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Daisy Buchanan is an award-winning journalist, the host of the iTunes Number One podcast, You’re Booked, and the author of the critically acclaimed book How To Be A Grown Up. She’s a regular contributor to TV and radio, frequently appearing on Woman’s Hour, Good Morning Britain, This Morning, Sky News and the Today programme. Daisy writes for a wide range of publications including The Guardian, The Telegraph, The Times, The Sun, Grazia, Marie Claire and The Pool, covering everything from pop culture to mental health with a feminist perspective. She’s a TEDx speaker, giving advice on how to get through the trickiest parts of your twenties in her talk How To Survive A Quarter Life Crisis. Daisy has been Grazia’s in house agony aunt, writing the popular Dear Daisy column, and she’s currently the title’s Reality TV correspondent, covering Made In Chelsea with her tongue firmly in her cheek.


Praise for Daisy Buchanan:

‘I really, really, really could have done with Daisy Buchanan in my twenties.’ Bryony Gordon

‘Her humour and honesty never fail to make me laugh, cry and feel less alone.’ Dolly Alderton

‘Daisy’s witty tone and incredibly relatable anecdotes will have you laughing out loud.’ New Magazine

‘Her painfully honest, hilarious anecdotes make you feel in good company.’ Stylist Magazine

‘Honest, funny, full of good advice, but above all kind.’ Red Magazine Online

‘Reading Buchanan is like listening to that friend we all have who gives stellar life advice.’ Stylist Online

‘The Sisterhood deserves to be treasured, fought over and shared far and wide.’ Lauren Bravo

‘The Sisterhood is a beautifully written delight – clever, honest, hilarious and kind’. Nina Stibbe


About the Book

A memoir about the joy, anguish and hilarity of female friendships and family life.



For fans of Bryony Gordon and Dolly Alderton, The Sisterhood is a honest and hilarious book which celebrates the ways in which women connect with each other.

‘My five sisters are the only women I would ever kill for. And they are the only women I have ever wanted to kill.’

Imagine living between the pages of Pride And Prejudice, in the Bennett household. Now, imagine how the Bennett girls as they’d be in the 21st century – looking like the Kardashian sisters, but behaving like the Simpsons. This is the house Daisy Buchanan grew up in,

Daisy’s memoir The Sisterhood explores what it’s like to live as a modern woman by examining some examples close to home – her adored and infuriating sisters. There’s Beth, the rebellious contrarian; Grace, the overachiever with a dark sense of humour; Livvy, the tough girl who secretly cries during adverts; Maddy, essentially Descartes with a beehive; and Dotty, the joker obsessed with RuPaul’s Drag Race and bears. 

In this tender, funny and unflinchingly honest account Daisy examines her relationship with her sisters and what it’s made up of – friendship, insecurity jokes, jealousy and above all, love – while celebrating the ways in which women connect with each other and finding the ways in which we’re all sisters under the skin.


By Daisy Buchanan and available from Headline

How to Be a Grown-Up


For the women I love, and the women they love.


Introduction

My five sisters are the only women I’d kill for. And they’re the only women I sometimes want to kill.

My experience of sisterhood is to be in a perpetual state of fury, adoration and near hysteria. These women are wicked, and pure. These women make my guts feel like fire and treacle. I have cried over them a thousand times, and laughed to a point that felt meditative – hot wet salt coursing down my cheeks, fist striking my thigh, as I try to explain myself (‘It’s just . . . it’s just when she . . . I can’t . . . HO! Arghhhhhhhh!’). We understand each other in a way we can’t understand ourselves.

But they’re not my best friends. We constantly keep secrets from each other, discovering them six months later. Stories of bad sex, credit card debt, crying in the night, hospital appointments – we protect each other from so many horror stories, and I’m not sure it’s wholly healthy. We throw our hands up like fishermen, talking about The Anecdote That Got Away. ‘It’s funny now! But I nearly died! Didn’t I tell you?’ No, no, no.

We’re all built to the same vague specification. Thick hair, thick legs, narrow waists and low voices. When more than one of us is laughing, it sounds like a scene in a bad mob movie where one person gets a machine gun out of a violin case and there’s a sudden rat-a-tat-tat cacophony of bullets. Our voices are almost identical, and we sound like exactly the same person adapting to six different scenarios. I sound like an actress talking on the telephone in an imaginary BBC radio play called Stiff Upper Lip, Chaps. Beth talks as though she’s been caught by surprise with a visit from the plumber. Grace sounds like a Head Girl presenting prizes on sports day; Liv as if she’s doing an impression of Russell Brand doing an impression of someone from Somerset; Maddy is all of the above, in treble; and Dotty has a surprise deep bass boom at the end. It causes much confusion when the phone rings. A little while ago, Grace phoned our parents, and Beth picked it up, and the two of them spoke to each other for twenty minutes before realising that each thought the other was speaking to Liv.

Still, on some days, we don’t seem the same at all. There are countless variations, sometimes within the same sister. I am always shocked by how alike, and how unlike we all are. It’s dangerously easy for me to assume that I know what they’re thinking and feeling, and that we understand each other completely. As children, we wasted weeks of our summer holidays attempting to prove our telepathy. I’d push my forehead against Beth’s, believing I could extract the secrets of her mind by osmosis and brute force. ‘The number you’re thinking of is sev-nine . . . WENTY!’ Or we’d climb into cupboards and try to will the sister on the other side of the door to intercept secret messages, a game that quickly lost all psychic magic and devolved into repeatedly whispering the word ‘poohead’.

But my baby sisters have grown into independent women, and the only way for me to find out how they are, and who they are, is to ask. We are not six parts of a whole. We don’t always fit together well. As adults, we’ve found the space to explore the fact that we have identities beyond ‘sister’. When sisterhood feels like a choice, we can cherish it.

But what does sisterhood mean? Is it a fixed state? Is it an integral part of feminism, or does it hold us back by forcing us to feel as though we’re not good women unless we’re constantly being nice to each other? 

In my parents’ house, in the downstairs loo, on a scalloped shelf that kept falling off the wall, and has now been repurposed as a book case, there are several books about sisters. They have names like In Praise of Sisterhood and The Bliss of Sisterhood. The covers are always decorated with Pre-Raphaelite paintings of peaceful women who have long, cloudy dark hair and enormous nipples. I don’t know why. Possibly, it’s because most of these images are now out of copyright, and cheap to use. Maybe it’s because even the most high-minded members of society can’t bring themselves to think of women spending time together unless they’re being nearly naked and slightly sexy. Even though I am almost never plaiting my sisters’ long, straight hair, while lying on a lawn and contemplating their nipples. More than one man has found out that I have five sisters and immediately asked, ‘So, did you ever . . . practise kissing, with each other?’ (There is only one answer to this: ‘Well, did you and your brothers practise hand jobs with each other?’) These tit-ular siblings imply sisterhood is sleepy, and sexual. Sisters are meant to be calm, and maybe to fancy each other a bit. For vanity’s sake, if nothing else. After all, we all look alike.

Sisters are the prism through which female connectedness has been explored and understood by many writers. I grew up with the March girls and the Bennet sisters, then found myself keeping company with the Kardashians. Why are we so interested in sisters? One of the most famous women in the world – Kim, who is, like the fictional Elizabeth Bennet, the second born and the narrative star – became a celebrity in the context of sisterhood. Her sisters are almost as famous as she is, and they all star in one of the longest-running reality programmes in US history. Millions of viewers turn in because they want to know what it’s like to be a sister, or maybe how the Kardashian experience of sisterhood is similar and different from their own. Maybe they’re like me, and they want reassurance that it’s OK to love your sisters and occasionally hate them at the same time. That the most beautiful women in the world still cry ugly tears and sometimes say ugly things to the people they adore the most. 

Sisters in books are kind, patient and wise – or they’re punished for their failure to be so. The canon says that the good sister may marry a good man, and the jealous sister will have sex out of wedlock and be drowned in a well, and the village will come together to sing a song about her lack of moral fibre. However, the most vivid depiction I have ever seen of a relationship that’s anything like the one I have with my sisters is this: a sketch on a long-forgotten comedy programme called Beehive, in which one woman, dressed as Tom Cruise, tried to wrangle another gang of women, dressed as priests, into a minivan. It’s obscure, but it’s the metaphor that best fits the strange, hilarious, ongoing drama of sisterhood. 

At any given time, half of us will be shouting and the other half will be laughing at them. This is partly because we don’t feel the need to be especially feminine around each other. We’re as relaxed as drunken priests on a parish outing, and as aggressively confident as award-winning actors who think it’s OK to jump on Oprah’s furniture. We speak without fear of censure, and the only rule is: be funny or die. Normally, being a woman is like being a Catholic, in that we’re required to spend every waking hour resisting all of our natural impulses. We’re all both Catholic and female, yet when we’re together we find blissful release from this pressure, simply because we can sit with our legs apart and fart freely. 

When I’m out in the world I become very anxious about how I’m perceived. It seems important that I come across as a girl and a woman, and I perform femininity as a reflex, because I’m frightened that I will be shamed for not being feminine enough. (I’m delighted that we live in an era of non-binary gender fluidity but I will never recover from the autumn of 1995, when everyone in the playground became very aerated about the fact that I was wearing boys’ shoes because my feet were so big.) For me, the solace of sisterhood is finding a space where we can stop performing. We don’t need to try to be cute, or girly or delicate. It doesn’t matter whether a sister is biological or simply logical, she’s a person who makes you feel like the woman you are, not the woman you feel you should pretend to be. While we’ll always hold back parts of ourselves and share others by degrees, I know that when I’m with my sisters I’m not the best version of myself, but the truest. 

Our family photos prove this. The less flattering the image, the more honest it is. We have pictures taken at weddings and twenty-first birthdays where, for less than half a second, we have all managed to smile sweetly and look in the same direction. None of these photos really look like us. The only one that comes close is a souvenir photo from Thorpe Park. We’re on the rapids. The shutter went down at a point when I was half way through my smile, and I had just started to wonder about the quality of water that had entered my mouth. Grace has her head in her hands, because she’s convinced the camera lens is going to squirt her. Olivia is patting a pocket, looking for her phone or her cigarettes, because riding a giant tire on a fake lake while enduring regular drenchings is the perfect time for a fag. Maddy is cowering, also because of the water. Dotty is enjoying Maddy’s cowering even more than she is enjoying the ride itself. And Beth is not there, because during this period of her life, she has a great disdain for group activities and theme parks. This disdain will dissipate six months after this picture is taken, when she moves to Blackpool and gets a season ticket for the Pleasure Beach. I think that’s the biggest, hardest part of being part of a big group of sisters. You can’t always run in a pack. Someone is always excluded, either accidentally or on purpose. 

One of the worst things about being a woman is that you’re constantly being asked why you’re not more like a different woman or told that you should be doing your best to imitate another woman altogether. It’s worse when you’re a sister, because you’re always being made to feel like a failure for not being Amal Clooney, Mother Teresa and the person who is sitting opposite you and has scored the ultimate life goal – finishing their peas. ‘Why are your sisters so different?’ people ask. I can only assume that they skipped every single biology class on their timetable to go and smoke at the bottom of a football pitch. (My mother, the comic genius, once met the standard line about our inconsistencies with: ‘Well, they all have different fathers!’ Especially ballsy given she was at a parents’ evening.) 

For a long time, I had an unfair advantage. As the eldest sister, I set the tone. Beth’s shyness was unfairly contrasted with my ‘have-a-go hero’ sensibility. Grace’s scientific aptitude was met with as much suspicion as if she had expressed a predilection for sorcery – yet, if she had turned up first, I would be disappointing science teachers all over the south east. Olivia, Madeleine and Dorothy are now adult women with exciting lives and careers, but for years, their actions were predicted and pre-empted because of the girls we were before. It wasn’t fair. It isn’t fair. We have been judged as sisters, and now we are judged as women. We’re told we’re atypical, when there is no typical – just a narrow idea that someone else came up with a long, long time ago. 

Even when I’ve hated my sisters and spent afternoons hitting them with an old roll of wallpaper I found in a cupboard under the stairs, I have never doubted their intellectual powers. (I’ve questioned my own, especially as I screamed, ‘DIE! DIE FROM HAUNTED WALLPAPER!’ My parents bought their house from the widow of a solicitor who lived peacefully and died of old age, in his sleep. I’m confident that his spirit had no unfinished business that concerned interior decoration.) When you grow up with a gang of girls, you build your own matriarchy. You’re not defining yourself in opposition to boys and men. Your sense of your own femininity becomes a fact of your existence rather than a tool you need to employ for your own defence. It never crosses your mind that cleverness and funniness aren’t female traits, because you’re with clever, funny women all day long. We can help ourselves and each other become stronger and more powerful if we come together to understand what we’re up against – and then laugh about it. 

Sisterhood is hard. When we’re with our sisters, we can feel jealous, insecure, undermined and controlling. Sometimes we feel left out and alone. We see reflected sides of ourselves that we can’t bear. Yet, I believe that embracing sisterhood is about finding peace among women. You can love some with your heart, while being annoyed and infuriated with the others as long as you remember that you’re playing for a team. It’s OK to strike out as an individual as long as you’re promoting the interests of the team too, because if you hold them back, you’re going to be holding yourself back in the long run. You can all believe in different things, as long as you believe in each other. 


CHAPTER ONE

Being the Biggest

I am the eldest child. The first daughter. The best, the most, the one who must constantly run out in front, run as though her life depends on it – even though she has the athletic ability of an asthmatic cabbage. I set a standard for myself, simply by being born, and I fall short of that standard every day that I fail to win an Oscar or broker a peace treaty. 

All of my earliest memories have the word ‘sister’ in them. I was born in the spring of 1985, when my mother was twenty-five, and my father was twenty-seven. Beth was born in the summer of 1986, and so I don’t remember a world without her. I do remember being threatened and cajoled into being nice to her. ‘Don’t hit Beth!’ ‘Why don’t you give Beth a hug?’ ‘Give your sweeties to Beth!’ ‘Stop hitting Beth with that plastic truck!’ It’s only now that I think about how difficult it must have been for my parents to look after two tiny girls before either of them turned thirty. I had no sense of my own tininess – Beth’s very existence made me ‘big’, even though I was three to her two. 

The first time I heard the playground rhyme ‘First the worst, second the best’, I responded as though it were a personal attack. Being first was at the very core of my being. It was all I had, and I could not be chill about it. My parents were constantly trying to explain that the eldest child had a great responsibility, to set a good example, to be kind and clever, a decent role model that my sisters could look up to. The trouble with this is that I assumed that if I had all this responsibility, I must have Great Power too. What was the point of all this constant goodness if I couldn’t abuse my position? 

Admittedly I lacked the imagination to contrive any abuses of power that were not sweet-based. As more sisters arrived and the opportunities for sibling-based domination grew, my fiendish plans were usually executed in this way:


	Setting up a club. I’d gather my Winnie the Pooh clipboard and parade enticingly around the house, tapping my nose with a Bic Biro, before getting exasperated, hurling it to the ground, approaching various sisters and saying, ‘Do you want to be in my club?’ and then ‘Mum says you have to be in my club,’ then ‘Be in my club or I’ll bite you.’


	Telling sisters that they had to attend our ‘first meeting’, which could take place in any room as long as I had purloined a piece of printer paper, stuck it to the door and written ‘HEADQUARTERS’ on it. (OK, let’s be real, I often wrote ‘HEADQUATERS’.) 


	Telling sisters that they had to bring any sweets they had. I had heard the expression ‘refreshments will be provided’ and I believed it could be used as a dark threat. ‘Refreshments will be provided. By you. Or else.’


	Making everyone sit on the floor, while I sat on a bed or chair. There would be a tussle while I forced someone, probably Beth or Grace to take the ‘minutes’ (where did I learn about taking minutes?), before grabbing the pad from them and saying, ‘No, I have won a PRIZE FOR HANDWRITING, your writing is not good enough for the club.’


	Demanding that every club member handed over their sweets, to be kept in a drawer, which I would monitor as president and treasurer. Over the next day, I would eat every single sweet before disbanding the club.




Looking back, I’m very surprised that I have not gone into business, or at least attempted the Alec Baldwin role in a local amateur production of Glengarry Glen Ross. I had very clear objectives – early onset diabetes – and I would do whatever it took to meet those objectives, including bullying, manipulating and lying to the people who were the closest to me. At the time, I thought it was all about amassing a vast cache of Chewits and Jelly Tots, but now I realise that my poor sisters were victims of my appalling status anxiety. I had to boss them about because I believed nature had made me the boss. I felt I was born to rule, like James I, albeit with a superior collection of felt-tip pens. Yet I wasn’t enjoying any part of the performance, especially not the Technicolored vomit. 

Even without my Bolshevik tendencies and sweetie requisitioning, I was a difficult big sister. It didn’t help that I was a hard act to follow. I think Beth suffered the purest agonies of comparison, being sixteen months younger than me, and directly behind me. Every single one of us was academically gifted, but Beth was gloriously weird. For a while, my smug status was cast in bronze because our teachers longed for her to be more like her big, boring sister, and less prone to writing strange, vivid dream essays, or collecting snails in an old Gino Ginelli tub. Being the eldest cemented my legend, and every time someone asked a sibling why they couldn’t be more like their sister, they were painting a picture of a Me who was Not Me, a Daisy who was steady and slow, diligent and willing. I didn’t always feel like the sister that the teachers referred to, but apparently she was I. Every time one of the others was told off or punished for not being good enough, I felt as though I had been praised for setting the bar unreachably high.

It might not surprise you to know that this is a toxic way to raise children. Also, it meant that every time my sisters did well, I felt as though I was being punched in the face and mugged. I still remember Beth phoning from school with her GCSE results. I did not exclaim, ‘Well done! Has a pervy local photographer turned up to take a picture of you leaping up into the air?’ I think I said, ‘That’s one more fucking A-star than I got, YOU BITCH!’ and slammed the phone down. At that moment, it felt as though Beth had found the drawer where my own certificates were kept and burned them. As though she might have spent extra hours working and revising purely to beat me and make me feel bad. That she might have a picture of my face on her History folder, with a big red Sharpie cross through my face, as hate-spiration.

Half my lifetime later, I am just about able to say, ‘Well done, Beth! Those were excellent and deserved GCSE results!’ This has taken sixteen years, and at least three of those years have been spent in therapy.

I think the worst thing about being the eldest sister is that no one else cares or congratulates you for being born first. It’s a status quo that comes dangerously close to defining you and every relationship you have. But it is never useful or helpful. I can’t email an editor of a newspaper and say, ‘I’m the eldest, and I suspect some of the people you employ might be younger children, so you should let me be in charge and give me a column, as well as any Smarties you might have on you.’ To the best of my knowledge, even the maddest and most arrogant Tinder bios do not say, ‘I am the eldest one in my family so you must swipe right, take me out for a steak the size of a toilet seat and a lobster champagne smoothie, and then immediately propose marriage.’ It’s not as if I’ve ever even enjoyed the sense of being first. It’s more that I’ve felt utterly miserable when I’m not, as if I’ve failed at the one thing I was born to do.

Of course, it’s difficult for every single one of my sisters too. I’d like to believe that Beth’s originality and creativity is a two-fingered salute to anyone who ever told her that she wasn’t similar enough to me, but I look back and feel furious about everyone who told her to be less proudly strange – that they’d prefer her if she were quieter, smaller and easier to manage. Recently I was talking to Grace, who spent her time at school as an academic superstar who excelled at absolutely everything – even Textiles. (She is the only sister whose Year Eight cushion project was not hastily finished by Mum, over the Easter holidays.) ‘I was just trying to impress you, and catch up,’ she says. ‘I only ever wanted to be as good as you, and it was exhausting!’ This was news to me. I used to think that Grace was woken up by someone throwing medals and certificates at her, and she wouldn’t get out of bed for less than 10,000 awards.

Only one person can be first, and it’s not the same person every time. It’s really difficult to cheer and applaud when someone else passes the line before you, when you have all been running towards the same thing. I think that’s one of the toughest things about having siblings that are extremely close in age. When you’re growing up together, you’re all pitching in the same general direction. When you’re all women, I think it’s harder still. You don’t see that many women succeeding, being exciting, getting rewarded for their hard work and becoming the centre of attention. According to the movies, if you’re extremely lucky and special, you might get to be the beautiful partner of a successful man, or her sassy friend. 

One of the biggest arguments I ever had with Beth was about a late eighties cartoon called Vicky the Viking. Beth was adamant that Vicky was a boy. I was convinced that Vicky must be a girl, because she had a girl’s name and long blonde hair. So convinced that I took all of the cushions off the sofa, then forced Beth to lie on the springy seat, before reinstating the cushions and sitting on her. In the eighties, cartoons were currency. I wanted an animated female role model so badly that I was prepared to engage in an act of violence against women to have one. (It’s worth pointing out that the second biggest argument I had with Beth was about who could pretend to be Rosey, the heroine of Rosanne Barr’s early nineties cartoon show, Little Rosey. No one got to be Rosey because we were both sent to bed for biting.)

Obviously, part of the transition from childhood to adulthood involves learning that you can’t hit people until they agree with you, and hand over the thing they have, because you’ve decided you want it. Still, I want to believe my heinous behaviour had another layer. When you see a woman or girl claiming space, existing in it freely, being confident and happy and receiving a manageable level of attention – about as much as Clare Balding, when she presents Crufts, and slightly less than Britney Spears in 2007 – you see a small, well-defined space that you can think about slotting into. And yet, you know how the world works well enough to realise that there’s only space for a single person. 

In the public eye, gangs of girls rarely fare well. If you’re on a TV show with an ensemble cast, you must be best friends with your female colleagues, or you’ll be castigated for being deadly enemies. If you want to make music with other women, other people will decide whether you’re the hot one, the talented one, the fat one or the ‘opinionated’ one. (They’ll come for you all, but the first one to be attacked will be the one who has something to say for herself. Anything at all is too much.) This is the trouble with being a sister. Everything you’ve ever heard seems to confirm that only one of you can be a star. Even Kelly Rowland could not claim to be the ‘second lead singer’ in her own family. You can resign yourself to singing back-up forever, or you can spend a lifetime scratching each other’s faces and trying to flush each other’s wigs down the loo.

We live in a world that is keen to encourage us all to be obsessed with winning. It’s an insidious divide and conquer technique. Instead of collaborating and using our combined strength as an unstoppable superpower, it’s much more convenient for everyone if we’re played off against each other and spend all of our energy fighting each other instead of building each other up and creating new ideas and spaces. Our siblings stir any dormant feelings of competitiveness that we have. Even if we’re naturally compassionate and curious about the people we’re so close to, someone will suggest, often quite early on, that we should be making it our business to beat them. 

Beth’s early reaction to this – to celebrate the spirit of strangeness, and to strike out on her own as much as possible – might be the most sensible one. Even though she’d hate me for saying it. You can’t compare weirdness, it’s unique in its very nature. You can’t be more or less weird than anyone else, simply strange in a different way. I found this infuriating. I couldn’t win the competition if Beth insisted on playing a completely different game. Also, from a distance, we were considered to be exactly the same – perhaps not in personality, but certainly when it came to the distribution of stuff. 

To be a sibling is to be forever estranged from contentment. Or, to put it another way, it’s to find yourself crying into a pillow on the third day of the school German exchange, miserable and homesick, furious with yourself for going but even more furious about the idea that you could be at home, not experiencing the expensive school trip that all of your other sisters have ‘enjoyed’. Have you ever been in an airport lounge and heard an angry man berating a busy waiter about the fact that someone else just ate the last chocolate cookie, and the replacement biscuits are an inferior pile of chewy garibaldis? I’d bet my all-you-can-drink prosecco allowance on that man having many brothers or sisters. We’re constantly making calculations. Our fear of missing out is reinforced by a Fear of UnFairness, so my sisters and I share a FOUF. I get a pang in my FOUF every time I see that someone I follow on Instagram has been given a free T-shirt. 

I believe this is an especially difficult era for my sisters and me, because our parents were so committed to making our lives as fair as possible. Even though we lived in the Conservative heartland of the Dorset countryside, our childhood had a Marxist quality, in which nothing was too small to be divided up into six separate bits. I think it shocked all of us when we grew up and realised that no one did this outside our family home. Other people thought we were insane if we were given a free Pret sandwich, and tried to divide it into nine tiny triangles, so it could be shared around the whole office. As a religious family, my sisters and I had an early introduction to the story of Jesus sharing bread and fish with thousands of people. We didn’t think it was especially miraculous – not when Mum could make an entire family picnic with a Tuc cracker and a single pouch of Capri Sun. 

In fact, our house had some of the qualities of a commune. When we moved from Buckinghamshire to Dorset in 1995, our parents battled property developers who believed that a slightly run down, three-floor Edwardian family house would make a great hotel, or retirement home. The house had belonged to a fabulously grand woman named Mrs Fitzroy, who had raised her own large family in it, over several decades, before age and ill health confined her to the ground floor. Privately I decided that I wanted to live there as soon as I saw the chandelier in the space that the estate agents called the dining room, which was subsequently forever known as The Dining Room Not. (In the early nineties, the ‘Not’ joke had been incredibly popular, and my mother enjoyed using this joke domestically, and the sensation of feeling down with her kids. In 2006, Borat brought back the ‘Not’ joke and she was more surprised than anyone to find herself au courant with pop culture.)

For the last five years we had lived in a village in Buckinghamshire in a ‘large, modern, five-bedroom detached house’ – this is the way it was described in the Daily Telegraph when a fellow Brownie’s mum interviewed my parents for a feature she was writing about large families. I think we had all been very unhappy in that house, what with my father and I being silently and sometimes violently bullied at work and school respectively, and infant Livvy nearly dying of a childhood illness. (We didn’t know quite how ill she was until we were all a little older, so I’m going to be explaining it a little later.) It was luxuriously equipped with pockets and corners for solitary, miserable dreaming. We had a cubbyhole, a large cupboard door built into the bedroom I once shared with Beth, that led to a space big enough to stand up in. There was a big garden with swings and a playhouse, a herb garden at the back of the property and a ‘secret’ garden, reached by running down a grassy slope on the left side of the house. We had a study with a piano, and a separate dining room (a luxury I suspect I will never know as an adult) which was overlooked by the drive, allowing our father to make a game of running out of the front door, holding our pudding and making a show of cooling our hot apple crumble and custard. Only now do I realise that my parents would have done anything within their power to make us laugh. That’s love.

Yet, for a dreamy, pompous and precocious ten-year-old, the new house signified a thrilling new start. I’d read enough old books about old houses to convince myself that I was to the manor born, rather than to a bigger building moved. In this house, I could have my own room! The house had three floors, so for the first time in my life my sisters and I could hide from each other, unobserved. Even the presence of a fire extinguisher on the top floor landing made me proud. Our house was important! It was more flammable than the other houses!

The house was ambitious in design but there was a shabbiness in its bones, partly because of inevitable neglect and partly because it had been extended with great enthusiasm and ineptitude during the seventies. I like to think that everybody was simply too busy going to orgies and eating cocktail sausages to worry about boring things, like whether the door they had just built would fully fit the frame it was meant to rest in. The result was a sprawling building, for a sprawling family. We could go off on our own, or come together in dedicated spaces. We ate all of our meals in the breakfast room, we awaited the school run in the laundry room, and we were told off in the kitchen, part of the punishment being the claustrophobia induced by its narrowness and excessive brightness. 

The house was built on a foundation of cognitive dissonance. It was large and luxurious enough to accommodate my individual delusions of grandeur, but chosen because it seemed to be the most suitable space available for a family that shared everything. It’s difficult when you’re raised as a sharer in a selfish, Western world, and harder still when, as a society, we’re more collectively committed than ever before to the art of showing off. When I got my very first job* as a waitress and washer-upper at the Greyhound Pub in Corfe Castle, I awaited parental congratulations. Instead, the very first thing Dad said was, ‘See if there’s a job for Beth, too.’ Yet, when someone shares news of a fabulous new job or promotion, they’re taken aback when I ask if they can get me a similarly amazing opportunity, in the interests of fairness. Oddly, no one wants to split their new Audi six ways. When I really think about it, I don’t want a sixth of an Audi. Or even a whole one. But the trouble with being part of a big family is that it can sometimes be difficult to understand what you genuinely want and need, and what you’re distracted by, simply because someone else has it. 

As an adult I’ve started to realise that I need to unlearn everything I thought I knew about fairness. I’m convinced that I’m constantly up against an army of under tens. I need to be hypervigilant about every single treat and award that everyone else gets, because I must have it too, otherwise it isn’t fair. Even though the perpetual cry of parenthood seems to be ‘Well, life isn’t fair’, I realise that my mum and dad put every single atom of their energy into making it as fair as possible for us. In a broader sense, of course, I’ve experienced countless advantages because of the unfairness of life. I have much, much more than most people, and it would be outrageous of me to not acknowledge this and do my best to redress the balance. However, to my shame, I still waste my time wanting what other people have, even though every day brings me more moments to be grateful for.

Now, I feel as though my sisters and I are a gang, a team and a unit – but when we were little, there were times when it seemed as though we were a disparate, bleeding, coal-smeared group of minor characters from the Mel Gibson-era Mad Max films. Every day was a war for more attention, more power and more biscuits. Survival depended on having just as much as everyone else, or more if possible, so that we could sustain ourselves on lean days. There is a reason why the Mad Max franchise has progressed and become a story of women working together to improve their prospects. Fairness can’t flourish when everyone is out for themselves. Now I know that I don’t need to fight to survive – it’s better to build. When someone has an exciting promotion or just a new, free T-shirt, they have earned it, and they’re not obligated to share anything with me. However, being a sister has made me learn to stop and think about whether I really want what they have, or if something else is prompting my envy. Here’s the thing about fairness – it can’t be everyone’s turn, all the time. Most of the time, it won’t be your turn. But you don’t need to be filled with hate, jealousy or resentment about the fact that someone else is getting a go. Your moment will come. 
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