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About the Book

When actress Jodi Ludlum returns to the Dublin village of Bakers Valley to raise her young son, she’s determined to shield him from the media glare that follows her in LA. But coming home means leaving her husband behind – and waking old ghosts … Francine Hennessy was born and raised in Bakers Valley. To all appearances, she is the model wife, mother, home-maker and career woman. But, behind closed doors, Francine’s life is crumbling around her. As Jodi struggles to conceal her secrets and Francine faces some shocking news, the two become unlikely confidants. Suddenly having the perfect life seems less important than finding friendship, and the perfect place to belong …


For my perfect husband, Cian.
With love from
your perfect wife!
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Chapter 1

As she walked through the gate of Bakers Valley village school, trying to keep up with Saul, Jodi was overcome with fear. She’d been dreading his first day at the kindergarten. She kept her eyes down and her stride strong, praying that nobody would stop her and try to strike up a conversation. The small primary-coloured rucksack she’d slung over one shoulder seemed to weigh a ton. She’d tucked her wavy dark hair into a baseball cap and purposely dressed down, but a trickle of sweat was dampening her back.

‘Hello! I’m Mr Matthews, and I’m teaching the kindergarten this year!’ He was a young man who wouldn’t have looked out of place on a One Direction poster. ‘So who do we have here, then?’

Jodi was knocked off guard. She’d assumed the teacher would be a tiny shrew-like woman with a country accent and ruddy cheeks. The fresh-faced fellow with the lopsided grin who was welcoming her son was about as far away from the schoolmarm stereotype as it was possible to get.

Before she had a chance to answer, Saul stepped forward and held his tiny right hand aloft. ‘I’m Saul Drew,’ he said, placing his left behind his back.

The teacher bent down and shook his hand solemnly, then raised the other into the air for a high five. ‘Nice to meet you, buddy,’ he said, winking.

‘Are you from London, like me?’ Saul said. ‘You don’t talk like the ladies in the village.’

‘You’re dead right, Saul. I am from London. I only got this job a couple of weeks back. Miss Myrtle, the previous teacher, decided to retire.’

‘Mum and I only just moved here too. Maybe we can settle in together.’

‘That sounds like a plan!’ Mr Matthews agreed, and smiled up at Jodi.

‘Hi,’ Jodi said.

‘Hi, Mrs Drew,’ he said. ‘Looks like Saul and I are going to be helping each other out.’

‘Well, you’ll be in good hands, Mr Matthews. Saul and I have been really excited about today, haven’t we?’ she said, wrinkling her nose and smiling down at her son.

‘Why don’t you put your coat and bag over on the rack, Saul?’ Mr Matthews said, pointing to the wall. ‘Your name is on one of the hooks.

‘He’s certainly enthusiastic.’ Mr Matthews grinned, as Saul rushed to find his hook. ‘If all the little ones are as happy and bouncy as he is, I’ll be made up!’

As he spoke, they both heard the sound of terrified sobs filtering into the room.

‘Excuse me,’ Mr Matthews said. ‘Looks like first-day fears are making themselves known.’

‘Aw, bless,’ Jodi said. ‘Nice to meet you anyway.’

Saul was already busy chatting to another little boy at the coat rack, so Jodi stood over to the side of the room and peeped out from under her cap. It was obvious that many of the mothers and fathers knew each other and she figured they’d probably grown up together or had older children in the school. As she cast an eye over the room she noted that most of the children had both parents there to see them off. She hoped that wouldn’t upset Saul.

‘Mum, can you come and take a photo of my coat hook to text to Dad?’ Saul called.

Jodi went over to him, fishing her phone out of a pocket, and dropped to her knees. ‘You know Daddy would be here with you too if he wasn’t stuck on set, don’t you?’ she whispered.

‘Yes, Mum,’ he said. ‘I’ll call him later and tell him all about it. We need to send the photo now, though. We promised.’

‘Sure did. Let’s be having you, then.’

‘Make sure you get my rucksack and my coat in the shot,’ he said, as he put on his best smile.

Jodi took the picture and texted it directly to her husband, Darius. ‘Okay, shall we find you somewhere to sit?’ She took her son’s hand.

‘Look! All the chairs have names on the back of them just like the coat hooks!’ he said, pointing. ‘Here’s mine!’

‘Good spotting,’ Jodi said, as she pulled out the chair for him to sit down. Each large square table had four chairs. Saul was opposite a little blonde girl with wispy pigtails and pale blue eyes the size of saucers.

‘Hello, I’m Saul. What’s your name?’ he asked.

‘Lily,’ she said, in a small voice.

‘I’m excited! Are you?’ Saul asked, scrunching his shoulders and grinning.

‘My big sister already went here but she had Miss-a-Myrtle. She was the bestest teacher in the world,’ Lily said seriously. ‘But she got tired.’

‘Well, we have Mr Matthews instead, and that’s good, isn’t it?’ Saul said.

‘I suppose so. My mum was here but she had to go and put my sister in her class. She said she can’t split herself in two.’

‘That’d be too messy,’ Saul said solemnly. ‘There’d be blood on the carpet.’

Lily giggled. Jodi sent up a silent prayer of thanks that her son was so at home in his surroundings.

As Jodi listened to Saul and Lily, Mr Matthews flew around the room introducing himself and welcoming the rest of the children. Jodi wanted to avoid the other parents. She knew she’d have to get to know them at some point, but the longer she could leave it, the better.

‘Okay, parents,’ Mr Matthews announced cheerfully. ‘It’s time to say goodbye to your children. Boys and girls, it’s only for a little while, remember. Give Mum and Dad a big hug and tell them you’ll have lots of news for them when they come to collect you.’

‘Are you okay if I go now, Saul?’ Jodi asked.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Lily knows where the playground is and she’s going to show me at break time.’

‘Thanks, Lily.’ Jodi smiled at her. ‘So, Saul, will you tell me the names of the others at your table when I come to pick you up?’ she asked.

‘You bet!’

‘I love you,’ she said, as she nuzzled his mop of dark curls. He’d inherited her emerald green eyes, but the rest of his features were his father’s. The paparazzi were already after him for photos, but Jodi and Darius had held firm. Their son was out of bounds when it came to publicity. She’d agreed to a single shoot just after he was born, and after that she’d shielded him from the public eye, like a tigress guarding her cub.

‘His parents are high-profile actors but that doesn’t mean he is too,’ she’d told her agent, Noelle. ‘When he’s old enough he can decide if he wants to be splashed across the press, but for now he’s ours and he’s not for sharing.’

That had been a major factor in their decision for Jodi to return to Ireland when Saul started school. She’d come across Bakers Valley, just thirty miles from Dublin, and fallen in love with the place. They wanted him to make his own way without the pressure of being the son of Jodi Ludlum and Darius Drew.

‘Have fun, darling, and I’ll be back to collect you before you know it,’ she said, tearing herself reluctantly from his side.

‘Bye, Mum, I love you too,’ he said, waving.

There were still quite a few people huddled at the coat rack so Jodi seized the moment and walked purposefully out of the classroom before she was sucked into a conversation.

The distance from the main door of the school to the gate couldn’t have been more than a hundred metres so she knew she could make a quick exit. She pulled out her phone and dialled Darius’s number.

‘Hey, darling,’ he said, sounding sleepy. ‘I just got that photo you texted me. He looks so cute! Have you left him yet?’

‘I’m on my way across the car park as we speak,’ Jodi said. ‘He was brilliant, Darius. You’d have been so proud.’

‘Great,’ he said. ‘How were people towards you?’

‘Fine. The teacher is seriously cool. He looks just a few years older than the kids,’ Jodi joked. ‘But he knew exactly how to get them organised into their seats. On first impressions I’d say Saul will love him. I didn’t speak to any of the parents, just kept my head down and scarpered straight out of there.’

‘That was probably for the best,’ Darius said. ‘We want Saul to have a chance to mingle without too much staring and pointing. And what about the other kids? Were they friendly to him?’

‘Yeah. He had a tiny scrap of a thing called Lily sitting opposite him and the other two hadn’t arrived when I left. Hopefully he’ll be fine …’ Jodi trailed off.

‘Listen, honey, he was so geared up for today. You injected so much positivity into the whole school thing that he was champing at the bit to get in there. Try not to worry, okay? Promise?’ he begged.

‘I’ll try,’ she said, smiling through the tears that had sprung to her eyes. ‘I just don’t want his school experience to be like mine.’

‘I know. And I doubt it will be. First, Saul’s not the child you were, and second, all he’s ever known is love and adoration. He’ll rock that class, you wait and see!’

‘I hope you’re right.’

‘When am I ever wrong?’ Darius asked, laughing.

‘No comment.’ She sniffled.

Darius’s tone softened. ‘It’s not good to shut people out. Say hello to a few of the parents later on. Saul won’t be able to fit in if you’re not friendly. It’s a small village and people won’t take kindly to the brick-wall approach.’

‘I hear ya,’ she said. ‘Besides, there’s a good chance most of them have never even heard of me.’

‘Jodi, it’s a country village but it’s not on Mars,’ Darius teased. ‘I presume they have a cinema within commuting distance and a DVD shop. They probably even have newspapers and magazines.’ He laughed. ‘Uh, they know exactly who you are, sweetie!’

‘What time are you starting filming?’ she asked, changing the subject.

‘Not for about five hours.’ He yawned. ‘Most of the scenes have to be shot in the dark for the next week so I’m a bit topsy-turvy. I’ll sleep for another couple of hours, then head in for makeup and all that jazz.’

‘All right, darling,’ she said. ‘Will I have Saul call you when he’s finished or will I let you call us later when you’re awake?’

‘Oh, no! I want a call the second you pick him up!’ Darius said. ‘I need a full and fresh-off-the-press download of day one!’

‘Okay!’ Jodi was grinning as she hung up. Darius always made her feel better.

Turning left out of the main school gate Jodi set off towards their cottage, which was less than a fifteen-minute walk. The main hub of local activity was back in the other direction, centred around Bakers Valley.

When she’d decided to move home to Ireland for Saul’s education she’d purposely sought a property slightly outside the main village yet within easy reach of the community. She inhaled the clear country air as she meandered along the road, framed on either side by hedges intertwined with brambles and wild honeysuckle. It was a far cry from inner-city Dublin where she had grown up, with its smouldering mattresses, burned-out cars, and gougers loitering on corners and a million miles from the hotels and movie sets Saul was used to. She hoped he’d settle in here and make lifelong friends.

Darius had been amazingly supportive when she’d tentatively suggested bringing Saul here a few months ago. Their home was in London, but working in film meant they’d travelled extensively with their boy since he was born.

‘I know it would mean you mightn’t see him as often but I think he’d have a better chance of leading a normal life away from the city,’ Jodi said.

‘I agree,’ Darius said. ‘I know I’m being selfish when I say I’d obviously prefer to have you both with me.’

‘But you’re going to be filming all over the world for this next movie and Lord knows where the next one will be,’ she argued.

‘I know,’ he said softly. ‘I can commute and you guys can come to me. It’s not going to be that different from the way we’ve always worked it, I suppose. Just because I’m on location here in the UK at the moment doesn’t mean I will be in the future … But are you sure you want to go back to Ireland of all places?’

‘Yes,’ she said firmly. ‘It may not have been perfect for me as a child but, at the end of the day, it’s home.’

As she arrived at the whitewashed cottage and let herself in, Jodi was thrilled she’d gone with her gut instinct and made the move. She’d bought this place a year ago in a derelict state and paid exorbitant amounts of money to have it turned into the beautiful home it had become. It was the original gate lodge to the manor house, which nestled behind the trees and fields she could see from her kitchen window. The old stable-style door let her into the open-plan kitchen-cum-living area.

‘If you like we can stick to really stark modern materials, like chrome and slate,’ the interior designer had suggested, ‘or we can soften it by adding an Aga to the kitchen area, a wood-burning stove to the living room, with under-floor heated flagstones and big colourful rugs.’

‘I like the sound of the second option,’ Jodi had said immediately. ‘I love the idea of a cottage but I don’t want it to be dark and depressing. In other words, I want a city person’s take on a cottage!’ She giggled.

There was nothing gloomy about the finished house. Cornflower blue and white gingham was cleverly mixed with stripes and damasks. The oiled oak table with matching chairs added to the homely warmth that the cream Aga supplied. Squashy sofas with tons of scatter cushions complemented the hand-knotted rugs. It was just as she’d imagined it in her dreams, and, most importantly, Saul loved it too.

‘Look, Mum! The shelf spins around so I can choose my cereal for breakfast,’ he had yelled, as he’d explored each nook and cranny when they’d arrived a few days before. Jodi had stood with her arms folded and smiled as her precious son ran from room to room, shrieking with glee.

‘Look in here.’ Jodi unhooked the black latch on a bedroom door to reveal what she hoped would be a little boy’s paradise. She’d gone to great pains to appeal to Saul’s passion for outer space and was dying to see his reaction.

‘Mum my room is the bestest place I’ve ever seen,’ he gasped. The Velux windows looked like a glass roof. ‘It feels like I’m in a room with just sky! Mum!’ he screeched. ‘I have a bunk bed too so my new friends can come for a sleepover!’

‘I told the designer you had to have a bunk bed and I needed a vegetable patch. So you can have friends to stay and I can eat my own lettuce!’

‘My deal’s better,’ he said, throwing himself on to the bottom bunk. ‘I don’t like lettuce!’

The walls were decorated with stars and spaceships, and a big shiny red rocket adorned the back of the door.

‘Happy?’ she asked Saul.

‘I’m like Buzz Lightyear living in here!’

Jodi hoped Saul would settle at Bakers Valley. She pictured his happy little face when he had waved her off, and she reminded herself that he was in a safe and loving environment.

Jodi hadn’t been lying when she’d told Darius why she wanted to move back home to Ireland. She did want their son to have a carefree country childhood. But, deep down, there was another reason why she had wanted to return.

She was tired of running from her past mistakes. She wanted true, lasting contentment and for that she had to face her demons and air all the skeletons in her closet.

Lifting the kettle on to the Aga hotplate, she set about making herself a mug of her usual herbal infusion. She remembered what Darius had said about it. ‘That stuff tastes so disgusting it must be good for you. Either that or the Chinese-medicine lady just sees you coming!’

‘It’s got so many cleansing properties,’ she reminded him.

‘So has bleach and I’ve no intention of drinking that.’

Deciding to enjoy the peace and tranquillity of her new home, Jodi flopped on to the sofa. The old walls of the cottage seemed to envelop her in their embrace. She felt safe there, away from the bright lights and people vying for her attention. For the first time in her thirty-two years, she had a real home.

Chapter 2

Francine Hennessy was rattled, a feeling she certainly wasn’t accustomed to. She’d allowed exactly six minutes per child to settle her three eldest, Cara, Conor and Craig, into their classes. Normally that worked perfectly but this morning she’d been totally thrown by Cameron’s behaviour.

‘Stop him, Carl!’ she’d called frantically to her husband.

Like a little eel, their youngest child had escaped his father’s grip and made a mad dash back to their car. ‘I’m not going!’ he yelled over his shoulder. ‘I hate school and I’m not going!’

By the time Francine and Carl had given up on gentle coaxing and resorted to prising each finger away from the headrest in the back seat, the bell had rung in the school, indicating the official start of the day.

‘I’m going to die of shame,’ Francine said, as cold sweat ran down her back. ‘It’s day one and Cameron is late.’

‘Just keep your cool,’ Carl told her. ‘I’ll carry him and you take his bag. Let’s do this together. Team Hennessy will overcome.’

‘Nooooo!’ Cameron yelled. He continued to wrestle and kick in his father’s arms as the trio made their way back into the school and towards the kindergarten classroom.

Francine shouldered the door open. She could never be sure that those frequently used handles were clean. ‘We’re here finally! Hello, everybody, how are you doing?’ She plastered a smile on to her face.

A young man came towards her ‘Hello there,’ he said warmly. ‘We’re just getting started.’

‘This is Cameron.’ Francine gestured at the little boy, who was still doing his best to wriggle out of Carl’s arms. ‘I’m Francine Hennessy and this is my husband, Carl.’

‘Good to meet you. I’m Mr Matthews.’

‘So you’re Miss Myrtle’s replacement.’ As Carl led Cameron to the one free chair in the room, Francine lowered her voice conspiratorially. ‘You’re most welcome to Bakers Valley school. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it here. We have a wonderful sense of community. We’ll probably get to know one another quite well …’ Francine paused for effect. ‘I’m head of the parents’ committee, you see.’

‘Good for you, Mrs Hennessy,’ he said.

‘Oh, call me Francine, please!’

The teacher hesitated momentarily, then said, ‘Okay, Cameron? You all set, my friend?’

‘No! I hate it here and I hate you!’ Cameron yelled.

‘Cameron!’ Francine said, in a high-pitched voice. ‘Please have some manners!’

‘As you can tell, he’s a little bit reluctant to come to school, but he’ll be running in the door and loving every second in no time!’ Carl said, in an attempt to smooth things over.

Mr Matthews dropped down to Cameron’s level. ‘It’s everyone’s first day today, mate, so there’s no need to feel upset. We’re all going to help each other and find out what’s fun about this place.’ Cameron pouted and eyeballed the man. ‘I have a new house as well as a new school. Maybe you can tell me all about the cool stuff in the village.’

‘Okay,’ Cameron mumbled.

‘I have a desk just for you right over here. It has your name on a sticker. Want to check it out?’

‘Okay.’

Mr Matthews took his hand and gave a thumbs-up to Francine and Carl over his shoulder.

‘The first week is always the worst, isn’t it?’ Francine interjected, in a knowing voice. ‘Once they all realise this is the plan of action, and everyone has to conform, it’s all much simpler. Sit down nicely, Cameron, there’s a good lad,’ she instructed him, with a fixed smile.

Mr Matthews responded with a silent wave and a wink.

‘We should leave him be, love,’ Carl said, then turned back to Cameron. ‘We’re very proud of you, son! See you later on. Cheers, Mr Matthews. Take care! Good luck. Thanks a million. Bye!’

‘Catch you later,’ Mr Matthews said.

Carl caught his wife by the elbow and led her from the room.

‘I’m not sure if I’m happy with that new teacher,’ she said, under her breath. ‘He’s very standoffish with parents, don’t you think?’

‘Ah, no, love. He’s just intent on settling the kids, which is right. Sure he’s not there to entertain us. As long as Cameron clicks with him, that’s all that matters surely.’

‘I suppose,’ Francine said uneasily. She’d preferred Miss Myrtle’s approach. She was far more traditional and motherly, and had regularly sought Francine’s advice. This teacher was of another ilk altogether, with his boyish looks and London accent.

‘I’d better head into the office,’ Carl said, kissing Francine’s cheek. ‘Are you going for a coffee with the other mums?’

‘Not today. I’ve things on,’ Francine said, a pained look crossing her face. ‘I’ve a lot to organise.’

‘I know you do.’ Carl paused briefly. ‘It’ll be fine. Think of all this as a change of direction in life.’

‘Of course I will,’ she said, and waved to her husband. ‘Besides, the parents’ committee needs to start up again. We must welcome the new mothers and all of that.’

‘I’ll leave you to it so,’ Carl said.

‘Have a good day,’ she called, as he disappeared.

They always travelled in separate cars to the school on the first day back so they could shoot off to their jobs afterwards. Francine took a deep breath as she moved towards the small gathering of mothers. ‘Good morning, ladies!’ she said brightly.

‘Hi, Francine,’ said Jane. ‘You look lovely as usual. You always manage to make me feel like I’ve just crawled out from under a rock. Look at the state of me, in my jeans and sweatshirt. Your suit is divine.’

‘Thanks, sweetie,’ Francine replied. ‘It’s D&G – they know how to cut fabric to set off a woman’s body.’

‘Well, it helps if your body doesn’t have wobbly bits and an unwanted shelving system like mine!’ Smacking her own backside, Jane roared laughing.

‘Are you flying off to work, Francine?’ Sarah asked.

‘Where else would I be going?’ Francine snapped.

Sarah looked slightly taken back.

‘Sorry,’ Francine said. ‘I’m just a bit anxious. Cameron kicked off earlier on. He wasn’t one bit happy about going to school. You’d think he’d be more than ready after years of being brought in and out of here to drop off and collect the older ones.’

‘It was probably because you were here,’ Jane pointed out. ‘When he’s with the childminder he’s probably an angel.’

‘Ah, they save the dreadful behaviour for their mothers, all right,’ Sarah agreed.

‘Is Annie doing the pick-up today?’ Jane asked. ‘I can take Cameron, if you like.’

‘No, but thank you for the offer,’ Francine said tightly. ‘Annie is actually having some time off childminding. You know the way I always take August off work to be with the children?’ The others nodded. ‘Well, I’m extending my annual leave to settle Cameron into school.’

‘Fair enough,’ Jane said.

‘He’s my baby. The other three are getting so big now that I’m suddenly realising my time with my youngest is precious.’

‘If your job is willing to let you take the time, you’re dead right,’ Sarah said.

‘I’ve to go in this morning for a quick meeting, but I’ll be back in time to collect Cameron.’

Francine excused herself and hurried to her car. Tears were threatening. She knew she’d been a bit snippy with the girls just now, but she wasn’t ready to tell them her woes. Not until she’d got her own head around things. She’d even put on her work suit to fool herself into believing things were the same as before.
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