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Lena Pearce flew along the dirt lane on her bicycle, knowing just what strength was needed to maintain her speed, just how fast she could take that next turn. The air was bracingly fresh in her face, tugging strands of her hair loose as it always did no matter how carefully she pinned it up in the grey light of early morning. She wore trousers, close-fitting and cropped short around her calves so she didn’t have to worry about them catching in the chain. There were still eyes in the village that looked askance at this despite her boots and socks demurely covering her ankles. Lena grinned to remember old Mrs Bailey staring at her with a thrill of disapproval only yesterday – as if she hadn’t had months to get used to Lena doing this work and dressing accordingly. As if she hadn’t known the Pearce family’s tendency towards contrariness all the days of her life. 

The woods on Lena’s left veered towards the road as she sped past, thickened, loomed and then leapt across it with overarching branches. Lena coasted through the tunnel of green shade, and then followed the road around the curve, steering with little more than a perfectly judged lean to the left. Then she stood on the pedals to power down the last straight and back into the sunshine, before taking a sharp turn down a side road and at last arriving at Amy’s gate. 

Lena slid off the bicycle and propped it against the fence, then hefted the satchel out of the bicycle’s basket. As she walked along the path up to the front door, Lena reached into the satchel for the letter, and held it up between two fingers as she knocked. A smile full of promise came naturally to her lips as she heard footfalls coming down the hall, glimpsed movement through the window with its lace curtains. Lena had been happy to find a letter addressed to Mrs J. Martin in the sack of mail that morning, and the handwriting and return address meant it wasn’t from Amy’s husband, who was off fighting the Kaiser. It had been a few days since Lena had seen Amy, and that was far too long...

“Good morning, Lena,” said Amy with a sweet though rather distracted smile. “I haven’t seen you for a while!” Instead of reaching to take the letter, she stepped back a little – and that was invitation, or at least consent. Lena stepped over the threshold. “Why is it that laundry seems never-ending?” Amy asked over her shoulder as she led Lena through to the kitchen. Amy cast a whimsical gesture in the direction of the washhouse in the back garden, but Lena wasn’t really paying attention. Instead, Lena glanced around looking for the children, but decided they must be at school; Amy wouldn’t have let her in otherwise. “You’d think that at some point all the clothes would be clean. But no, you turn around and there’s always more to be done.” As Amy spoke, she topped the kettle up with water from the bucket, and set it on the hottest part of the range, apparently assuming that Lena would stay for a cup of tea. 

Lena leaned against the table, simply enjoying the sight of her. Amy’s womanly figure wasn’t quite so plump as it had been before the war, but it still curved deliciously. Her red hair used to be long and always kept under some semblance of control in a bun at her nape. It had been almost a year since Amy had cut it short, and now curls bobbed about her pretty face. Other than being about the same height, they were complete opposites, Lena and Amy: Lena was a slim, tough tomboy with a mess of straight dark hair, and she knew there was nothing more than pleasant about her. 

“Hhhmmm?” prompted Amy, wanting a response. 

Ah yes, the laundry. “The only way you could make sure that all the clothes were clean...” said Lena, stalking towards her, “would be to do the laundry naked.”

“Oh!” Amy laughed, and she blushed a little with her hand to her mouth. 

Lena dropped to her knees, and pressed her face to Amy’s thighs, feeling the slight warmth of flesh even though the layers of cotton, while her hands slipped under the hem of Amy’s skirt and shaped themselves to her knees and then slid up and under her slip and further up...

“Oh!” said Amy again. She always sounded surprised, as if Lena didn’t do this every time she was invited in, as if Amy wasn’t the prettiest thing in the county, as if a woman wouldn’t ever find herself doing the laundry one moment and being seduced the next, and in bright daylight, too. 

Carefully Lena snared fingers in Amy’s knickers, and drew them slowly down, listening to Amy’s breath which was already panting in anticipation. When Lena’s hands slid up again, she bundled the skirt as she went – and Lena followed, kneeling up taller, until at last she could apply her tongue where it would do the most good.

“Oh...” moaned Amy, grasping at the back of a chair for support, arching delightfully and pushing forward. “Oh, Lena, Lena, you’re spoiling me, you’re ruining me...”

Lena paused and looked up with a quizzical brow. 

Amy laughed breathlessly – and though a shade of doubt crossed her lovely face, she smiled, and shook it off. “But please don’t stop.”

Lena grinned, and continued her work. 
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“You’re absolutely wicked,” said Emily, slipping down further on the sofa and propping both bare feet on the shabby old pouffe. Her long dark hair cascaded over the back of the sofa and disappeared from view. Lena’s fingers twitched; she always wanted to plait it, as she’d used to do when they were girls. And then she wanted to mess it up again...

“While the men are away, Lena will play.” 

Emily was unimpressed, of course, but her smile remained fond and her gaze remained languid. “I suppose I shouldn’t be thinking ‘Poor Amy’, though, should I?”

“It’s not as if she even resists,” Lena replied, “let alone fights me off. And it would take a saint to resist her. She’s so adorable! She always was.”

Emily took a long drag on the hand-rolled cigarette and passed it back. “You’ve had quite a morning, then.”

“I have,” Lena agreed, glancing a grin Emily’s way. “Eva Rowan had a couple of letters, too.”

Emily laughed as if she shouldn’t be surprised any more. “Delivered personally, I take it.”

“Of course! It’s all part of the service.” 

“I thought you didn’t even like Eva. We were never friends with her at school.”

Lena shrugged. “I like her well enough,” she said in tones that didn’t invite a response. 

In the comfortable silence, Lena huffed on the very last scrap of the cigarette, pinching it between finger and thumb until the embers finally drew too close to bear. She stubbed out the little that remained – and then when Emily lifted an arm towards her, Lena happily went to cosy up beside her. She curled in further, and pushed her feet in their socks – the boots having already been abandoned – next to Emily’s, before running the arch of a foot up the long curve of Emily’s calf. Lena sighed. “What sort of letter will it take...” she mused, “for you to finally accept a personal delivery?”

“Oh, darling,” came the brisk response, “we’ve been friends for ever. As good as sisters. Doesn’t that disqualify me?”

“No.” Lena looked up from Emily’s shoulder, let her gaze roam over that face – still so pretty despite being so utterly familiar – and favoured Emily with a wistful look. 

“I’m your best friend, and I will be till the day I die. The rest,” Emily added, in somewhat less high-flown tones, “you get plenty of elsewhere.”

“Oh, darling...” Lena echoed with a sigh. 
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Someone had finally moved into the house at Fields Corner that had been empty for so long, but it was a week or so before Lena had any mail to deliver. Eventually a letter arrived, addressed to Miss Cawkwell. A pity the newcomer was a Miss rather than a Mrs, but then so many good things were in short supply these days. Lena mentally revised her route, and rode down there in a state of some curiosity.

She took it easier than her usual pace, stretching out the anticipation. Fresh breezes buffeted the unusually long grass in the fields, creating waves of silver amid the green. An occasional unfortunate scent added a discordant note, but Lena shrugged this off. Smells were hardly unexpected in the heart of farmland and countryside! Everything felt delightfully unsettled. 

As Lena neared the bend of the road that would take her to the house, she slowed further – not because the bend was an uncompromising ninety degrees, but because Lena glimpsed movement through the hedgerows, and wanted to scout the lie of the land. She came to a gentle halt, balanced lightly with the ball of one foot on the ground, and peered around the end of the hedge. A woman, presumably Miss Cawkwell, was standing in the overgrown front garden, staring in perplexity at a nanny goat who was cheerfully – one might even say cheekily – munching on weeds. The goat tore off another bunch and lifted her head to placidly meet Miss Cawkwell’s gaze, stalks sticking out of her mouth in every direction, with yellow flowers bobbing at the end of each. 

Miss Cawkwell took a step towards the goat; the goat took a jaunty step back. Miss Cawkwell edged to her left as if considering trying to circle around; the goat danced to her right. Lena’s smile quirked as she reflected that the goat was the more graceful of the pair. Miss Cawkwell stalled again, and put her hands on her hips – apparently in confusion rather than consternation. Confusion or not, though, the young woman was not backing down. 

Lena took in the sight of Miss Cawkwell, though of course she still suffered the disadvantage of being a Miss. There were so many reasons for Lena to prefer women with other commitments. Apart from which, Miss Cawkwell was too tall, all long limbs and angles, as if she would never quite grow out of the colt stage. Her hair was flat and mousy brown, clumsily cut in a short bob, with a couple of pins failing in their task of fixing back the longer strands. She wore a shapeless gingham dress, with a long apron tied over it, and a pair of overly practical shoes. Miss Cawkwell was, in sum, not the sort to entice interest. Though Lena couldn’t help but notice that Miss Cawkwell had a long lovely neck, a pale shapely column that provided her only element of elegance. 

Finally, several moments later, Lena pushed off and coasted the bicycle to the front gate. “Good morning!” she called. 

Miss Cawkwell looked around distractedly, saw Lena – saw the satchel, and the letter in Lena’s hand. “Good morning,” she replied, in an appropriately rough voice. She strode over to the gate, not neglecting to swing a hand against a nettle on her way, and almost trip over a tuft of grass. There was already a nettle rash running up the tender side of one forearm. “Are you the postman, then?”

Lena grinned. “I am,” she replied, handing over the letter. “I used to help my Uncle Bill anyway, so when he enlisted I took on the job.”

Miss Cawkwell nodded. After giving the letter a cursory look, she tucked it unopened into a pocket.

Lena found she wasn’t ready to be dismissed yet, but Miss Cawkwell was no doubt as aware as Lena was of the date that the call for volunteers went out: 11 August 1914, just over ten months ago. The day when everything changed. Instead, Lena tipped her chin towards the goat. “I see you have the gardener in, helping you clear the weeds.”

That drew a laugh from Miss Cawkwell. It was an odd kind of laugh, beginning with a honking snort and ending up as a peal of bells. After a moment, Miss Cawkwell said, “My intention is to milk her.”

“She’s not cooperating?”

“And I don’t understand why. I went to fetch her yesterday evening from Mrs Doherty. Being away from her kids overnight – Well,” Miss Cawkwell concluded with a slight hint of confusion at this intimate subject, “she’s supposed to welcome the milking.”

“Yet she’d rather eat weeds.”

Miss Cawkwell smiled a little, ducking her head shyly. “Perhaps she’s naturally mischievous.”

“Stubborn,” Lena countered, able for the moment to gaze her fill at Miss Cawkwell’s lovely neck. When Miss Cawkwell looked up again, Lena got off the bicycle and propped it against the thick hedge which was haphazardly sprouting new growth. “Let’s see if we can’t outwit her. Lena Pearce,” she introduced herself, holding out her hand. 

“Sylvie Cawkwell,” Miss Cawkwell responded, going to open the gate, then shaking Lena’s hand instead, then barking her shin on the gate as it belatedly swung free. Sylvie grimaced – but not heatedly – as if she were used to this sort of thing.

The two of them strolled with a fair pretence of nonchalance towards the goat – who considered them with a bright eye while still munching away – and then as they finally drew near, she skittered off out of reach. This despite the obvious fact that her udder was full. 

“I don’t think she’ll mind very much if we trick her into it,” Lena said. “I think she’ll be grateful.”

“She’ll forgive me, then? She’ll let me milk her again? My landlady – of course you’d know her – Mrs Doherty said I could have her every other day.”

“Yes, I think she’ll forgive you. The goat, that is.”

“Ideas?” asked Miss Cawkwell.

“Well...” Lena considered for a moment. “You’re the one who needs to make friends with her. Why don’t you gather up a large bouquet of those yellow flowers she likes so much, and tempt her hither – while I circle around behind, and give her a push in the right direction.”

Miss Cawkwell looked at Lena with frank admiration. “A master strategist.”

She smiled in response, unaccountably bashful. “Let’s see if it works first!”

By the time Miss Cawkwell had gathered an armful of flowers, Lena had managed to nonchalantly sneak around behind the goat. With a nod they each indicated they were ready – and Miss Cawkwell brandished the flowers at the goat while Lena grabbed the goat’s hips and shoved. The goat obligingly took a step or two forward and stretched in hope of a mouthful of flowers. Miss Cawkwell stepped back at just the right moment, the goat took another step, and they all three progressed from there in fits and starts. 

“Does she have a name?” Lena asked, aware of her breath beginning to pant from the effort.

“Christabel.”

Lena let out a laugh. “Ha! A pretty name for such a stubborn thing. What was Mrs Doherty thinking?”

“I don’t know –” As Miss Cawkwell leant down to gather more of the weeds while still backing away, she abruptly overbalanced and landed on her rear. She didn’t even take a moment to huff a breath before scrambling back up to her feet, ungainly and yet endearing in her determination. 

“Are you all right?” Lena asked. 

“Yes, thank you. Come on, Christabel...”

“Not bruised?” Lena cast an eye towards the rounded curve that could just be discerned under the loosely hung gingham. 

“Oh! Yes, probably! Never mind.” Miss Cawkwell gathered more of the flowers as she went, no doubt so as not to leave any as distractions in the goat’s path. 

Lena smiled at her, and gave Christabel another shove. “Where are we heading?”

Miss Cawkwell gestured behind her. “There’s a shelf for her to stand on just inside the shed.” This was announced with rather a lack of authority, so Lena concluded she was needed for the duration. She was torn between silently castigating Mrs Doherty for leaving Miss Cawkwell to manage things alone, and quietly singing her thanks. Lena was having fun. 

Once they were out of the old flower beds, Christabel stopped being so difficult. Soon she was daintily stepping up the slope that led to the milking shelf, eagerly pursuing the bunch of weeds that Miss Cawkwell placed in the feeder. 

“Shall I show you...?” Lena offered.

“Please,” said Miss Cawkwell.

So Lena helped Miss Cawkwell add grain to the feeder, then wash Christabel’s udder, and inspect a cup’s worth of milk before placing the bucket beneath the goat and settling into the task. Lena showed her where to sit, and in what posture, and how to avoid Christabel kicking at her in irritation. She helped guide Miss Cawkwell’s hands on Christabel’s teats, encouraged her towards a rippling rhythm of fingers. Miss Cawkwell soon had the idea of it, even if her fingers wouldn’t quite coordinate. All the while, the two women and the goat were close and warm and... and Lena at least was feeling a little inappropriate. Judging by Miss Cawkwell’s slight blush, there was a chance that she felt somewhat the same way, even if it were only modesty that heightened her colour rather than desire. 

Once the process was over and poor Christabel’s udder was looking suitably shrivelled, Lena carefully set the bucket of milk out of the way, and then showed Miss Cawkwell how to massage the udder and
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