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It's hard to describe to people what it means to be an Author. I consider the title a privilege and an honour. In creating new worlds and new characters, I am essentially inviting readers to leave their world behind and enter mine. Thank-you, from the bottom of my heart for joining me.  

This is the story of Peter Travis. A character I created back in 2002. I didn't publish the first book, “My Love is Deep” until 2015. In that year, I wrote books two and three. This year, I wanted to revisit him, and you hold between your hands his final chapter. This book reads as a stand-alone, and I'm thrilled to be able to share it with you. He is my first love, my first protagonist. He's a part of me.

I want to thank the following people for their support and love: Dear friend R.J. McDermott, who has followed me on my writing journey since “My Love is Deep”; Nicole Ventresca-Lauzon, for always being there; Author and friend, Julia Benally.

Then there's family. This story is set around Christmas, a holiday which to me, encapsulates familial love. Christmas is always a difficult time of year for us, as we remember our Beloved Mother, taken on Christmas Day, 2009. She has become our Christmas Angel and this book is dedicated to all of my family, but first, and foremost, to her – for giving me life.

I thank the readers for following me on this incredible journey. Whether you have read the previous books in this series or not, I hope you will enjoy a little liaison with Peter, and that you will take away the message of love attached to this book and carry it with you all year long.  

I am honoured and lost for words at times, when it's time to thank my amazing husband. He is my support system, my self-appointed proofreader, my confidante, and the love of my life.  He is, beyond a shadow of a doubt, my own personal miracle.

It's time for that last trek through Peter's world. Grab that coffee or your favourite drink. Unplug, relax and remember...

Love Deep,

Always.
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One
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When I was eight years old, I was jarred awake by the sound of a woman weeping. It drifted from across the hall where my parents' bedroom should have been void of noise. I tip-toed quietly across my cold bedroom floor, clad in my Woody-Woodpecker pyjamas and placed my ear against the door. It was my mother crying, and something went through my little body that night that told me that my fate would forever be nestled amidst the vortex of a woman's cry.  

In the morning, I found my mother in the kitchen, an apron tied around her waist, humming softly, and building stack after stack of pancakes on each of our plates as if the universe had suddenly shifted and my home was overtaken by a maternal doppelganger.

I rubbed my tired eyes but the woman who was not mother was still there. I watched, enthralled, as my father went up to her and hugged her from behind. I covered both my eyes when he nuzzled her neck. I turned my attention to reading the cereal box and everything in my world was right again.

Years later, the dream returned. Even as I lie next to my wife of three years, a woman named Briana taunts me unwittingly by invading my slumber. She is perpetually youthful, beautiful, and untouchable, like the stars. A celestial ghost that died seven years ago in the Honeymoon Capital of the World; a laughable juxtaposition. She was my first love and my everything.  

Some people will tell you the worst thing that has ever happened to them. You frown politely and smile a straight line at them, wishing you could escape their eyes as they plead with you to tell them something worse. My thing is worse. It has always been the worst story in the proverbial competition of life.  

I was in a city, six hours away, to meet B after almost twenty years apart. Our engagement is like a lie to me now, or like an old black and white photograph at the bottom of a trunk. We were engaged in the 80s – a lifetime ago, and my mother's weeping quietly subsided. That is until a childish version of myself allowed our relationship to end.  

Two decades later, I watched as a red Camaro emerged from the shadows, striking, and killing Briana just as I was about to once again offer her my hand – and my heart.

Laura shifts in bed. Her shoulder length blonde locks suit her. She returned from the hairdresser one evening hiding beneath a baseball cap, unsure of her decision to cut her long hair. The style has only made her more beautiful. She was a stranger to me, masking herself behind a false name when we met. It was her boyfriend who was driving drunk that night in the Falls. Jack Harvey – a name I liken to Charles Manson's. The evil in him sweats through every pore.  

Laura was afraid. She was afraid I would not love her had I known who she really was. A year later, I married her and our daughter, Mia, was born.  

She was a tiny miracle; an extension of me, except joyful and remarkably beautiful with blue eyes and a mass of dark, curly hair. She had the ability to bring a man to his knees, like the nights I would sneak out of bed and kneel next to her crib just to watch her chest show signs of life as she slept.  

She was taken to heaven by pneumonia and almost brought Laura with her.  

Mia's short life is commemorated by an urn as it sits at the top of our bedroom closet. It was not placed there so that we could forget her, but more so that her brothers would not grow up melancholy. Twin boys, William, and Michael, sleep soundly in the next room, and our hearts are full again, proving that life is as mysterious as death.  

Trip, a loud, elderly man with a heart of gold, would snicker at me when I would often confess my thoughts to him. He told me, “Trying to figure out, life, boy, is like trying to figure out women. Both ain't make no sense but you can't live without either one!”

He died after a long life and I still talk to him sometimes, wondering if he'll whisper life's answers down to me through the clouds.  

I am a simple man: a father, a husband, a bistro owner. I am on the cusp of my 63rd year, and yet, I feel ageless with Laura by my side because despite the fact that I am someone who has lost so much, I have been awarded that life trophy. The one inscribed: You survived. It now sits next to the urn.  

The woman who weeps, she fills my ears.
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Two

December 10th 2007
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“Order up! Table eight!”

“Quit shouting, Carl. I'm standing right here.”

The bistro is mostly empty. A week-long, major Winter storm is still making headlines, and although it's mid-December and we're in the midst of Holiday party season, there are only three tables occupied in the dining room, making the bistro seem like a sad version of itself.

“Sorry, Pedro. How am I doing?”

Carl, who has been my life-long friend, is filling in for my head chef, Robbie, who was unable to shovel his way out for his shift.

“Don't quit your day job.”

“But I'm retired.”

“Then enjoy it.”

Carl peered at me over his glasses. “Rough day?”

The tantalizing smell of the tomato sauce I perfected last night wafted up my nose as he placed the Rigatoni in front of me. He plopped fresh basil on top as if he was angry with it.  

“Sorry, buddy. Yeah, couldn't sleep.”

“Again? Did the boys keep you up?”

He recently started wearing glasses full-time and took them off to wipe the condensation from them – put there by a non-hostile plate of pasta – and poised his glasses on his head of thinning hair.

“They don't make a sound. It's scary sometimes.”

“Huh. Well, did you try that Melatonin I was telling you about?”

“Yes,” I told him, wiping the rim of the plate until it shined. “And my eyes were open all night.”

“Well, there's your problem, Pedro. You have to close your eyes to sleep,” he said, turning a roast over and over on his cutting board as if nudging his muse.  

“I'll keep that in mind. Thanks for the pasta.”

“Prego.”

In the dining room, my waitress, Haley, is sitting at the bar rolling silverware into napkins to add to the already humongous pile.  

“Why don't you go home?”

She looked up at me, hopeful. “Are you sure, Peter?”

“I think I can handle the crowd.”

She quickly folded the last of her cutlery and jumped from the bar stool. “Thanks. See you tomorrow night. If I don't turn into Frosty on the way home.”

“Are you walking?”

She is young, in her late teens, but the snow is relentless.

“Yeah. Don't worry, though,” she said, patting her apron pocket. “I'll call the boyfriend if I need him. Do you want me to deliver that for you?”

“No. Go on home.”

She turned from me and then spiralled back around. “Oh, I almost forgot. Laura wanted me to give this to you.”

She handed me a folded piece of paper from her apron pocket and left. I put it in my work pants and made my way over to table eight that was occupied by four men, each wearing a fancier suit than the other.

“Sorry for the delay,” I told the man with the watermelon tie. I placed the plate in front of him and offered him pepper from the mill that was nestled underneath my arm.

“No thanks. Makes me sneeze. I'm sure your kitchen staff is up to their elbows in work, eh?” he said, squeezing something between two fingers.

“Excuse me?”

He smirked at the clan sitting around the table. “The delay. It's busy as hell in here. Understandable,” he said sarcastically. He took a generous sip from his glass.

“Again, my apologies. Can I get you a refill?” I asked the oldest man of the group.

He shook his head at me, bored.

“Enjoy your dinner,” I told them all, turning my back.

“Wait. There's a... hair on my plate.”

A young couple at a nearby table stared at us. The woman instinctively looked at her plate, even though she was already finished eating.

I picked up the Rigatoni and noticed a small hair the length of an eyelash poised on the rim where I had wiped it down only moments earlier. Since the day I opened the doors to Briana's Bistro, I have meticulously checked each and every plate that I've placed in front of a diner. It's become habit over the years, and I don't even notice I'm doing it; a quick, but thorough glance appeases my perfectionist tendencies.

I looked back at the man who was sipping from his gin and tonic and winking at one of his buddies over the rim.  

“What's your name?”

“Why does it matter?”

“I just want to be able to address you properly.”

“Stephen Hobbs.”

“Well, Mr. Hobbs, I can assure you that your plate was clean when I took it from the kitchen.”

One of the men loosened his tie as if settling in for the night. The lights flickered like they do at the theatre before the second act.  

“Are you calling me a liar, Mr...?”

“Travis. And I own this bistro. We adhere to certain standards here and...”

“Is there a dumbwaiter in the kitchen?”

“Steve...”

The young man next to us threw a hundred-dollar bill on the table and pulled his girlfriend from her seat. The older group at table five sat frozen.

“What did you just ask me?”

Hobbs showed me his gums, grinning. “Looks like a servant hair to me.”

I dropped the plate in front of him and interrogated him with my eyes. He was tanned, with shades of intoxication painted across his cheeks. The circle around his ring finger was stark white. A matchbook sat next to his car keys: “The Club for Gentle Men.”  

“Are you a businessman, Mr. Hobbs?”

He laughed, “What the hell does that have to do with anything?”

“Are you?”

“Yeah. I am. Top of the chain, in fact.”

The older man busied himself with his cell phone. The other two were listening to our exchange as if they were at a staff meeting. One of them was even taking notes.

“That's a great accomplishment. I'm sure your wife is proud of you?”

His eyes darted back and forth between suits before responding, “She is.”

I stared directly at his ring finger. “I'm sure she is. Do you have any employees under you of unfortunate circumstances?”

He picked up his fork and pushed the too-cold pasta around his plate. His shoulders drooped as if my words weighed him down. He almost whispered, “Was just telling you about a hair, is all.”

“Is that all?”

He dropped his fork with a clang. “Yeah. That's all.”

“That's good Mr. Hobbs. I wouldn't want your friends here to regale everyone at your business with tales of your exploits tonight. A gentle man never tells. Am I right?”

The bored, older man was suddenly interested. Hobbs shook his head at everyone in the room and looked me dead in the eyes. “Have you lost your senses, Mr. Travis? Or are you a well-versed lover?”

“Indeed I am. I am partial to all humans. Even Carl.”

“Carl?”

“Yes. He grew up swinging at a Piñata. He's incredibly adept. Would you like to meet him?”

Hobbs grew speechless and then stated, “Just let me eat.”

“I'll do that,” I told him, staring down at him. “Rest assured though, that next time you place a foreign object on my dinner plate and accuse this bistro of improper service, I'll be happy to discuss things further. Man, to man. Enjoy your dinner, Mr. Hobbs.”

I turned my back on him, mumbling my apologies to table five. I watched him out of the corner of my eye as he downed his drink and stood from the table, leaving a wad of cash next to his untouched food. Just then, Carl emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray of Tiramisu. They met in the middle of the dining room.

“Carl, I assume?”

“Yeah. Who are you?”

“Tell your boss over there, that I'll be back.”

Carl looked over in my direction and then back at Hobbs who was putting on his heavy wool coat.  

“Well, glad you enjoyed your dinner. Good night.”

His smirk was meant for me when he replied, “Yeah. Good night.”

Carl walked over with the dessert and served the guests.  We made our way back to the kitchen together.  

“Well, that was nice of that guy. Rigatoni guy?”

“Yes.”

“See, Pedro? I told you! I should work here full time.”

He walked over to the dishwasher to load a stack of plates, oblivious to the hate that lingered in the air. I thought about Hobbs and his quasi-threat. Then I figured that he wouldn't follow through on it. Only a simpleton would forget to put his wedding ring back on, and jesters don't fight. They spit lies meant to entertain.  

A man stood in the doorway of the kitchen. He was the youngest at Hobbs' table.  

“Mr. Travis?”

I walked over to him and led him into the hallway, away from Carl.  

“What can I do for you?”

“I wanted to apologize for Stephen's behaviour. I mean...Mr. Hobbs.”

The kid is young. In his mid-twenties, maybe. He spoke with a quiver in his voice. “He was drinking heavily earlier and is very stressed at work.”

“Thank-you. I appreciate that. But there is no excuse for ignorance.”

He looked worn, like he had just gone through the spin cycle along with his wrinkled shirt.

“No, you're right. I'm not even sure why he said what he did. He grew up poor as dirt. Anyway, Mr. Travis, thank you for your civility.”

“It's my restaurant and I was merely protecting it.”

“Understood. Good night.”

He turned, looking unsteady on his feet.  

“Wait.”

“Yeah...”

“Where is that you all work?”

“The Club for Gentle Men.”

He walked away, leaving me to ponder the truth behind the old idiom: If they were a pack of wolves, wearing sheep's clothing, the elders could learn a lot from the pup.

~
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ALONE, DRYING DISHES by hand, I remembered the note. I pulled it from my trousers and unfolded it, expecting a to-do list riddled with Xs and Os. instead, her perfect penmanship invites me to hurry and make my way upstairs to her.

“You have a tremendous smile.”

I could feel the butterflies in my belly – the ones that gift me the sensation of being twenty years younger. The rest of the dishes could wait.
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Three
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“What took you so long?”

She looked ethereal standing in a patch of moonlight with one hand on her silk-clad hip.

“I got your note.”

I dropped my keys on the coffee table and went to her, pulling her close to my heart. I shivered from the cold and hugged her tighter, borrowing her warmth.  

She gazed up at me and I kissed her plush mouth and I marvelled at the fact that with a single brush of her lips against mine, the world stopped spinning.  

“Aren't you cold, baby?” I asked her. Pulling away, I checked the thermostat. 

“No. Besides, that's what I need you for. To warm me up.”

“But the boys...”

“They have a space heater in their room, remember?”

She saddled up next to me, pulling at my hands so that I once again faced her like I did on the day she became my wife.

“I missed you.”

“I missed you too. I guess you're feeling better?” 

Laura had just gotten over the flu and she quickly traded in her cotton pyjamas for red silk.  

“You tell me,” she teased, showing me her sweet dimples. They did nothing to contradict her sexiness.

She took my hand and placed it on the small of her back. I clutched at her unlike the shy man I was when we first met; when my heart was still locked away, mourning what could have been with my first love, Briana.  

I grasped her hair and pulled it off her neck, holding her captive and letting my desire guide me. My tongue found hers, and like every other time we've kissed, I became someone else; someone unafraid of the dark and of ghostly echoes.

Taking her firmly by the wrist, I led her to our bedroom. I slid the thin straps of her negligee off her shoulders exposing her flawless figure, and my breath became trapped in my lungs. She had lit two candles and it was by the flicker of each flame that we also came alive, burning ourselves into each other, and succumbing to the fire. Our senses guided us down an avenue meant only for lovers and those in love, a path that has often eluded me.

Afterwards, she fell asleep with her head resting on my belly. I gently threaded my fingers through her hair and felt myself drift into sleep, and it was then that another woman came to visit me in my dreams.

The windowpanes were crying. We were pressed against each other, side by side on the couch – a staring contest between lovers. She was whispering things to me, but I couldn't decode the words. There was thunder and lightning. The lights flickered and then died. I ran my hand through her curls and brushed her cheek with one thumb. She held it to her face, sliding it towards her mouth. Her tongue rolled over it as if she were licking at a child's candy stick. My words died on my lips as she continued to suck and bite, until droplets of blood fell from her perfect mouth. There was no pain, only bewilderment in my eyes.  I pushed at her and as she fell away from me, the floor opened and I could see her falling, falling for all eternity. Only then did I let myself cry.

I woke to find Laura gone. I could hear her through the baby monitor humming a lullaby to one of our sons.  

The dream unnerved me. Turning to my side, I hugged myself and then turned back towards the ceiling, flipping my pillow over, pulling the covers over my nose and then tearing them off again, but it was useless. I was still shivering, yet I wasn't cold.

~
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THE NEXT MORNING, I found Laura in the kitchen feeding William from a small jar. He smiled when he saw me, showcasing one tiny tooth.  

“Good morning,” Laura cooed at him when she sensed my presence.

“Good morning,” I replied, laughing at her quirkiness. I kissed them both on the top of the head and set to work preparing myself an espresso.

“How did you sleep?” she asked me, craning her neck for a kiss. She was wearing a silk robe over her nightie. The lady in red.

I pecked her lips lightly. “Not so great. You?”

“Like a baby.”

“Which one?”

“Cute. Like Michael, I guess since he's still sleeping. The snow finally stopped,” she said, pointing with her miniature spoon.

I looked out the kitchen window seeing signs of life as people made their way to work, and snowplows made their commute unbearable. We live in the heart of downtown and although I often ask Laura if she’s ready to move into a house, somewhere with a park nearby, and where weekend barbecues with the neighbours would become the norm, she always replies that she’s happy where we are, allowing me a quick trip down the stairs to get to the bistro, a geographical perk.

“Why couldn't you sleep, honey?”  

I poured the espresso into a mug three times too big and stirred far too much sugar in it.  

“I guess I was overly excited for some reason,” I told her winking, and sitting across from her at the dinette.  

She blushed. “Sorry. I'm to blame for that. What's on the agenda today at the bistro?”

“Two office parties. Quiet, otherwise. What about you, baby?”

“Two office parties.”

I stared at her over my mug. “What do you mean?”

“Paola is watching the boys today so I can come help you.”

“You're on vacation.”

“Yeah, but I get antsy sometimes, and I can use adult company. Besides, I love the bistro. I love being a lawyer, but I love the bistro, too.”

Paola, Carl's wife, often watches the boys for us. She refuses our money when we offer it, stating, “I bet I have more fun than they do!”

“That's great. You know I love having you around.”

“I'm glad you approve,” she said, scooping the last of Will's breakfast from the jar. “How did yesterday go?”

I was going to tell her about the neanderthal with a liking for Rigatoni but decided against it. There was no room in her life to worry about a faceless degenerate.  

“Slow. Carl livened up the place, though.”

Just then my cell alerted me to a text. I pulled it from my work slacks and flipped it open, struggling to read the tiny words without my glasses.

You need me today, or what?

“Who is it?” Laura asked me.

“Our new chef extraordinaire.”

I quickly typed: Go back to sleep. Laura's helping.

His reply came in seconds later: Ungrateful bastard :) Put the beer on ice for me. See you later.  

William outstretched his chubby arms for more apple sauce. I watched mother and son, enthralled with the love that was so apparent between them. My entire being was wrapped up in their essence. I saw her as she held both boys in the hospital after they were born. The Mona Lisa has nothing on my wife.  

Laura finished feeding him and wiped his chin. She stood and took Will from his high-chair and placed him in my arms. I grasped his tiny hand and held it, feeling my heart surge through the fabric of my shirt. “What's up buddy? Did you have a good breakfast? When's that sleepyhead of a brother of yours going to wake? Eh? Eh?” I cooed.

“It's contagious.”

“What is?” I asked Laura, looking up at her. Her robe fell open exposing her cleavage and the fire burned once more.

“Baby talk,” she stated, smiling. “I'll go get dressed and pack up the boys' things,” she told me, turning.

“Laura.”

She spun back around. “Yes?”

“I love you.”

“I love you more.”

I stared out the window remembering only parts of the dream that kept me awake all night, a cavernous void before my eyes.

William fussed, missing his mom. Something left unspoken lingered in the air. I hugged William tighter, searching for answers, but his lips remained sealed. 
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Four

The Club for Gentle Men
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In the light of day, the club was nothing more than a large room housing naked tables and uncomfortable chairs. In one corner, the D.J., a young college kid with a dream, was readying himself for the night's antics. The bartender was counting his liquor, and two dancers wearing nothing but oversized t-shirts and high heels sat at a small table, talking and laughing, while pretending to eat a light fruit and yogurt breakfast.

Stephen Hobbs was nursing a headache and was attempting to fix his hangover with a very strong classic Caesar. He was sitting at the bar looking over a ledger. The numbers were fuzzy before his eyes, and he gave up trying to make sense of them.  

“Hey, Jesse.”

“Yeah, boss?”

“What's the Green Light special tonight?”

The bartender was wearing a sleeveless t-shirt. He was cut like a rock and often took on the role of bouncer at the club.   “Same as every Tuesday. The Thelma & Louise.”

“Did I approve whatever nonsense that is?”

“It's a margarita with a side of tequila...and yeah, you did.”

Hobbs pushed his empty mug aside. “Show me the shot glass.”

“Sorry?”

“The glass. The shot glass you give customers.”

Jesse reached underneath the bar and pulled out a shot glass and placed it in front of his boss who looked at it mystified.

“It's huge.”

“Nah. It's standard.1.5 ounces.”

Hobbs twirled it beneath his fingers, “Good seller?”

“Every week.”

Julia walked up to the bar with an empty ceramic mug.  She leaned over the wood, searching for the coffee decanter. Hobbs' eyes drifted to where her oversized t-shirt met her thighs. He had hired her himself when she came in out of the rain one day, apparently trying to escape an abusive boyfriend. He offered her a job and a place to stay in a small apartment above the club. She was shy at first, but the other girls took her under their wings, showing her how to move, and what to wear, and the proper way to apply her makeup so that she looked her best underneath the harsh lights as she danced. The boyfriend never did come looking for her. If he had, he probably didn't recognize her after her transformation.  

“Hi, Stephen.”

“How are you doing, Jules?”

“Oh, you know,” she said, flicking her long, fake-blond hair behind her shoulder, “tired as hell. But I'm not complaining. Pays the rent,” she told him, winking.  

She poured dark coffee in her mug and blew Jesse a kiss. As she sauntered away, she teetered on her black patent stilettos. The men watched her sit and cross her legs so that the t-shirt disappeared somewhere forsaken. Only the elite customers had certain unspoken privileges with Jules, customers like Officer Gionelli or Principal Newark.  

Hobbs packed up the briefcase beside him and stood from his stool. “I'll be back. Take all those glasses and store them somewhere in the storage room where no one will find them.”

“What am I supposed to use?” Jesse asked, pulling a sweater over his head of blond hair.

“The ones I'm about to buy, dumbass. Smaller ones.”

“Oh. Got ya,” he said, pointing two fingers to his temple.  

In the parking lot, Hobbs fell into his Mazda and sighed heavily, wishing he could just drive off to Mexico. He checked his cell phone. His wife, Kerri, had texted him three times since 7 am and it was only 9 in the morning.

We need to talk about Tammy's braces

and,

Where are we going for vacation?

And finally,

Are you getting my messages??

He slapped his phone shut and revved the engine. He was more of a bank teller to Kerri than a husband. She was used to a lavish life, all thanks to the hours he sacrificed at a seedy club that was in dire need of a name change. The only gentle man in the place was the janitor who worked the graveyard shift. He often envied Tomas and his simple little life. He was invisible to the world, incognito.  

Hobbs wanted to disappear. He wanted to go far away and start a new life. Alone. He wanted to start again without Kerri, the kids, and his stepfather, who liked to belittle him every chance he got.  

He sped through town, ignoring stop signs and flying through stoplights. He was on a mission to get back to the club, because although he wouldn't make it to Mexico, he was looking forward to disappearing with the help of a margarita or four. Just maybe, he would go back to that uptight little bistro too.  A man can only survive on booze for so long.  
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