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      ‘Baby Steps’ is the fifth and final book in the ‘Honeymoon Series’.

      I have also written a spin-off series called the ‘Italian Summer Series’ which tells the stories of some of the minor characters who first appeared in the ‘Honeymoon Series’.

      The timelines of both series are connected and you can find the recommended reading order here.
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        (A spin-off from the Honeymoon Series)
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        Roman Encounter

        November Sun

        New Beginnings

        Italian Summer Series (Books 1-4)
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      “Don’t tell me there might be a problem,” Nico snapped as he sat in his study, silently cursing to himself.

      He’d sneaked a call to his project manager, Bruno, while Elisabetta was sleeping. “Tell me you can do it, and then get it done.” He coughed, and then instinctively touched the side of his chest where the tube had been inserted. He was on the mend now and back to normal, but it had been a long six weeks since his car accident.

      And he was still pissed.

      Pissed that the Cazale Ravenna, his new spa hotel, still wasn’t open for business, pissed because every moment it remained closed, it sucked up money, pissed because he needed to get back into the swing of things and it was impossible to concentrate on his work, to have conference calls, or business calls while everyone else was at home; his wife, his daughter, his mother-in-law and his housekeeper.

      Now, only two days into the New Year, he was more desperate than ever to get back to the Casa Adriana, the main family hotel and his main place of business.

      “All I’m saying is that we’re on a tight deadline as it is, especially if you still want to open next month. We’ve still got to re-paper, re-paint and re-plaster all the affected walls.”

      “We will open next month.”

      “We don’t even have a date for the next inspection, Nico. Those people take their time.”

      “I don’t care how difficult it is,” Nico replied through gritted teeth. “I just want it done. Use your contact.” Bruno’s friend in the health and safety department was the one who’d alerted them to why the hotel might have failed its safety check. Armando Vieri—his malicious ex-girlfriend’s new lover and a politician old enough to be her father—had meddled in things which were none of his business. Nico was sure of it, though he didn’t have the hard proof to back up his assumption.

      “Hear me out,” Bruno insisted. “You don’t want to mess up again.” There was a slight pause before he back tracked. “Not that you messed up—”

      “I didn’t mess up.” It wasn’t illegal to have old wiring. Nico had been told by his architects and builders that it was fine, but in hindsight, he should have had all bases covered. His father would have. But Edmondo wasn’t here now and this project, this supposed new offering in the Cazale chain of hotels, was something he had a lot riding on.

      His reputation for one thing. People were watching him, the press and business people. Nico was certain they were all waiting for him to fall flat on his face and because of that he was more determined than ever to prove them wrong.

      A lot had happened this year; meeting Ava, falling in love, his father’s death, his marriage and the subsequent birth of their daughter. Thankfully Elisabetta’s arrival had taken his mind off what had happened and distracted him from the pain and inconvenience of his injuries. He’d nearly missed her birth because as he’d raced to the hospital upon learning that Ava had gone into labor.

      The car accident—completely his fault—could have been fatal and he might never have seen Elisabetta.

      All this he blamed on Silvia and Vieri. He had tried to put on a brave face about it but his resentment towards those vipers simmered not too far below the surface.

      “The inspectors will be stricter this time around,” Bruno warned, interrupting his train of thought. Nico pursed his lips tighter together. Forced to agree, he grunted. “Yes.” Bruno had a point. “Which is why you must ensure it’s done properly.”

      Nico lowered his head, contemplating events. Bruno was damn good at his job and more importantly, he wasn’t a ‘yes’ man. Nico didn’t need any more of those around. He wanted results and he wanted people who could do the job and Bruno was the right man for it.

      “Do your best,” said Nico, knowing that his irritation was misdirected. It wasn’t only the delay in the hotel’s opening that annoyed him. He hated not being able to do things at full capacity. He wasn’t used to being incapacitated. He was used to rushing around, being capable, having a body that was in peak fitness and while his recovery had been good, resting at home when so much needed to be done, had made him a brooding menace.

      For the first two weeks he’d been too weak and incapacitated to ponder on the recent turn of events. He’d had trouble breathing but at least he was alive. Elisabetta’s arrival had helped but those early weeks had been a blur.

      Elsa, his mother-in-law had arrived soon after and had been a huge help to them both and yet he wasn’t the only one who was trying to get back to normal. Ava was also recovering from the birth which hadn’t been easy.

      Their first Christmas together as a married couple had been quiet and they’d ushered in the New Year without any fanfare. But now that the holiday period was almost over, he felt the pressure starting to build up again. Each day the Cazale Ravenna remained closed, it was costing him money.

      He found himself caught up in the same vicious circle thinking the same vicious thoughts until Elisabetta’s soft cries caught his attention.

      “Is that Elisabetta?” Bruno asked.

      Nico exhaled slowly, a softness melting his tense body. “Yes.” It was his beautiful little girl.

      “She’s loud,” said Bruno, laughing.

      “She has a pair of lungs on her that would put me to shame,” Nico said as the baby’s cries grew louder.

      Bruno chuckled.

      “She can be a handful, sometimes, but she’s a beautiful handful.” These random bouts of crying that she would suddenly break into—Ava said it was ‘colic’—these were hard to deal with. But for the most part, he had enjoyed being at home; though the resentment he felt towards what had happened tainted his enjoyment of being a new father.

      He stepped out of his study and into the large hallway entrance, cocking his head towards the direction of the kitchen. During the day, Ava was usually downstairs and they would set the Moses basket in the part of the dining room that connected to the kitchen. Ava often set up her laptop on the large kitchen table.

      His irritation rose with the pitch of Elisabetta’s howls. Where was Ava? He hoped she wasn’t back on her computer in her study upstairs, sneaking a look at her emails. There was no need for her to work and he couldn’t understand why she insisted on it.

      He flexed his fingers. He couldn’t think amidst this noise and this, mixed in with him being cooped up at home for so long had made him jittery. Impatient. Frustrated. He walked into the dining room and Elisabetta’s cries amplified.

      “It sounds like you need to go,” Bruno offered. “We can talk about this tomorrow.”

      Nico shook his head. How was he supposed to get his business back in order when he couldn’t even think in peace? “We need to discuss this properly,” he said, making a decision there and then. “I’ll come by on Monday.”

      “Already?” Bruno sounded surprised. “Shouldn’t you be resting?”

      “Any more rest will kill me.” Just then, Elisabetta’s cries turned into a whimper.

      “Don’t put yourself through the headache, Nico. I’ve got everything under control.”

      “I’m sure you have.”

      “I can keep you updated.”

      “I know,” replied Nico. “But I’ll be over all the same.” He wasn’t surprised that his project manager didn’t sound keen for him to show up on site. They’d had over a month without him and he was anxious to see for himself how they were getting on. The cellphone recordings of the work in progress that Bruno often sent him, and the daily updates didn’t give Nico peace of mind.

      “You’re the boss,” said Bruno as Nico wandered into the kitchen.

      “And don’t you forget it. I’ll see you on Monday.” He hung up and stared at Ava. She was sitting at the kitchen table with the laptop in front of her and the baby at her breast.
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      “That’s better, isn’t it?” Ava cooed softly. She looked up to find Nico watching her. “She needs feeding every two hours.”

      “She does.” A half-smile settled on his face as he looked out of the kitchen window.

      Did the sight of her breastfeeding put him off that much?

      She couldn’t dispute that he was attentive and caring but she was still silently disappointed.

      She had expected more.

      She had expected him to have been more hands on, warmer and more considerate. She had tried to be the same for him. Outwardly nothing had changed much, but she sensed a subtle shift in him which was getting harder to blame on his accident and business problems.

      “She was crying for a while,” he said. “Where were you?”

      “In the shower.” Where were you? “Helena was here when I left. She’s probably sorting out the laundry.” Having their housekeeper around, as well as her mother meant more eyes and ears on the baby.

      “I was on a call with Bruno,” he explained.

      “More updates?” He was always on the phone to Gina or Bruno; most of the time it didn’t feel as though he was really here for her.

      “You know how it is,” said Nico. Yes, she knew exactly how it was. He was here in body but he might as well have been at work for the amount of time he spent brooding and mulling over business matters. “I’ll need to go to Ravenna on Monday.”

      “Don’t you think you’re taking too much on?” But even as she posed the question she knew it was futile to ask this of a man who always took too much on. The fact that he was recovering from his accident hadn’t seemed to slow him down in any way. “I mean you’re still not—”

      “I need to go in, Ava. I can’t sit around waiting for the business to collapse.”

      “Nico,” she murmured softly, sensing his resentment and trying to make him see that things weren’t as dire as he thought. “Your business isn’t about to collapse. You need to get well first.”

      “I am well.” He tapped his fingers on the worktop. She didn’t understand why he couldn’t take this time off and spend it with them without worrying about his hotel. Too much had happened in the last few months and while she understood his anger and frustration, she had expected that the arrival of their first child would have made him realize that there was much to be thankful for.

      She’d hoped to have a wonderful Christmas and New Year and while it had been different, having a new baby and being in a different country, the festive season hadn’t quite lived up to her expectations. Her husband didn’t make a good patient and his obvious frustration which stemmed from work matters made him moody.

      He wasn’t the same Nico she knew, the man she had fallen in love with. These days he seemed more of a desperate man constrained by the limitations of his healing body and eager for the hotel to be operational as soon as possible.

      It was as if he couldn’t make allowances for his recovery, nor see the point of slowing down and obeying the doctor’s orders.

      In the days after they’d come home from the hospital, he had been a walking, barely talking, simmering well of resentment. She understood that the root of his anger had been his former girlfriend, Silvia Azzarone, and her new lover, the ageing dinosaur of a politician, Armando Vieri. Nico blamed them for meddling in his affairs, for somehow influencing the decisions of the safety department and of having a hand in failing the safety check on his soon-to-be-opened spa hotel.

      She didn’t know what to believe and many times she feared that her husband was becoming obsessed by his ambitious grand plans.

      What she resented the most was that he seemed to take out his frustrations on her. She didn’t like this side to him, and it unnerved her, as a new mother who was herself frazzled and overwhelmed by the demands of a new baby. She, too, was busy with her online business. Sales had exploded and she could no more shut down her business than Nico could walk away from his hotel problems, but she didn’t let her business pressures determine her moods.

      “Can’t you take it easy for one more week?” she pleaded. “Work part-time hours again, if only for this week.” That’s all she was asking. He’d been going into work for one to two days each week before Christmas, but he also spent most of the time conducting business from home.

      Like her, he never switched off completely. He usually spent the mornings in his ground floor study, while she brought her laptop into the kitchen and flitted around, tending to the baby while keeping an eye on things. But in the afternoons, once the US office opened, she moved her laptop to her own study upstairs and tried to work there, stealing pockets of time while Elisabetta napped.

      “I can’t sit around any longer, Ava. I have a business to run and I can’t leave it all to Gina. We open next month and I can’t have another delay. I can’t. I need to be there.”

      Elsa kept telling her that a lack of sleep and tiredness from tending to a new baby would be difficult, that it would bring out the worst in her if she wasn’t careful and that it would cloud her judgment, but Nico’s sour moods were beginning to wear her down. She tried to remember her mom’s advice, but it wasn’t always easy, especially when her husband always seemed more concerned about his business than his wife and child.

      “Sit around?” Her indignation flared. “You say it as if it were a prison sentence, spending time at home with me and the baby.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” He took a step towards her as she switched her baby to the other breast.

      He cleared his throat and turned his head away. “You’re busy. I’ll let you feed her first.” Once more she felt as if the sight of her feeding Elisabetta repulsed him and the thought upset her even more. “Do you want to do the next feed?” she offered. “I expressed some milk earlier.” She wanted to see if he would turn and look at her again but he continued to stare at the floor instead.

      “Okay.” But his voice was flat, and she feared that he had no interest. It left her feeling even more disillusioned. What had she been hoping for? That there would be lots of time for them to talk and grow closer? That they would spend their days counting their blessings and being thankful for this beautiful new chapter in their life? Here she was, a frumpy woman in a loose-fitting maternity top and she felt increasingly insecure, unsure and unattractive. Once more she came back to the thing that gnawed at her the most whenever she felt low; she’d only known Nico a year and in that year they’d already had more life changes than most people experienced in five. She’d known Connor for years before he’d shown his true colors.

      Could it be that she was seeing Nico’s true colors now? Worse, had she made the same mistake again?

      Her mother had been right. Her tiredness and constant fretting over Elisabetta kept her nerves frayed. She didn’t allow herself to rest either and whenever the baby slept, she used that time to work. But she had to put on a brave face, needing to show her mother and Nico that it was easy to juggle the baby with her business; to do otherwise would be to fail. She sensed that both her mother and Nico disapproved of her constant attention to the business.

      She stared down at Elisabetta’s mass of dark hair and touched it softly. Her baby made sucking noises, and Ava felt the heaviness in her breasts slowly drain away. Nico rubbed his brow and made to walk away. “I need to get back into it. I wish you would understand.”

      “I’m trying to.”

      “Maybe later, when it’s all running smoothly. When Elisabetta’s a little older maybe we can take some time away for a family vacation.”

      “Maybe,” she said, watching him walk away. He’d dismissed her concerns easily and wasn’t interested in slowing down.

      He’d taken too much on. Not only did he now have full responsibility for the string of hotels his father had left him, but this new venture of his—the spa hotel—consumed all his time and energy.

      Something new, he said. Something different. Something his father hadn’t tried before. She was all too aware of her husband’s high ambitions and his raging desire to prove that he could run his father’s empire as well as his father had, but he had nothing to prove to anyone.

      Though Edmondo had passed on many months ago, it seemed as if Nico’s grief and anger for his father’s sudden and unexpected death still festered. She knew that Nico wouldn’t rest until he’d turned the spa hotel into a resounding success.

      Lately, they just seemed to rub one another the wrong way. It was just as well that Nico’s home was huge; this beautiful, sprawling and elegant mansion, set in acres of greenery boasted a magnificent avenue of cypress trees and fountains and statues. Sometimes it was a relief to take the baby out in the stroller and walk around the grounds in order to distance herself from her husband’s moody temperament. It meant that even when the two of them were at home, they could easily spend the whole day without seeing one another.

      “There you are.” Elsa took one look at her and walked over to the sink where she filled up a tall glass with water. “I’ve told you that when you’re feeding, you need to drink and you need to drink a lot.”

      “She was crying,” Ava explained, “and I rushed out of the shower.”

      “Where was Nico?” Elsa took a seat across the large rectangular wooden table.

      “On the phone.”

      “I was outside, sitting under the cherry tree,” Elsa explained.

      “Were you lost in your thoughts again, Mom?”

      “I was thinking happy thoughts. Don’t you start worrying about me. I’m fine.”

      But Ava did worry. It hadn’t even been a year yet since Nico’s father had passed away and she knew that even though her mom tried hard to put a mask over her feelings, she was still coming to terms with his death.

      Their’s had been the start of a beautiful friendship and sometimes Ava wondered if there might have been the seeds of something more. Her mother never disclosed anything but that wistful look on her face whenever there was talk about Edmondo said more than a thousand words ever could.

      Edmondo’s death had left a huge gaping hole, not only in her and Nico’s lives, and Elisabetta’s—who would never know a grandfather—but it had also touched Elsa’s life. Ava was ever mindful that while her mother liked to visit Verona, her time here was now embroidered with threads of regret, of memories that she grasped at, and of a man and a friendship that were no more.

      “Happy thinking is good, Mom, but if you feel sad, you have to let yourself feel it.”

      “I do, honey.” Her mother patted her hand. “I don’t need you to see it, not with so much on your plate, and anyway, that man doesn’t let me stay sad for too long.” Ava had a sense of foreboding at the idea of her mom having conversations with an imaginary Edmondo.

      “That new gardener is making more mess in those gardens than anything else.”

      “He’s not so new, Mom, and I’m pretty sure he knows what he’s doing.”

      “He likes to think he does.”

      “Since when did you take up gardening?” Ava asked, astonished.

      “I know enough to know when he’s making a mess.”

      Ava winced. Her mother seemed to be more than a little attached to the gardens at the Casa Adriana these days and she behaved as if they were hers. Nico found it amusing and had told Ava to let her mom be. “It reminds her of my father,” Nico told her once when she mentioned it to him. “If she finds any comfort in that place, you should leave her be. I doubt that Salvatore is offended by it.”

      “Nico’s thinking of going back to work full-time next week,” Ava announced.

      “So soon?”

      “That’s what I told him, but you know how he is. He’s more obsessed than ever with getting the hotel open. He seems to have taken this obsession to another level.”

      “He’s been away from it for a long time, Ava. It can’t be easy for him.”

      “It’s not easy watching him getting so uptight about it either. I thought he might have enjoyed this time with us, with me and Elisabetta. I thought this was what he wanted.”

      “It is,” her mother replied, leaning forward and smiling at the baby who was now starting to doze off. Babies had such a simple and untroubled life; feeding, sleeping and pooping. Ava wished her life could be that simple. “It doesn’t feel that way,” she grumbled.

      “You don’t see the way he looks at you.”

      “With disgust.”

      “Nonsense.” Elsa looked up at her. “With pride.”

      “Pride?” Ava didn’t seem convinced.

      “That man needs you right now, honey, even if he’s not showing you in a way that is obvious.”

      “Sometimes I just can’t tell.” Ava wasn’t convinced and instead she looked down again at the bundle of softness that was snuggled up to her chest. She loved the way her baby held on to her finger, as if she was holding onto it for dear life. At times Ava found herself surprised that she was a mother—that she’d done it, reached this milestone in her life—that she now had a baby who depended on her.

      Her whole world had stopped the moment Elisabetta had been born and Ava’s life now revolved solely around her baby. It was frightening and uplifting all at the same time. Of course, it also meant that she didn’t have as much time, or mental and emotional energy for Nico. Maybe that was why she felt a little distanced from him.

      “He’s put a lot into that building—his heart and soul from the sounds of it and he wants it to work out. And now with all this trouble surrounding it, he can’t rest until it does. You’re no different, honey. You two are more alike than you know. You have sleepless nights when your shipments don’t reach Denver in time.”

      Ava shrugged. She knew it was the truth. And yet …

      “I imagine he’s losing more than money,” said Elsa. “His reputation, and what others might think.”

      Her mother was right. Wrapped up in his grand plans for the Cazale Ravenna were Nico’s ambitions. It wasn’t only that he’d wanted to prove himself to Edmondo, he also wanted to show the world. He wanted to prove that he had moved on from his playboy days. That he wasn’t just a rich kid who got lucky when he inherited his father’s wealth.

      “I can’t wait for it to be open and done with.” Ava wiped Elisabetta’s mouth. “One more month,” she said, placing her hand under the baby’s chin and rubbing her back.

      “It’s not too long to wait. Here, let me have her.” Elsa got up and reached for the baby. “Let Grandma do this. It’s the one thing I can help with.” Ava carefully handed the baby over and adjusted her own clothing.

      “Now that I’ve got her,” said Elsa. “Why don’t you go and take a nap?”

      Ava headed towards the door.

      Take a nap? Not a chance. She had a mountain of emails from Rona and Kim to deal with.
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      It felt like home.

      The next day Nico walked across the black and white checked marble floor of the lobby at the Casa Adriana and felt the tension slip away the moment he’d stepped inside. Over by the reception desk Gina was talking to the new receptionist. She smiled at him warmly as he approached. “Happy New Year, Nico.”

      “Happy New Year,” replied Nico, acknowledging both women. “I need a few moments of your time, when you’re free.”

      “I’m free now,” she said, and excused herself from the receptionist. She followed him into his office. “What are you doing here?”

      “Getting ready for my return.”

      “Shouldn’t you still take it easy?”

      “No,” he replied, emphatically. “I’ve had enough time off.”

      “I could have sworn you had another two weeks off.”

      “Working a few days here and there isn’t going to solve our problems or make us money.” He’d come to work for a few days here and there in December. Once to welcome the new members of his management team, and then he’d worked one or two days in the weeks leading up to Christmas. His driver had taken him to Ravenna a month ago, because he was anxious to check up on the spa hotel but between these scattered visits, he’d barely been here. He knew there would be many things to oversee on his return. “Things are starting to pile up and working from home is getting harder.”

      “It must be difficult pulling yourself away from that beautiful little baby of yours,” Gina said.

      “Yes,” he replied, smiling. “But I have too much to do, and I need to get on with it.”

      Gina’s eyebrows shot upwards. “You don’t look completely well, Nico. Besides, I’ve got everything under control.”

      “I know. I have faith in you.” He clasped his hands together. He couldn’t run this place without Gina. She was the lynchpin of the company and always had been. They spoke every day, often several times during the day, and she kept him updated with how things were getting on here at the Casa Adriana, their main hotel, as well as the other sister hotels around Italy.

      He’d been hoping to alleviate some of her workload because she’d been doing more than her fair share of work for a long time. As it was, she’d already helped the new members of their management team to settle in.

      “This place only runs because of you.” It was the one thing he always said to her.

      “We both know that’s not really true,” she replied, dismissing his words easily, the way she always did. “You look thinner,” she commented, examining him carefully. “I can save you the time and tell you that everything is running smoothly.”

      “I’m sure it is. How are Ines and Demetrio getting on?”

      “They’re settling in fine. Ines is amazing. She has some smart ideas and she’s done very well to get up to speed with the sales campaigns you and that ad agency were working on.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      “She’s been working through the media packages and press releases, and she has ideas for the website and the social media campaigns, but she needs guidance. You’ll need to sit down with her at some stage, when you’re well enough.”

      He’d been lucky to get Ines. She had previous experience of working with branding and advertising for luxury hotels and he had the feeling she would do well here. He needed someone to take control of the marketing because he could no longer do everything.

      “I am well enough.”

      “Don’t push yourself too hard, Nico. You don’t look one hundred percent as it is. But enough talk about work.” She sat up in her chair, excitement spreading across her face. “Tell me about Elisabetta and Ava. How are they?”

      Nico couldn’t help but smile each time he thought of them. “They’re doing well. Ava’s finding it difficult but that’s because Elisabetta seems to want to feed every few hours. I didn’t know babies could get so hungry.”

      Gina shrugged. “I don’t have any experience with babies.”

      “Ava’s doing a wonderful job but I know she’s not sleeping much.”

      “It can’t be easy.”

      “It isn’t. I want to help, but I end up getting in the way. I’ve offered to wake up and do the 2am feed, but Ava won’t let me.”

      Gina nodded. “That’s because she wants you to get well first.”

      “I suppose it is.” Most of this last month had passed by so fast that most things were still a blur to him. He knew Ava was struggling but he felt helpless most of the time. The baby seemed to cry whenever he held her and it seemed that only Ava’s magic touch, usually her breast, helped soothe her. One of his friends, a father of twins, had told him this was natural and to be expected, and this advice had made Nico feel a little better.

      “I don’t know how she does it,” Gina commented. “Keeping an eye on her business at the same time as looking after a newborn.”

      He rubbed his jaw. “She doesn’t need to do both, but I can’t stop her from working on her store.”

      “You’re both as bad as each other.”

      His wife was spreading herself too thin, trying to keep up with work and look after the baby. Ava thought he didn’t notice when she—after feeding the baby—would be on her computer. A few times he’d gotten out of bed to find her hunched over the keyboard at 3am or some other ridiculous hour. She didn’t need to work. He had more than enough to take care of them, to give her a fabulous life. She could easily become a lady of leisure but it wasn’t her plan and she was stubborn and continued to burn the candle at both ends on more than one occasion.

      “You can no more expect her to give up her store than she can demand you give up the hotels, Nico.”

      He shook his head, not wanting to admit to the truth that Gina spoke. But she was right. He and Ava were both as bad as one another and this added more fire to their disagreements. Neither of them wanted to back down, each believing that they were right.

      They hadn’t made love since the birth either, and he didn’t want to put any pressure on her, but he missed the intimacy. Yet as time went on, and the more he saw Elisabetta laying claim to the breasts which he’d often feasted on, it made him back away. He loved his wife but something had changed and it was far easier to dwell on the hotels that needed his attention than to work out what was going on in his relationship with his wife.

      “Did the sleepers fit?” Gina wanted to know.

      “Sleepers?”

      “The Christmas present I gave her? The soft yellow one with carrots and the blue one with—”

      “Bananas,” he said. “Oh, thanks. Yes, they fit. We can never have enough, the rate at which she goes through them.”

      “Good.”

      He tapped his fingers on the desk. “How’s Demetrio getting on with the upgrade project?” Nico had delivered the piece of work Demetrio was to work on—an upgrade of the software and hardware at each hotel.

      “Fine, I think,” Gina replied, coughing lightly.

      “You think?” Nico asked, curiously. This was nothing like Gina. She was usually on top of everything and would know—like the back of her hand—where everyone was and what they were doing. “He’s not keeping you informed?”

      “He’s getting on with it as far as I can tell.”

      Nico wasn’t sure what to make of this. From his resume and past credentials, the guy seemed like the perfect candidate and was well placed to carry out this project himself. That was what Nico wanted to test. The work he’d asked him to do didn’t exactly fit what would usually be expected for the role of Chief Technical officer but Nico needed to see how Demetrio would cope and whether he could get his hands dirty. Above all, Nico wanted to see if the man could deliver a project by being in the trenches.  In time, he’d get to manage his own team, but these were early days for the new team and Nico needed workers more than he needed managers. He and Gina had been wearing too many hats.

      “He’s got a computer studies degree from one of the best colleges in Italy,” Nico remarked.

      “And he won’t let you forget it, either,” Gina remarked, testily.

      He grinned. “If there’s anyone who can put him in his place, I’m sure you will.” With this new team working together, he and Gina could concentrate on other things instead of being responsible for everything. He could concentrate his efforts completely on the spa hotel and right now, with all that had happened, this was the main priority. He needed to get the Cazale Ravenna operational, and he had his sights set on bigger things. He had plans to buy more hotels.

      “You don’t find this isolating?” he asked, waving his hand around her office. He’d had two of the utility rooms converted into two offices; a smaller one for Gina and the second, a larger one, for Ines and Demetrio to share.

      “Isolation isn’t necessarily a bad thing and I like having my own office.”

      “Me too,” he agreed. “And the best thing about it is not having any baby interruptions.”  He got up. “I’ll show my face and get re-acquainted with our new team members.”

      “Is the re-wiring done yet?” Gina asked. “At the Cazale Ravenna?”

      “Almost.” That was one of the things he would get to find out for sure with his planned visit.

      “I forgot to tell you,” said Gina. “Silvia came in a few weeks ago.”

      He scowled at the mention of her name. “Here?”

      Gina nodded. “Yes.”

      “What for?” He was secretly relieved he hadn’t been here to see his scheming ex.

      “Afternoon tea, that’s what she said.”

      He felt a tightness in his eyes. “Was she alone, or did she have that scumbag with her?”

      “She was with a girlfriend. It looked like a casual visit but she did ask one of the receptionists if you were around.”

      “I wish that interfering little gold digger would leave me in peace.”
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      “They were a great discovery,” Kim told her. “Our customers love the d’Este cribs, Ava. You’ve found a real winner there.”

      It was great news. “Excellent!” she cried. “That’s exactly what we need.” A hot product selling like crazy. The last shipment she’d sent out had been for two thousand cribs and it had arrived in Denver the week before Christmas. Having the new warehouse in the US was a godsend and it meant that she could keep her inventory well stocked now that they had a proper holding area for it. “Have we shipped any of these out yet?”

      “No,” replied Kim. “We’ve still got some from the last shipment. It won’t be long though.”

      “These are a winner,” declared Ava as she examined the dried-up patch of milk on her shoulder. She’d been looking at her online data late last night after she’d fed the baby at 2am. Her visitor figures were through the roof and her sales were amazing.

      So what if she was sitting in her study in a pair of sweats and a dirty baggy sweatshirt and hadn’t run a brush through her hair? Who could say she wasn’t making it work? She was dealing with motherhood and running a flourishing business and it had all happened in the space of a year.

      The sudden reminder of the passage of time jolted her. It had been around this time last year that Connor had told her he no longer wanted to marry her; that he didn’t love her and in doing so had set off a chain of events which had led her to where she was now.

      She was so much happier. Wasn’t she?

      “We have another delivery arriving,” said Kim. “Gotta go.”

      “’Bye.”

      Ava hung up and then her hand hovered over her cell phone as she considered calling Nico. It was early evening and she’d expected him to have arrived back home by now. She should have called him to make sure he’d reached Ravenna safely—there was no reason to suspect otherwise, and he wasn’t driving himself there. Yet her hand lingered. She’d been busy with the baby, and her work. He was being driven to Ravenna and had no baby to look after. He could have called her if he really wanted to.

      He’s fine, she told herself. And this will pass. This feeling of disconnect that had slowly seeped into their life, along with Nico’s accident, and the hotel setbacks, and Elisabetta’s drawn out birth.

      This wasn’t how things used to be.

      They hadn’t made love since then and the distance between them wasn’t only in their physical expression. Emotionally, they seemed to have drifted apart. At night, while they lay in bed, they talked and snuggled but whenever Nico turned to kiss her or initiated anything, which hadn’t been often, she told him she was tired.

      She wasn’t lying either. On more than a few occasions he’d slept on his side turned away from her and she was often in and out of bed, feeding the baby, or tending to her. When she returned to bed, the only thing Ava craved was to lie down and sleep.

      Sex was the last thing on her mind. And yet she wanted to have Nico’s big, strong arms around her while they lay in bed. She missed snuggling up against his chest but hadn’t attempted to in case he wanted more. Giving birth had turned her insides to mush, or so it had felt like that for days after. She’d been afraid to go to the bathroom for fear of everything ‘down there’ falling out. Sex, most definitely was the last thing on her mind.

      She was about to go back upstairs when she heard the doorbell, then Helena’s voice and a voice that sounded like Andrea’s.

      What was she doing here?

      For a second she was surprised, wondering if she’d missed a meeting or had forgotten something.

      “She’s in the kitchen,” Helena announced, just as Ava walked out into the hallway. Her face broke out into a smile at the sight of her friend.

      “Andrea!” They hugged and Ava was the first to draw away quickly, feeling messy in her milk-stained clothes. “Well, this is a nice surprise,” she cried. “I’m happy to see you, but did
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