

  [image: Cover]




Westley James

Loverboy Butch





  

  Copyright © 2025 by Westley James


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Westley James asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  

  
    No generative artificial intelligence was used in the writing or creation of this work. The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training AI technologies to generate text, including, without limitation, technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style, form or genre as this publication. 


  

  
    First edition

  

  
    
      ISBN: 979-8-9993858-1-9
      
    

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  





  For all the people who told me stories. Each one stuck close to my heart and proved that a million more were waiting to be let out. 




And for a past version of me, the one that really needed an escape. You got it eventually.
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‘She would have made such a lovely bride. What a shame she’s fucked in the head.’

- Taylor Swift, Champagne Problems










  A Note on the Text






This book is written in British English, so please anticipate the odd u, s or e where you might not expect it! Some words might look incorrect, but I swear to you that they aren’t. Please do not report them as such. There are also several words specific to the region the story is set in, which I have attempted to make clear through context clues. Thank you!




I have chosen to mention a protagonist’s dead name in the text on a few occasions. There is no transphobic rhetoric; rather, it is meant to reflect the reality of being in the midst of socially transitioning. If this will trigger or upset you in any way, please be wary when reading chapters nineteen and twenty-eight. 








  
  
  Chapter One

  
  




Dex

I am trained to lean into the fall. 

It’s second nature, survival instinct. 

I close my eyes, breathe, and let go.

The glass tiles crunch under the weight of my wheels, rough and stickier than the other pools I’ve dropped into. It’s a steep curve, sending me rushing toward the bottom, gravity taking control. I do what I’m best at. I lean into the fall, go with the flow of gravity and all but run off my board to avoid smashing into the other side of the empty swimming pool. 

Above me, cheers go up. People I barely know applauding my reckless bravery from the safety of the patio. 

I grin at them, squinting up into the bright afternoon sun and tossing a careless wink at Amber before turning back to watch Hawa. 

She rides, as always, like a pro. Taking the fall with all the grace of a ballerina and emerging dignified and still on her board at the base. I sweep her up into a hug, sharing the waves of freedom radiating off us like steam from a frying pan. 

It’s the sort of feeling that can’t be distilled down into words. An ecstatic, ineffable human stupidity that cannot be replicated on command. The closest I’ve ever come to manufacturing it is falling in love. That effervescent, smile-inducing high you get when you’re in the moment with someone. The thrum of energy beneath your skin as they brush their hand against yours or make eye contact across a room. It might sound ridiculous to say, but dropping in and falling in love are remarkably similar—a passing fullness that leaves you winded and giddy with your heart racing.

Maybe that’s the common factor—the rush of the fall. 

I’m good at falling, be it off a skateboard or in love. It’s pretty much my area of expertise. 

Hawa pats me on the back. A feeling so familiar to me that I know it means both, get the fuck off me and nice one wrapped into one succinct non-verbal message. Our impromptu display is over; no more showboating for this trip. 

I am incredibly flattered to be brought along, as a connection twice removed from the initial invitee, my free Hamptons holiday has been miraculous. It ending with a suspiciously convenient drained pool and a captive audience in Amber’s house is just the tip of my lucky iceberg.  

It has been kind of beautiful in its own way. A bunch of veritable strangers dragged along to fill out spare rooms in a house twice the size of anything built in my home town. 

I sort of stumbled into my invite. I’ve been crashing with Hawa in Bed-Sty for the last month, waiting for inspiration to hit me, and one of her partner’s friends is dating a child star. We were all invited to a very fancy picnic with a bunch of very famous people, all of whom I was too starstruck to speak to, and, before I knew it, Hawa and I were being offered spare beds in a Hamptons house.

Since arriving, it’s been clear that the incredibly generous woman who owns the house was just trying to set me up with her partner’s daughter. A very sweet, very pretty and incredibly hyper-sexual girl named Amber. If I’m being honest, that last part freaks me out as much as it has benefited me. 

Overall, it’s been a good three weeks. 

I can feel it coming to a close, though. I’m getting that familiar fidgety hunger for something else. I’ve seen sandy beaches, drunk rich people’s wine and lounged in teal water too clear to be real. 

So, as I follow Hawa up the steps and pick up my phone from the table where it’s been baking in the sun, the email that greets me feels like a sign. A beacon summoning me home, back to the life I fled from. 

When brides run away in media, they’re always galloping at top speed astride a dappled grey horse, a storm of two beautiful manes whipping in the wind. Or they hop into a taxi and ask the cabby to take them as far away from the city as possible, bartering their unwanted ring for the price of the fare.

I wasn’t like that. For starters, I was probably more of a groom than a bride, and my white dress was caked in mud from the spring weather.

It rained that morning, but it stopped drizzling right as I got my hair and makeup done. In fact, after that brief shower, the whole day was brilliant sunshine and inclining temperatures. Supposedly, that’s also an auspicious sign if you ask my maternal grandmother. I can’t say I agree, given that I never made it down the aisle.

Nothing felt auspicious at the time. I was too focused on my laboured breathing, breaths coming in short and sharp. The delicate clasps at my back were pulling too tightly on my spine, the deeper I tried to inhale. The arched waist of the satin cut into the soft skin of my ribs. The pins in my hair put pressure on an already fragile skull. Being a bride was the opposite of that wild freedom I feel on a skateboard when I drop-in. It was a cage. 

I was going to die there, red-painted lips parted, perfectly styled locks tumbling gently toward the floor like a modern Snow White. I was sure of it. 

I would die in that dress, and the only thing anyone would remark on would be how beautiful I looked as I did it. A lovely, broken bride. 

I had been told my whole life that I was meant to want this. That it ought to be my special day. It didn’t matter that every stage of wedding preparation inched me closer to flinging myself off the end of the pier, that dresses made my limbs awkward or that the word bride gave me acid reflux. I knew this was how I made things easier for everyone else.

A miserable woman is better than a happy trans person. At least, that’s the message you receive subliminally. I knew I wasn’t a man, so I had always been told my discomfort with femininity was just unprocessed internalised misogyny. I pushed it down, slapped some more makeup on the problem and waited for the dread to abate. 

If I killed myself to be beautiful, they could all process their grief the proper way. People would mourn the little girl they’d lost and look back on me fondly. But if I opted to be me, I would become both victim and killer. Every time people wanted to cry about their lost baby girl, they’d be forced to confront the newer, happier me, still alive and inhabiting her body. If I wanted to do the right thing for myself, I’d have to accept both roles and hope my family forgave me. 

That left me with two options: I could stick around and suffer through my family coming to terms with the new me, or I could give them space to grieve the bride I might have been.

Outside, the sky shifted, rain and sun creating the subtle start of a rainbow.

I knew what I had to do. I would go away, give people time to process this without me around to remind them of the daughter I’d robbed them of.

I just had to get away from my wedding first. 

Usually, the runaway bride has a friend, someone who offers them an out. An accomplice. I didn’t have any of those anymore. The person waiting for me on the other side of the altar made sure of that. All my friends were our friends. My whole life, my opinions, my clothes, my home; we shared it all. She called my parents mum and dad. She once cried when I referred to my brother’s daughter as my niece rather than our niece. I gave her my heart, and she’d used it to take ownership of my very existence. Worse still, I let her. 

Around me, bridesmaids fussed. Mutual university friends that I wasn’t sure even knew my middle name, toasting to my supposed happiness while I silently fell to pieces.

Only one person remained immune to the wedding buzz. 

In the corner of the room, failing to mingle or assimilate, Dean sat rigid. Her discomfort was more than fair; when I picked her, I thought things would be awkward, and they were. I was told she was a bad influence, someone who didn’t care about me. Like an idiot, I listened and cut her out…until I was one bridesmaid short.

There was no fight when our friendship died. We just let it fade away like it wasn’t the lynchpin of our worlds for years. The only time we even vaguely touched on the topic, Dean told me it would be nice if I gained an ounce of autonomy. I laughed like the  stung rather than branded me. 

But, miserable in a beautiful dress, I regained my autonomy.

Staring out the window, holding back from a full-scale panic attack, I surpassed an ounce and went for a motherfucking ton. 

I wasn’t half of someone else. I was me, a whole, unhappy person. Capable of joy without anyone else’s involvement. That couldn’t be signed away so carelessly. 

It was as if Dean felt me coming back. She stood, her eyes locking with mine for just a fraction of a second before she used that eldest daughter’s voice to clear the room. She told them something I don’t remember, maybe that I needed the bathroom or a moment of girl talk before the big walk, and helped me pop the sash window wide enough to get my hips through before I bolted away from her, the grand manor someone else picked out, and the home town I didn’t know how to be me in. 

I told you, I’m good at falling in love. I’m not very good at staying in it.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




Dean

My mum has the kind of friendship women dream of—Sitcom-level best friend experience. 

Sabina and Serena. Matching names. Birthdays exactly nine months apart. Perfectly paired in every way. 

They met at a uni orientation day, idly wandering around the Exeter campus, each dissected from their respective groups. Serena had bailed, already bored with the regimented itinerary of the day, while my mother got herself lost, head in the clouds unable to keep up. I’d love to know what she was focusing on, probably the certain slant of light as it glimmered through the trees or a deep philosophical take on age that she’d eventually craft into some painstakingly beautiful modern-day parable. As it is, I just know that they ran headfirst into each other. Serena probably swore a lot; she says she did anyway, and I’m inclined to agree with those chances. Mum apologised profusely, and all was forgiven. Serena’s like that, easy to anger, easy to forgive. Mum offered her a hand up, Serena accepted, and in turn, offered her an accomplice for the day. The rest is pretty much history. 

They were inseparable, even with Mum in the English department and Serena in History. They went on to live together in their second and third year, and both moved to London after they graduated, got a shitty little bedsit somewhere outside Richmond and took drunken walks in the deer park. By all accounts, my mum was easy to find love, and Serena was far too busy for it. When Mum moved out every six months with a new bloke, Serena kept her name on the lease for when it inevitably fell apart. Which it always did.

They stayed that way, in their Sex and the City years, as Serena calls it, dating, drinking, giggling together, and sharing a bed with each other more often than any man. Living in this perfect little feminist bubble, blissfully man-free.

Until Serena found someone she did care about more than her studies and followed him down to the south coast, a shitty little seaside city, with stunning views. 

Kyle was a widower with a house, three older sons and a whole life that didn’t include girls’ nights. Serena could just slot right in. But there was no room for a clingy, flighty best friend of the step-mum.

Mum says this was her dark night of the soul, lost and alone in London. I don’t have any interest in hearing about the men she slept with or the drugs she took, so I pretty much always tune this part out until she gave up the bedsit. I know she spent a while in Donegal, somewhere in Greece, and then a handful of random European countries; I don’t remember the names. Although Mum tells this story like she lived in squalor, I’ve been told that my grandparents funded the whole thing, under one condition: she visited her grandparents back in Dhaka. And, because she’s not a fucking moron, she agreed. 

If you ask her, there was an identity crisis moment here, where she considered getting married to some family friend because settling down sounded nice. She panicked about it for a while until she called Serena, who told her she would support whatever she did, but she should come home first and feel like her best self before she made that decision. Pretty solid advice, ironically. 

Back in the UK, sleeping in Serena and Kyle’s guest bedroom, Mum weighed up her options. She listened to the couple talk ad nauseam, saw how in love they were and felt terrified where that would leave her. One fateful night, they went for dinner with his best friend, a big fancy thing that ended in a beautiful beach walk. Kyle popped the question, the one mum claims everyone else saw coming, and she got so wasted in the resulting celebration that she slept with his best friend. It must have been alright because they kept it up for a few months, right up until the time she realised she’d missed her period. Now, in typical, perfect girl friend fashion, Sabina and Serena had always been perfectly periodically in sync. So she’d never had to worry before because there had always been someone else there to remind her if it was delayed. Not that day and not for the next months, though. 

Because, of course. Two perfectly in sync periods for the two perfect girls. A shock firstborn for my parents, who thought they ought to give the relationship thing a whirl and a surprise youngest baby for the couple who thought their family was already big enough. 

I can skip some chapters here because I’m sure you see where it’s going. Dex and I were born a month apart, me the youngest of my year, them the oldest of theirs. We spent every spare second together at weekends, holidays, and after-school activities. They stayed outside and held my hand for the birth of my younger sisters, helped me babysit, and offered to do my chores in exchange for ‘help’ with their homework. 

They were perfectly positioned to be my Serena. My perfect match. 

I remember the way they cried when I finished year six and prepared to head up to high school, thick snotty sobs onto my summer dress at the thought of being left behind. Honestly, I can’t remember if I cried, but I know I wanted to. 

Being without Dex felt like being without a limb; I reached for them so easily and read their reactions when I needed to reel in my anger. We survived, though, and then they joined me in big school, right up until university. I was leaving them again, excited to head off in our parents’ footsteps. I’d go to Exeter, just like our mums and then in my second year, we had it all planned out. Dex would join me there, and we’d live together. Except they never came, never even applied as far as I can tell. 

Dex met a girl. Dex was always meeting girls, but Khloe was different. I fucking hated Khloe. But they loved her, fell in love and followed her right into the local Uni. They sort of stopped visiting then. I sort of stopped texting. And that looked like it was it. I only ever heard about them through Serena and Mum, apparently both oblivious to the gut-wrenching way our friendship had died out. 

No one told me about the engagement. I saw the pictures on Instagram later and tried to be happy for them.

Not that it matters now, I guess. 

I don’t know what I expected; maybe that things would go back to the way they were after that. Or that I’d get some recognition for stepping in and rescuing them from a terrible marriage. In my head, I was a hero, doing what needed to be done, popping that sash window wide and saving them from an impending panic attack. I still feel like a hero for that, actually. 

Offering Dex another future. Like Serena had done for my mum all those years ago. It was the right thing to do. 

But not everyone saw it that way. In actuality, the wedding attendees were pretty pissed. There were a lot of details I hadn’t considered, like the wasted money on the venue and the party, or the second bride who had to be told there would be no more wedding.

I took so much shit for that day and Dex never actually came back to share it. Now they jet off all over the globe, sending the parents postcards like nothing happened, and I still get death glares whenever it’s mentioned. Like I didn’t free them from potential hell.

That’s on my mind as I send the e-vite. 

Dex and their stupid fucking trips. Dex and their responsibility-free life. Dex and their total lack of family loyalty. 

Dex, always somewhere in the back of my brain.

I’ve been planning it for a few weeks now. Secretly scheming, a subtle revenge against them as a way to soothe myself on sleepless nights. Maybe that makes me sound bonkers, but I deserve an outlet for the resentment I’ve been holding onto. While Dex has been flown across the globe on expense-paid trips by skateboarding sponsors, I’ve been stuck here, supporting our families, working a real job, watching our parents get older and preparing for the future. Just once, I want them to feel the repercussions of their running away. I wanted people to admit that they are a coward. 

So, I send an e-vite to fuck them off. So they can’t say they moved and never got it, so there is a digital trail, breadcrumbs back to their inevitable no. Just so I can point and say See, I told you they don’t care about us, when they turn down attending their own mother’s sixtieth birthday trip. 

It’s all meticulously planned out, my little victory dance, the smooth way I will hand over tissues as Serena cries about her precious baby never coming home, the praise I will lap up from my parents at my generosity. Oh, the sweet, sweet feeling of vindication. They never cared about us. Soon, everyone will see it. Oh, I can’t wait to be proven right. At this point, the idea is a bright spot in my otherwise mundane month. The highlight of my sodding year.

Even as I click away from my spreadsheet and into the email, I can feel it; the oncoming waves of joy radiating over me like-

Fuck. 

There, with no capitalised letters, ‘sent from my iPhone’ still attached underneath, are the words: see ya there. 








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  




Dex

Do I have a plan? No. Do I know what I’ll do when I get home? Nope. Have I thought through any of the details? Nah, not really. 

All of this is abundantly clear as I wheedle past the airport crowds, through slow-moving security lines, towards the bathroom. The flight was eight hours, with an added two hours taxiing on the tarmac, which means I’ve long since missed the train I was planning to get. If I’m gonna be stuck in an airport, Heathrow’s not a bad one, all things considered, but it’s eleven on a Tuesday morning, I have next-to-no money and no route home. 

It was supposed to be a surprise, my arrival back at the house. I thought it might ease the blow that I returned without a physical present for Mum’s birthday, but it’s looking more like I might end up unceremoniously calling her for a lift. 

Less a triumphant return and more the stumbled entrance of the family fool. 

Way to stay consistent, Dexy. 

I wish I could say that my ineptitude is surprising, but honestly, it’s pretty in keeping with my brain at the moment. So, as I rummage in my hand luggage for another t-shirt to wriggle into, I resign myself to a less-than-stellar plan B. 

Parker picks up on the third ring, the unmistakable sound of guns and yelling in the distance telling me he’s not at work. 

‘Didn’t expect to hear from you,’ is all the answer I get. 

I probably deserve it, given I haven’t seen him in person since the almost-wedding and only call on special occasions. I’ve sent gifts and random mementoes that remind me of my siblings, picked up in each new city or country, and always something bigger for a birthday or holiday, but even I know that’s not exactly quality sibling behaviour. 

I called Parker because, of my three elder siblings, he’s most likely to have the time in his day to pick me up. Archer and Liam both have full-time jobs and kids, and the general responsibilities that come with life around forty. Parker, on the other hand, well, he’s a different kind of adult. He works for Archer and Dad but opts to take the evening shifts. For the best part of the last decade, Park has spent his days waking up at twelve, playing video games until four and heading to work late. 

‘I kinda need a favour,’ I push on, hoping not to sound like a complete pillock. 

‘If you need money, Poppy and Liam are probably better-’

‘I need a lift.’ 

‘A lift?’

‘From Heathrow.’

‘You’re back home?’

‘Not quite.’

‘So, how long do we have you for?’ He says, his tone needling.

‘I got stuck, missed my train, I’ve got no way to get home.’ And then I add, for good measure. ‘I don’t know how long I’m staying.’

There’s a noise on the other end of the line, a gruff hum of acknowledgement and then the unmistakable grumblings of a man over thirty turning off the TV and begrudgingly getting off the sofa. 

‘You owe me the best of whatever American crap you brought home, got it?’

I say a silent prayer to a god I’ve never believed in and drop my bags on the ground. ‘First pick goes to you before any of the nieces or nephews. Pop Tarts and pickle crisps are all yours so long as you pick me up before it gets dark.’

‘Too bloody right it does.’ He mumbles. ‘Hang tight, I’ll be there in a couple of hours.’

‘You’re a fucking lifesaver.’ I smile, hoping it’s audible enough to ease the tension through the phone. Historically, I’ve always been a very good smiler; it’s gotten me out of trouble and also into it. ‘And Park, don’t tell Mum yet, okay?’

* * *

By the time my brother’s beaten-up car rolls into town, the back squealing unpleasantly with each turn, my phone is dead, and our conversation has mellowed out to basic life questions. 

Neither Parker nor I have ever been the most attentive siblings, we work on the basis that we’ll tell each other something if it’s important or interesting. We’ve both respectively come out a handful of times and never bothered to tell the other person with particular haste. That said, I’ve dropped the ball in the past couple of years. His face has more wrinkles than I remember, worn in around his eyes and cheeks from smiling. He’s chipped one of his front teeth, breaking up a bar fight, he tells me somewhere along the A27 and never bothered to go to the dentist. He looks happy, his hair is longer, his general demeanour calmer, and I wonder what’s responsible for it. Is it age, is it a new partner, did he move, did his job get better, did he finally get medication for his ADHD? 

I should have asked all this a long time ago. Sure, I was in other countries, but I wasn’t incapable of calling. I mean, I carry that thing on me twenty-four-seven, sleep curled up beside it, letting the ambient noise of whatever TikTok I just watched lull me to sleep. You’d think I could pick it up and do something useful with it occasionally. I’m not very capable of that, though, if the last two years are anything to go by.

I used to care intensely about every tiny minutia of things. I always wanted people to be happy with me, to feel proud of me, to think I was making the right life choices. Between the ages of seventeen and twenty-four, I fixated on being the perfect daughter, the perfect girlfriend. People pleaser extreme, to the point that I forgot how to value my wants. I had three older siblings, each one with their own life quirks and failings. When people talked about me, I was not just the golden child but the hopeful one. 

When Parker dropped out of Uni, everyone swore I’d graduate, when Archer got a one-night-stand pregnant by accident at twenty, they all laughed that at least I was gay and it couldn’t happen to me. When Liam struggled to make ends meet as an artist and eventually gave up, everyone told me not to be like him, to keep pushing until I made it big. For years of my life, I lived as someone else’s failed wishes. I was so concerned about what everyone else would think and feel if I came out that I failed to put any stock in my actual happiness, my want to survive. 

And now all I do is survive. I live recklessly. Value my life above everything else. I kinda feel like I’m owed it, and yet, here, faced with everything I’ve missed while I was focused on myself, it’s hard not to feel guilty about it. 

I care about these people, though I might have forgotten how to show it. It’s not their fault that their hopes were handed down to me. 

‘So,’ Parker says, throwing a rescue rope down into my pit of guilt. ‘What kind of board are you riding these days?’

Ah, the common ground. The one universal safe place between my brothers and me: skateboarding. It’s hard to remember a time before skateboards ruled my life. Seriously, one of my very first memories is Archer holding my hands as my chubby legs shook on a penny board, Liam behind me pushing away furiously because I was too small to push myself along. It’s all on film somewhere. Park behind the camera, laughing maniacally in only the way an eight-year-old can. It might not be my memory if I’m being honest; there’s a very good chance that I’ve pieced every part of it together from other people’s recollections, but there’s a hell of a lot more like it. 

I remember butt-scooting on a board when the others got tired of pushing me and went off to do their own thing. The way they all grimaced as I screamed when Mum tried to return that little penny board to Liam and how happy I was when he just shrugged and said I could keep it. 

Liam was always unphased. 

I was small, he was big. The ever-cool middle teen brother, ready to ditch you or drag you along for the ride. It didn’t make any difference to him. I still think of him like that, but now he’s laden down with kids that he lets climb all over him and a beard thicker than a sailor’s. 

A quick huff escapes me before I can control it. I know the reaction. I’m about to get over my skateboard. I’m fully prepared to have the shit ripped out of me when my brothers spy the sparkly pink deck and the image underneath. ‘It’s a collab between Welcome and Britney Spears.’ 

‘Nice. The pink or the purple one?’ My brother responds instead. 

My legs halt their restless jiggling and fail to curtail the shock in my voice. ‘The pink.’

Parker rolls his eyes as if to say well, duh and suddenly I am ten years old again, trying to show him something cool that he’s already learnt how to do. Telling him about Paramore like they saved my life, only to find they saved his first. 

‘We might not be LA or Toronto, or wherever the hell you’ve been, but it’s not exactly like Portsmouth’s skate shop is stuck in the 90s Dexy. We do get new shit.’ 

And there comes that wave of guilt again, ready to wipe me out. Of course, they do. Of course, he’s seen it. And of course, he knows exactly which deck would appeal to me.

Board Now is a beacon to Portsmouth kids. I’ve been staring at shit on their walls that I can’t afford since before I could talk. I should have known Parker would see the collection. Honestly, I’m pretty sure my first Britney Spears tape was an old one of his that I stole. 

‘I thought of you when it came. Wondered if you were gonna get it wherever you were.’

I think back to how hard it was to get it delivered to a stranger’s house in the Hamptons and how weird I felt asking to receive post at home I barely stayed more than three weeks in and curse myself for not checking all my options. But then again, there was no guarantee I would be returning home any time soon. I wasn’t even sure myself until two weeks ago. 

‘It was a bit of a bitch to get the board shipped here, honestly. If I’d known Board Now had it, I probably wouldn’t have used all my luggage space on it.’ 

‘Christ, Dex, what else did you even get in there?’ he jerks his head back at the boot, where my suitcase is tipped on its side.’ 

‘Not much if I’m being honest.’

For the last two years, I’ve lived every day of my life out of that battered old suitcase. It’s blue, with black piping, and it might have been my grandmother’s from the 90s when she went on one of her big retirement trips to stay with her cousins in Auckland. It comes up to mid-thigh and houses a surprising amount of crap. Namely, all my worldly possessions.

I’ve made do with two pairs of trousers, one pair of shorts, a six-pack of men’s tank tops, three cut-up work shirts and whatever weird t-shirts I picked up along the way. I have exactly two pairs of shoes, one pair of Chucks and black and blue Vans that I’ve taped together more than once, and never any more than seven pairs of socks or pants at any one time. 

I am good at keeping my life small and making shit fit in a space it shouldn’t. It’s a strange life, but it’s mine, which is not something I can say about the way I lived before. 

‘You got room for all your fancy pants books?’ Park asks with a wide grin. 

We have the same smile, different faces, but the same smile. I’ve always been weirdly proud of it. Big teeth, small mouth, smile lines on the side. 

‘Nah, man. I’m a Kindle person now. Got about forty different library cards though.’ 

His eyebrows pop up, but he doesn’t say anything, a sure sign he’s thinking something, though. 

I don’t care what. For the first time in years, I’m home. I can see his expressions. I don’t care if they’re good, bad or a little judgmental. I get to see them with my eyeballs. 

It’s fucking brilliant. 








  
  
  Chapter Four

  
  




Dean

The girls are practically buzzing when they get home. 

Apparently, Parker called Liam, and Liam called Mum. Mum didn’t answer, but Dad did, and Dad called the girls. They were like, ‘Oh my days, Dex is coming home.’ 

These are direct quotes, by the way. Or at least, that’s how it was relayed to me. 

Priti and Pomona enter in their usual whirlwind. A storm of fast speech and squeals as they sit beside me at the kitchen table, Pom reaching her hand out and slamming my laptop closed as if I’m not currently in the middle of work. Sure, it’s a remote day, but I still have to bend backwards to ensure these reports go out without a hitch.

‘Excuse you.’ The eyebrow arch I give them would have scared my sisters once upon a time, but now it doesn’t even cause hesitation. ‘I was in the middle of something.’

‘I know,’ the cheeky bugger replies. ‘And we were in the middle of telling you some breaking news.’ 

Dragging my palm across my forehead to hide the rolling of my eyes, I let them go on. 

‘Dex is coming home.’ They say in unison. It’s never a good sign when the twin speech kicks in; it means their over-excited. 

I blink, unsure what they expect of me. 

‘And?’

‘Ugh, come on, that’s like piping family tea, and you know it.’ Priti watches my face intently, examining me for signs of intrigue or upset. ‘They haven’t been home in like-’

Two years, two months, and about eight days—Not that I’ve been keeping track. 

Seriously, I haven’t. I’m just good with numbers and dates. 

‘I already know.’

‘You already know?’

‘They replied yes to the e-vite I sent about Serena’s birthday.’

‘Bitch, when?’ Pom smacks my arm, her perfectly manicured nails stinging my skin as they make contact. 

‘First of all, don’t call me bitch. Secondly, they replied two weeks ago, so I assumed they’d get themself here sometime before Friday.’

If I’m a bit surprised by Dex arriving a week early, I don’t let it show. Sure, it would have been nice for them to miss their flight or come late and make an example of themself, but I guess this version of events is nicer for Serena.  

‘Way to hold out on us. You’ve known for a fortnight and didn’t say anything.’

‘I didn’t think it would matter.’ That’s bullshit and we all know it. Dex is as much a sibling to the twins as I am. While the boys were that bit older and cooler, Dex was right there with us, walking to school, playing the floor is lava with us and the cousins during Durga Puja or begging for penny sweets when we went to the local shop.

For years when we were kids they both acted as though the sun shone out of Dex’s arse and Dex adored them back. It would have bothered me, I’m not great at sharing despite how much practice I have, but Dex always came back to me. That meant something. And if it made the girls like me better, well then, who was I to sniff at it? ‘They’ve been gone two years, it’s not like any of us are close any more.’

More lies. Pom and Pri talk about Dex’s hijinks constantly. When they stopped going by their birth name, the girls were the first to tell me. They correct everyone’s pronouns constantly and somehow found a way to get a postcard from almost every sodding country that prick has been to over the last couple of years. It would almost be cute if I didn’t resent Dex Carpenter-Brown so much. 

‘Speak for yourself.’ Priti sniffs, the faintest glint of hurt shimmering in her eyes as she turns her back to me. 

I shift in my chair, trying to ignore the inevitable guilt I’m going to feel about upsetting my younger sister. It’s always been this way. I’m brash and sharp. I’m too busy trying to protect them to show them love, and one or all of us end up hurting. Whoever it is, I end up feeling like even more of an arse than I usually do. 

Once, when we were kids, some of the neighbourhood kids bet Pomona that girls couldn’t climb the trees in the park as well as boys. She’s stubborn and far too like me for her own good, so she raised the stakes. She bet that she could climb to the top of the tallest tree before any of them. 

She won. Beat them, hands down, her scrawny little legs pushing her higher and higher, right to the fresh, weaker branches at its peak.

Because they’re in almost all of my childhood memories, Dex saw it first. Caught Pom yelling and waving her arms in a gloating celebration, which is how we all ended up watching as the fragile bark cracked beneath her. Even now, I’m convinced she fell in slow motion. I can still see it when I close my eyes, her small limbs waving on the way down, how her hair was snatched up in twigs and branches. 

We ran to her, and before I knew what was happening, I was yelling. 

Telling Pom how stupid she was as she wept. I kept saying how short-sighted she had been. Pointing out that it was because of her actions that she was hurt. I don’t remember what else I said, but I didn’t shut up the whole walk home, with her snivelling into Dex’s shirt as they carried her back to the house. I kept going as Priti explained that the boys had dared her, and it wasn’t Pom’s fault. 

I don’t think I stopped until Mum loaded us into the car to go to the hospital, and she started yelling at me. 

It was my job to look after them. They were younger; they needed me to protect them. All the usual shit that gets dumped at the doorstep of an eldest daughter. 

Pom hated me for weeks after that, glared at me across the dinner table, and sniped at me while I did her maths homework for her. But Dex got thanked by everyone, just for helping me carry her home. 

In fairness, I did also catch them threatening the little shits who dared her the next time we all went to the park but only I saw that. 

I never thanked them. I needn’t bother now. 

It’s just another perfect example of how I fail to fit in with our family while they thrive.

Watching my sister’s buzz with excitement, I realise I’m going to have to put on a brave face for the next couple of weeks. My slow-building resentment might help me sleep at night, plotting revenge, the madwoman’s answer to counting sheep, but it had the potential to make this holiday tense. 

‘I’m sure Kyle and Serena are thrilled.’ I offer in my least hostile tone. The tiniest olive branch. 

Pomona looks between us both, her perfectly lined eyes scrutinising me in an all too familiar fashion. 

The three of us are all named after divinities Mum learnt about in her travels, collected from all over the world, with elements she hoped we would each carry with us. At least that’s what we were told as children.

Priti is the younger of the twins, three minutes younger and three miles softer. She’s round in every conceivable way, the same curving body as me and Mum’s sister, Auntie Afsana and Anjali. The same proclivity to gain weight in the blink of an eye and put it all on the boobs, hips, and cheeks. She’s round in personality, too, welcoming, warm, and smiley. Named after the Hindu goddess of love and affection, she’s forever been the kind and gentle sister. A fact only further proved by her studying Marine Biology with only the grand dreams of helping sea creatures to motivate her. 

Whereas Pomona is named after the Roman goddess of gardens and orchards, and couldn’t be less fitting if she tried. The only characteristic she shares with her namesake is the lack of a counterpart. Pomona has no Greek equivalent; she exists only as herself in this one world. That sounds more like my sister.

Pom is a human hurricane. From age two, her favourite colours have been gold and hot pink and everything in her life makes that make sense. She doesn’t do anything by halves. Sometime during the pandemic, she became famous for the easy way she does the most elaborate make-up looks. She dropped out of uni to pursue semi-fame on the internet, but she doesn’t seem to care about it. It’s all just a backdrop to her life. She has a sharp-cut jaw, an even sharper wit, and the same kind of easy beauty with which Mum carries herself. If she weren’t my sister, I’d hate her for it. Instead, I love her and try to keep the envy to a minimum. 

Even though I’m the oldest and should have forged my own path, I fall somewhere in the middle of them. My namesake is less of a person than a concept. Daena, an ancient Persian divinity of conscience. She’s supposed to signify intellectual and spiritual enlightenment or growth, not that any of that feels relevant to my life. I’m just a muddle. Half Muslim, half Hindi, practising in neither, fluent in English but not Bangla, a high-achieving child but an adult disappointment, a lesbian but not practising in that most of the time either. I’ve got the same heart-shaped face and arched nose as Pom, with the awkward body that Pri calls mid-sized. 

I am neither one thing nor the other. Caught between strong personalities and falling entirely flat.

Dex and I were tomboys growing up, unruly in a way that other people understood and, with time, that morphed into practical, comfortable styles. I wear a lot of jumpsuits and dungarees, things that I can wipe my hands on and not ruin. The girls and I all have the same hair, long, thick and brown, but mine remains puffy and pony-tailed or lashed back in plaits, while the girls both know how to make it look beautiful. 

That probably plays a part in the near-constant threat of makeovers I get from my sisters. I see the question brewing now before either of them asks it. Pom’s eyes are taking me in, lingering on the rumpled t-shirt I’m wearing, lips sneering as she catches the stain I’d hoped wasn’t too visible on its left side. Priti’s gaze is less cruel, but I can still see the glimmer of child-like joy in her as she meets her twin’s eyes. 

‘De,’ they sing-song, stretching the shortest version of my name out into a screech. 

‘No.’ I snap to attention, whipping my laptop open to remind them I’m very busy.

‘Please?’ Priti bats her unnaturally long lashes at me.

‘Nope.’

‘But-’

‘Nah-uh. No way.’

‘You don’t know what we’re going to ask.’

‘Yes, I do.’ The urge to walk away is unbelievably strong. ‘You are going to ask to give me a makeover. Same thing you always ask.’

‘Well, you need one.’ Pom folds her arms. 

‘Oi, watch it.’ 

I’ve been down this path with my sisters enough times now to know how this will end. They’ll keep pushing until they call one of our parents in, and then, depending on which parent they get, I’ll be met with apathy (Mum) or tripled pressure (Dad) until I dig my heels in and refuse them all. Then I’ll get annoyed with their probing comments and back-handed compliments, and I’ll leave and head back to my flat, forgoing Dad’s shorshe ilish in favour of whatever microwave meal I happen to have in the back of the freezer.

It would be more helpful if I didn’t share that flat with Pomona, but at least she’ll bring me home a bag of leftovers. 

‘Please, just a teensy little revamp.’ Pri begs. 

‘I don’t need a revamp.’ Pom snorts, and I thank her with a smack. ‘I’m perfectly happy with my life the way it is, thank you very much.’

‘But you’re stuck in a rut.’

‘Dropping money I don’t have on a new wardrobe isn’t gonna help get me out of a rut.’

‘So you admit you’re in one then?’ Pom Regina Georges’ me. 

Why the fuck did my parents have to make smart children after me? Couldn’t they have been content with one genius eldest and stopped producing brain cells in their offspring after that? It would make my life much simpler.

‘I’m just mimicking your words back to you and pointing out the flaw in its logic.’ I am a big fat fibber. ‘If I were in a rut, which I’m not.’ Definitely am. ‘No amount of new clothes or hairstyles would change that.’ That part is true. ‘And I couldn’t afford to if I wanted to,’ also true. ‘Which I don’t.’ Half true?

Pom sniffs, her smile staying plastered to her face like a low-budget supervillain. It’s putting me on edge.

‘I mean,’ Priti plays with the chipping polish on her nails. ‘It might help with your self-esteem problems.’

I spin my head around to glare her down so hard I almost get whiplash. ‘I do not have self-esteem problems.’

‘You kind of do.’ 

‘Says who?’ I ask and then think better of it. There are several nosy aunties, family friends or relatives who might have discussed the topic of my self-esteem. Knowing about it won’t make me feel better. ‘Actually, don’t tell me. You can tell them, whoever it is, that I like myself perfectly well. I find myself very tolerable and not at all repulsive to the eye.’

‘Oh yeah, because that little speech is gonna be so convincing.’ Pom laughs. 

‘You’re not supposed to tolerate yourself!’ Pri pats my hand lightly, pityingly. ‘You’re supposed to love yourself.’

‘I do.’ Another big lie. 

‘And you’re not meant to just not be repulsive. Where is the bar, in hell? You’re supposed to be your own biggest fan.’

‘And I suppose you both look in the mirror and fancy the pants off of whatever stares back at you then?’ I half-joke, surprised when they both nod. 

When I catch my reflection at the end of a long day, so most days, I have to fight the urge to flinch.

‘Exactly!’ Priti shrieks. ‘When I look in the mirror, I don’t see all the things I hate, or if I do, I push them away, I focus on the things I love about myself, the pretty parts, and suddenly that’s all I can see. A very capable, sexy woman reflected back at me.’

I blink, mind-blown by the idea of immediate self-acceptance, and turn to look at Pom for confirmation. She simply bobs her head in response. 

‘Oh, I know I’m perfect. Frankly, everyone I’ve ever dated is punching up.’ 

‘Well, whatever,’ I say, shaking off the weirdness they’ve woven into my thoughts. ‘I like me. I don’t need or want to change who I am or how I dress.’ 

‘Or where you work or who you date?’ Priti pushes.

‘Or how little you have sex?’ Pom ramps it up. When we both turn to look at her, appalled, she just rolls her eyes. ‘We live together. It’s not exactly like I can ignore that you haven’t gotten laid in four months.’

‘Four months?’ Priti gasps.

‘That’s a normal length of time.’ My protests are muted by the way they both stare at me. That look of pity again. 

‘Not since Liana?’

I bite my lip at the mention of Liana. How she just ghosted out of my life without a word until I saw her in the shops a month later with her new girlfriend and their puppy. I mean, who brings a puppy into TESCOs? That’s just not sanitary. 

‘I slept with Callie last month while Pom was in London. So there.’ I stick my tongue out like a kid.

That part is true. I just wish the sex had been more satisfying than the feeling of proving my sisters wrong.

‘That’s good.’ Pri pats my arm encouragingly, but Pom stays suspiciously quiet. I get the unsettling feeling that she knows exactly what I’m thinking, and I wonder just how thin our walls are.

‘I’m focusing on myself at the moment,’ I say defensively. Hoping largely to get the topic off of my sex life. 

‘Which is why you should be improving yourself!’

‘A job you like-’

‘I have a very good job-’

‘Which you hate.’

‘I wouldn’t say hate.’

‘And you haven’t changed your wardrobe since 2019.’

‘It’s eco-conscious.’ 

‘It’s ugly is what it is.’

‘I’m fine like this!’ 

‘If you say so,’ Pom stands up, clearly tiring of my resistance. ‘I just thought you might like to show Dexy just how new and improved you are.’

‘I don’t owe them—wait, what?’

‘At dinner tonight? Surely, since you know everything, oh wise older sister, you heard that Dad is cooking a big family meal down at Serena’s beach hut to celebrate Dex coming back into town.’

Shit. 

I sit mulling that new evening plan over, and all I can think about is the stain on my shirt and the fact that there’s no time to go home and change it. I hate when my sisters are right!
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