
  
    [image: The Lost Daughter of Liverpool]
  


  
    
      The Lost Daughter of Liverpool

      A heartbreaking and gritty family saga

    

    
      
        Pam Howes

      

    

    
      
        [image: Bookouture]
      

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to the memory of my much-missed, lovely friend, Geoff Barber. 1950–2015

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Knowsley, Liverpool, July 1946

        

      

    

    
      Dora Evans breathed a sigh of relief when the dinner-break bell rang out, gloriously loud and clear. Peace descended as the hum from twenty machines ceased, punctuated only by the loud voices of the factory girls as they dithered between eating in the canteen, or sitting outside on the grassy knoll at the back of Palmer’s factory with their pack-ups.

      Dora and her friend Joanie Lees brought their dinner from home each day, except for Fridays, when it was their favourite Spam fritters and chips in the canteen. They hurried outside into the bright sunshine and sat down on the wall that skirted Old Mill Lane, just under the now-faded factory sign that boasted Palmer’s Ladies Fashions of Distinction. The decorative black and gold cast-iron railings that had previously graced the top of the sandstone wall had been removed a few years ago to be melted down to help the war effort. Now, wild flowers grew in their place, cascading down to the ground, giving the wall colour and a place for butterflies and bees to frequent.

      These days, there were no distinctive fashions made at Palmer’s. At the beginning of the war, the factory had been commissioned to make uniforms for the troops and nurses. But since the war had ended and old Gerald Palmer had passed away, to be succeeded by his son-in-law, George Kane, who, according to the loyal workforce, hadn’t a clue about the rag-trade, the company had struggled to make ends meet. The only contracts so far this year were for men’s shirts that were sold in Littlewoods stores and catalogues.

      Dora and Joanie had been classmates all through school and were best pals. Joanie was the only girl in her family and, with four younger brothers who drove her mad with their brawling and noisy games, had spent most of her childhood playing at Dora’s house, where they’d spend hours making dolly clothes from scraps of material that Dora’s mam had given them. The pair were as close as sisters and shared a special bond and all their secrets.

      They’d joined Palmer’s in 1941 when they left school, just after their fifteenth birthdays. Both enjoyed working in the business, though they daydreamed about making pretty dresses and skirts, rather than spending all day stitching collars and cuffs onto shirts. The nearest they’d come to making any dresses at all had been the plain cotton ones that were sent out to the nurses serving abroad. Still, they’d been helping the war effort and it was a decent enough job. They were grateful for the training they’d received, and their supervisor said they were exceptional seamstresses.

      ‘What you got in your sarnies today?’ Dora asked, taking a greaseproof-wrapped package from her bag and smiling at the jam and margarine filling. She had two ginger nuts for afters too.

      ‘Dripping on toast, again.’ Joanie pulled a face.

      ‘Here, swap for half of mine, and give me half of yours.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Joanie said. Dora’s mam’s home-made bread and jam was always delicious.

      The pair tucked in, enjoying the welcome warmth of the sun after being cooped up all morning. After they finished their dinner and shared a bottle of lukewarm corporation pop Dora had dug out of her bag, they dropped down onto the patch of grass below the wall to sunbathe. Dora hitched up her faded wrap-over pinny, exposing her bare legs slightly, and Joanie did likewise.

      ‘Look at my legs! What if Frank can’t get me any stockings for the wedding? We need to spend time on the beach at New Brighton to get some more sun on them,’ Dora said. ‘Might ask Joe if he’ll take me across on the ferry at the weekend.’

      Dora was excited about marrying her fiancé, Joe Rodgers. They were teenage sweethearts and had always been inseparable at school, but then the war had forced them apart. After years of anxious days and nights, and love-letters that took months to arrive, Joe returned safely home. He’d immediately proposed, and Dora, who’d dreamed and hoped for that moment the whole time he’d been away, had accepted.

      She knew she was lucky that her Joe had come home safe and sound from the war, and apart from being a lot skinnier, he hadn’t changed too much in his years away with the army. Several members of his platoon were never coming home, including young men from their village, who’d left behind heartbroken wives and girlfriends. For some, it wasn’t all Vera Lynn, bunting, and finger sandwiches on VE Day, as Dora’s mam reminded her whenever Dora got too carried away with her fancy plans for the big day.

      She’d never have got through those long and lonely years without Joanie by her side, offering comfort when the postman didn’t bring a letter from Joe for weeks on end and she’d feared the worst, helping her to keep her spirits up, and always encouraging her to think positively.

      ‘Isn’t he playing with the band next weekend?’ Joanie asked, tucking a straying curl under her turban.

      ‘Yes, but only on Saturday this week.’ Dora smiled as she thought about how handsome Joe looked when he played the alto saxophone in Murphy’s Dance Band. He had been part of his regiment’s brass band, and when some of the lads had suggested forming a dance band after being demobbed, he’d been happy to join them. ‘Maybe he’ll take me on Sunday. You and I need to work on Saturday anyway, if we’re going to get the bridesmaids’ dresses finished.’

      Dora’s own gown was hanging in the small wardrobe in her bedroom, covered by a sheet. White lace over taffeta with lace sleeves; made and designed by herself and Joanie, with some help from Mam. It was the type of dress she’d thought she could only ever dream of wearing, as fabric and money were in short supply.

      Dora got to her feet and stretched. ‘Let’s go inside and grab a cuppa before it’s time to go back upstairs.’

      In the canteen they collected two mugs from the trolley and joined some of their co-workers at a table near the window. Peggy, a girl with unruly red hair and a voice as loud as a Mersey foghorn, was flirting with Len, one of the packers, who’d rolled up his shirt sleeves and was flexing his muscles outside the open window in an attempt to impress her.

      ‘Call them muscles?’ she yelled as he raised an eyebrow. ‘Maude ’ere’s got bigger muscles than youse. Show ’im, Maude.’

      The girls laughed as Maude, a plump girl in her late teens, rolled up her sleeves and flexed her muscles in his direction. ‘Beat that if you can,’ she said with a giggle.

      ‘How’s yer wedding plans coming along, Dora?’ Peggy asked, flicking cigarette ash onto the quarry-tiled floor. ‘Youse finished making yer dress yet?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Dora replied. ‘We’re onto the bridesmaids’ dresses now. They should be finished this weekend, and then we can relax a bit.’

      ‘Not long now, eh, gel? When is it, six weeks?’

      ‘End of August.’ Dora took a sip of her rapidly cooling tea.

      ‘And then yer freedom’ll be up the Swanee, queen; especially when a babby comes along. Have youse found anywhere to live yet?’

      ‘We’re staying with Joe’s mum for a while, until something else turns up,’ Dora said with a half-smile, thinking about her freedom or the lack of it once married. Starting a family wasn’t in her immediate plans, and the thought of living with Joe’s mother filled her with dread. She wasn’t the easiest woman to get along with and a bit over-possessive where her only son was concerned. She’d so far shown no real interest in the wedding plans either, which suited Dora and her mam, as they preferred to do it themselves. She wished there was room for her and Joe to live with her parents, but there wasn’t, so her future mother-in-law’s it had to be.

      ‘Right, gels, let’s get back to work.’ Peggy jumped to her feet and stubbed the end of her ciggie out. The workers were not allowed to smoke anywhere else in the factory. The bales of fabric and boxes of completed shirts piled up everywhere were deemed a fire hazard. ‘The sooner we start, the sooner it’ll be the next tea break.’

      Dora swallowed the last of her brew and followed the other girls out of the canteen and up the wide wooden staircase to the first-floor workroom. She sat down on her chair next to a window overlooking farmland in the distance, and switched her machine back on. Joanie settled at her machine next to Dora’s. The box of shirt collars they were working on was sitting in front of them and they each reached out and grabbed the next collar in the batch.

      ‘There’s nothing more boring than this,’ Dora muttered. ‘No colour, no fancy bits, just plain old white. It’s driving me mad.’

      ‘Me too,’ Joanie agreed. ‘Chin up, girl. Just keep thinking of the future.’

      The wireless played in the background, broadcasting the end of Workers’ Playtime with the show’s producer announcing his usual, ‘Good luck, all workers.’

      ‘Pity they never choose Palmer’s for a broadcast,’ Peggy shouted above the general hubbub. ‘Not much chance of that now though. It’s always one of them big London factories.’

      Dora trimmed the thread and threw the collar back into the box, where it was picked up by Peggy, who snipped the corners, turned it inside out and passed it over to Maude for pressing. Dora sighed and reached for another. She hated piece-work and they never got to see the finished garment. There’d been a time, before war broke out, when their factory had been as busy as any in London, and the floor above them had also buzzed with the noise of machinery and happy workers. But that floor was now silent, closed except for storage, and only twenty of the factory’s forty machines were still in use.

      Surely there would be a time in the not too distant future when money wouldn’t be as tight, and ladies would want to wear pretty dresses and smart suits again, and not just for church on a Sunday or to a dance. Dora thought of the bridesmaid dresses. If she and Joanie were to have any hope of starting up their own business they needed those dresses to be the talk of the town. At the moment it was just a pipedream; girls like her and Joanie didn’t own businesses anyway.
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      Dora ignored the loud wolf-whistle from one of the packers as she and Joanie rode their bicycles out of the factory yard and turned onto Old Mill Lane.

      ‘Cheeky devil.’ Dora smiled as the gentle summer breeze blew her long honey-blonde hair around her face. She loved the feeling of release after it had been secured all day under her turban. Joanie still had her hair tucked inside hers, but her unruly curls were starting to stray and dangle down into her eyes. She stopped pedalling and rang her bell. Dora, a few yards in front, braked too and turned around. She laughed as Joanie whipped off the red and white checked scarf, shoved it into the basket on the front of her bike and ran her fingers through her mousey brown hair. Both girls chose not to wear the metal hair curlers that some of the factory girls had on under their turbans. There was no need – Dora’s hair was naturally wavy, and Joanie’s was a mass of corkscrew curls.

      ‘Freedom, eh?’ Dora said. ‘I hate that sweaty feeling; makes my scalp all itchy. You definitely coming over later?’ she asked as they set off up the lane again, riding side by side. ‘Then we can see about tea-dipping that lace our Frank got us. Hope it works, otherwise it’ll be ruined. And then what?’

      ‘It should be fine, and a nice contrast to the dress material,’ Joanie said.

      When they reached the cottage on Sugar Lane, Dora’s dad was in the front garden. He doffed his cap at the girls and carried on weeding the flower beds.

      ‘See you ’bout seven,’ Joanie called as she went on her way to her home on nearby Knowsley Lane.

      ‘You okay, Dad?’ Dora climbed off her bike, parked it beneath the window of the terraced cottage and retrieved her handbag from the basket. ‘How’s your leg?’

      ‘Playing up a bit, chuck,’ Jim Evans said, turning towards his pretty daughter who looked so much like her mother, with her blonde hair, big blue eyes, trim figure and a wide smile. ‘Bloody shrapnel.’ He rubbed his thigh. ‘It’ll never be right, but at least I’ve still got it, not like poor Len down the road. And I’m quite capable of doing a bit of work, so I’m not grumbling.’ Poor young Len had lost both legs in Normandy at the D-Day Landings, but still managed a smile and a cheery wave when his mother pushed him out for a bit of fresh air each afternoon. Dora’s dad, who’d been stationed with the Home Guard, had lost part of his thigh muscle as well as breaking his leg in several places during a bomb blast in Liverpool in the Blitz. It had been touch and go, and although his leg was stiff with the metal pins holding it together and much weaker than before, he coped well enough. ‘Yer mam’s inside. I’ll be in meself in a few minutes when our Frank gets home. I’ll see he puts your bike in the shed, if you’ve finished with it for today.’

      ‘I have, thanks, Dad.’ She frowned as he turned back to his gardening, coughing and spluttering as he did so. His chest had never been right since the war, all that poison he’d breathed in during the horrendous fires of the Blitz on their city. But he was stubborn, refused to go to the doctor’s, and there was no point in arguing with him about it.
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      Dora let herself in and wiped her feet on the mat in the tiny vestibule, where the staircase, with its worn, red-patterned runner, held in place with old brass stair rods, rose steeply in front of her. She loved the little cottage she’d been born and brought up in and was glad that her dad was still able to do his gardening work at Knowsley Hall nearby. The rent-free cottage was tied to his job and it would break his heart if he lost it.

      She pushed open the door to the front room, where her mam was resting on the sofa; feet encased in blue slippers and stretched out on the colourful rag rug. In spite of the open window, the room felt stifling as Dora walked in, the range in the exposed brick chimney breast still glowing from an earlier fire. Mam used the side ovens for bread-making, and Monday was always her baking day, so the whole house would feel like a furnace tonight. It was cosy on cold winter days when fingers of ice clung to the windows and the heat rose up the chimney to the rooms above, but a nightmare in the warmer months of the year. Mam’s eyes were closed and her glasses had slipped down her nose. Unusual for her to take forty winks, Dora thought, especially at tea time when they’d all be coming in from work, Dad from his part-time gardening and her brother Frank from his labouring job down at the docks.

      Mam had been born into quite a well-to-do family in Hoylake. Dora had never met her maternal grandparents. She’d been told that her grandmother had fallen on hard times following the death of her husband during the First World War, and she’d passed away not long after the war ended. Mam had met Dad when she’d come to work in service at Knowsley Hall, needing a job and a roof over her head, and they’d married soon after. She’d managed to hold on to her gentle Cheshire accent and had instilled in her children a nice way of speaking. Dora had often been teased at school for sounding posh, but was glad now that she could adapt her way of speaking to suit any situation, although her older brother Frank’s accent had strong overtones of guttural Liverpudlian. He’d told their mam he couldn’t do posh in front of the dockers, he’d be laughed out of town.

      Dora shook her gently by the shoulder. ‘Mam, Mam, it’s me. Are you okay?’

      Mary Evans opened her eyes and smiled. ‘I wasn’t asleep, chuck, just resting my eyes. I’ve been on my feet all day.’ She struggled upright. ‘Come and see what I got today.’

      Dora followed her into the kitchen at the back of the cottage. On the scrubbed pine table stood the fruits of her mam’s labours: a few plain scones, enough small loaves for the week and a Victoria sponge, sandwiched together with jam made from hedgerow blackberries and apples from her dad’s wartime Dig for Victory efforts. Most back gardens had been turned over to growing vegetables and fruit for the families and her mam had taught Dora how to feed an army on scraps. Nothing ever got wasted in their household. There was always a decent meal after a long day at work, even if it was just a meatless stew, like today’s Blind Scouse.

      Mam picked up a brown paper bag from the table and opened it. Inside were a good handful of glacé cherries, fat raisins and chopped walnuts.

      Dora gasped. They had a bag of currants in the pantry that Frank had brought home a few months ago, which they’d been saving towards the wedding cake. Her dad’s chickens would provide the eggs, which were so much nicer than using the powdered substitute that tasted nothing like the real thing. They’d been saving up their sugar rations, Dora and her mam substituting connie-onnie for sugar in their tea and porridge. The meagre butter rations had been eked out, so there was just enough with this week’s supply for the cake. Frank and his mate had commandeered a sack of flour down at the docks.

      ‘How did you get these?’ Dora asked.

      ‘Joanie’s mam gave them to me,’ Mam said, tapping the side of her nose. ‘She did a favour for Cook last week. I gave her a couple of loaves in exchange.’

      Dora smiled. Their mams had met when they both worked at Knowsley Hall. Joanie’s mam was a part-time housekeeper there, and was friendly with Cook, who nearly always paid for a favour with a bit of food.

      ‘That’s really kind of her,’ Dora said. ‘We’ll have the best wedding cake this village has tasted for years.’

      ‘We’ll have the best wedding, never mind cake,’ her mam declared. ‘In fact, it’s the first wedding since the lads came home. Well, apart from Sadie Jones’s rush-job.’ She folded her arms, lips pursed.

      Dora thanked God she’d managed to keep Joe’s amorous advances at bay. She thought back to last Thursday night’s dance at the village hall when he’d walked her home and they’d taken a short cut through the nearby woods. They’d stopped to kiss beneath a large oak tree, fuelled by a couple of drinks. It was getting harder to say no when his kisses were so passionate and demanding. She felt she deserved a medal for her efforts in restraint. She loved him so much and was desperate to belong to him, but she wouldn’t cause her mam and dad any grief now, even with Joe’s little diamond ring on her finger. They’d just have to be patient for a few more weeks. Their pals, Sadie and Stan, had been so relieved to be back together following his safe return from Egypt that they couldn’t wait, and were now the proud parents of a beautiful baby.

      The front room door opened and Frank and Dad walked in. Mam shook her head as they trod dried mud onto her spotless, varnished floorboards. ‘How many times have I told you two to use the back door? Look at the state of my floor now.’

      Frank winked at Dora as she made to escape up the stairs. He dug into the old army rucksack in which he carried his dinnertime sarnies and bottle of tea, and pulled out a jar of brown gloopy stuff. ‘Got this today.’

      ‘What is it?’ Dora asked, frowning.

      ‘Molasses. Sugary treacle for the cake. It’ll give it colour and help sweeten it too. A cask split down the docks and a bloke said it was good for cakes.’

      Mam took hold of the jar and stared at the contents with a suspicious eye. ‘Where did the jam-jar come from?’

      ‘A fella on board ship. And yes, I washed it, before you ask. He kept his maggots in it for fishing,’ he teased, ducking as Mam reached out and clipped him around the ear.

      ‘Ouch! I’m joking. It’s clean, I promise you.’ He laughed and gave her a hug, his blue eyes twinkling mischievously. ‘Right, if nobody needs the carsey, I’m off down the garden.’ He tucked the Liverpool Echo under his arm and strolled out of the kitchen.

      ‘Don’t take all night,’ Mam called after him. ‘I’ll be dishing up in a few minutes.’
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      Dora sat down on her narrow bed in the large front bedroom she shared with Frank, a curtained partition hung down the middle to give them some privacy, and she fingered the length of lace that he’d brought home last week. If they tinted it with leftover tea it should end up the perfect colour to trim the edges of the sleeves of the bridesmaids’ dresses.

      The dresses were cut from a bolt of pale green silk that Frank told her came from France, along with the leftover white lace and taffeta that her own dress had been made from. He said he’d got it at a good price from a merchant who supplied the more exclusive draperies in Liverpool city centre. She hadn’t questioned the fact that the material had arrived on his back, on the motorbike, bundled up in an old, but thankfully clean hessian sack, rather than in the fancy paper a receiving draper would expect to see… and it had a peculiar odour that she’d tried not to put a name to. But once her mam took charge and cut it into lengths, a few days of hanging outside in the garden in a nice fresh breeze had lifted the smells. The leftover fabric had been cut into strips to dress the village hall with swags and bows that would be decorated with some of her dad’s pretty summer flowers. Her bouquet would be cut from Dad’s prize pink rose bush too, and tied up with white ribbons.

      Joe had his navy pinstripe demob suit to wear for the wedding and a white shirt and navy tie, and he’d managed to arrange for Murphy’s Dance Band to play. Dora knew it was going to be a day to remember.

      All the scrimping and scraping and planning and organising was coming together. She was lucky that she could turn her hand to anything with a sewing needle, and had even made the rest of her trousseau from some parachute silk her brother had brought home. French knickers and a camisole for under the wedding dress; and a pretty nightdress for the honeymoon, trimmed with ribbon and white lace. Her friend Agnes had found a lovely blue garter in a gift shop and had given it to her for her last birthday. All she needed now were stockings, fine silk ones, if possible, and Frank was on the look-out for those. Hopefully there’d be no need for the usual gravy-browned legs with a seam drawn up the back.

      Her mam said she’d wager a bet that not even the Princess Elizabeth would look as nice as Dora on her wedding day. As far as she knew, the princess and her fiancé, Philip, hadn’t set a date yet. She and Joe had beaten them to it for the wedding of the year.
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      Joanie moved the poncher up and down in the dolly tub where the lace was steeping.

      

      Dora brought two cups of tea outside and tipped what was left in the pot into the tub. ‘Mam said we can’t have any more tonight or she’ll have no tea ration left for the rest of the week.’ She dashed back inside and brought out a small plate with a scone split in half and spread with jam. The girls sat down on a couple of old deckchairs by the back door and enjoyed their supper in the warm evening air. The scent from nearby flowers and a neighbour’s freshly cut grass wafted over them in the gentle breeze. It was a pleasure to enjoy the garden again without the sounds of planes droning overhead, air-raid sirens, and the bombings in Liverpool centre, followed by the stench of burning, and the feeling of overwhelming fear. Sitting night after night with her mam and the neighbours in the nearby Anderson shelters during the blackouts, she’d felt that the war would never end and she wouldn’t see her beloved Joe or her dad and brother again.

      ‘Sorry there’s no butter, it’s been saved for the cake,’ Dora apologised, pushing thoughts of the war away. It was bad enough waking in a cold sweat at night on occasion, without the memories invading a peaceful evening.

      Joanie licked the jam from her fingers. ‘Your mam’s scones are a treat, no matter what’s on them. They’re even better than Cook’s up at the hall. It’s nice that your mam’s doing the wedding buffet.’

      Dora nodded, pushing the last morsel of scone into her mouth. ‘It is. And Dad’s grown loads of stuff for salads,’ she said, pointing to a makeshift greenhouse near the bottom of the garden where tomatoes and cucumbers were growing. ‘And over there, he’s got spring onions, lettuce and radish. We’re so lucky he’s green-fingered. I’m really excited, I can’t wait.’

      Joanie laughed. ‘Bet you can’t. And I bet Joe can’t either.’

      Dora rolled her eyes, feeling her cheeks warming. ‘Well yeah, but you know it’s for different reasons. I want to walk up the aisle like a princess, and Joe’s desperate for the honeymoon! Typical man.’ They both laughed and turned their attention back to the lace, which was taking on a dark creamy hue. ‘Shall we rinse it now? It’s been steeping for long enough and we don’t want it to go orange. We’ll dry it on the line and then sew it to the sleeves tomorrow night.’

      Joanie smiled. ‘Once the village women see what we’ve made, they’ll all want something. I reckon we could get out of Palmer’s and work for ourselves by next year.’

      ‘Me too,’ Dora said. It hadn’t been too bad during the war when they felt they were helping the war effort in their own little way. But now, well maybe it really was the right time to try something new. ‘As soon as I’m back from my honeymoon we’ll put a card in the paper shop window, and maybe one on the notice board in the village hall, see what happens. Joe will be working a couple of nights a week with the band, so it will give me something to do. We need every penny we can save for our own place. I really don’t want to live with Joe’s mum for too long. Can you imagine? She’ll be listening to every little noise we make.’

      Joanie laughed and her cheeks flushed slightly. ‘Where’s your Frank tonight?’ She lifted the lace from the tub, not quite meeting Dora’s eye as she squeezed out the excess tea.

      ‘Out for a drink with his mates, but he said he’d be back early enough to walk you home.’

      ‘I’ll be fine walking back on my own. He doesn’t need to spoil his night out.’ Joanie blushed a deeper shade of pink. She went inside, dropped the lace into the sink and turned on the tap to rinse it.

      Dora smiled as she followed her. ‘He enjoys walking you home, you know that. He’s not bothered about leaving his mates early. Anyway, I thought you liked him, I mean, really liked him?’ Dora knew Frank was sweet on Joanie and she wished her friend would admit she felt the same. But apart from walking her home from the dances at the village hall and on nights when she came over to help with the sewing, Frank was yet to ask Joanie on a date.

      ‘Um, yes, I do…’ Joanie muttered, bundling the lace into a chipped enamel bowl. ‘There, all done. You can peg it out now.’

      ‘Stop changing the subject! You could do worse than our Frank.’

      ‘I’m not really looking for a boyfriend.’

      ‘Well he’s looking for you; you know he is, so think about it. Then maybe we could go out on double dates.’ She winked at Joanie in encouragement.

      Dora knew her friend was shy and she was hoping the wedding would be the right time to get them together. With a few drinks and romance in the air, Joanie might just respond to her brother’s charms. Frank was a good-looking lad with his big blue eyes and shock of blond hair; they really would be the perfect match.
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      Joanie stumbled and caught the heel of her shoe in a rut on the dirt pavement. She held her breath as Frank reached out and grabbed her arm to save her falling head-first into the road. It was dark on the lanes and he’d borrowed the lamp from Dora’s bike to light their way. As he shone the light into her face and smiled, she felt the flutter of butterflies in her stomach.

      ‘Whoops!’ He grinned. ‘Better hold my hand. Don’t want you breaking your neck or our Dora’ll never forgive me.’

      She looked away from his teasing blue eyes as his hand gripped hers and he pulled her along. She really liked Frank, but was never sure if he was serious or just messing around. In spite of Dora telling her that he enjoyed walking her home, she wouldn’t allow herself anything beyond a daydream that his feelings for her were more than just friendship.

      The tiny terraced cottage where she lived with her family came into view, the upstairs windows ablaze with light, and she tried to pull her hand away in case one of her brothers was peeping through the curtains, but Frank held on tight and gave hers a squeeze.

      ‘Are you coming to ours tomorrow night?’ he asked as they drew level with the gate.

      ‘Probably.’ She nodded. ‘We’ve got to sew the lace on the sleeves.’ She could feel her cheeks heating as he looked at her and she glanced towards the front door to avoid staring into his eyes. ‘I’d better go in. Mam will wonder what’s keeping me.’ Why did he make her feel like such a blushing, dithering wreck in his presence? He’d never ask her out at this rate and he probably still thought of her as his little sister’s friend whose pigtails he used to pull.

      He lifted her hand and dropped a kiss on the back. ‘See you tomorrow, then.’

      Joanie stared after his retreating back and raised her hand as he turned on the corner and waved. She sighed and hurried up the garden path. No doubt Frank had plenty of girls after him, with more sophistication about them than she had. He was always out with his mates, so wouldn’t be short of admirers. Ah well, there was always tomorrow.
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      With her parents in bed, Dora had a strip-wash in the kitchen. She slipped her nightdress over her head and put a pan of milk on the stove to boil. She’d make a jug of cocoa for when Frank got back from walking Joanie home. Mam and Dad always went to bed early, and on nights when she wasn’t seeing Joe, she loved the half hour before bedtime, chatting in the kitchen with her brother. He made her laugh with his tales of dockside labouring. It was a hard job, but he seemed to enjoy the camaraderie.

      Frank was a clever lad and never one to miss a trick. He’d passed the eleven plus exam, but with no spare money to buy him a uniform and books, he’d forgone the opportunity to go to the grammar school. He’d never borne their hard-up parents a grudge for his missed education, but as soon as he could he left school and joined the army to see the world, and then war broke out. Since being demobbed he’d gone straight to the docks, even though Joe told him he should try to get a job at the Royal Ordnance Factory in Kirkby, where Joe had been employed since his demob. But Frank said he’d stay where he was. He’d heard rumours that the ROF would soon be closing now the war was over. No need for munitions factories any more.

      Dora really hoped he was wrong about that, because Joe needed the job, and had told her that once they were married, he’d be eligible to apply for one of the prefab bungalows built for the workers. It would be a dream come true to have a home to call their own, and the space to set up a proper dressmaking business.
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      Joe grabbed Dora by the hand as the pair ran along the waterfront towards the ferry boarding point. He bought return tickets at the booth and they hurried on board the Royal Daffodil. Up on deck they breathed in the salty tang of the Mersey as the ferry pulled away, leaving the river foaming in her wake, the seagulls swooping and diving for titbits in the murky waters.

      ‘That was close,’ Joe said, reaching into his jacket pocket for a packet of Woodbines and matches. He lit up, threw the spent match overboard and took a long drag, relaxing as he inhaled the strong nicotine. They stood side by side and leant on the rail, looking back at their home city, damaged so badly during Hitler’s seven-day Blitz in May 1941. Some of the waterfront buildings were amazingly still intact. They scanned the skyline, admiring the Royal Liver Building, with its two mythical Liver Birds standing atop the clock towers, one looking out across the river and the other keeping a protective eye over the city. The Three Graces had been such a welcome sight for all the troops of Liverpool as they’d arrived home from their wartime battles abroad. Joe always felt a lump in his throat when he looked at the buildings. The very fact that they still stood proud after Hitler’s wave of destruction was proof enough to him that Liverpool could triumph over anything.

      ‘We should have a good few hours in New Brighton now we’ve caught the early ferry,’ he said, taking another drag on his ciggie. ‘Might even get some dancing in too with a bit of luck.’

      Dora smiled as he slipped his arm around her shoulders and she leaned into him.

      ‘I’m not really dressed for dancing, Joe. And I want to sit on the sands and get some sun on my legs, they’re too pale!’

      He raised an eyebrow and grinned. ‘They look all right to me, and you look good enough for dancing later.’ Her pretty short-sleeved cotton dress, with red and yellow flowers on a white background, and white peep-toe sandals, looked as nice as anything he saw other girls in the dance halls wearing. Dora always looked lovely, even though she made and restyled most of her clothes from jumble sale finds. She was clever that way and he was proud of her resourcefulness.

      He felt he was the luckiest man in the village that she’d waited for him, even though sometimes he’d had to wait weeks and months for her letters to reach him and often they came in threes. When she’d written that she’d been to a couple of dances at the American airbase in nearby Burtonwood with Joanie and their friend Agnes, his heart had been in his mouth in case the next letter was a ‘Dear John’. A few of his comrades had lost their girls to the American airmen, but not him. Dora had been there on the dockside waiting when his ship berthed. She’d run into his arms and he’d vowed never to be away from her side again.
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      The cinders crunched beneath their feet as Dora and Joe strode around the New Brighton fairground. They shared a stick of fluffy pink candy floss as the steam organ on the Gallopers ride belted out ‘Blaze Away’. They’d spent a few lazy hours sitting on a couple of stripy deckchairs on the beach. Joe treated them to ice-cream wafers after they’d eaten their Spam and salad sarnies, packed up for them by Dora’s mam, and they’d bought a jug of tea from a stand near the prom. Children rode up and down the sands on donkeys, laughing and giggling as the lad in charge made the animals run.

      A Punch and Judy show on the promenade had attracted a large audience, and childish laughter floated down. It was good to hear kids enjoying themselves again. Some of them had no doubt been conceived on a weekend pass from the barracks, and then arrived while their fathers were billeted away. Dora thought of the children who had been evacuated from Liverpool and the surrounding areas in the early war years, and packed off to Canada for safety on the SS City of Benares steamship that had sailed from their own dockside in 1940. While far out in the North Atlantic, the ship had been torpedoed by a German U-Boat. It sank, taking eighty-seven precious little lives with it, as well as many adults, leaving devastated families to cope with more than Hitler’s bloody bombs.

      On the way to the waterfront, they’d walked down from Lime Street station, through several streets of bombed-out properties, now under demolition, blackened and damaged houses, schools and shops. Some of the families living in those slum streets had been wiped out, children who hadn’t been evacuated as well as adults. But many were still living there in appalling conditions. It had brought it home to Dora just how lucky her family had been that, although affected financially, they’d suffered no loss of life or damage to their home.

      Thank heavens the war was finished before she and Joe brought any children into the world. God willing, their family would be welcomed into a secure home and loved, without anything bad happening to tear their young lives apart.

      ‘Big wheel?’ Joe said, breaking her thoughts and leading her over to join the queue for the Ferris wheel.

      When they took their seats the lad in charge clanged the bar shut across their thighs and the wheel rose slowly into the air, stopping at the top to let passengers off below. The view across Liverpool Bay was breathtaking and Dora could see a large ship on the horizon, belching steam from three red funnels and heading towards the Irish Sea.

      ‘That’s the Queen Mary on her way to New York,’ Joe said, squinting in the bright sunlight. ‘One day, gel, we might be doing something like that. Off to a new life in a new country.’

      The wheel started up and they had another full spin around before it was their turn to alight. After wandering around the penny arcades and taking a ride on the steam-powered swing-boats, Joe suggested fish and chips for tea. Dora clapped her hands. It was a rare treat, and they shared a wrapped parcel, sitting side by side on a lawn in the floral gardens, devouring and enjoying every last morsel of the crispy fish batter and delicious golden chips.

      Joe drew Dora into his arms and kissed her. She felt safe in his arms. It was where she belonged. He was kind and hard-working too and she knew he’d always look after her.

      She dug into her handbag for her compact and lippy. ‘I’ve had a lovely day,’ she said, pouting in front of the small mirror as she applied a slick of Tangee and smacked her lips together. She powdered her nose and then ran a comb through her hair, tangled from the sea breeze. ‘Thank you, Joe.’

      ‘Me too. It’s been great. The last free Sunday the band has got until after the wedding. So I’m glad we’ve spent it together. We’ve got full weekend bookings right through now. Still, it’s a bit more money towards our Southport honeymoon.’

      ‘Do my legs look any browner though?’ Dora laughed.

      He grinned. ‘Not really, but you’ve caught the sun on your face. You’ve got a little red nose.’ He leant over to kiss her.
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      Dora lifted her arms as Joanie slipped the wedding gown over her head and supported the skirt as it fell to the floor. She did up the back zip and Dora turned towards the full-length mirror to take a look. She could see Joanie and her other bridesmaid Agnes standing behind with their hands over their mouths.

      ‘Does it look okay?’

      ‘Okay?’ Joanie said, a tremor in her voice. ‘You look fabulous, Dora. You really do.’

      ‘You look wonderful,’ Agnes agreed.

      ‘Wish I could stop shaking though.’ Dora held out her hand. ‘Look at that. I’m so nervous I feel sick. And does my hair look all right, pinned up like this?’ She patted the back of her hair into place and smoothed her fringe to one side.

      ‘Your hair looks lovely. And it’s only wedding nerves you’ve got,’ Joanie said reassuringly. ‘I’m sure every bride feels the same. Sit on the bed for a minute and relax while we finish getting you ready.’ Dora sat down and Joanie picked up the net veil with the headdress attached and placed it on top of Dora’s head, fluffing the net out and arranging it around her head and shoulders. ‘I’ll drop it over your face when you’re down the stairs. Don’t want you missing your step and falling.’

      Dora held out her right foot as Agnes slipped her white court shoes on. She got to her feet and took several deep breaths.

      ‘Feeling better now?’ Agnes asked.

      ‘I think so.’ She stared at her reflection in the mirror and chewed her lip as a little icy feeling ran down her spine. She shook herself. ‘What if he doesn’t turn up?’

      ‘Who?’ Agnes frowned.

      ‘Joe, of course. What if he’s changed his mind?’

      ‘Oh, Dora.’ Joanie rubbed her arm. ‘Don’t be silly. Of course he’ll turn up. Why wouldn’t he? He loves you and he’s waited as long as you have for today. He’ll be there, believe me.’

      ‘Thank you, for always being there for me while he was away. I couldn’t have got through it without you. And you too, Agnes.’

      Joanie smiled. ‘That’s what friends are for. And you’re always there for us.’

      Dora gave her a hug and stepped back. ‘Shall we do it then?’

      Joanie and Agnes nodded.

      ‘The flowers are in the sitting room,’ Joanie said. ‘We’ll go down first and tell your dad you’re ready. Make sure he’s not dropped ash all down his suit or your mam will give him hell.’

      Dora drew a deep breath and took a last peek in the mirror. Of course Joe would be there. What was she thinking? He’d never let her down.

      Joanie was calling for her and she walked out of her bedroom for the last time as a single girl. Her dad’s face was a picture as he stared at her from the lobby at the bottom of the narrow staircase; she’d never forget the proud look in his eyes.

      When she reached his side he took her in his arms and planted a kiss on her cheek. His voice husky with emotion, he whispered, ‘I’m feeling that made up right now, chuck.’ He led her into the sitting room where Joanie and Agnes were waiting.

      ‘I need to fix your veil,’ Joanie said and dropped the net down over Dora’s face, arranging it neatly. ‘Now Agnes and I have to go to the church with your mam, she’s waiting in the car. Here’s your bouquet.’ Joanie handed Dora the pink roses, tied up with white ribbons. ‘Mr Jones will be back for you both in a couple of minutes.’ She squeezed Dora’s arm. ‘See you very soon.’

      Joanie hurried outside, leaving Dora alone with her dad. She blinked back tears as she looked at him, all dressed up in his best suit, his grey hair neatly brushed and his blue eyes shining with pride. His tie was slightly askew. She reached out, straightened it and brushed the ash from the front of his jacket. He squeezed her hand and smiled.

      ‘You look beautiful, my little queen. I’m that proud of you.’
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      Not only had Mr Jones, their neighbour, cleaned and polished his black Morris Eight so that it gleamed in the bright morning sunshine, but his lovely wife had tied white ribbons to the bonnet, and laid some pretty blue and white flowers along the back shelf. It looked like a real wedding car. Dora felt like royalty as they pulled away from the gate and drove slowly down the lane towards St Mary’s, the attractive sandstone parish church near the village hall. She waved at several neighbours, who waved back and smiled as the car passed.

      She could see Mam waiting anxiously by the entrance, looking smart in her lilac dress and jacket that she’d made herself. Her little pillbox hat, borrowed from a neighbour, had been titivated with a bow of lilac chiffon. She rushed forward as Dad helped Dora out of the car, and adjusted her veil, smoothed down the lace overlay of her dress, stepped back and smiled proudly. In a rare show of emotion, she pulled Dora into her arms and kissed her. ‘You look beautiful, my love, you really do. It’s all been worth it, all the scrimping, scraping and sewing; we’re a good team when it comes to making the pennies spin out.’ She blinked away a tear.

      ‘I couldn’t have done all this without you, Mam,’ Dora said, a catch in her voice.

      ‘Get away with you.’ Mam dabbed her eyes with a hanky. ‘Right, I’ll go and get seated and give the vicar a nod.’

      Agnes and Joanie smiled as Mam hurried away.

      ‘You two look really lovely,’ Dora told them. ‘That colour suits you so well.’ The dresses hung perfectly on their slender frames, the pale green silk complementing both Agnes’s wavy red hair and Joanie’s mousey brown curls.

      Dora linked arms with her dad as Joanie and Agnes took up position behind. Another deep breath and they crunched up the shingle church path. As they went inside the organist struck up with the wedding anthem and Dora felt her nerves fading and her spirits rising as she set off slowly down the aisle on her dad’s arm. She beamed at her seated guests, who nodded and smiled as she passed them. She looked up at the sunbeams dancing through the tall stained-glass windows, throwing colourful patterns onto the plain cream walls and arches.

      Dora could see Joe standing by the altar. A proud smile lit up his face, and the rush of love and relief she felt as he looked at her was overwhelming. He was there, just as Joanie had said he would be, his best man, Frank, by his side. The pair, identically dressed in their demob suits, sported white carnations from Dad’s garden in their buttonholes. She didn’t think she’d ever seen Joe looking so handsome.

      The vicar nodded as Dora took her place beside Joe. He reached out and squeezed her hand reassuringly and she squeezed his back. Dad lifted her veil and pecked her on the cheek. Feeling more relaxed now, Dora handed her bouquet of pink roses to Joanie and turned her attention back to the vicar and the solemnity of the marriage service.
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      When Joe was instructed to kiss his bride, a murmur of congratulations rippled through the congregation and Joe squeezed her hand again.

      As the church bells pealed, Dora and Joe led their wedding party down the aisle. Outside she leant against her new husband and gripped his hand tightly. ‘I can’t believe we’ve done it,’ she whispered. ‘I’m so relieved it all went well.’

      ‘Me too,’ Joe said. ‘Just the photos now and then I can get a pint down my neck!’

      As Dora opened her mouth to reply, little Kenny Holt from one of the cottages across the lane came running over. He stopped in front of Dora and Joe, wiped his snotty nose on his tattered shirt sleeve and with a proud flourish produced a slightly battered silver horseshoe. He handed it to Dora with a gap-toothed smile.

      ‘Me mam’s patched it up wiv silver paper from a chocolate she saved at Christmas,’ he began, his wide smile lighting up his grubby face. ‘She sez to tell yer it was given to ’er and me dad at their wedding and it brought ’em good luck ’cos he comed ’ome safe from the war. She ’opes it brings you good luck, too.’

      ‘Oh, thank you, Kenny.’ Dora bent to kiss the little lad’s cheek and Joe ruffled his hair.

      Kenny blushed and wiped the back of his hand over his face. ‘You looks just like a real princess, Dora,’ he said, and ran back across the road to his home.

      ‘And he’s right, you do,’ Joe said, a catch in his voice. ‘You look gorgeous. I can’t wait for tonight.’

      ‘Shh,’ Dora said, suppressing a giggle as the photographer, who was a pal of Frank’s, organised everyone into groups and proceeded to click away with his camera.

      ‘I got one of the little lad giving you the horseshoe,’ he told them. ‘Too good to miss, that was.’

      Laughing, the bridal pair dodged rice and confetti as they made their way across the green to the village hall. Dora looked around the room with pride. The sun blazed though the large windows, filling the room with natural light. The neatly draped swags between the beams were decorated with small bunches of scented summer flowers, tied up with white ribbon, and they filled the room with a pleasant perfume. Mam and some of her friends had laid out all the food on trestle tables and the makeshift bar was stocked with bought-in bottles of ale and sherry and the home-made brews and fruit cordials donated by kind friends and neighbours.

      Murphy’s Dance Band had dropped off their instruments yesterday and done a quick rehearsal before accompanying Joe to the pub, on his last night of freedom.

      One of the members of Murphy’s Dance Band had brought along a gramophone and records. Joe suggested he play something as the guests filed in and found seats at the tables around the room. While the boys sorted out the music, Dora and her friends helped her mam take off the wrappings from the plates of sandwiches and bowls of salad.

      Joe jumped up onto the stage and announced the refreshments were ready and for everyone to help themselves. Drinks were poured and the guests toasted the bride and groom. After much cranking of the handle, Glenn Miller’s ‘In the Mood’ crackled from the gramophone, filling the room with sound.

      When every last crumb had been devoured, and the cake cut, sliced and handed out, wrapped in paper serviettes, one of Joe’s band clapped for silence.

      ‘Would the bride and groom please take their places on the floor for the first dance, thank you.’ Everyone sang along to Vera Lynn’s ‘Anniversary Waltz’ and a few couples joined the bridal pair.

      As Dora waltzed in Joe’s arms she couldn’t stop smiling. She’d never felt happier in her whole life and this was just the start of it.

      ‘I love you so much,’ Joe whispered. ‘I’ll never let you down.’

      ‘I love you too,’ she whispered back, looking into his eyes as the song came to an end.

      ‘We’ll have a wonderful life, you and me,’ he promised.

      ‘It’s time to play a spot with the lads now,’ Joe said. ‘We’ll just do an hour and then me and you are off to Lime Street station, Mrs Rodgers.’ He dropped a kiss on Dora’s lips and hurried over to the small stage where the rest of Murphy’s Dance Band was about to start warming up.
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      Joanie came dashing across to Dora. ‘You two looked so lovely on the dance floor just then,’ she said. ‘And there are loads of people asking about our dresses,’ she carried on excitedly. ‘I told them we made them, it looks like we’ve got our first order for a wedding ensemble and a couple of summer frocks for the honeymoon! I promised the bride-to-be that we’ll be ready for business in a couple of weeks.’

      ‘Oh that’s wonderful, Joanie!’ Dora exclaimed. ‘What a great start.’ As Dora gave her best friend a hug, Frank tapped them on the shoulder and asked Joanie to dance.

      ‘Go on, he won’t bite you.’ Dora gave her a friendly push and she got to her feet, took his hand, and he led her onto the floor as the band struck up with The Andrew Sisters song, ‘Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree’.

      Dora winked at Agnes, who was sitting opposite with her boyfriend Alan. He’d missed the wedding due to work, but had joined them for the reception. She crossed her fingers on her lap as Frank and Joanie jitterbugged, laughing and singing along. Her brother hadn’t taken his eyes off her friend since this morning. Joanie had downed several glasses of old Mrs Hayward’s elderberry wine, which had given her rosy cheeks and an air of reckless abandon. That home-made wine had probably been fermenting since before the war and packed a punch. Judging by Joanie’s wide smile, she was really enjoying herself. Joanie and Frank looked like Knowsley’s answer to Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers tonight. Dora smiled to herself as she watched them jigging around.

      She caught Mam’s eye and waved her over, nodding at her brother and Joanie.

      ‘’Bout time eh, Mam?’

      Mam laughed. ‘I’ll say. That pair have been pussyfooting around for months. Even a blind man could see they’re sweet on each other. Don’t know what’s took them so long. Joanie’s mam just said the same.’

      ‘Well let’s hope something comes of it,’ Dora said, clapping when the song came to an end.

      As the band played a few Glenn Miller numbers and the crowd on the dance floor thinned a bit, Dora spotted two young women she didn’t recognise. They hadn’t been at the church, or here for the buffet earlier; they certainly weren’t from Palmer’s factory or the village. Dora felt a shiver run down her spine as she noticed the shorter of the two staring at Joe on the stage. Throughout ‘Pennsylvania 6-5000’ she watched his every move, swaying her hips from side to side, in time to the music. She clapped loudly, called his name and blew him a kiss as the song ended.

      As Frank brought Joanie back to the table and went to fetch her a glass of water, Dora beckoned him to one side. ‘Who are those two women who just came in?’ She nodded towards the pair, still standing near the stage, still looking at Joe.

      Frank turned to look. ‘They work in the ROF canteen. Joe must have asked them along. Ivy Bennett, the shorter one, is the cook and her mate Flo helps her. I’ve seen them around town.’

      Dora frowned. ‘He didn’t tell me he’d invited anyone else from work, other than the people I knew about.’

      Frank shrugged. ‘Does it matter? They’re not really doing any harm, are they?’

      Dora sighed. ‘I suppose not. But he could have at least said something. There’s nothing left for them to eat.’

      ‘Not your problem, Sis. Joe’ll be off stage in a minute and then the pair of you will be going on your honeymoon.’

      She nodded and gave him a hug. ‘Look after Joanie, Frank. And no hanky-panky. She’s too drunk to know what she’s doing. Don’t you be taking advantage, or else!’

      ‘As if I would,’ he said, his blue eyes twinkling. ‘I’ll see she gets home safe, don’t worry. I’ll get her sobered up a bit or her mam will think it’s my fault she’s tipsy.’

      Dora gave Joanie a big hug goodbye. ‘Thank you for all the help, especially with making the dresses. You never know, yours might be next.’

      Joanie laughed, flushing bright red and looking at Frank, who was grinning broadly.

      Dora joined Joe and they made their way around the room, saying goodbye to everyone. They stopped beside the two women from the ROF, and Joe introduced her to them. ‘Thank you for coming, Flo and Ivy. May I introduce my beautiful wife, Dora?’

      ‘I love your dress, Dora,’ Flo gushed, shaking her hand. ‘And congratulations to you both.’

      ‘Thank you, Flo,’ Dora said, shaking her by the hand.

      ‘Congratulations,’ Ivy muttered and stood back, offering no handshake.

      ‘Thank you,’ Dora said, frowning as she observed the unfathomable cold look in Ivy’s pale blue eyes. There was something about her that made Dora feel uncomfortable. She was glad when they moved away to say their last goodbyes.

      ‘She’s a miserable one!’ Dora whispered to Joe.

      ‘Who is?’

      ‘That Ivy, from your works.’

      ‘Is she? Can’t say I noticed, really.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Was he blind? The woman was more than sweet on him and she wouldn’t trust her as far as she could throw her. But she wasn’t going to let her put a dampener on their lovely day, which had been everything she’d hoped it would be. Joe was hers now, and they had the rest of their lives to look forward to.
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