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To my mum Elizabeth, for making me who I am.




1


SARAH



Mike and I were childhood sweethearts. We met at the tender age of sixteen, both just out of school with a handful of CSEs between us, and our whole lives in front of us. We were from similar backgrounds – big, working-class families from Waltonon-Thames in Surrey – and our expectations of life were limited to what we knew. Further education was for those with money and, although we weren’t badly off, it was a luxury we couldn’t afford and didn’t expect. It was assumed that we would go out and get a job and that’s what we both did. I started work in a chemist’s, while Mike did shifts at a local factory, and we both felt very grown up, bringing a wage packet home every week. After several months of friendship, we officially got together on 9 November 1985, a few days before Mike’s seventeenth birthday. We really connected straight away, spending hours talking about anything and everything. Mike was funny, gentle and kind, quite unlike the other boys I had been out with. I thought I’d found my soul mate.


Within months I was pregnant. It certainly wasn’t planned – as we were still kids ourselves – but there was never any question of us not having the child. We were from big families who celebrated birth, and being pregnant was something to be proud of. But before we could tell our families the happy news, I suffered a miscarriage. Although it was a shock, it was only a few weeks into the pregnancy and I have always been a firm believer in letting nature take its course. That baby was obviously not meant for this world. Within a matter of months I was expecting again and, after waiting an appropriate time, we made the announcement. At first our parents were slightly concerned about our age, but they could see that our relationship was loving and strong and we were obviously in it for the long term, so they supported our decision and told us we would be wonderful parents.


Sadly, just as Mike and I were starting a family of our own, mine broke up, when my parents Brian and Elizabeth separated. I was still in the early stages of my pregnancy when my mum announced that she was moving to Clacton, and Mike and I decided to go with her. After leafy Walton, we found it a dismal place and there was no decent work to be had, so we both ended up working in a convalescent home, me in the kitchen and Mike doing cleaning and odd jobs. Being around ill people all day depressed us and after a few months we decided to move back home. Back in Walton, we put our names on the council housing list and moved in with my dad, who was a lock-keeper and had a big house right on the Thames.


Our first baby, Lee, was born just after my eighteenth birthday and, although we were young, we adored being parents and it wasn’t long before I was expecting once more. Sadly, I suffered another early miscarriage, but fell pregnant again soon afterwards. Luke was born eighteen months after Lee and a month later the council finally gave us a flat of our own in Walton.


It had all happened so fast. One minute I had just left school and had so many choices and so few responsibilities. Now, at the age of twenty, I had met my life partner, had two miscarriages, two children, moved three times in as many years, and had a house to run. We had both been forced to grow up very quickly. Always one to take his responsibilities seriously, Mike decided that he should think about a job with a future. His mum and dad were both in the off-licence business – with his mother Les managing a shop and his father Terry working as a trouble-shooter turning around the profits of businesses that were failing. Mike decided to follow in his parents’ footsteps and got a job in a local off-licence, where he quickly moved up the ranks to deputy manager. He was soon offered a job at a shop in Goring in Sussex, with a spacious two-bedroom flat to go with it, so we packed our bags and moved once again. But, as had become our pattern, we weren’t settled for long as Mike was offered a manager’s job just after his twenty-first birthday. It was great news, but it meant another move, this time to East Preston in Sussex, where his parents now lived, and we moved in above Mike’s new shop.


The next year, on 4 August 1990, we decided to get married. It was something that we had discussed dozens of times, but we didn’t want to do it just because we had children. We wanted to wait until the time was right. The boys were a bit older now, we had a regular wage coming in, a home of our own and, most importantly, after five years together we couldn’t imagine life without each other. It seemed the perfect time to tie the knot. Although neither of us was religious, we wanted to do things properly, so we had a traditional white wedding at East Preston church. I wore a long white dress, there were bridesmaids, flowers, and photos on the steps. As I said the words ‘I do’ I had no doubt that Mike and I would be together for ever. Afterwards we had a massive reception in a local pub with all our family and friends. We didn’t have enough money for a honeymoon, but we had a lovely night in a local hotel.


Everything should have been perfect, but things took a turn for the worse shortly after we got married. Mike started falling into black moods whereby he would withdraw into himself for days on end, causing him to take time off work. He would say to me that some days it felt as if he were looking at the world through dark glasses. There was nothing wrong that he could pinpoint, it was just a general feeling that overtook him and he was unable to shake off. Then, as suddenly as it had come on, it was gone, and Mike would be laughing and joking as if it hadn’t happened. We were young and knew nothing about mental illness, so we struggled on through the down times as best we could, putting them down to the pressures of working hard and having a young family to support. I loved Mike and just tried to accept the black times as part of who he was.


When I found out I was pregnant yet again, our happiness at the news was slightly marred by Mike’s fluctuating moods. We sat down and talked over the implications of having a new baby, and decided that three children and the responsibility of managing a shop might prove too much. So Mike handed in his notice and we moved back home to Surrey where we had more family support. Until we found a place of our own, the boys and I lived with my mum, who had moved back from Clacton and now lived in Hersham, the village next to Walton. It was only a little bed-sit and there wasn’t room for Mike too, so he stayed with his brother and got a job working nights at a petrol station, which he found much less stressful than managing the shop.


When we eventually managed to get some money together we rented a little house which was down the road from my mum. It was tiny, with one bedroom for Mike and me, a box room for the boys upstairs, and a tiny lounge and kitchen downstairs. It was always noisy and messy, full of children’s laughter and tears, with toys and McDonalds’ wrappers underfoot. But it was our home and, for the most part, we were happy.


Things improved for a time, but even with a less stressful lifestyle Mike’s dark moods soon returned, and they lasted longer and longer each time. He would sit in his chair in the front room for hours not saying a word, hardly aware of what was going on around him. Finally we decided that he should see the doctor who diagnosed him as suffering from manic depression. When we asked how and why he had got it, the doctor said that it could be triggered by a nasty virus, which Mike had suffered several of in adult life, including chicken pox and inner ear infections. This gave us hope that the condition was temporary and the doctor gave him antidepressants to control the moods in the meantime. Mike started taking the pills and he quickly became himself again. He put on weight, was able to deal with the stresses and strains of life, and regained his confidence. It made a big difference to the quality of our family life.


Our third child, Sarah Evelyn Isobel Payne, made her grand entrance into the world on 13 October 1991, with a tuft of dark hair on her head and a tooth in her mouth. Just like Lee and Luke, Sarah arrived ten days later than expected. It was typical of our family, who are always late, but knowing Sarah’s sweet nature I’m sure she felt bad about keeping me waiting. My labour started at midnight, with Mike out working the late shift at the petrol station, and the boys fast asleep, lying top to toe in the single bed they shared. I had just taken a relaxing hot bath and I collapsed on to the double bed with a sigh, looking forward to a good night’s sleep. It was not to be. As my eyes fell on the cot beside the bed, ready for the new arrival, a vice-like pain suddenly clenched my stomach. I gasped and automatically put my hand to my belly, but as soon as the pain had come, it was gone again and, having been through this twice before, I knew that one twinge didn’t necessarily mean that the baby was coming. So I calmly lay down, turned off the light, and closed my eyes. Just as sleep was coming over me the pain returned, more insistent than the last time. The clock glowed 12.30 a.m., half an hour after my last twinge. I knew this was it: ‘Oh bugger,’ I said aloud.


At that moment I sorely wished that I had listened to my mum when she had nagged us to get a telephone installed. But Mike and I, as usual, simply hadn’t got round to it. Mike was not due home until the early hours, and I didn’t know any of the neighbours yet, so I decided to go to Mum’s, where I could leave the boys and call a taxi to the hospital. Gingerly getting out of bed, I padded next door into the boys’ bedroom. I gently shook Lee, who at four years old was the eldest. ‘Lee, we have to get up now, the baby’s coming. We’re going over to Granny’s,’ I told him. My waters chose that minute to break, and I knew we didn’t have too much time to spare. Seeing my panic, Lee immediately took charge of the situation. ‘It’s OK, Mummy, I’ll wake Luke,’ he said, which was no mean feat as Luke was always difficult to get out of bed. But Lee managed it that night, explaining to his three-year-old brother that Mummy had to go to the hospital. Lee efficiently dressed them both before packing a bag with their pyjamas. He even remembered to put in Luke’s safety blanket, a quilt with a blue frill, which he couldn’t bear to be without. There was a last-minute panic to find Luke’s shoes, and finally we were ready.


The walk to Mum’s was only a short one, but it seemed to take for ever that night. We must have made a comical threesome. Lee insisted on carrying both my bag and theirs, as well as holding his brother’s hand. Every so often I was forced to stop and sit down on the street, my hands clasped to my tummy, waiting for the worst of the contractions to pass. Lee would ask with concern, ‘Are you all right, Mummy?’, and I would assure him that I was fine until I was ready to carry on. When we finally arrived at Mum’s it took several rings on the doorbell to rouse her, but as soon as she opened the door she knew what was happening. ‘I told you to get a phone, you stupid girl,’ she commented with a smile in her voice, and ushered us inside. Luke got straight in his granny’s bed and went back to sleep, while Lee perched on the sofa and peered at me with concern.


The first thing I did was ring Mike at work. Alarmed to receive a call from me so late, he was immediately concerned.


‘Are you all right, sweetheart?’ he asked me.


I reassured him, ‘I’m at Mum’s, everything’s fine, but the baby’s coming. Can you meet me at the hospital?’


‘I’m here on my own and I haven’t got the keys to lock up,’ he said, ‘I’ll call round and try to get someone to cover for me. Don’t worry, I’ll be there as soon as I can.’


‘Wish me luck,’ I said.


‘Good luck. I love you.’


‘You too.’


At that point we were quite calm. Mum had been through labour six times herself and I already had two children, so it was hardly a new experience. We knew that there were usually hours to spare between the first contractions and birth. But it soon became apparent that this time was different. Having waited so long, Sarah was now in a hurry. Mum had just picked up the phone to call a taxi, when I doubled over in pain, with a sharp intake of breath. It was only a few minutes since the last contraction and they were getting stronger all the time. The baby was coming – now – and there was no time to waste with taxis. ‘Ring an ambulance,’ I gasped. Mum rang 999, telling the reluctant operator that if they didn’t hurry up the baby would be born on the carpet.


Waiting for the ambulance, I paced the room, doubling up in pain at regular intervals. Thankfully, it didn’t take more than a few minutes to arrive and I was loaded into the back. I insisted that Mum and the boys stay at home, but as the ambulance doors shut I felt very alone. Mike had been with me through every stage of my first two labours, and I missed his reassuring presence.


We were halfway to the hospital when I was suddenly overtaken by the urge to push – I couldn’t help myself. Seeing what was happening, the paramedic urged me, ‘Try not to push. We’re nearly there, just wait a little bit longer.’


‘I can’t stop it, I have to,’ I cried, gripping his hand until it turned white.


‘Pull over,’ shouted the paramedic, and the ambulance swerved into a lay-by so they could check the progress of the baby.


‘It’s OK, I think we’ll make it,’ he told his colleague and the blue lights went on as we raced to the hospital.


We arrived at St Peter’s in Chertsey at just gone 1.45 a.m. and I was put on a trolley. In the lift on the way up to the maternity ward I was consumed by the urge to start pushing again, but the nurse said, with alarm, ‘No, no, no, not yet.’ I was rushed into the delivery suite where there was no time to even check my blood pressure; it was all systems go. The relief was enormous as I was finally allowed to push, and at 2 a.m. Sarah was born.


‘You’ve got a girl,’ said the midwife, placing the little bundle on my stomach.


‘A girl!’ I exclaimed tearfully. Although a scan had revealed earlier in my pregnancy that I was expecting a girl, Mike and I had never quite believed it, convinced we would have another boy. I wished so much that my husband could be with me to share the moment, as I looked down at our first daughter. She had a spattering of dark hair, and when she opened her mouth, inside was a little front tooth. She was advanced for her years right from the start.


After I had cuddled and inspected her, Sarah was taken away to be cleaned up and I finally closed my eyes, exhausted. When I opened them again she was sleeping in a cot next to the bed and Mike was standing at my bedside looking from me to his new daughter with pride. Coming up behind him, the nurse said softly, ‘You can hold her if you like,’ and he gently lifted our daughter out of her cot and cradled her to his chest. ‘Hello, princess,’ he said. Even when we finally named Sarah after two weeks of deliberation, it was this nickname that stuck throughout her life.


Our home might have been cramped, messy and noisy, but Sarah loved it there right from the start. She hated going out. If we took her for a walk in her pram she made her displeasure loudly known, by whingeing until we were home again. She was a real family girl, at her happiest in her parents’ arms, and in the end I got a papoose in which I carried her everywhere. Strapped to my chest, she would gurgle contentedly while I washed up, cooked or made the beds. Even at night, Sarah wanted to be near me. Like all babies, she would wake at unsociable hours demanding to be fed. With Mike still working nights, I would simply scoop Sarah out of her cot, lay her beside me in the bed and feed her. She could never settle back in her cot afterwards, so I gave up trying.


When Mike came home early in the morning he would find both of us curled up together, fast asleep, Sarah wrapped in her security blanket, which had previously been my sister Fiona’s shawl. Fiona had donated it to Sarah on a cold winter’s night when she was just three weeks old and from then on it went everywhere with her. As a toddler, she would sit and rub her cheek with it while sucking her thumb. She loved the smell of it when it was dirty, and used to frequently offer it to us, saying, ‘Smell that.’ At the time we thought it smelt awful, and I used to beg her to let me wash it. On the infrequent occasions that I managed to persuade her, she hated it, and it was off the line before it was even dry.


When Sarah was six months old, Mike’s parents, Terry and Les, made us an offer we couldn’t refuse. They were managing an off-licence in Sussex where accommodation was included, meaning that their house in Walton was standing empty, so they asked if we would like to live there. We thought it would be for a matter of months, but we ended up staying for three years. It was the biggest place I had ever lived in, with its three bedrooms and huge back garden for the children to play in. The family spent hours in that garden and some of my fondest memories are of that time.


It was there that Sarah, who had by this time turned blonde, started first to shuffle around on her bottom, wearing out her long frilly dresses, and later to walk. She spent most of her time toddling up and down the garden path, pushing a little pram we had bought her. I had suggested putting one of her dolls in it, but she wouldn’t hear of it. She preferred to load it up with slugs that she had found in the flower beds, and she would walk the pram and its slimy contents to the garage at the bottom of the garden, where Mike and Terry tinkered with classic cars. Sarah would totter unsteadily over to Mike, asking ‘What you doing, Daddy?’, and he would scoop her up in his arms, and plant a big kiss on her small cheek, making her giggle in delight.


Being close together in age meant that the children were more like friends than siblings and always enjoyed playing with one another. Mike bought a swing set for the garden and the boys would strap Sarah into it and take turns pushing her. We told them to be careful and push her gently, as she was a fragile little girl and it didn’t take much to start her crying. But the boys were always careful with her, naturally protective of their little sister, and enjoyed looking after her and teaching her things. Luke, who was fascinated by dinosaurs, spent hours explaining to Sarah the differences between the tyrannosaurus and diplodocus, using models. As the eldest, Lee was the first to have a bike with stabilisers, which he would perch Sarah on, and walk her down the garden path.


Behind the garage were trees and bushes, which Sarah was convinced housed fairies, elves and pixies. She would excitedly take my hand and lead me to the bottom of the garden, saying, ‘Let’s go on a fairy hunt!’ Sarah loved anything magical. She firmly believed that there were all sorts of things in the world that you couldn’t see but were none the less very real. God was one of them. Although Mike and I are not religious, from the very first day that Sarah was taken to a church with her class at school she was a believer. Later in her childhood, she and Luke – a firm atheist – would have long discussions about Darwinism and the existence of God that gave the rest of us pause for thought.


As many of Sarah’s games involved make-believe and magic she had less use for toys than other children, but she still had her fair share of teddies and dolls. Her favourite doll was called Goldie, who had been passed in childhood from my sister to me, then to Sarah. Goldie was made of plastic, had movable arms, short yellow curly hair and a variety of clothes to be dressed in. Sarah also liked Polly Pockets, miniature dolls in houses or castles, like modern-day dolls’ houses. Equally, she could entertain herself for hours with two sticks or pens that she made into people.


When Sarah was two I became pregnant with Charlotte and I explained to Sarah that she was going to have a sister, who would come out of my tummy. As a believer in all sorts of inexplicable things, Sarah didn’t seem to be surprised by the idea. As my bump grew bigger, she would lie with her head on it, shrieking with pleasure when her unborn sister gave a kick. Mike and I worried that she would be jealous when Charlotte was actually born, as Sarah had been the centre of everyone’s world all her life, but Sarah plainly adored her new sister from the start, despite their obvious differences.


Charlotte asserted her independence right from day one, and was more than capable of taking on the world. The night she was born she stayed awake for hours, her eyes wide open, looking around her. She simply didn’t need the constant reassurances and cuddles that Sarah craved. But despite her sister’s apparent indifference to receiving love, Sarah wanted to hold and care for her constantly. When we put Charlotte into her door swing, Sarah would spend hours bouncing her up and down. In fact, she became so obsessed by her that we eventually got her a new doll and pram, so she could have her own baby to cuddle.


When Charlotte was a baby I started taking the girls to the mothers and babies group at the local church hall. There was also a nursery there, and although initially Sarah was quite shy and reluctant for me to leave her, she gradually started to attend two mornings a week. By this time she had an invisible friend called Goggy and I suggested that perhaps he – or she, we never knew – should go with her. Taking a pal with her, even if they were invisible, boosted Sarah’s confidence and she quickly settled down. There were three Sarahs in the group, so she started to call herself by her full name. When asked to introduce herself she would proudly say: ‘I’m Sarah Payne.’ Within no time she had quickly established herself as leader of the group, bossing the other children around. Yet despite her confidence, she was always incredibly fair-minded and sensitive to others. If a child was upset or their feelings hurt, she would be the first to try and make things right.


Despite her popularity at nursery, Sarah remained very family oriented and always preferred to play with me and Mike or her siblings than friends of her own age. She was constantly telling the family how much she loved us. She would bound up to me, throw her arms around my waist, and say, ‘I love you, Mummy.’ I always said, ‘I love you too,’ which usually prompted the question, ‘How much do you love me?’ I would then stretch out my arms as far as they would go and say, ‘I love you this much’, to which she would reply, ‘Well, I love you this much’, stretching her arms out as far as they would go. We often repeated this ritual ten or twenty times a day. Before bed she would always make sure she kissed everybody goodnight and she loved ‘Eskimo’ kisses, rubbing noses with each of us in turn. She was also a great one for hugs, and when Sarah put her arms around you there was so much feeling put into it that you really knew you were being hugged.


Yet despite all her lovely qualities, Sarah was no angel. Like all small children, she could be a right pain in the neck. She was very strong willed and could throw the most tremendous temper tantrums. Food was a big issue and dinner times were often a battle as I tried to get her to eat balanced meals. She hated vegetables and foods that were mixed together, like casseroles or spaghetti bolognese, which the rest of the family loved. Her favourites were fish fingers or chicken nuggets and chips with tomato ketchup, and they always had to be kept separate on her plate. She also had a really sweet tooth and would have eaten puddings every night if she’d been allowed to. When she came shopping with me – an activity she found she liked – she would shriek, ‘Shop till you drop!’ and demand sweets. When I refused her, or tried to get her to eat healthier food, she would get stroppy. Sometimes, when she didn’t get her own way, she would explode, shouting, ‘I hate you!’ But as soon as the words were out of her mouth she would instantly regret it and two seconds later she would be apologising. After a row she never bore a grudge. Even when it was the other person who was in the wrong, Sarah would look at them with her big brown eyes, and offer a cuddle to make up.


When Sarah was four, the time finally came for Terry and Les to sell their house in Walton. While living above the off-licence they had taken their time looking for the perfect house in East Preston, and they had finally found it. It was set on a private estate called Kingston Gorse, surrounded by beautiful country-side and fields, the beach just minutes away. After they moved in we started taking the children down to visit at the weekends and in the summer, and they would while away many an hour playing in the garden, making sandcastles on the beach, or chasing one another around the fields. It was a children’s paradise. As we never went abroad – partly because I was petrified of flying and partly because we didn’t have enough money – those weekends were like holidays to us. The Isle of Sheppey, where my mum lived for a time, was also a favourite family destination, and between both sets of grandparents we hardly needed to go anywhere else.


Obviously the downside of Terry and Les having found a new house was that we had to move. By this time Mike was working as a paint sprayer at a factory – still doing nights – and I worked part time at our local pub, the Old House at Home. Yet even with both of us earning, with four children money was always tight and there was no way we could afford our own home, so the council found us a house on Arch Road in Hersham. It was smaller than we had become used to, but it had three bedrooms and suited us just fine. Mike and I have never cared about material things or money. As long as we could get by, we were happy.


It was at Arch Road that we really settled into family life. Now in our mid-twenties, Mike and I were more relaxed and confident parents than we had been when the boys were born. We spent many a happy evening at Arch Road with the children, being silly, giggling, singing, dancing, playing games, watching television and eating take-aways. We couldn’t understand parents who wanted to farm their kids off to boarding schools or on to nannies, as we loved our children’s company and wanted to be with them as much as we could. I wasn’t much of a housekeeper and the place was always a mess, with toys strewn about the place and dirty dishes in the sink, but we all made a joke of it and when things got really bad we pulled together and blitzed the house. That was just the way we were: untidy, always late, and a bit haphazard about everything we did. We didn’t see any harm in that. The important thing was that we were a very loving and close family who adored one another.


Soon there was an addition to our family – a pet kitten called Ziggy who had been bought to replace Danny, a huge gentle greyhound that had been the children’s pet in Walton. He could knock Sarah flying with a swish of his tail – and frequently did – but she doted on him. When we moved to Arch Road Danny was plainly too big for the house and he couldn’t seem to settle, so Mike and I sorted out a new home for him. The children were heartbroken and Sarah sobbed so much when his new owners came to take him away that we promised her a new pet to replace Danny. So we found Ziggy. He used to sleep in the girls’ room, with its pink walls and black treble wardrobe for all their clothes and toys, tucked up with Sarah in her little single bed, both wrapped snugly in her security blanket.


Soon after the move Sarah started at Burhill school in Hersham. Sadly, her first year there wasn’t as happy as it should have been, due to the worsening of an inherited hearing problem called glue ear. As a little girl she had always been slightly deaf, which meant that she often shouted rather than talked. It also affected her singing voice, which was atrocious as she was completely tone deaf, but it didn’t deter her from belting out school hymns or pop songs at the top of her voice. Music was one of her favourite pastimes, and she loved nothing more than turning the stereo up full blast and dancing around the room to Steps and S Club 7. Often Mike and I would join in with her, spinning her around, having our own little disco in the front room.


Sarah’s glue ear had never really caused her any discomfort up until she started school, when she began to get ear infections regularly. She hated being poorly and there were many tears during that time as she lay on a bed I had made her on the sofa in front of the television. Finally the pain got so bad that something had to be done and the doctor suggested that she have grommets put in to stop the build-up of wax. On the day of the operation I took her to the hospital, where she was put in a little blue gown. Sarah was so scared of being put to sleep, but as soon as the pre-med drugs hit her system, she started to giggle, laughing at the ceiling, as if she were drunk. Fiona and I laughed with her, and the mood was lightened for a few minutes. I walked with her as she was wheeled into theatre, and held her hand as the doctors injected her with the anaesthetic. It was an awful moment. One minute she was giggling insanely and ten seconds later she was out cold. When she came round from the anaesthetic she was weepy and scared, but after a cuddle and some love she was soon back to her old self.


After the operation Sarah’s ear infections stopped, her hearing got better, and she settled down at school. She was a bit behind in her classes from all the time off, but she tried hard to catch up and soon she couldn’t wait to get to school in the mornings. A notoriously late riser, Sarah was now always the first member of the family awake. When Mike came home from his night shift at 7 a.m. Sarah would be up and about already, pottering happily around the kitchen. By the time I got out of bed she would have made her sandwiches – usually peanut butter and jam – and packed them in her pink heart-shaped Barbie lunchbox. Her friends had already progressed to modern square lunchboxes with cartoon characters on them, but Sarah loyally stuck with Barbie. After Mike went to bed I would walk the children to school every morning, as I had never learned to drive. The boys thought themselves too grown up to hold my hand, but Sarah always held tight until the very last minute, when she would give me a big kiss and a fierce hug goodbye.


At school the children developed talents in different areas. Luke had a scientific mind, Lee was into technology and electronics, and Sarah emerged as the artistic one. She loved to draw and paint, and her pictures invariably contained at least one family member – along with a fairy. Rainbows also featured heavily, as they were one of her favourite things. Whenever she spotted a multi-coloured arch in the sky she would chase it down the road, even if it were pouring with rain. At the end of the school day she would proudly present her pictures to me and I would stick them on the fridge or wall. Every year my mum would encourage Sarah’s creative side by making up what she called an art box for the children. Through the year she would buy glitter, glue, crayons, pencils, stickers and felt-tips and present them to the excited children who would open it, saying, ‘What’s in Nanny’s box this year?’ The answer was always: ‘Everything.’


Sarah also loved books, and before she learned to read herself she pestered us to read to her every night. Books with magical elements, like fairy tales and Enid Blyton’s adventure stories, were always her favourites. Similarly, on video, she would watch Sleeping Beauty over and over again, entranced by the beautiful princess who was awakened from her long sleep by a kiss from a handsome prince. Another favourite was Fairy Tale: A True Story, about two girls, Frances and Elsie, who photographed fairies in their garden in 1917. One birthday Sarah asked for a magic wand, which she thought she might be able to use to conjure up fairies herself. She played with her wand so much that Charlotte got jealous and tried to get rid of it, by flushing it down the loo. When that failed she tried to snap it in half, and finally microwaved it! That was the end of the wand. Sarah had every right to be angry, but she took her loss with good grace and accepted the apology Mike and I insisted that Charlotte offer.


As she progressed at Burhill, Sarah started to get interested in hair and make-up. Although one side of her hair was always thicker than the other, she loved her golden locks which she spent hours putting up in different styles. The two sisters also liked playing with my hair, sitting on the bed brushing and plaiting it, or putting it in a ponytail. One Christmas we got Sarah a heart-shaped pink make-up set, complete with mirror, brushes, powders and lipsticks. She loved to make herself and Charlotte up, experimenting with all the different colours, before starting on me. If she went to a friend’s house or party she would take a little bag with her make-up set in it and paint their faces for them, always the mummy of the group.


She could never understand why I didn’t like wearing makeup, and I could never quite understand where she got her girliness from. Even when her friends climbed trees and wore jeans and trainers she refused to give in to peer pressure and stubbornly stuck to her frilly dresses. Mike and I have such big families that there were always clothes from cousins going spare and her aunties used to bring her round bagfuls to go through. She was never more excited than when she was assessing a new collection and would spend hours at a time trying them on, then coming downstairs to show them off and canvas our opinion. Sometimes she changed outfits six or seven times a day, and when Charlotte was a bit older the two sisters would put on fashion shows for us, after raiding my wardrobe.


Although she continued to spend a lot of time playing with her sister and brothers, as she got older Sarah started to form strong friendships at school. Her best pal was a girl called Sammy, a tomboy with long curly ginger hair. In some ways the girls were quite similar – both headstrong and wilful – but Sammy was more of a dare-devil than Sarah, who would always try to be a good girl and please her teachers.


In her last year of primary school Sarah’s sense of responsibility led her to be chosen as a ‘befriender’. It was a new scheme where the school chose a handful of pupils each year to be the eyes and ears of the playground monitors and to provide comfort for the younger children. The school bought a special bench where children could go and sit if they were feeling sad or had nobody to play with. It was the befriender’s job to keep an eye on the bench and go and talk to or play with any children on it. Sarah, who always seemed wiser than her years and had a very strong sense of fair play, took the responsibility very seriously. When a child’s feelings had been hurt in some way, she always knew just what to say to make them feel better.


It was a testament to how much she loved school that, at the end of term, Sarah would always cry her eyes out. But as soon as she was home she got into the holiday spirit. Occasions have always been marked extravagantly in our family and, after Sarah learned to write, there was a constant stream of cards and letters to mark every one of them. The autumn was everybody’s favourite time of year, as there was something to celebrate every few weeks. We had Luke’s birthday in September, Sarah’s birthday and Halloween in October, bonfire night and Charlotte’s and Mike’s birthdays in November, and Christmas in December. Christmas was the most exciting occasion of all for Sarah because Father Christmas brought that touch of magic to it. At the beginning of the month, Santa – actually Mike’s brother – would call the children ‘from Lapland’ and Sarah would excitedly tell him that she had been good all year and put in her present requests. As the boys got older they realised that Father Christmas wasn’t real, but they never let on as they didn’t want to burst Sarah’s bubble.


Like Father Christmas, Sarah firmly believed in the tooth fairy, and would excitedly place lost baby teeth under her pillow at night. In the morning her eyes would light up when she felt under her pillow and found the tooth gone, replaced by a shiny fifty-pence piece. Once Mike and I forgot to retrieve a tooth and Sarah was dismayed to find it still there when she awoke. The next day she found a note from the tooth fairy under her pillow with a new coin. It said that she had been at a fairy ball the night before and apologised for not picking up the tooth. Sarah never suspected for a second that Mike and I could have left the note, and proudly kept it.


Halloween was another big occasion and Sarah would spend weeks thinking about what costume to wear to go trick or treating. On the Halloween just after she had started at Bell Farm – ‘big school’ – Sarah’s plans were disrupted by a nasty accident. She was in her bedroom on the first floor when she heard fireworks outside. Opening the window, she leaned out in an attempt to see the colours in the sky. In her enthusiasm she leaned too far and fell right out. In the kitchen below, Mike and I heard a thud on the concrete outside, followed by a cry from Sarah. We were almost too scared to go out and look, but of course we did. By some miracle she had not broken any bones. She seemed to have bounced off the concrete and escaped with bad bruising which hindered her movement. She was sobbing her little heart out when we found her – from pain, shock, and the fear that she wouldn’t be able to go trick or treating. I ended up taking her in a pram so she didn’t miss out.


By bonfire night, a week later, Sarah was fully recovered. Eager to make up for a sub-standard Halloween, she was staying late at school to watch the fireworks display with her friends. She had been looking forward to it all week. At 8 p.m. Mike and I pulled up at the school gates to collect her, and she clambered into the car, her face half hidden by her school scarf and hat.


‘Did you have fun tonight?’ I asked, expecting a barrage of excited chatter about sparklers, Catherine-wheels and loud bangs.


She was silent for a long moment, then I heard a sob escape her, and she pulled her scarf up over her eyes. ‘Oh my goodness, what’s the matter, what’s happened?’ I asked, anticipating that she had fallen out with one of her friends.
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