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To my beloved mother Janette
 and my beautiful wee sister, Vicky






Chapter One

Downing their shovels, the police search team bowed their heads in silence as the wreaths were placed next to the children's sandpit that covered the grave of a girl who had been missing for nearly seventeen years.

Two detectives laid the floral tributes on behalf of the girl's father and her sister. Both had attached notes with their own thoughts. Every detail of Vicky Hamilton's short life and gruesome death would now become public knowledge as the scale of the crime unfolded ...

But yesterday their words to her remained private.

Daily Mail, 14 November 2007

*



CALL IT A sister's intuition, or maybe I had just become an expert on police protocol, but when I heard the familiar voice of CID officer Pat Gaughan on the other end of the telephone I had an overwhelming feeling that my 17-year search for my missing sister was about to end. Wednesday 14 November 2007 was a typical morning in our house, the little haven in Scotland I share with my partner Brian, our son John and my daughter Emma-Jane, and I was busying myself with the usual mundane pieces of housework.

Another day with my family. Another day, just like every other over the previous 17 years, when I wake up and the first thing I think about is my sister Vicky. Always there in my head, the haunting image of a young girl lost.

Now, almost two decades on, I was about to find the truth about her disappearance.

The call from Pat was out of character. I could tell that something was different. There was no usual friendly chat. And with just seven little words, he turned my world upside down. 'Are you going to be home later?'

I caught my breath. When a police officer asks you if you are going to be home, it can only mean one thing: he has something significant to tell you. Important news doesn't come in a phone call. It comes face to face.

My voice was reduced to a whisper as I replied: 'Yes. I'll be home.'

I came off the phone and sat motionless, going over Pat's words in my head. My emotions went into overdrive, my stomach was churning. Must keep busy. Must keep occupied. Why does he want me home? What is he going to tell me?

Deep down I already knew the answer.

Around an hour later, I jumped as the phone rang again. It was Pat. Two of his colleagues were on their way to my house to speak to me. I didn't hear anything else he said. This was it. Face to face...

I called my brother and sister, twins Lee and Lindsay, to tell them to come home as soon as possible. Lee arrived within ten minutes. I met him in the hallway, threw my arms around him and gave him a big hug. He looked petrified, and there were tears in his eyes.

By the time Lindsay got my voicemail it was almost midday. She called me back as I had stepped into the back garden to get some fresh air and try and clear my head. I couldn't bring myself to tell her my suspicions over the phone, so I told her I'd send Brian to pick her up as soon as he could. As I finished the call I could hear Brian greeting the police officers at the front door.

I walked from the kitchen to the living room where the two officers were standing. When they saw me, their gaze, as if synchronised, dropped to the floor. The police are trained to impart bad news, but I suppose it is difficult to disguise body language in situations like this. I motioned to them to sit down, and they both sat on the same couch. Brian offered them coffee, but they politely refused. I went to our other sofa, facing them. Lee looked ashen-faced as he sat down next to me.

The atmosphere was tense, and I felt nauseous. Vicky had disappeared on the night of 10 February 1991, and after nearly 17 years of speaking to dozens of police officers about various aspects of Vicky's case, I couldn't believe I had arrived at this moment. All the years of campaigning. Hoping. Waiting. Praying. It had all come down to now. Although they had hardly said a word between them, I knew in my heart what these two police officers had come to tell me. I braced myself.

The female officer looked straight at me and said: 'You know we found a body at a house in Kent?' I nodded slowly, gripping the arm of the couch for support. She continued: 'We did some checks, and judging by the dental records, the body is Vicky's. I'm sorry.'

It's Vicky.

My God. It's Vicky. These were the words I'd waited almost 17 years to hear. They've found Vicky. I'd often wondered how I would react on hearing these words. I'd played it over and over in my head. It was bad news, but in a strange way, good news too, as Vicky had finally been found. It was the moment I had both yearned for and dreaded.

I was shaking and crying at the same time and Brian tried to comfort me. The room seemed to echo with voices. I got up off the couch and staggered through the kitchen and out the back of the house into the garden. I let out a scream: 'Noooo.' Then Brian was beside me and I fell into his arms, sobbing.

As I hugged him tightly I heard him, over my shoulder, ask the police officers: 'Are you sure it is Vicky?' I understood why he asked it. There could be no mistakes. We had to be certain. The male officer replied: 'One hundred per cent sure. Sorry.' I heard Lee gasp and saw his hand move to his mouth in shock.

Vicky was dead. It was official. Our darling Vicky had been brutally murdered.

To think of my beautiful Vicky lying alone, buried in a garden at the other end of the country, just crushed me. In a strange way, I think the fact that her body was found 400 miles away from home, so far from her family, made it seem worse. On her own for nearly 17 years.

The police said she had been found with some of my mother's jewellery beside her body. She had borrowed some pieces from Mum when she came to visit me the weekend she disappeared – a bracelet and a couple of rings. Murdered while wearing her mother's jewellery. A young girl trying to be grown-up; a child on the cusp of adulthood. Taken from the streets by a serial sex killer.

That Wednesday our search had come to an end. My sister had been found. My sister was dead.

After the two police officers had broken the news of Vicky's death I sat in my tiny living room trying to take in the enormity of what I had just heard. Moments before they had arrived, I'd been watching live news bulletins from Kent. Two days earlier a police force had started digging up the garden of a house once occupied by Peter Tobin, a convicted murderer and sex offender. A man who at the time of Vicky's disappearance had rented a house in Bathgate, West Lothian, near where she was last seen. Reports had begun to come through on the news that police may have found a girl's body in the garden. But never once was my sister's name mentioned. Now the news programmes would be full of Vicky's name. Her picture. Her shallow grave. Her story.

At some point amid the chaos Brian left to pick up Lindsay, and when she arrived at the house, she was crying her eyes out. Brian had told her the bad news in the car. I always thought Lindsay was tough, almost resilient to the many problems the family had had over the years. But that day I saw her as a vulnerable child. She just crumbled. All I could do was hug her. Her big sister was dead. The girl she'd been robbed of growing up with. It was so difficult to find the words to say to her – something, anything to give her some comfort. Especially when my own heart had just been broken.

To hear that someone you love dearly – your own flesh and blood – has been killed is just too much for a human being to have to bear.

As the two police officers were preparing to leave, their apologies for bringing us bad news stirred me from my thoughts. As Brian accompanied them out of the living room and to the front door, I suddenly thought about my father – the man I hadn't spoken to for over two years. The man I call Michael because I can't bring myself to call him Dad. How would he take the news? He is so unpredictable it was hard for me to know how he would react.

The officers said they were on their way to tell him, but they had wanted to speak to me first. I asked them to pass on a message to my dad that if he wanted to call me he could. It was my olive branch to him, and I hoped he would grasp it.

I was beginning to think more rationally now after the initial shock and I thanked the officers for finding Vicky and breaking the news to us. I thanked them for all their hard work over the years. I was also sorry for them having to go and tell my father.

I called two of my closest friends, Gayle a former work colleague, and Angela, my oldest friend. Angela had grown up with me and, she in particular, had supported me every step of the way during the campaign to try and find Vicky. She was devastated when I told her the news, but between her sobs I could hear her making arrangements to leave her work in Glasgow and drive to Falkirk to be with me. I felt blessed to have such a dear friend.

It didn't take long for it to be all over the news: 'Vicky Hamilton's body found after 17 years,' the headlines screamed. I sat down. I couldn't believe this was happening. It simply didn't seem real. But it was true, and this was reality...

God only knows what fate befell Vicky. I didn't want to imagine what she went through. It's just too painful.

I knew that I would have to be strong for my family, especially Lee and Lindsay. They needed me more than ever now.

Soon relatives and friends started to arrive at the house, and the living room suddenly began to fill up. We watched the news over and over again. The noise of the television, the chatter of voices, all blended into the background. I was alone with my thoughts, and inside my head was a perfect calmness.

I walked outside. I breathed in the sharp, damp air. I looked up into the heavens. It was a beautiful evening and the stars were so bright as they lit up the night sky. I closed my eyes and imagined Vicky as I had known her – laughing, joking, full of life. I prayed for her. I prayed that she was with our mum and that she was happy now that at last she had been found after so long.

'I miss you so much, Vicky,' I said. 'I know you can hear me.'

I tried to banish the horrific thought of Vicky lying in that shallow grave. Instead I imagined her sleeping peacefully like a baby. Like the times as children we shared a bed, and I would watch her fall asleep first.

I used to look at her and smile. All warm and cosy under the covers. As she gave into sleep, she had the look of an angel ...





Chapter Two

IT IS MY earliest memory; my first recollection as a child. I was barely four years old and winter had given way to spring. It was the day my little sister was born.

Vicky Faye Hamilton came kicking and screaming into the world just after 2.30 p.m. on 24 April 1975. A healthy baby weighing six pounds, nine ounces. It was a day that marked the beginning of a wonderful friendship.

Vicky was born in Falkirk Royal Infirmary, about five miles from our home, and I vividly remember running along the hospital corridor, rushing to get to the ward to see Mum – and my brand new sister.

Dad shouted at me to stop, and we stood together – father and daughter – in front of the two great big pale blue wooden doors with small windows on the top, at the entrance to the maternity ward. Dad bent down and grabbed me around the waist, hoisting me high so my nose pressed against the window; my breath steaming up the glass as he held me. I peered through. Mum saw me and waved. Alongside her bed was a small perspex cot.

My dad pushed open the ward doors and put me down. My feet slipped and slithered on the polished floor as I ran full pelt over to Mum's bed.

Dad walked straight to the cot and slowly reached in, gently picking up the tiny bundle wrapped in swaddling blankets. I instinctively stood on my tiptoes to get a better look. And there she was. My little sister. All wrinkly and pink with tufts of dark brown hair. She looked beautiful, like a little porcelain doll.

'Sharon, your sister is very special. You must help your mum look after her,' Dad whispered softly in my ear as I gazed in wonder at the tiny baby before me.

'I will, Dad. I'll look after her for ever,' I replied.

It is heartbreaking now when I take out photograph albums and look at pictures of my little sister as a baby, her bright eyes shining and her so-cute smile. Images of innocence. She was not to know that she would never be given the chance to grow up. She was not to know I would break my promise to her. Even big sisters can't protect you from everything.

*



It could never be described as love's young dream, but my parents' romance was nothing if it wasn't passionate – and whirlwind.

Jeanette Buszka and Michael Hamilton both worked for Alexander's bus company in Falkirk. It was 1968. The Beatles topped the charts and winkle-pickers and drainpipes were in fashion. They were both bus conductors, or 'clippies', as we call them in Scotland. Mum was a stunning-looking teenager, fresh-faced and attractive, and was regularly chatted up by passengers on her route. She was flattered by the attention they paid her.

She lived near Whitecross in Stirlingshire, a gritty down-to-earth village between Edinburgh and Falkirk, known rather unfortunately for its local brickworks – one of the biggest employers in the area. She was just 18 when she met Michael and she still lived with her mum Euphemia and younger brother David, her older brothers and sisters having married and moved away from the family home.

Before they got together both Mum and Dad were in serious relationships; Mum engaged to a young local man who also worked on the buses, and Dad had been dating a girl from the nearby Alloa area. He broke off the relationship as soon as he met Mum. I suppose you could call it love at first sight.

My dad had – and still has – a huge personality, and I think Mum just found it too hard to resist. He was outgoing, loud and loved being the centre of attention. He seemed to always find the right words to say in any situation, and Mum found him utterly charming.

Before long Mum broke off her engagement and took up with Dad. They were inseparable. She hung on Dad's every word, every turn of phrase. He had a hold over her, and at the time, she loved the feeling of security he brought to her life.

My father lived in Redding, a small village on the outskirts of Falkirk. He was the second oldest of five children. His elder sister Joy had married and moved out of the family home by the time he and Mum started dating, so he lived with his younger sister Gwen and his brothers John, Eric and Peter, who was just a baby. They lived with their mother in a small end-terrace house with four bedrooms.

Redding was – and still is – a close-knit community. It's the sort of place where everybody knows your personal business. But the upside is that when there is a crisis affecting your family, the villagers rally round and offer help and support by the bucketload.

It was a great place to bring up children, and there was a large grassy park behind my dad's house with a well-used playground.

As it turned out, their neighbours were a lovely couple who had a daughter called Christine. She would grow up to be a close friend of my mother's and a regular and much-loved babysitter for me and Vicky. She would also be instrumental in changing all our lives.

Mum and Dad's relationship blossomed quickly. They were besotted with each other, and less than two years after they met, Dad proposed. Mum accepted immediately. The wedding date was set for 18 July 1970. But, no sooner had they told family and friends of their decision, than their plans were dealt a huge setback. My grandmother Euphemia caught a bad dose of the flu, and because she was terrified of going to the doctor, she ignored her symptoms until it was too late and she had developed pneumonia. Mum wanted to postpone the wedding, but surprisingly Gran insisted it should go ahead as planned. Mum always said that Gran didn't particularly like Dad, or feel he was good enough for her daughter. I suppose she went along with the wedding because she could see, despite her reservations, that Dad made Mum happy, and her daughter was very much in love.

Between her job on the buses, frenetic wedding plans and visiting Gran in hospital, the pressures took their toll on Mum, and she herself began to feel increasingly unwell. She had no appetite or strength, and the simplest of tasks seemed daunting. She was so exhausted one day my dad persuaded her to go and see the doctor for some tests – no mean feat as Mum had the same pathological fear of the medical world as my gran.

Just a week before the wedding, things took a turn for the better, and doctors gave Gran permission to leave the hospital to attend the ceremony. So, on a brilliantly sunny July day, Mum and Dad were married in Mum's home church in Muiravonside. They were delighted that Gran made it to the church – although she was still very ill and due to return to hospital the next day. My dad's brother John was the best man and Mum's cousin Marlyn Beglin was chief bridesmaid. Mum was radiant. She was always proud of her long legs, so she, rather bravely, opted for a white lace mini wedding dress. I look at faded photographs of that day, and I think she looked amazing, with her dark brown hair piled fashionably high on her head. Dad and Uncle John looked dashing and handsome in their black morning suits. After the service, and photographs outside the church, the wedding party headed off to a nearby hotel for the reception.

They were the perfect couple. Handsome. Happy. So much in love.

Gran was too weak to cope with the reception, but Mum was just delighted that she was able to take part in her big day. Mum and Dad later ferried some of their guests to Gran's house for a nightcap. A perfect end to a perfect day.

Against the odds, Gran made a remarkable and unexpected recovery, and just a few weeks after the wedding was discharged and allowed to return to the family home in Whitecross. Mum and Dad decided to move in with her, allowing them to help her recover. It perhaps wasn't the ideal start to married life, but Mum's family needed her, and Dad understood.

*



'Congratulations Mrs Hamilton. You're pregnant,' the doctor proclaimed when Mum went back to the doctor's for the results of her tests. It was the last thing Mum expected. She was in shock, but ecstatically happy at the same time as she left the surgery. She wondered how Dad would take the news. They had talked about having children as most couples do, but they both anticipated parenthood a few years down the line. It wasn't something they had planned so soon, especially as they had only been together as a couple for a relatively short time.

Mum told me that when Dad heard the news, he said he was the luckiest man alive. He scooped her up in his arms and hugged her tightly. 'Perfect. Just perfect,' he said.

After the wedding, Mum and Dad went back to work while Mum's sister Helen helped care for Gran during the day. Then, suddenly, almost as quickly as she had recovered, Gran suffered a relapse and was rushed back into hospital. It was a terrible time for everyone. One day Mum went to visit, and when she arrived she was told that Gran had been moved to a private part of the ward. I'm sure that when she heard this she realised the outlook was grim. As she approached Gran's room she heard her scream in agony.

On 17 October 1970, Gran's pain ended and she passed away. She was only 50. My mother was still six months pregnant with me so I would never meet my grandmother.

After the funeral, Mum and Dad were homeless, until Margaret, my dad's mother, invited them to live with her. Her house was tiny and cramped. When I arrived in the world the following January, they decided it was time to get a place of their own. It came in the shape of a caravan on a site between Redding and Muiravonside. We were there for just a few short months until the land was sold off to make way for housing. I was around 12 months old when Mum and Dad applied to Falkirk Council for a house, and were lucky enough to be offered one in Redding. It was a three-bedroomed end of terrace at 58 Woodburn Avenue – the same street as my Gran Hamilton. The house had big bedrooms and a large garden at the front and the back of the house. This was to be our first real family home. Nothing could break this secure Hamilton family bond.

*



After Vicky was born I was so happy. I had a little sister. I can't recall a great deal about her as a baby. I thought she was just a little doll that Mum and Dad had got for me to play with, and I have early recollections of 'helping' mum change her nappies and bathe her.

According to Mum, as Vicky got older and was able to crawl, we both got into more scrapes and trouble than she ever thought possible. Being the older sister had its definite perks. When we were discovered doing something naughty, I would simply blame Vicky – and usually I got away with it. But being the older sibling also had its downside, and, just like in any family, I was sometimes forced to let her play with me when my friends came round to visit – not exactly good for my street cred.

We shared a bedroom and had bunk beds. Naturally I slept on the top, and Vicky was underneath. The room was filled to the brim with toys, and, typical girls, we both loved to play with dolls. Whether it was baby dolls or dress-up dolls, we loved them all and couldn't get enough of them.

Whenever we got dress-up dolls, Vicky, having brown hair, would get a brunette doll, and me a blonde one. We would often play for hours on end until it was bedtime, or until we fell out and ended up screaming at each other. Vicky may have been four years younger than me, but she could stand her ground. She was a tough little cookie, and I saw that trait in her develop as we grew up together.

One of my fondest memories was when Vicky was around fourteen months old. Dad took us to the local pet shop to pick out a dog to take home. Vicky and I loved animals, and the dogs we saw were cross-breeds with white and brown patches. I screamed in delight when we picked a particularly energetic puppy out from the litter.

'What shall we call him?' Dad asked. I said we should call him Patch, even though it was the name of our last dog. But the name fitted so perfectly.

When we left the pet shop, we took Patch to a nearby church where there was a grassy area to the back. I remember that day as if it was yesterday. I chased Patch around the churchyard, in and out of the bushes, while Vicky toddled behind squealing with delight.

*



Our childhood was happy, and we were a settled family unit. Although there was never a great deal of extra money around, Vicky and I never had to do without. There was always food on the table, and money for clothes when we needed them.

Dad was a real grafter, often working six days a week to provide for us. For years he worked as a delivery driver for a local potato merchants, known in the area as Tattie Wilson's. I remember his huge blue wagon, filled to the brim with fresh fruit and vegetables. Sometimes he would allow me to go with him on his rounds, and I used to watch wide-eyed in amazement and wonder at my big strong dad lifting big sacks of potatoes from his wagon and carrying them on his shoulder into the local shops around the Falkirk area. I loved 'helping' him. Vicky was still too young to come along, so it was just me and my dad. Our time. I would sit up front in the lorry with him watching the world go by in my 'high-up' position. Proud as punch and king of the road.

I felt very special, and when we stopped at the shops with deliveries, I would often get sweets from the owners for being a good girl and helping my dad. It was a great fun day out and I felt grown-up working with Dad. I always went home with lots of goodies, and I would – often reluctantly – share my spoils with my little sister.

My dad is an outgoing man who can make friends easily. Everyone in Redding knew him and a walk in the village with him would mean people continuously stopping him in the street to catch up on gossip. Redding was where his roots were, and where most of his family lived. There always seemed to be some aunt or uncle popping into the house for tea and a chat when I was growing up.

Mum was the homemaker, renowned for being practical. She was a natural, bringing up two children and juggling the pressures of domestic life while making the weekly wage stretch. In her spare time – not that she had much of it – she could be found in her chair in the living room either knitting or engrossed in some form of intricate needlework.

But it was her home baking that Vicky and I loved, and something I still miss to this day. The kitchen would fill up with the familiar aroma of scones toasting in the oven. Sometimes she would make one of our favourites – traditional Scottish tablet, a sugary fudge-like toffee, or fairy cakes.

If she was in the mood she would let us help her, and, once we had 'assisted', Vicky and I would fight over the remains of the cake mixture stuck to the sides of the baking bowl. We both always ended up a sticky mess with the sugary remnants around our cheeks and plastered through our hair. Then we would sit eagerly in front of the oven, impatiently waiting for our 'masterpieces' to cook. Later, as we tucked into the food, Mum would say without fail: 'Remember to leave some for Dad.' But more often than not we ended up scoffing the lot.

Vicky and I had a favourite game we played when Mum was busy and Dad was out working. We would make sure the coast was clear and select four of Dad's treasured LPs from the record rack, carefully taking out the black vinyl discs before putting them to one side. We would then take off our shoes and socks, and with our sticky feet, stand on the album covers and use them as makeshift skates. It was brilliant fun sliding up and down the living room carpet, although I would invariably have to signal to Vicky to stop giggling in case Mum caught wind of what we were doing. We became experts at this game, until inevitably Mum caught us mid-pirouette. She was livid, but of course I got the brunt of the row because I was older and should have known better. Vicky just smiled her innocent smile before we were both sent to our room to think about what we had done to Dad's prized record collection.

Mum was a pussycat with a loud miaow, and we knew exactly how to work her and wrap her around our little fingers. Luckily she never told Dad about our little game. Though we loved him, we didn't like to cross our father; we didn't like the feeling of his big hand slapping our backside when we were naughty.

I've been told by relatives that we were good, well-behaved children with impeccable manners. I suppose it was testament to just how happy and settled Mum and Dad were at the time. They were able to channel a great deal of time and attention into bringing us up. Luckily we got a solid grounding in manners and respect for our elders.

*



The silliest things pop into your head when you begin reminiscing about moments from your childhood. Our walk to school is one such moment. We lived about 15 minutes' stroll from the school and the 'proper' road would take Vicky and me down the 'fairy steps' – about 150 lopsided steps that led from Uncle John's house at the playpark, down through the woods and out to the school gates. Often at weekends Vicky and I would play in this small, charming wooded area, but on school days we would regularly take a shortcut through the 'Cow's Park'. This was a much quicker route home, and saved us valuable time as we rushed to get to our house for tea. The downside was that many a time we arrived home, dashing into the house with our shoes caked with cow dung – hence the name of the park.

Mum would be livid, scolding us as she caught a whiff of the two of us as we ran past her. Many times she banned us from walking that way home, and we always promised to stop – until the next time! It still makes me laugh, but it drove Mum to distraction.

Woodburn Avenue was a fantastic street to grow up in. It was a typical street in a working-class village, with a mixture of affluent families and households who obviously struggled financially. At various times my family belonged in both categories.

As children growing up in Redding, we had everything we could have wished for right on our doorstep. In the summer we would play outside, and we were kings of the big old oak tree about 50 yards from our front door. From one of the tree's huge branches hung our Tarzan swing, and children from the streets all around would converge here to take turns swinging from the giant bough.

There was also the 'loch' at the back of our house. Strangely, although it was called the loch, it wasn't filled with water – it was grass. I'm not sure of the origins of the place's nickname. Perhaps it was a waterway in the past and was filled in, but when Vicky and I were growing up, it was where we learned to ride our bikes. I suppose it was the Scottish equivalent of the village green – although, admittedly, not quite so picturesque.

People gathered there for all kinds of events. In the late autumn the children collected lumps of wood, old papers and bits of junk in a huge pile in preparation for bonfire night. This was always a big event in the village calendar, and most of the community would turn out and we watched excitedly as the adults set our mammoth bonfire alight. In the winter the 'loch' would become our own personal ski slope, and we all took turns at sledging down the hill past that old oak tree.

The 'loch' also had a small play area with three sets of swings and a roundabout. Vicky and I would take turns at pushing each other. It was a fantastic, safe place. A sort of nursery without walls. We knew every child in the village, and you were never short of a playmate.

All the houses around our way looked the same. I always thought they looked like they had sad faces; they were a bit ramshackle and tired. Even so, I loved our home. It was secure and warm, especially when Mum lit our upstairs fire and the shadows danced on our bedroom walls. On these nights it seemed the house and everyone in it cosied up as one.

I also treasured it when it was full of friends. Mum and Dad were very sociable people and loved a good party. There were many nights when Vicky and I would be lying in our beds, and we would hear a deep bass sound reverberating through the living room ceiling and into our bedroom above. We loved these party nights. Often, if we could pluck up the courage, we would climb out of bed, creep down the stairs and huddle together at the bottom trying to peer through the living room's glass door to try and catch a glimpse of what was going on. We would see the shadows of people dancing and singing, their drink-fuelled noisy chatter filling the air. If the door was ajar we would possibly spot Mum in the kitchen, red-faced and fussily making snacks for her guests.

Sometimes, if we were spotted, we got sent straight back upstairs to bed, but occasionally Mum or Dad motioned us in to join in the party. Then Vicky and I instantly became the stars of the show and took requests to dance and sing. Mum and Dad never knew it, but often Vicky and I would secretly rehearse routines in our room in preparation for just such an occasion. We both loved showing off. Dad would put on one of his favourite songs, almost invariably Queen's 'Don't Stop Me Now' and that would be the cue for Vicky and me to take our routine to the 'stage'. By the time we finished our ears would ring with our captive audience's applause.

At the time it was the best feeling in the world, and Vicky and I would stand there with big beaming grins, milking every single second of it. Then everyone was on the floor dancing, and Vicky and I would join in.

*



When I was about six I asked why Dad didn't drive Tattie Wilson's potato van any more. Mum's eyes dropped and she said that he had sworn at his boss and he'd lost his job because of it. I remember thinking that it seemed a harsh punishment for simply swearing. Something didn't seem right, and there was a terrible atmosphere in the house. There were hushed conversations between Mum and Dad, and they immediately stopped what they were saying if I walked into the room.

I missed our trips in the big blue potato lorry. I also on some level knew that this meant we as a family would have less money, but I knew Dad would do whatever he had to do to support Mum, Vicky and me. For months we had little or no money coming in, and Mum performed miracles trying to make ends meet and stretch the small budget. Mum and Dad were both under a great deal of stress.

A lot of their so-called friends didn't hang around any more. And the parties stopped.

Mum was the worrier in the family, and it must have been a particularly tough time for her. Dad was more of an optimist. I suppose they balanced each other out. I would hear him reassuring her that their hard times would pass and things would return to normal. Yet, looking back, it was around this time that I became aware of the small cracks in our family life.

Dad had managed to get some shifts with a local cab firm and he jumped at the opportunity to earn some much-needed money. Then one day he simply vanished. Vicky and I continually asked Mum where he had gone. She would reply that he was working away. We accepted this explanation at first, but the days went by and there was still no sign. It seemed like an eternity since we'd last seen him.

It was confusing. He was here one day and gone the next. Mum looked so worried and I missed him so much. I didn't know whether he'd come to some harm, was in trouble, or even if he was still alive.

One day Mum got a letter from Dad. I don't know what he wrote, but it made her cry. I'd never seen Mum like this before. She seemed like a broken woman. Resigned. Now that I'm an adult myself I realise that back then they were simply vulnerable human beings with feelings.

I was old enough to be aware there was something wrong, but Mum was careful about what she said in front of Vicky and me. No matter how much I tried to eavesdrop, I couldn't find out what was going on.

Then another letter arrived, and when Mum had finished reading it, she handed it to me. The note was written on a strange-coloured lined paper, not like the small writing pad Mum had in the house. On the back of it was my name.

'Dear Sharon,' it read. 'I hope you are being a good girl and that you are helping your mum and Vicky. I miss you and will see you very soon.'

'Where is he, Mum?' I asked, tears welling up.

She just looked at me with sad eyes and said: 'Everything is okay. Your dad will be home soon.'

After a few weeks I came to accept the fact that he wasn't at home any more, and it became the norm. Vicky was too young to understand what was going on, and she had no real concept of time. She probably thought he'd popped out to the shops for cigarettes. I suppose as children you accept situations as long as they do not impact on your own life too much.

Then one day he suddenly turned up again. He simply walked in unannounced through the front door as if nothing had happened. I ran towards him and gave him a huge hug and a kiss. Soon I just stopped asking where he had been during that time. What was the point? He was home again.

*



Christine Brown, our babysitter, was the best in the village. Although she was just 14 years old, she was in great demand. Other kids' parents would try to hire her at weekends, but Mum always seemed to get priority. Vicky must have been just months old, and I was just four when Christine started babysitting us. She was a young, vibrant, self-assured teenager who I was immediately in awe of. She seemed so grown-up and confident for her age; she could have easily passed for 16 or 17.

Mum had always found it difficult to find a babysitter that she liked, and she had tried so many different girls before Christine, but whether it was because we played up, or they just simply weren't suitable, none of them seemed to last for any length of time.

It was the same routine every time Mum and Dad wanted to go out. Vicky would cry and I would moan, and often there were tears and tantrums as they kissed us goodbye. But as soon as I knew that it was Christine who would be babysitting us, I became calm. For us, she was the best babysitter in the world, and, if we couldn't be with Mum and Dad, then Christine was a good second best.

Christine lived in the same street, so she was always on hand and was usually available at short notice. She was never short of ideas to keep us occupied, and often she would take us on adventure walks. We especially loved it if she took us to see the horse at the farm down the road from the house. It was a fair old trek, usually through thick mud, to get there, but so rewarding when we arrived and we were able to feed the horse carrots which we'd 'borrowed' from the kitchen.

She also taught us a lot about art, and spent ages sitting with us and drawing horses and dogs. She was very talented and would sketch them out so that I could colour in the images, and Vicky could do her 'baby scribbles' on the page. When she arrived at the house to look after us she was never empty-handed. She always brought a goody bag crammed full of crisps and chocolates. She would have the patience to play any games with us that we wanted, and often they continued for hours on end. She let us stay up way past our bedtime, and sometimes, exhausted and happy, Vicky and I would fall asleep on the couch cuddling into her.

It was as if Christine was always there back then. Mum loved her and they had a great rapport together. She increasingly looked upon her as part of the family.

Christine must have been a godsend for Mum. She finally had a babysitter she and Dad trusted and that we were happy with. It wasn't long before Mum and Dad were so used to having Christine around that they began to organise the odd weekend away together. It was arranged that it would be better if Christine moved in for the weekend – to look after us in our own home and our initial disappointment at not going away with our parents was tempered by the prospect of a whole weekend with Christine – and the fact that Mum and Dad would bring us back a souvenir from their short holiday.

On one such weekend I ran downstairs from my bedroom to find Christine in the kitchen making toast. She suddenly asked me if I liked her cooking. 'Of course,' I replied. She then asked, 'Do you think I am a better cook than your mum?' It was probably asked in innocence, but looking back now, it has more significance: it was as if she was trying to slip into the role of surrogate mother. But she could never, ever replace our mum.

Christine started popping in after she'd finished school most days, and regularly took Vicky and me for long walks to let Mum get on with the housework. I loved going out with her. She was like the big sister I never had.

There were also times when we went out as a family, and Christine came along too. She met all my family, my aunts and uncles. Everyone thought she was just perfect.

After Dad's short spell working the taxis, my uncle Ian – Mum's brother – managed to arrange it for him to get a job at the local bakery as a delivery driver. This wasn't the first time my uncle had stepped in to help the family. He was our Good Samaritan, lending money when things were tight.

It's funny how silly incidents stick in your mind. It is so trivial, but one such occasion still hurts me today. It was the morning of my sixth birthday, and I rushed downstairs before anyone else was up. I opened the fridge to get a drink. Imagine my delight when I saw it was laden full of cakes from Dad's bakery. There was everything from chocolate éclairs and meringues to trifles and fairy cakes. I immediately, and perhaps not unnaturally, thought they were for a surprise birthday party for me, so I didn't mention anything to Mum, went off cheerily to school that morning and promptly invited all my friends to my house for a party later that day.

I was so excited I couldn't wait to get home to put on my party dress. When I came downstairs dressed in my best frock, my mum said I wasn't having a party and that when my friends turned up it was down to me to explain to them. This was out of character for Mum, and it was unusual for her to speak so sharply to me. I was hurt, but her tone was such that I didn't dare argue.

It was never explained to me why our fridge was full of cakes and goodies, but it was the most embarrassing moment of my childhood, and the one day I felt let down by both my parents.

It was around this time that Vicky set fire to our house. Vicky was nearly three when she found my dad's broken cigarette lighter and started to play with it. Although he had discarded it because it wouldn't work, it sparked into life suddenly, setting fire to some of my schoolbooks which were on Vicky's bed.

I remember sitting in the living room when I noticed the smoke creeping down the stairs. Then Mum started screaming that the house was on fire. She and I headed for the front door, but we couldn't see Vicky. Mum frantically began searching the house, eventually finding her a few minutes later at the back of the big cupboard in the kitchen. She'd realised she was in big trouble and had immediately hidden.

Afterwards the house was in a terrible state. All we saved from our room was a wardrobe. Our bunk beds were ashes and all our toys were melted lumps of plastic. We had to continue living there until it was repaired, and I still remember to this day the terrible stench of burning wood.

The fire ripped apart my home, the house I loved so much. I was devastated. Vicky and I both had terrible nightmares about the fire, and I know that day left us emotionally scarred. From that day on I have been terrified of fire.

*



As if things couldn't get much worse, Dad was laid off work again. The bakery he worked for had gone bust: one day he had a well-paid job; the next he didn't.

Mum, ever the worrier, began to fret about the practical things – paying bills and having enough money to buy food. Dad insisted it was a temporary setback and declared: 'The Hamiltons will be back to normal soon enough.'

Our relatives helped us as much as possible and gave us cash handouts whenever they could afford to. I remember having to go and ask Gran for a loan of some money – perhaps Mum and Dad couldn't face the shame of going cap in hand. But I knew I had to do it; we desperately needed the money.

Dad was true to his word, and within a few weeks managed to secure a job back on the taxis. He used to do wedding hire, and I remember him standing on a Saturday morning with the ironing board out, pressing the crisp white linen sheets that would cover the back seat of the car. He was obsessive about making sure his car was clean, and he would also proudly attach beautiful white ribbons to the front of his car before setting off to pick up the wedding party. He worked long shifts so he wasn't there much, but once again money was coming into the house. I thought things were starting to look up.
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