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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Honeymoon For One’ is the first book in the ‘Honeymoon Series’ and tells the story of a bride jilted weeks before her Valentine’s Day wedding. This is the first of a five-part series based around the same couple.

      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 a recommended reading order here.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ava lay on the couch and wiped her raw nose again. Her head throbbed with shooting pain and she wanted to close her eyes and drift off to sleep, but she couldn’t. Damn this flu.

      Connor would be here soon, she thought, with some consolation. Wincing in pain, she blew her nose yet again and sank back onto the couch, dragging the chenille blanket up to her neck.

      Swatches of peach-colored organza and pale pink silk fabric lay on the side at her feet. As soon as her mind cleared enough she would choose one fabric and this would signal the start of the wedding favors sub-project. For now she was too congested to think straight.

      Wearily she grabbed the television control. When Harry Met Sally was on and she flicked back and forth between live coverage of the New Year’s Eve celebrations in Times Square and the romantic film she had seen countless times. It was 11:14 p.m.

      Connor will be here soon. What’s keeping him so long?
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        * * *

      

      The loud cheers on TV woke her up. The Robitussin had done its job and she had managed to slip into a delicious sleep. Ava shook her head, not quite believing the clock on the television screen. It was midnight already.  A digital counter in one corner of the screen counted down, “10… 9...8...7…” 

      No sign of Connor anywhere.

      She grabbed her cell and called him, her heart racing with thoughts of anything and everything that could have gone wrong.

      Dear god, not now.

      “5...4…”

      “Connor?  Where are you? I’ve been worried sick.”  A part of her was relieved to hear his voice again and to know that he was all right, and another part of her was angry that he wasn’t by her side on this special night.

      “3…2…1...Happy New Year, everybody!” The crowds went crazy in the main square and New Year’s Eve confetti rained down from the skies.

      It was here. The New Year had finally arrived. And the wedding was only six weeks away. A burst of happiness exploded through her, wiping out the worry she had felt when Connor hadn’t turned up.

      “Happy New Year, darling.” She smiled as she said it, even though her head hurt and her throat felt as though it had been sandpapered.

      There was a pause at the other end.

      “I can’t do it, Ava. I’m sorry.” Connor sounded dull and quiet, but in the background she could hear everyone at Russell’s house party screaming and hooting for joy.

      She blinked in confusion. Had she heard him right? Maybe the Robitussen was playing tricks on her.

      “Can’t do what, Connor?” she asked in a muffled voice, as she wiped her nose with a soggy Kleenex.

      “I can’t marry you. I’m sorry. I can’t go through with it.” His words cut her more than her throbbing headache or throat.

      “What? Connor?” What did you just say?

      “I’m sorry, I can’t go through with the wedding. I don’t think I love you.”

      She had heard him the first time.

      I don’t think I love you.

      From deep inside her, she managed to find the strength to say, “You don’t?” but it was more to herself, than to him, and then she hung up. She felt as though she was back in high school, tall, gangly, big-eyed, and long-necked and the coolest girls in school picked on her for looking like a freak. Then as now, she felt her body shaking all over, except that it didn’t really feel as though she was inside it. The next moment she collapsed backwards onto the couch and let out a gut wrenching scream, flinging her arms out and sending the swatches of organza and silk fabric hovering delicately to the floor. She heard a primal, guttural sound ringing in the air and it took her a few seconds to figure out that it was her voice.

      I don’t think I love you.

      Their wedding was only six weeks away.

      On TV the crowds hugged and kissed one another, and the euphoric partygoers were all smiles and laughter. They had high hopes for this new start to a new year.  Sick at the sight of so much happiness, Ava smacked the TV off and curled up into a ball. She hid under the soft comfort of the blanket.

       A short while later Ava woke up and found herself staring at the ceiling. She had dozed off with the light on and even now, hovering on the edge of sleep and wakefulness, the first words she remembered were Connor’s.

      I don’t think I love you.

      The words punctured her like knife wounds. She loved him, and he loved her. He had loved her. She shuddered, still unable to grasp the finality of his words. What had happened? Where was he now? Did she really even know for sure?

      She needed more Robitussen; her headache was back and the shivers had started up again. She’d thought she was getting better. Getting over it. And now she had something much bigger to get over, not just a fever.

      She lay on the couch, sniffling into her Kleenex, her mind a whirlwind of despair, she kept thinking back to the past few months. They hadn’t been all warm and happy. They’d had constant rows, many to do with the wedding preparations. But sometimes more to do with Connor’s work, the fact that he’d be away when she needed him at weekends to finalize the flower arrangements, or to design the cake. Other wedding things he had effectively managed to dodge.

      Why hadn’t she seen the warning signs then? They seemed so clear now that she looked back, with the great gift of hindsight.

      Because even though they had been together for nearly three years, if Ava really analyzed their relationship, she and Connor had started to drift apart during the last six months.

      These had been defining times for their relationship, and deep in her very core her soul had known that somehow, maybe, something wasn’t quite right.

      She had seen Connor become something that he had never been in all the time she had known him: distant. And the distance had increased the closer the wedding date loomed.

      Now with only six weeks to go, maybe the pressure had gotten too much.  Maybe it was her doing? She pushed him too much? After all, he was a corporate lawyer and he had great demands. Had she driven him to this?

      Ava blew her nose again and briefly wondered whether she should go and sleep in her bedroom. It was such a trivial thing to think about; there was comfort in thinking about small things. But she couldn’t summon the willpower to move her body.

      Instead, she closed her eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning Ava woke up in an awkward position with a dull ache on the left side of her body. She had slept badly on the couch and this morning she was paying the price for neglecting her bed.

      She sat up on the couch and reached over to the floor for her cell phone. Everything she needed was on there and she always checked her emails, messages, calendar, and to-do list for the day before taking a single step out of bed. It always gave her a great kick to check her sales figures for her small, but thriving, online store for kids. Soon, she hoped, she wouldn’t even need to do any copywriting work to help pay the bills.

      This morning an email from Connor grabbed her attention first. She noted the time of the email; he had sent it at a quarter to four in the morning.

       

      Dear Ava

      

      Sorry I broke the news to you as I did yesterday, just on the stroke of midnight. You deserve better than that. I’m sorry.

      I don’t feel I can carry on. I think I love you, but sometimes I’m not sure I do. The thought of marriage scares the hell out of me. I’m not sure I’m the marrying type. Everything was great between us. But as you got more carried away with everything for the big day, I got more and more frightened by the sense of responsibility. You talked about babies and I’m still thinking about my career. Babies weren’t in my career plan. But they are in yours. I can’t take that away from you.

      It wasn’t just that. I knew I couldn’t go through with the wedding and I owe it to you to tell you this. That weekend I told you I went to a law seminar in Connecticut. I did. But I also ended up sleeping with a woman I met from another law firm. I knew then that if I was capable of that, the one thing I wasn’t going to do was to let you think marriage to me was the way forward. I hope you’ll find it in your heart to forgive me one day. 

      Connor.

       

      It hadn’t been a dream after all.

      She dropped the cell phone on the floor and buried her face in her hands. But the tears did not come. The course of her whole life ahead had changed and she was too numb to feel a thing.

      Paralyzed, she sat frozen on the couch, her mind vaguely working out that there would be no need to panic over wedding favors fabric anymore. With a sinking heart she realized that her mother had invited her and Connor over for a late lunch today. Her mother had also invited her other daughter, her son-in-law, and of course, little Tori too.

      Great.

      A family get together on today of all days.

      The thought of seeing her closest family and breaking this news to them filled her with dread. But she had to start somewhere.
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        * * *

      

      Elsa Ramirez lived alone in Cherry Creek, a small suburb within the Denver city limits. She had invited her daughter and future son-in-law over for lunch on New Year’s Day.

      A widowed woman, in her late sixties, Elsa was a social butterfly with a full and busy social life. Yet she always made time to see her two daughters, Ava and Rona.

      She wasn’t too worried about Rona. Rona’s husband, Carlos, looked after her well, and she was busy enjoying life as a new mother to six-month-old Tori.

      It was Ava that she was more concerned about.  This wedding was taking its toll on her daughter; she could see that. Her daughter was busy enough as it was, what with her copywriting assignments and her online store, and now the wedding preparations had taken over.

      Each day she hoped the final arrangements for the wedding would be drawing near, but each time her perfectionist daughter would go the extra mile doing everything to make the big day extra special. The wedding preparations were never ending.

      Elsa sniffed in annoyance as she peeled the potatoes and diced the cabbage, checking the ham steak every now and then.  

      She would put up with Connor for the sake of her daughter, but, Elsa thought, ferociously dicing the cabbage for the sauerkraut, she didn’t feel completely at ease around him. Not that it would matter now. She would have to keep her mouth tightly closed because Ava was happy. This was all that mattered. Still, she would keep her eyes open and watch Connor closely.

      She sensed that her daughter always tried to live up to what she perceived to be Connor’s ideals. His family were rich, and he came from a long line of lawyers. Elsa had met Connor’s parents once. They were all cold smiles and eyes that gave away no expression. It was clear that they had met and liked Ava on a number of occasions. But Elsa wasn’t convinced that his parents thought Ava was good enough stock for their son. Not to marry.

      With six weeks until the wedding day, Elsa hoped everything would go according to plan. She prayed her daughter would be happy and that her future son-in-law would be good to her.

      She opened the oven door and checked the ham steak. It looked just perfect.
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        * * *

      

       

      The ham steak was cooked to perfection and on a normal day Ava would have had a second helping. As it was, she was having problems getting down her first few bites.

      When she couldn’t stand it any longer, she put down her cutlery and looked for the right time to do it.

      “I have something to say,” she announced. Her heart thumped and the back of her throat pulsated when her mother and sister looked up sharply from their food.

      Carlos chewed impassively and only a sharp dig in the ribs from Rona made him sit up and pay attention. 

      “The wedding’s off.” Ava’s flat voice was devoid of any emotion.

      Carlos stopped chewing for a few seconds. Rona said, “What?” then “Are you sure?”

      Only her mother remained silent. But Ava felt her mother’s stare penetrating her soul.

      “I’m sure.” Ava reached out for a glass of water, wanting the moment over, fast.

      “What happened? What do you mean it’s off?” Rona threw down her napkin. Beside her, Carlos’s fork slipped and landed on his plate with a nervous clatter.

      “He says he can’t go through with it and that he’s sorry.” Ava stared at them with her gray-blue eyes that now showed signs of a tearful night.

      She swallowed some water. Her throat was parched and although her fever had gone, she now felt her face getting hot again. The dark circles under her eyes gave her face a sunken appearance.

      In the background, they heard the stirring noises of a baby’s cry. With her attention firmly on Ava, Rona ignored her baby’s cries. “But the wedding’s six weeks away!” Rona gasped.  

      “Not any more. There’s not going to be a wedding. Can we please not talk about it?” Ava was calm, but inside her chest tightened. She wanted to go home.

      “Why’s it taken him so long to realize? Are you sure it’s not just nerves? A lot of men go through that,” Rona suggested.

      “Carlos didn’t.” Ava played with her food.

      “I wouldn’t dare,” Carlos muttered under his breath.

      Tori’s crying turned louder still.

      “Will you go and check on the baby, for chrissakes!” hissed Rona. Reluctantly, Carlos put his fork down and got up.

      Ava felt the heat of her mother’s stare on her face. She avoided meeting her gaze.

      “Are you sure this is final, Ava?” Elsa asked, reaching out and clasping her daughter’s hand in hers.

      Although he had broken her heart, telling her family was akin to twisting the blade in further. The love and concern of her immediate family saddened her. “He said he’s not the marrying type, Mom. He said wedding talk scared him. It scared him so much he slept with another woman a few weeks ago.” She was bone weary and dog tired. Her aching muscles craved a soft bed and all night slumber.

      Elsa put her hand to her mouth.

      Rona and Carlos gasped together.

      And the baby started crying louder than ever.

      “Better that you found out now, my love.” Elsa squeezed her daughter’s hand even tighter.

      Rona got up and snatched the baby from Carlos, then walked over to Ava with Tori balanced precariously on her hip. She kissed Ava on the head lightly.

      “He doesn’t deserve you.”

      Sisters would say that. Ava was miserable. The truth of it was that she missed Connor. He should have been sitting here beside her. He should have been a part of this family meal. He would have been joining her family and soon they would have been a married couple. But now all of those dreams had disappeared.

      “Are you sure it’s not just a misunderstanding, Ava? Something about him getting cold feet? Can this be sorted out?”

      Ava shook her head. No. There was nothing to be sorted out here. It had happened and Connor didn’t love her. When had he stopped loving her, she wondered?

      Could it be that Connor wasn’t just getting cold feet now. Could it be that his feet had never been firmly there in the first place?
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      It was Valentine’s Day and it should have been the day of Ava’s wedding.

      Instead, Rona had come over with Tori to help her clear up her apartment. Ava knew neither her mother nor her sister had wanted her to spend the day alone.

      What Rona didn’t know was that Ava had been busy packing for her solo honeymoon.  

      Ever since their breakup, Ava had busied herself with wedding preparations once more, except that this time she cancelled everything. All the suppliers, dressmakers, caterers, and party planners had been informed and all the money had been refunded, minus the cancellation costs.

      When Rona had come over this morning, Ava had just returned from her five-mile run. It always cleared her head. The time was right to tell Rona of her decision.

      “You’re doing what?” Baby Tori was spitting drool all over her shoulder as Rona faced Ava with the baby on one hip, performing a fine balancing act in the process.

      “I’m going on my honeymoon,” countered Ava. She sauntered around the room in her tracksuit pants. Her hair was untidily thrown up into a high ponytail.

      “But you cancelled everything.”

      “No,” said Ava, “You cancelled the hotel, the caterers and everything else. I’ve been dealing with the honeymoon and bridesmaids’ and wedding dresses.”

      “And you didn’t cancel the honeymoon?” Rona stared at her younger sister in utter bewilderment. “Let me guess. Mom knows about this too, right?”

      Ava nodded, unable to stop herself as she burst out laughing. The look of horror on her sister’s face was priceless.

      “So let me get this straight,” said Rona, drool stained her yellow T-shirt as she walked around with a white muslin square in her hand. “Mom’s happy for you to go?”

      Ava nodded. “She thinks it’s a great idea.” Ava sat on the floor and untied her shoelaces. She remembered her mother’s reaction when she told her what she was planning on doing.

      “Go, Ava, go and enjoy yourself and forget all about this mess here. Sometimes things look bleak just before you hit the peaks. Go.”

      Her mother had been instrumental in helping Ava get over the shock of what Connor had done. Yet she’d always had a feeling that her mother wasn’t really too fond of Connor anyway.

      Ava sighed, letting the big smile on her face grow wider as she looked up at her sister. It was obvious Rona didn’t like the idea one bit.

      “Let me get this straight. We’ve been cancelling all things wedding related for the past month, right?” asked Rona, wiping Tori’s face.

      Ava nodded.

      “And now you tell me that everything’s done, cancelled, finished, ended, except for the honeymoon?” The muslin square dangled furiously in her hand as she gesticulated at full speed.

      Ava nodded again.

      “But you have this insane idea of going to Italy anyway? Alone?” The muslin square came to a complete standstill.

      Ava nodded.

      “Does Connor know?”

      Ava’s insides hardened. “Why should he? He’s not in my life anymore. He dumped me, remember?”

      “Right.” Rona backed off. Ava could tell that her sister clearly thought she was crazy.

      She pulled off her sneakers and sat with her back flat against the wall. Her morning run had done its usual wonders for her mind and body. When she ran, the blood flushed through her veins, her lungs fought for air, and her muscles strained to go the distance. All of these things made her feel alive and free.

      It was also on her runs that she thought about Connor and tried to sift through the debris of their relationship. She tried to recall their time together so that she could figure out when everything had started to go wrong.

      She’d loved him.

      And she still did.

      A piece of her shredded heart found it hard to let go of him completely.

      It wasn’t just that he had dumped her so cruelly, but admitting that he had slept with a woman at the convention had given her sleepless nights, too.

      He’d been away so often and to so many law seminars and courses this past year that she was now starting to wonder if he’d been cheating on her a lot longer than he’d owned up to.

      For Ava, Connor had been everything. But he’d crushed her to pieces and she now found herself examining every area of their life together in order to sift through what was real and what was not.

      Trust and loyalty were a huge part of who she was. She had never so much as looked at another man, even though many of her friends’ boyfriends had always been too eager to strike up a conversation with her whenever she’d met them.

      Connor had been part of her world; a comfortable and constant little world in which she worked on her copywriting projects during the day and slaved over her online store until the early hours of the morning.

      Now as surely as he’d thrown a grenade between them, he had blasted their relationship, and in the process, her life, to pieces.

      She would never trust him again.

      She didn’t think she’d ever be able to trust any man again.

      Two years from thirty, she now had to face facts. It was time to move on. She had to make something of her life instead of wallowing in self-pity.

      After all, Connor seemed to be moving forward with his life with no regard for her.

      Growing her online store was the new big goal in her life this year.

      “When are you going?”

      “Tomorrow,” she replied calmly and waited for her sister’s outburst.

      “Tomorrow?” Rona shrieked. “And you waited until the last minute to tell me?”

      Ava nodded apologetically. “I didn’t mean to hold out on you, but if I’d told you any sooner, you would’ve tried to talk me out of it.”

      “What exactly do you propose to do out there all on your own?” asked Rona, not without a touch of malice in her voice as she placed Tori on the floor. She carefully wiped the drool from her mouth.

      “Enjoy myself?” replied Ava cheekily. “You know, Rona, maybe I don’t need to have a man around me to feel validated.” She rubbed her aching feet with her slender fingers.

      “That may be, but this man who validated you,” Rona mimicked Ava’s words, “was with you for three years.” There was a hint of sarcasm in her voice before she softened her tone a little. “Look, I’m glad he’s out of your life. I’m glad that the one decent thing he did after he ditched you was to tell you about that whore he slept with.”

      “She wasn’t a whore. She was a woman from another firm.”

      “Right.” The sarcasm was hard to miss. Rona walked around, picking Tori’s things up off the floor. “And now she’s your best friend all of a sudden.”

      “She might not have known that he was engaged.”

      Rona rolled her eyes in disbelief.  “Like that would have made any difference.”

      “She might have done me a favor,” said Ava hotly, her face was glowing and she needed to take a shower. In actual fact, she needed Rona out of her apartment because she needed time alone to
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