julian
shook his head. “Let’s go,” he said. “Oh, before I forget, I have
an appointment with Raphael’s
friend for a job as a programmer,”
Julian added. George’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know that. When is
this appointment?” “Tomorrow morning at 10 o’clock. Why do you
ask?” George narrowed his eyes. “I need to know where you are, just
in case,” he answered solemnly,
and Julian saw the pain in his
friend’s eyes. George was
concerned, and he hadn’t let his
guard down, not for one minute.

 


“I don’t believe that I’m in imminent danger. Evan and Paul are still
missing. It wouldn’t be logical for them to attack me again.”
Julian meant it because to him it really would be a stupid thing to
do. If both men were smart, then they would stay under the radar.
“Still, I don’t like it. I want to know where they are so that I
can hunt them down,” George growled. Julian raised one eyebrow. “I want them to stay gone,” he said
because he didn’t want to see
either of them ever again. Julian hoped that he would be
safe in Cannobio, his new home
town. After all, Italy was far enough away from the United
States.


Chapter Four


“Thank you for persuading me to go on holiday
to Switzerland with you. I had such a good time,” Julian said as he
put the luggage into his bedroom. George smiled. That had been his
intention. Julian had been eager to leave New York after the
hospital had released him, and no wonder. The words that Raphael
had spoken when he had opened his eyes had broken Julian’s heart.
Raphael was the love of Julian’s life, and it had ended before it
had begun.

 


After they traveled home, Julian had spiraled
down into a depression. He had tried to hide it from his friend,
but George knew him too well. It had taken weeks before Julian had
conceded into going on a holiday to Switzerland with George. They
had traveled from Bern to Zurich, and then to Lucern. They had
stayed at Vierwaldstättersee near Lucern, and had hiked through the
mountains and visited nightclubs. Julian slowly became himself
again, which pleased George to no end. He had worried about the
depression that seemed to have Julian in an iron grip.

 


George started laughing when Julian’s stomach
growled loudly. Julian gave him a questioning look. George said,
“That’s what I normally do, or my stomach does. Your stomach rarely
growls,” he explained. “I’ll start dinner,” George added. Julian
burst out laughing. “Oh no. I have a better idea. Let’s go out for
dinner,” he said as he clapped George on the shoulder
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