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Introduction

My name is Gemma Dowler.

On 21 March 2002, a serial killer named Levi Bellfield stole my sister and sent our family to Hell. From that day onwards, Milly became an endless source of stark and shocking headlines.

My sister had a face that captured hearts. But her lovely image has been turned into a symbol of so many things gone terribly wrong. This is because what happened to Milly was not a simple murder. It was not just Bellfield who took her from us. My sister was also a victim of police incompetence, of criminality in the press and of cruelty in the so-called justice system, which puts victims on trial alongside killers.

With so many headlines over the years, Milly’s name has gradually become one of those – like Marilyn’s, like Diana’s – that needs no surname or explanatory subtitle.

Three words came to define my sister more than any others: MISSING, MURDERED, HACKED.

Yet in her time with us, there was no such thing as ‘Tragic Milly Dowler’. My sister was the most vivid girl you’d ever meet. She was the noisiest, cheekiest, danciest girl. Milly would not have wanted a minute’s silence to mark her passing. She would have wanted a whole rock concert, with moshing.

So, in this book, I’m going to ask you to trade the one-dimensional Milly Dowler you think you know for the true girl: my funny, talented, eccentric, loving and much-loved sister.

This is also a book about putting things right. You can put something right only if you first acknowledge that it is wrong.

Bellfield is not the only one of his kind. Think of the women and children murdered since Milly was taken, some of them by Bellfield: Amélie, Marsha, Holly, Jessica, April and others. Milly didn’t even get a year of being a teenager. She was doing brilliantly at it, but she’d hardly got started. Other girls didn’t get to be one at all.

Think of how the families of those victims have been exposed and often judged: all the grieving fathers treated as if they’d harmed their own daughters; the mothers accused of neglect, just because their daughter, like Milly, was in the wrong place at the wrong time; the young girls labelled wilful runaways by the police, even while they were suffering and dying at the hands of violent paedophiles; the victims of press intrusion, tactless headlines, painful revelations at a time when families were in the grip of trauma and loss.

As the emblem she became, Milly has an immense power: the power to close newspapers as well as to sell them. I’m aware that, in writing this book, I’m harnessing this power.

It’s not ‘girl power’ or commercial power.

It’s moral power, the power that comes the hard way, out of tragedy survived, lessons learned.

I use it in the hope that telling our story will help stop other families suffering what happened to us.

Ever since Milly disappeared, our family’s been besieged by publishers as well as reporters. We turned down every book offer – until now. It was not that we lacked material. As well as a room full of photographs, statements and documents, Mum and I have been scribbling our thoughts and feelings in mounting piles of notebooks for years.

Our family had and has plenty to say. The problem with publishing our story was one of trust. We’d been too often betrayed, mis-portrayed, made to feel like collateral damage. We shrank away from offering ourselves up for more of the same.

So why publish this book now?

I have just turned thirty-one and am acutely conscious of starting to age. Each wrinkle I have will be a privilege Milly didn’t know. Each rite of passage will be one my sister cannot witness. We promised to be one another’s bridesmaids. I was denied the privilege of keeping that pledge. But now there’s something else I can do. I cannot bring her back, my laughing, willowy, sassy sister. Instead, it is time for me to show who she really was.

It’s taken me fifteen years to find the voice to tell Milly’s story, and mine. It’s fair to say that over those years, some of my memories may have been blurred or distorted by the traumas that arrived one after another. Details of my recollections have sometimes differed slightly from those of Mum, Dad and other people. But I think if you ask any group of people to describe something that’s happened, the individual accounts will always vary.

Now is this book’s time, because previously our family could not bear to talk about what we still did not truly know. Milly would have hated for us to live so many years in such pain, wondering what had really happened to her. She would have hated Bellfield to hang on to the power of his withheld disclosures for so long. After he admitted in 2015 what he’d done to her, we could not stay silent any more. Milly would have wanted him known for what he is.

Bellfield’s admissions made this project more urgent. Yet they also took many months away from it as we struggled to come to terms with the heart-breaking details and the, frankly, cruel way in which they were drip-fed to us.

It’s also time for the press to demonstrate how much they have learned. We’ve always been grateful to the media for the way they helped us try to find Milly. And we’ve seen such a lovely change in the way we are treated by the newspapers. After Bellfield’s trial, we felt that our ordeal had not been wasted on the press. We were right to trust them with our passionate statements in front of the Old Bailey. We were right again in 2016 when we decided to trust the media – and the public – with Bellfield’s disclosures about what he did to Milly. We were rewarded with respect, compassion, insight and a well-judged amount of outrage, some very eloquent. For that reason, too, it feels safe to publish this book now.

Finally, after intensive and innovative therapy for post-traumatic stress disorder, we have at last been able to rebuild ourselves, not just as victims but as a family that was blessed with the gift of Milly. It’s time for me to publish this book because, after years of being afraid of the memory of her, I have found my way back to Milly. That love is stronger than Bellfield’s evil.

We hold Milly in our memories the way a child refuses to give up a fragment of its little crib blanket. She keeps us warm, dancing and laughing with us. Milly’s like a hologram playing in our hearts, singing, sashaying, sassing – a little Milly, almost like one of the fairies she loved, disappearing in and out of the darkness, like the flicker of an old film.

The only book that our family can be a part of is one that will allow us to explain ourselves without sensationalizing or dumbing down, without objectifying Milly and without flinching at telling of the damage that was done to all of us. Milly would also have wanted me to take the horror out and put the music back into her short life and her memory.

Milly acquired so much personality in her thirteen years that it’s survived all this time after her death, intact. She also left many lovely traces on this earth. Our family will share here for the first time photographs of Milly from our albums. There are letters from Milly herself as well as her artwork, her own essays and poetry. Milly’s distinctive, evolving handwriting – and her even more distinctive spelling – are here too.

As you will read, Milly was all about music. That’s why this book has playlists of the songs she loved to perform on her saxophone or sing, as well as the music that accompanied our family’s progress from our former riotous happiness to shock and grief at the loss of her.

Writing is not necessarily healing. Sometimes working on this book forced me to position myself in an old familiar torture chamber and describing what it felt like. So there have been times when it has been almost too difficult to write. Sometimes I’ve had to drag Mum and Dad and Lovely Granny into the torture chamber too, to help me remember the things I’ve recorded here. There’s no doubt that this book has stirred up old pain, refreshed it, made it sharp again. There have been times when it hasn’t seemed fair that we should put ourselves through this, just for the sake of a book.

Then I reminded myself that some things must not be allowed to stand. So I kept writing, even when it felt like Hell.

At a certain point, I became the girl whose sister disappeared, then the girl whose sister was murdered, the girl who believed the murderer was coming after her, the girl who screamed at the trial, the girl who advised David Cameron to ‘man up’, the girl who told Rupert Murdoch to sort out his empire. Now I am Milly’s sister again. My children will be Milly’s nieces and nephews. And they won’t have to read about their aunt in the press or on the internet. They’ll have this instead.

Our family has pieced itself back together while working on this story. Because of that process, this book comes from a place of love.

It’s time to both own and end this story. But I want to start this book with joy.

I want to start with Milly.

And, of course, the music.

Gemma Dowler, June 2017   
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BEFORE

1988 – March 2002




PLAYLIST



	Abba	Dancing Queen

	Donovan	Mellow Yellow

	Louise	Stuck In The Middle With You

	Elvis Presley	Fever

	Britney Spears	Hit Me Baby One More Time

	All Saints	Never Ever

	Sarah McLachlan	Angel

	Mariah Carey	Wind Beneath My Wings

	Eva Cassidy	Fields Of Gold

	Shania Twain	Man! I Feel Like a Woman!

	Shania Twain	That Don’t Impress Me Much

	S Club 7	Don’t Stop Movin’

	Spice Girls	Spice Up Your Life

	BBC TV	999 theme

	Russell Watson	Volare

	Jamie O’Neal	All By Myself

	Mark Knopfler	Going Home: Theme of The Local Hero

	Michael Ball, from Les Misérables original cast recording	Empty Chairs At Empty Tables

	Josh Groban	You’ll Never Walk Alone

	The Beach Boys	Surfin’ USA

	Henry Mancini	Pink Panther theme

	Shirley Bassey	Goldfinger

	Carly Simon	Nobody Does It Better

	John Barry	James Bond theme

	Petula Clark	Downtown

	Jason Donovan	Any Dream Will Do

	Barenaked Ladies	If I Had A Million Dollars

	James Taylor	You’ve Got A Friend

	James Taylor	Mexico

	Janine Maunder	Neighbours theme

	Cher	The Shoop Shoop Song

	Susan Maughan	Bobby’s Girl




Note: the playlists in this book show the particular recordings that formed our family soundtrack.
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Dear Milly, this is actually the bit that hurts the worst because this is what we lost when we lost you.

xxxx Gemsie



The Christmas before Milly was murdered, Mum started using a video-camera. We got so fed up with that camera, always poking its little black snout into our lives. Now we’re grateful for it. Thanks to those videos, we still have a three-dimensional portrait of our family just as we were in those last months. They show confidence, happiness, and confidence in our happiness. We were so happy together that we didn’t even know how happy we were. Yes, we’d recently lost dear family members to old age. We had lost a beloved dog. We had mourned, Milly especially, as she was never afraid of feelings. So we knew what sadness was.

It’s just that we never suspected anything truly evil would come our way and that it would take Milly from us.

The video-cam gradually became another member of our family. In the videos, Mum visited all our little clan and was treated to the full spectrum of our behaviours. The camera recorded our pleasures, our sulks, our eccentricities, our uproarious sense of humour. Our family was into extreme teasing. We were rarely embarrassed about ourselves. We were so tightly knit, so sure of our family-ness that we could wind one another up without mercy. We were rude the way you can be only when you know that no one will take you seriously. Or that they will always forgive you.

Those videos now exist as CDs with the Surrey Police crest on the label. They were confiscated during the house search after Milly disappeared. We did not get them back until ten years later, after the trial of her murderer. You may have seen the extracts that were screened on television newscasts again and again, first when Milly went missing, then when her body was found, again during Bellfield’s trial and the hacking scandal. Every time we had to live her murder all over again. So you will probably have seen Milly ironing her jeans, playing the sax. You will have seen that willowy frame, that delicate profile, the scrunched-up hair, those dancing eyes, that attitude.

But the video footage released by the police was silent, or muted.

What you cannot know is the happy soundtrack of those videos. There’s me giggling, Mum coaxing, Milly back-chatting, Dad asserting mock authority (and real resignation) in his house of sassy women. Our home was a kind of musical comedy show with well-loved characters playing their parts. In the videos, you see us being ourselves, in our classic poses: me clearing up or sorting things out; Milly sashaying about; Dad looking mock-heroic and long-suffering. Mum had recently lost a lot of weight so everyone was entitled to joke about her ‘suck-in knickers’ and her sleek new silhouette.

Mum was always known as ‘Mumazino’. That was her name in our mobile phones. It still is in mine. Sometimes we called her ‘Mrs Tiggywinkle’, after the kindly Beatrix Potter hedgehog who took in other creatures’ washing. ‘Lovely Mummy’ was Milly’s favourite, especially when she was wriggling out of trouble. ‘Lovely’ was a big word in our family. Our grandmother was always ‘Lovely Granny’. Being Gemma, I was sometimes ‘Jemima Puddleduck’. Milly was called ‘Sausage’ or ‘Sausage Pot’. Or ‘Milly Munchpot’, ‘Milly Molly’, ‘Mill Moll’ or ‘Herbert’. As for Dad, I’m afraid we called him a number of things that were sadly politically incorrect. He took it like a man.

Our family has always been all about music. Dad was once a part-time mobile DJ and plays the double bass. Mum has a beautiful singing voice. I’m a pretty good singer myself. Milly was both singer and instrumentalist, a thirteen-year-old with a passion for the saxophone and a talent to match. So in those family videos, there’s always, always music. Uncle Pete’s a proper baritone and knows how to use his voice. Milly and I warble and shimmy without even being aware of it. Mum is humming. Our little cousins sing Britney Spears songs. Even Lovely Granny’s doing creditable karaoke to ‘Dancing Queen’. Dad’s soundtracks constantly play in the background. That’s the music of the sixties, seventies and eighties. Milly and I liked the current groups. We loved the ‘old’ music too. We have our own jukebox in the house. In the months before she disappeared, Milly’s favourite songs were ‘Mellow Yellow’ and ‘Stuck In The Middle With You’.

Milly’s voice is still there for us to hear whenever we play those family videos. Even if she’s off-camera, you can hear her heckling, wise-cracking, laughing. Her voice was deeper and huskier than mine. The cheeky, breathy sax music was like an extension of Milly’s tongue. I’m very sensitive to sound. Milly was a bag of noise. She never stopped. Even asleep, she drove me mad by breathing through her nose. As we shared a room – through choice – my strongest memories of her are the endless chuckling and chatting until late into the night.

In one video, Mum comes into the spare room. Milly’s lying full-length on the bed. She’s watching a film, way too close to the screen as usual. The camera pans in on her luminous face.

It goes like this:


	Milly (catching sight of Mum and the video-cam): ‘You’re a sad woman.’

	Mum (in her coaxing bedtime-story voice): ‘Have you got anything you’d like to say?’

	Milly (growling): ‘Go away.’ (She has her deadpan face on, but her eyes are sparkling.)

	Mum (cooing): ‘Would you like to say something else?’

	Milly: ‘Yes. Go away.’

	Mum (sweeter than sugar): ‘Oh, you look lovely in the video.’

	Milly: ‘You look better with the camera in front of your face.’



And so on.

Mum filmed our pre-Christmas family party. Milly had stuck an embarrassing photo of Dad on our front door, just under the Christmas wreath. That was when the worst thing that could happen to Dad was embarrassment. He groaned when he saw it. But he’s always known when he’s beaten. He didn’t even try to make Milly take it down.

The video-cam enters our house, all decorated for Christmas. Milly’s wearing a sleeveless white T-shirt. It’s mine, yet it fits her much better. Everything does. Part of her hair is roughly bunched in a scruffy knot at the back of her head. A few tendrils escape, as they always do. This style of Milly’s is officially known as ‘messy bun’.

Mum films Milly saxing ‘Silent Night’ and ‘Have Yourself A Merry Little Christmas’, while I sing. Milly’s face is serious: she’s sight-reading these two. It’s a bit more relaxed when she plays one of her favourites,’ Fever’, with Lovely Granny and Mum providing the sexy syncopated grunts. We’re being ridiculous, as usual.

Another frame, and Milly comes dancing into the living room. Instantly she owns the camera’s gaze. In seconds she’s correcting Dad on his dance moves for Britney Spears’s ‘Hit Me Baby One More Time’. At Easter, our school was to stage a home-grown version of Stars In Their Eyes, a talent show in which the contestants impersonate a singer performing one of their hits. ‘Hit Me’ was my song, but Milly was always the better dancer. She was doing ‘Never Ever’ by the All Saints, with a couple of her friends. We’re already deep in rehearsals.

That Christmas, the video-cam was packed in Mum’s suitcase and came with us to Cuba and Mexico. So did Lovely Granny.

You see it in all the videos – Milly was a scene stealer. In the films, she barely walks. She glides, dances and sashays everywhere. While I look down, smiling shyly when the video grazes over me, Milly stares straight into the camera, raising her arms like a sunflower, giving the royal wave. Milly talks to the camera without blinking or flinching. That’s her.

Sometimes Milly gives the camera a purely impudent look. Sometimes she is mastering a non-smile. About a year before she died, Milly reached a policy decision: she was now simply too cool to smile. Of course, underneath, Milly had her insecurities, her friendship issues, her hormones, some bullying from other girls. And occasionally she lost it. You don’t see her cry very often; a peal of giggles is her usual lapse in cool. But Milly is disciplined. Milly knows who she wants to be. Her personal style is already sorted. So most of the time Milly is mistress of the poker-face, which, of course, has everyone else in stitches.

The camera – and the giggles, the smiles and the teasing – arrive in Mexico. We’re having breakfast on a terrace looking over a glinting harbour. Then Milly, Dad and I are in a big blue inflatable, hurtling down a water slide. Looking at it now, it’s hard not to see a metaphor of what would so soon happen to us. After the ride, Milly walks right up to the video-cam, her blue eye winking until her long lashes disappear into the aperture. Another metaphor.

The camera zooms in on Milly and me dawdling on some swings in proper adolescent slouches, talking about our recent swim with dolphins. Then we’re suddenly little children again, tearing around the beach, throwing sand at one another in front of the turquoise waves. At that age, you can be as jaded as a thirty-five-year-old one moment (a Milly speciality) and squealing like a toddler the next. And it’s all OK. It’s all OK.

A little later Milly the Drama Queen is seen walking moodily along the beach dragging a dark cloud behind her by the sheer force of her personality. She’s rehearsing being a sullen teenager, I guess. Being a bit of a bad girl. You can see her future as one of those teens who’s always in trouble for acting out, yet always forgiven because of her ability to charm a laugh out of you even when you’re furious with her. Milly struts along that Mexican beach as if she’s walking towards the horizon. On her horizon, no doubt, were secret cider sessions in the park, unsuitable boyfriends, body piercings, regrettable tattoos, all-nighters on beaches. Nothing worse than that.

Mum caught that moment, of Milly on the cusp, on camera. I’m sure Milly didn’t know she was being filmed.

December 2001. Christmas morning in Cancún. It’s raining relentlessly. That’s OK. We Dowlers make our own fun. There’s Milly in yellow daisy pyjamas (mine are the same, except turquoise). She’s explaining the contents of our Christmas stockings – knickers, body lotion, hairbrushes and, in Dad’s stocking, aftershave.

Milly takes the camera, announcing, ‘Characters include Gemma Dowler, Lovely Granny, Bob Dowler and Sally Dowler. Sound effects by Amanda Dowler.’

Milly interviews Mum about her Christmas. Mum’s incoherent with giggles. The weather is awful. The food is awful. We’re reduced to eating wine-gums for Christmas breakfast. Dad holds them up as the evidence of our tragic situation. We tell our stories; our silliness is contagious. Belly laughs break out yet again. When it’s my turn, I can’t talk for hysterics.

‘This is a real no-hoper,’ growls Milly, behind the camera, including us all in her mock-disdain.

Then Mum wrests the camera back and she’s filming Milly and me in our hotel bedroom, sporting cornrows fastened with bits of silver foil at the ends. Taily Ted, my childhood toy, sits on my bed. Even though I’m sixteen, he still comes everywhere with me. Everyone accepts that. No one judges. Milly has brought ‘Blanky’, a toy now so shredded that he is just a rather disgusting bit of fabric. He was once a pig, the first toy she ever owned. He was never pretty, but Milly loved to stroke his silky label and the insides of his ears. The more stained and ragged he got, the more she defended Blanky from Mum, Dad and the washing machine. She had another, more respectable, teddy bear, dressed in an Aran sweater, who stayed at home. Mum recorded a message and planted it in a microphone inside him. When you press his tummy, Mum’s voice still says, ‘Night, night, Milly. I love you.’

Disaster befalls Blanky in Cuba. A hotel maid, quite understandably, throws him away when she’s cleaning our room. Milly’s distraught. The whole family hunts for Blanky. Milly insists on having the hotel laundry searched. It’s too late. Mum consoles Milly by reminding her that there’s another scrap of Blanky still at home in Walton. That scrap will eventually be put inside Milly’s coffin.

But now the video records only happiness. Milly shows off her cornrows to the camera. She gloats, ‘Look, my hair is well good. Look at the back.’ For Milly, everything is ‘epic’, ‘well good’, ‘cool’, ‘well bad’, ‘uncool’ or ‘rank’.

The camera records the back of Milly’s head. Watching her in the round – that vulnerable neck, the knobbles of her skull, the pale skin between the hair – that’s difficult now.

Milly recounts our experiences in acquiring those cornrows. It was illegal for hotel staff to offer such services so we ended up in a backroom somewhere, with two gay guys plucking their eyebrows. Two naked women came in – ‘being naked’, as Milly says, deadpan – and go to the toilet. We’re nice girls from Walton-on-Thames. We’ve never seen anything like it.

Well, actually we had. Once, on a coastal walk in Dorset, we spotted an ice-cream van in the distance. Only when it was too late did we realize it was parked in the middle of a nudist beach. Milly stopped, her mouth open in shock. We bought some ice creams. This, unfortunately, attracted a wasp that stung Uncle Pete on his lip. He’s not the quietest of people. Hearing his yell, a man jumped up and dashed over with some antihistamine cream, which he kindly applied to Uncle Pete’s lip. The memory of that naked man running towards us on the beach was emblazoned for ever on Milly’s mind. From that moment on, she decided that nakedness was hilarious.

And nakedness kept happening to us. In Lanzarote we stayed by a surfing beach that turned out to be in the middle of a naturist reserve. We discovered this when, driving down a coastal track, we came across a middle-aged man barbecuing sausages by the side of the road. He was naked, even in what Milly usually called ‘the lower reeegions’ in her fake ‘deep and meaningful’ voice. The rest of us collapsed in giggles, but Milly had the wit to shout, ‘Be free!’ to him out of the car window.

It was something Milly used to do: take normal words and make them sound hilariously seedy. And it would all be done with her poker-face. While everyone else was dissolving in hysterics, Milly could play the straight man with amazing self-control.

In Gozo we visited the salt baths where folklore says the nuns used to bathe naked. After that, Milly would go on and on about naked nuns. She loved to say, ‘Naked nuns, naked nuns.’ One of her favourite groups was the Barenaked Ladies, actually four guys. Obviously the name was a draw, but she also loved their rollicking song, ‘If I Had A Million Dollars’, about outrageous amounts of retail therapy: a house, a chesterfield or an ottoman, a car, a tree-fort with a tiny little fridge inside, pre-wrapped sausages, a fur coat (‘But not a real fur coat – that’s cruel’), a llama, an emu, expensive ketchup, a green dress (‘But not a real green dress – that’s cruel’), a Picasso, a monkey (‘Haven’t you always wanted a monkey?’). All four of us knew every word. We’d sing them at the top of our voices when driving in the car or cycling.

Milly could be funny about nakedness. Yet she was as shy about her own growing body as any young girl. At most, she would bare her perfect torso in her jeans or bikini.

Back to the hotel lobby in Cuba. Milly’s in charge of the camera again. She homes in on ‘the lovely old people’ – our parents and Lovely Granny. Milly interviews Lovely Granny about the Latin American Spanish phrasebook she’s been studying conscientiously. Listening to her new vocabulary, Milly works out that Lovely Granny is inadvertently learning how to be a heroin addict and how to pick up men.

Milly and I interview a pair of handsome Canadian boys. The flirting is shameless. The boys don’t stand a chance because they don’t understand that we’re just joking. We do become friends with them and we’re sad when we have to say goodbye. Milly tells them, ‘If you want to remember me, look at the sky. We will be seeing the same stars.’

It was a mixed bag of a trip. We all suffered different injuries. But then it was funny. In the somewhat grim gardens of the Hotel Nacional, Mum decided to record a recital of our various war wounds. Milly shows a slim calf studded with mosquito bites. Mum, too, has squads of welts. I have a volleyball bruise on my wrist. Dad can offer a tiny cut on his leg. Lovely Granny wins with a jellyfish sting on her wrist and a burn on her finger.

Looking at these videos again, I see our family as we always were: fully engaged with one another. Milly and I are not fiddling with our mobile phones. We’re three generations, yet there are no barriers between us. We’re all in on the same joke. No one is on the outside. We are all each other’s favourite people in the world. Later, when you’re reading about us at the trial that was so cruelly choreographed by Milly’s killer, please remember that. Remember that we were not dysfunctional. If anything, as a family, we were hyper-functional, hyper-joyful. Remember that Milly did not have a secret life. She lived among us as one of us. If anything, Milly was in your face, her Milly-ness demanding attention.

Lovely Granny recalls that at the trial, in his summing-up, the judge said that when Bellfield had been long forgotten, Milly’s name would be remembered.

Not just her name.
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The newspapers would reduce Milly to a beautiful face, a mystery and a terrible crime.

But no one word can describe my sister. It takes a paragraph to get anywhere near her. Charismatic Milly of the superfast metabolism, willowy, size eight, always dancing, singing, chatting and back-chatting. Milly was a practical joker, a creative type who designed her own phone-case but never had any credit on her phone. Huggy Milly, happy Milly, naughty Milly. Your heart just went out to Milly.

Everybody’s did.

As she got older, Milly just grew more watchable, more sweetly eccentric, more attractive, more her truly original self. She was growing into that rare and lovely thing: a girl who was super-cool and warm at the same time. In that spring of 2002, Milly was just coming into flower.

Now it’s time to draw the tree Milly grew on.

Our father is Robert, usually known as Bob. He’s tall and slim, with a comforting presence. Dad’s a wonderful man to hug. It’s like an encounter with a friendly bear. It’s no coincidence that many photos of him and Milly show them hugging.

We sometimes call Dad ‘Catalogue Man’ because you can buy him anything off the page and it will fit perfectly. He eats what he likes and his body never fills out any further than the ideal dimensions for his height. Like Milly, he’s just naturally elegant. Unlike Milly, he can appear quite reserved. He’s also an old-fashioned gentleman, opening car doors, using your name, looking you in the eye and apologizing sincerely if he ever interrupts you.

He was born in 1951 in Hillingdon. When he was six months old the family emigrated to Adelaide under the Assisted Passage scheme. Homesickness drove them back to Britain. They lived in Hayes, west London. He enjoyed a happy childhood and was unusually close to his parents. He was a grammar-school boy, leaving at eighteen to take a job in an engineering company.

Music is Dad’s guiding light. He doesn’t read it – he learns by listening. He just has that knack, perhaps built from the musicality that runs deep through our whole family. He would sometimes do the discos for our birthday parties. But pretty much any day of the week, our whole house was a disco. He loved it that Milly and I were enthusiastic singers and dancers. When he turned fifty in 2001, we had a fifties and sixties fancy-dress party. Mum, Milly and I performed ‘Bobby’s Girl’ for him, wearing matching black-and-white dresses Mum had made. We had practised the routine in secret while he was at work. Dad dressed as a Beatle with a pudding-basin wig. He thought he looked like Paul McCartney.

‘Dream on, Dad,’ said Milly. Her birthday card to him said, ‘Now you are officially an OLD fogie.’

For some time, I think, music was the only consistent thing in Dad’s life. He changed jobs every couple of years. In 1975 he was at Penguin Books, as a computer analyst and programmer.

He met Mum while he and she were working at a specialist recruitment consultancy based in Fleet Street. They married in 1984. The change to recruitment and to life with our mother clearly suited him. It seems she gave him the certainty and stability he’d been seeking. After they married, Dad settled down properly, both at home and in work. I was born two years later, Milly two and a half years after that.

Dad was devastated by the loss of his own father in 1995, followed by that of his mother in 2000. The old close family had been cut down, and it would take him a long time to recover. We were all he had, and he cherished us, bringing our mother’s mum, Lovely Granny, into the fold, especially after Grandad died in 1997.

Lovely Granny is shortish, shorter than Milly and me. She has a wickedly contagious laugh. Lovely Granny was the perpetrator of most of the ‘lovelys’ in our conversations. Family videos show that Lovely Granny was often with us, both home and away. We particularly loved our holidays together, at first camping in the UK, progressing to Europe, then travelling further afield to Florida, Cuba and Mexico, the last big trip we made with Milly.

Dad did the discipline, but he can’t have scared us much because Milly and I didn’t hesitate to play practical jokes on him. It’s easy to prank the straight man, which was the role Dad played in the household comedy. He even kept spreadsheets of his colds and flu. He was very particular about the weather: he always needed to know what it was doing so he could dress appropriately. Once Mum asked him what he wanted for his birthday. His answer was ‘galoshes’ – the kind he could wear over his work shoes so that he could arrive at the office in pristine condition, even when it was raining.

Mum never found them, thank God. Milly and I would have been mortified if she had.

Our mother is Sally, a further education teacher, born in 1959 in Middlesex, where she spent all her young years. She did her degree in maths and statistics at Exeter, graduating in 1980. She was living in Hampton when she met Dad. They had a love of music in common.

Mum’s special domain is the garden. Our parents still live in the same 1930s house in Walton Park we occupied when Milly was taken. So Mum’s had more than twenty years to perfect her garden. French windows open on to it and it feels like part of the house, the most beautiful part. It is a story garden: there are gardens within gardens. The seashore’s represented with planks from an old pier; there’s a lyrical cottage garden; there are walks under flowered pergolas, including one Grandad built just before he died.

Grandad also built a tree-house for Milly and me. That was where we kept an old Morse code machine. Milly loved to send distress messages. Foxes and squirrels slept up there at night. The tree-house was where we used to prepare imaginary meals, especially boeuf bourguignon, one of our worst culinary fears. But we so loved saying the words. We even had a nickname for it – ‘Beef Boginura’. Our version was made out of used teabags, mud, leaves and water. When we were pretending to taste it, we’d describe the gourmet experience with exaggerated French accents.

Mum let Milly decide which flower would climb over Grandad’s pergola. She chose a yellow Banksia rose. Mum can still remember Milly tending it with her toy watering-can. The year Milly was taken, Mum acquired a new memory about that pergola. When she looked out of the kitchen window, she’d be forced to watch the police taking their cigarette breaks or nervously pacing up and down under it while waiting to be allowed to tell us that yet another body had been found.

Now, a section of the garden is devoted to Milly: a ceramic circle with a beautiful pot, both handmade by the lovely Mr Evans at the Columbia Road Flower Market. Around the rim of the pot are the words ‘Forever in our hearts our darling Milly’ followed by three kisses. Mum changes the flowers in Milly’s pot according to the season.

Mum’s petite and blonde, with big blue eyes and a quick giggle. At least, she used to be like that. She’s still small and blonde, but the last fifteen years have honed her into a tighter, more watchful version of herself. Tiny as she is, Mum’s the strong one, the one who has kept us all together. Mum is the proper definition of a fitness fanatic. She swims, runs, spins. Before Milly disappeared, exercise was just a pleasure for her. After Milly went, it became the way that she worked out her nervous energy.

Then there’s me, Gemma. I was born on 16 January 1986 at St Peter’s Hospital after an agonizing drawn-out labour. Mum still reminds me of this now, when I’m being difficult. I was christened ‘Gemma Louise’ – ‘Gemsie’ to our family. From my earliest childhood, I was a home-lover, a bubbly chatterbox, sensitive and very emotional. I’ve always been the one who gets up at the crack of dawn and the last to go to bed. I loved looking after everyone, making the tea, baking the birthday cakes. Like Mum, I’ve been changed out of sight by the trauma of the last fifteen years – into something harder yet more vulnerable. But at last I’m coming back to myself.

Milly was born on 25 June 1988. There’s a photo of me with baby Milly propped up in my arms. I look like the proudest girl in the world. I was always good with babies. If anyone came over with a howling baby, Mum would tell them to give the child to me. I would stop the crying.

In one of her police statements, Mum would write, ‘The girls got on very well together and there was no sibling rivalry between them.’ Perhaps that was partly because Milly and I were so different. We each had our own roles to play. Like the two female leads in the musical comedy our lives so often resembled, our lights and shades were complementary. They did not cross over.

Milly was born fiercely independent, unlike me. Her stubbornness was legendary. She would consent to get into her baby sling only if she was facing outwards. The first words for which she was famous were ‘Me do it!’ She had to do everything her own way. You couldn’t help her with anything, whether it was tying complicated shoelaces or washing her hair. If you asked, you’d get a ferocious ‘Me do it!’ and an old-fashioned look.

Milly talked late. She waited until she could speak in complete sentences and say exactly what she wanted to say. Her grammar and vocabulary quickly expanded. But her attitude remained just as fierce. Tiny Milly once faced off our father with her hands on her hips and the words, ‘I defy you, Daddy!’

Lovely Granny remembers Milly learning to ride her bike in Bushy Park. At her first lesson, she hopped on and wobbled. Soon she was going faster and faster. Dad had to chase her. She pedalled right out of sight.

Milly definitely wasn’t afraid of showing how she felt. She was fierce and brave about what she believed in. Milly was the world’s best sulker. She was so stubborn that it would take her ages to finally say sorry or admit that she’d been wrong. The worst was when she and Dad had an argument – it could go on for ever because he was the same as she was. In this, Milly was very different from me. I could never stay angry for longer than an hour. I would just apologize, even if it wasn’t my fault, just to clear the atmosphere.

Sulks were the exception for Milly. Most of the time she was too busy dancing, singing, teasing. She was hugely affectionate, and never held back from saying she loved you. Milly would give what she called a ‘Guttural Hug’, especially to anyone who was feeling down. It consisted of grabbing that person in a full-body embrace, then making a sinuous circle with your two bodies clinging together. It was important to say slowly, in a meaningful tone, ‘Guttural Hug’ while you hung on and pushed your whole self against them to squeeze out that last bit of love. No one ever emerged from one of Milly’s Guttural Hugs without a grin on their face.

If Mum was cross with her, Milly would say, ‘Mu-u-u-m, do you need a hu-u-u-g?’

If the answer was, ‘No, I’m angry with you, Milly, you’ve been naughty,’ my sister would coo, ‘Mum, do you need a Guttural Hug? I think you do, Mum. I think that’s just what you need.’

Mum would always succumb.

And then, mid-hug, Milly would purr a two-note TV jingle from a yoghurt advertisement – ‘Aaah, Danone’ – as her expression of ultimate satisfaction.

Her Christmas and birthday cards show the exuberantly affectionate side of Milly: ‘To the best, loveliest, superest, brilliantest Mummy in the world’, ‘To Gemsie, love you lots like Jelly Tots!!’ One exclamation mark was never enough for Milly.

Milly used to leave notes, scribbles and Post-its everywhere. We both did. We’d tuck scraps of paper into Dad’s briefcase for him to find: ‘Daddy, we love you.’ As Milly was always in trouble, for running up phone bills or forgetting the time, she would leave ‘Sorry’ Post-its for our parents all over the house, and in the car. Just before she disappeared, Milly wrote me a card:
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Milly always knew just who she was. Her tastes were formed early, and some of them were endearingly eccentric. She had a precocious passion for dinosaurs and was extremely knowledgeable about them. When Milly was three, Grandad and Lovely Granny came over with a gift of a dinosaur colouring book. Milly sat on Grandad’s lap at the kitchen table and eagerly opened it. ‘But, Grandad,’ she said, ‘I didn’t know diplodocuses could swim!’ Grandad choked on his tea.

When asked in school to write a poem about animals, featuring alliteration, Milly chose worms: ‘Wiggly worm, wet worm, wonkey worm, wilted worm …’ She followed that with an essay, ‘A Day in the Life of a Worm’, in which her slimy hero wakes up and finds himself in a bird’s nest.

Not many girls have a favourite shark. Milly did. One of her most-consulted books was The Concise Illustrated Book of Sharks. Milly adored the Tasselled Wobbegong, a supremely ugly speckled specimen. It lurks on the ocean floor, ungainly as a lump of mouldy cookie dough. Milly loved the Wobbegong precisely because it was so ugly. And she thought the name was hilarious, repeating it in her ‘meaningful’ voice. She’d read her shark book fearlessly, even before going to sleep. However, the scary side of sharks got through to Milly in one way: she never liked murky water underneath her when she swam.

She loved hunting for fossils and special stones on the beaches where we used to walk and cycle, sometimes singing at the tops of our voices, like the family in The Sound of Music. Deeply, deeply uncool! Near Swanage, Milly found a large pebble with a distinctive heart-shaped indentation on it. Mum photographed her holding her new treasure, which Milly kept for the rest of her life.

Apart from murky water, there was only one other thing that truly scared Milly: being alone in the darkness. One of her favourite childhood books was The Owl Who Was Afraid of the Dark by Jill Tomlinson. Unlike Plop, the baby owl in the story, Milly never learned to like the dark. When she had sleepovers, her friends knew that a light had to be left on for her. The dark loomed large in her imagination. In one school workbook she wrote a list of things that generate suspense: ‘night time in a grave-yard, on your own in a forest, dodgy street, being followed, sleepover in a haunted house … badly lit street … young girl walking home alone’.

Being so opinionated, Milly had a favourite everything. Her favourite had to be different from everyone else’s. If it was weird, all the better. Her favourite colour was the rudest shade of shocking pink – her room was painted that colour. Sometimes Milly’s tastes did not quite add up. That was something that made her more interesting. You could not second-guess what she was going to be passionate about, or what she would rubbish without mercy. Fitting in with her ‘alternative’ theme, Milly was left-handed, and proud of it, but she taught herself to be ambidextrous in most things.

Her favourite television programme was 999 with Michael Buerk. The show reconstructed real-life emergencies, which included a girl having her hair caught in a Jacuzzi, then being sucked under water, and a man getting his leg stuck in a crevice on a cliff edge. As 999 made Milly hyper-aware of rescue dramas, she wrote reprovingly in a school workbook:


Many people take part in dangerous sports such as rock climbing, mountain climbing, potholing, paragliding and parachuting etc. Therefore they choose to take part in this. It is they’re choice. However some of the consequenses can be dyer and the person taking part doesn’t always have to deal with them … what if the pothole rescue team are too late, who has to suffer then, the family. If the person dies, you then see exactly how much hurt and pain was caused by a little excitment which turned out to be a tradgic disaster … if they want to do it they can but then they may also make others sad/worried/go into complete utter morning.



Given her fascination with disasters, Milly loved all things to do with the Titanic. The mirror in her bedroom was a simulation of a lifebelt from the doomed ship. Here’s her own drawing of it:
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Nothing off the shelf for Milly. If it had to be bought, she would customize it, like her phone. In her Year 8 Record of Achievement, she noted that in 2001 the topic she enjoyed most was textiles: ‘It showed how creative I am at art and design.’ Even her bedroom bookcase was inscribed with her graffiti in felt tip and biro. Her name was in a constant state of design evolution.
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Milly loved buying rubbish and would frivolously spend her money on utterly tasteless items, even though she was perfectly aware that they were hideous. Milly could accommodate hideous, no problem. Sometimes it made me cringe. My tastes were more ‘normal’. She once spent all her birthday money on a yellow hard hat with a glass on top and a curly straw so she could walk round drinking without having to use her hands.

As she claimed the right to choose everything in her life, Milly was also an incredibly fussy eater. She loved cheese and cucumber sandwiches. She could eat a whole cucumber, peeled, on her own. Milly also adored chips. The tomato sauce had to be on the side, for dipping. No mixing. She didn’t want to eat much else, except sweets. She would absolutely not eat tomatoes, onions or carrots unless they were chopped into microscopic fragments and ground into the food. Otherwise she would pick them out. I was nearly as bad. Poor Mum. She tried to feed us healthily, but it was a real struggle. We wouldn’t let a speck of Mum’s ‘Beef Boginura’ pass our lips. Back then, Milly or I would hiss, ‘Oh, no, the Le Creuset is out!’ meaning that Mum was going to try some hot meaty dish on us.

Milly, in her Drama Queen incarnation, was given to writing dramatic notes to herself in her diary or on scraps of paper. She’d be tragic one second, giggling the next. Her sense of humour was far more developed than her dark side so it was best not to take the tragedy too seriously. She’d only laugh at you for it. Like any teenager, she sometimes saw things in black and white, especially if she couldn’t have something she wanted.

‘You’ve ruined my life,’ she would declare, if Mum wouldn’t let her have the latest model of mobile phone.

Sometimes she posed as an angry teenager, using in her diary a whole new vocabulary, one we never heard at home. It sounded terribly inauthentic when we read it later. Words like ‘pull a boy’ or ‘snog’ were not Milly. I think she was rehearsing, or going through the motions of what she thought a teenager should be. I was a hopeless role model in that respect. Too much of a goody-goody.

Any sadness in Milly seemed to come out in music. Like any teenager, she would scribble out the lyrics of wistful songs like ‘Angel’. Baby pop star Milly needed to memorize the words for the singing sessions she’d record with her friends. These handwritten lyrics ended up in a Barbie-pink box at the end of Milly’s bed.

Milly wasn’t jealous of the things I was good at. She generally thought they were pretty uncool. I loved sport; she didn’t like exercise. It made her sweat, which she hated. I was a morning person; Milly would stay in bed until the last possible minute. I helped out in the kitchen; Milly never cooked anything more complicated than oven chips.

I was the occupant of the world’s tidiest bedroom. Latterly Milly slept there with me, but she kept her possessions in her own room – a pig-sty raked over by a hurricane. Her floor consisted of her collection of sketches, beads from making bracelets, clothes she had worn for just an hour, school work and magazines. In her Record of Achievement, Milly noted, ‘I have managed to consistently have the most messy room in the house all year round.’

Milly was always pushing the boundaries – the small ones, not the big ones. She wasn’t a rebel. Lights-off curfews, rules on TV consumption and phone-time limits were all made to be broken, as far as Milly was concerned. Her time-keeping was not too good – maybe because Milly refused to wear a watch.

She loved prank calling, putting on silly voices. Her friend Hannah Mac remembers being in our cloakroom one afternoon when Milly started knocking on the door. Milly put on a little-old-lady voice. ‘Hellooo! Hellooo!’ called little-old-lady Milly. ‘I’m stuck in the door. Heeelp meee ooout!’

Milly adored music but that wasn’t enough to stop her bunking off a music lesson when she was eleven. The school wrote a letter:


Dear Mr and Mrs Dowler,

I was concerned to find that on Friday 19 January 2001, Amanda missed part of her period 3 lesson. Amanda was found in the girls’ toilets with a group of friends and admitted it was their intention to miss the lesson.

I have spoken to Amanda about the incident and she has assured me that it will not occur again. She was given a 50-minute detention …



That was probably the worst thing Milly ever did at school. Although they put on their severe faces with her, Mum and Dad secretly struggled not to laugh. It was quite an incompetent bit of naughtiness. There were CCTV cameras in the school toilets and, not surprisingly, the absence of five girls from one lesson was rather conspicuous.

Mum pulled herself together to write a semblance of a serious letter in return:


Thank you for your letter concerning Amanda missing a lesson. We have discussed the situation with Amanda and feel she is duly remorseful. We fully support the school’s action in this case and we reinforced your actions with a one week grounding including both a telephone and internet ban.



Mum remembers saying to Milly, ‘If you’re going to miss lesson, why did you skip music? It’s your favourite.’

If Mum tried to tell her off for smaller offences, Milly would coax in her ‘lovely’ voice: ‘Come on, Mumazino, you know you really want to laugh.’

It was true. It would take a harder woman than Mum to stay angry with Milly for long.

Milly was christened Amanda Jane but was nearly always known to us and her friends as Milly. When we were little, my sister and I were crazy about the Milly-Molly-Mandy books. It was obvious to the whole family that there were very close similarities between Milly and the fictional character. Both were a mixture of fashion guru and tomboy, combining a fascination for pond-dipping and rock-pools with a love of dressing up. Both were usually at the centre of some drama generated by a bit of harmless mischief on their own part. In the middle of one of her scrapes, each girl would tough it out with her poker-face, denying any complicity at all. For a long while, Milly had the same dark page-boy bob as Milly-Molly-Mandy. Milly’s flicked up at the ends too. Like her heroine, Milly loved hats. You see her wearing them again and again in the family photo albums.

Milly was a daddy’s girl. And Daddy always delivered whatever Milly wheedled for. He’d laugh about it, and call it ‘cupboard love’, but it was real love too, and they both knew it. If Milly had been allowed to finish growing, she would probably have been tall, like Dad. Milly inherited Dad’s metabolism. Industrial quantities of chocolate disappeared inside Milly without ever adding a visible centimetre to her slender frame or a pimple to her perfect skin. She was especially greedy for Maltesers. She’d consume mini chocolate croissants by the bag, not one or two at a time. I used to tease her, ‘When you turn sixteen, it will all go to your tummy.’

She would reply nonchalantly, ‘Oh, well, I’d better enjoy it now then,’ and she’d dive into another bag of sweets.

Milly and I were both fully secure in the knowledge that our parents loved us equally. But we had these affinities and alignments of interest that distinguished our relationships with our parents. Milly and Dad would go to the Imperial War Museum; Mum would take me shopping and to a pop concert. Mum and I were swimmers. Dad was a keen angler, and so was Milly. While I look like Mum’s younger sister, Milly much more resembled Dad, with the angular bone structure that photographs so well, and her daddy-long-legs frame. Her eyebrows were delicate and perfectly arched. It was almost impossible to take a bad photograph of Milly. She had all the right angles effortlessly. Her eyes, as she herself described them in a school questionnaire, were ‘bluey-greeny-grey’. Her hair was ‘blondy-brown’. Milly used to tease me and Mum about our closeness. It wasn’t just that Mum and I are like a pair of friends, we also have a striking physical similarity. When we watched television, Mum and I always laughed or cried at the same moment.

When she was younger, rather than dressing up dolls as I did, Milly preferred spending hours digging in the mud or fishing for things in our garden pond. Each year, she and Dad would clear out the algae that choked the oxygen needed by the animals and plants underneath. Unlike me, Milly didn’t mind getting her hands slimy and would happily lift fish and newts to their temporary quarters in a paddling pool during the annual clean. Our pond newts were not great beauties. They were a dark Jurassic brown with speckled yellow and orange bellies. But Milly loved them, as she loved all animals. She’d send cards from school trips addressed to ‘Dear Mummy, Daddy, Gemma, Holly [our dog], Sooty [her rabbit], Snowdrop [my rabbit], frogs, fish and newts’.
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Newt architecture was one of Milly’s hobbies. She built newt bridges out of stones. Out of a piece of slate, she made sun-bathing decks for the newts at a safe distance from any fish. She insisted on netting to keep away the newt-eating heron. As soon as she could read, Milly wanted books about newts and pond life. While she was absorbed in them, I’d be planting and harvesting flowers and watching Gardeners’ World on television. I’d rather eat one of Mum’s dreaded casseroles than pick up a newt, no matter how often Milly offered one to me.

Milly’s love of animals started early. She adored Sooty, and our dog Holly, who would give us all ‘lap loves’ for hours. Her favourite PlayStation game was Croc, which featured foxes. Milly was always interested in everything under water. One of her earliest school pictures shows her choosing her favourite animal: ‘My creature,’ says Milly, ‘is a fish.’
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When she was nine, Milly filled out a school questionnaire about herself. When asked, ‘What do you want to do when you grow up?’ Milly wrote, ‘I’d like to be a vet on weekdays but a Handyman at the weekends.’ She certainly had skills in that department. She had her own little toolkit. She helped Grandad build our pergola and the tree-house. Grandad also patiently oversaw Milly making a wooden bird-box for our Ginkgo biloba tree. After he died, Milly stepped into Grandad’s DIY boots, helping Lovely Granny with all her carpentry needs, especially erecting flat-pack furniture. No manual was too treacherous or opaque for Milly. We bought Lovely Granny a chest of drawers to house all of her old photographs. Milly was there in a flash, screwdriver in hand, poring over the instructions.

Milly was also interested in the human body and all of its functions. She managed to persuade Lovely Granny, a former nurse, to buy her a part-work magazine called The Human Body. Eventually, using the separate issues, you’d be able to build a whole miniature skeleton with all its internal organs. And Milly was fascinated by lavatories. Whenever we looked at a Dorling Kindersley book with a cross-section of a castle, she couldn’t rest until she’d found the toilets. On an Isle of Wight trip when she was nine, she kept a toilet diary, visiting as many public conveniences as possible. She wrote them up for style, ambience and the quality – or absence – of the toilet paper. They were rated anything between ‘well good’ or ‘rank’. I would never go into a public toilet, even if I was bursting. I’d wait till we were somewhere decent.

Milly went through the normal childhood illnesses, including chickenpox. She had constant ear infections and suffered very badly with tonsillitis from the age of four. I was very much aware of her being in pain. Eventually Mum pleaded with our doctor for the tonsils to be taken out. When she came round, Milly’s first words were ‘Please can I keep my tonsils? I want to take them into school for Show and Tell.’ She was gutted when the surgeon told her severely that the tonsils had gone straight into the medical wastebin. She also wanted her grommets when they were removed from her ears. That time she had her way. They lived in a little bottle on a shelf in her room so she could show friends who came round.

You needed a high tolerance of weird if you wanted to be Milly’s friend.

Milly was very intelligent. Academically, she was doing much better than I was. Things came a lot easier to Milly. In spite of her eccentric spelling, she was in most of the top classes for everything except PE. She would take exams without hours of swotting, whereas I would have to spend ages studying and still not do as well.

Inside and outside school, Milly gave the impression that she was on top of everything. People who didn’t know her well would have said she was very confident. It takes a hell of a lot of confidence for a thirteen-year-old girl to play snarling solos on the saxophone. And, of course, Milly was beautiful and clever. She was quick with a joke – maybe too quick sometimes. Perhaps this is partly why, for a time when she was eleven, she suffered from some bullying at school. A group of girls in her year picked on her because she was more academic than they were. They never touched her physically. They claimed her nose was big – a lie – and said she was a ‘boff’. Milly wouldn’t let Mum intervene. She didn’t want to make a big deal of it.

Soon enough her svelte figure and her precociously cool fashion sense would help Milly evade accusations of being nerdy.

Milly didn’t make new friends as easily as I did. Large groups were not her thing at all. She would even disappear from her own birthday parties if the pressure got too much for her. She was still developing her social skills, and she sometimes mixed better with my friends than with her own.

She had a thing about always being with groups of even numbers. If there were three or five girls, Milly was afraid of being the one left out. It came to a head during a school trip to Germany. Milly was hurtfully excluded from a room shared by five friends. Instead – something we’re extremely grateful for – she was allocated a room with Hannah Mac, who was also feeling left out. It was a turning point. Hannah was to become her closest school-friend and Milly was welcomed into Hannah’s family as Hannah was into ours.

Hannah Mac was nice through and through, with no side to her. Both girls knew what it was to be bullied. With Hannah, Milly could relax and be herself. Hannah was a keen singer, another thing she had in common with Milly. They shared fashion and music tastes … head-banging, grungy stuff. Hannah’s always had long brown hair. She’s small with a pretty, natural face and mischievous brown eyes. At the time Milly disappeared, poor Hannah was wearing an ugly and awkward back brace that she struggled to get in and out of. Milly would help her with it when they were changing for PE, and even when she had to go to the bathroom.

My parents always welcomed our friends into the house. So Milly’s chums would come round all the time. Occasionally someone would fall out of favour. Some of her friendships changed in texture and affection daily. However, when Milly met Hannah, they gelled so well that Milly had a friend for life. It turns out I had as well.

You’d expect me to say that my sister was a caring girl. But Milly’s kindness went far beyond the usual cliché. It’s no coincidence that so many tributes to her used the word ‘caring’. The extraordinary thing about Milly’s kind of caring was her empathetic attention to detail. She was kind in unusual ways, often seeming far older than she was, with quaint and formal vocabulary for important occasions.

In one of her schoolbooks, Milly wrote, ‘Old people should be treated with a lot of respect whereas they aren’t really now.’ When Lovely Granny learned to drive at the age of sixty-five, Milly was very proud of her. In the car, she was fiercely protective. When we approached traffic lights, she’d tell everyone, ‘Be quiet! Lovely Granny needs to concentrate!’

Milly was eleven when Lovely Granny made her first solo drive to our house. Instead of rushing out to talk about her new bike or her birthday party, Milly was all concern for Lovely Granny and the trauma of that journey. ‘Oh, Lovely Granny,’ she said, ‘let me make you some coffee. Come in and sit down.’

When Lovely Granny drove, Milly always sat in the front. If I asked to have the radio on, Milly told me severely, ‘In Lovely Granny’s car, the radio is called the wireless.’ Lovely Granny remembers that Milly was never embarrassed when she arrived to pick her up after school. Milly once brought her sax teacher out of the classroom to make the formal introductions. She told her teacher, ‘Here is my Lovely Granny and she has just learned to drive a car.’

To this day Lovely Granny maintains, ‘A kid is a baby goat. A child is a child.’ Milly subscribed to Lovely Granny’s aversion to the word ‘kids’ and never used it in front of her.

Lovely Granny remembers that Milly always used to curtsy after she’d had her photo taken. No wonder Hannah Mac called Milly ‘Mildred’. Milly loved it: ‘Mildred’ was so old-fashioned that it had come out the other side and was cool. Her friend ‘Eddie the Entrepreneur’ called her ‘Auntie’.

Milly studied Macbeth and Romeo and Juliet in the year before she died. Despite certain issues with the spelling – ‘tradgerdy’ and ‘enimies’ and ‘anciet grudge’ – she loved the plays’ use of metaphor, noticing how Romeo describes Juliet as a ‘holy shrine’: ‘Religious imargery is always very nice language and ausumely complimentary.’

She also adored Shakespeare’s insults, writing a dialogue with her friend Cara in one of her schoolbooks:


Cara: What, shut up you cantankerous Milly.

Milly: No, why don’t you, you cankerblossom, we always have to do what you want.

Cara: Oh please go wash your ears!

Milly: Oh, you’re such a foolish knave!



So there was this thing about Milly: she was an old soul in a thirteen-year-old body. She wasn’t so much a frilly old-fashioned girl, she was more of an old-style gentleman at times, so I guess it had flowed down to her from Dad. Sometimes she seemed almost out of place in this modern age; at others she seemed the perfect on-message version of a teenager in 2002.

Milly could be thirteen, and she could be a hundred and thirteen.
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We have a picture we love of Milly kneeling in a field of yellow flowers. It was taken during a camping trip at Selsey Bill. It brings to mind ‘Fields Of Gold’ by Eva Cassidy. It’s a beautiful song of loss and remembrance, about a girl who takes her lover to gaze at the barley fields.

But Milly never had a lover, never made promises to a man, never took a romantic walk in a flower-strewn field. In our ‘Fields Of Gold’ picture, Milly is a child, on a family trip, with school-friends.

That is not to say Milly was unaware of boys, or uninterested in their potential. In a scribbled note, she declared she was engaged to one of her favourites, ‘Eddie the Entrepreneur’, a title he acquired at the age of eleven, when he imported Beanie Babies from America to sell at profit in the school playground. In the short engagement pact, Eddie’s sophisticated entrepreneur-style signature is under Milly’s. Eddie was cool and streetwise. His next business venture was always under discussion at our dining table. Milly really believed in him. The whole family loved him. But I don’t think Milly ever even kissed him. The engagement note was a typical Milly joke. Closer to the truth, it was understood that Milly and Eddie were each other’s back-up plan, in case they ended up single at the ancient age of thirty. Then they would marry.

Milly later had a shy interest in another boy. She never pursued it as one of her friends had a crush on him too.

Anyone who knows how to tease knows how to flirt. So Milly was fully equipped to be a heart-breaker. She just never had a chance.

There was one more member of our household: Holly. Mum, who’d grown up with dogs, introduced Dad to the concept of being a pet-lover. Milly and I were born with it. Just before my birth, Mum and Dad bought a Springer Spaniel puppy. Holly played a special part in our childhood. As she got older, one of her shoulders repeatedly and painfully dislocated. Finally the vet said the kindest thing we could do was let her go. Milly and I never got to say goodbye to her, as Dad had to make the awful decision at the vet’s. Not saying goodbye properly was a big issue for Milly. She frequently talked about Grandad’s death, saying that Grandad was now taking Holly for walks in Heaven.

Milly believed in some kind of higher power; that there was something out there. At least, she believed in Heaven. Hell, not so much. She couldn’t believe in a God so cruel as to take Grandad away from Lovely Granny, for the two of them had shared a true love story, a lifelong romance. Lovely Granny misses Grandad terribly, but she also says that he’s lucky not to have lived through what’s happened to us all since 2002.

Speaking
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