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Praise for Michelle Davies

‘A tense, clever look at how quickly paradise can turn into hell. I read it in one sitting’

Erin Kelly

‘I couldn’t put it down. Michelle Davies manages to extract every ounce of threat from the powerful emotions of envy and greed’
Rachel Abbott

‘Gripping, thought-provoking and expertly plotted – a cracking read’

Katerina Diamond

‘It’s a brilliant, compelling read, with characters who came alive and were completely believable, as was the heart-wrenching portrayal of the anguish suffered by the parents of a missing child’

Debbie Howells

‘This book deserves to shoot to the top of the bestseller lists. I read it in a single sitting’

Daily Mail

‘Get familiar with the edge of your seat – you’re going to spend a lot of time there’

Sunday Telegraph

‘Sensational’

Stylist

‘An intense thriller with a riveting twisty plot’

Woman – Book of the Week

‘A clever but all too believable crime thriller that’s right on the money when it comes to creepy, twisted plots’

Fabulous

‘This is a gritty, no-nonsense, old skool story. Less Gone Girl and more Prime Suspect’

Red

‘This cleverly plotted novel brings its storylines to a satisfying conclusion’

Daily Express

‘A gripping read’

Bella

‘We couldn’t put it down’

Closer
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Cara must’ve fallen asleep at some point, but she can’t remember closing her eyes. She rolls over and peers at the luminous dial of her alarm clock. Telling the time is a relatively new skill and it takes a few seconds of concentration before she is sure the hands are pointing to half past midnight. Time to get up and catch Limey Stan, she grins to herself, her mind buzzing with her plan of how they are going to do it.

The early-hours temperature is mild, so she doesn’t bother to pull her robe over her nightie, nor stuff her bare feet into slippers. Yet outside it is raining. Heavily, she guesses, judging by the noise it makes pelting against her bedroom window.

Her bravado begins to wane as she creeps along the landing towards Matty’s room. Her parents’ bedroom door is firmly shut and the house is pitch-black, just the way Limey Stan likes it. Is he already downstairs, crouching in the shadows in the hallway, waiting to pounce? Shuddering from tip to toe, Cara wishes she’d included using a torch in her plan.

Matty is in such a deep sleep, it takes three attempts to rouse him. When he finally does wake, he takes one look at Cara, flips onto his front and buries his face in his pillow.

‘I know you’re scared,’ she tells him, ‘but that’s why we need to get rid of Limey Stan. So we can stop being scared.’ When he shakes his head, face still hidden, she pokes him hard in the back with her finger. ‘Come on, it’ll be an adventure. Isn’t that what the Power Rangers do? Fight the nasty men and have adventures?’

Referencing her little brother’s favourite TV show does the trick and a few minutes later, after a heart-pounding dash downstairs and along the hallway where Limey Stan usually prowls, the children have hidden themselves behind the full-length curtains in the front room.

‘Did you see him?’ Matty asks her breathlessly as they assume their places. He’s not heard Limey Stan speak yet, let alone caught a glimpse of him. Cara wakes him up whenever Limey Stan wakes her, but by the time Matty gets to the top of the stairs, to her frustration, he’s always gone.

‘No, he’s not here yet.’

But he will be, soon, and when Matty sees him too, everyone will know she is telling the truth about what’s been disturbing her night-times for the past few months.

Boredom quickly sets in while they wait for him to materialise, however. Then Matty, who is only six, gets the giggles and his entire body begins to shake, making the curtain ripple. Cara tries to be annoyed that he’s not taking it seriously, but secretly she welcomes the break in tension and soon she’s giggling uncontrollably too and the two of them are shaking so much, they wind themselves in the folds in the curtain. Plunged into even deeper darkness, Matty stops laughing and begins to panic.

‘I’m stuck.’

Cara blindly reaches forward until she makes contact with her little brother’s familiar form. She pulls at the fabric that’s now wrapped tightly around him, but as she does, she hears a creak in the hallway next door, quickly followed by another.

She yelps. ‘I can hear him, he’s coming!’

Frantic now, Cara pulls at the curtain again, but her hands are sweaty and Matty’s writhing too much. 

‘Stay still,’ she implores him. ‘I can’t get it off if you don’t stop moving.’ 

But as he finally obeys, she senses they are not alone in the room. She swears she hears breathing and it’s getting louder.

‘It’s Limey Stan,’ she wails. ‘He’s going to get us!’

Matty screams, but the curtain muffles the sound. Cara tries to make another grab for her brother, but it’s too late.

Limey Stan has beaten her to it.


Part One


Chapter One

Cara, now

The Brimsdown Arms isn’t the closest pub to our office, but it holds the distinction of being the nicest in the vicinity. Fashionably muted grey walls, an array of absurdly named craft beers and scrubbed wooden tables large enough to seat all eleven of us. Towards the end of the evening, if they’ve been vacated in time, we’ll migrate to the two leather sofas at the back of the room, grateful to lower our wearied selves into their bowed cushions.

Invariably, someone will doze off, alcohol limit breached, and phones will be whipped out to enshrine their slack-mouthed inebriation on social media. For this reason, I make sure it’s never me who drinks too much, sticking to vodka tonic and alternating with fizzy water whenever it’s my turn to go to the bar.

Tonight, the sofas are still taken and I’m sandwiched at a table between Donna, one pay grade above me and hardwired to never let me forget it, and Jeannie, head of our department and one of the most generous people I know. She buys the first round without fail every Friday after work and never minds when the same three people peel off home immediately after their free glass of whatever is drained.

She’s telling me about her plans for the weekend, but I’m struggling to hear what she’s saying over the music blasting from the speaker above our table. Earlier, we’d asked the manager to lower the volume, but he claimed it was designed to rise and fall with the pitch of customers’ voices and turning it off would mean shutting down the pub’s entire music system. We decided to test his theory and lower it ourselves by whispering for five minutes, but then Leo, the office junior, began to snigger and the spread of laughter around the table sent the decibel level soaring again and that’s where it’s remained.

As I strain to hear Jeannie, someone reaches between us to grab the empty glasses littering the table and I jolt as they lean a little too heavily against my shoulder for it to be accidental. My colleagues’ faces break into sly, knowing grins and immediately I know it’s him, the new bartender I went home with last week and whose name doesn’t easily spring to mind.

Donna theatrically digs me in the ribs. ‘Aren’t you going to say hello?’ she hollers above the music.

I shrug non-committally but do steal a glance up at him, then wish I hadn’t. He’s younger than I recall, his skin gloriously unmarked by any signs of creeping age, and I’ll admit I’m taken aback: how could I not have noticed how boyish he was? He’s really not my type. Then my memory crudely reminds me that our interaction was too urgent to allow for lingering looks, and my face reddens.

He stares down at me, waiting, a hank of messy blond hair flopping over his forehead. Acutely aware everyone’s watching us, I flash him a smile, which he returns, then I beckon him closer. His eyes light up, until I speak.

‘You’ve missed one.’

‘What?’

‘That one over there.’

I point across the table to the empty pint glass next to Leo, who has reached the swaying-in-his-seat stage of drunkenness.

My one-night stand snatches the glass up, his cheeks now a vivid shade of crimson to match mine, and he disappears into the crowd in the direction of the bar.

A couple of the others laugh at his retreating back, but Donna clicks her tongue disapprovingly. ‘You could’ve been nicer to him, Cara.’ Her voice is still raised to counter the music. 

Jeannie catches the comment and leans across me to respond, forcing me to sit back in my seat. ‘Why should she?’

‘Yes, why should I?’ I mirror.

‘Because you went home with him last week,’ Donna bristles.

‘So?’ Jeannie shrugs. ‘This is 2019, not 1950. Not every sexual encounter has to lead to something. No need to get your knickers in a twist if Cara’s not bothered.’

It’s a paper cut of a remark, designed to sting. We both know Donna is unhealthily invested in my private life, regularly making it the focus of office chat, and I’ve complained to Jeannie about it more than once. Why should it matter to Donna, or anyone else, that I’m thirty-four and still single and content to be so? Jeannie gets it, and has cautioned Donna to stop prying, but it hasn’t deterred her. Then again, it hasn’t deterred me either, hence last week’s liaison after closing time.

‘But sleeping around is so dangerous. She might catch something.’ Donna is discussing me as though I’m not here. ‘Not that I’m saying you’ve got an STD,’ she adds, finally addressing me. ‘But you know what I mean.’

I bite back a retort. She makes it sound as though I’m with a different man every night, when the bartender is the first person I’ve slept with in three months. I would never share these simple truths with Donna, or even Jeannie, but I’m usually more discerning about whose bed I get into – the bartender is definitely the lower end of my age limit. I also have a rule, which Jeannie is aware of, never to have sex with anyone who might want to see me again afterwards. This is not the act of self-preservation people may assume – be the dumper, not the dumpee – I just struggle to entertain what a serious relationship entails and I’ve got so used to being on my own that I can’t imagine committing to someone long-term. Being loved unstintingly for years on end is a concept I am unfamiliar with.

‘I’m sure Cara is being sensible,’ says Jeannie, catching my eye and smiling. ‘We’ve talked about this before, Donna. Marriage isn’t for everyone.’

Donna scowls. She finds it impossible to believe I don’t want to settle down and that no relationship is worth relinquishing the privacy and lack of intrusion that being on my own gives me. She and ‘my Martin’ met at school, were married at twenty-two and had three children by the time she was my age. The way she talks about her husband though, I’m not sure she even likes him any more, let alone loves him. But broach the idea of them separating and you’ll get short shrift and a lecture on marriage vows being unbreakable.

‘Maybe if you seriously changed the way you look you’d attract a better standard of man,’ Donna sighs, washing down the insult with the dregs in her glass.

‘You think I should have plastic surgery?’ I laugh.

She eye-rolls as she reaches across the table for the bottle of wine in the ice bucket, then grimaces when she realises it’s empty. She plonks it back in the bucket neck-first, then hollers across the table at the others that it’s someone else’s round.

‘I doubt you could afford it on your wage, but that’s not what I meant,’ she says. ‘Your face is fine, but I think you should grow your hair long and wear more make-up. A pixie crop might be trendy, but it isn’t very feminine.’

She’s so drunk now it comes out as ‘femininny’. Reflexively, I fold my right hand over the nape of my neck, where the shortest hairs taper to a velveteen point.

‘I like my hair this length and, besides, you were telling me only three –’ I release my hand to check my watch to be sure, and am surprised to see it’s nearly ten ‘– actually, four hours ago as we left the office that you like the way I do my eyeliner. You even asked me to show you how I flick it up at the ends.’

I’m baiting Donna into continuing our quarrel because it’s a variation of the same one we have every Friday night and not to have it would be weird. However irritating she might be, and however much she crosses the line with my personal life, I do find a strange comfort in the repetition of how we are with each other and the way we bicker. I suppose it’s because routine is something I cleave to and have done for years. Having your life turned upside down as a child can do that to a person.

Jeannie leans across me again.

‘Give it a rest, Donna. If I had my time again, I wouldn’t rush to settle down either. I’d have kept my options open too.’ She looks over at the bartender, who’s now serving someone. ‘Are you sure you don’t want a repeat performance with that one though? He’s lovely-looking.’

‘He’s way too young; don’t encourage her!’ Donna drunkenly shouts.

I don’t respond to either of them. I can’t. Their physical proximity is starting to make me feel hemmed in: their arms are pressed solidly against mine and I don’t like it. It’s overbearing, too intimate. I tense my body to prevent myself elbowing them off me, because I don’t want to cause a scene. The stark physicality of one-night stands I can cope with, affectionate embraces and touching I can’t.

They continue chatting, seemingly unaware of my discomfort, and I’ve just reached the point where I’m about to jump to my feet to escape their confinement when I receive an unexpected text. Unexpected because the people who usually text me are all seated at the table. I feel the message before I see it, in the vibration of my mobile in my handbag rammed between my feet beneath the table. 

Grateful for the excuse to move, I reach down and rummage blindly in my bag, lifting out the phone just as the screen goes dark again, but not before I see what the text says. The words are succinct, the tone brisk – yet the emotional impact of them combined is so colossal it punches the breath from my lungs.

I scrabble to activate the screen again, my heart thudding so frantically it’s a wonder Donna and Jeannie can’t hear it. I read the text again and the clamour of the pub recedes to a low muffle as I try to take in the news that I am unutterably shocked to receive.

My mother is dead.


Chapter Two

Cara

The text isn’t from anyone in my contacts. Then again, it wouldn’t be. The people I count as friends and associates these days don’t know my mum. But this person does, right down to the last minute of her life.

CARA, YOUR MUM DIED AT 12.33 TODAY. WE THOUGHT YOU SHOULD KNOW. KAREN.

I grip the phone tightly, a necessary anchor as my thoughts clamber over themselves to be heard. Mum’s dead? How? Was it expected, sudden … even planned?

Did she die at the house?

Jeannie and Donna have turned away to talk to the others and I am grateful to be ignored. Light-headed, I check the text again, lifting the phone up to my face for a better view, but the wording hasn’t changed. My mum is dead and has been for almost ten hours.

Illuminated against the backdrop of the dimly lit pub, the text glares back at me, challenging me to disbelieve it. And I do. I just don’t get how she can be dead: she is – was – no age at all. Mentally, I calculate exactly how old. If I’m thirty-four now and she had me at twenty-seven, that would make her sixty-one. That’s relatively young still, isn’t it?

Jeannie nudges me. ‘You okay?’ she asks, eyeing my phone. I flip it over in my hand so she can’t see the screen. ‘You’ve gone really pale.’

‘I’m fine.’ I do a passable impression of smiling, then rise to my feet. ‘I need the loo. I’ll be back in a minute.’

I take my phone with me and push through the throng towards the toilets. There is a queue outside the ladies’ and I recognise the woman at its rear as someone from our firm’s marketing team, but she doesn’t acknowledge me as I slot in behind her. I don’t merit her attention because I’m ‘only’ in accounts, but for once I don’t mind being snubbed. I can’t make small talk now, not when my mind is racing at a million miles an hour and my pulse is matching it step for step.

Mum died and I wasn’t there.

I should’ve guessed Karen would be the one to tell me. My father aside, she was the person Mum was closest to. Sisters born only eighteen months apart, they bought houses in the next street from one another and had their children around the same time so they could raise them together. Unless Mum had remarried, I expect Auntie Karen was with her at the end, holding her hand until the last … unless, it hits me, her death really was sudden and no one was. The thought of Mum being alone like that makes my knees buckle and I stumble into the marketing woman, who shoots me a look over her shoulder. I mumble an apology, blaming it on the heeled boots I’m wearing. She probably thinks I’m drunk and I’m happy to let her.

A few minutes later, it’s my turn for an empty cubicle. I shut the door with a bang and rest my forehead against the sign on the back of it advertising the pub’s Christmas menu, even though it’s still only mid-October. I let out a sob, then another, but my eyes remain dry. I’ve shed so many tears for my mum over the past two decades that now, when she’s finally deserving of them, there are none to give.

Our estrangement was her doing. She made the decision, along with my dad, to pretend I didn’t exist. I read somewhere once that on a person’s deathbed his or her overriding regret isn’t failing to land their dream job, own their own house or earn enough money, it’s losing contact with loved ones. Did Mum, in her dying moments, wish we’d reconciled? My heart steels a fraction as I count up the years I’ve been on my own and I wonder if it’s too much to hope she was bereft that we hadn’t.

I peel myself away from the door, lower the toilet lid and gingerly sit down. Cradling my phone in both hands, I wonder how to answer my aunt’s messages. Does she even expect me to? The lack of warmth suggests she might not, nor are there any ‘hope you’re well’ or ‘take care’ platitudes I can boomerang back. Then again, I silently scold myself, she’s hardly going to be concerned about niceties after her sister’s died and I won’t have been the only relative she’d have had to break the news to, which in itself gives me pause. I wonder where I ranked on her list of people to contact. It’s probably too much to hope that I might’ve been first, and the time lapse would suggest not.

I try to formulate a response, my fingers hovering over the keypad, but I keep coming up blank. Calling my aunt is out of the question, I decide – because what do you say to someone you haven’t seen or spoken to in twenty-five years?

The last memory I have of Auntie Karen is standing on the front doorstep of our house with her arm around Mum’s shoulders as she sobbed, convincing her that my departure was for the best. That left Dad to walk beside me as they rolled me away; I can still hear his voice breaking as he asked the doctor whether the restraints pinning me to the stretcher were really necessary. I shall also never forget how his face sagged with despair when they lifted me into the back of the ambulance and his fingers were wrenched from mine. It was the last time we ever held hands.

Suddenly I’m angry. Screw Auntie Karen and what she said that day. If she hadn’t stuck her oar in, filling my parents’ ears with poison, my life would’ve turned out differently. I wouldn’t be hiding in a pub toilet in Colchester, slightly tipsy and devastated to find out my mum is dead – I would be at home in Heldean with my cousins, raising a glass to her memory and choosing which songs to play at her funeral.

There’s a bang on the cubicle door.

‘What are you doing in there?’ a woman shouts, an edge to her voice. ‘People are waiting out here and you’ve been in there ages.’

I look at the time on my phone and I’m startled to see half an hour has passed since I received the first text.

I hear another voice, this one familiar.

‘Cara? Are you in here?’ Jeannie calls out.

‘Is that your friend in there? Tell her to get a bloody move on.’

Knuckles rap softly on the cubicle door. ‘Cara? Are you okay?’

Rising to my feet, I slip my phone into my trouser pocket and open the door. One look at Jeannie’s concerned expression and I fall helplessly into her arms. Still the tears won’t come, but I howl as though my heart is breaking – which I think it might be.

Jeannie’s voice rings in my ear. ‘Christ, what’s happened?’

I can’t find the words.

‘Cara, tell me what’s wrong.’

Eventually, I lift my head from my boss’s shoulder. The women waiting in line have melted back to a respectable distance.

‘It’s my mum,’ I stutter. ‘She died today. I just found out.’

Jeannie’s mouth falls opens in shock and a rumble of sympathy reverberates among the women watching us.

‘Oh, Cara, I’m so sorry.’ Jeannie’s eyes brim easily with the tears that mine can’t produce. ‘Was it sudden?’

I don’t want to admit I haven’t a clue, so I lie and say yes.

‘Let’s get you out of here. With a bit of luck, we can get you on a train to Morecambe tonight.’

That pulls me up short. ‘Morecambe?’

‘To be with your dad.’

Her comment baffles me, because Dad’s been dead for almost two decades. He was killed in a car accident not long before my sixteenth birthday.

Then the penny drops.

‘I don’t mean Anne,’ I say quietly.

Now Jeannie is confused. ‘I thought that was her name?’

She’s heard me mention Anne and has assumed she’s my mum. I’ve never told anyone at work what I tell Jeannie next.

‘Anne’s my foster mum. It’s my real mum who’s died.’

Jeannie stares at me, palpably stunned. One of the women in the queue has reached bursting point and squeezes past us apologetically to use my vacated cubicle. This propels Jeannie into taking my hand and leading me outside into the corridor separating the toilets from the rest of the pub. It’s busy, with people going back and forth, but there’s a quiet spot at the end, by the fire exit. As we stand there, I feel a draught sneaking under the door and it’s a reminder that while the pub is warm enough for us to shed our layers down to our shirtsleeves, outside autumn’s making its mark.

I can see Jeannie is brimming with questions for me, but she’s astute enough to realise I’m in no state to be forthcoming right now, so she sticks to the practicalities a situation like this requires.

‘Where does – did – your mum live?’ she asks.

‘Heldean, on the Herts–Essex border.’

She frowns. ‘That’s about an hour away, if I’m thinking of the right place. Maybe we could get you a taxi there. It’ll cost, but it’ll be quicker than going by train at this hour.’

I shake my head. ‘I’m not going back there.’

‘Oh, Cara, I know this must be a huge shock, but are you sure? Who let you know that she died?’

‘My aunt, but she won’t want me turning up.’

‘It’s not up to her – she was your mum,’ she says fiercely. ‘If you want to go back to pay your respects, she can’t stop you.’

I feel a surge of affection for Jeannie for saying that. She doesn’t have children of her own – never could, she’ll cheerfully tell anyone impertinent enough to ask – and instead she helms our office like the mother hen she never had the chance to be. She cheers on our triumphs, counsels our failures, disciplines us when we step out of line and never for a second do we doubt she cares. I’ve often thought she’d make a great foster carer, but I fear the boards which approve them might not be enlightened enough to look past the sheath-like blouses, skyscraper stilettos and eighties-era make-up to see what a remarkable person she is.

‘I honestly don’t think I could face it,’ I say, which is an understatement and a half.

Jeannie looks pained on my behalf. ‘When was the last time you saw your mum?’

I hesitate. If I’m honest with her, it means risking her finding out my real identity. 

It was decided early on, while I was still in the Peachick, that I should keep my first name because the distress of adopting a new one might impede my recovery. It’s perhaps the only thing I am grateful to the Peachick for. Actually, that’s not entirely true. Two years locked up in that hospital taught me the art of being still – when everything around you is chaotic and frightening and loud, when the adults around you are strangers you can’t trust, learning how to quiet yourself so you go unnoticed is quite the skill and one I still use to great effect.

But while I stayed as Cara, I changed my surname from ­Belling to Marshall, which I plucked from a book. The day I left foster care, I vowed never to reveal to another living soul who I used to be – why should I go through life being judged for what people thought was the truth about me, and if they looked me up online, they would only assume the worst. Cara Belling and the events of July 1994 have their own Wikipedia entry.

Yet this news about my mum has broken me in a way I could never have predicted. I feel alone and lost again in the same way I did coming round my first morning in the Peachick and wondering why my parents had put me there. A dedicated psychiatric unit for children and adolescents, it is a place I remember mostly for its outward cheeriness – every wall was covered in artwork and murals, as though that might be enough to distract us from where we were. It didn’t work.

‘Cara?’

Jeannie startles me from my reverie. She’s only a few years younger than Mum was and is gazing at me with such tenderness that suddenly I decide I should tell her at least some of the truth. I need to tell someone.

‘The last time I saw my mum I was nine years old. Once I was in foster care, I never saw or spoke to her again.’



Chapter Three

MEMORANDUM

To: Dr Patrick Malloy, head of clinical services

From: Dr Stacey Ardern, consultant child and adolescent psychiatrist

Subject: Cara Belling

Date: Friday 22 July 1994

As requested, this is the abridged version of my first assessment – full report to follow by end of day.

Cara has presented with signs of acute emotional distress since her admittance three days ago. She appears to have no grasp of the nature of her surroundings and repeatedly asks to go home. She so far refuses to engage in conversation about what happened to her brother and any mention, however abstract, of the entity known as Limey Stan that she identified to police officers at the scene of the fatality induces hysteria. Trust-building may be a challenging and drawn-out process and pushing too hard on the subject at this early stage may be deleterious for her. Therefore, a cautious approach by all professionals coming into contact with the child must be heeded.


Chapter Four

Karen

The kettle is almost at boiling point, the sound of gurgling water reaching its crescendo. Karen stares at it groggily. She can’t remember coming into the kitchen to switch it on or why she has – the time for soothing cups of tea has long passed and everyone in the living room is on either red wine or neat spirits now. None of them has requested another hot drink and neither does she want one. She reaches over and switches the kettle off and as it is silenced, she hears her husband, Gary, let out a peal of laughter in the next room, which sets them all off.

The sound of their merriment rakes at her insides like a fork scraping a plate and she wishes they would leave. She’d been happy to see them when she arrived back from the hospice and was grateful for the fierce embraces and salving words and the tears of solidarity for her loss, but already she can sense their veils of sadness beginning to lift. Only by a fraction, and abetted by the alcohol, but enough to make her feel as though she is the only one who still cares that her sister died today.

The door between the kitchen and hallway swings open and Ryan enters, empty bottle of Cabernet in his grasp. Without prompting, he goes straight to the recycling bin to deposit it.

‘Dad’s asked me to open another one,’ he says.

Karen nods and he pulls another bottle of red from the rack by the fridge.

‘Don’t you want a glass?’ her son asks.

She shakes her head. ‘No, absolutely not.’

Right now she can’t imagine drinking wine of any colour ever again.

Twice a day, volunteers brought a trolley round the hospice, offering free alcoholic drinks to patients and their relatives. An unorthodox form of palliative care, but one that made the waiting that bit more bearable. Anita had been conscious for occasional moments during her final twenty-four hours and it was during one of those moments she suggested the two of them enjoy a last glass of white wine together ‘to toast me on my way’. She’d only managed a sip of hers before weakly shoving it away, so Karen had downed both glasses in quick succession and now she has to live with the memory that while her sister took her last, shuddering breath, she’d sat there feeling horribly woozy.

‘Why don’t you come and sit with us, Mum? Everyone’s talking about their favourite memories of Auntie Neet.’

Karen swallows hard. She has so many, she wouldn’t know where to begin. She and Anita were two halves of the same coin their entire lives, companionably intertwined in a way that belied many sibling relationships. Blind panic rises up in her at the thought of never seeing her sister again and she covers her mouth with her hand to stop herself crying out.

‘Mum?’

She shakes her head, too upset to manage a reply. Ryan reaches over and squeezes her shoulder.

‘I wish we could’ve been with you at the end. It must’ve been so hard going through it alone.’

Karen nods, tears coming quickly. It was Anita’s emphatic wish that only she be at her bedside when she died and so Karen spent three days at the hospice on her own watching her sister ebb away, the hardest thing she has ever had to do. She would have given anything to have Gary be there to support her, even for an hour or so, but Anita would not be swayed. Gary was not welcome and nor was anyone else.

Ryan eyes his mum’s phone, which is lying on the countertop next to the kettle. ‘Has Cara texted you back?’

Karen lowers her hand from her mouth. ‘No, not yet.’

‘The woman you spoke to definitely gave you the right number for her?’

‘Yes, she did. She was very nice about it. She even offered to tell Cara herself, but I said no.’

‘You should’ve let her,’ says Ryan, his voice hardening. ‘The less any of us have to do with her, the better.’

‘It’s not that simple,’ Karen replies stiffly.

‘Isn’t it? Auntie Neet never wanted to see her, so why should we bother with her now?’

‘Your aunt wanted me to tell her.’

‘But why? Cara meant nothing to her.’

‘Please, Ryan, let’s not go through this now. Not tonight.’

Karen is too exhausted to deal with her son’s anger right now, but she accepts it isn’t misplaced, because she feels exactly the same. Having to make contact with Cara bothers her immensely – as far as she is concerned, her niece lost the right to be involved in any family matters a long time ago.

‘Sorry, Mum, I don’t mean for you to get upset again. It’s just when I think about what Cara did …’ He grimaces and his hand tightens around the neck of the wine bottle. ‘It’s wrong that we have to take her feelings into consideration now.’

‘I know. The best outcome all round would be that she doesn’t care her mum’s died and she leaves us alone.’

But she won’t, Karen thinks bitterly. Cara’s return to Heldean is guaranteed, because before Anita died she made sure of it.


Chapter Five

Cara

I wake the next morning to a voicemail message from Anne saying my aunt Karen has been in touch with her, that she and John are very sorry for my loss and could I call them back please? It was almost eleven the previous evening when she rang me, but I was already in bed by then – after I told her about my mum, Jeannie sent me home in a taxi she paid for upfront and as soon as I reached my flat, I put my phone on silent and crawled into bed with a half-full bottle of vodka for company.

Wrenching my head off the pillow takes some effort: my brain feels like it’s been nailed to the inside of my skull. The now-empty vodka bottle is on the floor beside the bed where I must’ve dropped it and I nudge it out of the way with my foot as I stagger to the bathroom. Mustard is waiting outside the door for me when I’ve finished, his baleful stare compounding the shame I feel. He rallies when I feed him though, and I wish, not for the first time, that people were as easily placated as dogs.

I adopted him from a dog-rescue charity six years ago and he was there for eighteen months before that. A veritable canine soup – my vet reckons he is part Alsatian, collie and boxer – poor Mustard kept being overlooked for prettier dogs, but I loved him at first sight because I could see he was desperate for some permanency in his life and I knew all about that myself.

Phone in hand, I clamber back into bed. Anne picks up on the first ring.

‘Oh, kiddo. We’ve been worried about you.’

Just hearing her voice lifts my mood. ‘I’m sorry. I know I should’ve called you last night, but my head was all over the place.’

‘I’m not surprised. It must’ve come as a terrible shock after all this time. I can only begin to imagine how you must be feeling.’

I picture her sitting in the hallway of their terraced house, one street back from the Morecambe seafront. She and John, my foster dad, have one of those old-fashioned telephone benches with a seat upholstered in a busy floral fabric. As a teenager, I used to be embarrassed by how naff it was and would purposely perch on the stairs to use the phone to avoid sitting on it – now I love it because it’s so them.

‘I’m okay. I mean, it is a shock, but it’s not like I knew her.’

‘That’s as may be, Cara, but losing a parent, whether you were close to them or not, is still difficult,’ says Anne. ‘We just wanted you to know we’re here for you, for whatever you need.’

My heart expands with gratitude. Anne and her husband, John, are the only people I feel I can truly rely on and knowing I have their support now means a lot. 

I was two months past my eleventh birthday when I pitched up on their doorstep for the first time, tired and desperate for the toilet after the long train journey from London with my social worker. What’s always stuck in my mind from that day is how they let me find my own way to the bathroom, encouraging me to roam about upstairs as though the house was mine and always had been. After two years of constant supervision at the Peachick, it was like being let off a leash and as I came downstairs on that first occasion, I remember I was smiling in a way I hadn’t for many months.

Anne and John are also the only grown-ups who ever listened to my side of the story about Matty’s death and believed I was being genuine. They also gave short shrift to anyone who questioned whether I should be allowed near their other foster children. My past, or rather what I was accused of, has never been a concern for them, and over time, I’ve come to realise what a huge act of love it was to foster me when so many others were reluctant to. 

‘Your aunt called me again just now,’ Anne continues. ‘She was worried you hadn’t received her message yesterday and wanted to check I’d given her the right number.’

‘Worried?’

I once again call to mind Karen standing on the doorstep with Mum the day I left and I find it hard to believe she is bothered about my welfare now. She certainly wasn’t the last time she saw me. It dawns on me I can no longer even bring myself to call her Auntie Karen, because that sounds like a person who is kind and loving and she was neither of those things.

‘Well, more like agitated,’ says Anne.

That makes more sense.

‘You don’t have to talk to her if you don’t want to,’ Anne continues, ‘but the polite thing to do is to acknowledge she’s contacted you.’

This makes me smile for the first time since yesterday evening. Growing up in Anne’s house, ‘the polite thing to do’ was the number one rule. She stayed calm when we got angry and lost our shit, which happened a lot, or when I tried to run away once, but if any of us were rude to people, her disapproval could be felt from miles away.

‘I’ll text her back once I’m off the phone,’ I promise. ‘Was it you who gave her my number in the first place?’

‘Yes. She called at about seven o’clock last night. I suggested the news might be better coming from us, but she wanted to be the one to tell you. She was concerned about how you’d take it.’

More concern for me, yet Karen’s text was bereft of any. Funny, that.

‘How did she get your number?’ I ask.

‘Your mum had our address written down, so Karen was able to get our landline number through directory enquiries.’

‘Really?’

‘I know. I was surprised she kept it too.’

I was told that social services had informed my parents where I’d been placed after my discharge from the Peachick and that contact would be initiated if they requested it, but they never did. So if Mum had had Anne and John’s address all this time, why did she never get in touch? Not a single word from her in all those years. Did she ever come close, I wonder – write out a birthday card, then think twice about sending it? Was she ever tempted to visit, or even just to stand outside the house to catch a glimpse of the daughter she’d disowned?

I let out a long sigh. Second-guessing the whys and wherefores of a woman who became a stranger to me isn’t something I’m capable of this morning. I feel out of kilter and so do my surroundings, which bothers me immensely, because for so long my flat has been my haven, the one place where I can be myself and forget about who I was. It’s as though real life is seeping through its protective walls and the safe space I’ve spent all these years carefully constructing is being eroded brick by brick. I think this is upsetting me as much as her dying.

I live on a peninsula of the Essex coast that’s cut off from the mainland twice a day by the tide. It’s a twenty-minute drive from my workplace in Colchester and I chose to settle here when I was eighteen because it’s one of those blissfully subdued places that old people like to retire to and was the environment I needed after two years in hospital and another seven in foster care. Less touristy than Morecambe, it is calm and quiet and I can breathe here. I go for daily walks along the coastal path and spend my weekends treading a familiar route through the nearby nature reserve. Mustard, who is now sprawled on my bedroom floor watching me, loves the walks as much as I do, but loves diving into the estuary more.

It’s also only an hour’s drive from where I grew up. An unquenchable need to be close to Heldean was another reason I didn’t stay in Morecambe, much as Anne and John hoped I would. They even offered to apply for a ‘staying put’ order on my behalf so I could remain in their foster care until the age of twenty-one, but I said no. I wanted to come back down south as soon as I was free to and so my social worker arranged for me to be set up in independent accommodation with the support of a carer for the first year, until I felt confident enough to go it alone. Anne and John understood why I wanted to move down south, I think, after I made it clear they were my family now and I would never lose touch with them. True to my word, I still visit once every other month and spend every Christmas and Easter with them.

‘Do you think I should go to the funeral?’ I ask.

‘Do you want to?’ Anne parries back.

‘I don’t know. I think so, but I don’t want to go anywhere near that house.’

Even the mere thought of returning to 16 Parsons Close inspires a terror that makes me shudder violently. I will never understand what possessed my parents to continue living there after what happened. Even after Dad died – which I was only informed about by my social worker – Mum still refused to relinquish the house and its hideous memories. I know that because I regularly check online to see if it’s been listed for sale, but it never has.

‘You wouldn’t have to. You could go to the funeral, pay your respects, then leave. You won’t be alone either – I’m coming with you,’ says Anne decisively.

Relief floods through me. I had a feeling she might offer, but I didn’t want to ask. She doesn’t drive, so John would need to stay with their current charges, and it’s a long way on the train from Morecambe to Heldean, with at least two changes and a crossover on the Tube between mainline stations in London. But Anne knows what returning to Heldean will mean for me, which is why she wants to come.

‘I would love you to, thank you.’

‘Once your aunt lets you know when the funeral is, I’ll sort out my ticket.’

‘I’ll pay for it,’ I say hastily.

‘I can pay my way, kiddo.’

The nickname ‘kiddo’ is not exclusive to me; it’s the default title Anne gives all the children in her care. Dozens of youngsters have crossed her and John’s threshold over the years and it stops her inadvertently forgetting anyone’s name and inflicting the kind of hurt that is magnified a million times when you’re new to foster care and already feel displaced and forgotten. She and John are both edging towards seventy but refuse to retire, saying that while there are children who need a place where they can feel safe, and for as long as the local authority will allow it, they’ll carry on fostering. At the moment, they have two girls staying, one of ten and another of thirteen. Both a handful, they have yet to realise how lucky they are to have landed on Anne and John’s doorstep. But they will, eventually, just as I did.

I can easily cover Anne’s ticket. I will happily pay out hundreds if it means she will come with me to Heldean.

‘Let’s see how much it costs first, then we can argue about who pays,’ says Anne. ‘But I can come down sooner, if you want some company?’

‘There’s no need. I mean – there’s nothing to talk about really, is there? She was my mum, but I didn’t know her.’

We both know my feelings towards Anita Belling are far more complicated than my casual tone suggests, and that our relationship cannot be so easily downplayed, but Anne knows me well enough to let it drop. 

We talk for a bit longer, then I say I need to take Mustard out for a walk and we hang up. He starts circling by my bedroom door in anticipation.

‘You need to wait a minute, mate. I have to send this message first.’

I draft and send the text quickly, because if I give myself any more time to think about it, I’ll chicken out.

HI KAREN. THANK YOU FOR THE TEXT. THE NEWS HAS COME AS A GREAT SHOCK. I WOULD LIKE TO ATTEND THE FUNERAL – PLEASE CAN YOU LET ME KNOW DATE/TIME/CHURCH. CARA.

The reply is instantaneous, as though Karen’s been waiting all night and all morning for me to message her back.

THE FAMILY FEELS IT WOULD BE INAPPROPRIATE FOR YOU TO BE THERE.

Instantly I’m annoyed. Why bother to tell me my mum is dead if it changes nothing? 

I furiously tap out a response, but before I can send it, another message comes in.

PLEASE UNDERSTAND THIS IS A VERY DIFFICULT TIME FOR US AND YOUR COMING WILL ONLY CAUSE MORE DISTRESS.

I draft a curt response but promptly delete it. Karen has no right to ban me from attending and I really should fight my corner, but what’s the point? I don’t need the added stress.

OK.

I’m not expecting any response to that, but my phone pings again and this time her reply floors me.

WILL READING IS TUES 5TH AT FAIRLOP’S, HIGH ST. 11.30 A.M. YOUR MUM LEFT INSTRUCTIONS SAYING YOU MUST ATTEND.

I sit bolt upright on the bed. Why do I need to be there? My frown deepens as I read the text again: attending a meeting slap bang in the middle of Heldean High Street is not the same as slipping unobtrusively into the back of a church to attend a funeral. I don’t know if I want to be that exposed. Heldean is a small town where things don’t go unnoticed, and my turning up at Fairlop’s to hear my mum’s will being read would be big news for locals. Someone might even tip off the media, a thought that floods me with anxiety. I have read every awful, nasty word that has been written about me over the years and I dread to think how much worse it could be in this age of trial by social media. As my possible exposure looms large, I struggle to catch my breath, the palisades of my haven crumbling faster around me.

After a few moments, Mustard whines louder to remind me he’s still waiting and I clamber off the bed to reassure him, grateful for the distraction. Crossing the room, my gaze strays to the photograph in a tiny blue frame on the chest of drawers beside the door. Barely bigger than a passport headshot, it’s the only picture I have of my brother Matty and its inferior quality compared to the photograph alongside it, of Anne and John, reflects the fact it was cut from a newspaper. Matty is smiling impishly in the picture and as I draw nearer, it hits me that it’s not for Mum that I must swallow my fears and return to Heldean – it’s for him.


Chapter Six

The Heldean Advertiser
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The Heldean Haunting: mother dies 25 years after infamous hoax

By Beth Jenkins, Senior Reporter
@Beth_ HelAdv

The mother at the centre of the Heldean Haunting has died after losing her battle with cancer, her family has confirmed.

Anita Belling, 61, passed away on Friday at St Bernadette’s Hospice, ten months after she was diagnosed with cancer of the liver.

It was in 1994 that Mrs Belling’s family made headline news when her son, Matty, six, was smothered to death by his nine-year-old sister, Cara, at their home in Parsons Close. The inquest into Matty’s death revealed he suffocated when Cara wrapped him in a full-length curtain in the front room of their home and he was unable to escape.

Afterwards, Cara famously tried to blame his death on a ghost called Limey Stan, who she claimed was haunting the family’s three-bedroom property for months preceding the killing.

The case came to be known as the Heldean Haunting and has been the subject of various books over the years, including one by Heldean resident and self-proclaimed paranormal expert, Timothy Pitt. He remains the only person to ever support Cara’s claim that Limey Stan existed.

Cara was below the age of criminality at the time of the killing and therefore too young to be tried. Instead, she was admitted to the Peachick Children and Young Person’s Psychiatric Hospital in London, where, according to an interview her parents gave to the BBC at the time, she was diagnosed with delusional disorder. On her discharge two years later, she was taken into foster care somewhere in the north of England.

Mrs Belling’s husband, Paul, died in a road traffic accident on the M11 in 2001. She never remarried. Her sister, Karen Johnson, issued an appeal for privacy via The Heldean Advertiser on behalf of their family.

‘Whilst we understand there is still considerable interest locally in what happened twenty-five years ago, I ask that we be left alone to mourn in peace,’ she said. ‘We shall be making no further statement beyond this.’

Details for the funeral are not yet known, but Mrs Johnson, of Dargets Road, confirmed it would be a private service for close family and friends only. Cara Belling will not be among the attendees.

RELATED STORIES


	The Heldean Haunting: the fatal hoax that shocked a nation

	Debunking the myth of Limey Stan – local paranormal expert claims ghost DID exist

	Whatever happened to Cara Belling?



Chapter Seven

Cara

They blamed two specific events for planting the seed of what happened – ‘they’ being the doctors and psychiatrists who examined me in the immediate aftermath of my brother’s death and put me under continuous observation at the Peachick for the next two years. So determined were they to make sense of what had happened, they searched long and hard to identify the so-called triggers that, in their opinion, had precipitated me developing a form of psychosis known as delusional disorder.

But they all got it so, so wrong.

The first supposed trigger they identified I have a vague recollection of, although not in the way they recorded it in my medical notes, which I requested access to a few years ago when I was still trying to unpick what I had experienced and why. At some point in April 1994, my parents had bought some new furniture for the front room and Mum insisted she no longer wanted copious rows of video tapes on display, so she asked Dad to sort through his collection and throw out the ones he was no longer interested in keeping. According to my notes from the Peachick, I sat with Dad as he went about his task and we spent an enjoyable hour or so discussing what films he liked and why.

Among the cassettes were blank tapes on which he’d recorded programmes previously aired on TV – and among them was Ghostwatch, a 1992 spoof ‘mockumentary’ that involved three famous TV presenters of the day investigating a haunted house and somehow managing to trick 11 million viewers into thinking it was genuine. Dad loved anything scary and apparently told me – I have no recollection of this, I am going by what is in my notes – that it was one of the scariest things he’d ever watched. He wasn’t alone, either. The BBC was flooded with complaints from thousands of people utterly traumatised by the broadcast that was billed as a drama: I’ve since read up on the programme and it ended with the so-called poltergeist seizing control of the TV cameras and one of the presenters disappearing into a ‘void’.

Dad had written ‘Ghostwatch – not for children!’ on the spine of the tape and at the Peachick they determined it was that which piqued my own obsession with ghosts and our house being haunted. In my notes, it says that ‘learning about Ghostwatch had an adverse effect on Cara’s mental reasoning that eventually manifested as delusional disorder’, which I swear is rubbish, because after helping Dad sort out his tapes, I never gave the programme a second thought until they started asking me about it a few weeks after I was admitted to the Peachick. Or badgered me about it, more like.

Although my notes paint a picture otherwise, it felt as though the hospital’s agenda was already set. The police saw me as guilty of killing Matty and so my doctor’s job was to get me to admit I was lying about Limey Stan and it felt as though little thought was given to how traumatised I was at being separated from my family. Until I was hospitalised, I’d never spent more than three nights away from home and that was to stay with my grandparents, only an hour’s drive away. I had been due, however, to go on a school residential trip in the October of that year, to an Outward Bound centre close to where I now live on the coast. But when the time of the trip came round and my classmates were squabbling over bunk beds and learning how to build a campfire and keep a canoe upright, I was trying to convince a bunch of strangers I hadn’t lost my mind.

There were six beds in my ward at the Peachick and I was the second youngest occupant by a month. The youngest was a boy who had shown signs of depression since the age of three and had tried to kill himself three days before his eighth birthday. We never became friends because I didn’t want to. I wasn’t the same as him, I wasn’t ill. The only thing wrong with me was that I couldn’t get people to listen to me. So I succumbed to the Peachick’s rigid routine and endured the creative workshops designed to tease out my deepest feelings that put me off sharing them for life and the long, painful
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