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      For the bad girls.

      

      And for the Indian Women’s Cricket Team. You’ve not only inspired a nation of young girls with big dreams, you’re the reason Kaia exists.

    

  


  
    
      (WICKET) KEEPER

      noun /ˈkiːpə/

      cricket

      a player situated behind the wickets on the batter side and is ready to catch, stump the batter or run out a batter when the occasion arises.
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      To put it on the record, this is my TENTH book. [image: exploding head] In 2022, when I published my debut, if you told me that I’d write ten books and send them out into the world, I would have laughed at you.

      Yet, here we are.

      So … welcome back to The Love League!

      Keeper is the third book in the series and follows Varun (the eldest Thomas sibling) and his younger brother’s best friend. While you may not have met Kaia yet, she was briefly mentioned in Rebound!

      While this is a cricket romance, there aren’t too many sports scenes and wherever there are inclusions, I’ve added footnotes for terms you may not know. PS. If you’re new here, all the books in The Love League series have footnotes and it’s been the greatest joy of my life to be able to add them everywhere.

      Keeper, like the first two books, is set in Chennai. It’s a port city in South of India and the capital of the state of Tamil Nadu. The characters in this book are Malayali and hail from my home state of Kerala. There are some words, terms and food items in Malayalam that I have done my best to describe to you.

      Since it’s written in Indian/British English, the spellings are going to be different from a lot of the romance novels you read. These are not typos. We like to use double Ls and keep our Us where they belong.

      I’ve taken a few liberties with the world of sports and Indian cricket, so please note that not all of this is how things are really done. For the sake of the book and my little universe, I’ve adapted what already exists.

      And finally, I appreciate you taking the time to read this book. But please know that I do not wish to be tagged or emailed if you’ve got negative things to say. Like most authors, I avoid reader spaces so I don’t have to deal with the critical reviews. I respect your opinion and I hope that you can respect my peace of mind.

      Content and trigger warnings are on the following page.
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      If you’ve read any of my books, then you know this might be a long list. Feel free to skip this if you don’t want to know!

      This book includes open door, explicit sexual content. There’s coarse language, mentions of alcohol and multiple uses of marijuana/weed.

      Here are some possible triggers included in the book:

      
        
          	
        Domestic abuse—physical and emotional. Both characters are survivors, there are scenes where these instances are recounted.
      

      	
        Parental death—no details, but mentioned a few times and character dealing with the grief
      

      	
        Anxiety and panic attacks
      

      	
        Descriptive nightmares—relating to the abuse
      

      	
        Character struggling from the age of 17 and being homeless for a bit
      

      	
        Media bullying and harassment
      

      	
        Body image issues—on a whole this book has positive plus size rep, but as fat people, we sometimes question things about ourselves
      

      	
        Feelings of unworthiness, helplessness
      

      	
        Multiple therapy scenes
      

      

      

      A NOTE ABOUT KINKS

      Varun is a Pleasure Dom and that means he puts all of his focus on Kaia’s pleasure. There are multiple scenes of him doing this, he even calls her a slut at one time. Everything they do is consensual, it’s hot and will definitely make you sweat. Keep water and towels handy.
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      The relationship might be fake, but the feelings have always been real

      After leaving an abusive home at seventeen, Kaia Philip has become known as ‘the bad girl of Indian cricket’. Her infamy makes headlines more than her wins and the media finds every excuse to harass her. Stripped of her captaincy, dropped by her agent and suspended for the rest of the year, Kaia’s life is now spinning out of control.

      Varun Thomas’s life is mostly in his control. Especially now that his abusive relationship is in the rearview. He spends most of his time being a protective older brother known for his broody good guy personality. It’s better than being the creative stunted by the people who want to make money over building a quality video game.

      When Kaia signs with a new agent and he recommends a fake relationship to spruce up her public image, she chooses Varun for the role. Nobody knows about their hot night three years ago or that they’ve secretly pined for each other since the first time they met.

      And he’s the only one she trusts.

      Staged dates and friendly flirting turn into hungry kisses and intense passion, slowly stripping the fake away from the relationship. Until bits and pieces of their pasts try to ruin what they’re building.

      Now they have to fight their demons or lose the only real thing in their lives.
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        Suck as you fuck.

      

        

      
        Forty-One

        Not my favourite part of you.

      

        

      
        Forty-Two

        You can take it.

      

        

      
        Forty-Three

        Suffocate me.

      

        

      
        Forty-Four

        The whole ten yards.
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        (Kaia’s new PR person and new agent)
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            Prologue. Did you get hotter?

          

          Kaia, Three years ago

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Did the women’s cricket team make the wrong choice with their captain?

        Reintroducing the bad girl of cricket: Kaia Philip

        She gives women’s cricket a bad name

        Women continue to prove they’re emotionally unqualified for professional sports

        Kaia Philip: playing hard, partying harder

        Punches thrown! Women’s cricket captain, Kaia Philip, in hot water after fight

        Stripped of captaincy, Kaia Philip is a sore sight behind the stumps

      

      

      The scathing headlines stare up at me as I do my best to push down my rage. My agent, Johnny Emmanuel, turned all of the news articles he could find about me into a fucking scrapbook. Every time I fuck up, he pulls it out and adds the new story into the book while I’m standing there. It’s flattering, that this man is taking the time to print shitty headlines about me. But I know better than to bask in it.

      After all, Johnny doesn’t do anything out of affection.

      “I don’t know which is my favourite,” he says, jabbing a manicured finger at the book. “Maybe their attempt at a Bon Jovi song?”

      All the unsavoury words sit at the tip of my tongue, but I refuse to voice them. Johnny signed me years ago when I was a nobody struggling to prove my mettle. I was young and naïve, ready to take on the world when he showed up. Everyone on the team had representation and they convinced me it was the right thing to do. They said Johnny would help me get into rooms where I wasn’t part of the conversation. And he did. He took a lot of my earnings in the process—something I discovered much later, of course.

      All that aside, over the last ten years, Johnny Emmanuel has helped grow my professional career.

      “I’m not doing this anymore. I’ve tried my best to protect you, but you’re making it really fucking hard.”

      I scoff and cross my arms over my chest. “Protect me? All you did was protect your money.”

      He rolls his eyes and drops back into his chair. “You can’t blame me for putting my earnings first when you’re making such a mess of everything.”

      “My earnings. Trust me, I’m in the process of ensuring I get everything I’ve worked my ass off for.”

      Johnny’s face turns red as he leans forward to glare at me. There was a time when he was one of the most respected and in-demand sports agents in the country. His clients started to walk away when they discovered he was only in it for himself. I stayed because nobody else wanted me. Nobody wanted to touch the bad girl of cricket even though none of them really know why I’ve been bestowed with the title. So I hired a lawyer to help me navigate this mess and find out why all of the endorsements and deals have not proved fruitful for my bank account. But it’s not only about the money. I’m putting myself out there for the world to criticise and I get nothing?

      “You know what, Johnny, fuck you.”

      He laughs, but his frustration is clear. “We tried it once, didn’t we? Wasn’t as fun as you promised.”

      Every muscle in my body is poised to attack, but the door opens and a pretty little thing steps inside. “Sorry, Mr. Emmanuel, your next meeting is here.”

      “Thank you, Priya.” He flashes her a smile and winks.

      My breakfast roils in my stomach. Priya shoots me a glare and leaves, so I turn back to a very smug Johnny. I grind my teeth and exhale loudly through my nose. Reporting him should be my only move, but given my reputation with the BCCI⁠1 and the press, I doubt anyone will believe me. Besides, he’s right; I did fuck him and there was no coercion required. It was months before the contract was signed and his charm that night might have influenced my decision. But it was one time and I regretted it the next day.

      Even now, I consider it one of my biggest mistakes.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do,” Johnny continues, smug smile still in place, “you’re going to get your act together, present yourself like the good girl we know you can be and make a public apology. Then get your captaincy back, play like hell and prove to everyone you’re not a complete mess.”

      Staring at him, I try to remember all the reasons why I thought he was a good choice. He made fantastic promises and stuck to them for the first few years. Then it became a game about how much money he could make off me—sponsorships, endorsements, movie cameos, talk shows. I was no longer an athlete, I was a brand and I fucking hated every minute of it.

      He claims that’s why I started to act out, but the truth is I’ve never liked following a fixed path. I left home at seventeen and never looked back. I volunteered with the Chennai Cricket Club⁠2 by carrying and cleaning equipment, got a part-time job with a salon and learned how to thread facial hair and practiced cricket late into the night with only the light of a torch. It still took me three years with a junior team to get noticed. Nothing I have today was handed to me on a silver platter. I had to earn it. Including an exclusive cricket camp and the captaincy I spent way too long working for.

      Hell, I even kept my original surname so I wouldn’t be connected to Irfan, the asshole my mother married after my father died.

      I’ve had it with men in powerful positions thinking they can control me. They think I’ll change and bend to their will because they believe they know what’s right. They’re never right. Being bigger than me doesn’t make them powerful. Earning more money than me isn’t a sign of their skills. It shows what kind of monsters they are.

      And I’m done being abused by men like Johnny and Irfan.

      “Here’s what I’m going to do, Johnny,” I counter, flashing him my best ‘don’t fuck with me’ smile. “End this relationship, tear up our contract and never have to see your face ever again. You’re free to spread whatever rumours you want about me, but we’re done. I’m the athlete, you’re a washed-up wannabe who uses people like me to feel big and mighty. But you’re nothing. So sue me, if you must. But we’re done. Fuck you and the donkey you rode in on.”

      His smile turns sour as he pushes to his feet, attempting to use his height to intimidate me. I arch an eyebrow and wait for him to say something of substance, anything to show me exactly who he is. He doesn’t know what I’ve endured in my life; men like him can’t break me.

      Still smiling, I say, “I’m going to regret this, right?”

      He blinks and I chuckle. That’s exactly what men like him say. They promise to break you, destroy you and ruin you.

      “I have soooooo many regrets, Johnny. You’re at the top of the list. Thanks for picking me up when I was falling apart, but fuck you for breaking me all over again anyway. My lawyer will be in touch.” I wiggle my fingers in a wave and walk out of his office.

      Priya’s still glaring and I consider walking away, but stop to look her in the eyes. “You might think he’s helping, but he’s not. Once he gets what he wants from you, he’ll toss you aside. And yeah, he said you’re special and you think I’m terrible, but when it all falls apart, you know where to find me.”

      At her scoff, I rap my knuckles on the table and leave. There’s only so much I can do to protect other women; the rest is up to them. Besides, Priya looks smitten and she’ll never believe a word I say. I sincerely hope Johnny doesn’t hurt her. If he does, I will come back here and rip him a new asshole.

      Fucking asswipe.
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        * * *

      

      “How should we celebrate?” Vikram asks, head stuck in his fridge.

      “By getting stupid drunk, obviously.”

      “If cricket doesn’t work out, tearing down corporate assholes can be your job.”

      I snort, then groan as I roll over on his extremely comfortable couch. Many nights have been spent drooling and snoring on this sofa and I constantly threaten to steal it when he’s at work. We know I won’t. It’s not just the couch that brings me comfort, it’s my best friend. He’s always had this magical calming effect on me and I’ve never bothered to uncover why.

      “I’m so tired, Vik,” I whine as he sits beside me with a cold bottle of beer. “What if I quit? Make it easier on everybody.”

      “When have you ever made it easy on other people? Don’t give up now.”

      “They expect Sports Barbie and I can’t be her. I don’t even know how to be her.”

      Vikram scoffs and bumps his shoulder against mine. “You don’t have to change who you are. They need to accept you the way you are. Like I have.”

      Poking his side, I smile when he yelps. “Thanks for letting me crash here.”

      “That’s what best friends are for. Besides, I’m using you as manual labour for this party. It’s a win-win.”

      Chuckling, I take a long pull of the beer and let the softness of the sofa swallow me. In the three days since my showdown with Johnny, my lawyer got in touch and filed all the paperwork necessary to get my money back. Naturally, my former agent spoke to the press about my ungrateful behaviour and the world hates me. I’ve always been painted as some kind of she-devil, but of late they’ve taken it up a notch. Including sitting outside my building to catch me in a compromising position. I barely have time to sleep or eat, so doing anything dangerous is out of the question.

      What’s worse is they’re making it seem like I’m trying to ruin cricket. It saved me when my life was falling apart. I would never abandon the sport, even if it might leave me behind. Now I have to worry about being taken off the team and banned from playing too. Cricket was there for me after my father died, it introduced me to my best friend and it became my safe haven when everything else got really dark.

      I won’t ever disgrace the sport.

      Or disappoint my late father.

      My heart twinges at the thought of him. He was my whole world and I was his. He introduced me to cricket, did the best he could to be there for me. Then one day he was gone and someone else tried to take his place. Don’t think about that waste of space.

      I’m running away from cricket though. Mostly to keep my sanity intact. When I found the paparazzi camping outside my flat, I packed my shit up and moved in with my best friend. It’s almost the end of my off-season and things are about to get so much crazier with the reporters.

      “A jay for Kay?” Vikram asks, holding out a freshly rolled joint.

      When we first became friends, he insisted on a nickname. It didn’t matter that my name was only four letters and two syllables, Vikram had to break it down. He started with Kai, but it didn’t flow as easily. Then one day at school he announced that he was gonna call me Kay, everyone else picked it up and it stuck.

      I follow him onto the balcony where I light up. We spent all afternoon cleaning his flat and making the place presentable. For a single dude, Vikram’s pretty neat, but it needed to be dressed up for his first party in years. While I like a good party now and then, I’m not really in the frame of mind to celebrate anything. Thankfully, I know everyone on the guest list. That’s what happens when you’ve been friends with the same person since you were thirteen and played cricket together in a junior league.

      “How are you holding up?” I ask before taking a hit of the blunt and passing it to him.

      He shrugs, inhales deeply and blows it out before saying, “Good, you know? I got so complacent with everything I forgot how to have fun. Plus, having you here is the best thing ever.”

      I roll my eyes and take the joint back. “I, for one, am glad I don’t have to add you into my very busy schedule based on when she would let us see each other.”

      Vikram snorts, but doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t have to. We both know his ex was threatened by me. I’ve never been interested in him; we’re too alike and I’ve known him since he was a stinky teenage boy. She never understood that. We could only meet up when she was out of town or out with her friends. Those became fewer and further apart when she realised Vikram and I were still finding ways to hang out.

      In short, she was the worst and I’m not sad she’s gone.
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        * * *

      

      The party’s been raging for hours and the flat is packed full of familiar faces. They showed up for me and Vikram since we’re both clearly going through it. One half of the dining table is the bar, the other half is covered in food. Guests shuttle between the main rooms and large balcony—the bedrooms are off limits—while loud music pumps through speakers fitted onto the wall.

      I’ve nursed the same beer for the last hour because I don’t intend to fall asleep in a drunken stupor. Weed provides the high I crave and so does the company. After another quick bathroom break where I pour my warm beer down the drain, I join the swaying crowd as I navigate my way to the kitchen. A few people mill about, but it’s the emptiest room in the flat. I open the fridge and grab water, chugging most of it down before I close the door. Summer has just started to set in and even with the fans and air conditioning on, the number of bodies in this space has me sweating.

      I turn, with the intention of refilling the bottle, and bump into a body. A sturdy, broad body. I teeter on my feet as large hands grab my waist. I grab one bicep to steady myself and blow out a breath, my eyes drinking in the strong torso in my line of sight. I know this chest.

      “You good, Trouble?”

      Goosebumps spread across my skin at his deep voice and I sway slightly, his hands tighten to keep me still. There’s only one person in the whole world who uses the nickname and will always get away with it. It used to be Troublemaker, but when I was visibly upset by the nickname, he stopped using it. Then one day a few years ago, he shortened it to Trouble and it’s stuck ever since. I stare at where my hand rests on his arm, fingers tracing the tattoo peeking out from under his sleeve.

      “Kaia,” his voice is lower and softer, one hand under my chin to tip my head back. When I meet his dark brown gaze, my insides melt. “Are you okay?”

      “When did you get here?”

      His forehead wrinkles at my words. “Been here a while. Came looking for ice when you crashed into me.”

      I hum and smile, my attention fixed on his face. Varun Thomas is the most unattainable man on the planet. Our seven-year age difference aside, he’s my best friend’s older brother and way out of my league. I’m the troublemaker and he’s the rule follower. Varun is the definition of a good person. He may have his flaws but I don't care about them. If anything, my feelings for him have always made him flawless in my eyes. I’ve felt this way about him since the first time we met—I was fourteen and he was home from college.

      “Am I really high or did you get hotter?”

      His expression clears and he laughs, the deep rumble surging through my body and straight to my starving pussy. He’s always done that, gotten me riled up by doing simple things like laughing or smiling. Especially since they’re rare and I believe they only surface when I’m around. Maybe even for his family. Whatever. In the last few years, we haven’t seen each other thanks to his fiancée. If he’s here tonight, the relationship must be over and I finally have my chance.

      “Seriously, Rooney. Did you get hotter?”

      “Obviously,” he replies, mouth curved into a smile. “You’ve always been hot, though.”

      I lean into his hand as he brushes hair out of my face, his eyes never leaving mine. My fingers curl into the front of his shirt, itching to undo the buttons and lick his broad chest. Hell, I want to climb him, wrap my legs around his thick waist and never let go.

      “I missed you,” I whisper and he goes still.

      His heart races beneath my palm, but I don’t regret the words. Five years without seeing Varun whenever I was at the Thomas house is a long time. Five years without being called Trouble has been painful. Five years without his flirting and casual touches was hell.

      “Show me how much, Trouble.” The words are low and muttered against my forehead before our bodies shift and lips are pressed together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One. We just do it better

          

          Kaia, February

        

      

    

    
      Present Day

      I survey the stadium through the grill of my helmet, the weight of the bat in my right hand offering the support I need. My right foot is crossed over my left, a hand on my hip as I check out positions for all the fielders. The umpires in their bright shirts are gathered in the centre over an open box held by a young boy. It’s time for a ball change. I’m not sure if they’ve always been these elaborate processes, but each of them check the chosen ball to ensure there’s no loose string, the weight is correct and the cork hasn’t gotten soft. Every single thing is important for a good match.

      Despite the cool February weather in Mumbai, I’m sweating. It’s the second innings of today’s Women’s Cricket League⁠1 match and I spent the first hour squatting behind the stumps. And I’ve already batted three overs. I’m also the reason for the ball change. Minutes ago, I hit a six that not only sent the ball spinning into the stands, but ripped the damn thing apart. My friends on the Mumbai Smashers⁠2 are already working on silly nicknames to attach to me for the rest of the season. In fact, two of them are hovering behind me at the stumps whispering loudly while the ball change happens. I ignore them, fully focused on winning this match.

      This is my second year with the Bengaluru Daredevils and our third match of the season. Like with the men’s championship—and the more famous Indian Cricket League⁠3—each team is made up of players from national teams of other countries. My Indian team has been split perfectly into the five current team. Unlike the ICL, our tournaments don’t go on for months. We also play T20 cricket⁠4, but follow more of a round-robin format. I’ve been trying to convince the BCCI to add more cities, like my home of Chennai. The more teams we have, the more interest we can drum up. And the men’s league has done the major work for us, so we just need to show up.

      “Kay,” someone hisses from behind me and I frown as I turn to the voice. “Stop ignoring us!”

      I snort at Devi’s pout. She’s one of my closest friends on the team and unfortunately for both of us, the Smashers chose her during the original splitting up of the Indian team. Along with Devi are five other amazing women who I’ve spent the last ten years playing with. Until last year, I was their captain.

      Don’t think about the reason I’m not captain anymore, he doesn’t deserve even a minute of your time.

      His stupidly perfect face still pops into my head and I growl in frustration. What was supposed to be my one shot at a frivolous, hot and uncomplicated relationship turned into the worst decision of my life. Shaan Banerjee is a name known around the country. His father is a legendary actor and his mother was a Miss World contestant. Together, they created a handsome son who charmed the world and the pants off every woman in his sight.

      I’d already inherited the title of bad girl of Indian cricket, so when Shaan and I met at a party, I didn’t hesitate to jump into everything with him. I was fresh off my one night stand with Varun that led nowhere and losing my shot with him drove me to do stupid shit like this. The sex was wild and passionate, the public appearances were excessive and the love bombing was unclear. He showered me with gifts and affection, he posted pictures of us online every single day and told the world he was the luckiest man in the world. I thought he was too. He was dating the captain of the Indian cricket team after all, one of the highest honours in a country where cricket is religion. We’ll ignore the fact that women’s cricket doesn’t get as many eyeballs as men’s cricket does. It’s still popular.

      Somewhere along the way, the relationship shifted. I didn’t care if Shaan was cheating on me or if he was bored of me. Truth was, I was ready to exit the relationship. Two years and the passion had gone dry, the partying was exhausting and there’s only so many drugs a person can do without jeopardising their entire life. And for me, cricket was everything. If given an ultimatum and a choice between Shaan and my athletic future, I’d pick cricket every single day.

      So, I ended things with him.

      He handled it well at first. The media took his side in the break up, painting him as the most eligible bachelor and how I had ruined him. They really made it seem like he was a prince. When he started dating an actress who’d worked with his father, the media celebrated the relationship. I was forgotten, they moved on. Everyone was happy.

      Until he decided revenge was better served cold.

      Last October, the day we got back from winning the World Cup, Shaan released a full set of nudes he’d taken of me to the media. Every outlet featured censored versions. Everyone had a comment and opinion on the pictures. When we’d taken them, I thought they were done tastefully and were only for him. It was shot in his bedroom with a single lamp for light and his iPhone. Now the entire world has seen every inch of me and they’ve spent hours commenting on the imperfections of my body.

      As a fat woman who hasn’t always felt comfortable in my skin, that was a violation I never saw coming. Previous partners had waxed poetic about my curves, my soft folds, and all of a sudden it felt like those same people were talking about how ugly I was.

      It only got worse when the BCCI decided to take action—they removed me as captain of the Indian team. Even though I’ve won them a bunch of trophies, even though the leak was out of my control and even though I had taken the team to multiple victories in my tenure. My attempts to back out of the WCL were stalled thanks to the millions of papers I’d signed promising to be part of the league for at least five years.

      All because a famous man had his ego bruised.

      The loud cheering and vibrations under my sneakers snaps me back to the present. I feel a hand on my elbow and see a concerned look on Devi’s face.

      “You good?”

      “As good as I can be,” I tell her and look over at where the umpires have finally made a decision. “We still on for a midnight snack?”

      It’s a tradition that we started years ago while travelling for international tournaments—we’d hang out in one of our rooms and eat junk food while watching trashy reality TV. It’s the best way to unwind after hours of running up and down a field.

      Devi grins and bumps her gloves with mine. “Fuck yeah. I already have everything lined up.”

      I laugh and wave her off, then nod to my teammate, Emily, at the other end of the pitch. She’s a new addition to the Daredevils, but I’ve played against her in international cricket. The Australian is quick on her feet and never hesitates when she’s in the strike position. The umpire is behind the opposite stumps, the bowler is fiddling with the ball and I roll my shoulders back. I’ve played this game since I was a kid, I know every rule, every cheat and every way to navigate this without fail. But I’m still quite rattled by thoughts of Shaan and how he completely derailed the career I worked so hard for.

      Focus. Cricket today, Shaan tomorrow.

      Winning the WCL trophy this year has been drilled into our heads and I won’t let my asshole ex take it away from me. I tap the edge of my bat against the rough pitch, twist my hips and nod at the umpire. She indicates to the bowler I’m ready and the game is back on. Every inch of me is tightly wound as I watch the run up, my hips poised for the turn I’ll take in order to hit the ball into the stands. The ball flies towards me and I swing, the loud thwack echoing as the bat makes contact. Emily and I start running, crossing each other in the middle and I make sure my foot touches the crease on the other end before we’re running back. Every muscle is engaged and I don’t bother to check if the ball is coming back. My shoes kick up dirt as I slide into the crease and the ball makes contact with the stumps.

      The crowd goes wild. My heart is racing and I catch Devi’s wide eyes. If I was five seconds slower, I would have been run-out and that was not an option.

      Emily and I play another six overs before she’s taken out. Oona, a Team India friend, joins me on the pitch and we do our level best to bring our usual energy to the match. But the Smashers fielders are doing such a fantastic job, every attempt at a boundary is foiled. Oona and I get about six boundary shots between the two of us and I’m so exhausted from all the running that when they take me out thanks to an LBW⁠5, I’m relieved.

      The Mumbai Smashers win the match and rightfully so. They played their hearts out in the first innings and stopped us every chance they got during the second. Even if I wanted to win this game, I’m happy they won it fair and square. We’ve got five more matches before the qualifiers, so I’m not worried. As long as we give it our all and play like champions, everything will work out.

      There’s a downside to losing, though, and it’s my least favourite part. The winners of the match get to do press with television cameras on the field. The rest of us get crammed into a tiny room with print journalists who would rather be anywhere else. They stripped me of my hard-earned Team India captaincy, but they let me keep my Daredevils position as some kind of consolation prize. But it means I have to be the one doing the press.

      “Oh god, Harish is here,” Oona mutters from beside me and I spot the snivelling reporter in the front row. “Stay strong.”

      I brush her off and follow the team publicist into the room. Camera flashes blind me as I settle behind a table and stare at the faces. There are a few I recognise, reporters who’ve spent my entire career tearing me down. People who have no care in the world about my feelings. Oona appears at the back, holding her thumbs up to remind me to stay calm. But I’m so tired, I don’t know what’ll come out of my mouth.

      “That was a pretty terrible showing, don’t you think?”

      I give Harish my blankest look. “At least I showed up.”

      “And cost your team a win.”

      “Sure. What else is new, right?”

      He laughs as the rest of the room seems to back away. “You’ve reminded us again that women’s cricket doesn’t offer the same level of excitement cricket does. And the viewership has dropped since your scandal. Any thoughts?”

      “What’s the difference between cricket and women’s cricket?” I ask, already knowing the answer. We’ve played this game before, danced the dance. He’s a misogynist and always pokes at my scabs.

      “One is played by men and the other by little girls.”

      When I laugh, it’s loud and angry. Oona and the publicist flinch, but I don’t care. Tired Kaia is also angry Kaia.

      ”So you’re asking what men’s cricket offers? Excitement, teamwork, brilliant batting and bowling. Right?” Harish nods, looking smug as fuck. “We do it better. You wouldn’t know it because you’re a sexist asshole who thinks only men should play sports while women stay barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen.”

      You can hear a pin drop with how silent the room becomes. I don’t look away until Harish dips his head to check his notes. Oona flashes me an awkward smile and I know I’m in trouble. If I thought I was in danger before, this press junket is going to fuck my career over.

      “I don’t think there’s a single man in the world that wants to see you barefoot and pregnant,” he says finally, rage pouring off him in waves.

      “Thank god. I’d rather be playing cricket.”

      “Except you’re making a mockery of the sport.”

      My responding smile is cruel, I can feel the meanness in the curve of my lips. “The same way you’re making a mess of your career? I guess we’re in the same boat.”

      “I better get out of the boat before you sink us then. You’re not fit for this game. You’re too fat, too arrogant, too emotional and too female to represent our country.”

      A laugh bursts out of me, this is not the first time some asshole has said those words to me. In fact, everyone says it. They think it’s an original insult, something I’ve never heard before. Then before I can consider my actions, I grab the sealed water bottle on the table and fling it at him. Noise erupts in the room and I’m escorted out by Oona who has a death grip on my jersey. It’s only when we’re in the locker room, surrounded by the rest of my Daredevils teammates do I realise what I’ve done.

      Safe to say I’ve truly earned the bad girl of Indian cricket title.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two. Don’t be an asshole

          

          Varun

        

      

    

    
      The smell of chlorine hits me as I lift my coffee to my lips and I wince. Not surprising since I had to shower quickly and get to work earlier than usual for another ridiculous meeting that should have been an email. Swimming is how I exercise and relax, but working with Mozaic Studios makes the latter impossible. My nose wrinkles as I take another sip and accept that I have to wait until I get home to scrub the smell out.

      “…players want more blood and gore,” Manoj, the CEO, says as I tune back into his lecture. He looks at each of us, eyes lingering on me and my best friend before he continues droning.

      Sarika Devnath is not only my best friend, she’s the co-creator of the game players want more blood and gore in. When we came up with the concept as a table-top RPG⁠1 during college, we were trying to create something Dungeons & Dragons fans would enjoy. We learned from the original game and made big changes to ours. Friends came over, played it in the apartment Sarika and I shared. We took their feedback and made it into something truly different. Of course everyone says all table-top RPGs are the same; they just don’t have an imagination.

      When we graduated, we turned it into a video game. It took years of coding and designing to bring the game to life. The Edge of Paradise⁠2 was available to download for a small price and you could play it on your PC with your existing controllers. We barely made any money at the start, until Mozaic Studios wanted to buy the game.

      Our parents got involved, lawyers were hired and we negotiated with Mozaic until they not only paid us a large sum of money, but hired us to along with the game. I worked my way up the ranks to become the Art Director while Sarika chose to stay at the same level with pay increases every year. With every resource at our disposal and a team of coders and designers, we built TEoP into what we always wanted.

      Over the years players have demanded more violence and bloodshed. They want to kill and conquer. While TEoP is about one nation protecting their borders and resources from pillagers and enemies, it was never about vengeance. It was about quests to improve the land they live on, to expand and grow from where they started. Each player has powers and skills required to survive in the game, but we’ve never considered adding more violence. That’s what made us different from other action-adventure games.

      “So, what do we think?” Manoj’s voice breaks through my frustrated haze. I blink and nudge my coffee aside. Judging by the frowns and silence, nobody agrees with these changes. I glance at Sarika and she looks murderous.

      “We’re not changing the concept of the game because a bunch of rage-fuelled assholes want to shed blood. They can play any of Mozaic’s other games.”

      Manoj is exasperated. “This isn’t the first time we’ve talked about this, Sarika. We have to make changes.”

      My best friend laughs, a sound so uncomfortable, I cringe. She stands up, hands on her hips and says, “When you bought the game, you said we’ll never ask you to change. I’m pretty sure we put it in the contract. So unless you want to go against the original deal, we’re not making any changes.”

      “Varun, thoughts?” Manoj turns to me, hoping I can be the voice of reason. Clearly he doesn’t know I’m dedicated to TEoP and would never go against Sarika’s opinions.

      “Honestly? This game is not about bloodshed. It’s about a peaceful nation trying to defend and protect themselves. We already added weapons that can kill and harm others in case players wanted to venture beyond the borders to fight. And they want more?”

      “How do we grow if neither of you are willing to change?”

      I roll my eyes. “We’ve grown from ten players in the first year to fifty million today. We’re not going to grow if we bend and adjust to every review. You’re not supposed to take those seriously. If you want that, build another game to offer what they want. You’ve got teams sitting around waiting for a project, let them build the perfect violent, bloodshed game your reviewers want.”

      “The Edge of Paradise is our bestseller, you know this.” Manoj’s voice cracks and gets pitchy.

      Sarika snorts. “And without bloodshed, violence or gore. So if it’s not broken, why fix it?”

      Fifteen heads turn back and forth between the two ends of the room, waiting for someone to explode. The TEoP studio isn’t much to look at, but we’ve got enough room for large tables with multiple monitors and some of the best coders I’ve worked with. We’re a team and we support each other. Yes, Manoj pays everyone’s salary and they know better than to go against the boss, but they’re loyal to Sarika and me. I look around the room and grunt when I notice members from other teams watching us surreptitiously over the top of their screens beyond the glass walls. We’re smack dab in the middle of the Mozaic offices, so everyone can see what we’re doing and I hate it.

      Manoj glares as his eyes sweep over the room. He gathers his papers with a huff and says, “I want some concepts on how we can expand on my desk at the end of the week.”

      “Douchebag,” Sarika mutters under her breath as he walks out.

      As I turn to my computer, I weigh everything Manoj has laid out for us. He’s coming at this from a money perspective and while it might bring in more players, it changes the objective of the game. He's not a gamer and doesn't think very highly of the medium, but he runs the studio handed to him by his late father to keep him from getting into trouble. Which means all Manoj focuses on is winning awards, filling his savings account and getting famous. I’m not against any of that, but I didn’t spend years building this game for it to become a money grab, and explaining it to the guy who signs my paychecks is proving harder than it should be.

      My emails are flooded with notes and late-night thoughts from Sarika that I scribble into my notebook to look over later. I skim a few newsletters and bookmark important links to share with the team. Then, switch to Illustrator to finish the designs I was working on yesterday.

      As the Art Director, I build and design the backgrounds and various characters. We offer players a genderless base they can customise with different expressions, hairstyles, body types, accessories. As a team, we spend hours discussing new character items to add to the store. While I’m decent at coding, I let Sarika handle that side and focus instead on the beautification.

      Sarika’s still muttering under her breath and even though there’s about three feet of space between our desks, I can hear her cursing Manoj very clearly. She hates our boss for various reasons. The most important being he’s a sexist bigoted pig. He pays us well and gave us a chance to grow our game, but Manoj is your typical rich boy with too much money and no brains to balance it out. I would respect him if he believed making money takes time. But his disdain at having a woman build his most popular game is tiresome and the fact that he keeps hitting on her is even worse. Especially since Sarika is gay.

      “I should start writing positive reviews about the game he can read out,” she says. “Maybe then he’ll stop listening to the bullshit our so-called fans have to say.”

      “Don’t hold your breath.”

      “He’s such a dickwad!” she adds loudly and the clacking keyboards go silent.

      Looking over my screen I notice our team is nervous and possibly uncomfortable. “Easy. We don’t know how they feel about this request,” I say softly, tilting my head past our bank of monitors.

      Her eyes widen and she peers over the top of her set-up before turning to me. “You really think they agree with him?”

      I shrug. “We could ask and make everything really awkward.”

      “Don’t be an asshole.”

      Chuckling, I twirl my stylus and focus on the piece of armour I’m designing. Despite what Manoj thinks, we do take requests and reviews into consideration. A lot of the time, players are asking for sensible things like detailed armour or really cool weapons—we added a slingshot two expansions ago and it’s a popular choice. Other times they ask for brothels and a red light district. It takes lots of planning and discussing before we agree to anything, which is probably why Manoj thinks if we sleep on it, we’ll make those changes.

      Bloodshed is where I draw the line. That was never the purpose or goal for TEoP and I have no plans to change it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Oh, fuck. Holy shit.”

      Ever since our meeting this morning, she’s been on a cursing streak. Thanks to tight timelines, we ate lunch at our desks, so I’ve been subjected to this rage for hours. I try not to eat while I work too often, but on days like this, it’s the only way I can leave on time and get any sleep. She cursed her food order—they got it wrong, again—then swore up and down as she wrote and rewrote a whole lot of code. Every second word is obscene and if I hadn’t spent the last twenty years with her, it would be concerning.

      “Fuck, she’s such a hot mess. Emphasis on hot.”

      “Stop distracting me,” I grumble, erasing a section and redrawing it as Sarika continues.

      I’ve never understood people’s obsession with celebrities or gossip. I barely know what’s trending or who is married to who, but Sarika knows everything. She talks about them like they’re best friends and it’s amusing. To me, Hollywood, Bollywood, Kollywood⁠3 all blend together in a mishmash of famous people with names I’ll never remember. I can barely keep track of my own social life, why bother with other people’s?

      For the record, I have no social life. I work, sleep, swim, see my family, rinse and repeat.

      “Isn’t she Vikram’s friend?”

      I snap to attention. My younger brother has one female friend. One very beautiful, seductive and tempting friend I haven’t been able to get out of my head in years. I save my work and roll my chair over, my heart dropping when I see the headline: Former women’s captain banned from the WCL for life. Accompanying the large text are two pictures, the first is of Kaia in her official Bengaluru Daredevils WCL headshot and the other is of her in jeans and a T-shirt, dark hair covering her face as she walks to her car.

      I’m suddenly aware this is the first time I haven’t watched one of her tournaments. Work has been taking up all of my time and when I’m not hunched over my keyboard and fighting Manoj, I’m battling the demons in my head. I knew the WCL games had begun and added the Bengaluru Daredevils schedule to my notes app. But I never followed through on watching them.

      “The fuck happened?”

      The question comes out rougher than intended, but I’m extremely protective of her. Kaia’s been through so much already and I hate the way the media constantly attacks her.

      “Some male journalist asked a dumb question about the purpose of women’s cricket and she ripped into him,” Sarika explains, scrolling further down and peering into her screen. “She basically called him all the things I wish I could say to Manoj. But the BCCI had enough and suspended her.”

      They expected me to fail, so why disappoint them?

      Her words echo in my head and I frown. Last October, her famous ex indulged in some revenge porn and released nudes of Kaia. He was praised while she was mistreated. I went to find her, but she’d gone into hiding. Every phone call was ignored, even though I wanted to make sure she was okay. Three days later, I got a voice note with apologies and no explanation. She was back on the pitch the day after, like nothing had happened.

      It’s been eleven years since I first admitted my feelings—only to myself, obviously—for her and since then, Kaia Philip has stuck to me like sweat during the Chennai summers. I’m not complaining; everything about her appeals to me. Sometimes when I get a whiff of her perfume or my brother mentions her, every inch of me comes alive. However, since our explosive night together three years ago, I’ve barely seen Kaia. These days when I do, it’s usually on my television.

      One night is all we had, but she’s burrowed so deep into my soul, I don’t want her to leave.

      Sarika’s scoffing brings me back to the present. “If a man did this, they’d laugh the whole thing off. You should see the shit they’re saying about her.”

      For as long as I’ve known her, Kaia’s been a magnet for trouble. It’s why I used to call her Troublemaker until it upset her. She’s never looking for it, but trouble finds her anyway. When she and Vikram were kids, when she joined the Indian team, when she dated the son of a Bollywood actor—the bad shit seemed to follow her everywhere.

      The last time I saw her—when I licked every tattoo on her body—she’d been hiding out at Vikram’s house after being stripped of her Team India captaincy, firing her agent and getting dragged in the paper. I felt her frustration in every kiss, every tug of my hair, the way she rode me and every orgasm she chased—Kaia was dangerous.

      I’d promised myself to avoid dangerous women, but she was inescapable.

      However, people tend to forget what an incredible athlete she is. When she’s standing on the pitch, bat in hand, shoulders pulled back and ready to strike, Kaia’s a beautiful sight to behold. She’s an even better wicketkeeper, moving fast and stumping batters like it’s the easiest thing in the world.

      “I can’t believe they’re fucking her over because she stood up for herself,” Sarika continues and I grit my teeth, pushing out of my chair. I grab my phone and walk away.

      It’s not Sarika’s fault this news is making me angry, she doesn’t know how much I care about Kaia. I weave through the desks, out of our glass box and step into the empty stairwell. I suck in a large gulp of air and exhale loudly. Sitting in the air conditioned office for hours at a time is a lot, but when I’m feeling helpless and distracted, it’s even worse. I walk down two flights of stairs and sit beside an open window. The weather’s still nice in Chennai and will be this way for at least another week before summer kicks in, so I’m going to enjoy it the best I can.

      I remember that night vividly—the taste of her skin, the way her soft stomach rippled as she came on my tongue, the words she whispered against my chest, the fear about how her career was going. That night, and early morning, was special because Kaia had been open with me. She was desperate to ignore the world to enjoy a moment of pleasure. I saw fear in her eyes; she was vulnerable when she wasn’t demanding to be fucked ten ways to Sunday.

      It was the first time I’d seen Kaia relaxed and I liked being the reason she was able to let go.

      Once I’m a little steadier, I open Instagram and navigate to her profile. I created an account years ago I barely use, but it’s how I keep track of the people in my life. I try not to check on Kaia too often, but I need something to settle me today. Her last post is from a month ago, a photograph with Vikram and a bunch of their friends in Pondicherry, cheesing at the camera. She looks so free and light, so unburdened by what’s coming. I scroll through the others, realising I haven’t looked at her profile since October.

      Exiting out of Instagram, I open the password protected album and stare at the collection of photographs. Three years ago, when she couldn’t find her phone, Kaia reached for mine and took a whole lot of pictures. In some of them, you can see our naked bodies. In others it’s only our faces. There’s a set of us kissing, some of me staring up at her as she straddled me. The last few are of her lying on top of me, her face turned to the camera while I play with her hair. I can still feel the texture of the soft strands as I twisted them around each finger. In the photograph, there’s a lipstick stain on the side of my ribs along with a line of bite marks leading to my chest. Her smile is blinding and even though you can’t see my face in the shot, I was smug as fuck.

      She obviously sent herself the pictures, since two days later, one appeared on her Instagram with the caption:

      
        
        with him, i’m safe. with him, the noise of the world fades away.

      

      

      All the comments wanted to identify the ‘mysterious’ stranger, but Kaia didn’t reply to a single one. I took a screenshot and saved it, needing to hold onto a little part of us. I sigh and rub my forehead as my eyes slip shut. My phone pings and I open one eye to look at the notification and see Kaia’s posted something to her stories.

      I swipe so fast I almost drop the device, but when I open her Instagram stories there’s another picture of us. In this one my face is slightly visible as we kiss. What shocks me is how much I’m smiling. The additional shock comes when I see the text laid over the picture:

      
        
        wish you were here to keep me safe today. [image: mending heart]

      

      

      I might have dragged myself out of an abusive relationship with the woman I thought I was going to marry, but Kaia’s always been the one that got away.

      Be brave, Trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three. A hot mess

          

          Kaia

        

      

    

    
      This isn’t the first time I’ve been dragged through the press, but it still stings. They usually attack my personal choices—the people I date, my tattoos, my clothes—but lately it’s about my playing skills. It’s the age-old nonsense where if a man did the same thing, he’d be lauded; God forbid a woman stand up for herself and throw a bottle at an asshole. I blame Harish; he goaded me into the situation and like a fool, I fell for it.

      Ever since firing Johnny Emmanuel and slowly getting all my money back, I’ve been worried about signing with a new agent. They’re not really lining up to work with the bad girl of Indian cricket, but I had options. Thankfully all my contracts are for ten years, so by doing the work myself, I’m not losing any money.

      It’s been a week since the BCCI suspended me and my phone hasn’t stopped ringing. Their decision isn’t wrong. I expect them to do this with male players too, but they don’t. They hold us women to higher standards, like the rest of the world. I haven’t left my flat, which is unfortunate since I’m not much of a cook. And eating toast, cheese and eggs every day is getting exhausting. I go up to the terrace every morning for a walk and then late at night, I go for drives and pick up food from whatever is open at the time.

      This is no way to live, but I’ve dug myself into such a deep hole, I’m not even sure how to climb out. And trust me, I’ve tried. Every method and means you can think of, I’ve attempted it. It’s useless. I’ve had meetings with potential agents and assistants, but it’s clear they only want to see what kind of mess I’m in.

      Vikram’s come by a few times, bringing me ice cream and booze. He stays until I fall asleep and checks in with me regularly. My teammates have been checking in too, even though they’re still travelling for the remaining matches in the WCL schedule. They shouldn’t see me like this—unwashed hair, grumpy face and prickly personality.

      
        
          
            
              
        Parvathi

      

      
        When are you coming back?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Dunno

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Oona

      

      
        you’re still on the team, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Not sure

      

      

      

      
        
          
        They didn’t say anything

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Asked for my jersey and escorted me out

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Devi

      

      
        THEY TOOK YOUR JERSEY? WTF

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        it’s fine. Whatever.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Oona

      

      
        Dude, this is why you need an agent.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        After the last one, I’m better off without one

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Parvathi

      

      
        I don’t think they can suspend you from playing internationally, right?

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart plummets, unclear about where I stand with the BCCI. Will they contact the ICC⁠1 and decide I can’t play any other tournaments? I press a hand against my chest and force myself to breathe before typing out a reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Unclear at this point

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Please don’t put that into the universe

      

      

      

      
        
          
        This is hard enough as it is

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Devi

      

      
        We’ve got you, Kay. No matter what happens.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No staging a protest, D

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Don’t need you getting suspended too

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Devi

      

      
        would be worth it tho!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Oona

      

      
        We should get together when we’re all back

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Parvathi

      

      
        YES! I can host this time

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’d love that

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Now go play your cute butts off

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Win a championship for me

      

      

      

      

      

      They reply with laughing emojis and I smile. I don’t care if the Daredevils win; they had a hand in my suspension and I’m bitter about it. But whoever wins, one of my girls gets to raise the trophy and that’s enough.

      Like many of my teammates, I played cricket as a teenager through school and learned from the best. Leaving home at seventeen isn’t something I recommend, especially if you run away with a few hundred bucks. Being at Chepauk and interacting with everyone at CCC helped get the attention of a coach. I couldn’t pay her, of course, but in exchange I was the water girl, the equipment girl, the errands girl; I did whatever the hell she wanted. As long as she gave me a chance. Between Coach Surya, Vikram and an enviable position at a cricket camp, I managed to make the Indian team.

      It was all I wanted since I was a kid.

      Growing up as a fat Malayali girl in Chennai, playing cricket professionally was only a dream. My father introduced me to the sport the minute I could run and I soon discovered there weren’t any South Indian names on the national team rosters. That didn’t stop me. If anything, it bolstered me to do better. My father, Mohan, spent every free minute he had teaching me how to play. When he wasn’t working or cuddling with my mother, we were in the small garden in the back of my childhood home swinging at tennis balls.

      He was the one who insisted I could play professionally. His belief and faith drove me to practice constantly, play as often as I could and even tell the boys that girls could do everything better. When I punched a boy for saying I run like a girl, my father laughed so loudly the principal suspended me for a week. Apparently that was the right and wrong thing to do, for both of us.

      As my hero and the greatest man in my life, I listened to everything he said. His word was gospel and nobody could tell me otherwise.

      So when I put the Team India blue jersey on for the first time, I cried.

      I cried for the goal my father and I set together. I wept because he’d never get to see me in the blue uniform of our national team.

      Playing for India is still the greatest achievement of my life. It was everything I’d worked towards. My skills as a batter matched that of my wicketkeeping. The harder I played, the more they appreciated me. I soaked up the praise, the accolades and the promotions. Then I got offered the captaincy, a first for someone my age, and continued to prove they’d made the right choice.

      Until I didn’t.

      It was only when they took the title away that I realised they wanted me to be the perfect mould for future cricketers. A rags to riches story. They wanted young girls to hear my story and aspire to play for India one day. When I stopped trying to impress them, they stopped giving a shit about me. What they failed to realise was I was growing up and finally taking control of my own life.

      It started with one tattoo, which led to another and another, and before we knew it, both arms were covered in ink. Not to mention the other parts of my body. They switched our uniforms to long-sleeved jerseys and I realised it was because of me. When the BCCI gave me a warning, I listened. Then I rebelled. They gave me another warning and when I asked why the men were allowed to flaunt their tattoos, they didn’t have an answer. I kept fighting and they gave me an ultimatum—continue to play for India and retain my captaincy. But I had to behave a certain way.

      Apparently, women have to be demure little princesses.

      And I was nothing if not a rebellious queen.

      I appreciated how supportive my teammates were through every hurdle; without them this would have been a struggle. They backed me on social media and helped me fight against the patriarchy. I wasn’t the first woman to fight for what she wanted and certainly not the first Indian woman in sports to rebel against the system. The press ate me up and spat me out. Even when I kept my head down and focused on the game, they continued to break my spirit. It’s become a game for them, I think, to see how far they can push me before I crack.

      Then the nudes appeared and shook everything up.

      “Guess what, universe? I’m done,” I say to the quiet room. This time, I let myself cry. Turning my face into the pillow, I scream against the cotton and let the tears roll down my face.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        This is why women shouldn’t play sports; they’re too emotional.

        Goodbye Kaia, it was great not knowing you.

        Cricket is a much safer place without Kaia Philip.

      

      

      I’m on week two of hiding out post-suspension and the headlines are relentless. The number of people sending them to me? Endless. I’ve blocked a bunch already. Why do they think I need to know what the media is saying about me?

      
        
          
            
              
        Vikram

      

      
        Vee’s hosting a party and you’re invited

      

      

      

      
        
          
        + elias’s new agent is going to be there and I think you should meet him

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Thank your sister for the invite

      

      

      

      
        
          
        but I’m not going anywhere.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Vikram

      

      
        I will drag you out even if youre not wearing a bra

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Why won’t you let me wallow?!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Vikram

      

      
        you’re giving these assholes what they want

      

      

      

      
        
          
        it’s a small gathering and everyone at this party knows and loves you

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        They tolerate me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Vikram

      

      
        whatever. Put clothes on.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I don’t need a new agent.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Vikram

      

      
        you do and I’m told Farhad is the best

      

      

      

      
        
          
        don’t waste time fighting with me, I’m 3 mins away

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I hate you.

      

      

      

      

      

      The text is read, but there’s no sign of him replying. I force myself out of bed and have a quick wash so I don’t smell like sleep, pull my hair back into a tight ponytail and smooth out my bangs. Then I tug on my most comfortable clothes as Vikram lets himself into my apartment. He’s making so much noise it would have been impossible to stay in bed even if I was being stubborn.

      I do appreciate his support and confidence in me, but I’m toxic right now. I’m holding onto my Team India position by my fingernails and running out of ways to fix my reputation. Outside of removing all my tattoos and deleting my presence on social media, I can’t think of how to appease the sports gods. Even if Farhad is the best, he’s going to have the worst time helping me clear my name. And the last thing I want to do is apologise for speaking the truth.

      “Didn’t you hear me the first time, I hate you,” I say as I step out of my bedroom, adjusting the strap of my bag over my chest.

      “I hate you too, but here we are.”

      He straightens up after digging through my fridge and pops a large piece of chocolate into his mouth. If I didn’t think of him like a brother, I’d be the first to admit that Vikram Thomas is a handsome guy. His usually messy dark hair is tucked under his signature bright pink cap, his jaw is covered in light stubble and his moustache has been groomed recently. The gold hoop in his left ear has been replaced by a sparkly skull and he’s wearing his chaotic uniform of mismatched clothes. I’ve seen him in work, professional and silly clothes, but my best friend has zero fashion sense.

      He makes up for it with his unrelenting optimism.

      “So, how are you feeling?”

      “Was it not clear in all my texts of disdain?”

      Vikram grins and opens his arms wide. I take the invitation and let him hug me, my face pressed into his chest. Much like his older brother, Vikram gives the best hugs. The minute Varun’s face pops into my head, my brain goes down a different path. I squeeze my best friend and release him before I do or say something stupid.

      “I know this is a long shot, but Elias insists Farhad’s really good. I think he’ll be able to help you.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m only doing this because you’re bullying me and not because I believe you.”

      “You’re so dramatic.”

      I follow him out of the apartment and lock up before heading down to where his car is parked. “Do you promise to let me leave early if I don’t feel comfortable?”

      “I’ll bring you back home myself. But seriously, Kay. These are people who like and believe in you. You know that, right?”

      I sigh as he starts driving. He’s not wrong; his family does like me. Varun and I have history, and Vera’s always been a hero of mine. From the first time I showed up at the Thomas house, I’ve thought of her as my own big sister. She’s an inspiration in so many ways—beautiful, badass and built her own company. I’ve tracked her career from the minute she became a CEO and if I ever quit cricket, maybe working under her is where I’d truly flourish. Even his parents are amazing. When you grow up like I did, you tend to crave something better, and Tessa and Jacob were those people.

      Problem is, I don’t feel like myself at present.

      “Everyone hates me, Vik,” I admit softly. “What is the fucking point of my career?”

      “Hey, none of that. Fuck the WCL. Play for India as long as you can.”

      “What if this is the end?”

      “Then we’ll find you something better.”

      Vikram always says we, like he’s in this with me. He’s not the one being blasted by the media. That’s what makes him an incredible best friend; he stands by my side through the ugliest shit. When he says we, it’s because he’s going to help me land on my feet.

      “I’ve got you, Kay,” he says and parks in front of a tall gate. “Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      I climb out and smooth down my clothes. This is the first time I’m meeting Elias Joseph in a non-professional setting and I’m nervous. He’s the opposite of me when it comes to cricket—well-behaved, charming, a good guy—but the thing we have in common is we’re both fantastic batters. The added bonus is he and Vera recently got engaged and if she likes me, maybe he will too.

      Vikram opens the gate and I follow him, taking in the beautiful two-storied house. The garden in front is small, with a fish pond in one corner. I take in all the greenery as we walk around the side and into a large backyard. My breath catches at the simple, but eye-catching decor and I feel so out of place. Elias stands to one side with his friends and teammates, Bash and Samar. I see Vera talking to a few women, kids running around their legs.

      I definitely don’t belong here.

      Before I can make excuses and back away, Vera sees me.

      “Kaia!” She grins so wide, lighting up her stunning face, and comes over to hug me. She holds me tight, her peaches and vanilla scent wrapping around me as I hug her back. “I’m so glad you could make it,” she says and pulls away, hands resting on my shoulders. “You holding up okay?”

      I shrug. “I’ve been better.”

      “Kaia, hey,” Elias greets me as he walks over and I feel so small.

      “Hi.”

      “Ouch. What did I do to warrant a cold response?”

      I can’t help but laugh, heat creeping up my cheeks as Vikram wraps an arm around my shoulder. “Thanks for making her smile. She’s been a grouch all week.”

      “Fuck off.” Vera smacks her brother and turns to me. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Not really, but thanks for offering. It’s going to be a long road back into good graces.”

      Elias tilts his head. “What if you don’t get back into their good graces? Stand your ground and make them work for it.”

      I stare at him, surprised at his words. He’s the most respected player because he doesn’t get into trouble—except last year when he was supposed to be resting, but partied with Vera instead—and plays better than anyone I know. To hear him tell me to keep rebelling has me confused.

      He continues, “Look, they can either lose one of their best players or they can get their heads out of their asses and give you the same leeway they give us. If I’d done and said what you did, they would have suspended me for one game. To ban you from playing an entire tournament? That’s ridiculous.”

      “Well, I am a problem child.”

      Vera smiles. “Make it work in your favour.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Stick to your guns. Play like hell and show them they made a mistake. They want you to be everything you’re not. When they see you do better being yourself, they’ll come crawling back.”

      I look between Vera, Elias and Vikram. They’re all nodding and I want to believe them, but history says otherwise.

      “That’ll cause more trouble for me.”

      “Then let them enjoy the trouble,” a deep voice teases from behind me and my heart ricochets.
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