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CHAPTER 1

Mountains

‘Hi, it’s Ginny Splinter, I’m listening. Tell me your worries …’

It was something she said so many times a day on her Just Ask Ginny radio show it had become second nature, like sprinkling sunflower seeds on her muesli or kissing her husband, Adrian, on the cheek before he left for work each morning.

Ginny arrived early at the Talk Heart FM studio that day to pass a financial planning article to a security guard who’d confided to her he was struggling to pay his rent. She stopped to chat to the young receptionist whose boyfriend wouldn’t commit to anything more serious between them.

‘You shouldn’t rely on him for your own self-esteem. Never forget you’re a prize worth winning,’ Ginny told her with a kind smile. ‘Come talk to me anytime.’

The receptionist wiped a tear from her eye. ‘Do you really mean that?’

‘A promise is a promise. Stay strong, sweetheart.’

Ginny walked away with a glow in her chest, touched when others trusted her with their personal issues. She wasn’t one to toot her own horn, but when her friends wept into their chardonnay, she was the one they turned to for good advice and packets of tissues. Where others saw paths littered with broken glass, she chose to picture the sun rising over the mountains. It was probably why thousands of folk from Greenham, Ginny’s leafy north-west England hometown, tuned in to her daily advice show.

Throughout her fifteen years on the air, there wasn’t a problem Ginny hadn’t tried to fix, whether it was loneliness, retirement worries, body dysmorphia, noisy neighbours, or bullying at work. She offered solutions for the lost loves, secret loves and the never-been-in-loves. Empathy was her superpower.

Other people’s issues made her appreciate her happy marriage all the more. Her twenty-fifth wedding anniversary was just around the corner and she couldn’t wait to celebrate it in style. Whenever Ginny thought about the surprise holiday she’d booked for her and Adrian, in Italy, she couldn’t help smiling. Next month, in June, they were going to be staying in a gorgeous little village, Vigornuovo in Bologna, for three whole weeks. It would also be the perfect opportunity to renew their wedding vows, to reaffirm their love and commitment to each other and to have some fun, too.

The thought of spending quality time alone with her husband made a rush of warmth flood her skin. Ginny couldn’t wait to wander the side streets of Venice at dusk and admire Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus in the Uffizi Gallery in Florence. More than anything, she wanted to reignite the spark in her marriage. She and Adrian had been so busy recently that they were like cars speeding along a motorway in opposite directions. It made her feel uncharacteristically listless, especially now that their daughter, twenty-four-year-old Phoebe, had left home to move in with her fiancé, Pete, and was busy arranging her own wedding.

Ginny usually advised fellow empty-nesters to keep busy by taking up a new hobby, perhaps home baking or walking a neighbour’s dog, but she was struggling to practise what she preached. Her hormones had felt out of balance for some time and sticking HRT patches to her backside, to banish her hot flushes, hadn’t proved to be the wonder cure she’d hoped for.

Last week, she’d had a worrying urge to rip open her blouse on the high street and flash her lacy bra to passers-by. ‘See, I’m here, still desirable, not invisible!’ she’d wanted to shout. But really, she wanted her husband to make her feel that way. The Italian holiday was going to be the perfect solution.

When she stepped into the lift at work, Ginny was faced with a new life-sized poster of herself. She had an auburn high ponytail with a trademark curl at the end, and was wearing a pastel-blue skirt suit with animal-print heels. Her face had been airbrushed, removing every wrinkle, and she’d been given a golden halo and wings.

Ginny Splinter, Advice Angel, said the tagline.

Ginny pursed her lips. She didn’t like that her lines had been erased. She’d earned them over forty-nine years of life experience, like gathering stamps in a passport.

In the office, she waved at her latest producer, Tam. There was a conveyor belt of young graduates keen to join Talk Heart FM, using it as a training ground before migrating to bigger and better roles elsewhere. Tam was the latest recruit. She buzzed with ideas and her oversized black-rimmed glasses screamed ambition.

Tam propelled her chair across the office at great speed while sitting in it. ‘Gin, babe,’ she said, tapping a pen against her teeth. ‘Thought we’d shake things up today and take some live calls, if you’re up for it?’

Ginny sat down at her desk and frowned. ‘Are you sure that’s sensible? We’ve got time to run through the show and handpick a few problems. It gives me time to digest them and give my best advice.’

Her mind flicked back to a live call during which a woman had set fire to her husband’s clothes after discovering his affair. Fortunately, he’d not been wearing them at the time. Afterwards, Ginny had fielded lots of calls from concerned listeners and had to assure them everything was okay. Since then, all her producers preferred to pre-record conversations.

Tam drummed her fingers on the table. ‘Come on, Gin. Today’s lead news story is about a herd of sheep escaping into Greenham town centre.’ She fanned a yawn with her hand. ‘You must be bored of the same old format, too. We don’t want Just Ask Ginny to become the missionary position of advice shows.’

Ginny narrowed her eyes. She knew her audience well. ‘Playing some great music, reading out listeners’ letters and giving them advice on air, plus a few pre-recorded interviews is a proven formula,’ she said. ‘And the new poster makes me look like someone off Love Island.’

Tam slow-blinked and tapped her teeth again. ‘Hmm …’ she said, looking Ginny up and down critically. ‘Not sure about that.’

Ginny was increasingly aware she was now twice the age of her colleagues. It felt unbelievable, laughable even, that she and Adrian would both turn fifty later that year. She always told callers that age was just a number, but she was finding the milestone confusing. One minute, she treated herself to a new pair of sparkly stilettos, and the next she found herself reading reviews for thermal nightdresses. She bought pretty lingerie and vitamins to improve her energy levels. She was far from being old, but her youth sometimes seemed like a distant memory.

‘I’ve made my decision.’ Tam pointed her pen at Ginny’s chest like a pistol. ‘Let’s go for the live calls.’

Ginny tried not to growl.

A few minutes later, she went live on air, playing songs by Ed Sheeran, Adele and Coldplay, slotting in a couple of her own choices by Red Hot Chili Peppers and The Strokes.

Many of the callers seeking advice used a pseudonym and sometimes even affected a fake voice. Ginny nervously gnawed the inside of her cheek as she took a live call from Confused of Greenham. The woman didn’t know whether to enter a third marriage with a kind, generous man she didn’t love, or to pursue a fling with a younger pizza delivery guy.

‘Picture yourself five years from now,’ Ginny said. ‘You’re lying on your sofa, wrapped in a blanket with a dose of the flu. A hand gently sweeps the hair off your clammy forehead. You open your eyes and see someone holding out a cup of hot tea and some aspirin for you. Is it your fiancé or the pizza guy?’

‘My fiancé, I suppose,’ Confused said.

‘Then there’s your answer. You can get pizza anytime from any place. Care and understanding are more difficult to come by.’

Ginny wrapped up the call and Tam’s weary voice came through her headphones. ‘Try making the next call sexier, Gin,’ she said. ‘We don’t want listeners nodding off.’

‘I’m here to help, not titillate,’ Ginny said through gritted teeth. She ran a hand down her ponytail and picked up a call from the next person on the line. ‘Hello, it’s Ginny Splinter, I’m listening. Tell me your worries.’

The woman’s voice sounded shaky. ‘Oh, hello. It’s Miss … Peach.’

‘Well, hi there, Miss Peach. Thanks for joining me today,’ Ginny said. ‘Is there anything you’d like to share?’

The caller’s words stuttered out. ‘I only stayed with my husband for the sake of our child. You make a promise and then you’re stuck with it, for life. I wish I’d got out while I had the chance … I’ve wasted so much precious time and now I don’t know what to do.’

A familiar ache of compassion rose in Ginny’s chest. It was something she welcomed but had also learned to control, so other people’s problems didn’t affect her too deeply. ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ she soothed. ‘It sounds like you’ve been through a tough time. There’s nothing you can do to change the past, but you can take control of your future.’

‘What if it’s too late for that?’

‘It’s never too late to move on. Focus on yourself and consider what you really want from life—’

‘And what if I don’t know?’ Miss Peach snapped. ‘What if I’ve forgotten how to think about me?’

Ginny hmm’d and delivered a sympathetic pause while considering what advice to give her caller. People often just needed a gentle push in the right direction. ‘Why not make a list of all the things you enjoy, perhaps a walk in the country or a trip to the cinema. Try to get to know yourself again and—’

‘As if that will work,’ Miss Peach interrupted, her tone growing more brittle. ‘And what do you know anyway? You think you’re little Ms Perfect, don’t you?’

Ginny’s scalp prickled and her mouth dried. Her uneasy sensation made the room tilt a little. She waved a hand, trying to get Tam’s attention through the glass partition, but the producer was busy scrolling on her phone. ‘This call is about you, not me,’ she told Miss Peach. ‘Please don’t let your regrets eat you up.’

‘I’ve seen photos of you and your husband in a magazine. Adrian, isn’t it? You think you have such a marvellous life together.’

Ginny’s heartbeat began to thump ominously in her ears. A few thousand people would be listening in to this conversation. Oh, god, she hoped Adrian or Phoebe weren’t tuning in. Organizing a wedding was stressful enough for her daughter without this. Ginny drew a finger across her neck, indicating to Tam she was thinking of cutting the caller off.

Her producer didn’t notice.

‘Shouldn’t you address your own problems before you lecture other people?’ Miss Peach continued. ‘Do you even know what your husband gets up to at work? How well do you really know him?’

Ginny hesitated and rubbed the double lines between her eyebrows. Of course she knew Adrian, from the way the moles on his back formed a diamond shape, to how he liked his toast served warm, not hot, and with butter spread right to the edges. He didn’t like the bedroom to be stuffy so he slept with the window ajar, even if it meant Ginny had to wear socks in bed during winter. He thought Porsches were works of art but would feel like a cliché owning one. He could be grumpy until his morning coffee kicked in and he enjoyed a nice glass of Rioja most evenings. He loved dogs, hated cats, liked dark chocolate but never white and sang Oasis songs while he shaved.

Nevertheless, something icy seemed to slither down her spine. ‘Miss Peach, what do you mean by—?’ Ginny started.

‘Ask him,’ Miss Peach said.

‘Ask him what?’

But there was a click and the line went dead.






CHAPTER 2

Earring

Ginny tugged off her headphones and marched into the office to where Tam sat cross-legged in her chair.

The producer quickly unfurled her limbs. ‘Sorry, Gin, I didn’t—’

‘I told you we shouldn’t take live calls.’ Ginny rapped the desk. ‘This is what can happen. Now listeners might think there’s something wrong with my marriage. My daughter is getting married in five months’ time. What will she think?’

Tam held up a palm. ‘Okay, okay. I get it. This is all my bad. Look, let’s line up something calming next, maybe some Fleetwood Mac. I’ll make you a black coffee.’ She looked around helplessly. ‘Or I can buy you one instead.’

‘No more live calls,’ Ginny said. ‘Ever.’

Back in the studio she wriggled her shoulders, struggling to get comfortable in her chair. She read out several emails from listeners and gave them her best advice while her stomach continued to roll. She cautiously eyed the messages dropping into her inbox.


Are you okay?

What on earth has your husband done?

You solve problems but never share your own.



Ginny bristled at the last comment. She needed to project a strong persona to her listeners and not display any weakness, to show she was a warrior, not one of the wounded.

She walked briskly home, staring straight ahead so she wouldn’t catch anyone’s eye in the street. Did her listeners think Miss Peach was unhinged, or did they believe what she’d said? Adrian could be touchy about any public attention.

A couple of months ago, Ginny had arranged for them both to appear in a feature for a local magazine. Her favourite photo from the ‘At Home with the Splinters’ shoot was a little cheesy but fun, showing her feeding her husband a spoonful of mushroom risotto in their glossy kitchen. There was another photo of them standing arm in arm with Phoebe in the garden.

Adrian had taken part very reluctantly. He worked as the sales director for an upmarket car dealership, The Vehicle Emporium, and hadn’t been happy when the guys in the workshop had blown up photos of his ecstatic expression and plastered them all over the walls. The company owner, Nelson, had given Adrian a dressing-down about projecting the wrong image for the business. Ginny could only pray that Adrian’s teammates didn’t listen to her show while they worked.

She secretly thought the photos had been worth it. Adrian’s eyes were blue like Dutch pottery and his sharp cheekbones still made her belly flutter. The shots proved to Ginny she’d assembled the happy and stable family, marriage and home life she’d always longed for, something her own parents hadn’t managed to give her.

When Ginny arrived home, she still felt jittery and couldn’t wait for Adrian to return, to reassure her that Miss Peach was deluded. She took a moment to look out of her kitchen window and to take in the glorious view. They lived on a small crescent at the edge of the countryside and were surrounded by rolling hills. The long, landscaped garden had a pagoda at the end they’d built to use for entertaining. She and Adrian loved to invite friends and neighbours over for prosecco and homemade pavlova in the summer.

Her husband had a smooth manner that made others feel relaxed in his company. His throaty laugh sounded like he was about to share a risqué joke. They were useful attributes for charming people and selling luxury cars, but not so much when it came to communication of a more personal nature. Only Ginny and Phoebe could spot the telltale signs of when Adrian was stressed, how his eyelids became pink and how his jaw tensed. If she ever questioned him about any worries he might have, it was like trying to pry open an oyster with a blunt knife.

Ginny made pasta and tiramisu as a cute hint at the surprise holiday location. She put the holiday confirmation printout under her tablemat and rearranged the napkins several times while continually glancing at her watch. Adrian was already forty-five minutes late. Usually it wouldn’t bother her, but Miss Peach’s words waltzed around in her head.

What am I supposed to ask him? she thought.

While she waited, she browsed shopping sites on her phone. Her eyes lit up at a pair of peep-toed heels she didn’t have in that shade of tomato. An electronic stomach-contracting belt had fifty per cent off, a real bargain.

Although a voice in Ginny’s head told her she didn’t need any more stuff, she stabbed the buy button anyway. When she heard the front door open, she stuffed the phone into her jacket pocket and rushed towards the hallway. ‘Hiya.’

‘Hi there,’ Adrian said.

‘Had a good day?’

‘Fantastic.’ He kissed her haphazardly on her cheek.

Ginny bit her lip, wondering if his voice sounded a little strained. She hovered around to see if he mentioned her show. As the seconds ticked away, relief trickled over her.

Adrian carried his briefcase into his downstairs home office where he kept a selection of toiletries and casual clothes in a small wardrobe.

She leaned against the door frame while he got changed. ‘I’ve made dinner and then I have something to tell you …’ she said playfully.

‘Yeah? Great, I’m starving. Something smells delicious.’

‘I’ve cooked Italian for us.’

‘Wicked,’ Adrian said.

Ginny’s eyebrow twitched upwards. Since when did he use that word? When he emerged from his office, she tried not to stare at the indigo jeans that were so tight they made his legs look like chicken drumsticks. Surely, they were too young for a man of his age? When he walked into the dining room, she glanced at the logo on the back pocket and almost coughed at the expensive brand.

Last week she’d found a tube of fake tan in the bathroom and felt like giving him a hug. Just like her, Adrian must be trying to keep up appearances with his younger teammates at work.

Some of Ginny’s friends’ husbands had commissioned sleeve tattoos or bought motorbikes when they hit middle age, so she was getting away pretty lightly. She didn’t want to embarrass Adrian by mentioning anything.

‘It’s not fair that Nelson keeps you at work late,’ she said as they sat down at the dining table. She poured them each a glass of Chianti.

‘It’s fine, the nature of the job.’ Adrian checked out the label on the bottle and nodded approvingly. ‘There’s several new car models on the market at the moment and customers are taking more time making decisions in the current financial climate. Electric cars throw a whole new range of technologies into the mix.’

Ginny stifled a yawn. She sometimes found their dinner table conversation to be a little dull but, from her problem-solving, she knew lots of long-married couples felt that way. ‘I do think you’ve been working too hard recently, and you’re looking a little tired. Perhaps we should increase your B12 vitamins…’

Adrian spun his wedding ring around on his finger, something he did when under pressure. ‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Let’s eat.’

He made appreciative noises about the pasta but Ginny found it difficult to swallow. She had a strong urge to tell him about the holiday and hoped it would expel the Miss Peach incident from her brain. ‘Our wedding anniversary is coming up fast,’ she said.

‘Thirty-one years together and twenty-five of them married,’ Adrian said, gulping his wine. ‘I mean … wow.’

Ginny liked his sentiment, though his voice sounded strangely flat. When she touched the booking confirmation, her heart began to race. ‘I know you’re busy at work, so I’ve planned a celebration for us. I’ve found an amazing hotel in Italy called Grand Hotel Castello Bella Vista. It’s got a fabulous spa and gorgeous bedrooms and I think—’ She halted when Adrian held up a finger. He made a counterclockwise motion.

‘Hold on a minute,’ he said. ‘We can’t go on holiday this year.’

Ginny tightened her grip on her fork. She felt a vein pulsing in her neck. ‘We always go away in June,’ she said.

‘I should have said something sooner. I’m too busy at work to take a break.’

The air between them turned chilly.

Ginny cleared her throat. ‘Our silver anniversary calls for a special celebration, and our fiftieth birthdays are coming up, too. Three weeks together in sunny Italy will be perfect. It’s a chance for us to chill and’ – she lowered her voice to a whisper – ‘reconnect. I thought we could renew our wedding vows while we’re there …’

‘Three weeks?’ Adrian stared at her. ‘No can do. I can’t take that long off.’

Overcome by panic, Ginny started to babble. ‘Surely Nelson will understand if you ask him. You’re his right-hand man and usually take two weeks’ holiday in June anyway.’

Adrian slowly massaged his chin while he thought. ‘We can mark it in some other way, perhaps a nice meal with Phoebe and Pete or something …’

Ginny pursed her lips. She’d never admitted her feelings of listlessness to him, not wanting to bother him. She liked to appear cheerful and poised for her husband, but a solitary meal wasn’t going to give her the passion she was yearning for. She glimpsed the cost of the holiday on the booking confirmation and it suddenly seemed extortionate. ‘I’ve already booked our trip,’ she said quietly.

Adrian clattered his knife and fork onto his plate. ‘What?’

‘We’re going to Bologna.’

He groaned and pressed his palms to his eyes. ‘You can’t do things like this without consulting me first, Ginny. The guys at work still call me Dreamy Adrian from that magazine shoot you agreed to. Stop trying to organize my life.’

Ginny stared at him in shock, cut to the core by his words. ‘I’m only trying to help, and those photos are something Phoebe can treasure forever.’ She laid her hand on his arm. ‘A summer holiday might relieve some of your stress.’

Adrian glowered for a while. ‘You’re turning into Ginny the Patron Saint of Problems.’

Ginny thought about this and decided it was a compliment.

The rest of their main course was conducted in a prickly silence. When Adrian eventually said, ‘This is great tiramisu,’ Ginny took it as an apology.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

Adrian slumped back in his chair and eyed her. ‘I didn’t want to worry you, but there are going to be several job losses at work and I need to prove I’m indispensable. I’m nearly fifty and the employment market is ferocious out there. There are younger, more dynamic guys snapping at my heels. And I’m sure we’ll want to contribute to Phoebe’s wedding and honeymoon, rather than pay for a fancy Italian break.’

Ginny’s cheeks grew hot. She wondered how much was left in their bank account now that she’d paid for the holiday.

Adrian stood up and made coffee for them both, setting the cups down on the table. The air settled a little as they sipped them together. ‘Anyway, how was your day?’ he asked.

Ginny recalled slicing her finger across her neck in the Talk Heart FM studio. ‘Um …’ she said lightly, focusing on her cup. ‘Did anyone mention my show to you today?’

‘And why would they do that?’ Adrian’s shoulders crept upwards, as if preparing for a slap in the face.

‘I took a crank call. The woman sounded really regretful about her life. I tried to be sympathetic, but she turned on me, accusing me of trying to be Ms Perfect.’ She flicked her eyes to his. ‘She asked me how well I know you.’

Adrian’s left cheek started to spasm. ‘Did this go out live on air?’

‘Yes,’ Ginny said quickly. ‘But don’t worry, it will be okay—’

Adrian screeched back his chair. ‘It’s not okay. What if Nelson hears about this?’ He jumped up and started to pace the room. ‘It’s humiliating.’

Ginny felt her lungs deflating. Oxygen was vacating her body at an alarming rate. ‘It’s not my fault,’ she said quietly. ‘It was Miss Peach.’

‘Who?’ Adrian threw up his hands. ‘This is great, just great.’

She stood up and faced him, rubbing her hand down his arm. ‘Please come with me on holiday. This will all blow over quickly and …’ She stopped speaking when she spotted something she hadn’t seen before, a tiny hole in his left earlobe, and her forehead furrowed. ‘When did you get your ear pierced?’

With his skinny jeans and fake tan, Ginny felt like she was looking at an actor on stage, or an ageing boy band member, not her husband.

‘I had it done a while ago,’ he muttered, turning his head so she couldn’t see his ear.

She squinted at him, suspecting this wasn’t true.

‘I decided I didn’t like it,’ he said. ‘It sounds like you don’t trust me or something.’

Ginny shook her head. ‘Of course I trust you.’

‘It doesn’t sound like it.’ Adrian squeezed past her and marched towards his office.

He sounded angry and she didn’t know where it was coming from. It felt like he was trying to twist things back around on her and her ankles wobbled as she followed him.

How well do you really know him? Miss Peach sang in her head.

‘I understand the potential job losses must be worrying,’ Ginny started. ‘I have some leaflets on …’

Adrian ignored her and shoved things around on his shelves, as if looking for something. ‘We’ve been drifting apart for some time,’ he said, bending down to pull out a suitcase from under his desk that she hadn’t seen before. ‘We don’t have anything left in common, especially now Phoebe’s moved out.’

Ginny’s jaw dropped open. ‘That’s not true. We enjoy inviting friends over for dinner, and watching movies together …’ She trailed off her words, recalling their usual Saturday evening debate about which film to watch. The gritty crime films Adrian liked were too violent for her taste, and he didn’t share her love for rom-coms and period dramas. They usually had to compromise with a blockbuster action movie or thriller.

Adrian scratched the back of his neck. ‘Our relationship has changed over the years and we’re not the same people any longer. There are cracks in our marriage and they’re getting wider.’

‘No,’ Ginny protested wildly. ‘We’re happy …’

‘You’re so hooked on solving other people’s problems that you don’t even recognize ours. I need to get away from here, from you. I feel like I’m suffocating, being analysed and told what to do all the time. It’s bad enough at work without facing it at home, too.’

‘You’re not thinking straight, Adrian. We just need some time out together. You can’t leave, like my dad used to—’

‘Ginny, stop.’ He spun around and took hold of her arms, looking directly into her eyes.

For a moment she thought he was going to kiss her. Every molecule of her body hoped that he would.

‘We need a break apart,’ he said. ‘I’ve been thinking about divorce for some time and should have raised it sooner. I didn’t mean to tell you in this way.’

‘Divorce?’ Ginny’s voice quavered. How had their lovely dinner come to this? Was this really happening? She looked on in horror as Adrian grabbed hold of his suitcase and wheeled it into the hallway.

‘I really think it’s the way forward,’ he said.

‘No—’

Adrian paused with his head bowed for a moment, thinking before he opened the front door.

Ginny placed her hand on her husband’s back, but he stepped out into the street and slammed the door shut behind him. She wrenched it open again and watched helplessly as he sped away. ‘Adrian—’ she called after him, to no avail.

Back inside the hallway, Ginny’s arms hung numbly by her side. Divorce. The word reverberated in her head, turning her body to jelly.

She furiously tried to think what guidance she’d offer to someone else in her situation – stay calm, don’t panic and think positively.

For once, her own advice felt totally useless.






CHAPTER 3

Rope Ladder

Ginny’s heart beat so fast she thought it might burst out of her chest. Her mind spun as she strode from room to room, worrying about Adrian. Was he going through some kind of midlife crisis or breakdown? How could she help him? Claiming he wanted a divorce was ridiculous. They’d spent their entire adult lives together and were a family. They hardly ever argued. Sure, they’d both been busy with other things, but it was good not to live in each other’s pockets all the time. It gave them things to talk about.

This was so unlike her husband. He usually hid his troubles away, or let them run off him like water from a waxed raincoat. When his dad died, a couple of years ago, Adrian didn’t show any outward signs of grief. He went on a walking holiday with his school friend Dave, trekking up the highest mountains in England, Scotland and Wales. He threw himself into his job and never said a word to Ginny about how he was feeling. Could his outburst be the aftermath of his grief finally showing through?

Adrian was her rock. He’d been by her side, helping with her breathing exercises when she gave birth to Phoebe. He’d joined her for the endless night feeds where they both yawned and marvelled at their daughter’s tiny hands clenching as she suckled. He’d held Ginny’s hair back on holiday when she was sick after drinking too many strawberry daiquiris during the cocktail happy hour. She’d never been able to judge how many drinks were too many, especially when they tasted of fruit.

Ginny sat stiffly on the sofa, listening for the sound of Adrian’s key in the door. She didn’t text or phone him, wanting to give him some time to come to his senses. Hopefully a walk around the town with his suitcase would help him to calm down.

The clock ticked, the air cooled and Ginny rubbed her arms. It started to rain outside and her stomach felt as small and hard as a hazelnut.

At two in the morning, she eventually forced herself to go to bed. She tossed and turned, tangled up in the bedsheets. Her chest was hot and clammy, then she was shivery and cold. Her hormones often ran riot at night and Adrian was contributing to their chaos.

She finally drifted off into a fractured sleep by telling herself he’d be back home when she woke up. He’d mutter, ‘Sorry,’ and they’d hold each other tightly and talk things over.

However, when Ginny woke at 4.30 a.m., she was still alone. Her self-control cracked and she clutched her phone.

Where are you? she texted. Let’s talk. I’m sure we can work things out.

Adrian didn’t have a big social circle compared to the wide array of people Ginny had amassed from school, her various counselling and advice jobs over the years and from being a mum. His main friends were Dave and his wife, Linda.

Ginny waited but Adrian didn’t reply.

As the sun rose, the sight of his pillow all plumped up without a dent made her queasy with worry.

She lay in bed and waited until 8.00 a.m. to ring him. When he didn’t pick up his phone, she called Dave at home instead.

Linda answered. She was a playgroup assistant who spoke to Ginny like a naughty three-year-old and the two women had never bonded.

‘Hi, is Adrian there?’ Ginny asked, adopting the casual manner she used to make hair appointments.

‘Yes, he’s here,’ Linda said curtly.

Ginny screwed her eyes shut with relief. ‘Great, that’s good.’ She took a moment. ‘Can you put him on the line, or ask him to call me?’

Footsteps sounded as if Linda was moving to a different room. A door closed. ‘It’s not a good time. He doesn’t want to talk to you right now.’

Ginny’s irritation rose. Linda sounded like she was enjoying her self-appointed role of Adrian’s protector. ‘I’m his wife, not a patient asking for a doctor’s appointment,’ she said. ‘Please tell him that.’

‘He wants some time alone.’

‘I need to speak to him …’

‘You’re not listening to me, Ginny,’ Linda said. ‘He’ll call you when he’s ready.’

‘But—’

‘Sorry, I have to go to work.’ Linda hung up.

Ginny scowled at the phone and threw it across the bed. What had Adrian told his friends about her? She stared up at the ceiling for a couple of hours in a daze. When the doorbell rang, breaking the silence, she pulled on her dressing gown and ran downstairs, hoping to find Adrian waiting on the other side of the door.

Instead, a postman handed a pile of packages to her. Ginny sighed as she clutched them to her chest and carried them upstairs.

Somehow, watching TV shopping channels and browsing online sales had become addictive to her. She found classy Italian leather handbags, new face serums, and cordless vacuum cleaners with fantastic suction power impossible to resist.

Many of the things she bought disappointed her and it was a hassle to return them, so Ginny hid them on the top shelf in her wardrobe behind a pillow, out of Adrian’s sight.

Back in her room, Ginny opened the parcels and couldn’t remember ordering Luscious Locks hair thickening lotion, or vitamins especially tailored to her age and lifestyle. A pair of leopard-print heels looked exactly like ones she already owned. There was a contraption that used sonic waves to firm jowls and a ‘miracle’ under-eye cream. It was the kind of stuff she needed to look and feel better for Adrian’s return.

Ginny set to work. The machine buzzed as she pushed it up and down her face. She took a bath, washed her hair and curled her ponytail. She applied coatings of peachy gel under her eyes, and she still felt dreadful. She ordered herself not to chase Adrian again; he would have to call her.

When her phone eventually rang at lunchtime, Ginny snatched it up, only to see Phoebe’s name flash on the screen.

‘Hey, Mum,’ her daughter said. ‘How’s things? Got any anniversary plans yet?’

Ginny sat on her bed and hung her head. Phoebe sounded cheerful, so she probably didn’t know about the Miss Peach incident, or that her father had left last night. Ginny usually advocated honesty, but didn’t want to worry her daughter, especially during her wedding plans.

‘Oh, hi, darling. All’s great, thanks. We’re thinking about escaping to Italy for a nice break, if your dad can get the time off work. The hotel is like a white castle,’ she said. Before her daughter could ask anything, Ginny quickly swerved the conversation. ‘How are all your wedding plans going?’

Phoebe exaggerated a sigh. ‘Okay, I suppose. Pete’s mum only wants to invite his entire family to the wedding. It’ll be like Glastonbury! We need new carpets for our home, not buckets of champagne for his long-lost relatives. They’re also pushing us to honeymoon in Barbados, like they did. It all feels too much.’

Ginny could empathize. There was pressure these days for weddings to be nothing less than epic. Fortunately, Phoebe had inherited Adrian’s sensible, level-headed genes alongside Ginny’s caring DNA. Phoebe’s job as an accountant for an animal rescue charity suited her.

Recalling Adrian’s mention of divorce, she swallowed away a lump in her throat. They were both supposed to be role models for their daughter. ‘Is it somewhere you’d like to go?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, who wouldn’t? We don’t have the cash though.’

Ginny chewed her lip when she thought about the holiday she’d booked. She supposed she had acted impulsively. The money could have helped Phoebe out instead.

‘Anyway, Pete wants Dad’s advice on a car or something,’ Phoebe said. ‘Is he there?’

‘Oh, um, not at the moment.’ Ginny’s voice cracked a little. ‘He’s gone out for a while …’

‘What time will he be back? We’ll pop over.’

‘I’m not exactly sure. He’s really busy at the moment.’

‘Oh … right.’

Ginny heard the house phone ringing downstairs. Could Adrian be calling her? Perhaps they could sort things out before they saw their daughter. She ran downstairs with her mobile clamped to her ear. When she saw her husband’s number on the screen, her breath quickened.

‘Are you out jogging or something?’ Phoebe laughed.

Ginny hated to cut her off, but she had to pick up Adrian’s call in case he vanished again. ‘I’m sorry darling, I have to go. Love you lots, bye.’ She hung up and snatched up the house phone. ‘Adrian. Where are you? I’ve been worried sick.’

‘I’m fine, at Dave’s house,’ he said glumly.

Ginny paced around, needing to keep moving. She circled the living room and then the kitchen. ‘I understand if you need some time out. It’s good you recognize that. Why not come home and let’s talk things through?’ She didn’t want to use their daughter as a trump card, but it slipped out. ‘We don’t want to worry Phoebe.’

She added silently, in her head, Don’t you remember, how we both cried when we saw the two blue lines on the pregnancy strip and how you came with me for all the hospital scans?

‘Ginny.’ The tone of his voice said stop. ‘I’ve been unhappy for some time and I think you have, too. We both need time to think about what we really want in life.’

She continued patrolling the house and found herself in his home office. Adrian had left his MacBook behind, a good sign. ‘I know what I want and it’s you,’ she said. ‘Are you coming home?’

‘Not yet.’

Yet. She clung onto the word like it was a rope ladder dangling from an air ambulance while she was drowning at sea. She hated feeling so helpless.

‘I’m not going on holiday with you,’ he said firmly. ‘You have to cancel it. It must have cost a fortune. What’s the cancellation policy?’

She sank into his office chair. How could he sound so glacial? ‘I don’t know. There was no need to check at the time.’

‘We need that money for other things. I can stay with Dave and Linda for a short time, then I’ll need to find somewhere to rent.’

Ginny felt like an earthquake was shaking her home and she screwed her eyes shut. With the threat of Adrian losing his job, cancelling was the best option. She didn’t even want to think about him living elsewhere. ‘I’ll check it now. There might be a cancellation fee.’

She wondered if she could access the travel website on her phone without cutting him off the call.

Not wanting to risk it, she switched on his MacBook, knowing he used the same password across all his devices.

‘Ginny, I have to go … ring me back.’ Adrian’s voice sounded small and tinny from her mobile.

‘You asked me to do this,’ she called out while logging into the travel website.

‘Okay, okay.’

Adrian’s MacBook pinged as email notifications started to appear in the top right-hand corner, virus protection software and something from Vodafone.

Ginny ignored them and clicked on the holiday cancellation policy. It was several pages long and her eyes flitted as she tried to find the relevant information.

A direct Facebook message briefly flashed on the screen, from Dave. Sorry things are tough right now, mate …

Ginny narrowed her eyes. So, Adrian could talk to his friend about their problems but not to her? Great.

Another ping sounded and a pink face icon grinned at her. You have a wink, it read.

Ginny frowned. A wink? What did that mean? It didn’t look like any app she knew. She clicked on it, to get rid of it.

Instead, the face grew larger on screen. Pink hearts burst forth and twinkled.

She found herself staring at a photograph of Adrian she hadn’t seen before. He grinned and wore mirrored sunglasses, resting his head on his hand. From the angle of his shoulder, she could tell it was a selfie and her blood cooled in her veins.

‘Are you still there?’ Adrian asked.

Ginny read the website name, ChainReaxions – Confidential Connections.

Oh, god. She bit her lip so hard she almost drew blood. Swaying with nausea, she had a masochistic urge to read more.

Adrian, age 45, looking for interesting women, for fun and companionship …

Her vision fuzzed and Ginny gripped the desk to stop herself from keeling over. Even though she felt sick, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the screen.

‘Ginny?’

Her hand shook as she clamped the phone to her ear. ‘I’m trying to cancel the holiday on your laptop and your dating profile has popped up,’ she said numbly.

‘Why are you using my stuff?’

‘You’re cheating on me …’

‘No, I’m not.’ He went silent for a while. ‘I was just curious and wasn’t actually going to—’

‘It’s still cheating …’ Ginny squeaked. She felt like she was falling off a skyscraper, tumbling through the air and ready to hit the pavement. ‘Miss Peach was right.’

Adrian’s breath grew hoarser. ‘No, it’s not like that. I swear I don’t know her …’

Not able to bear listening to his excuses, Ginny ended the call.

Adrian made several attempts to ring her back and each time she cut him off. Eventually, he stopped trying and his office fell silent.

Ginny pressed her hands against her chest and felt the heavy thrum of her heartbeat. She stared at the total cost of the holiday on the laptop screen and felt like curling into a tight ball. She fumbled with the mouse and located the holiday booking policy again.


Cancellation within 28 days – 100 per cent of the cost.



She did a quick calculation of the dates and swallowed hard. There were only twenty-six days to the holiday, but surely there must be some way to get the money back, a cooling-off period or a get-out clause.

Scanning through all the details again, she prayed she’d read them wrong. However, they were there in black and white. Ginny slumped down in her chair and cried.

Her husband was gone, she wasn’t going on holiday, and now she was going to lose all their money, too.
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