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​Chapter One - The Women Who Don't Need Asking
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The hooter went at five forty-five and Dot was already on the floor.

She moved down the line the way water moves downhill — without apparent decision, without hurry, finding the path of least resistance and taking it. The women were settling in, pulling on their turbans, snapping their overalls at the wrist. The smell of the place hit you differently at this hour, before the day's heat had built: metal and oil and something faintly chemical underneath, sweet in the wrong way, the smell of work that left its mark on you.

Dot noted the absences before she reached her station. Three women down from their usual numbers. She did the arithmetic without stopping walking.

'Renie,' she said, passing.

'Margaret's got her chest again.' Renie didn't look up from where she was wiping down her section of the press with a rag that had seen better days. 'Sent word this morning. And the Carter girl hasn't come in.'

'Again.'

'Again.'

Dot said nothing else. She moved to the end of the line and stood for a moment with her hands in her overall pockets, looking down the length of it — the machinery, the benches, the women finding their rhythms, the particular organised chaos of a shift beginning. She knew this floor the way she knew her own hands. Every stuck mechanism, every draught from the gap in the high window on the eastern wall, every woman's particular way of settling into the work.

She had been here since she was nineteen. Nine years. Long enough that the factory had stopped feeling like a place she went to and started feeling like a place she was from.

Ethel Bowen, who was fifty-three and worked the press two stations down, caught Dot's eye and gave her a small nod. Dot returned it. That was enough.

She began her first walk of the morning.

The work was munitions — casing components, press and stamp, the filling line across the building where a different set of women did the more dangerous part and were paid fractionally better for it. Dot's line did the casings. She had walked it so many times she thought sometimes she could do it in her sleep, that her feet had worn a groove in the concrete floor simply by the repetition of that particular path. A hundred yards, roughly, from the loading end to the inspection station, and then back again, and again, and again, eight hours with two breaks and a lunch at midday if the quota was in good shape.

She checked the machinery. She checked the women. She stopped at Iris Dodd's station because Iris was new — newer than the rest, six weeks in — and still had the habit of holding herself too tight over the press, shoulders drawn up toward her ears. Dot put a hand briefly on Iris's shoulder blade.

'Drop your shoulders,' she said. 'You'll be in agony by noon.'

Iris dropped them. 'Sorry, Miss Marsden.'

'Don't be sorry. Just drop them.' She moved on.

The morning built around her. The noise was enormous once the full line was running — the press, the stamp, the shout of conversation that the women managed somehow despite everything, the occasional burst of laughter that rose above the mechanical din and then was swallowed by it. Dot moved through it steadily, checking, adjusting, noting. She had a gift for it, people said, though she didn't think of it as a gift so much as the natural result of paying attention. You paid attention long enough, you started to see things. The small signs that a machine was running wrong. The particular stiffness in a woman's movement that meant something was wrong at home and the work was suffering for it. The way a certain kind of conversation, pitched below the noise of the presses, moved down the line like something passed hand to hand.

She was not oblivious to how the women saw her. She knew what they called her — nothing cruel, nothing she'd object to. Efficient. Fair. Difficult to read. She'd heard Renie once describe her to a newer woman as the best foreman on the floor and the worst gossip because she never told you anything, and she'd taken both parts of that as intended, which was kindly.

At half past seven she put her hand in her apron pocket for her pencil and felt the letter there.

It had arrived yesterday. She hadn't opened it yet.

She knew June's handwriting on the envelope, knew the particular way her mother addressed things, with the full address written out in the careful print of a woman who had never entirely trusted cursive. She had put it in her pocket without opening it. She had meant to read it last night and had not. It sat in her apron pocket now, slightly warm from her body heat, folded once across.

She left it where it was.

There were things about June's letters that required a certain kind of stillness to read, and the factory floor, for all that it was the place Dot felt most herself, was not a place for stillness of that particular kind. She would read it tonight, in her room, with her coat on because the room was cold, sitting in the chair by the window. That was when she read June's letters. Not before.

She took out her pencil instead and made a note on the small pad she kept in the other pocket — Margaret, chest; Carter girl — and put it away again.

By ten o'clock the quota was running ahead of where it needed to be, which was how Dot preferred things. She ran ahead of the quota the way you ran ahead of weather; it gave you room. The line was settled now, the rhythm established, the initial friction of the morning worked out of the machinery and the women both. Renie had started telling someone a story — Dot could hear the shape of it without the words, the particular rise and fall of Renie's voice when she was holding court — and two stations down someone laughed, a short, genuine sound, and the line moved on.

Dot stood at the inspection station and watched the casings come through and thought about the three absences and the week's production targets and what she was going to have to say to the Carter girl when she finally reappeared, and did not think about the letter.

She was good at that. She had learned it over years — the particular discipline of not thinking about a thing. Choosing a point of focus, practical and immediate, and keeping her attention there. The line. The quota. The absences. The machinery. The women.

Not the letter.

Not anything that required more space than the factory floor, at this hour of the morning, had to give.

The hooter for the first break came at ten fifteen. The line slowed, stopped. Women straightened, stretched, rubbed their hands. The sudden reduction in noise was always slightly startling, the way your ears rang with it even after the machinery had stopped.

Renie appeared at Dot's elbow as if she had materialised there.

'Tea,' Renie said. It wasn't a question.

'In a minute.'

Renie stayed at her elbow. Dot made two more notes on her pad. Renie continued to stay.

'In a minute,' Dot said again.

'I'm not going anywhere,' Renie said pleasantly. 'Take your time.'

Dot put the pad away and they walked together toward the break room.

The morning moved the way all mornings moved on the line — forward, without sentiment, the work consuming the hours in the straightforward way that was one of the things Dot had always valued about it. There was no room here for the kind of thinking that crept up on you in the night. You were needed, specifically and practically, for each moment of each hour, and when you had met that need and the hooter sounded and you walked out through the factory gates into whatever the afternoon had waiting, you were at least tired in a way that made the evenings manageable.

She did not think this consciously. It was simply how the work had always functioned for her. She had not examined it.

By the lunch hooter, the line was three units ahead of target. Dot wrote it down. She folded her hands around her flask of tea and sat at the table she always sat at — second from the door, left side, the seat with the back to the wall — and ate her sandwich and listened to the room around her.

The Carter girl came up in conversation at the next table. Dot heard her own name mentioned in that conversation — nothing pointed, nothing critical, just the acknowledgement that she would deal with it, as she dealt with things.

She ate her sandwich. She drank her tea. She kept her counsel.

She thought, briefly, about the letter in her pocket.

She did not take it out.

Outside the high windows the October sky was grey and consistent, the particular grey of the Midlands in autumn, which was different from other greys — not the dramatic grey of storms, not the soft grey of mist, but the settled, load-bearing grey of a sky that had decided on this and wasn't changing its mind. She had known this sky all her life. She found it, on the whole, reliable.

The hooter called them back to the line.

Dot went.

She was coming out of the supervisor's office at the end of the afternoon shift — forms completed, the week's production logged, the Carter girl's absence noted in the appropriate column — when Renie fell into step beside her.

They walked out together, the way they usually did, through the factory gates and onto the street, into the cool of the early evening. The shift change was happening around them: women coming off, women going on, the particular choreography of it, everyone knowing their part.

'Good day,' Renie said.

'Adequate day.'

'Three up on target.'

'The Carter girl's still out.'

Renie made a sound that was not quite agreement and not quite dismissal. They walked in comfortable silence for half a street. This was one of the things Dot valued in Renie — she did not require conversation to fill the space between them. She was one of the few people Dot knew who understood that silence was not the same thing as absence.

'She'll be back,' Renie said eventually, meaning the Carter girl.

'I know she will.'

'And then you'll give her that look you give.'

'What look.'

'You know what look.' Renie's voice was warm, affectionate. 'The one that isn't angry but somehow makes you feel you'd rather it was.'

Dot said nothing. Renie laughed quietly to herself.

They came to the corner where their routes divided — Renie left to her street and her two boys and whatever the evening had waiting for her, Dot right toward the boarding house and the room and the chair by the window.

'Goodnight, our Dorothy,' Renie said.

'Goodnight.'

Dot turned right. She walked four streets, let herself in with her key, went up the stairs past Mrs Hartley's closed door and the smell of boiled vegetables from the kitchen, and into her room.

She took off her coat. Then she put it back on. The room was cold.

She sat in the chair by the window.

She took the letter from her apron pocket, still folded once across, slightly warm. She held it for a moment with the same stillness she used when she was watching the line for something she couldn't yet name.

She put it on the table beside the chair.

She sat for a long time in the chair by the window, the letter at her elbow, unopened. Outside, the street was quiet, the autumn evening settling around the houses. The particular grey of the sky had darkened into something approaching night.

She did not turn on the lamp.

After a while she got up, went to the small kitchen along the corridor, and made herself a cup of tea. She brought it back to the room. She sat back down in the chair.

She drank the tea and thought about the line and tomorrow's quota and what she was going to say to the Carter girl, and was very careful, and deliberate, and quiet.

The letter stayed where it was.

The night came on around her. She held it steady.
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​Chapter Two - New Arrivals Don't Last
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She came in on a Tuesday, which was nobody's fault but didn't help.

Tuesdays had a particular quality on the line — not the grinding adjustment of Monday, not the settled momentum of Wednesday, but something between the two that made the women fractionally less patient and fractionally more observant than was comfortable. A new arrival on a Tuesday got looked at more carefully than she might have been on any other day of the week, and there was nothing to be done about it.

Dot was at the inspection station when the door from the supervisor's corridor opened and Croft came through with a woman behind him, and the floor did the thing it always did when a new face arrived — a kind of collective adjustment, an almost imperceptible pause in the machinery of conversation, women's eyes moving without their heads following.

Dot's eyes moved too. She noted the woman and looked back at the casing in her hand.

Then she looked up again.

The woman was slight and fair — that was the first impression — with blonde hair pinned neatly under a factory turban that looked as though it had been arranged rather than simply tied. She was dressed for the work but there was something about the fit of it, or the way she held herself inside it, that suggested she had dressed for the work the way a person dresses for a costume rather than a uniform. She stood a half step behind Croft with her hands folded in front of her and looked at the factory floor with an expression of controlled composure that told Dot, who was good at reading composure, that a great deal was being controlled.

Croft said something to the floor at large — the usual, Dot knew it by heart, new woman, please make her welcome, the line expects full production — and the floor absorbed it with the mild, collective patience of women who had heard it before.

The new woman smiled. It was a good smile, warm and direct, the kind of smile that arrived quickly and landed well. Half the women on the floor returned it before they knew they had.

Dot did not.

She watched Croft deliver the woman to the station two down from Renie's — a gap left by a woman gone to work the filling line for better pay — and watched the woman take in the press, the layout, the materials, with a careful attention that suggested she was memorising it. Not asking questions. Memorising. That was interesting.

Then Birdie happened.

Birdie Noon had a gift for arriving precisely at the moment when a social situation was still fluid enough to be shaped, and she had developed, over her twenty years, very firm ideas about how she liked to shape them. She appeared at the new woman's station before Croft had cleared the floor by ten feet.

'I'm Birdie,' she said. 'Everyone calls me Birdie. I'll show you how the press works, it's temperamental on the left side, Miss Marsden will tell you the same but I can tell you faster.'

The new woman looked at Birdie with an expression that shifted — something easing behind the composure, some fraction of the controlled arrangement of her face coming loose — and she laughed. A short, real sound, surprised out of her.

'Sylvia,' she said. 'Thank you. I'd be grateful.'

Dot made a note on her pad. She moved on down the line.

By the afternoon break the floor knew the broad shape of it: Sylvia Cross, from London, come to stay with a cousin in Darley Street and looking for war work. She'd been in clerical before, at a firm in the City, but the firm had closed — something to do with the bombing, something to do with the business going under, the details shifted slightly depending on who was telling it. She was cheerful about all of it in a way that made the women like her immediately, and she listened well, which helped. She asked about the work with a genuine-seeming interest that the women who'd been on the line for years found both charming and faintly touching, the way you find touching anyone who hasn't yet understood what they've gotten into.

Renie appeared at Dot's elbow during the break, in the usual way.

'The new one,' Renie said.

'Cross,' Dot said. 'Sylvia.'

'Seems pleasant enough.'

'Mm.'

Renie stirred her tea. 'Birdie's adopted her already.'

'I noticed.'

'You notice everything.'

'Someone has to.'

Renie looked at her. Dot looked at her pad. There was a brief silence of the particularly expressive kind that Renie was capable of producing without saying a word.

'I'll keep an eye on her production numbers,' Dot said. 'Give her a week to settle.'

'Generous.'

'Standard.'

Renie made a small sound that was not quite agreement. They drank their tea.

Dot did not mention that she had looked up from the inspection station a second time. She did not mention what she had thought in the moment before she had looked back down, which was simply that the woman had a quality she couldn't name from this distance, a particular kind of composure-over-something-else that caught at her professional attention the way a machine running slightly wrong caught at it. Not suspicion. Not yet. Just a noticing.

She was good at noticings. She kept most of them to herself.

The afternoon shift brought its own rhythms. Dot watched Sylvia Cross work without appearing to watch her, which was a skill she had developed long ago and used frequently. The woman was not incompetent — that much was clear within the first hour. She picked up the press quickly, asked Birdie two or three precise questions rather than a stream of uncertain ones, and by mid-afternoon was running at a pace that, while not yet up to the line's standard, suggested she would get there.

What Dot watched instead were the smaller things.

The way Sylvia held herself between tasks — a particular straightness, almost like a deliberate arrangement, as though she were placing herself inside the posture. The way her eyes moved when someone addressed her directly, taking a fraction of a second before she responded, as if she were selecting from a small catalogue of available responses. The smile, which was warm and frequent and landed exactly right every time, which meant it had been practised.

None of this was, individually, notable. People performed their sociability; that was simply social life. Dot herself performed a particular version of contained efficiency that was not entirely separate from who she actually was but was not entirely identical to it either.

What gave her pause was the story.

Sylvia had told it at least three times by the end of the afternoon, to Birdie, to Ethel, and to a woman named Pat who worked the loading end and had a habit of buttonholing new arrivals. Dot, moving up and down the line, had caught pieces of all three tellings, and the pieces did not all match.

The firm in the City had closed because of the bombing in one version and because the business had simply folded in another. The cousin in Darley Street was a second cousin in one telling and simply a cousin in the rest. The length of time Sylvia had been in London ranged, across the three versions, from four years to six.

These were small discrepancies. The
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