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            PROLOGUE

         
 
         ‘I’m Shannon’

         
             

         
 
         ‘Stop it, you’re frightening me,’ the little voice said.
 
         The child’s words seemed to be coming from inside a double bed in the middle of the small bedroom, stuffy with the smell of unwashed clothes and stale cigarette smoke. It was the 24th day of the hunt for missing nine-year-old schoolgirl Shannon Matthews, and two CID officers and three of their uniformed colleagues were searching a scruffy council maisonette, one mile from the child’s home.
 
         More than 1,800 homes, offices and workshops had been searched since Shannon had seemingly vanished into the bitingly cold air of a February evening in Dewsbury, West Yorkshire. Her mother, Karen Matthews, had become a familiar sight on evening news bulletins, her face contorted with grief and voice heavy with sobs as she begged for any information about her little girl.
 
         But now, in this drab magnolia-painted bedroom, could the search really be coming to an end? Two of the young policemen moved to the edge of the bed and slowly lifted it from the floor. It felt heavier than a normal bed and suddenly a mound of children’s clothes tipped out of a hole in the middle of its base.
         

         Then, at the other side of the bed, there was a sound of shuffling and movement. The officers looked across and there, squeezing herself through a hole no larger than 12 inches by 6 inches, was a dark-haired little girl. Her blue eyes and the slight smattering of freckles across her nose and cheekbones were unmistakable.

         Her face was tear-stained and she was pale and trembling as she looked up slowly at the burly policeman towering over her and staring at her in astonishment. PC Peter Greenwood leaned forward and helped the little girl to her feet. And then she uttered the words which answered a thousand prayers from the previous three weeks.

         ‘I’m Shannon,’ she said quietly.

         It was an extraordinary moment – the conclusion of the biggest hunt in the region since the Yorkshire Ripper case 30 years earlier. More than 300 officers had joined the search at a cost of more than £3.2 million. And now it was over. Or at least the hunt for missing Shannon was over. But during the next weeks and months details of the extraordinary plot to abduct the girl would gradually unfold, followed by the arrest first of her captor Michael Donovan and then, to the horror of the entire nation, her own mother, Karen Matthews.

         It was a story which shocked Britain to the core – how could any woman allow her own child to be kidnapped and then make repeated television and newspaper appeals for her release, while knowing where she was the entire time? But it was also a story of the remarkable community effort made by the people of Dewsbury Moor to do everything in their power to bring Shannon home.
         

         The terrible case shone a light on life in parts of the country which previously had gone unnoticed by millions and it became regarded as a shocking illustration of ‘Broken Britain’. More than anything, it was the story of a quiet little girl who loved collecting Bratz dolls and playing computer games, but who was bitterly betrayed by the woman who, above all, should have been her protector. 

         It was the story of Shannon, betrayed from birth.
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            KAREN, MOTHER OF
 SELFISHNESS
            

         
   
         It was a bright morning in early September when Karen Matthews stepped out of hospital holding her newborn baby, Shannon. Children across her home town of Dewsbury had just returned to school after the long summer break, kitted out in new uniforms and box-fresh PE kits, for a new year of challenges and opportunities.
         

         But for hours-old Shannon there were to be few such challenges and opportunities in store while she remained with her mum. The baby lying wrapped in a blanket was bonny, with dimples and a healthy cry, but the novelty of bearing her first daughter was already wearing thin on the 23-year-old mother.

         Shannon was Karen’s third baby – the product of a two-year relationship with 20-year-old local lad Leon Rose. At first, Karen, then a single mum to a toddler, hadn’t been able to get enough of Leon who despite still being a teenager was thick-set and seemed manly. Within months, she had become pregnant by him and given birth to her second child, a boy.
         

         The demands of two young children put pressure on the couple, and the relationship became fraught, but, when the new baby was less than six months old, Karen announced she was pregnant again – this time with Shannon. Karen even called Shannon and her elder brother ‘twins’ because they were both Leon’s and were so close in age.
         

         Karen and Leon’s relationship lurched along during and after the pregnancy, a rollercoaster of screaming matches and violent rows followed by periods of making-up and relative calm. Little Shannon was barely two when the shouting matches became too much and Leon left for good.

         At just 25, Karen’s life had already fallen into a depressing cycle of new relationship, pregnancy, birth, break-up, then back to the beginning again. And by the time she hit 32, when Shannon went missing, she had given birth to seven children by six different men. Shannon and her ‘twin’ were her only kids to share the same father.

         During the search for her daughter and her repeated television appeals, Karen Matthews appeared a brutish-looking woman with desperately pale freckled skin, dark rings around her eyes, large, fleshy features and a bushy mass of gingery, auburn hair yanked back into a ponytail with just a few strands of outgrown fringe stuck to her forehead.
         

         But as a child she had been pretty and popular with other kids living nearby. Karen was herself one of seven children – born in 1975 to June and Gordon. Unlike their daughter’s future relationships, June and Gordon’s marriage weathered the storms of family life and remained strong. They were stalwart examples of Dewsbury’s traditional working class.

         Gordon worked at Fox’s Biscuit Factory – one of the few remaining big employers in the town. June held down a job in textiles while still working long and hard around the home, cooking fresh food for her kids and trying to ensure they left for school in clean clothes and with scrubbed faces.
         

         Life was generally happy but tough in the Matthews household – it was a constant struggle to make ends meet and the kids were kept strictly in line by their parents. There was little emphasis on education and Karen grew up with few aspirations, her goal in life from an early age being purely to have children. She frequently bunked off school and by the age of 16, with an appalling attendance record, she was still barely able to read. Her IQ, at about 74, was defined as ‘borderline low intelligence’.

         Karen had rarely left Dewsbury since she was a child and the boundaries of the former mill town were pretty much the perimeters of her existence. Growing up with five brothers, Karen quickly learned that to make herself heard in such a boisterous environment she had to shout loudest and use all her feminine wiles to gain attention.

         Her only sister, Julie Poskitt, who is five years older, recalled a largely happy childhood. But she has said it was clear from a very young age that she and Karen were very different. While Julie yearned to grow up and settle down with a steady bloke, Karen was always looking for the next boyfriend, the next compliment and the next bit of excitement. And so it was as a teenager that Karen’s life started to slide off the rails.

         At 14, Karen’s relationship with her mother broke down completely following a series of rows. ‘I ended up in a children’s home because I couldn’t cope with all the stress and lies and stuff,’ Karen told a TV documentary team during the search for Shannon. She didn’t explain what she meant by ‘stress and lies’, but the problems were sufficiently bad that she stayed away from home for a couple of years. ‘After I got over that they took me out of the children’s home,’ she said. ‘I stayed with them for a bit and then I went to live with my boyfriend’s mum. I was about 17 or 18.’
         

         What caused Karen’s teenage upheaval and the ensuing chaotic relationships of her twenties and thirties is hard to fathom. Certainly, it is in marked contrast to her sister Julie’s long-term marriage to husband John, 40, with whom she had all six of her children.

         After her arrest, Karen claimed she was sexually abused at the age of seven. If true, it could be a possible cause of her constant flitting from one relationship to the next, always searching for something new. But other family members have cast doubt on Karen’s claim, believing it to be just another of her stories concocted to excuse her behaviour.

         Her cousin, Susan Howgate, said she had never heard any stories of abuse. ‘I don’t know why she had so many partners,’ said Susan. ‘Maybe she just didn’t find the right person.’

         When questioned about her string of failed relationships during her trial, Karen spoke self-pityingly about how men ‘keep leaving me’, but her explanation made little mention of the endless stories of screaming matches and unreasonable behaviour which former partners queued up to relate.

         After she turned 16, Karen found part-time work as a cleaner, which, along with benefits, helped to fuel her already extensive smoking and drinking habits. But what she lacked in intelligence and work ethic she certainly made up for in noise and bullishness. She had a vicious temper and when she moved in with her first serious boyfriend, John Bretton, a kitchen assistant, neighbours recalled her screaming and swearing at him day and night.
         

         The couple had met when Karen was living with an uncle of John’s. He remembers her then, at 19, as being pretty and nicely turned out. ‘It was obvious Karen fancied me and after a few weeks she took me to bed and that was it,’ recalled John. ‘We never went out anywhere or anything like that, we just met up at the house. She never bothered with the Pill or any other contraception and after a few months she was pregnant.’

         John was just 16 and Karen 20 when she gave birth to their son the following year. But what should have been a period of bonding and love for a woman and her first-born child were very different for Karen Matthews. John remembers that her love of cigarettes came before her baby, when they didn’t even have enough money to buy milk powder for his bottles.

         ‘I’d taken our stereo into the pawn shop to sell it so we could buy essentials for the baby, nappies and milk,’ says John, now 30. ‘But typically Karen just wanted cash for cigarettes. She demanded that I go in and get £15 for it. But when I came out with just a tenner she absolutely hit the roof.

         ‘She was stood there screaming and bawling how she needed the extra fiver for smokes. Then she just turned her back and disappeared. I didn’t hear from her for two days.’ John was left standing in the street with the two-week-old baby, the child’s mother apparently totally unconcerned about him. The pair later patched things up and for a short while it was all passion and excitement again.

         They moved in together in a council house in Dewsbury but it was never what most people would call ‘home’. Dirty washing was sprawled across the carpets, filthy pots were piled high in the sink and the bathroom was caked in dirt. Teenage John expected Karen to do her share with the chores, particularly as she was no longer working. But his lover had no interest in looking after a home – or even a baby. Instead, she spent the day lying on their tatty sofa watching daytime TV, smoking up to 60 cigarettes a day and chatting to mates over mugs of tea and chocolate biscuits.  
         

         With the house in chaos and their newborn baby apparently receiving little attention from his mother, rows between Karen and John became increasingly frequent and worryingly violent. Karen’s temper could become explosive at a moment’s notice. Alcohol usually played a part in the couple’s rows and John complained about being attacked by Karen with saucepans, which although rarely used in the kitchen were always to hand when her drink-fuelled arguments boiled over.  

         ‘She had violent rages,’ recalled John. ‘I was hit by almost everything in the house – pots, pans, even chairs.’

         Karen would scream obscenities at John breathlessly for hours, apparently unconcerned that neighbours could hear every word of her ranting. Then one evening John said he returned home to find a strange man there. ‘It’s over between us,’ she told him. ‘I’ve got someone new, so get lost.’ And that was the end of Karen Matthews’s relationship with the father of her first-born child.  

         John seemed almost calmly fatalistic about Karen’s attitude to relationships. ‘Karen just goes from one bloke to the next,’ he said. ‘She uses them to have a kid, grabs all the child benefit and moves on. I was her first victim.’

         It was just a matter of months before Karen had picked up with ‘victim’ number two – Leon Rose, with whom she went on to have her second son and then Shannon.
         

         Throughout her pregnancies, she had carried on smoking and drank heavily, with little thought of the potential risk to her unborn child. After Karen and Leon split, the boy ‘twin’ went to live with his dad ten miles away in Huddersfield while toddler Shannon stayed with her mum.

         Karen apparently spent little time dwelling on the failed relationship though, and had soon fallen into the arms – and bed – of Paul Hooker, 32. Within months she was pregnant again and gave birth to another little boy – her fourth child. The couple had an on/off relationship for almost three years but again it careered between violent rows, long absences and brief periods of calm.

         ‘In the end he had to move away because she pestered him so much,’ recalled a friend, who believes Paul may have been the real love of Karen’s life. ‘They were going to get married but he backed out because of rumours she was cheating on him. Then she used to go to phone boxes and stalk him by phone. She put him through hell.’

         Finally, Paul moved to Cambridgeshire, taking their toddler son with him.

         ‘The day I left Karen she screamed at me to take my son with me. She doesn’t care about her kids – she’s more interested in men,’ Paul said.

         By 2000, Karen was on to a new man – unemployed William Marshall, 37 – and baby number five, another little girl, soon followed. But, when that relationship hit the rocks, Karen once again lost any interest in their child. ‘Before I took her in, the neighbours used to look after our daughter,’ recalled William.

         ‘I was forced to go round there every day to change her nappy and give her her bottle. Karen knew I was only visiting to see my daughter and she wanted more. She said to me one day, “If you don’t want to make a go of it, you’d better take your daughter with you when you leave or I’ll throw her out on the doorstep.” I took her with me that day.’
         

         William now lives with the little girl, a new partner and two new children of their own.

         With another child out of the picture, Karen went on to have baby number six, a boy, in January 2003. No father was named on his birth certificate. Despite the physical and emotional rigours of childbirth, and coping with so many needy young children, it seemed Karen Matthews had an insatiable sexual appetite. Perhaps she was simply prepared to do whatever men wanted in a bid to retain their affections, her complicated love life hiding deep-rooted insecurities. But her lovers speak largely of a woman confident about sex when relationships were going well, and threatening and aggressive when they weren’t.

         One former lover, 67-year-old father-of-six Eddie Clayton, said he was initially flattered by the attentions of a much younger woman. When the couple first had sex – on a sofa in her lounge – she told him not to bother taking his shoes off. Some men might have been put off, but three-times-divorced Eddie said, ‘She made me feel young again.’
         

         So smitten was he that he splashed out on a £36.99 engagement ring for her from Argos. But, when Karen’s demands in the bedroom proved too much for Eddie’s asthma and angina, he had to ask her to calm things down. Their fling finished after three months when Karen secretly started seeing another of her ex-boyfriends, but by then a spotty 18-year-old who used to regularly hang around at the end of Moorside Road had also come to her attention.
         

         ‘Y’alright?’ Karen would shout across at the surly youth as she returned from the corner shop, lugging her carrier bag full of cans of lager and bags of crisps. With his bottle-top glasses, puffy, flat features and teenage spot outbreaks, he was clearly no George Clooney, but Karen had identified her next target – Craig Meehan.
         

         Craig was a full ten years younger than Karen but the age gap didn’t bother her. And Karen’s complicated domestic set-up – she was by then a mum of six – was apparently no turn-off for him either. Within weeks of their first kiss, Craig had moved into Karen’s council house and became the next ‘surrogate dad’ to the three kids still living with her. Fortunately, Craig was used to large, complicated families himself.

         He grew up locally, and his mother, Alice, now lived just a stone’s throw from Moorside Road. One of nine children herself, Alice was unhappy about Craig’s relationship with Karen though, thinking her precious son could have done better for himself. Craig’s sister, Amanda, lived next door to him and Karen, with her bus driver husband Neil and their three children, while his other sister, Caroline, also lived close by.

         Karen, Craig, Amanda and Neil were close mates and always in and out of each other’s houses, and the kids would play for hours on the adjacent playing field. Soon after getting together with Craig, Karen announced pregnancy number seven and went on to give birth to another little girl. Everyone locally – including Craig – appeared to assume it was his child. It was only when DNA tests were taken during Shannon’s disappearance that it emerged the little girl wasn’t his at all. Her father remains unknown.
         

         For four years before Shannon’s abduction, Karen’s life with Craig and the kids appeared at first glance to be reasonably settled. But, despite having remained under the same roof for so long, there were big problems in their relationship, as was about to become clear. The kids were used to regular screaming matches and door-slamming as Craig stormed out for the umpteenth time.

         For Karen, it was history repeating itself yet again. Another relationship, another kid (even if the child wasn’t really Craig’s) and now another break-up around the corner. What effect all this upset might have had on her children seemed barely to nudge Karen’s consciousness, or conscience. She wasn’t happy and wanted a way out – and, for Karen, what she wanted was what happened.

         She was a woman whose actions had been ruled by selfishness and desire for so long that her children’s needs came such a long way down her list of priorities they barely registered at all.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            2
     
            SHANNON – BORN TO BE FORGOTTEN
            

         
   
         Before Shannon Matthews could even walk or talk, she had been betrayed by the person who should have been her constant protector, her mother Karen. Even in the first few weeks after birth, when most mothers can barely stop themselves from breathing in that smell of newness, from touching that silkiest skin and counting the tiny toes and fingers, Karen had little interest in her child.
         

         With her relationship with Shannon’s father, Leon, in its death throes, and finding herself struggling to cope with the needs of a baby and two toddlers, Karen moved back in with her parents. She had got over her differences with her mum, June, who was determined to support her grandchildren in any way that she could.

         ‘Shannon was brought from the hospital by a nurse to stay in my care,’ recalled June, 66. ‘Karen came from the hospital to stay here too for about two months, then she took the children home with her. I brought Shannon up for the first two months.’

         But when Karen and her children finally moved back into their own council house, away from June and Gordon’s watchful gaze, things quickly spiralled out of control.
         

         The worried grandparents tried to keep an eye on what Karen was doing with her kids by visiting regularly, but their trips just made them increasingly concerned at the goings-on. ‘Once I found Shannon, covered in sick and with a dirty nappy in the corner of the room,’ recalled June. ‘She smelled awful and was really wailing. I screamed at Karen to change and bathe her, but I ended up doing it myself.’

         And Shannon wasn’t the only one of Karen’s children who was a victim of their mother’s neglect. ‘I once walked into the house and found one of the little ones wrapped up in a dirty curtain on the stairs, looking like a mummy, and crying and wailing,’ said June. ‘Karen had just left the poor thing there, as if it was a normal thing to do.’

         On another occasion, June turned up at the house unexpectedly to discover Shannon eating bread off the floor, while Karen and some friends tucked into pie and chips. ‘Karen and her mates were sat around on the sofas laughing and joking,’ she said. ‘They all had huge plates of steak and kidney pie, chips and peas. But poor Shannon was sat on the floor. She was dirty faced and was eating dry bread straight off the carpet. It was despicable. She looked awful – it was as if they didn’t even know she was there.’

         Shannon was once again invisible to her mother, and even her grandmother’s attempts to get her noticed fell on deaf ears. ‘I confronted Karen and asked why Shannon wasn’t having the same as them,’ said June. ‘She just looked at me and said, “She likes what she’s got.”’

          Several of Karen’s children went to live with Gordon and June for periods of time when it became clear she was totally unable to cope or had given up interest. For the children, these were respite periods of happiness. But once they returned home the neglect resumed. If Karen had been suffering from post-natal depression or an illness, there might have been greater sympathy from her family and friends. But it was simply her preference to spend her time – and money – on boozing, smoking and watching daytime TV that angered and frustrated those around her.
         

         Her children were largely an inconvenience and, having packed three of them off to live with their fathers and keeping four at home herself, it seemed she often lost track of how many she actually had. In the early days after Shannon was abducted, it was widely reported she had six children – because Karen herself had forgotten to mention one of them.

         Karen never cooked proper meals for her kids, preferring to heat frozen chips and nuggets or handing them takeaways still in the wrappers. The house was so dirty that at times it became a health hazard, infested with mice and beetles feasting on the empty pizza boxes and Styrofoam takeaway cartons which spilled out of a rarely emptied bin and on to the kitchen floor.

         Karen’s sister Julie, 38, a senior care worker at a nursing home, was shocked and appalled by her sister’s poor quality of parenting. ‘I remember she came round ours once and one of her babies had a plastic bag taped to its bum instead of a nappy,’ she said.

         Julie and her husband, John, gave Karen money to go and buy nappies but she came back without them.

         ‘We later found out she’d spent the money on a pack of cigs and some cheap cider. That happened a lot,’ said Julie, who lived three miles away from Karen in Thornhill, on the south side of Dewsbury. ‘She’d have money – either in benefits or from friends or family, but it would never go on her kids. She would spend it on stuff like crisps, sweets and pop.’
         

         On other occasions, Karen saved on the cost of nappies by using old towels taped to the children’s bottoms.

         The sisters had been estranged since before Shannon’s disappearance and it is clear there is deep resentment between them. ‘She just never settled down like I did,’ Julie said. ‘Even when she had kids, her love life just continued as usual. Right from the time she had her first baby, I knew she was never going to make a good mother. It was just not going to happen. I have seen her hit her kids. And not just once or twice. It happened again and again. It was truly awful.’

         Julie told how her sister could not even be bothered to hold bottles to feed her babies, preferring instead to prop them up with a cushion, even when the tots were just weeks old. ‘I was disgusted,’ said Julie. ‘I mean, what kind of mother would do that? The house was absolutely filthy. There would always be food all over the floor in her kitchen. It was a real state and certainly no place for children.

         ‘Once we were round at her house and her son was crying. But instead of hugging him or kissing him, she threw him up in the air and he landed on the couch. We were shocked. My mum was furious. But Karen just laughed and said, “Well, it’s a mangy little bastard.”’

         Karen’s children quickly became used to the succession of men who traipsed in and out of their lives. They were always instructed by their mother to call her boyfriends ‘Dad’ – no matter how short-lived the relationship was. ‘The poor things didn’t know what they were up to,’ said Julie.
         

         In her need to get money for food, fags and alcohol, Karen even took to stealing items donated to charity shops – dragging her children with her. ‘She’d take Shannon in her pram and hover outside the British Heart Foundation and Help the Aged before they were open,’ said Julie. ‘People used to drop bags of stuff outside the shops before they went to work. And Karen would be there, waiting. Once they’d left, she would put the bags in the pram, and shoot off. I used to see her flogging the stuff at a car boot sale the following Sunday.’

         Karen’s total lack of compassion was brutally brought home, though, when she didn’t even attend the funeral of Julie’s two-year-old son, Jonathan, who had been born with Down’s Syndrome. She had also snubbed the little boy’s christening. ‘Everyone else was there but not Karen,’ recalled Julie. ‘There was no excuse, no card, no flowers.’

         Many friends, relatives and former lovers were convinced Karen’s increasing brood was just a means of ensuring greater social security benefits. Whatever the reasoning, though, it was soon apparent that her lack of parenting skills, combined with laziness and selfishness, meant she was simply not capable of caring for the children she already had – let alone those she was to go on to have.

         Julie became so concerned she phoned Social Services. ‘She showed no love and it was heartbreaking,’ said Julie. ‘I contacted Social Services three times but when they went to her house they said they didn’t see any signs of neglect. But her house was absolutely filthy.’

         And Julie was not the only one concerned about the conditions Shannon and her siblings had to endure. Neighbour Claire Wilson, 33, also telephoned the local Social Services department after hearing Shannon and her brothers and sisters sobbing through the walls of their home. Meanwhile, Karen would be holding all-night parties for local lads downstairs, either unaware of or unconcerned by her children’s distress.
         

         ‘The warning signs that Shannon needed help were there six years before she disappeared,’ said Claire. ‘Social Services failed her. She needed help. I know I wasn’t the only one that was telling them. I know the school knew because I even contacted the education authority because I was running out of places to ring up and say, “Look, something’s going on.”

         ‘Lads used to lean out of the window, drinking, smoking and swearing. You could hear Shannon crying. The stereo was blaring 24 hours a day and you could hear crying on top of that. Dirt was caked on the soles of her feet like cement. I once rolled the dirt off her feet. It was like glue, really stuck on. She’d always flinch back from you if you were trying to get a smile out of her.’

         Shannon was just four when the family moved into their three-bed council house, three-quarters of the way down Moorside Road in Dewsbury Moor. The following year, she started at the local infants school but within weeks she was standing out from the other youngsters in her class. Partly it was because of her shy grin and pretty freckled features, but partly it was because she already bore the hallmarks of neglect. Her hair was often matted and unwashed and her clothes had the stale smell of those that are rarely washed. Teachers added their voices to those of neighbours and family members who had called Social Services to express concerns.

         In late 2002/early 2003, Shannon and her siblings were placed on the at-risk register by Kirklees Council, although they still remained with their mum in the family home. Social workers were particularly concerned about reports that the youngsters had been left home alone all night – and that there was serious alcohol abuse going on around them.
         

         An investigation by the BBC’s Panorama programme following Karen’s trial discovered Kirklees Council commissioned a psychological report on Karen around the time her children were placed on the at-risk register. The report called for Karen to be kept under constant supervision, because her ‘ability to protect her children is compromised by her inability to successfully place the children’s needs above her own’. The report concluded, ‘I believe that Karen will require constant monitoring and support throughout the lives of her children.’
         

         Nevertheless, just over a year later in 2004, Karen’s children were removed from the at-risk register. It appeared they were no longer thought to be in danger from their mother or anyone else.

         Panorama also discovered a ‘serious allegation of neglect’ just three months later but social workers decided no further action was necessary and that the children weren’t at risk of ‘significant harm’. The report said the family appeared to be ‘settling down’ and as a result social workers were keen to reduce their involvement. Occasional visits by members of the Social Services department did continue, but Karen was informed in advance of the visits and had sense enough to ensure the children appeared as though they were being well looked after.
         

         ‘I always knew when Social Services were due because Karen would ask to borrow money from me,’ said her mum. ‘When I asked what it was for, she would say, “I have to buy food to fill the cupboards – the social worker is coming.” It was the only time she filled the cupboards with proper food.’
         

         Kirklees Council has refused to confirm whether Shannon was ever on the protection register or how many times it was contacted by people concerned about her well-being. However, many relatives and neighbours retained serious concerns about Karen’s treatment of her children right up to the point of Shannon’s disappearance. But others were quick to defend Karen when allegations about her complicated domestic life emerged in the newspapers.
         

         Close friend Petra Jamieson summed up the feelings of many on the estate who felt themselves under fire from the middle classes pontificating about their family set-ups and way of life. ‘Whose family’s perfect anyway?’ she said. ‘I know mine isn’t and a lot of other people’s isn’t. Karen’s not the first person in the world to have kids by different blokes – not the first person and she won’t be the last person.’

         But it wasn’t so much the number of children Karen had had by different men, it was the fact that she seemed either unwilling or unable to care for them properly. And, as the Social Services report had recorded years before, she simply was incapable of putting her kids’ needs before her own.

         When Shannon disappeared, Karen was receiving £350 in benefits – or ‘my wage’ as she called it. Craig was also bringing home about £300 a week working on the fish counter at Morrisons in Heckmondwike. He claimed all his money went on bills and food for the kids, but in reality a large chunk of their income was going on Karen and Craig’s £30-a-day cigarette habit plus the endless bags of lager tins and takeaway food being carried into the home. Karen had also fallen into debt with loan sharks, and repayments took another sizeable proportion of her cash.
         

         And there is little doubt Craig and Karen preferred spending what money they did have on themselves before considering the children’s needs. In the front room of 24 Moorside Road there were two home computers – one for Craig and the other for Karen. Against another wall sat a large television beneath which was a DVD player, a Sky box and an Xbox used by Craig and his mates.

         In the period immediately before Shannon’s disappearance, there was clearly much unhappiness behind the yellowing net curtain of 24 Moorside Road. To casual observers, it seemed that the balance of power in Karen and Craig’s relationship was very much weighted in Karen’s direction. She was physically larger than her somewhat gormless-looking partner, whose passions in life appeared to be playing on his Xbox and collecting model cars. Craig looked younger than his age and his mouth invariably hung open, as though in a constant state of confusion. Karen appeared far older and more confident, with a louder voice and a stronger physical presence.

         But behind the closed doors of their home the reality of their relationship was more complex. In fact, Craig was the more intelligent and articulate of the pair. And, as the wage-earner, he knew Karen was dependent on his money. But she had become obsessed that he was seeing other women while claiming to be at work.

         Craig would return home from a late shift, tired, cold and stinking of fish, only to then face a barrage of screaming and swearing from a half-cut Karen, convinced he’d been out with his ‘bit on the side’. Craig always denied cheating on Karen, whom he said he still loved, but admitted he stormed out on many occasions, sick of Karen’s outrageous claims.
         

         June and Gordon Matthews, the parents of Karen Matthews, claimed that, at the end of visits to their own house, Shannon and her brothers and sister would often be in tears, desperate not to have to return home. ‘It was heartbreaking seeing them like that,’ said June. ‘It couldn’t have been more obvious they didn’t want to go back.’

         Accusations of violence towards Karen and the children were levelled at Craig Meehan but he has always strenuously denied them. Craig was also defended by Karen’s cousin, Susan Howgate. ‘I have known Craig for six or seven years and he is the kindest, gentlest person,’ she said at the time. ‘He loves kids and he would never, ever hurt anyone.’

         The house was filthy, with piles of rubbish in every corner, shoes scattered up and down the thinly carpeted staircase and damp clothes attempting to ‘air’ on a plastic rack in the kitchen which stank of week-old takeaways and the fug of stale cigarette smoke.

         The kids’ hair went unwashed and their pale faces showed it could have been days since they’d had a decent meal, let alone a vegetable. Karen rarely cooked and the family lived largely on takeaway food from the chip shop down the road or the local pizza delivery service.

         Just like at her infants school, teachers at Westmoor Junior School were worried about the state of Shannon and her siblings. On several occasions she arrived for lessons with dirt visibly caked to her neck and arms and her clothes stinking. It later emerged that the headteacher had warned Social Services about their concerns on a number of occasions.

         There were also worries about Shannon’s levels of concentration. Always a quiet, shy girl, she had become even more subdued and was unable to focus for long periods on reading and writing. But no teacher could possibly have guessed the real reason for the change in Shannon – that her mother had been systematically drugging her with tranquilisers to make her easier to control.
         

         It was only after her release from captivity that a medical examination showed Shannon had been fed drugs for almost two years – back to when she had been just seven – which would have acted as a ‘chemical cosh’, making her sleep for long periods and act docile when awake. Having a child asleep or utterly compliant would have perfectly suited Karen’s desire to live her life unaffected by the needs of her children.

         Friends who were unaware of Karen’s means of keeping her daughter under control defended her parenting at the time of Shannon’s disappearance. Susan Howgate, one of her staunchest supporters, said, ‘Karen is a brilliant mum and loves her children 100 per cent.’

         Other neighbours told how Shannon had dedicated a school project on the topic of ‘Thanks’ to Karen. She wrote, ‘I love my mum because she does nice things with me.’

         But teachers, relatives and social workers were increasingly of the opinion that there were few ‘nice things’ going on at home for Shannon. Perhaps her project was more an attempt to fit in with the other children in her class, the neatly turned-out kids whose mothers were always waiting at the school gate and who took them home to a clean house and a hot dinner.

          For, however much Shannon might have wanted to escape the chaos of Moorside Road, there appeared little chance of it. Up until the previous summer she had enjoyed regular trips to her real dad, Leon Rose, who lived ten miles away in the rural village of Kirkburton, near Huddersfield. But then Leon and Karen fell out over money and Shannon’s contact with her dad ground to a halt.
         

         To Shannon, Leon’s home had seemed a million miles away from the built-up bleakness of Dewsbury Moor. She loved the open space where she could play for hours with her natural brother, her two new step-siblings and their little dog. She even got on well with her dad’s new partner Tracey Matthews – who, although sharing the same surname, was no relation to her.

         On their last family outing before relations were severed, Shannon had enjoyed a trip with her dad, brother and step-family to a Thomas the Tank Engine theme day. Karen Matthews wasn’t one for family outings, which made the event all the more special for Shannon. The four children all whooped with excitement as the light railway trundled along on the day trip. Even young Shannon must have wondered why her ‘normal’ life in Dewsbury Moor had to be so very different to this.
         

         The next day, though, she was back to reality with Karen and Craig. And the reality of daily life at Moorside Road was grim. Some family members believe Shannon and her siblings may even have been on the verge of being taken into care when she went missing. Kirklees Council has always refused to comment on this.

         By early 2008, Karen could rarely even be bothered to make the kids’ breakfast, taking them round to her mum’s house instead, where they’d be given toast and a drink. With the older kids in school, Karen would return home to spend the day slumped on her black, leather-effect sofa, watching daytime TV – including her favourite programme The Jeremy Kyle Show, with its constant stream of dysfunctional life stories which so closely mirrored her own.
         

         Looking down on Karen as she sat on the sofa was a large picture on the chimney breast of the four children that still lived with her – including Shannon. But, while most parents might have literally hundreds of photographs of their children, the portrait was one of just a handful that Karen possessed. After Shannon’s disappearance, she struggled to find enough good pictures of her daughter for the police to release.

         When she wasn’t watching television, Karen spent the rest of her days browsing eBay and other internet sites on her computer, while Craig played games on his own machine on the other side of the room. By mid-afternoon, Karen would be into her second packet of fags and drinking cans of lager, unworried by all the dirt and clutter.

         And while all around the country other little girls went running home from school, eager to see their mums for a kiss and a cuddle, Shannon would trail reluctantly up the road, always nervous of what might await her next behind the family’s yellowing uPVC front door. Back home, she would retreat to her bedroom, away from the inevitable screaming and shouting which marked Craig’s return from work.

         It was within this chaotic whirlwind of relationships and tensions that family life, such as it was, had been blundering on in the run up to 19 February 2008. Such was the confusion and noise of it all that the shy, timid Shannon had become largely forgotten. She had slipped from baby to toddler to schoolgirl virtually unnoticed by a mother, wholly wrapped up in her own relationship dramas, boozing and partying.
         

         Poor Shannon’s life had been shaped by disinterest and neglect from the very beginning. But things were about to become far, far worse when her mother did finally stop to notice her.
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