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About Natalie Chandler

Natalie Chandler is the bestselling author of Believe Me Not. She was educated at St Chad’s College, Durham and has a professional background in behavioural education. Natalie shares her sofa with her fiancé and a collection of cockapoos, and divides her time between London and rural Lancashire. She enjoys greeting every dog she meets.
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About the Book
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Jenna has spent the last twenty-five years trying to forget what happened to her as a teenager. Trying to forget what they did.

But it has always been there – the mistake the four friends made.

Now it has taken another life, Jenna has the opportunity to make amends. But if she comes forward now, the truth could shatter her marriage, her family and the friendships she’s held onto all these years.

And what if she’s about to make the biggest mistake of all?




Praise for Natalie Chandler:

‘Compelling and tightly plotted . . . I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough’

Debbie Howells

‘An impressive debut with an original premise. I found it utterly compelling’

Emily Freud

‘A fast-paced and gripping thriller that you’ll find hard to put down. I loved it’

Sophie Flynn

‘A gripping, frightening, knotty mystery’

Elle Connel

‘The unfolding twists kept me on the edge until the end’

Stacey Thomas




To my fiancé Lee, who was absolutely no fucking help at all in the process of this book, but who did write his own dedication. Love you forever, to Versailles and back.

And for Indy, who has brought more to our lives than he will ever know.




‘The sins of Britain’s most secretive school. My campaign
to uncover the hidden truths’ by Amy Donald

Halewood House School, hidden away in idyllic rural Essex, was regarded as one of the best in the country in its heyday. Run by a small but influential religious order renowned for its scholars, the school had a reputation for academic excellence. Parents clamoured to beat the admission policy, especially after the school decided to admit girls in the mid-nineties. However, behind the oak doors and mullioned windows, a dark side of Halewood House was hidden from the public eye.

Known by pupils as Cell Block H, Halewood House was dogged by scandals over the years, most of them hushed up by leaders desperate to deny they were at fault. One thing they couldn’t hide, however, was the death of a student, declared at the time to be a tragic accident. The eighteen-year-old boy was found in his dormitory, having overdosed on amphetamines, later discovered in another student’s belongings.

Desperate to protect the Church’s reputation, the tragedy was covered up by senior teachers, with pupils warned that anyone caught speaking out would face immediate expulsion. Charges were never brought against any party and stricter procedures were hurriedly implemented by the Order in an attempt to deflect from their failings.

Scrutinised only by the Independent Schools Inspectorate, whose sole focus until as recently as 2012 was the quality of education rather than welfare, the school flew under the radar. The autonomous Brothers were a cloistered group, removed from the outside world, and they were determined that the authorities did not glimpse the true nature of Halewood House. It wasn’t until 2002 that minimum standards of safeguarding and welfare were established for boarding schools but, ultimately, it was too late for Halewoodians.

By the noughties, Halewood House was attempting to reinvent itself. The Charities Commission had finally banished the Order, although those in power blocked the school’s closure and established a new leadership team. The irony of its new name – Milton Hall, after education reformer John Milton – seemed to go unnoticed, and the school retreated from the headlines for a fresh start following the Nolan Report.

Milton Hall closed its doors for the final time just this year when another tragedy rocked the school. The suicide of former student Olivia Seabrook, leaving a note blaming Halewood House for the psychiatric illnesses that had dogged her for the rest of her life, triggered an immediate Ofsted inspection. This time, the school’s sins could not be denied, and immediate action was taken amid scandalous revelations about just what went on in the boarding houses.

Few have mourned the demise of an institution that, although once renowned for its league-table highs, gained its academic prowess at the cost of children’s safety.




Chapter One

This morning is different to all the others. Today is the day Jenna’s fears breach daylight and begin to destroy the walls of her carefully constructed world.

The usual sounds of Loki’s cheerful panting, the percolator’s steady drip and rushing, heavy footsteps thumping against the upstairs floorboards, all of it has faded into the background. Their unwelcome replacements seem louder: blood pounding hard enough to burst an eardrum, the unsteady rasp of breathing not quite under control, the rhythmic drumming of fingers against the worktop.

It has been a long time since Jenna experienced a panic attack, but she is on the verge of one now, and the unexpected intruder has robbed her of competence. She tries to count, an old habit taught by a long-banished shrink, but all that does is remind her how late she is. She hates being late as much as she hates the well-concealed anxiety it inevitably causes.

Weekday mornings in the Taylor household run strictly to a schedule. There is much to be organised in the short time before their exodus and efficiency is a necessity. Procrastination is the enemy at all times for Jenna, but especially on a Monday.

‘Love? You OK?’ Zach’s voice is soft as always, heavy with sleep, but it’s enough to break through the intruding sounds.

Out of the corner of her eye, Jenna sees him survey the chaos of the kitchen-diner, the pristine pearl of their home, today cluttered with last night’s plates, unironed laundry, disorganised paperwork, dirty glasses.

‘Why are you tapping like that?’

She counts the words in her husband’s sentences. One, two, three . . . She hasn’t done so for years, not since the urge had gradually faded at university, but it comforts her now, as it did before.

‘Jenna?’ More insistent, Zach moves towards her. His expressive face shows concern for her, for her pallor, the dark circles swelling beneath her eyes, the sharp, frantic movements as she tries to collect herself. He is still damp from the shower, never bothering to make sure he is fully dried, and she skirts away before his moist skin can touch hers.

Loki launches himself joyously on his playmate, giving Jenna a chance to take control of her agitated movements. She manages to slow her breathing, forces herself to look at him.

‘Sorry. Miles away.’

Zach grabs the day’s crumpled newspaper from the dining table, oblivious to Jenna’s flinch as she glimpses the headline again. He flips straight to the sport, a careless scan of the pages.

The bold black print burns into Jenna’s eyes. The words feel contaminating, her skin crawling as if she needs to scrub it clean.

‘You don’t look well,’ Zach observes quietly.

‘Neither would you if you’d had no sleep.’

Zach blinks, taking a step back, allowing her personal space from his towering height looming above her. ‘I didn’t hear you tossing and turning.’

‘You wouldn’t hear a particularly localised tornado ripping through the bedroom,’ Jenna mutters to avoid the question, wincing internally when she sees Zach’s shoulders droop in response to her sharpness. She hates herself for the way her words so often hurt the only man who has ever been able to love her. She wishes she knew how to stop the cutting remarks, how to tell him just how deep her feelings run beneath her polished veneer. She means it when she tells Zach she loves him, but no one ever taught her the way to show it.

Unable to think of a way to apologise, she deals the percolator a sharp smack as it grinds to a premature halt.

Zach rallies himself, gently steering her aside, and takes the machine to task with a little more compassion. She offers him a conciliatory smile, as if it could ever be enough after everything he puts up with.

‘You should’ve woken me if you couldn’t sleep,’ he chides lightly. ‘I’d have kept you company.’

Jenna turns away, the smile sliding from her lips as they tense. How can she wake him, with her limbs paralysed by invisible bonds, the oxygen sapped from her lungs and her heart about to pound itself to arrest? She is forty years old and terrorised by the fear of a young child.

‘Want to talk about whatever’s keeping you awake?’

She shakes her head, not trusting herself to speak, eyes firmly focused on the ham-and-cheese sandwich before her as if she will make a terrible error if she dares look away from it.

Maybe she will never want to talk about it.

The open bottle of wine next to the hob calls to her, just to get her moving, and she nearly reaches for a glass before common sense intervenes.

No. She will not become like her mother.

‘Maybe you should make a GP appointment? Ask for some sleeping pills?’ Zach suggests, forming his words too carefully, so they sound rehearsed. Maybe they are. ‘You haven’t slept properly in far too long. Ever since Olivia’s funeral.’

‘Don’t!’ Jenna’s voice rises sharply.

She cannot have that conversation. She can’t acknowledge just what the death of beautiful, wild, brave Olivia, a friend whose loyalty knew no bounds, has caused.

Zach takes another step back, a chasm of distance between them.

‘Just leave it, Zach,’ she begs. ‘I’ve too much to do. I don’t have time for this.’

He absently scratches his pot belly, an unwanted fortieth-birthday present earlier in the year, and jerks his hand away as if shocked to find the small pouch of fat on his otherwise angular frame.

‘We’ll make time this evening, then.’

It is meant to be a comfort, but it feels like a threat. Jenna doesn’t reply, for Zach’s sake. She keeps her back turned until he has retreated upstairs, Loki bounding after him, to make sure neither of them glimpses the tears shining in her eyes.

She blinks them away.

She never cries. The past wasted too many tears.

The newspaper is abandoned once again on the worktop, and she finds herself reaching for it, a compulsion she can’t control. A small headshot of the journalist, Amy Donald, sits beneath the article, an attractive blonde with piercing eyes, arms folded, chin tilted just slightly upward. She looks effortlessly capable of achieving whatever she sets her sights on. She looks like the person Jenna tries so hard to be.

For just a moment the Sabatier in Jenna’s hand, wicked blade stalled above the block of Cheddar, is too tempting. She imagines herself running it gently along the velvety underbelly of her forearm, watching the skin part and swell with crimson as the release flows from her.

The old scars are mostly faded now. It would be easy to make new ones.

By the time her son erupts into the room, she has placed the paper and the knife beyond arm’s reach and is carrying on with her tasks. Lando throws his kit bag casually aside, not noticing that the thud of it landing makes Jenna jump. He attacks an apple as if it has offended him, crunching so hard little slivers fly into the air with each enormous bite. He is taller than her now, destined for Zach’s height, a presence that seizes both space and air.

She has no idea how her little boy has become this shaggy-haired savage, hands and feet too large for his body to coordinate, limbs constantly creeping out of the ends of shirts and trousers, his father’s walnut eyes prepared for mutiny. Their mutual love of sci-fi makes his chosen name rather more appropriate than it had felt when Zach had begged and Jenna had given up caring.

He is Zach, through and through. At a glance, or with more consideration, few would pair them as mother and son. Lando had been her slip-up baby. A careless night of drinking leading to the precious slip of tiny pills remaining snug in the bedside drawer and, before she knew it, a life was dependent on her. So dependent.

‘I heard you shouting last night,’ Lando says as he rifles through the fridge, as casually as if telling her it was raining.

Jenna angles her body so he can’t see her face. ‘I wasn’t shouting.’

‘It woke me. You kept saying “I don’t want to”.’

‘Must have been a nightmare, I don’t remember it.’ She should apologise for disturbing him, but the words don’t come.

Lando shrugs, massacring a brioche with slaps of a Nutella-loaded butter knife. ‘Will you write me a note saying why I haven’t done my maths homework?’

‘Why haven’t you done your maths homework?’

He rolls his eyes, the answer apparently obvious. ‘’Cos I was too tired from you waking me to get up early and do it!’

Jenna is about to argue, be a better parent and tell him he’d had plenty of time for homework the previous evening and he will have to accept the consequences of not having done it.

She can’t summon the energy for the rebuke. She doesn’t care about maths homework or teaching responsibility this morning. There is very little she cares about this morning.

She writes the note.

It is a manic dash through the Islington traffic to deliver Lando to the outstanding-rated state school they had finally selected for him, rising above the inner-city comprehensive jungle with its middle-class beacons of rugby and Latin.

Zach had clamoured for a private school, but Jenna had been immovable. The world had changed since their education; extortionate fees no longer equalled success. They lived in a good neighbourhood with decent schools – that’s why they had chosen the house, after all – and they should support their community.

None of those reasons are the real one, not even close, but they make her feel better, more in control. Lando won’t need to hide the sort of secrets she guards so closely.

‘Have a good day,’ she remembers to say before the passenger door is flung open. ‘Remember you have swimming after school.’

A dramatic eyeroll. ‘When do I ever forget swimming?’

Lando escapes the Audi without so much as a wave and disappears into the throng of grey blazers. Jenna lets the engine idle as she flips down the visor mirror and begins slapping on make-up, layering too much concealer and foundation in an attempt to hide her burdens. One eye streams furiously as the unsteady mascara wand jabs it, smudging the liquid eyeliner, and her lipstick breaks as she tries to trace the outline of lips too generous for her square face.

‘Fuck it!’ she shrieks, causing several passing kids to leap away from proximity to her car.

She hurls the make-up back into her tote, not bothering to zip it safely into its own bag. Her powder will leave perfumed crumbs all over the silk lining. She doesn’t care.

Her hair is usually sentenced to being perfectly straight, unruly waves banished by GHDs, but she has forgotten the daily ritual. She drags it into a messy bun she tells herself is deliberate, the honey hues that deny her natural mousy tones dull and brittle. She takes hold of the steering wheel, getting a grip both physically and mentally.

Work is just off Upper Street, a short drive too long to endure. Horns beep as she makes careless manoeuvres; cyclists yell curses when she strays into their assigned lane. Addison Residential has its own parking, awkward bays even on a good day. Eventually she abandons the car across two spaces.

‘Jenna! I need you!’ Of course Hugo would choose today to show his face. The self-titled chief exec prefers to spend his time haunting the newer Clapham branch these days, trusting Jenna to run the north London office in his absence.

‘Be right there,’ she calls, this time managing to bite back the less amenable words that rise to her lips. She finds it easier to control her sharpness at work, where her acting skills are used for influence rather than to conceal.

Hugo is safely behind his large desk, deliberately bigger than hers. He is the sort of attractive man who doesn’t need to try, but effort shines from his perfectly tailored suit and handmade loafers, matching his expensive haircut and gleaming smile, smooth skin bronzed as much from regular sunbed usage as his frequent jaunts to the Amalfi coast.

On the gleaming walnut surface, another daily paper glares up at her and, as hard as she tries not to look at it, the words leap out at her.

SEX, DRUGS AND SCANDAL AT TOP PRIVATE SCHOOL

‘Jenna!’ It appears Hugo has been speaking as she was attempting to read the article upside down.

‘Have you read that?’ she demands.

His expression tells her he hasn’t even looked at it.

‘It’s our school, Hugo.’ She grabs it, thrusting the headline into his face. ‘Halewood House is being exposed in a national campaign.’

‘Exposed for what?’ He snatches it but doesn’t even glance at the story before tossing it back on to his desk.

‘All the shit that went on.’

Hugo hisses a sigh between his perfect teeth, his broad shoulders straightening as he tenses. ‘Get a grip, Jenna. School was decades ago, and it’s the last thing I want to talk about. Can we keep our minds on more urgent matters? This is a bloody important day!’

She has no choice but to snap back to attention, pretend she is at the top of her game. Hugo has been her friend for more years than she cares to remember but, technically, he is her boss and it matters that she maintains her professional edge in front of him. He can’t be allowed to see what lurks beneath.

Addison Residential is a boutique estate agency, representing only the top echelons of the housing ladder, and multimillion-pound properties are as awkward to sell as their prospective owners are to assure. As senior partner, the pressure to close deals is intense, unyielding, but Jenna wields her reputation proudly, carrying the weight with a smile and a bounce in her step that fall away the moment she signs off for the day and the motivation of her career fades.

She is just wondering what makes today so important when Hugo coughs pointedly, flying hands creating words of their own as he indicates his own face. ‘Have you used a mirror this morning? You can’t greet a prince looking like that!’

She can’t let him see she has forgotten all about the minor Middle Eastern royal keen to snap up a Knightsbridge pied-á-terre for his summer jaunts. She never forgets.

‘Have you been out drinking all night?’ asks Hugo.

‘I’ve been having trouble sleeping,’ she sighs. ‘I’ll grab an espresso and redo my make-up, all right?’

‘A Xanax wouldn’t go amiss either.’ Hugo is a firm believer in the power of tranquillisers.

‘Can I take the paper?’

‘You can do whatever you want, as long as you sell that bloody flat.’

Jenna already knows it will take too much effort to shift the tired apartment at such an optimistic asking price. Another blow to her professional pride.

Dismissed, she shoves the paper into her capacious handbag and escapes to the Ladies to assess the damage. Worse than she’d thought. Lines that have appeared seemingly overnight battle for space, competing with swollen shadows almost meeting her high cheekbones. Usually, her forget-me-not eyes are her best feature, and she regularly exploits them to her full advantage to dazzle uncertain buyers, but today they are as dull and lifeless as her complexion.

Frantically chewing gum to rid her mouth of the bitter tang of fear, she attempts a rapid repair job, shaking hands hampering her progress until she finally gives up. She can claim illness, a sudden onset she is prepared to gamely battle through for her client.

Maybe she is ill. Would that explain the sweat-drenched pillow and the erratic heartbeat? Could illness be the cause of all this?

‘Jen?’ The door creaks open to reveal Hugo’s face. ‘Sure you’re OK?’

‘I’ll be fine.’

‘Sorry for snapping. And for saying you look like shit. Do you want me to take the appointment?’

Jenna makes herself smile in reply. She and Hugo are too similar to have an easy relationship, but they have steered Addison through turbulent waters since he persuaded Jenna to leave Foxtons. She can’t afford for them to fall out now.

‘As if I’d trust you with such a big sale.’ She forces lightness into her tone.

‘We can both have the rest of the day off if you get an offer.’

And what, exactly, would she do with a day of no distractions?
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