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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.


Chapter 3

Jodi couldn’t believe how quickly the morning passed. She’d promised herself she’d unpack all the cases and organise her own room and Saul’s by the end of the week. So far, she’d managed to upend two bags, so all she’d done was make a huge mess.

Still, she had oodles of time to get sorted, she mused, as she stepped over a pile of hoodies and sweatpants, grabbing her keys and sunglasses from the kitchen table. Her brand new cream convertible Mini sat like a little enamel and chrome carriage at the front door. She adored it and would never tire of the new-car smell. But while the September sun still shone she was going to make the most of the weather. Patting the car on the way past it, she waltzed off towards the school.

She hoped Saul had enjoyed his first day. If he came out sobbing and begging not to go back, she didn’t know what she’d do.

‘Things have changed, Jodi,’ Darius had reassured her over the phone on the run-up to today. ‘When we went, nobody gave a toss if you were traumatised or not. Unless you were bleeding or missing an eye, you just had to get on with it. But kids enjoy school now. I bet he’ll love it.’

Now that she’d actually left him there, she was beside herself with worry. She’d been so gung-ho about making sure the renovations were done and that Saul was enrolled at the school, she hadn’t had time to properly reflect on any of it. She bit her lip guiltily. What if he was miserable here? She hoped she hadn’t acted too rashly in moving them to Ireland when once she’d fled from everything it represented. The misery and hardship had almost destroyed her. Until now Ireland had meant only unhappy memories. She thought back to the last time, fifteen years ago, when she’d been home to the council estate where she’d grown up.

In many ways it seemed like a lifetime ago but Jodi would never forget where she’d come from and how one kind man had changed the course of her life for ever.

He had been none other than the late great Jason Flood, one of the world’s greatest talent spotters. He’d come to Jodi’s school to audition girls for the role of a Dublin schoolgirl in a film he’d been shooting.

Jodi hadn’t even dared to read for him and wouldn’t have if he hadn’t spotted her sitting alone in a corner of the canteen at lunchtime.

Her teacher, Mr Greg, had approached her and told her the scout wanted to meet her. She was shaking and barely able to stand upright as she entered the hall where the man sat.

‘Can you read this page for me?’ he asked, leaning forward in his seat.

Once she began to read, Jodi felt herself drifting away from the room and her life. She’d found it easy to be someone else.

‘Do you go to acting classes?’ the man asked, as she finished.

‘No,’ Jodi said, barely above a whisper.

‘How old are you, love?’

‘Seventeen,’ Jodi said, as her usual uncertainty took over once again.

Raising his hand, he called Mr Greg over. ‘Can you contact this kid’s parents and see if they’ll pay for drama and elocution lessons?’ he asked.

‘I don’t think that’ll be an option,’ Mr Greg said, putting his hand on Jodi’s shoulder. ‘Things at home aren’t so easy.’

‘Right.’ The man put his large hands out and held Jodi’s. ‘If I pay for them, will you go to some acting classes for me?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Jodi said, with such conviction that tears filled his eyes.

A couple of days later, she went straight from school to Miss Hazel’s school of acting in Dublin and completed an intense four-month acting course. On its completion, she’d gone to London wide-eyed and terrified, with only a few lines to say. She’d almost bottled it but the alternative hadn’t been appealing. Jodi shuddered as she thought of the fateful moment when her life had changed for ever. Young as she was, Jodi had understood that the break from the harsh reality that was her life could only be beneficial. The planned two-week stint had stretched to six. Her tiny blink-and-you-miss-it part grew legs. By the time the movie wrapped, she’d been in a total of eight scenes. Jodi knew she had Jason Flood to thank for turning her life around. She never forgot him.

Her cameo performance didn’t go unnoticed. Offers began to roll in. Nobody was more bemused by the upturn of events than Jodi herself. She’d been away for several months by the time she finally returned to see her mother. She’d begun filming Runaways, which turned out to be her first big feature film.

‘Decided to come back, did ya?’ her mother Bernadette had sneered, as she’d walked through the door of the shabby council house. ‘Thought you’d moved to London and didn’t want to know the likes of us no more.’

‘This is the first day off I’ve had, Ma. I’ve some money for you,’ Jodi said, handing her mother the notes.

‘About time you gave back. After all the years I’ve slaved to keep a roof over your head,’ Bernadette said, as she flicked through the wad of cash eagerly. Within minutes the front door had slammed and she’d headed for the pub.

Jodi hadn’t expected anything else. The real reason she’d come home was to see her six-year-old brother, Tommy, and her nana.

‘Nana collects me from school every day now.’ Tommy had filled her in on the news. ‘Ma is too tired so she lets Nana mind me.’ Jodi had felt sick to hear this but relieved her mother was allowing Nana to help out.

Tommy was like Jodi’s shadow for the entire time she was at home. She took him to the toy shop and bought him the just-released Sony PlayStation, with a brand new television.

‘This is deadly, Jodi. None of the lads has one yet. I’m going to be the coolest in my class now.’ He hugged her, his face flushed with pleasure. She bought Nana a pure cashmere coat.

‘Jodi, it’s the softest thing I’ve ever touched. I’ll sleep in it, I love it so much.’ Nana mopped her damp eyes.

Argos was the next stop, where they picked out a leather suite for the sitting room, and a table with four matching chairs for the kitchen. ‘Next month, I’ll buy new carpets and curtains. By the end of this production, we’ll have Ma’s place looking like a show house,’ Jodi promised them both.

Knowing she had to be back on set by cock-crow on Monday morning, Jodi had a flight booked for the Sunday night. When the doorbell rang she assumed it was the taxi she’d ordered. Instead it was two police officers and a squad car.

‘Is this Bernadette Ludlum’s home?’ the taller man asked.

‘Yes.’ Jodi wondered what her mother had done now. ‘I’m her daughter.’ Bernadette hadn’t returned since she’d snatched the bundle of notes the day before.

‘I regret to inform you we recovered your mother’s body from a laneway on the estate early this morning.’

Numb, Jodi agreed to go to the hospital to identify her mother’s body. The policemen went outside to wait for her in their squad car, and she called the film’s producers to explain that her mother had passed away suddenly. They were full of sympathy and told her to take the week off, adding, ‘You must have had a dreadful shock. Please look after yourself.’

‘Do you want me to go?’ Nana asked, as she wrung a tea-towel in her hands.

‘No, Nana. You stay here with Tommy.’

‘Right, love.’ Nana looked relieved.

‘Are you all right?’ Jodi asked, stroking her beloved grandmother’s arm.

‘I’ve been waiting for this moment for as long as I can remember. Your ma was a troubled soul. I lost her long ago. It’s just so sad that she threw her life away like that. But now at least I won’t be worrying about what’s become of her because she’s disappeared for days on end.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t know where I went wrong, Jodi love.’

‘You didn’t do anything wrong. Ma was a sorry mess. None if it was anyone’s fault. It was just the way she ended up.’

‘You’re far too young for such wise words, do you know that?’ Nana said.

‘I’ve seen more of life than most girls my age. But now I’m going to use that to go out and get what I want.’ Jodi ground her teeth as she fought back tears. The grimy, depressing hole that she’d called home was going to change. Tommy was only little. He had a chance of turning out right, some hope of avoiding a life on street corners sniffing glue and shooting up. If it killed her, Jodi was going to protect her little brother and her nana.

‘I’d better go out to the policemen now. Thanks for minding Tommy,’ she said, and stroked Nana’s cheek.

‘You don’t have to thank me. I love him,’ Nana said shakily.

‘I promise you, as God is my witness, I’ll come good for you both. I have an opportunity to change our lives now and, believe me, I’m going to succeed if it’s the last thing I do.’

‘You’re destined for stardom, Jodi. You always were. I think you might have had to take a wrong turn when God put you on this earth, but you’ll find your right road soon enough, pet.’

Jodi made her way to the waiting car. There was very little talk as they drove to the hospital morgue, and she felt little emotion as they peeled the sheet back to reveal her mother’s sunken white face.

‘That’s her,’ she managed.

‘We’re ever so sorry, love,’ one policeman said.

‘We interviewed the people she was with shortly before her death and it appears your mother had taken a large quantity of heroin on top of a substantial amount of alcohol,’ his partner added.

‘That’d be about right,’ Jodi said evenly. ‘It’s probably very weird of me to say this,’ she confided, ‘but she looks prettier dead, and she can’t shout at me.’

Jodi’s overwhelming emotion was relief. Her mother couldn’t hurt her or Tommy any more.
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Two days later, Nana, Tommy and Jodi were joined by a handful of mourners at the funeral. An enormous wreath arrived from the film’s producers, with a note saying how sorry they were for Jodi’s loss. It made her cry far more than the knowledge that she’d never see her mother again. She was so relieved they weren’t annoyed with her and astonished that they seemed to care so much.

‘I’ll move into the house and mind little Tommy,’ Nana promised. ‘You go and follow your calling, pet.’

‘I’ll send money every week and I’ll be home as often as I can,’ Jodi had vowed. She’d kept her promise about the funds, which had arrived religiously, but Jodi herself never came. With each week that passed she found it more and more difficult to return home.

‘Nana, I’m not going to make it back for the foreseeable future,’ she said down the phone. ‘It’s crazy here and I’ve gotta roll with the punches.’

‘I understand, love,’ Nana said kindly.

‘I’ve booked flights for you and Tommy to come over instead.’ Jodi was avoiding returning to Ireland, but felt she might ease her own mind if she treated Nana and Tommy to the odd trip instead. She liked to think she’d shielded her brother Tommy from a lot of the misery she’d endured, and was well aware that money couldn’t buy happiness, but total lack of it, such as she’d experienced, brought utter desolation too.

Now twenty-one, Tommy lived in Australia with his girlfriend, Maisy, and Jodi kept in touch with him on Skype every week. When Nana had passed away five years previously, Jodi had flown back for the funeral and begged him then to come to London and live with her.

‘I want to teach surfing and that’s certainly not going to happen in London,’ he had pointed out.

‘Then take our place in LA,’ she suggested. ‘You can surf there to your heart’s content. Maybe you’d even continue with your education?’ she ventured. ‘I know you didn’t like school much, but what if you could do a course on a subject that interests you?’

‘Sis, I appreciate your thinking of me. Honestly I do, but I just want to get the hell out of here. Surely you can appreciate why.’

‘I can, but I wish you’d at least consider my offer.’

‘I need to do my own thing. I want to make my own mark on the world.’

‘You’re so young, Tommy. I can’t help feeling I’m not looking after you properly if I let you go,’ Jodi mused.

‘With all due respect, you can’t stop me. I’ve enough cash to buy a ticket. I’ll sort the rest when I get there. I grew up on Dayfield Estate, for crying out loud! So, adding up the less than happy life experiences multiplied by the need to be streetwise by the time I was out of nappies, I reckon I’ll survive.’

‘Tommy, you might think you know it all, but Australia? It’s so far away. I hate the thought of you being so isolated.’

He’d eyeballed her with his hands on his hips. ‘Are you telling me you would’ve listened if Nana had begged you not to go to London years ago?’

‘That’s different. I had a job. People to look after me.’

‘I’ll be okay, Jodi. Trust me.’

‘Right, we’ll have to make a pact. I’ll set up an account for you. I’ll put money into it each month. If you need anything extra ever – you ask. You hear?’

‘Thanks, sis.’ He hugged her and promised to stay in touch.

Now, as she made her way into the school grounds and towards Saul’s classroom, Jodi noticed a group of waiting parents. Swallowing hard, she urged herself to keep walking. This situation was Jodi’s worst nightmare. She could cope with a massive film crew and even a red-carpet event, but none of that required the ‘real’ Jodi Ludlum. This did.

A slim, perfectly coiffed woman in a tailored suit with smooth chestnut hair, manicured nails and impeccable makeup seemed to be at the centre of the huddle. Jodi yanked at her cap and stuffed her hands into the kangaroo-style pockets of her white hoodie. She stopped a few yards from the others and prayed nobody would approach her. Her heart sank when she saw that the glamorous woman was handing out flyers.

‘But it would be super if you could make the time to join us,’ the woman was saying loudly. ‘We’re all under pressure time-wise, but I’d urge you to come along and meet the other parents, even if it’s only once. When you’re new to the school, this coffee morning is a wonderful way to network.’

The recipients were nodding and making pleased noises. Some were striking up conversations, smiling and looking quite at ease.

Please don’t come over to me, Jodi begged silently.

As the other woman approached, she held her breath.

‘Hello, I’m Francine Hennessy,’ she said. ‘You might have missed the beginning of my introductions! I’m head of the parents’ committee and we’re hosting a meet-and-greet coffee morning on Friday week.’

‘Thank you,’ Jodi said.

‘You’re new to the school, aren’t you?’ Francine asked. Jodi could feel the other woman’s eyes boring into her. She tugged the peak of her baseball cap a tiny bit lower and hoped her shades were obscuring her face sufficiently.

‘Yes. Thanks for this,’ she said, waving the flyer. ‘I’ll do my best to be there.’

‘Come over and meet some of the other mums,’ Francine said. Before Jodi could protest, she found herself being led towards them by the elbow, as if she were an unsteady elderly patient. Acting as if she were addressing the United States live from the Oval Office, Francine was off again: ‘Our little darlings will emerge shortly, ready to share the excitement of their first morning at school. I’ll leave the invitation with you and sincerely hope you can make it on Friday.’

‘Great,’ said one mother.

‘Count me in,’ said another.

‘Me too,’ put in a third.

Jodi was silent, rooted to the spot, her heart thumping. Her mouth felt dry and she wished she could drop the piece of paper and run out of the gate, but she knew she had to say something. ‘I’ll do my best to make it,’ she said.

As soon as she spoke, two of the women’s heads shot around. Two more elbowed one another.

The door to the kindergarten class was flung open and the little people poured out noisily.

‘Mum!’ Saul shouted, flinging himself into her arms.

‘Hey, baby!’ she said, glad to see his happy face. ‘How was it?’ Lifting him into her arms, she kissed him and rubbed her nose against his.

‘We did painting and drawing and we have goldfish in our class and Mr Matthews said we can help name them tomorrow. So I’ve to think of names tonight!’

‘Wow,’ Jodi said. ‘We can put our thinking caps on.’ She turned towards the other parents. ‘Goodbye, everyone! See you tomorrow.’ She didn’t look back as she headed out of the school gates.

Saul was thrilled with his new school and couldn’t get all the news out quickly enough. ‘And I have four best friends,’ he continued, as she walked towards the gate with him still in her arms.

‘Four? Already? That sounds pretty amazing.’

‘It is!’ he said proudly, as he wriggled to the ground and ran on ahead. She hung his bag over her arm and walked after him.

‘Did you like school, Mum?’ He stopped, waited for her to catch up and stared intently at her with his hands on his hips.

‘Well, school was different back then,’ Jodi answered diplomatically. ‘I didn’t live in a small village like Bakers Valley. I grew up in a large town and my school was huge, with lots and lots of people. It was a little scary at first.’

‘Do you wish your mummy could’ve taken you to live in a cottage like ours so you could go to my school?’ Saul asked. He loved to ask Jodi questions about when she was his age. Luckily he was still too small to notice that she didn’t enjoy those chats as much as he did.

‘You bet, dude. Your school is going to be more fun than you can shake a stick at,’ Jodi assured him.

Satisfied for now, Saul ran on ahead again, and she watched him bound along like a puppy. Darius was right: Saul’s life was idyllic. Perhaps she had made the right decision in bringing him to Bakers Valley. It wasn’t all about facing her past. This was an idyllic setting and he was going to love it here.

The second they got into the cottage Saul flew into action. ‘I want to talk to Dad!’ he said, grabbing the landline phone and flopping onto the sofa on his tummy. He had only recently learned Jodi’s and Darius’s numbers and was into dialling them at every opportunity.

‘Daddy! I’m back!’ he shouted.

Jodi made him a jam sandwich and a mug of hot chocolate. If Darius were here, he’d tell her that wasn’t nutritious and she was feeding him junk. He was probably right, she thought, but it was better than nothing. She was determined to learn how to cook, but for the moment she would give Saul food that he’d eat without a fight.

‘Mum, Dad wants you,’ Saul said, holding the phone out to her as she placed his snack on the table.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Seems it was a success.’

‘What did I tell you?’ Darius said. ‘I’m in Makeup so I’d better go. Love you, sweetie-pie, sugar plum and love of my life,’ he said, in his most exaggerated saccharine tones.

Smiling, Jodi guessed he was with other people. They always overdid the pet names when a particularly nosy person was listening. ‘Ciao, snot-bag.’ She giggled as she hung up.

‘That was rude!’ Saul reproved her. ‘Poor Dad.’

‘He knew I was joking.’ Jodi ruffled his hair.

Once he’d finished eating, Saul said he wanted to play in his room. As an only child he was used to entertaining himself and enjoyed quiet time doing Lego. Jodi figured the clothes weren’t going to put themselves away so she’d go and do some concentrated sorting.
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At the school a kerfuffle of a different sort had been going on.

‘Am I going totally insane,’ Francine asked Jane and Sarah, ‘or did that girl look alarmingly like Jodi Ludlum?’

‘I thought so too!’ Jane said. ‘But she was so quiet and shy, there’s no way it was her.’

‘Let’s ask the teacher,’ Sarah said.

‘God, no! You can’t do that, Jane.’ Francine was aghast. ‘He’ll think we’re such a bunch of gossips.’

‘Speaking of the teacher, I nearly skulled myself on one of those tiny chairs when I walked into the classroom this morning,’ Jane said. ‘Isn’t he the most divine creature you’ve ever seen?’

‘I’m glad you noticed too.’ Sarah giggled. ‘I thought I was turning into a right lush! I was actually blushing while I was talking to him! He’s gorgeous!’

‘Girls!’ Francine scolded. ‘Keep it together, please! Besides, we need to find out about that new woman.’

‘Here, I’ll ask Mr Marvellous about—’ Jane broke off as Francine elbowed her.

‘Good afternoon, ladies,’ Mr Matthews said, as he approached the group.

‘Hi.’ Jane recovered quickly. ‘I’m Jane, Lily’s mum.’

‘Everything all right?’ he asked.

‘Yes, fine. Could I speak to you for a second?’

‘Sure.’

‘I was just wondering if you could tell me – I just— Well, we were wondering if that was Jodi Ludlum who left with that little boy?’

‘Mrs Drew?’ said the teacher, looking mildly confused.

‘Oh, don’t worry. My mistake,’ Jane said, flushing. ‘See you tomorrow, then.’

‘Cheers!’ Mr Matthews said easily.

‘Damn,’ Jane said. ‘Not only did I make a show of myself in front of Mr Marvellous, behaving like a lovestruck teen, but we’re wrong. She’s Mrs Drew, apparently.’

‘Of course she is!’ Sarah hissed. ‘She’s married to Darius Drew, isn’t she? She’s known as Jodi Ludlum in the movies but they are a family in real life. She probably goes by her married name when she’s not acting.’

‘Oh, Jesus,’ Jane said, nearly falling over. ‘It is her.’

Francine did her best to assume a nonchalant pose. But she honestly thought she, too, was going to explode with excitement.

‘Do you think she’ll come to the coffee morning?’ Jane was saying.

‘She just said she would,’ Francine said. ‘Well, she said she’d do her best.’

‘Wow!’ Jane squealed. ‘This is just mega! I can’t believe we have a real-life Hollywood star living here!’
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Jodi was in her bedroom, knee deep in clothes, when Saul ran in holding the phone.

‘It’s Daddy again,’ he said.

‘Hey,’ she said. ‘Did Saul call you? I’ll have to explain to him that he can’t ring constantly while you’re working.’

‘No, no, I called you.’ He sounded really down.

‘What’s going on?’

‘Jodi, I think I’ve messed up big time.’

‘How so?’ She cradled the phone between shoulder and ear.

‘It looks like I’ve a blackmail case on my hands,’ he said gravely. ‘It’s the usual scenario.’

‘Okay.’ She sighed. ‘I’m trying to stay calm here, Darius. What’s going on? Have you told Mike and Noelle?’

‘Yeah, and they want us to do a shoot for Celebrity Gossip magazine, featuring your new Irish pad.’

‘Ugh, really?’ She groaned. ‘This person who wants to blackmail you, are they talking to the press or is it a case of looking for easy cash?’

‘It’s a blatant gold-digging cash deal. I’ll sort it, but just in case, we should do a loving-couple shot. For extra insurance.’

‘I hear ya,’ Jodi said, feeling somewhat relieved and rubbing her temples. ‘I stupidly thought that by moving to a lovely quaint cottage in Ireland I’d escape the venom of Hollywood.’ She gave a bitter laugh.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said quietly.

‘I’ll get on to Noelle now. When do you think you can do this?’

‘That’s the snag,’ he said. ‘It’ll have to be Friday week.’

‘Ah, Jesus, Darius!’

‘I’m sorry, but I’m on location in China after that until October, remember?’

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘It’s probably best to get it over and done with as soon as possible.’

‘Oh, by the way, they’ve asked for Saul to be in the photos,’ he said, with a sigh.

‘I hope you told them where to go,’ she said.

‘I said, and I quote, “We will happily host a photo shoot in our Irish residence but Saul is never part of the deal.” I decided to leave out the piss-off-with-yourselves part,’ he said.

‘Charming!’ she replied. ‘Mind you, they’ve necks like jockeys’ arses, that lot. Once you give them an inch they take a mile. Nosy bastards.’

‘I love it when you get all sassy and Irish on me.’

‘Ah, shut up!’ she said, smiling in spite of herself. Jodi knew she had a tendency to fly off the handle but her temper always cooled as quickly as it flared.

‘It’s a front-cover shoot by the way,’ Darius said. ‘Ooh-la-la and all of that.’

‘Whoop-de-do.’ A few years ago she’d have been in a tailspin with excitement at all of this. Now it was nothing more than a drain on her time and a threat to her privacy. Jodi knew Darius was right, though. The public loved nothing more than to feel they were being allowed a glimpse into their private lives. It ensured their continuing support, just in case Darius’s current menace decided to try to blight them.

But Jodi was acutely aware that the fans had got her to where she was today. If it would make them happy to see Darius and her looking loved up in a cosy cottage, that was what they’d get.

Fleetingly she remembered the coffee morning at the school and Francine, but decided she could pop her head in for a few moments and get back to the cottage in plenty of time. Those shoots often took for ever to set up, so it’d be fine.

‘Daddy’s coming on Thursday night next week,’ she told Saul, when she’d hung up.

‘Yay!’ Saul shouted. ‘I can show him my bedroom and he can see my best friends!’

‘Good plan, buddy!’

‘How many sleeps is that?’

‘Well, today is Monday so there are a few, but he’ll be here before you know it,’ she said, delighting him. ‘Who are the best friends so far?’

‘Well, Lily – you saw her. She’s my girlfriend. We might get married,’ Saul said.

‘Fair enough. She’s very pretty.’

‘And Max – he’s got very, very spiky hair, like a hedgehog,’ Saul said seriously. ‘And Cameron. He’s the funnest.’

‘The most fun,’ Jodi corrected gently.

‘Yep.’ Saul nodded. ‘Can he come for a sleepover in the bunk beds too?’

‘Well, maybe we should have him for the afternoon first and see about a sleepover in a few weeks when we know people a little better.’

‘Can we ask Cameron in the morning?’ he pushed.

‘Sure.’ Jodi ignored the sense of misgiving that came over her. She might want to keep herself to herself but she couldn’t let that affect Saul’s happiness.

Her smartphone pinged to let her know she had an email. Noelle was confirming the photographer’s hair and makeup people for the shoot on Friday week. They’d certainly wasted no time. She sighed.

A churning sound from the field behind their cottage propelled Jodi to the window.

‘Look, Saul,’ she said. ‘There’s a farmer cutting the corn in the field with a huge machine.’

‘Wow!’ Saul said, climbing onto the counter so he could see. ‘Let’s go and watch.’ He jumped down and headed out.

Jodi followed, pulling on a cardigan.

Saul ran to the fence, clambered onto the bottom rung and waved to the small dot of a man sitting in the cab of the combine harvester. Much to Jodi’s surprise, as it neared them, it chugged to a halt.

‘Mum!’ Saul yelled, as the man jumped down and started walking towards them. ‘The farmer’s coming to see us!’ He climbed to the top of the fence and waved wildly.

‘Hello there,’ the man said.

Jodi felt herself blush. Although he was fairly shabbily dressed in washed-out jeans and a woolly sweater that had certainly seen better days, he had a gorgeous face. His blond hair was studded with wisps of straw and he certainly didn’t look as if he spent much time preening himself. Still, Jodi mused, beside Darius and the other A-list actors she was used to, he was bound to look a bit rough and ready. She wasn’t expecting the shot of excitement that ran through her as his hazel eyes met hers. He drew her in instantly. If he hadn’t just got down from a combine harvester she’d have sworn he was wearing false eyelashes, they were so long and sweeping.

‘I’m Sebastian, and I live in the manor house beyond,’ he explained.

‘Oh, hi!’ Jodi laughed nervously. She knew she must have sounded like a silly schoolgirl.

‘I’d heard there was a new resident.’ He hesitated. ‘I knew the place was being done up after I sold it but I hadn’t noticed anyone living here before now. Anyway, I thought I should introduce myself. I won’t bother you,’ he added quickly. ‘I don’t want you to think I’m going to be an awful nosy neighbour.’ There was a brief moment of awkwardness as Jodi found herself tongue-tied.

Her son saved her. ‘I’m Saul and I’m four and this is my mum, Jodi,’ he said, and shook Sebastian’s hand. ‘I started school today and I have four friends already. And I have a bunk bed.’

‘You’ve been a busy lad, eh?’ Sebastian said. ‘I’m very pleased to hear you have a bunk bed. That’s kind of essential when you’re four.’

‘Can I have a go in your chopper machine, please?’

‘It’s called a combine harvester and it’s for cutting the crops. Then I’ll have straw for the animals’ beds in the winter time,’ he explained. ‘I’m usually finished by now. But it’s been such a wet summer, I’ve been held up considerably. I’d gladly take you out for a spin if you were older, but I’m afraid you’re far too young to go near my machine.’

‘Never mind,’ Saul said, sounding deflated.

‘If your mum agrees maybe you could come to the end of the field and see the cows instead. They love having visitors,’ he said, raising an eyebrow at Jodi.

‘Maybe another day,’ Jodi said. Plucking Saul off the fence, she encouraged him to wave to Sebastian. Her eyes met her neighbour’s once more. ‘Nice to meet you,’ she said.

‘Yeah, you, too. Sorry, mate,’ Sebastian said to Saul.

‘Mum, please let me go and see the cows,’ Saul begged.

A sixth sense told her Sebastian was all right.

‘Maybe I’m being too hasty,’ she conceded. ‘Go in and grab your coat and you can go for a quick look.’ She was so used to shielding Saul from the press that her knee-jerk reaction was to hide him away.

Saul tore off towards the house.

‘I’m sorry,’ Jodi said, walking back to Sebastian. ‘We’re obviously new here and we lived in London, among other places, previously. Folk in general aren’t kiddie-friendly.’

‘I’m used to boys,’ Sebastian said, as he dropped his gaze to the ground. ‘I used to be one.’ He cleared his throat awkwardly. ‘My own fella was Saul’s age not so long ago.’

‘Ah, great.’ Jodi brightened. ‘Is he around? Saul would love to meet him. It’ll be wonderful for him to have a friend living nearby.’

‘He doesn’t live here any longer I’m afraid,’ Sebastian said. ‘Ah, here comes Saul now! Good man, let’s go.’

Before Jodi could say anything else, Saul had flung himself over the fence and put his hand into Sebastian’s.

Jodi perched on the fence and watched them trudge up the field to where a herd of cows stood silently eating grass. As Jodi went back inside and kept an eye on them from the kitchen window, she hoped to God Sebastian wasn’t a weirdo.

Twenty minutes later, Sebastian delivered Saul back safely, nodded at Jodi and began to walk back to the combine harvester.

‘Thank you!’ Saul shouted.

Sebastian turned and winked at him. ‘Bye, Saul.’

By the time Jodi had given him some dinner, bathed him and tucked him into bed, Saul was wiped out. ‘Good day?’ she asked, stroking his hair.

‘The bestest.’ He yawned.

As she made herself a cup of her Chinese herbal infusion the sun was dipping down behind the half-cut cornfield. Sighing, she wondered if she and Saul would be happy here. Although she knew there would be periods when she’d have to go on location for long spells in the future, she had a nine-month work-free break ahead.

Darius and she had agreed to take things as they came. She’d probably hire a nanny to help out. Saul needed some stability. She wanted him to lay roots here and aimed to avoid taking him away during the school term. But that could all be sorted in good time.

She had no idea what the future held for herself and Darius. She loved him and knew he loved her. But she guessed at some point they’d have to reassess things. As she pictured his beautiful smile and simmering, classic movie-star good looks, she sighed deeply. From the outside he was the perfect husband.

She couldn’t wait to show him the cottage. Saul would be on a high after seeing his dad. She’d definitely feel better for his visit too. Not for the first time, Jodi wished their marriage was everything the fans thought it was. Still, she mused, things could be a lot worse.


Chapter 4

The following morning Francine was on schedule with the usual school-time rota. She was determined that yesterday’s lateness would not be repeated.

As a working mum for the last twelve years, she had a rock-steady routine to which she stuck religiously. She knew people were awestruck by her capabilities, which pleased her. She baked bread several times a week and made sure that every day Carl and the children left the house with a cooked breakfast inside them and a healthy packed lunch in their bags.

She showered and did her makeup before she woke the children. As far as her family was concerned, she was always a bright-eyed Mary Poppins figure. Annie the childminder arrived each day like clockwork and mothered the little ones until Francine returned from her job at the accountancy firm. She worked strictly from nine thirty to five but, unlike some of her colleagues, she never left a stone unturned. Her clients regularly commented on how efficient she was.

‘We knew all about it when you were on maternity leave, Francine. Nobody else operates with such attention to detail,’ said Mr Price, from one of her larger accounts.

She prided herself on running a tight ship cheerfully and with apparent ease.

‘Up and at ’em, guys,’ she shouted up the stairs. ‘We can’t be late. Hurry up.’

Various shouts came back to her as the children began to thump around and get dressed.

‘All okay there, darling?’ she asked Carl, as she breezed into the kitchen. ‘Don’t forget the carrot cake I baked for your colleagues. It’s a while since I sent one in. According to my notes, you reported that it went down a storm last time.’

Francine was a firm believer in her boxes of index cards. People were always asking her in astonished tones how she managed to stay on top of things. ‘Ah what’s that saying?’ she’d reply. ‘“Ask a busy person to do an errand and it’ll be done immediately.” The more you do, the more you can do!’

She had a small downstairs office in the house with a computer and several shelves of neatly lined-up boxes. Each plastic box was filled with alphabetically arranged index cards, and labelled with a printed sticker on the front. There was a box for Cara’s class at school. All the children’s names were logged on alphabetical cards, with any relevant information listed below. Francine was never left standing in front of Amy’s mother unable to remember that her name was Claire or that she was married to Frank and they had two other children called Mark and Suzanne. Those boxes stretched to dinner parties, the baking she’d sent into Carl’s work and many other vital aspects of their lives.

‘I’d better get going,’ Carl said, finishing his breakfast. ‘That was delicious.’

‘Darling? The carrot cake?’ she reminded him.

‘Thanks, love,’ Carl said, putting his arms around her and pulling her close. ‘Where would I be without you? All the guys at work envy me so much. I’m the only one with four children and yet I bring in the most home-baked goods, host the best dinners and parties, and I happen to think I’m married to the sexiest woman alive.’

When her accountancy firm had offered her a redundancy package early that summer, she’d laughed. ‘Why on earth would I accept that? I’m the backbone of this place and one of the senior employees! Thanks for the offer but I’ll stay where I am, thanks.’

Her smile had faded when the MD had held her gaze and told her in no uncertain terms that she should seriously consider the offer. ‘The employees who came in after you are being let go with a month’s notice and a month’s pay. This is the best we can do for you, Francine. The recession’s caught up with us.’

Francine had held her head high. She’d thanked them and said she’d need time to think. ‘I’ll let you know my decision tomorrow,’ she’d said.

Carl had been wonderful. He’d immediately said they’d manage. ‘That’s a decent amount of money they’re offering. Something else will turn up. Hey, who knows? Maybe you’ll enjoy having a bit more time for a change.’

Francine had agreed and smiled. She’d waited until she was locked into the bathroom with the taps running before she’d broken down and bawled like a baby. She was being tossed aside. No matter what anyone told her, she knew what had happened. She was superfluous to requirements. End of.

‘You’ll adapt no matter what life throws at you, love,’ Carl had said, kissing her. ‘Look at how you’ve coped before, for crying out loud! Motherhood and a full-time job have been a piece of cake.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ she’d said, forcing a smile.

‘Well, I do.’

She wasn’t about to point out to Carl that her glossy chestnut hair and smooth skin didn’t stay that way without a little help. Her beauty regime certainly didn’t come free, but that was an advantage of earning her own money.

A chilling thought struck her. How was she going to pay for her regular hairdressing appointments and facials going forward? The mortgage on their gorgeous five-bedroom house in the much sought-after estate of Verbena Drive didn’t come cheaply. Thankfully, Carl had been made a partner at his accountancy firm several years before. Despite the recession he had some steady key accounts. He was one of the few people Francine knew of who was still getting bonuses too. All the same, she could do the maths. One wage was not going to allow for too many unnecessary treats.

Carl was the light of her life. They’d been childhood sweethearts so it was no surprise when they had married at the age of twenty-four. They’d both just qualified as accountants and had enough money to buy a starter home. After only two months of trying she had got pregnant. It had been Francine’s idea to give the baby a name that began with C.

‘I get to be the mother ship in all aspects of the pregnancy and birth, so this way you get a look-in too,’ she’d reasoned. ‘I love the thought of you and the baby having the same initials.’
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