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Chapter 1
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The ten year anniversary of her father’s death was not what Alison had expected. Among the mourners were those who had never known him during his life including her mother's partner and his son. Their presence made sense in a roundabout way; both loved the widow Dash, as much as she had loved her late husband. They were so central to her life it would have been strange if they hadn’t been there.

The current great tragedy of the widow’s life, now that her husband was dead and buried a decade, was that her partner—never boyfriend, that sounded too much like they were in high school—that her partner’s name was John. 

“Such a fine specimen of maleness should have a more illustrious name fitting to his romantic soul,” she stated, thankfully after the speeches.

Edward, the aforementioned son of this romantic soul, spent half an hour convincing the tipsy widow that John was much more refined than Jay. Alison watched with amusement from their table as her mother gesticulated and the last of the dessert dishes were cleared away.

“You are so good with her.” Alison smiled at Edward as he sat back down, having finally convinced Mrs Dash that there was no need for John to change his name.

“Do you think they'll ever get married?” Edward asked.

“What, our parents? I doubt it. Mum likes playing the grieving widow too much. Not that she’s been much of a grieving widow since she met your Dad but it gives her a consequence she feels is appropriate for a woman of her age. Besides which your mother would likely throw a hissy fit so let’s hope it doesn't happen.”

“She reminds me of my mother—apart from the hissy fit,” he conceded with a nod. “Except she's more—” he rolled his hand like he was conducting an orchestra as he searched for the word “—solid.”

“Are you saying my mother's fat?”

“No, no.” His hand landed back on the table. “She's more—you make her more, you're more—”

Alison reeled back in mock horror. “Are you saying that I'm fat?”

“No—no. I mean you're—you have all the right—you...” Edward trailed off as Alison laughed.

“It's OK. I do know what I look like.” She slid her watch up and down her forearm, sobering. “I'm not under any illusions here. So what were you actually trying to say about Mum?”

“I don't know.” He frowned, then his face cleared. “Oh yeah. You give her a grounding which my mother lacks.”

“I bet you do a pretty good job at grounding her. Huh, that sounds like you were sending her to her room.”

“If she'd listen to me I would,” he sighed then added, “on both counts.”

“But she doesn't?”

He toyed with a spoon on the table. “To her I'm just a younger version of my Dad.” Edward glanced across the room at his father, John.

“That must be hard.” Alison shifted her eyes from his face and followed his gaze instead.

“Yeah, she and my sister have like, this little secret club—and Robbie too! It's hard not to feel like the odd one out.”

Alison nodded as he mentioned his siblings then tilted her head towards her sisters. “Well, there's a bit of a girl’s club on my side of the fence too.” 

He looked at her and she turned to watch her sisters dancing with a group of people across the room. “You're not exactly like your sisters, are you?” 

“That's a bit obvious.” She waved her hand down her body, a good two sizes bigger than either of her sisters. “Maybe they need to do a DNA test to see if I qualify for inclusion.”

“That's twice,” he said in a stern voice.

“Pish.” She turned back to him. “I don't even realise that I do it. It’s just, you know, current circumstances—single, living with my family—and I mean, well, look at them.” She gestured towards her sisters. “I look like them, well, enough like them to notice the differences at least.”

“Could I have a conversation with either of them? Would I want to?”

“They aren't that bad.” She fiddled with the stem of her wine glass.

“You're not a guy.”

“Are you though?” She arched an eyebrow at him. “Aren’t guys meant to be all about the physical rather than the conversation? I mean, shouldn't you be over there drooling all over them instead of talking to me?”

“Mary-Anne maybe. But she has a boyfriend—”

“Who isn’t here,” Alison interjected.

“Who isn’t here.” Edward agreed. “But Margaret? That's just creepy, she’s only a teenager. Besides the fact that they're like my own sisters, I like a more mature woman.”

“Like my mother?” Alison grinned.

“You had to go there!” He threw up his hands.

“You do handle her very well. Who knows, you might share the same type as your father.”

“No thank you. Like I said, mature women,” he emphasised each word, drawing it out, “and I don't just mean age.”

“One day my sisters will get there....not sure about my mother though.” Alison wondered whether she should feel guilty about saying that.

“One day my siblings will get there too,” Edward said with a sigh. 

They were comrades in arms; no need to feel guilty.

“Amen to that sister.” Alison raised her glass in salute. He raised his in response.

The glasses made a satisfying clink as they met.
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The Dash home was a 1920’s villa; originally three bedrooms, what had once been a sunporch was transformed into a room for the youngest, Margaret. The carpet soft beneath her feet, Alison felt the give of the floorboards as she walked down the main hallway past Margaret’s room. 

She tapped on her other sister's bedroom door. “Mary-Anne? You need to get up.”

No answer. Mary-Anne had requested, but insisted she wouldn’t need, waking up in the morning when they had come home last night. 

“Better you than me,” John had said as she’d left the kitchen and their morning coffee ritual. His words echoed in her head as, stifling her frustration, Alison pushed the door open.

“I’m coming in so you better hide any boys that are in there. Mare?” She snorted at her unintentional rhyme.

Mary-Anne’s room looked more like a teenagers’ than Margaret’s; posters on the wall, clothes on the floor, nail polishes littering the top of a set of drawers, the tiny iPod dock was silent for once. Mary-Anne had a sort of nervous energy which required almost constant stimulation.

A muffled voice came from beneath the covers. “Of course there aren’t any boys in here. Will and I haven’t—besides he’s busy.” Mary-Anne flipped the covers back and continued in a rush. “Speaking of boys, you and Eddie seemed pretty close last night.” She yawned and settled the duvet over her shoulder.

“He's our brother, Mary-Anne.” Alison grasped the duvet and attempted to pull it from her sister. It was a familiar game, perfected through years of high school, Alison hadn’t thought she’d have to play again.

“Our step brother, Alison,” she mocked. “That step is important.” Her fist clenched around the duvet edge, holding it in place.

“Yeah, cause it keeps you a step away from incest,” Margaret said from the doorway.

“Margaret!” Alison and Mary-Anne cried in unison. Both dropped the duvet, turning to their little sister who, although completely inappropriate, was at least able to get herself out of bed.

“What? It's true. If he was actually our brother boning him would be incest.” She said it as though this were the most reasonable thing.

“Boning?” Alison shifted, her eyes on the duvet, straightening the wrinkles. She wasn’t sure what kept her eyes down; her mind skittered away from imagining sex with Edward. She was just uncomfortable talking about sex, or talking about sex with her younger sisters. Surely she’d be fine if she were speaking to her friend Charlotte.

“Boning,” Margaret repeated with nod. “Like George was doing with Lydia.”

That brought her head up. Alison looked aghast at her youngest sister. She couldn’t believe that the second-most devastating event in her life could be dealt with so flippantly.

“Oh god, Marg, really? Just leave her alone, OK?” Mary-Anne threw the covers back and rose.

“I was only trying to help,” Margaret whined as Mary-Anne pushed her out
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