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For my sisters: by blood; by marriage; and by choice.
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Sorrel


It was golden hour and I was trying to find my light. I’ve always loved golden hour. Seeing the world in yellow makes you feel better. It softens things, warms them up; it makes you feel like nothing bad can happen, even if it’s just for an hour. And it makes you look better. When you’re an actress, you’ve got to think about things like that – the light and how you look in it. Especially when you’ve just found out you’re pregnant, like I had.


I hadn’t planned to get pregnant. I hadn’t planned to have sex – until it started happening. I had only planned to go out with some friends from the restaurant where I worked for a leaving do. I didn’t even remember much about the person it had happened with, apart from the fact it was his leaving do. Harriet, who I worked with, swore we worked a lot of the same shifts, but I hadn’t paid much attention. He was leaving, after all; I didn’t need to remember him. Then I got pregnant and realised I probably needed to remember him after all.


That was why golden hour was so important to me – you could forget you were accidentally pregnant with someone you barely remembered. Everything looked magical in golden hour.


‘Sorrel, what are you doing?’ Rosemary said.


I was holding my phone in the air, my head angled. I looked over. ‘It’s golden hour.’


She frowned. ‘And?’


My sisters, Rosemary, Saffron and Poppy, didn’t care about the light. But then, they didn’t know about the pregnancy. This could be one of my last chances to look nice at golden hour, before I started getting bloated and nauseous and visibly pregnant. Maybe I’d become so distracted being pregnant that I would stop noticing the light altogether. People said having a baby fundamentally changed you. I was beginning to feel nauseous already. Maybe this was the start of it all.


I reached for Rosemary’s arm. ‘Rose, get in the picture with me.’


She ducked her head and twisted out of the way. ‘No, Sorrel, you know I hate having my picture taken.’


I angled the phone up in the air, again. ‘What about a group photo? All of us together. It can be a before photo.’


‘Before what?’ Saffron said.


Poppy glanced back at us. ‘Sorrel, can you stop with the selfies. We’re going to be late.’


We were on our way to meet our parents, who had come to Bristol to see us. They spent most of the year in France now, so we didn’t see that much of them. Although that makes it sound like we did see a lot of them when we were growing up, before they moved there, which isn’t true. Thatcher had to go away for business a lot and Grace is an artist and spent a lot of time at retreats. Poppy always said that was just an excuse though, and that, in reality, they just stopped wanting to be around us. They lost a child after I was born – a boy; he was stillborn. I don’t remember much about it, I was two when it happened, but Poppy swears everything had been different before then. She takes the whole thing more personally than I do.


I didn’t need parents, anyway. I had my sisters. They were really the ones who raised me. We raised each other. Well, technically our grandma did a lot of the work. When we were little, she came and stayed with us while Grace and Thatcher were away. But then when she got older and more frail, Poppy took over. We all preferred it that way.


They had officially moved away five years ago, when Thatcher retired. I was only seventeen, but they’d sent me to school the year before and everyone else had already moved out. They came back every now and again, but it was mainly to check on the house. A property management company took care of it for them the rest of the time. They arranged for other people to stay there for short-term rentals and holiday lets.


But now they were back and they wanted to see us.


Poppy sighed. ‘I wish I knew what this was about.’ Poppy doesn’t like uncertainty. She’s always very sure about everything.


Saffron took her arm. ‘Maybe they just want to see us.’


‘Mmm,’ Poppy said.


‘You don’t think anything is wrong, do you?’ Rosemary said.


Saffron shook her head.


‘Maybe Grace is doing another exhibition,’ I said. I held my phone up again. I was losing the light.


‘Right, this is it,’ Poppy said. She nodded towards a French bistro.


‘It will be fine,’ Saffron said. ‘They were probably checking on the house. It would be weirder if they were here and they didn’t want to see us.’


‘Mmm,’ Poppy said.


We all looked at each other. Then Poppy led us in.


Grace and Thatcher were already sitting at the table. Grace’s hair was wrapped up in a turban and she was wearing lots of gold bangles that clinked when she moved. Our parents like to think they’re bohemian, but it’s in a very middle-class way. They’re the kind of people who would paint a vagina portrait but wouldn’t consider colouring outside the lines. A director I dated once described them as bougie. When I told Poppy this, she just asked if he thought a middle-aged man sleeping with a twenty-year-old trying to make it as an actress was bougie, too. I never asked him, but I don’t think he did.


‘This wine list is very basic, Thatcher,’ Grace was saying as we walked up to them. ‘Are these all their reds?’


‘Have white, Grace. The Chardonnay,’ Thatcher said.


‘I was going to have the coq au vin. Is this lipstick on my glass?’


‘Mum. Dad,’ Poppy said. She pulled out her chair.


Grace looked up and clapped her hands. ‘My girls,’ she exclaimed as we sat down. ‘Here we are. All together at last. How wonderful to see you all.’ She reached out towards us, wriggling her fingers.


Saffron hesitated, then leaned forward and took a finger.


Poppy cleared her throat and opened a menu.


I looked at the menu, too, but then I felt queasy, again, so I closed it.


‘Girls, we were just discussing the wine list,’ Thatcher said. ‘The Chardonnay?’


‘Thatcher, the coq au vin,’ Grace said.


Poppy put down her menu. ‘Why have you asked us here?’


Grace waved a hand. ‘Well, it got excellent reviews. But now, looking at this menu, I’m not sure exactly why … Thatcher?’


‘Grace, the fish.’


Poppy sighed.


‘I’ll have the Chardonnay, Dad,’ Rosemary said, as a waiter approached our table. She nodded up at him and handed over her menu. ‘With the Dover sole.’ She said this in an accent. It wasn’t her real accent – it was a lot posher than that. She’d been doing this for years, ever since she went to university, where she found herself. Although, as Saffron says, she didn’t find herself; she found her fiancé, Charles. She’d been changing herself to fit in with him and his family ever since. She said she felt more comfortable with them, which was strange, because she always seemed much more tense.


Thatcher frowned. ‘Rosemary, what’s happened to your voice? Is your throat OK?’


Rosemary went red and glanced at the waiter. ‘What do you mean? Nothing’s wrong with it, Dad. I always talk like this.’ She tried to laugh and reached for the bread.


Grace put a hand on Thatcher’s arm and gave him a meaningful look. ‘It’s that phase. Just ignore it,’ she said in a stage whisper. She looked up at the waiter, who was staring at Rosemary. ‘Is this your entire wine list?’


Our waiter looked quite upset by the time we had ordered and he could leave. I felt bad for him. I wanted to tell him that I knew what it was like, that I worked as a waitress too, between acting jobs, and I knew how difficult my parents could be. Plus, I was their daughter, so I really knew. But he left too quickly.


‘What a lovely boy that waiter is,’ Grace said. ‘So helpful. Such a shame about the wine list, though.’


Poppy clicked her tongue in that way she sometimes does to me when she thinks I’m being irresponsible. She does it a lot when I’m talking about my career. ‘Well, perhaps you can give him a hefty tip for having to stand there for seven minutes while you grilled him about the ethical origins of the wine. Can we talk about why we’re here, now?’ She held up a hand. ‘And I don’t mean why this restaurant. Why did you want to see us?’


Grace and Thatcher looked at each other. Grace took one of his hands. Then she turned back to us. ‘Yes, we did want to see you. Girls, we have something to tell you. We’re moving.’ She paused and waited for us to react, which none of us did. ‘To France,’ she said.


‘Yes, you already did that, five years ago,’ Poppy said.


‘We’re going to live out there.’


‘You already live there.’


‘No, this is different. We’re moving their permanently.’


Poppy crossed her arms. ‘How is that different?’


Grace sighed. ‘Poppy, must you always be so aggressive?’


Poppy raised her eyebrows. ‘Aggressive?’


‘Yes, aggressive. Honestly, it makes it very hard to have a conversation with you.’


Thatcher put his hand on Grace’s arm. ‘What your mother is trying to say is we’re making France our permanent residence. Our sole residence.’


We all looked at each other.


‘We’re letting go of the house,’ he said.


I stared at him. My stomach felt like it had fallen out of my body, which was almost a relief, given how sick I was feeling. Then it came back and I started feeling even more sick.


They couldn’t be getting rid of the house. It was our home. It had always been our home. Even when Grace and Thatcher weren’t there, we still were. And when they came back from wherever they’d been, that was where they came to. Even when other people were staying there, it was still our home. And it’s not like we were never there. It’s where we went every Christmas, sometimes on one of our birthdays. Last summer, after I’d finished working in a regional production of Schindler’s List, I was there for two weeks. Everything that had happened to us had happened there. It was where all my memories were. My stomach started moving in circles. I clutched it and tried to hold it still.


‘What?’ Rosemary said. Under the table, she grabbed my hand.


‘Why?’ Saffron asked.


Thatcher shrugged. ‘It’s too much upkeep for us. We want to enjoy our retirement properly, without the worry. And France is our home now.’


Grace nodded. ‘We’re back and forth constantly, at the moment, you know that. We spend half our time here, checking on the house. It’s exhausting, living here, living there, constantly being between two places.’


‘But it’s our home,’ Rosemary said. She picked up her knife and started spreading butter onto her bread.


‘We grew up there,’ I said.


‘I thought you loved that house,’ Saffron said.


‘You’re selling it?’ Poppy said.


‘No,’ Grace replied.


I looked up.


‘We’re giving it to you,’ Thatcher said.


There was a pause.


‘The four of you.’


My stomach started moving again, this time in the other direction.


‘To us?’ Saffron said.


‘Are you being serious?’ Rosemary said.


I didn’t say anything. I thought it was better not to. I didn’t know what would come out if I opened my mouth.


‘It’s your inheritance,’ Thatcher explained. ‘Financially speaking, with tax laws as they are …’


He started saying something about taxes, which I didn’t listen to. I’d never been interested in money talk. Besides, I was too busy trying to work out what this would mean. The house was ours? What did that mean? Were we all going to move back to Bath and live there together? Rosemary and Poppy were engaged. Would Charles and Rich come too? It might make things easier, now I was pregnant. It would be nice to know I had somewhere to live – a real home. And my sisters there to help.


Saffron frowned. ‘So, you want us to … what?’


Thatcher spread his hands. ‘That will be up to you. You can sell it, split the money between you and use it for deposits on your own homes. Or you can take over the contract with the management company and keep renting it out. It will be your responsibility; your inheritance.’


Rosemary looked at me. She cleared her throat. ‘It’s …’


‘A lot,’ Poppy said.


It was a lot. It was too much. I couldn’t think straight. I was too nauseous. I was almost definitely going to be sick now. I pushed myself away from the table and started walking as fast as I could to the loo. I almost ran into our waiter, which was a shame; he’d really hate us all now. He’d probably think I was one of them. But if I stopped to explain, it would probably be a lot worse, so instead, I started running. I got into the toilets just in time and locked myself in a cubicle.


When I came out, my sisters were all standing in the bathroom, waiting for me.


Rosemary held out her hand. ‘Sorrel, were you sick?’


‘Are you OK?’ Saffron asked.


I nodded. ‘Fine. I think it was just the shock.’ I went to the sink and washed my hands.


Poppy nodded. ‘I’m not surprised.’


‘What was that?’ Saffron said.


‘An ambush,’ Poppy replied. She tapped her foot. ‘This is just like them. Move away and palm off their responsibilities onto someone else.’


‘But it’s ours? The house,’ Rosemary said. She looked at me. ‘It’s ours.’


Saffron nodded. ‘I guess so.’


I cleared my throat. ‘What does that mean for us?’


Poppy exhaled. ‘Let’s talk about this later. We can’t stay in here for ever.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘We need to go back out there.’


I nodded. ‘I’m starving.’ I was. I wish I’d ordered more than just soup, now. My stomach was being very temperamental. Was this what pregnancy was going to be like?


They all looked at me. Then Poppy nodded and led the way back out to our parents.


For the rest of the meal, Thatcher spoke a lot about financial responsibility and the property market, so I didn’t listen much. I spent most of it thinking about the baby and the house and what this all meant.


‘Here we are,’ Poppy said.


We were standing outside the house. Our house. Grace and Thatcher had gone back to France and we had come home. No one was staying here at the moment, which meant we could have free range. I’ve always wondered what the people who stayed here thought about the house; if they realised how lucky they were to be spending time there, how special it was.


Poppy, Saffron and Rosemary went straight in and upstairs to the loft to find some of the things we’d had to put away when Grace and Thatcher first moved out, but I hung back. I’d always hated it up there. It was dark and covered in cobwebs and if you put a foot in the wrong place, you could go right through the floor. Poppy had told me that when I was little. She’d said I’d fall through the ceiling and then I’d be dead. I’d been scared of going up there ever since.


I stood in the hallway and took my shoes off. I wanted to feel the cold, uneven flagstones under my bare feet, the old wooden floorboards in the living room. I planted my feet firmly on the floor and splayed my toes, then breathed in. You couldn’t even smell the other people who had stayed here. It just smelled like our home: slightly musty and old and of us.


I walked upstairs and went into my bedroom, lying down on my bed. I used to stick posters on the ceiling over my bed. My favourite was one of Claire Danes in Baz Luhrmann’s Romeo + Juliet. I love old films. They were what made me want to be an actress. Claire Danes looked like an angel in that poster – a real one. It was like she was watching over me while I slept. But the posters had had to go when I went to school, so there was just ceiling there now.


I could hear the others coming down from the loft and across the hall, Rosemary going into her room, so I rolled off my bed and walked over.


‘Look,’ she said when I went in. She held up a teddy. ‘It’s my old bear, Mr Brambles.’


I frowned. ‘Wasn’t that mine?’


Rosemary clutched it to her chest. ‘No, he was mine. You just kept stealing him. Then you cried so much when I took him back that Grandma made me give him to you. But he’s actually mine. He’s always been mine.’


‘OK.’ I plopped down on her bed. Rose and I spent a lot of time in each other’s bedrooms growing up. We didn’t have much choice – Poppy and Saffron would always kick us out of the living room in the evenings, so they could watch what they wanted on television. Sometimes, Rose and I would even sleep in here together, even though she only had a single bed and I had a double, because my room was bigger than hers. She didn’t like my posters. She said she felt like they were judging her.


She bent over a box of things, pulling out some sheets.


‘Do you remember when we used to build forts?’ I said. ‘And then we’d just stay in them, talking until we fell asleep. We should do that again.’


Rosemary looked up and pulled a face. ‘You were sick in that fort. On my sheets. And then Poppy ran out screaming and the fort collapsed and I had to sleep on my bed without any sheets.’


‘That didn’t happen every time. Only once.’


‘It feels like it’s been longer than just Christmas since we were all last here together,’ Rosemary said. She dug through the box. ‘Sometimes, I feel like we’ve been denied our home, having to wait till it’s empty before we can come here – don’t you? Although, you know, it feels different now, knowing that Mum and Dad are giving it to us. I don’t know why, but it does. Do you feel that?’


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Rose, I’m pregnant.’ I didn’t mean to blurt it out like that. I had been thinking about how I was going to tell her and then it had just come out. Honestly, though, it was a relief to get it off my chest. I had been so nervous about telling them about it. What they thought mattered to me more than anyone else. They knew me better than anyone else. What if they thought I had made a huge mistake?


Rose stood up. ‘What?’


‘I’m pregnant,’ I said.


She opened her mouth, then closed it. ‘Oh.’


I nodded. ‘I know.’


‘When? How … how long?’


‘I’m not really sure. I think maybe five weeks?’


Rose looked pale. ‘Right. Are you … Are you going to …’ She pulled out her phone. ‘Do we need to …’


I shook my head. ‘I’m going to keep it.’ I felt very sure about that. I hadn’t expected to; I’d always thought I’d have an abortion if I got accidentally pregnant – when I did think about it, that is, which wasn’t very often. I mainly only thought about it when it happened to someone I knew. But then it happened to me and I realised that, actually, I didn’t want to get rid of it. I wanted to keep it. I didn’t exactly know how, but I figured I could work that out later. Besides, I’d have my sisters to help. People got pregnant all the time and they figured it out. Then I started picturing myself in maternity wear, like Mia Farrow in Rosemary’s Baby. Mia has always been my acting inspiration. I wondered if I could pull off a pixie crop.


Rosemary’s face was very still. ‘Who is the father?’


‘Um, someone I work with. Worked with. At the restaurant. I used to, anyway. He’s left now. That’s where it happened – at his leaving do.’ I waved a hand. ‘It’s all a bit fuzzy, really.’


‘Hmm.’ She licked her lips. ‘Right. So, you’re having a baby.’ She was probably thinking about how she was going to be an aunt.


‘Yeah. I know.’ I looked up at her. ‘It’s a big deal.’


Rose nodded, slowly. ‘OK. Right.’ She kept nodding. She cleared her throat. ‘I’m sorry, I have to go now.’ Then she walked out of the room.






Rosemary


I hated tampons. Every one of them was like a white bullet for my vagina. If I told Sorrel that, she’d probably tell me to just use a pad instead. But that wasn’t the point. The point was, I was probably barren and doomed to insert a white bullet into myself five days a month, every month, until the end of time. Or menopause. A little white bullet shattering everything I’d hoped for. Not that Sorrel knew anything about the point. No one did. I hadn’t told anyone.


This was all I had ever wanted, though – a baby. A family of my own. Growing up, nothing had ever been my own. There were three other sisters there to share everything with. That’s the problem with being the third sister of four – you never have anything for yourself. Your clothes, toys, books have all belonged to at least one other sister before they get to you. They’re so worn out by the time they get to you that when you’re done with them, they can’t even be passed on. Which means the next child gets new things. And when you’re the third child, everything’s been done by someone else before you, too, so when you walk or talk or even run away from home, it’s not that interesting anymore. The novelty’s worn off because it’s already happened to two other people before you. They know you haven’t really run away; you’re just hiding in the towel cupboard or behind the big tree down the road because that’s where your sisters went when they did it.


You can get lost as the third sister. You’re not the baby; you’re not even the first middle child. It makes it very difficult to have an identity. My face wasn’t even mine. It had already happened twice before I got it and then again after me – the same hazel eyes, the same straight blonde hair, the same wide mouths. Although even then, my sisters had got the better share. Poppy got the high cheekbones, Saffron got the big eyes, Sorrel got the wide lips. I just got the leftovers – the wide forehead and slightly weak chin. And we all got those. When I was thirteen, I spent a whole year wearing hats to try to be different, be my own person. But I don’t think anyone noticed. They just thought I was having a hard time with puberty. Which I was, but that wasn’t the point.


Even in books, the third sister is always either the boring one or a saint who then dies. It’s like the author couldn’t come up with enough personalities for four people.


It’s always been like that for me. Growing up, there was always a sister getting something that I wanted. Boobs. Boyfriends. Clear skin. Usually all three, together. Boys aren’t that interested when you’re flat-chested with acne. I hated it. I never had anything all of my own. I always knew that when I grew up, I wanted to have my own family. Things would be so different with my children. I’d make sure they never felt like I did. And that family would be my family. Unquestionably mine. Not Poppy’s, not Saffron’s, not Sorrel’s. Mine. I would pour all my love into them and, in turn, I would come first with them.


When Charles and I got engaged last year, it felt like we were a step closer to it finally happening. We weren’t going to officially start trying until we were married, but in the meantime, if something happened before the wedding, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. But nothing happened. It kept not happening. I had even started taking prenatal vitamins, which wasn’t weird – they were very good for your hair and nails. I knew getting pregnant wasn’t always easy, but we’d been together since university, since we were nineteen. That was six years. Surely, if something was going to happen, it would have happened already? I was only twenty-five.


It was probably my fault. I had let myself get excited and I was only a couple of days late. Plus, I was so anxious about it; everyone knew it was bad to be anxious about getting pregnant. You were supposed to relax and then, when you weren’t expecting it, that’s when it would happen. But I couldn’t relax. I was always expecting it.


I had felt heavy and crampy during the week, but I had tried not to think about it. And then Mum and Dad had told us they were moving and Sorrel had been sick and I’d forgotten about it. And now I had to spend the day going through the house with my sisters. I couldn’t decide if they were the only people I wanted to see today or the last ones I wanted to. I’d probably only know when I was with them. My sisters could make me feel like I was part of an exclusive club that no one else would ever get to be a part of or fully understand, no matter who they were, or annoy me so deeply, I couldn’t bear to be around them for more than a minute.


I sighed and stood up. I wish I hadn’t offered to drive Sorrel there. I wasn’t ready to see anyone. But then, maybe it would be better this way. Sorrel could distract me. We’d have the whole drive to build up to seeing the others. And it might be fun to go through all our things together. We hadn’t done that in ages. Who knew what we could find. It could be great.


I stood outside the house, waiting for Sorrel to get out of the car, looking up at it. The house. Our home. It really was ours now – Poppy’s, Saffron’s, Sorrel’s and mine.


Our house doesn’t have a number, it has a name – Grassmere. It’s a Georgian building. I don’t know a lot about architecture, but I’ve always known that. I heard it a lot growing up; it was part of the family lore. Inside, it has five bedrooms and two bathrooms. It has big sash windows, which let in a lot of sunlight in the summer and draughts in the winter. Honeysuckle grows up the front of the house, by the front door. It’s very pretty, but you do have to dodge the bees in the summer. Poppy always complained about it and Sorrel would shriek and run inside, but I’ve never minded it. The gravel driveway is fenced by a hedge, that has gates set in either side, leading to the garden, which is long and wide and stretches right down to a stream at the bottom.


Poppy’s and Saffron’s friends always thought our house was cool growing up, which, by extension, made me feel a bit cooler for living there. I loved that feeling. I didn’t feel it a lot growing up. They thought it was a great party house, because it’s big and there’s a lot of garden and, often, it didn’t have any parents in it.


I smiled. I was glad I’d come. It felt good to be home, peaceful. I wanted to stay here, standing in front of it, soaking it all in. But then Sorrel slammed the car door and Poppy and Saffron drove in, the wheels crunching on the gravel and Saffron’s car making some weird noise, like it always did. And then the moment was gone. The others walked up to me and then we all went inside.


Poppy, Saffron and I went straight up to the loft.


‘Let’s just grab a load of our boxes and take them downstairs,’ Poppy said. ‘We can sort through everything once we’re down there.’


‘I’m looking forward to this,’ Saffron said. ‘When was the last time we saw half of this stuff? My old camera should be up here somewhere …’


I looked around and found a box with my name on it. I opened it and gasped. My old doll, Belinda, was at the top. I pulled her out and gently stroked her long brown hair. She was missing a plastic shoe, her face had some biro on it, and one eye didn’t open and close properly, like the other one did, after an incident with a Pritt Stick. She had come to me like that, though. That was the problem when you got something third-hand. I’d tried to fix her, but I hadn’t managed much. Sorrel hadn’t been interested in her, so she was just mine, now.


Poppy looked over my shoulder. ‘Wasn’t that mine?’ She reached for her.


‘Get off,’ I said.


‘Belinda,’ Saffron said. ‘I had her, too, after you lost interest, Poppy. I think we all did.’


Poppy frowned. ‘She’s a state. Where’s her other shoe? At least I left my toys in good condition, Rose. It wouldn’t have killed you to do the same.’


I gritted my teeth, put Belinda back in the box and picked it up. ‘I’m taking this downstairs,’ I said.


I climbed down the ladder and walked back to my bedroom.


Sorrel came in after me and lay down on my bed, but I kept looking through the box. It was filled with random bits: some toys, bed sheets, a couple of books and notebooks. I lifted each thing out, inspecting it carefully and breathing it in.


‘I had forgotten about this,’ I said, looking through an old diary. It had a set of rules Sorrel and I had made for being sisters. We had listed each other as the most important people in the family, who everyone else had to listen to. I turned back to her and smiled. ‘Isn’t it nice to be back? I wish we could do this more, come back whenever without worrying about there being other people staying here. Although, doesn’t it feel weird knowing it’s ours now? It feels different. Don’t you think?’


‘I’m pregnant,’ Sorrel said.


I dropped the diary. ‘What?’ Maybe I had heard wrong. Maybe she had said poignant. It was poignant being back here. She couldn’t be pregnant. She couldn’t be. This was Sorrel. Sorrel.


‘I’m pregnant,’ she said. Again. It sounded a lot like the first time she had said it, which meant I probably wasn’t mishearing her.


I was finding it hard to breathe. It felt as if I had been winded. I opened and closed my mouth, trying to suck in air. Sorrel was pregnant? Sorrel was? ‘Oh,’ I said, although it wasn’t so much the word as an expulsion of air. I tried to make my mouth move. How could this be happening? Sorrel wasn’t even in a relationship. She didn’t even like anyone at the moment. I would know. She would tell me. She always told me. This must be a mistake. It was all a mistake. She probably had the dates wrong and, actually, her period wasn’t due for another week. That had happened before, probably. She would tell me the dates and it wouldn’t make sense and that’s how we would realise she’d made a mistake. We would laugh. It would become the joke of the day: Sorrel thought she was pregnant but, actually, her period was still a week away. ‘How late are you?’ I asked.


Sorrel looked at the ceiling. ‘A couple of weeks. The pregnancy test said I was about five weeks.’


‘Oh,’ I said again. Oh. Oh no. She was late. And she’d taken a test. And the test had told her she was five weeks, already. I was finding it a lot harder to process information all of a sudden. But what I was realising was that this wasn’t a joke. Those tests were accurate. And false positives were rare. I knew this because of all the times I’d spent on forums, hoping my negative result was false and looking for confirmation from other people. But false positives? Those didn’t happen. Not really. She was pregnant. Sorrel. Sorrel was pregnant. ‘You’re going to have a baby,’ I said. ‘This is really happening.’


I shook myself and told myself to be happy for her, that this was good news, that I needed to be there for her. OK, so it wasn’t my baby. I wasn’t pregnant – again. Me, the sister who was engaged and desperately wanted this. I wasn’t pregnant. But Sorrel, the sister who had never even thought about having kids, who didn’t even like playing with dolls growing up, she was. This was happening to her. Not me. To her. I could hear myself asking all the questions I was supposed to ask, but I still couldn’t breathe properly. And in the meantime, my chest seemed to be getting tighter. Soon I would suffocate. ‘Who is the father?’


Sorrel said something about a night out. A one-night stand. It had been that easy for her. She hadn’t even been trying. But Sorrel never had to try at anything. I felt betrayed. First, by my body, and now, by Sorrel. Sorrel, who was taking this from me. The only thing I had ever really wanted.


The room was closing in on me. I’d always had the smallest room, but now, it felt more like a cupboard. I imagined Sorrel’s belly growing, taking up all the space. I reached my arms out and touched the walls, pushing back against them. I could feel the ceiling coming down on me, pressing down on my head. I had to get out of there. I had to get some air. ‘I’m sorry, I have to go now,’ I said. I turned and walked out. I ran down the stairs and back through the lounge, towards the hallway.


Saffron and Poppy were looking through the boxes they had brought down from the loft. They looked up when I came through.


‘Rose, I think we have something of yours here,’ Saffron said. ‘It’s a box of hats?’


‘Keep them,’ I said. ‘I’ve got to go now.’


‘What? Rose?’


I closed my eyes and stopped. ‘Yeah, Charles needs me,’ I said.


‘But we were supposed to be spending the day together,’ Poppy said.


I turned around. ‘I know. He just called.’ I made my hand into the shape of a phone, for some reason. ‘It’s an emergency.’


They looked at each other.


‘Is everything OK?’ Poppy asked.


‘Yeah. He just … He needs me to … We’ve got to …’ I tried to think of something plausible. ‘Empty the traps in the sink,’ I said.


‘What?’ Poppy said.


‘Mmm,’ I nodded. ‘The water’s not draining properly.’ I could hear Sorrel coming down the stairs. I needed to leave before she came in. ‘He’s cleaning his teeth and, you know, it’s not going anywhere. The toothpaste. And his spit. It’s just floating there.’


Saffron frowned. Poppy wrinkled her nose.


‘So I have to go,’ I said. I turned and started walking back towards the front door.


‘No, Rose, you can’t go,’ Poppy said. ‘Charles can empty the trap by himself. You said you’d be here. We need you here. We need to discuss all of this.’


I sighed and turned around. They weren’t going to let me get out of this. I wasn’t going to be able to leave. Sorrel was downstairs now and standing in the living room. I couldn’t look at her, but I could feel her standing there, watching me.


‘I know this is huge,’ Poppy said, taking charge like she always did. ‘It’s typical of Mum and Dad to just leave us to deal with it, really … But it’s ours now and we need to work out what we’re going to do with it. This needs to be a joint decision. Do we sell it? Do we keep it and lease it out? Do we lease it for now with a view to selling later? Honestly, with the market as it is right now—’


‘Yeah, but, Pop, there’s more to it,’ Saffron said.


‘What about the renters,’ Sorrel said, because no one could ever let one person talk at a time in this family.


I looked around me. The house. Our home. Except it didn’t look like our home anymore. It looked like a physical reminder of everything I hated about my life. The front door Mum and Dad had walked through when they left, again and again. Grandma having to come and stay in their place, until she got too old and weak and left us, too. The smallest bedroom in the house I had been given because they had wanted to keep the bigger one as the spare bedroom. Then Sorrel was born and they had to give it to her instead. The box of hats. I didn’t want it. Any of it. I was an adult. I was engaged now. I’d have my own house, with Charles. And our own family. I could finally leave everything about my own miserable life behind and start again.


‘Sell it,’ I said.


The others stopped talking.


‘What?’ Poppy said.


I planted my feet a bit wider. ‘I think we should sell it.’


‘But, Rose, this is our home,’ Saffron said.


I shrugged. ‘So? We don’t live here anymore. Everyone loses their childhood home at some point.’


‘But we don’t have to,’ Sorrel said. ‘Not yet. We could rent it out.’ I didn’t look at her. ‘We don’t have to get rid of it. You love this house.’


I crossed my arms. ‘I don’t want it. And I need the money. Charles and I have a wedding to plan. Sell it.’


‘Is everything OK? This isn’t like you,’ Saffron said. She frowned. ‘Is this PMS?’


I felt my face get hot. There’s a role we have as middle children. We’re not the ones that do things. That’s for the oldest and youngest. We’re the ones that don’t rock the boat, we keep everything together. It’s how it’s always been. I’ve always just gone along with it. Saffron, too – she’s the peacekeeper. But at least she has some integrity. She’s gone and done things with her life. She got a career in television. And she has friends. Friends she lives with. I don’t have friends. I have sisters. But Saffron has them, the other middle sister. Saffron might be the peacekeeper, but I’m the pushover. Well, I wasn’t going to be that anymore. And even if I did have PMS, that wasn’t the point.


‘It is like me. You don’t know me. You’ve overlooked me my entire life. I’ve gone along with everything, whatever everyone else wants. But I don’t want to anymore. I’m not the acquiescent middle sister who gets TB, dies and becomes a saint. I am REAL.’


‘TB?’ Poppy frowned. ‘Rose, you had your BCG.’


No one got me in this family.


‘I’m going now,’ I said. I turned and ran out, fumbling with my car keys. I could hear footsteps behind me. Light, tripping footsteps. Sorrel was chasing after me.


‘Rose, wait. You can’t go yet. We haven’t had a chance to talk about it.’


‘I told you – sell it,’ I said. I was almost at my car.


‘Not the house. The baby,’ Sorrel said. ‘My baby. Rose …’


I stopped and turned round.


She stood there, flapping her arms.


‘Do you think I made a mistake?’ she said.


I hated her. I hated her, I hated her, I hated her. I wanted to hurt her, like she had hurt me.


‘A mistake?’ I laughed. ‘Sorrel, you can’t look after a baby. You can’t even look after yourself.’


‘That’s not true!’


‘You called me last week to lend you money because you’d run out without even realising and you couldn’t afford to buy food. How are you going to cope when you have nappies to buy, baby clothes, a cot.’ My voice almost broke. I thought about the cot I’d been looking at online. It was a white sleigh bed, with drawers underneath to store things. ‘I can’t believe you’re doing this. You stole my face and now you’re stealing my family.’


She looked confused. ‘Your face?’


I took a deep breath. ‘You’re not cut out for this, Sorrel. You’re not a mother. You should never have done this. It’s not fair. On any of us. Or the baby.’


Sorrel went white. Over her shoulder, I could see Saffron and Poppy had also come out and were standing there, staring at me.


‘Mother?’ Poppy said.


‘Baby?’ Saffron said.


‘Rose,’ they both said.


They were all staring at me, like I was some kind of monster. Well, I wasn’t. Sorrel was the monster. She’d always had everything. She couldn’t leave me this one thing?


I got the car door open, shoved my keys in the ignition and drove away as fast as I could.


I got into bed as soon as I got home. I didn’t even stop to take off my bra at first – I wanted to feel it dig in. The marks would be my stigmata.


I thought about how my sisters were probably all standing around, after I left, talking about me and how insane I’d acted. They probably thought I was having some kind of breakdown. ‘She thinks she has TB,’ they were probably saying, when, obviously, I didn’t think that. It wasn’t even what I said. It completely missed the point. Anyway, I decided not to get out of bed for a while.


I was still in bed when Charles got home that evening. ‘Rose? Babe?’


‘In the bedroom,’ I called back.


He walked in. ‘How was the house? Did you find anything good?’


I shrugged. ‘Just a lot of bad memories. And hats.’


‘What?’


‘Nothing.’


He nodded and came to sit on the bed. ‘You need to sell it, babe. I was talking to the guys about it—’


I shifted. ‘You were?’


‘Yeah, and they all said the same thing. Get rid of it and take the money.’


‘Right,’ I nodded. ‘For the wedding.’


‘Yeah, the wedding. Or, I was thinking, maybe a new car. And a holiday. You deserve a break, Rosie. We don’t want to be stuck looking after a house. And you know your sisters will just leave you to deal with it all, anyway.’ He looked at me. ‘Why are you in bed?’


I took a deep breath. ‘It’s Sorrel. She’s pregnant.’


‘You’re joking?’


I shook my head.


Charles snorted. ‘Wow. I mean, it’s not really surprising. It’s Sorrel. I bet she expects you to help look after it too, doesn’t she. You’ve got to be careful, Rosie, don’t get sucked in. This is her problem, not yours.’


‘Oh, I know. I don’t even want to see her right now. I can’t believe she’s having a baby. I’m older than her. I should be the one to have the baby first.’


He stiffened.


‘Not that we’re trying yet, officially. But, you know, Sorrel has a one-night stand and boom: pregnant. We’ve had lots of sex and have never got a baby.’


‘I know. It’s really bad luck.’


I didn’t know whose luck he was referring to.


‘Babe, I thought we were going to wait till after the wedding to properly think about this stuff.’


I looked down. ‘Yeah. Well then, maybe we should discuss the wedding some more. We haven’t even set a date yet. It would be nice to know when it’s happening, at least. Something to look forward to and plan towards.’ I took a deep breath. ‘And I worry, sometimes, that maybe it won’t be that easy for us to have a baby. If I knew when we were going to start trying, I could prepare for it properly. And—’


‘Yeah, course. Look, don’t worry about it tonight. You’re in shock about your sister, I get it. Why don’t we get takeout tonight, so you don’t have to cook? Curry? I’ll go order.’


I watched as he walked out of the room.


I was still in bed when Saffron and Poppy came over the next day. Charles let them in, then he went out. He doesn’t really get on with my sisters. They came through to the bedroom, saw me lying there and then got into bed with me.


‘We spoke to Sorrel,’ Saffron said.


Poppy nodded. ‘We took her home, after you …’


I bit my lip and waited for Poppy to tell me how awful I had been. I might have said worse things to Sorrel before, but they were almost definitely in my head or under my breath.


Saffron glanced at her.


‘Left,’ she said.


‘Rose, are you OK?’ Saffron asked.


‘What happened?’ Poppy said.


I pulled the cover up to my chin. ‘Is she OK?’ I asked.


‘She wanted to be alone,’ Poppy said.


‘I think she’s worried about you,’ Saffron added.


‘Good,’ I said. Let her worry about me. She had destroyed me. Why should I always be the one hurting? Let her feel that pain for once, too.


‘I don’t think she understands,’ Saffron said.


‘Neither do we,’ Poppy said. ‘What happened?’


I looked up. ‘It’s simple. Sorrel is pregnant. And I’m not. I might never be.’


There was a pause, when nobody spoke, which was rare in our family. That’s how I knew they were taking me seriously.


‘You’ve been trying?’ Poppy said. ‘For a baby?’


I shifted. ‘No, not formally. But we’re not trying not to, either. And there have been so many times when we slipped and nothing’s happened, when it should have happened. In six years, nothing has ever happened. Something’s wrong, I know it. And it will be a problem with me. It always is. I wanted this so badly and it’s not happening. I never get to have anything.’


I could feel Saffron and Poppy glance at each other.


Saffron put a hand on my shoulder. ‘You don’t know anything’s wrong. It can take time.’


‘Right,’ Poppy said. ‘Or maybe it’s Charles’ problem.’


Poppy had never liked Charles.


She stroked the hair off my face. ‘You’re young, Rose. You’re not even trying properly yet. There’s plenty of time. And if there is something wrong, you have options.’


I sighed. ‘Maybe, but—’


She grabbed edge of the bedspread. ‘Is this IKEA? Where’s the bedding I got you as an engagement present? That was very expensive. It was Liberty, Rose.’


I groaned and pulled the duvet up over my head. ‘You don’t understand. Sorrel gets everything and I can’t even have this one thing. Why couldn’t she leave me this? And the sheets are in the wash.’


They started talking about all the reasons why I might not have got pregnant yet, until I pretended to be asleep, then they crept out.






Saffron


‘Hello, this is Saffron Stone. I’m calling about the Grace and Thatcher Stone account. Could someone call me back, please? My number is …’ I let myself into my flat, my phone wedged between my ear and shoulder, waving at my flatmate Vicky, who was sitting on the sofa. ‘Any time is fine. OK, thank you.’


I went into the kitchen to make myself a pot of instant noodles for dinner, then grabbed my laptop and made my way back into the lounge, plonking myself down on the sofa next to Vicky. I looked at the TV.


‘What are you watching? Oh, Vick …’


She looked at me with very wide eyes. ‘What? Saff, I love it. You’re a genius. Do you know these women?’


I sighed. ‘I found three of them.’ It was a documentary on Britain’s oldest strippers, which was also the title – something the production company I worked for had made. It excelled in this kind of thing – programmes that skirted the line between public interest and blatant voyeurism. Its most famous output was a series on Britain’s secret doggers. Vicky had loved that one.


It wasn’t exactly where I’d envisioned myself working, back when I used to care about things like artistic integrity. But it was in the right industry and willing to pay me, which, in my experience, was a such a small point in a Venn diagram, you practically had to squint to see it. Besides, I was lucky to have it. There were plenty of people I had met at university or on internships who weren’t so lucky. And I tried to channel the rest of my creativity into video essays that I put online, on subjects I actually cared about. At the moment, I was working on one on period poverty. I was hoping I’d be able to start monetising them soon. I just had to work on regularly uploading content, to start turning views into subscribers.


Vicky clapped her hands together. ‘I love her,’ she said, nodding at the television.


I glanced around for my other flatmate. ‘Where’s Anna?’


‘She’s meeting that guy for a drink,’ Vicky said, without looking away. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Looking up house prices in Bath.’


‘Dream house hunt?’


‘Not exactly.’


‘What’s going on?’


I hadn’t had a chance to tell Vicky about what had happened with our parents yet. With everything going on with my sisters, having to go back to the house and work, I’d barely been home since it happened. I sighed. ‘My parents are moving abroad.’


‘I thought they’d already done that.’


‘They have. But they want to do it permanently, so they’re giving us the house.’


She finally looked at me. ‘What?’


I rubbed my eyes. ‘They say we don’t have to pay inheritance tax if they do it this way. As long as neither of them dies any time soon.’


‘Oh shit. Wait, are you moving out? Are you breaking up the band?’


I smiled. I was eternally grateful for Vicky and Anna. We had met at university and then the three of us had moved back to Bristol together. Anna was one of the most warm-hearted people I knew, who was continually handing it out to people, whether they deserved it or not. Vicky was far more pragmatic but, once she knew you, kind and loyal to a fault. She was a bit like Poppy in that way. They were like family, without being my family, which meant it was a much simpler relationship. I could be myself with them in a way I wasn’t always, even with my sisters. Or, at least, a version of myself. One that had fewer expectations and didn’t have twenty-seven years of history attached. ‘No. God, no. We might be selling it. It’s all up in the air, at the moment. That’s why I’m looking up house prices. I want to know realistically what it would mean, financially speaking, if we did. I’ve also left a message for the company that manages it for my parents currently. I want to have all the information so then I can go to my sisters and we can make an informed decision.’


‘What are you thinking?’


‘Rosemary wants to sell, for some reason. Probably because her fiancé, Charles, thinks they should. I don’t know, it just doesn’t seem like her. And I think Poppy does, too. Sorrel—’


Vicky waved me off. ‘I meant what do you want?’ She pointed at me when she said this.


‘Honestly, I would like to keep it, if we can. Rent it out, maybe. Get someone in there long term. I’m not ready to sell it, Vick. It’s our family home. And I know I’m lucky; there are plenty of people who don’t still have the house they grew up in to go back to at my age. There are some that never had one in the first place. But …’ I sighed. ‘It feels like family. I know that sounds weird.’


Vicky shrugged. She was half watching the television. ‘A lot of stuff with your family sounds weird.’ She looked back at me. ‘But that doesn’t.’ She squeezed my knee. ‘I get it. So just tell your sisters that. Stand up for what you want, for once.’


‘It’s not that easy.’


Vicky had both eyes on the television now. ‘Sure it is.’


‘No, really. We need to make this decision together. The four of us.’


She snorted. Vicky wasn’t the best person to be talking about this with. She has never understood why my sisters and I are all so close. She once stopped talking to her sister, Clare, for a year after Clare stole her favourite pair of jeans.


I took a deep breath. ‘There’s something else. Sorrel’s pregnant.’


Vicky snapped her head back round to me. ‘What?’


I nodded. ‘Yep. So who knows, she might need the money now. Or the house, maybe … Sorrel’s living situation has never been that stable.’


‘Is that where you’ve been all weekend? With her?’


I shook my head. ‘I only found out yesterday. I was with Rosemary today. Sorrel wasn’t there.’


Vicky frowned. ‘Why?’


I shut my laptop, which I had barely glanced at, anyway. ‘It’s complicated. They’ve sort of fallen out, I think. Or Rose has. Apparently Rose has been trying for a baby – sort of. And she’s worried she’s not going to be able to have one. Then with Sorrel getting pregnant accidentally … It’s been a bit of a slap in the face for her, I think. She’s just taking it really hard.’


Vicky was now looking at me in the same way she had been looking at the TV. ‘Wow,’ she said.


‘Yeah.’ I glanced at my phone. ‘Actually, I should probably call Sorrel. Make sure she’s OK.’


Vicky nodded. ‘OK. Keep me posted.’


I went into my room, lay down on my bed and tried to call Sorrel, who didn’t pick up. I sent a quick text to Rosemary, then I called Poppy.


‘Can you believe this about Rose? And Sorrel?’ I said.


‘I know. It’s crazy.’


‘Maybe she won’t keep it.’


‘It’s possible.’


‘She’s so young.’


‘Irresponsible, you mean.’


‘I just don’t know how she’ll handle this. If she does decide to have it.’


‘We’ll obviously have to talk to her about it properly at some point. No doubt she’ll be needing our help, either way.’


I nodded. ‘I tried calling her, but she’s not answering. I hope she’s OK. She was so quiet when we dropped her off yesterday.’


‘Mmm,’ Poppy said, which meant she was thinking of something else.


‘I’ll try again tomorrow.’ I took a deep breath. ‘Anyway, I’ve called the property company about the house and I was looking at house prices …’


‘Right, Saff, can we talk about this later?’


‘Sure. OK.’


‘Look, I should really go. I’ve got a big day at work tomorrow. But I’ll see you for the meal, right? With Rich and his parents, to discuss the wedding.’


I bit my lip. ‘Oh, right.’ I’d forgotten. ‘Of course. But, Pop, I’ve got a lot of work on. Do you really need me there? Because if not—’


‘What? Yes, Saff, I need you. I need someone on my side if Rich’s mum, Lydia, wants something hideous. I love her, but I don’t know if we’ll have the same ideas for this. Plus, I want you there. This is my wedding.’


I sighed. ‘Right. Of course. I’ll be there. See you then.’ I hung up and slumped down on my bed. I thought about what I had on at work the next day. If I stayed up and worked on it now, I could probably leave on time for dinner tomorrow. I grabbed my laptop and pulled it back onto the bed with me.


I sat at my desk at work and tried to call Sorrel again. I’d tried once more last night, after I’d hung up with Poppy, but she hadn’t answered. She still wasn’t now; it went to voicemail, again. I was about to text her when I saw my boss, Ian, walking up to me.
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