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Christmas is the time of year that many of us look forward to as a time for family dinners, stolen moments by the hearth and a time of year that we give praise and thanks. I need to acknowledge why all of this has altered for me and why this third novel of the series has been the most difficult to write. Jesus wanted our Mother home with Him on His birthday and so she left this world on Christmas Day, 2009. 

Our Beloved Mother was a beautiful, loving, courageous and strong head of our family – and a master chef in the kitchen! She was an avid reader and I still own the Harlequin romances she left behind (Italian editions). I started the self-publishing journey long after her passing and I can just imagine the joy and pride on her face, holding my novels in her hands. I miss her beyond comprehension, and I hope that she can “read” me from Heaven. I dedicate this story of love to her. I know that as we try to continue her Christmas traditions, she is still with us; proud of us and watching over us but if I could ask for anything, it would be to have one more hug from her. I love you with all my heart and I don’t know how to say thank you enough for giving me life. Buon Natale, Carina Mamma. 

To my Father Domenic, my brother Jerry, my sister Linda, my niece Emma, my nephews Nicholas, Nico and Matteo and to all of my family, I write with you all in mind. I wouldn’t be the woman I am today had it not been for the constant love you have gifted me with. Through your support, you have helped make an impossible dream, possible and I can’t thank you enough. I love you all very much. 

To my amazing husband, Danny: I am so honoured to say that this work was the very first romance novel you have read from start to finish. You cheered me on when I was weary and praised me when I needed it most. As much as you lavished me with compliments, I want you to know that I am forever your number one fan. Ti amo, 888. 

To my cherished friends who are more like family to me: your guidance and words of encouragement mean everything to me. To everyone who has ever lost someone that they loved with all their being and all of their heart and soul, this story is for you. 

To Mia: a dream never forgotten.
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We sat on the precipice. Maroon, orange, and yellow leaves were strewn around us. The air held a silence that resonated deep within. She wore a grey scarf around her neck and burgundy riding boots that clicked together nervously. I was reminded of our first dates together when we were anxious to know more, careful not to tread too far into territory that we would later discover we wished to retreat from. Neither of us did. 

She looked ethereal, her long golden locks were tied back and held by a pink elastic. Her fingers were laced with mine tightly, causing her wedding ring to leave a mark on my skin like an insignia. It was dusk and we were half hidden by shadows. I was comforted by the lack of light. Romance lingered ever so gingerly to remind me that our wedding anniversary was only three weeks ago on October 9th. I have called her my wife for two years. We were married in 2004. Despite my resolve that I would never find love again, it found me. 

Voices intrude my thoughts as passersby crunch the leaves beneath their Nikes. 

“Not here, Matteo! There are people around!” 

“Who? Those two? They look like they’re out to get lucky too. Come on, babe!” 

“Not here!” 

She laughed as she ran ahead, her lover on her heels. I grew envious of their freedom and their youth and squeezed Laura’s hand with greater resolve, trying to squeeze from it a life force that has since escaped us. I turned to look at her and the near darkness did nothing to mask the single tear riding down her beautiful cheek. It was time. 

I placed her hand gently in her lap and stood to walk to our car that was parked twenty feet away. 

“No, Peter. Not yet. Please.” She held the calf leg of my jeans, tugging at me, imploring me to sit again. 

“I have to get Mia.” 

“Let her sleep, love.”  

The doctors told me this was normal. That my love, my wife, was suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. “Give her time,” they had said. “Be gentle with her.” Who would comfort me? Where would I find the gentleness that I sought? I pushed the thoughts away in order to keep the promise that I made to her the day I fell in love with her, that I would always love her and protect her, like I had vowed to protect our daughter, Mia. 

A bird squawked in a nearby tree just as a baby chipmunk danced and ran over my toes. It was getting too late. Too late, and too cold for her. She was our miracle, born to both of us much later in life. She had ocean blue eyes and dark curly hair and the sunniest of dispositions. Her laugh was infectious and when she wrapped her tiny fingers around one of mine, my heart melted each time. Her Godfather and my best friend, Carl always said, “She’s like gold, that one, Pedro. Only better. You can spend gold but love like that, it’s priceless. She looks like you, buddy.” 

She looked like me. If I felt any more pride or admiration for that precious, little human being, I think that my heart would burst wide open. I sat down again, reminding myself to keep a soft tone to my voice. I needed to get through to her but not scare her. 

“Baby, remember what we discussed at home?” 

She looked at me with a void in her eyes, even as they were filling with tears. “Yes,” she simply said. 

I wrapped a strand of her loose hair around her ear and kissed her on the forehead. Standing again, I held out my hand. I was afraid she wouldn’t, but she took it and came to her feet. “Wait here, baby,” I told her. 

I walked to the car, my legs aching with each stride. My hands started to tremble. I peeked into the back seat to look at her. Extravagance stared back. Surrounding her were jeweled teddy bears, hearts, and bunnies. Like her mother, she was always in pink. This would be no exception. 

I opened the back door to our blue Honda and with the patience of a diamond cutter, I picked her up with precision and care. She was wrapped in her very first baby blanket and I swear I could still smell her sweet scent in it. Laura stared at us, her lips curling into a smile at the sight of her two loves. There was no holding back at this point, and I let my tears flow freely. The silence in those woods continued and permeated the moment for what it was. I reached Laura again after what felt like an eternity and handed Mia to her mother. My wife nodded at me, and I nodded back. We both kissed Mia one last time, stood over the precipice, and opened the urn to the wind.
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Two

Two Weeks Later
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Briana’s Bistro was filled to capacity. It was always like this at this time of year when office Christmas parties were abundant, even weeks before December 25th. An early November snowfall didn’t prohibit the party goers and tonight, a tech firm booked half the restaurant requesting a special menu catered to them and their “diverse” needs. As the events coordinator explained it, there were several people on staff that suffered from gluten allergies. I wondered why they would choose an Italian restaurant where gluten could be found in every pasta, bread, and pastry, but then I went ahead and secured their deposit, promising gluten-free eggplant parmesan for the sensitive guests. 

My manager, Emma, took care of the rest for me. I made her manager when she turned nineteen and she had a knack for the business and a kindness in her heart that made her perfect for the job. Even more so now that I needed her most. Despite her broken heart, Laura didn’t stay home. She needed to be close to me, she said. Her definition of ‘close’ proved to be more that of proximity and not affection. I chose to give her time, although the only thing I craved was her embrace. 

“Can I get you more espresso?” 

“No. Thanks, Emma. How goes the battle in the kitchen?” I was sitting at the bar and probably looked like the mannequin that I felt inside; emotionless. 

“The supplier called and said he could be here in an hour. I told him to be here in thirty minutes, or else we’d be taking our business elsewhere.”

I smiled at Emma’s determination and gusto and thanked her silently, if not audibly. I looked at Laura from across the room. She was chatting with some guests, pouring water from a pitcher. My breath still caught when I looked at her and even now, I knew how lucky I was and how thankful I should be for having her in my life. Yet, I also felt that a part of us was broken. Like a lost limb, you could never replace it. Artificially, you could procure the use of your digits again, but you would never be able to feel the touch of your spouse’s hand around yours. 

Our love story was already unfathomable to many. I was engaged before and lost her not once, but twice; permanently, in the end. She was killed by a drunk driver on the night we reunited after twenty years apart. Her murderer was Laura’s boyfriend at the time; a dark comedy of errors that brought our hearts together in grief and, later, in love. 

“Pedro!” 

“Dammit Carl, you scared the hell out of me.” 

I threaded my hand through my salt and pepper hair and cleared my throat. Even though I was thankful for his help at the bistro, Carl had a way of grating on my already delicate nerves. 

“Sorry, man. Rob needs you in the kitchen. Are you alright buddy?” 

I didn’t answer him. The answer would be a lie. I made my way to the kitchen with Carl’s eyes on my back, finding Robert on the floor with a twenty-five-pound bag of flour ripped and decorating the tiles as if the skies had opened and unleashed a sudden snow.

“What the hell happened?” 

“Don’t ask. Just please go over to table six and stall them. Their entrees will take another ten.” 

“Got it.” 

Robert is my head chef and a new father. I can barely look at his son now. He joked with me the day that Mia was born that she and little Joey would marry one day. I had told him, “Over my dead body,” like a jumbled premonition. 

I made my way to table six and caught a glimpse of Laura where she stood at the end of the bar. She had just taken a shot of something clear raising the glass to one of our regulars that was sitting across from her. She seemed animated and unlike her recent self. I expelled in relief, wondering if she was slowly coming around and then she saw me and winked in my direction. It stunned me to realize that with that one small gesture, a blink of one eye, I felt like I had my wife back. I quickly approached the group of hungry customers at table six so I could satisfy my hunger for my love.

“Good evening, everyone. I hope everything is to your liking tonight?” 

The restaurant was decorated with white tablecloths, hanging lanterns over each table, and a rich, dark wood bar which separated the room. It had been salvaged and restored from the ruins of Fox’s. Laura added burgundy dinner napkins, and emerald accents like vases, and salt and pepper shakers. She said the place needed a woman’s touch, and an Italian flair, and she was right. 

The vases tonight were filled with white roses. One diner at table six held the flower beneath her nose. She looked to be in her seventies and spoke for the group. “Just perfect, Mr. Travis, as always. The seafood piatto per due was a perfect appetizer.” 

There was a quiver in her voice and a gold heart broach on her lapel bounced up and down as she talked. 

“Good to hear. Your entrées should be out in a few minutes. There’s been a bit of a delay, but I’ll throw in four Tiramisu for dessert on the house.” My gaze ventured towards Laura who was still in conversation and still holding a shot glass. 

“That’s very generous of you. How are you these days, Mr. Travis?” 

I was ready to escape, and I was definitely not keen on small talk tonight but as the owner of Briana’s Bistro, I valued my customers and I had to maintain my composure and a professional demeanor. My attention was back on the elderly patron. “I am well, under the circumstances.” 

Her dinner companions were engaged in their own conversation and when she opened her mouth to speak again, I wished she would join them. “I lost a child once too, Mr. Travis. My second baby girl. They call it SIDS these days. What happened to baby Mia, if I may ask?” 

Although I knew her to come into the bistro at least twice a month, I had never spoken to this lady before, and I was taken aback by her bold question. I also wondered how she knew so much about me. Then again, when you become a public figure in the community, news travels fast, especially bad news. She was twirling the rose beneath two fingers and the look in her eyes was more of curiosity and not that of concern. Again, I found myself wishing that she would just shut the hell up. Instead, I answered mechanically, “Pneumonia.”

“Such a shame. Please send my best wishes to your lovely wife.” 

“I will, thank you. Enjoy the rest of your dinner.” 

If that rose had thorns, I would have preferred to feel its sting a thousand times over than continue the conversation any further. I pulled my cell phone out of my shirt breast pocket and pretended to dial as I walked away in the general direction of the kitchen. Laura met me halfway, grasping both of my elbows and stopping me in the middle of the room. 

“Where are you off to, handsome?” 

I leaned in to hug her instinctively, smelling Sambuca on her breath as I did. How many shots had she had? “Just trying to get away from Mrs. Busybody over there. Are you okay, baby?” 

She was leading me to the bar with one hand and told one of our waitresses, Krysta, to bring us a bottle of red wine. I wasn’t about to argue. In fact, what I wanted was to feel normal again and if the alcohol helped us get there, I was all for it. Laura was radiant in a simple black dress, her hair piled on top of her head. She was wearing the half carat diamond studs I had given her on her birthday last year. I remembered her reaction when she saw them in their little velvet box, sparkling up at her. She had flung her arms around my neck and repeated over, and over, that they were beautiful. I remember telling her, “Even more beautiful when worn by you.” That remark had secured for me even more kisses. 

“As long as I’m with you, I’m perfect.” My wife was flirting with me, and I felt a wave a nostalgia that brought me back to when I had first met her.  

“I know how hard it is, baby. I’m here. Always.” 

“Well, you better be!” 

I thought that she would open up to me, revealing her pain, and admitting her pain, but it was almost as if she was simply forgetting her pain tonight. 

“Always,” I said again, deciding not to lead her into conversation that would make her sad. I followed her example instead, thankful for the moment. 

Krysta approached us with one of our favourite reds. “Will this do, Mrs. Travis?” 

“Perfecto. Thanks, and don’t forget to take your break.” 

“Oh, I won’t. My feet are killing me!” 

Laura took the bottle and handed it to me. “Will you do the honours, love?” 

I poured rich liquid into our glasses just as Laura placed her hand on my thigh, letting it rest there and allowing the move to both calm me and excite me. Since we lost Mia, this was the most affection Laura’s been able to muster. As fragile as she was, her heart still beat for me. 

“I tried the lamb, earlier, Peter. Robbie outdid himself tonight. It was so tender that I could cut it with my spoon.” 

At the mention of food, my stomach grumbled, and I got up to punch an order of calamari into the computer system. I was still getting used to the new technology. We switched over from pen and paper a year ago and I missed the old system, making me wonder if my age was finally catching up with me. I still often woke up in the middle of the night, unsure if I was dreaming. I built the bistro after Fox’s had burned to the ground. It was in memoriam of a love lost, and then a haven for new love when I met Laura. I was lucky twice over and afraid it was all a dream, threatening to dissolve. When I sat down, Laura’s hand resumed its spot on my thigh. If hallucinations expel warmth, warmth was emanating straight from her fingertips. 

“I’m glad you were able to eat something, honey. You look beautiful tonight.” 

She sipped at her wine and winked. I met her when I turned fifty-eight years old and instantly, I felt young. She is nearly twenty years younger than me, but she quickly instilled in me the notion that your life is not defined by years but how you feel and how you react to the moments in your life. I was reborn. Then a miracle happened, and our daughter came to us making us both feel like our lives had been renewed. A bright light shone upon us until without warning and within a very short time, it flickered and died, and our world lost its brilliance. Too few joyous moments, I learned, can dull a man’s reaction until he feels vacant. I was like the gas needle on a car dashboard pointing to empty. My only saving grace was Laura and the focus on my mission to make her feel whole.

“You’re sweet, Peter. I wore this same dress to the grand opening of the bistro, remember?” She drank faster and finished her wine before I was even halfway through my glass. I poured her another one without hesitation. 

Haley, our other waitress who has been with us since the bistro opened, delivered my calamari and I dug in ravenously. “Is this the one?” 

“Yes. I’m surprised you don’t remember.” 

I had my chance, and I wasn’t about to waste it. “I was blinded by your natural beauty, but yes, I remember now.” 

She laughed, a sound I haven’t heard from her in weeks, and she slapped my leg before telling me, “You can be so cheesy sometimes, but I love it!” 

“I love you.” 

“I love you too, Peter.” 

“I love both of you,” Carl said, as he walked by with a platter full of tonight’s specials. 

“Get to work, Esposito,” I joked after him. 

He turned and pursed his lips in a kiss and blew it at me. Laura pretended to catch it and threw it back. We were acting like teenagers, a rare pleasure we wouldn’t forsake. 

“Isn’t it their anniversary soon?” 

“Carl and Paola? Yeah, I think it is.” 

She wiped at a bit of red wine at the corner of her lip and stared into space briefly. “Do you know what Henry just told me? Suzanne left him last night. I guess she’s been in love with someone else for months now.” 

Henry was our regular with a liking for Sambuca. 

“That’s terrible. They were married a long time.” 

“I know. He asked me if I could be his lawyer in the divorce proceedings, but I told him that I only practice criminal law.” 

She stared blankly into space, but then quickly said, “I don’t want to talk about him, though.” 

She was giving me my cue once more – to steer the conversation away from darkness. “Is there something you do want to talk about?” 

“No,” she replied. “I’d rather show you what’s on my mind.” 

Somehow, I had a feeling it had to do with her hand on my thigh, the Sambuca, or both. I stuffed three calamari in my mouth and followed her out the door. Teenage love never felt this good.

~
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Upstairs in our apartment, Laura kicked off one black heel at a time, hitting the television with one shoe, making her giggle. She pushed me against the front door and kissed me as she tugged at the zipper on the back of her dress. She slid the straps of the dress off her shoulders until it sat like a skirt on her hips, her lips never leaving mine. I pulled at my tie until it finally loosened and before I could drop it to the floor, she grabbed it and threw it around her neck like a scarf. 

“For later,” she whispered in my ear. 

Her kisses were nourishing. With every kiss, I grew more aroused, and my emotions returned. Tears threatened but they were born of love, and desire, and a sense of relief in the knowledge that our love did not die. My hands explored her body freely and in every intimate way. Picking her up, I carried her to our bedroom. A soft line of light shone over the bed, put there from the moonlit sky. The large green digital display of the alarm clock on her nightstand table provided the only other light. In the near blackness of the room, we made love furiously, and the flame of hope flickered once more.

~
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In the minutes after making love, I held her. Her head rested on my chest, and I smoothed her hair, and kissed the top of her head and I was content to just listen to her breath, rhythmically rising and falling. She fell asleep quickly, spent, and happy. I could hear music in the apartment above ours, serenading us both. I held her one hand in mine on my chest and played with her wedding ring; or more to ensure that it was still on her finger. It always was. I closed my eyes. Behind the shadow of my eyelids, I saw flashes of red, crimson and scarlet, devilish colours that evoked fear in me. It wasn’t until the next morning that I could clearly see why.
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Three

Niagara Falls, Ontario
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“Sign here, Harvey. Here too.” 

“What’s this one for?” 

“To get your possessions back. One Rolex watch, one gold chain, a leather billfold with five hundred and forty dollars in bills, three dollars and fifty-three cents in coins, keys, and one Motorola cell phone.” 

“I don’t suppose that there’s a Camaro in there?” 

“Keep dreaming.” 

Jack Harvey was feeling elated. His Prada shirt felt like the fabric of kings against his skin. His hair had sprouted grays, but he would take care of that at the salon back home. 

Home. Where was home? He lost his job as an ad executive at one of the top firms in the city for sleeping with a V.I.P. client. He couldn’t make the payments on his condo from jail, and he doubted that even being released early on good behaviour would secure him any sort of decent employment in the Falls. He would forever be branded a drunk for driving while intoxicated and accidentally killing a passerby. 

It was an accident. He was no murderer. The label actually made him sick to his stomach. She should have been watching where she was going. Why don’t the courts ever think of that? Instead, judge and jury condemned him to prison. Suddenly, his elation turned to anger. 

“Just hurry it up,” he told the clerk. 

“Watch it, Harvey.” 

Jack’s jaw tightened, “Sorry. I’d like to get the hell out of here if you know what I mean.” 

The clerk smirked in reply. “That’s what they all say.” 

Finally, Jack was free. The clerk folded his arms and watched him scurry away like a coward. “Asshole,” he mumbled under his breath and turned his attention back to The Price is Right, playing on the small TV in his cubicle enclosed by bullet proof glass. The story of his life. 

Outside, in the blinding sunlight, Jack wasn’t prepared. He had no coat, and no proper shoes to protect him from the frigid November air. He didn’t even know how he’d catch a ride. Then he thought of Laura Sayder, his ex-girlfriend. She hadn’t visited him once while he was in jail. Sure, he lost it on her at their house just before the accident, but he still thought she was sexy as hell and just maybe, she would hear him out. 

He flipped open his cell and stared at the blank screen. The battery was dead. That’s what five years in prison will get you. Setting out on foot, he headed towards the nearest bus stop, shivering in his designer jeans, still thinking of Laura.
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The next morning, I was in the kitchen making us coffee. I let Laura sleep in and as thoughts of our love making sat at the forefront of my mind, I silently said a prayer of thanks. Sometimes, you pray for big things like the success of an operation or for financial relief. Other times, you pray for simpler things like normalcy in your life. You pray for serenity, and peace, and when you are fortunate with feeling both, you grow thankful and feel blessed. Despite my strained relationship with God, I felt blessed.

The coffee ready, I reached into the refrigerator for milk and came up empty. Today was Sunday and the bistro was closed to allow my staff to spend time with their families. I tiptoed into the bedroom where Laura still slept and slipped on a pair of jeans. The Avondale across the street was open 24/7, 365 days a year, a store of convenience, if I ever saw one. I knew Laura couldn’t drink her coffee without milk and I wondered if they would have any fresh flowers today. 

I made my way out, quietly locking the front door behind me. I was halfway down the stairs when I saw him. He was wrapped in a worn blanket, and he was resting his head against the wall. Our stairwell was becoming a permanent abode for him these days. I knew his name was Michael. I have asked him to join us on Thursday nights when Briana’s
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