
‘Road-kill, Easter Sunday: a badger, a hedgehog, a
black cat, a grey cat, a pheasant hen (feathers
blowing behind the car), a baby rabbit. Another
black cat, two fox cubs, a magpie with a broken
tail, a black and white collie.’ A pause. ‘Probably
someone’s pet.’

Bernadette heard the snap of the off-button and
felt Ralph’s self-contained silence sifting like a
vapour through the car. The dictaphone had been
her idea: before, Ralph would sit in the back
scribbling his lists of road-kill – and other sights of
interest – onto a notepad. It was easier to mouth
them into the recorder and, like most boys, he
enjoyed owning a new gadget.

‘All right, pet?’ Bernadette said, and Ralph held
his mother’s gaze in the rear-view mirror and
nodded. She had invited him to sit in the front
of the car when he had turned twelve, but he
preferred the privacy of the back-seat. He had
space there to store his card-games,
sketchpads, magazines and CD player, and
to stretch his ever-lengthening legs. ‘Lamb
will be happy to see you,’ Bernadette said,
and he didn’t answer.

Lamb, her sister’s daughter, was thirteen
– a year younger than Ralph – and the two
cousins had been close up until two years
before. Overnight, it seemed, Lamb had
moved from tom-boy antics to dresses and
love-songs; she had turned away from Ralph
with the casual cruelty of the young. He
pretended not to care, but Bernadette knew he
found the visits to Callow boring, now that he
spent most of his time there alone.

Caro was waiting on the avenue for them, a hoe
in her hand and a bucket of weeds at her feet. Her
skin smelt of leaves when she bent to kiss her
sister through the rolled-down car window. She
said, ‘Hi Ralphie’, and that lunch was on the table.
Bernadette drove up to the house under a canopy
of sycamores; since she was a child those trees had
reminded her of the thick-branched passageway in
The Sleeping Beauty. Caro strolled behind the car,
still poking at weeds as she walked, swinging her
bucket like a handbag.
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Lamb was putting out plates and glasses when
Bernadette and Ralph came into the kitchen; she
looked like a youthful version of her aunt crossed
with her mother. Her eyes were set too wide like
Bernadette’s, but she had Caro’s fishy pout and
shuck of frizz for hair. Lamb hugged Bernadette
stiffly and waved a hello at Ralph; he grunted and
angled his body away from her. A pile of boiled
eggs – decorated with poster-paints – sat in a dish
in the centre of the table, and there were cling-
filmed plates of ham, butterhead lettuce and brown
bread.

‘We took out last year’s sloe wine,’ Lamb said,
holding up a demijohn; she pulled her lips behind
her teeth and frowned.

‘I’ll have a glass,’ Bernadette said, smiling at
her niece. ‘Should we decant it?’

Lamb popped the bung from the bottle. ‘Mam’s
been pouring it straight from the demi.’ She

poured a glass for Bernadette, who held it up to
look through its ruby core.
‘The colour’s great. What’s it taste like?’
Lamb smiled. ‘Not bitter, not sweet. Perfect.’
Every autumn, Lamb and Bernadette picked the
sloes from the blackthorn thicket that fenced the
bottom of the land; the fruit were always fat.
The sloe harvest was a job that Caro hated but
Bernadette was happy to do – her annual nod to
childhood activities. Now, at Easter, the
blackthorns were heavy with white blossoms;
the first sloes wouldn’t appear for months.
‘Lamb! What do you think you’re doing?’ The

three of them turned to see Caro standing in the
back-doorway, her hair an angelic fuzz around her
face. ‘It’s barely two o’clock. Do not drink that
wine.’ Lamb lifted her glass to her lips and
drained it. ‘You little bitch,’ Caro said, lunging at
Lamb, who skipped past her and stood behind
Ralph, smirking. Caro turned to face Bernadette,
her eyes liquid with tears; she shook her head.

‘Caro?’ Bernadette reached out her hand to her
sister but she waved it away.

‘I’m fine,’ she said, pushing at the tears with
her fingers; she wiped a streel of muck across her
cheek. Bernadette wet a tea-towel at the sink and
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‘You know what it means: you’ve been waiting
for him for years, and it’s not going to happen.’

‘So have you,’ Caro said quietly.
‘Pardon?’ Bernadette felt the rise of a blush.
‘You heard.’ Caro threw her book to the floor

and stood up. ‘I know all about you two. I’ve
always known, so before you come across all
holier-than-thou, remember that.’

‘I don’t know what you’re on about, I–’
Caro came over and grabbed Bernadette’s arm.

‘Shut up, Ber, just shut up.’ She brought her face
close. ‘You think I haven’t a clue, don’t you?
Well, I’m not stupid,’ she said. ‘I know that Lamb
and Ralph are more than cousins; I’ve always
known.’ She pinched Bernadette’s arm. ‘But that
doesn’t stop me wanting Mike.’

†††
Mike’s racer was parked against the back wall
when Bernadette turned into the laneway; her
heart popped when she saw it, then settled. He
strolled out from behind the shed, puffing on a
cigarette.

‘I didn’t know you smoked,’ Bernadette said,
hitching her schoolbag to her other shoulder.

‘There’s a lot you don’t know about me.’ He
hung his head and looked out from under a flop of
fringe; Ralph would do the same thing, years later.
‘So, how are you, little Bernie?’ he said, flicking
the butt to the ground.

‘Nobody calls me that.’ Bernadette walked past
him to the house. ‘Caro’s at her dance class,’ she
said, though she knew that he knew that already.

‘I’m here to see you,’ Mike said.
He came close to her and she could smell the

bitterness of his breath; she wondered what he’d
taste like. Mike put his arms around her and
brought his mouth down on hers. The only other
boy she’d kissed had filled her mouth with his
tongue; Mike didn’t. His lips were thick and soft.
Bernadette flicked her tongue-tip against his,
enjoying the tang of tobacco and the pressure of
his hands on her back. She pulled away, took his
hand and led him into the house and up the stairs.

The next day her mother asked her if her period
had come early; Bernadette shook her head,
thinking of the brown-red stain she had lain on all
night.

†††

Lamb plunked a bag of clanking bottles to the
ground and let her legs dangle over the incline into
the pond; she handed a wine-bottle to Ralph.

‘Jesus, I never heard them fighting like that
before, did you?’

‘No,’ he said, pulling at the cork with his teeth.
It came out with a deep parp, like a stone landing
at the bottom of a well. He took a swig and handed
the bottle back to Lamb; she glugged the wine
from the neck, gasping for breath between
swallows. Some of it dribbled out of her mouth
and she laughed.

‘It’s not bad, is it? Maybe I’ll go into full-time
wine-making when I get out of here. “Lamb
Derridge: Master Vintner”. Is that right – vintner?
Can a woman be called a master?’

‘How would I know?’ Ralph said, looking at
the dark wine-spots around her lips.

‘You don’t know much, do you?’ Lamb said
and Ralph shrugged. ‘Do you know who your
father is?’ Ralph shook his head. ‘Well I do. Just
found out. Will I tell you?’ He didn’t answer.
‘Give me your tape-machine.’ Ralph took the
dictaphone from his jeans pocket and handed it to
her. Lamb pushed the wine-bottle into the muck,
hopped up and ran over to the blackthorn bushes;
Ralph saw her fiddle with the buttons and bend her
mouth to the speaker. He watched her wade back
through the weeds. She sat down close beside him
and tossed the dictaphone into his lap. ‘His name
is on there. You can listen to it or tape over it.
Whatever you want.’

Ralph picked up the dictaphone and shoved it
into his pocket. He took a long drink of wine and
gargled it in his throat before swallowing; his head
felt swimmy. He smiled at Lamb and pressed her
nose with one finger. She puckered her mouth and
eyed him. Ralph closed his eyes and kissed her
hard; she let him probe her lips, then she kissed
him back. They pulled apart and looked at each
other.

‘That’s weirder than you think,’ Lamb said and
she leaned against Ralph’s side. He slid his arm
around her shoulder. They sat on, looking down at
the choked swimming hole. The air smelt of mud
and dewy grass, and their tongues tasted of sloe
wine.
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Bernadette shoved her head into the pillow and
pulled her lips into a knot. ‘What was it like?’

‘It wasn’t like anything.’ Caro tutted. ‘It did
hurt a bit though. God, he’s gorgeous.’

‘Since when have you liked Mike?’
‘I dunno. You were going on about him, so I

thought I’d check him out.’ Caro giggled again.
‘And you were right – he’s something else.’

The air in the bedroom felt tight around
Bernadette’s mouth; she sat up and breathed deep.
She looked over to Caro’s side of the room and
could just make out the navy bulk of her bed.

‘Are you his girlfriend now?’ Bernadette said.
‘I suppose. Good night,’ Caro mumbled.

Bernadette lay down and turned her back to her
sister.

Mike was often at Callow after that. The girls’
parents liked him; he was sporty, polite – a good
boy. Still, he and Caro weren’t to be alone
together in the house and Mike was not allowed
upstairs. Bernadette was forced into their company
and she got used to their touching and kissing
while the three of them watched TV. Mike would
look at Bernadette over Caro’s shoulder as they
lay on the sofa holding each other. He would smile
or wink. Bernadette knew he only did it to make
her blush; she felt triumphant when the heat stayed
out of her cheeks and she could stare straight back
at him.

†††
Bernadette stood at the kitchen counter, bottling
the sloe wine, pouring it carefully through a
funnel, then corking the bottles.

‘I don’t know why you’re bothering,’ Caro
said, from her armchair.

‘We can keep a track on how much we’re
drinking this way,’ Bernadette said, scribbling the
date on a label. Caro looked over at her sister;
Bernadette continued labelling. Caro suddenly
bashed the arm of her chair with the book she’d
been reading and Bernadette raised her head.

‘Keep a track? Are you trying to say that I’m a
lush?’ Caro said.

‘Oh shut up. You’re a selfish cow, Caro; this
mood you’re in is affecting Lamb. She was a brat
at lunch, or did you even notice?’ Bernadette
tapped the counter with the wine-funnel. ‘Mike’s
back in town – big deal. The world can’t stop.’

‘Ralph’s not exactly Mr Happy either.’
Bernadette frowned. ‘Caro, Mike’s not going to

come out here and ask you to marry him, you do
know that, don’t you?’

‘And what the fuck is that supposed to mean?’

swim there, and dip with nets for tadpoles and
minnows, when they were younger. They kicked
through weeds and stood at the side of the pond,
looking at the water-grasses and blanket weed that
clogged it. Lamb plopped some stones into the
green scurf on the water’s surface and swung on
her heels.

‘My father is back,’ she said. ‘Apparently.’
‘Have you ever met him?’ Ralph squinted at

her.
‘No. And I don’t want to either.’ Lamb

shrugged her arms out of her cardigan and threw it
on the ground. ‘What’s the bet he’s the reason
Mam’s crying?’ Ralph looked at the spatter of
freckles on her wrist and the sleeve-shaped band
of white on her upper-arm. It reminded him of
fresh things – milk, body lotion, cream. He
reddened and turned away. ‘Fancy a swim?’ Lamb
kicked off her runners.

‘There’s not enough water,’ Ralph said. Lamb
pulled her t-shirt over her head; she was wearing a
swim-suit with a low-scooped neck. Ralph looked
at the moles punctuating the honeyed skin of her
back – they were the same as his own. ‘You’re
mad,’ he said, as she waded through the tangle of
plants at the water’s edge. Lamb turned around; a
film of algae clung to her thighs. She splashed
water onto her chest, darkening the pink swimsuit.

‘Ralphie! Lamb!’
‘That’s my Mam calling us,’ Ralph said.
‘Raaaaalph! Lunch is ready!’
‘Are you coming?’
He looked at Lamb, standing in the middle of

the pond. She held his gaze, then unpeeled the top
of her swim-suit, baring the buds of her chest. Her
skin glinted with droplets and she stayed, thigh
deep in the muddy water, holding the straps of the
suit away from her body, staring at him. Ralph
stood on the bank, looking at her small breasts, at
her skin, until his mother’s shout came again,
closer now. He turned away and ran back to the
house.

†††
Bernadette had heard Caro leave hours before;
now she was back, sliding under her quilt and
groaning like a satisfied pup.

‘Ber, are you awake?’
‘No.’
‘Guess where I was?’ Caro giggled.
‘Shut up and go asleep; I have to be in school

early tomorrow.’
‘I was with Mike Derridge. And we did it.’
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dabbed it away. ‘I’m sorry, Ber. Sorry, Ralph,’
Caro said, sitting at the table. She put her forehead
onto the tablecloth and started to sob. Bernadette
shooed Lamb and Ralph out the back-door and sat
beside Caro, tamping down her hair with one
hand.

‘Talk,’ Bernadette said.
Caro didn’t lift her head from the table. ‘Mike’s

back,’ she said.
†††

Lamb and Bernadette were standing on ladders,
filling plastic buckets with blue-black sloes; the
berries’ bloomed skins made them look like tiny,
frostbitten plums. They could hear each other
snuffling from the cold and, every so often, one of
them would say something about the thorns or the
miserable weather. Their hands were scratched
and the rain was starting again; it was near the end
of the day and they were sick of running back up
to the house during the longer showers. Bernadette
lifted her face to the rain.

‘Let’s keep going – we’re nearly done,’ she
said.

‘OK.’ Lamb shifted her weight from one bent
knee to the other. ‘Hey, Ber, what kind of clothes
did you and Mam have when you were twelve?’
Bernadette looked over to where Lamb was
balanced on the step-ladder, in her black rubber
boots, yellow raincoat and matching hat.

‘Pretty much what you’re wearing now,’ she
said.

Lamb sighed. ‘Not for working, Bernadette, for
ordinary. God!’

‘Oh, we were scruffy most of the time. Granny
made all our clothes – we never had fashions,
unless they got passed on from the cousins in
America.’

‘What did they send?’ Lamb threw a handful of
sloes into her bucket.

‘Nice things: bright T-shirts, short skirts. We
both got maxis once – they were lovely.’

‘Maxis?’
‘Ankle-length dresses – the opposite of minis.

They had big flowers all over them.’
‘Cool.’ Lamb pushed her hand into the mound

of fruit she had picked. ‘Did you have
boyfriends?’

‘Not many.’
‘What was Mam like back then?’
‘Caro? She was a tearaway.’ Bernadette smiled.

‘Ah no, she was like she is now – her own person
– but wilder.’

‘How?’

‘She was up for anything, any kind of
mischief.’

‘Like what?’ Lamb’s face was pinced as she
studied her aunt.

‘She took part in things: games, adventures.
Everyone loved her – boys and girls.’

‘And what about you, Auntie Ber – were you
up for anything?’

‘Me? No, I was what was called a square. And
what you would probably call a geek.’

‘Like me,’ Lamb said.
‘Honey, you’re far from a geek. You’re too

feisty for that and you’re far too pretty. No, you’re
a lot like your Mam.’ Bernadette looked up into
the blackthorn; there were still plenty of clusters
of fruit on the higher branches, but her body was
tired and she was hungry. ‘All done?’ she asked,
and Lamb said that she was. They climbed down
off the step-ladders and lifted the buckets.

‘What was my father like?’ Lamb said.
Bernadette winced. ‘Oh, he was…handsome.’

She heaved her bucket up and looked at her niece.
‘We’ve got a good haul here – enough to make a
nice batch of wine.’ Lamb nodded and they
trudged through the soaking field to the house.

†††
Ralph sat on the back lawn and watched a hare
skitter in front of him; it was a small buck and its
russet coat shone. The hare stopped, nosed for
food, sat up, then ran on and sprang over the dry-
stone wall; the lichen on its stones reminded Ralph
of bleach splashes. He clicked the record button on
his dictaphone.

‘Animals at Callow, Easter Sunday: sheep,
calves. A hare – young and very fast.’

‘What’s that?’ Lamb flumped beside him and
sprawled out on the grass; Ralph held up the
dictaphone for her to see. She plucked at daisies
with her fingers; Ralph looked at her sideways.

‘Why’d you drink the wine?’ he said.
Lamb shrugged. ‘Mam lets me have wine all

the time; she just has to show off in front of you
and Bernadette. “Look what a good mother I am.
See how I care about my daughter.” Huh.’

‘Why’s she crying?’
‘How the fuck would I know?’
‘Relax – I don’t even care.’ Ralph stood up.
‘Want to go down to the swimming hole?’

Lamb said, getting up too. ‘It looks like lunch
might be a while. They’re still yakking.’

‘OK.’
The swimming hole was a murky pond at the

far edge of the land. Lamb and Ralph used to
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