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            PROLOGUE

         
 
         It would be hard to find three more typically English scenes: a shaded patch of ground in the heart of a Hampshire wood where the sun struggles to penetrate the canopy of the trees, a cricket pitch preserved for years amid encroaching suburban sprawl and a quiet street of Victorian homes merging slowly into post-war houses on the outskirts of London. A trio so enticing, so comforting and above all so safe that they could have been photographed and used in a tourist-board brochure as embodying all that is good, right and decent about this ‘green and pleasant land’.
         
 
         Yet, it was here that their young bodies were found – the 13-year-old schoolgirl whose disappearance shocked a nation, a young woman who had left her home in France to journey to a country that she loved in order to help her master English, and a 19-year-old gap-year student walking home late at night. They all shared the same fate.
         
 
         All were to be victims of a man they did not know, who did not know them, yet who was to end their lives with acts of violent savagery that no normal, decent human being could comprehend. A brute of a man whose victims were chosen at random. No reason, no cause, no provocation of any sort, no matter how mild or innocent, had led them to their fate. They just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.
 
         Unwittingly and innocently, they had entered into the nightmare that was the world of Levi Bellfield, a man so twisted that decency and morality, the boundaries of right and wrong, did not exist for him. He cared for himself and no others. He brought devastation into the lives of all he encountered, a violent, escalating mayhem that knew no boundaries, no limit.
 
         Whether his victims were close to him or they had never met, it mattered not. All their lives suffered from the impact of his savagery. Some survived, some did not, but no one – including the relatives of those he brutalised – escaped the devastating effect of an encounter with the six-foot, overweight bully that was Bellfield.
 
         The deaths of Milly Dowler, Marsha McDonnell and Amelie Delagrange were shocking and, as such, generated a vast amount of media coverage. The manner of their dying, the discovery of their bodies and the massive, lengthy hunt for the killer, ensured events were followed closely by newspapers and television channels around the world. The subsequent arrest and trials of Bellfield meant this level of interest continued and the aftermath of some of the most remarkable courtroom scenes ever seen, even at the Old Bailey – a court which in its history has witnessed many major confrontations – were to take on a political and moral aspect reaching far beyond its boundaries.
         
 
         Bellfield’s trial in connection with Milly Dowler was to be especially provocative, as were the events and recriminations at its conclusion. They will be dealt with in detail in this book but it would be wrong to infer from that analysis that more ‘importance’ is attached to her death than the other two young women who perished at Bellfield’s hands. In no way can the impact and nature of the grief that he generated be calculated or in any gruesome sense ‘rated’. Nor, indeed, does it illustrate any diminution in the gravity of the impact Bellfield had on others, whose encounters with him had a lasting effect on their lives. Unlike Milly, Marsha and Amelie, they may have lived, but they too paid a price, albeit of a different nature.
 
         Bellfield was a predator, and, like all his kind, he focused on those who were weaker than he, more vulnerable, unlikely and, indeed, unable to strike back. As the man who twice led the prosecution case against him at the Old Bailey, Mr Brian Altman QC, so accurately and chillingly put it, he truly was ‘Every parent’s nightmare’.
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 1

         
 
         The day started normally for Milly Dowler and her family, a busy  Thursday in the middle of a hectic school week. Milly made  sure that her father Bob gave her a breakfast-time kiss. He had  innocently neglected to kiss the 13-year-old, his youngest  daughter, the previous day because he had left home early so he  was happy to make amends. ‘It was a bit of a family habit that I  gave her a kiss in the morning,’ he said.
         
 
         The Dowler family had two cars, a blue Peugeot 206 and a red  VW Golf estate, and Bob Dowler planned to take the estate with  him to a business meeting not far from their home in Walton-on-Thames in Surrey.
         
 
         Normally, IT expert Bob would not return home until  between 6.30pm and 7.00pm, but as the meeting was in nearby  Basingstoke he said he would probably be back by about 4.00pm.He didn’t leave until about 9.45am and, around 3.00-3.10pm, he returned to the comfortable, detached family house that had been their home for nine years, earlier than he originally planned. The Dowlers were having some work carried out on the house and it was the builders’ first day on the job but they had left by then.
         
 
         In the normal course of events, such trivial timings would be inconsequential. Yet, by that evening – and in the years to follow – the hours and minutes of that terrible day, 21 March 2002, would be analysed, examined and argued over in the full glare of national and international spotlights. Exactly who was where and at what time was to become of pivotal importance. But all that was still in the future and, mercifully, none of the Dowler family could foresee the horrors that lay in store.
 
         Bob and his wife Sally had met in October 1981 and married two and a half years later. In January 1986, their elder daughter Gemma was born, and on 25 June 1988 another daughter, Amanda, known to everyone as Milly, was born. Sally taught mathematics at Heathside School in Weybridge, where her two daughters were both pupils, and the normal routine was that their mother would drive them to school. Mother and daughters laughed as they listened to the Chris Tarrant show on the Peugeot’s radio as the DJ humorously tried to arrange a blind-date for one of his on-air team.
         
 
         That morning, Milly had a drama lesson in which, dressed in a dark blue-black tracksuit, she played a restaurant owner. In the course of that lesson, she spoke to her friends of her excitement at being at a Pop Idol concert on the Tuesday night when she had seen her favourite artist, Gareth Gates, perform. Milly had cried with pleasure at seeing him. The home video of Milly the Monday night before the concert, laughing and smiling while she ironed her jeans, the first time she had ever ironed anything, was later to be seen by millions, released in the hope that it might help find her.
         
 
         It had been a busy week for Milly. At the weekend, she had taken part in a fun run with her uncle, Brian Gilbertson, who had only come into her life a few months earlier. It had only recently been revealed that her grandmother had given birth to him when she was 16. The happy day had ended with Milly playing the saxophone at the party afterwards.
 
         During that Thursday morning break, Milly ate three packets of crisps and a chocolate muffin. Her friend Danielle Sykes, who was in the same Year 9 form as Milly, said to her jokingly that she was a pig for eating such food. Lessons included drama and science in the afternoon.
 
         Milly had some artwork to finish at school and, as her mother had a tutorial after normal school ended in the afternoon at 2.55pm and Gemma was off to do trampoline exercise, the family would then all leave for home together. But Milly came to see her mother and said that she had done her work at lunchtime and did not want to wait around for a lift. She gave her mother her gym kit and told her she would catch the train from Weybridge instead. The girls were given £2.50 a day for lunch and 80p a day for the train by their parents.
         
 
         This was the first of many accidents of fate that day which were to place Milly in the presence of the man who was to take her life. How could she or her mother know, how could anyone know that a small change in a mundane routine would have such consequences? No one was to blame; no one was at fault.
         
 
         Milly walked out of school at 3.07pm wearing her school uniform: a short grey skirt, a white blouse and a light blue V-neck sweater. She had on her navy-blue school blazer with an emblem over the breast pocket and on her feet she had a small pair of white trainer socks and black Pod shoes. She was carrying a beige and black JanSport rucksack. In it were her schoolbooks, a pink Barbie pencil case and a red and white purse decorated with heart shapes, her house keys on a bottle-opener key ring and her Nokia 3210 mobile phone with her name. Around the young girl’s wrist was a pink, beaded friendship bracelet.
 
         She left school with her friends Danielle, Cara Dawson and Jacqueline Pignolly, and they walked to Weybridge railway station. At 3.23pm, she went on to the platform with Danielle. On the walk to the station, she had removed her sweater and put it in her bag.
 
         The girls caught the 3.26pm scheduled train from Weybridge and, in the normal course of events, Milly would have stayed on board until it reached Hersham, the nearest station to her home. Instead, she decided to get off at the stop before Hersham, Walton, to have some chips with Danielle at the Travellers Cafe on the station platform. It was another one of those ‘if only’ decisions.
 
         There were images of Milly later seen by millions as she left school and as she reached Weybridge. There was nothing from Walton station, however; a decorator had accidentally disconnected its CCTV during work he was carrying out.
         
 
         Jacqueline stayed on the train and carried on until Hersham. Although Cara got off at Walton too, she immediately walked straight home on the route that Milly should have taken soon afterwards: down Station Avenue, across a road junction with traffic lights known as The Halfway and along Rydens Road, arriving home some five or ten minutes later.
 
         Inside the cafe where Milly had decided to stay for chips were three boys from school: Christopher Price, Adam Raine and Miles Pink. Danielle had to lend Milly 10p to make sure that she had enough for the bag of chips and Milly used Christopher’s mobile to call home, hers being out of credit. The Dowlers had a rule that if one of their daughters was going to be delayed then they should call their parents at home. The 26-second call was made at 3.47pm. Milly told her father that she had stopped for chips and would be home in about 30 minutes. She didn’t ask for a lift and Bob didn’t offer her one – there seemed to be no need. It was all so ordinary, so uneventful. A young daughter slightly delayed, a busy father reassured by her call.
 
         Danielle Sykes had an elder sister, 17-year-old Natalie, who was studying at Esher College. She called and asked Danielle to wait for her as she was on her way from Esher to Walton station on the train.
 
         When Natalie arrived at the station, she joined the others in the cafe run by brothers Anthony and Robert Stevens. After the chips had been consumed, the girls went their separate ways; the sisters going one way out of the station, Milly leaving as though to go towards Station Avenue.
         
 
         Alongside the station was the business centre of Walton Tyre and Exhaust – later replaced by a modern Audi showroom – after the exit gate where the Sykes girls last saw Milly. That too was to change in the years that followed, being replaced by a barrier. An old bicycle shelter stood there, again to be updated in the years after Milly disappeared, and a telephone kiosk was nearby, also subsequently removed. However, some vital features of the area remained. The entrances to the station car park on the southern side of Station Avenue were unaltered and, most importantly, the position of a bus stop on the northern side remained the same.
 
         Milly was seen in Station Avenue by Katherine Laynes, 15, also a Heathside pupil, albeit in Year 11 and a friend of Gemma Dowler. She had met Millie as she had recently been to a birthday party for Gemma and she had also seen the younger sister at school. She therefore recognised Milly as she walked on the south side of Station Avenue and the two girls made eye contact. Katherine was at the bus stop on the northern side of the road and she lost sight of Milly as her view was obstructed by an advertising hoarding at one end of the stop. If Milly had stayed on the south side of the road, she would have walked past the striking
 
         Birds Eye building, a three-storey, 1960s office block which had become Grade II listed.
         
 
         Katherine boarded her bus and once on board looked for Milly but could not see her; she had vanished. Milly had gone, as an Old Bailey jury was to hear years later, ‘in the blink of an eye’. She was never seen alive again – except by her killer.
 
         The exact events and timings involved in this last journey of Milly’s and her snack with friends will be analysed in detail later on in this book; the where, when and how of her disappearance forming a major part of the trial Levi Bellfield was to face for her murder nine years on. The events in the Dowler house prior to Milly’s disappearance will also be examined, as will what took place that terrible afternoon and discoveries that were made in subsequent days and weeks. They were distressing in the details that they revealed and, importantly, even more controversial in the manner they became public.
 
         Bob Dowler, then 50, was still at the family’s Walton Park home as that March afternoon gave way to early evening. He had gone into the drawing room at the front of the house that he used as his study and had been on a number of telephone calls he was to later say were ‘stressful’. The door to the room was closed.
 
         He had arranged to go out that night at about 7.00pm with a friend to a concert in Guildford and Sally, 42, was to babysit for relatives who were going out to celebrate their anniversary. Sally came into the room and gave him a post-it note reading, ‘I’m off to Pete’s, where’s Milly?’
 
         By the time he had finished his call, there was only Gemma in the house and she told him that Milly was not at home. She had arrived and called out, ‘Amanda, Amanda, where are you?’ and received no reply.
         
 
         At 5.21pm, Bob phoned Milly’s mobile and left a message to the effect of, ‘Where are you? Mum’s gone out, I’m going out at 7.00pm. Where are you?’ Then he made calls to Danielle Sykes and also to his wife, twice, to let her know what was happening.
 
         Bob Dowler went out in his car to look for his younger daughter. There was no sign of her. He telephoned the local hospitals without success. At 7.07pm, he rang Addlestone police station in Surrey and ‘pretty quickly’ police were at the house, he said. In fact, they arrived just three minutes later, at 7.10pm. Bob, Sally and Gemma were all at home by now, as were Sally’s nephews. The officers were allowed in Milly’s room which they described at the time as ‘a normal teenager’s room. It was messy and untidy and the bed was unmade.’
 
         The police went to Walton station, spoke with Cara Dawson and Danielle Sykes, carried out searches between the station and Milly’s home between 9.05pm and 10.10pm, and returned to the Dowler home several times that night.
 
         Then the officers filed a missing person report. The hunt for Milly Dowler had begun.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2

         
 
         The weekend of 23 March 2002 saw the first appearance of stories in the national media and television about the disappearance of a 13-year-old girl on her way home from school. Milly Dowler was to become synonymous with the fears of parents everywhere for children’s wellbeing and safety in a twisted world.
         
 
         The hope that fraught Saturday and Sunday was that she was all right. It was not, of course, to be the case.
 
         Her uncle Brian Gilbertson had been out the night of her disappearance with homemade posters of his niece and that weekend they were pinned or wrapped around trees and lamp-posts on the route she should have taken home and in the surrounding districts.
         
 
         The news of Milly’s disappearance brought back for some the memories of another case that had ended in tragedy, that of Sarah Payne, the eight-year-old girl abducted and killed during a visit to West Sussex two years earlier who had grown up in Hersham less than a mile from the Dowler family home.
         
 
         More than a hundred police officers joined the search for Milly, aided by dogs and a fire brigade boat-team. They combed allotments, fields, waterways and bushes for clues. Concerned members of the public joined in and a helicopter with thermal-imaging equipment flew over the area, while divers searched nearby River Mole.
         
 
         Bob Dowler said, ‘We’ve been absolutely overwhelmed by everybody’s help and support. It’s my wife’s birthday this week – it would be the best present in the world if we got her home safe. Someone, somewhere must know something. Any suggestion, however small, could be vital.’
 
         Referring to the phone call he had received from Milly while she was at Walton station, he said, ‘She told me where she was, who she was with, and said she was going to be home in half an hour … and I said, “That is quite all right, darling.” We have lived in the area for a number of years. We have always felt comfortable. If I had been at all concerned, I would have gone to the station and picked her up.’
 
         Sally Dowler appeared with her husband at a press conference at Staines police station that weekend. Looking into the cameras, she said, ‘We’re devastated. We’re just so desperately worried. Please, please give her back to us. The only thing that keeps us going is to think that she’s out there and that we’re going to get her back. Milly, if you are watching or listening to this, we want you to know that we all love you and miss you very much and can’t wait to have you back home with us.’ Her daughter was a happy student, she said, and she mentioned Milly playing her saxophone at a charity reception and the Pop Idol concert.
         
 
         Will Young, winner of Pop Idol, had performed that night too. He added his voice to the appeal: ‘Amanda, please go home or contact your family. They are missing you and are very worried. Also, do it for me and all the other Pop Idol fans.’
         
 
         The headteacher at Heathside School was Glyn Willoughby. He said the entire community was working to find the girl: ‘We are assisting the police and Amanda’s family as much as we can and our thoughts are with them at this time. We are hoping there will be good news. We are doing everything possible to attain a happy result from this very traumatic and difficult situation for all involved. The entire community is really in limbo at the moment, wanting to know what more they can do.’
 
         By that Monday, 25 March, hundreds of people were either out searching for Milly or distributing and displaying posters on buildings throughout Walton-on-Thames. It was the first day of the school holiday but many of Milly’s pals and schoolmates were among those helping. Those children who had been on outings or shopping trips were met by their anxious parents as they left Walton station rather than going home on their own – no one was taking any chances.
 
         Superintendent Alan Sharp, the police officer leading the hunt, admitted that his officers were ‘no further forward’ in their efforts to trace her. ‘We remain extremely concerned for Amanda’s safety. It seems astonishing that a young girl could have vanished in broad daylight in an area like this,’ said Superintendent Sharp, the operations commander for north Surrey. ‘Someone must have seen her and that is our one hope. At the moment we are no further forward.’
         
 
         He said the investigation was still a missing person inquiry, but admitted that abduction had not been ruled out. ‘We want to know if anyone saw her get into a car or stopping to talk to anyone,’ said Sharp. ‘Her parents, friends and all her family share our great concern now that so much time has passed. But we are not ruling out that Amanda may be watching, listening to or reading this appeal and, if she is, we want her to contact her parents immediately or contact the police and tell us where she is. We have done extensive searches over a wide area but we are no further forward in finding her.’
 
         An actress, 17-year-old Elizabeth Pryor, retraced the last known steps of Milly in a reconstruction of her disappearance shown on that week’s Crimewatch on BBC. Superintendent Sharp said, ‘We are extremely frustrated. Having disappeared on a busy road, it is astonishing no one has seen her if she had been abducted. We are hopeful of finding her alive but, as each day passes, it becomes more difficult. We would have expected to have something after six days. It’s disturbing.’ Bob, Sally and Gemma were all at the family home as the search continued, he said. ‘It is very traumatic for them. Given the circumstances, they are bearing up extremely well.’
         
 
         One theory being put forward to explain Milly’s disappearance was that she could have a secret boyfriend. But her friend Hannah McDonald from Chertsey, also 13, said, ‘She definitely hasn’t run away but I’m keeping my hopes up that she has. She has no boyfriend, no secret boyfriend and no secret friends. I’d have known about it if she had. On the Friday night there was a gang of us going to a disco at a school in Chertsey. She was going to tell the boy she fancied there how she felt about him. Milly had already told his best friend and she was really looking forward to it. She wouldn’t get into a car without knowing the person unless she was grabbed. She would have been too scared to put up a fight.’
 
         Milly received her school report shortly before she disappeared but Hannah said it hadn’t been anything to worry about. ‘She wasn’t down. She was messing about with the boys she sat next to – just being Milly. It wasn’t a bad report. It said something about homework and chattiness in class. She’s not bad, just cheeky.’
 
         The 28th of March was Sally Dowler’s 43rd birthday. It was an agonising day for her and her family, and she put her anguish in words when she said, ‘Somebody must know where she is, whatever has happened to her. I can’t rest because I can’t think what’s happened to her. I would like to think that she has run away because that might be a way that we would get her back, but I can’t think of any reason why she would want to run away. Please come home, darling.’
         
 
         Bob said, ‘It would be the best present in the world if we got Milly home safe. If she sees all the coverage she must be thinking, What have I done? The message we want to say to her is, “You haven’t done anything wrong.” If you can make that step to come home to us and call us, it’s absolutely fine. We are not cross. You can see we are upset so come home please.’ But he admitted abduction was ‘one of the most logical possibilities’. And he pleaded, ‘Give her back to us so she can be back with the family. I hope to God if that person is listening and watching, they will find it in themselves to look at us and understand what this is doing.’
 
         That same day, a large team of forensic officers began a thorough search of the family home. Surrey police said that its 26 officers had gone in with an ‘open mind’ about what they would find in detailed chemical analysis of the contents of the house and garden. They had the full co-operation of Amanda’s parents, who were not being treated as suspects. Six police vans moved in and taped off access to the front and back of the house in Walton-on-Thames after the family left for the filming of Crimewatch UK in London.
         
 
         The officers spent much of the day scouring both the Dowlers’ home and also land close to where Amanda was last sighted. After cordoning off the £350,000 property, they were seen with spades in the back garden, examining drains and picking through nearby allotments, gardens, streams and culverts. Three plastic boxes were removed from the house after the search and police said the forensic investigation could last several days.
         
 
         Police had already conducted an initial search of the house three days after Milly went missing. They had taken DNA samples from personal items, such as her toothbrush and hairbrush, and searched for ‘relevant’ personal effects. During the second search, the youngster’s bedroom was the centre of the hunt which began at lunchtime. Officers inspected and removed notebooks, diaries and other material. At about 4.00pm, boiler-suited forensic investigators were seen carrying out three boxes the size of milk crates. These were loaded into a white Vauxhall Astra van.
 
         The family’s two cars were also minutely searched. ‘The investigation has still not given any great developments and therefore it is absolutely vital that we go back to the house,’ explained Superintendent Sharp. ‘It remains the most fertile ground for possible clues as to where Amanda may be or why she has disappeared.’ He stressed that officers would not be digging in the garden and explained the search was concentrating on documents and other items that may give some clue to Milly’s whereabouts. ‘It may be that something that was insignificant last time is now significant.’
 
         A Surrey police spokesman added, ‘We waited until the family left for the day because it’s more convenient for them and us.’ The force said the Dowlers were not expected home until after the search was completed, which could take another two days. Police were also questioning passengers at Walton-on-Thames railway station because it was exactly a week since her disappearance and they were hopeful of coming across people who had been there at the time.
         
 
         Despite more than a thousand calls from the public, there had been no positive leads. Intensive searches of railway lines, reservoirs and fields, involving scores of officers, helicopters and aerial photographs, had failed to yield any clues. The CCTV cameras on top of the Birds Eye office block in Station Avenue had also been examined. They failed to pick up any images of Milly walking homewards but they too were to figure in the eventual trial of Bellfield. One report at the time noted ‘police are continuing house-to-house enquiries on a nearby council estate. Detectives have already made checks on local sex offenders and are examining whether the disappearance may be linked to any others.’
 
         Countless doors were knocked on, but there was no response from the one that Bellfield had no doubt taken his young victim to. On no fewer than ten occasions police knocked without reply on the door of 24 Collingwood Place, a ground-floor flat in a small, modern block, just yards from Station Avenue. It was only when a new occupant had moved in on the eleventh occasion police visited that they had a reply. By then, Levi Bellfield and the traces of his crime were long gone. The failure to link him to that flat at that time was to be one of the complaints levelled at Surrey police in the future.
 
         What was to be discovered in the Dowler house, however, among the possessions not only of Milly but of her father, were also major issues in the trial that was to take place some nine years later. The intimate details of a young girl’s writings and the embarrassing nature of the objects belonging to Bob Dowler were eventually to be revealed.
         
 
         Gemma Dowler wrote a letter, an open one, in which she poured out her heart over Milly’s disappearance, appealing to anyone who might have taken her: ‘Please return her safely. I am missing her very much. The nights are the worst,’ Gemma wrote. ‘My imagination runs wild thinking about what has happened to her. Every day I wake up with the hope that Milly will return. My life has been turned upside down.’ The letter was written on ordinary writing paper in a girl’s tiny hand, decorated with hearts, stars and kisses, with ‘I Love U Milly’ drawn inside a big heart at the bottom. ‘If someone has taken Milly, please return her safely to us as I am missing her very much and I couldn’t wish for a lovelier sister.’
 
         Gemma told how Milly had been planning to help her get ready for a prom at Heathside School and Milly was going to share her excitement by going around the shops with her and flicking through the dress rails. ‘One week ago, I was looking forward to the Easter holidays. Milly was going to come shopping with me to choose my prom dress and we had planned a great big Easter party.’
 
         Sally explained the significance of the prom: ‘Gemma has her GCSEs coming up and the end of school prom. It was a really big deal and Milly was going to come out with Gemma and myself to choose a beautiful dress for it.’
         
 
         The Dowlers had also bought family tickets for My Fair Lady in the West End. The star of the musical, Jonathan Pryce, even made an appeal for Milly on what would have been the day of the Dowlers’ visit to the theatre.
         
 
         So distressing had it all become for Milly’s mother there were even times when, momentarily, Sally forgot that her daughter was missing. ‘I woke up this morning and thought there was something she wanted for Easter – a tiny sports bag like a handbag. I thought for a moment, I’ve got to get that, and then my heart sank with a terrible feeling of foreboding. It’s a living hell.’
 
         Although both girls had their own bedrooms, Milly had moved in with Gemma late in the previous year ‘They shared a bedroom. They’ve got their own bedrooms, but they shared one together through choice,’ Bob explained.
 
         In spite of the family concerns, Superintendent Sharp was widely quoted that last weekend in March, saying, ‘We still believe she may have gone off on her own accord. If she did get into a car, it is more likely it would have been with someone she knew. All of the material we have obtained in statement form or otherwise is enabling us to build up a picture of Amanda as a person, what her relations with people were, to get a clue as to where she may have gone and what her motivation may have been and whether she was closer to one person more than any others.’
 
         He said the inquiry had been ‘deluged’ with calls from the public but there had been no evidence of Milly struggling with any kidnapper. ‘It therefore leaves us to conclude that it is much more likely that Amanda has gone with someone she knows rather than being taken by force and abducted off the street.’ He insisted, however, that all lines of inquiry were still open.
         
 
         Two weeks after Milly vanished, Danielle Sykes, the friend she had stopped to have chips with, also made an appeal to her pal. ‘You mean so much to so many people. You always manage to make me smile when I’m down and you are there for me if I want to talk. I love you, Milly, and I want you to be here with us. I have been remembering the times we have been together, little things that have stuck in my head: the song that we made together at the park with you on your saxophone and me singing. You could hardly play for laughing.’ Danielle ended by saying, ‘Please get in contact with someone. I have my mobile on so any time soon, just call. No one is angry with you; we just want you to return home. Love always.’
 
         The hunt for Milly generated nationwide publicity and Crimewatch aroused particular interest and compassion. There were also several sightings of Milly, all of which were, of course, false. A stream at Malden Manor, Surrey, about seven miles from Walton, was searched by divers for two days after reports of a body being spotted in it. The National Missing Persons Helpline launched a campaign for both Milly and nine other, long-term missing children, featuring their faces on the sides of a fleet of lorries owned by Ford.
         
 
         Seventeen days after Milly disappeared, one of the first public criticisms of the police investigation was aired, when a former detective constable with Surrey police told the Sunday Telegraph, ‘They don’t seem to have a clue what has happened to her.’ The officer had worked on the case of a 16-year-old girl who, like Milly, had vanished. Six years earlier, the other teenager had disappeared from Dorking, not far from Walton. ‘The search was just not done well enough … There was also a lack of sufficient house-to-house enquiries and numbers of people were not spoken to until later on. These were fundamental errors.’ His comments were to be remarkably prescient.
         
 
         Surrey police said they were doing everything they could to find Milly, a spokesman saying, ‘From the outset, we have treated this case as a critical incident. We are following all lines of enquiry and not discounting any options at this stage. Since she went missing we have invested significant resources in the investigation. On any one day we have had more than a hundred officers working on the case.’
 
         Images of Milly were already embedded in the public mind when police issued shots from the CCTV footage of her leaving her 1,300-pupil school on 21 March and at Weybridge station soon afterwards.
 
         On Monday, 8 April, pupils returned to Heathside after the Easter break. ‘Milly sits near me and there was this empty space,’ one of her classmates said. ‘That made people upset not to see her there. But the teacher immediately moved one boy into Amanda’s seat so there was not this big hole. Her best friends spent the day trying to be cheerful, but I saw at least two really upset.’
         
 
         As the pupils streamed through the school gates, they were greeted by the sight of three police officers, a waiting press pack and the news that two psychologists provided by the local education authority were on call to help staff and pupils. The educational psychologists had counselled Bell Farm Junior School in Hersham, where the sister and one of the brothers of murdered eight-year-old Sarah Payne were pupils.
 
         Amanda’s classmate said, ‘A notice was read out in form-time at 8.45am from Mr Willoughby, telling us what had happened and saying he knows how upset we must be but to try and get on with our work. He said that if anyone feels upset or feels the need to talk to somebody about Amanda then there are special people in the school who can help us. Nobody thinks Amanda has run away. She was far too happy. In fact, I have never seen her unhappy. She was always laughing and singing. Everybody knows she has not run off so we don’t really talk about what might have happened. Nobody can face talking about that. I last spoke to her on the day she disappeared. We were talking about Pop Idol, and who was nicer, Gareth or Will. We both decided Gareth.’ Milly had been so excited at the concert that she had told sister Gemma that she thought Gareth was ‘to die for’.
         
 
         Mr Willoughby himself said, ‘We are very distressed by Amanda’s disappearance and are hoping and praying that she will be found safe and well as soon as possible.’
 
         During that day, three six-strong teams from Surrey police widened their search between the school and Milly’s home and scoured woodland south of the A317 and scrubland near Weybridge’s Elmbridge Leisure Centre. By this time, there had been an astonishing 2,200 calls in to the police about her disappearance.
         
 
         Gemma did not attend school that first day back but did soon return and was then interviewed by presenter Becky Jago for the BBC’s Newsround programme. She was accompanied to the west London studios by her parents and the show was broadcast after Blue Peter. It is worth repeating in length for the insight it gives into the bond between the sisters and the distress that Milly’s disappearance had caused.
         
 
         
            Q What’s Milly like as a sister?
 
            A She’s really nice, she’s really pretty, she’s got a lovely personality. She’s funny. She’s a great laugh if you ever need cheering up or anything.
 
            Q What do you think is the most special thing about her?
 
            A The girly chats we had when we shared a room. We always had them really late. We’d be reading each other’s text messages and things like that. I’d find out about her boyfriends and everything.
 
            Q What do you miss most about her?
 
            A I think at night time, the girly chats. When you try to sleep you just can’t get it out of your head. You keep thinking, Oh where is she? What’s happening to her? What if something’s going wrong? Have I tried this place, that place?
            
 
            Q Are you always thinking about her?
 
            A It’s like 24/7. You just can’t get it out of your head. You’re thinking, Where is she? What is she doing? Is she in trouble? Is she dead? Is she alive? It’s just so horrible. It’s the not knowing that’s worse than anything.
 
            Q What’s it been like over the last two-and-a-half weeks for you?
 
            A Horror. It’s not even real. It’s been really weird. Like why am I talking to a camera? Everything’s just like not happening. Even my friends don’t believe it. It’s like a nightmare and I’m wondering when I’m going to wake up.
 
            Q What’s been the hardest thing for you to deal with?
 
            A I think not knowing anything. We might as well be back to the second day she went missing. We haven’t found out anything different. There haven’t been any leads. No one’s seen her. It’s just horrible.
 
            Q Is this the longest time you’ve spent apart from her?
 
            A She’s been away for five days and that’s on a school trip. She’s never been on a holiday with a friend or anything before. It’s the longest we’ve not seen her without a phone call, email, text message or anything.
 
            Q What’s it been like for you at school? I know you went back this morning.
 
            A It’s been really hard for me. Everyone doesn’t know what to say to you. They don’t know what to say. Some smile and some others think, Oh, God, what do I say? And others just wave. Hugs are hardest – all your emotions and everything.
            
 
            Q What have people been saying to you?
 
            A If there’s anything they can do. But there’s nothing anyone can do unless they can bring her back, which is what I really want. Everyone’s been really helpful. They’ve been handing out leaflets and everything. We’ve had so many letters.
 
            Q What has the attention been like?
 
            A The media has been great. Everyone’s been really friendly and helpful.
 
            Q It’s on your mind all the time. It can’t be easy when you’ve got your GCSEs. 

            A It’s really hard when you’re trying to revise. You read something. I’m studying German and I end up thinking about Amanda. Like I could be learning how to say ‘Let’s go shopping’ and then I’ll just start thinking about her. Could she be shopping? There’s just no point in me trying to revise because I can’t.
 
            Q What was it like over Easter for you?
 
            A It was the first time we were going to have a big family bash at my uncle’s house. It was going to be really good because Amanda was going to play her saxophone. And I was going to help making the dinner. We haven’t seen our relatives from Devon for quite a while so it was all going to be really great, they were going to come up but that had to be cancelled obviously.
            
 
            Q So when was the last time you saw her?
 
            A It was in the morning before we went to school, in the car journey, she was really relaxed. Friendly. Normal. We got a lift to school together because Mum works there. We leave about twenty-to-eight. Amanda was cheerful, nothing was bothering her. She didn’t tell me anything the night before. The night before that she’d been to a Pop Idol concert and was tired.
 
            Q So she didn’t seem upset? There was no argument?
 
            A No, nothing. It was just normal. Put the radio on, had a good sing-song. I keep thinking what’s the matter? Has something like a UFO taken her? It’s really hard to work out what’s happened to her.
 
            Q What about the support?
 
            A We’ve had loads. Tons of letters. People offering laptops, offering to take me to school. I found it hard to go out with my friends. When I saw my best friend, I cried.
 
            Q What about the next day? Did you think she’d be there?
 
            A It took me a while to realise that she’d actually gone missing. It was getting all serious. It took me ages to realise. It didn’t sink in. In my mind it still hasn’t. I don’t know what to believe any more.
 
            Q What do you want to say to Milly?
 
            A There must be someone who knows something. Please call the police because we really need to know something. Even if something bad has happened, they’ve got to say so we can start to get over it. The grief. It’s just awful.
            
 
            Q What’s it been like for you? You’re her big sister.
 
            A It’s been awful. I would always look after her and she’d do the same for me. It’s really hard because sometimes my mum starts crying and it sets us all off. My gran has been really good. I think she just blocks it out. She won’t watch the news because it upsets her. It upsets me to see that home video because that might be the last time I see her or hear her again.
 
            Q How do you cope with it at home?
 
            A It’s changed. Even if she came back now it’ll never be the same again. I can’t answer the phone now in case someone important calls. I try not to cry in front of them but it’s really hard to stay strong.
 
            Q When you see her on the TV and papers – how does that feel?
 
            A Unreal. Why is this happening? What have we done wrong? A massive photo appeared in a paper and that was weird. That makes it hit home. How serious it is.
 
            Q Have you had much support?
 
            A I’d like to thank everyone who’s been supporting us. They’ve been lovely. Ironing etc, fabulous. They’ve been putting up posters themselves.

         
 
          
         Milly’s godmother Sarah Ford also spoke of her torment in an  interview organised by Surrey police. ‘It is the not knowing that is  the worst thing. Her parents and sister Gemma can’t stop thinking  about her, going over it in their heads, and they can’t sleep or move  on.’ The 42-year-old, a teacher, said that, if Amanda had run away,  the family could resolve the problem. ‘I promise we can sort out  whatever reason has made her run. If somebody is holding her  against her will, they must release her and let someone know what  has happened.’
 
         Exactly one month after Milly disappeared, on 21 April,  Hannah MacDonald shared pages from an intimate diary she kept  with Milly – a ‘friendship book’ that not even their parents knew  about. The world would eventually hear more of Milly’s  innermost feelings, those of a 13-year-old on the verge of  becoming an adult, but this was an early glimpse at her thoughts.  Hannah, a fellow Heathside pupil, said, ‘Whenever we did  something together we’d add a photograph and we wrote silly  notes to make us laugh. This is my most treasured possession and  it was Milly’s too … Milly never said once that she was going to  run away – and she wouldn’t because she hates the dark. When  she stays over, we keep a light on for her. And if she needs a drink,  one of us goes downstairs with her. She’s scared there might be a  bogeyman under the bed.’
 
         The girls’ diary was kept in a yellow Winnie the Pooh  ringbinder with the word ‘Thoughts’ on the front. The first page  was decorated with a sketch of the pair drawn by Hannah’s 16-year-old sister, Louise. It was captioned: ‘Hannah and Milly met in 1999 and here are a few photos they have taken throughout the time they’ve been matey-poos! Enjoy!!!’ Hannah explained what it meant to them. ‘We both loved the drawing my sister did.’
         
 
         Among the photos are two taken by Sally Dowler in the previous May, when Hannah had gone to Selsey in West Sussex to camp with the Dowlers. Hannah said, ‘When Milly saw my photo she laughed and said I was a poseur, so we had to write that in. Milly always writes the notes as she has the nicest handwriting.’
 
         The final complete page of the diary contained the most recent photograph of the girls which was used on posters to highlight Milly’s disappearance. ‘We went into Woolworths in Kingston and queued for ages to get to the photo booth, but when I got to the front I realised Milly had gone. I found her tinkering with a Thomas the Tank Engine book that had a microphone to read the story through and a speaker. She decided to find out what happened if you held the microphone next to the speaker. The screech of feedback rang through the shop and everyone looked at us. Milly, totally straight-faced, said, ‘Hannah!’ as though it was me. I went so red-faced and she was laughing. And then we had to go to the back of the queue again … Until she comes home every empty page is a reminder that Milly is not with her friends and family, where she should be.’
         
 
         Soon the number of calls received by police passed the 4,000 mark. Had she been abducted by a stranger? Taken by someone she knew? Had she gone off with somebody she met through the internet? Her friends and family insisted she could not have run away. The Dowlers made two tearful appeals for news of their daughter. Surrey police put on display a school uniform similar to Milly’s and appealed for people to look out for a beige rucksack, a white purse and the Nokia phone. Hopes were raised only to be dashed after somebody rang to say they had found a white purse which turned out not to be Milly’s.
         
 
         Surrey police also responded to the criticism that detectives had failed Milly. The force said it ‘committed significant resources to the investigation’. These included speaking to over 3,000 people, dealing with the thousands of telephone calls and searching more than 50 sites. Superintendent Sharp said, ‘Throughout this investigation we have been painstakingly thorough, whether in terms of search activity, interviewing friends and family or house-to-house enquiries. We would urge caution regarding information given to the media from people not working on the case, as they are likely to be very misinformed. Ill-informed comments and speculation are obviously distressing to the family and is not helpful to the investigation. We are still treating Amanda as a missing person and will continue to do so until we have evidence to suggest otherwise. We are not treating this as a murder investigation but in resourcing terms we have more officers working on the Milly case than most forces would deploy on a murder investigation.’
         
 
         Nevertheless, former Deputy Chief Constable of Manchester John Stalker wrote in one newspaper: ‘The police search for Milly Dowler has been confusing from the start. I have investigated hundreds of murders and inquiries like this need a strong sense of direction from day one. My feeling is that this one has lacked a sure touch from the beginning. It doesn’t know whether it’s local or national, a missing person or a murder, a uniformed or a detective inquiry. It has never been sure-footed … There have been many inconsistencies … We were also told there was no way Milly could have been abducted without being seen, but I saw plenty of quiet places on the road between the station and her home where a girl could be grabbed by one or two men in a car without witnesses.
         
 
         ‘Walton-on-Thames is just three miles from the M25 and a car with Milly in it could have been hundreds of miles away before her worried parents called the police. The search should have been widened out to take that into account. It was more than a month before Milly’s room at home was thoroughly searched – if it had been a murder inquiry it would have been done in the first 48 hours.
 
         ‘I could not believe the police claim that they have not lost any forensic opportunities or other evidence by the delay. How would they know? The problem is that the police have tried to be sympathetic to the family, who have gone through a terribly tragic experience, at the expense of being hard-nosed and doing the routine things they have to. The search should now be reclassified as a murder investigation or a murder-style investigation to make it clearer to the public what is going on as this crime will only be solved with the public’s help. I have daughters of my own and my heart goes out to the Dowlers. There are no right or wrong ways to hunt for Milly but at the moment this is manifestly an unsuccessful inquiry.’
         
 
         There were also false alarms too. At one stage in late April, a female’s body was hauled by police from the Thames near Milly’s home. A police source said, ‘It is obvious that it has been in the water for some time.’ The body was carried to a blue-and-white tarpaulin tent which had been erected near where it had been spotted. ‘A body was found downstream from Sunbury lock,’ reported the police. ‘We received a call from a member of the public who reported seeing something in the water.’ It was not Milly. It was an elderly lady but even so tests had to be carried out before the news was relayed to the Dowler family.
         
 
         Almost seven weeks into the hunt for Milly and with the Sun offering a reward of £100,000 to help find her, the family gave a brief interview. ‘It is like a nightmare that never ends,’ said Sally. ‘It is difficult to sleep and when we wake up the nightmare just continues. Things that we used to think were important no longer are. The house is full of reminders, especially her saxophone and karaoke machine. It is particularly hard when we hear some of her favourite songs … Someone out there must know something. It is like a living hell. If anyone has any information concerning her whereabouts, please find it in your heart to help us.’
         
 
         Gemma said, ‘My home used to be full of fun and laughter and now everything has changed. Milly and I were always singing, dancing and messing about and now we spend a lot of time crying and trying to make sense of it all.’
         
 
         Bob said, ‘Since Milly has disappeared, the feeling of everything in our lives changing has become immense. Little things will unexpectedly remind me of her and make me very sad.’
 
         A 36-year-old man was arrested in Chertsey, Surrey, and a 52-year-old man in prison awaiting trial on alleged sex offences was also questioned, but neither was charged. At one stage, army experts – trained in finding buried bodies in the Bosnian war of the 1990s and its aftermath – were drafted in.
         
 
         By 25 June, what would have been Milly’s 14th birthday, police had already warned the Dowlers that is was probable that their daughter was already dead. ‘Her birthday is going to be so hard for the whole family – for our friends and for her friends,’ said the Dowlers in a statement. ‘No one really knows what to do. For example, they’re asking us if they should send cards. Any family occasions are really hard, even other people’s birthdays. We go to send them a card, and then it hits us – who do we sign it from? Now we just put “the Dowlers”. The whole concept of wishing someone a happy birthday is very hard to reconcile.’
 
         Bob Dowler said, ‘We usually celebrate Milly’s birthday with something like a pool party. We have a 12-foot splash pool that we put up in the garden and have a barbecue with a dozen or so of her friends. She usually does something like that for her birthday. Maybe this year she’d have wanted a karaoke party. Milly really loves her karaoke. We’d probably have bought her karaoke tapes for her birthday. She loves all the usual teenage stuff. We were thinking we might have bought her a digital camera – she’s always using the video camera.’
         
 
         Sally said, ‘I still send her text messages just in case and just wait for the failed message to come back … It would have been inconceivable if, when Milly first went missing, someone had said that we still wouldn’t know what had happened to her by her birthday, especially given all the effort everyone has put in. We’re so grateful for the efforts of the police and the support they’ve given us. We couldn’t have asked for more. When we realise the extent of the things that they have done, we are staggered.’
 
         The couple were quoted on how the family coped with Milly’s absence. ‘We’re struggling to fill the days – we try to set ourselves a project but it’s hard to remain motivated – we end up just going through the motions. But we have to try to hold it together for Gemma. She gets very upset when she sees us upset and wants us to keep positive and brave. It’s frightening when we realise how many people are feeling this too. Lots of other people are hurting for us and not necessarily people that we know. We find that very touching. There are so many things that we miss – especially her playing her saxophone. The lack of noise is very noticeable – the house is so very, very quiet now.
 
         ‘When Gemma has a friend round, we remember what it’s like to have two in the house and how it should be. Because there are still posters up, we see her image everywhere we go. We know it’s good to have so many posters all around but it’s also very hard. We just can’t believe that it’s our daughter. We drive past and wonder, Will they still be here in six months? The [Queen’s Golden] Jubilee weekend was hellishly long. Weekends are very difficult anyway. It was hard to see millions of people enjoying themselves. It would have been lovely to be one of them. Ordinarily, we would have done something as a family – like for the millennium, when we all went up to London for the fireworks. At one point, we had been talking with our neighbours about holding a street party.’
         
 
         At around this time, several newspapers reported a change in the senior police officers handling the hunt for Milly. The Times said, ‘The police officer leading the search for the missing schoolgirl Amanda Dowler has left the inquiry and returned to normal duties.’ Surrey police said that Detective Chief Inspector Stuart Gibson, the divisional senior detective for north Surrey, left for work elsewhere. Detective Chief Inspector Brian Marjoram joined the team leading the investigation. He wasn’t, said the police, ‘a direct replacement for DCI Gibson’. Surrey police said that it was standard procedure for other forces to review the work of an investigation team, and in this case Sussex police had been asked to do so. The review had concluded that the inquiry was well run, but despite ‘an immense amount of effort had failed to find the missing child or provide any evidence to positively indicate what might have happened to her’. Surrey police denied newspaper claims that a series of blunders could have hampered the search for Milly, The Times said.
         
 
         In a last-ditch attempt to obtain information from the CCTV cameras on the Birds Eye building which should have picked up images of Milly if she had walked down the length of the road, police sent the video to the FBI’s headquarters near Washington. The sun shining into the camera had made it difficult to spot specific objects because of the glare. Detective Chief Superintendent Craig Denholm was asked about the chances of the FBI cleaning up the film. ‘We are hopeful but not optimistic,’ he admitted.
         
 
         The growing expense of the investigation was putting it under pressure and some officers were expected to be withdrawn unless a breakthrough came soon. DCS Denholm said it was highly unlikely that Milly had either committed suicide or run away, although both possibilities had been investigated. ‘We have no body, no crime scene, no witnesses and no significant suspects,’ he said. ‘But with no crime scene, my officers cannot make forensic comparisons. It has been impossible to obtain a profile of the offender, because experts have nothing to work from. We reached five hypothetical explanations for Milly’s disappearance. They were: abduction, self-harm, suicide, injury and running away.’ Each has been eliminated, leaving only abduction. ‘
 
         In August, two more girls made the headlines when they disappeared. Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, both ten, vanished from the village of Soham in Cambridgeshire. Bob and Sally Dowler said in a statement, ‘Our hearts go out to both sets of parents. As we watched the parents’ appeal on television, we can say we know how they must feel and both felt overwhelmingly sorry for them. It’s difficult to know what to say to them apart from to try and stay strong, which is extremely difficult. Obviously, we dearly hope that both girls are found alive and well.’
         
 
         It was not to be. Holly and Jessica’s bodies were found near RAF Lakenheath and school caretaker Ian Huntley was eventually convicted of their murder. And soon came the news that everyone had feared – Milly too was dead.
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