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      For those who are told they’re ‘too much’.

      

      If they can't handle you when you're too much, they don't deserve you when you're just enough.

      

      And the Chennai Super Kings. Even when you’re not at your best, you’re Kings in my heart forever.

    

  


  
    
      STUMPED

      verb / stʌmp

      cricket

      a method of dismissing a batter where the wicket-keeper knocks the two bails from the stumps while the batter is outside the safe area.
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      Hello!

      First of all, thanks for taking a chance on me and my books. If you’re new to my stories, this is a great place to start. If you’ve been here since the beginning, I hope this new era is exactly what you’re looking for!

      In case you missed it before, this is a sports romance. And the sport that’s mentioned is cricket. It’s the most popular sport in my home country and is played in many other Commonwealth countries as well. In fact, America played in the 2024 World Cup and even hosted a series of matches in New York!

      If you’re new to the sport, I’ve included an index full of cricket terms, added footnotes to certain words so you’re not floundering!

      The Indian Premier League (popularly known as the IPL) was the inspiration behind this book. But in order to include the league and not get myself in any trouble, I renamed it to the Indian Cricket League. It follows the same T20 rules and I’ve explained them to the best of my abilities.

      Stumped is also set in 2024 and includes mentions of the Paris Olympics.

      I’ve obviously taken some liberties with the location. Even though it’s my city, there’s only so much I know and wanted to stretch my imagination a little. If you’re from Chennai or know the city well, don’t hold any of these additions and edits against me.

      This is an age gap romance where she’s older, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t refer to it as a “reverse age gap” in any of your content. One, tropes are gender neutral. Two, let’s break the stereotype and sexist way of assuming that every age gap relationship has the man being older.

      Most importantly, if you dislike the book and have very intense negative opinions about the book, do not tag me. I respect your thoughts and feelings, I just don’t want to know them. I avoid reader spaces for this reason, so please don’t come into my space to hate on me. I have no qualms in blocking people who do this.

      And finally, this book includes open door, explicit sexual content between two consenting adults. There is also coarse language, consumption of alcohol and marijuana.

      
        
        Content & Trigger Warnings: Infidelity (not the MCs), misogyny in the workplace, career sabotage, grief, feelings of worthlessness.
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      Please note that both characters are 30+ and everything is consensual.

      
        
          	
        4 & 5 — Includes begging, oral and intercourse, light choking
      

      	
        10 — Sort of public and use of wine
      

      	
        18 — In front of a mirror
      

      	
        23 — Counter sex
      

      	
        30 — Mutual oral
      

      	
        31 — Use of a remote control vibe and up against a wall, includes choking
      

      

      

      
        
        Credit to fellow author Evie Alexander for the title of this page.
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            Prologue. Good riddance

          

          Vera

        

      

    

    
      December, Three Years Ago

      “Men continue to prove they’re trash.”

      As my girlfriends cackle at the statement, I stare at the plume of smoke leaving my mouth. It’s not that I don’t agree, but the three of them are in long-term relationships. Sighing at the weight pressing against my chest, I close my eyes. Nothing good comes from rehashing what’s happened, but it’s also a good reminder that maybe I’m better off single. It can’t be that hard to just get laid, right?

      “Vee.”

      I hum in response and take another pull of my joint. It’s a cool December evening and we’re sitting on the veranda of Millie’s gorgeous three bedroom home. The backyard’s lit up with tiny lamps and the ocean breeze flutters through my hair.

      “He’s not worth it.”

      It’s easy for them to say. Even though they’re not minimising what happened to me, that’s how it feels. “I’m fine,” is my standard response, even though that’s not even close to the truth. I don’t think they’re ready to hear how miserable I am or see my walls come down. I don’t want that either.

      “Getting another one. Anybody want anything?” I grab the empty wine bottle and pass the blunt to Tamara. As I head into the house, their chatter picks up, but I don’t pay attention. They’re definitely talking about me and that’s fine. That’s what good friends do, but I do not want to hear any more of their concerns. Setting the empty bottle by the recycling bin, I walk to the store room and let the quiet seep into my bones. At the last minute, I take a detour and head for the bathroom at the end of the hall. With the door closed and the world locked away, I look at myself in the mirror. You’re better than this, I tell myself, blinking back tears that are threatening to spill over. Don’t let him win.

      It’s pointless, because the minute those words enter my mind, so does the reason behind the tears. Exhaling shakily, I close the toilet and sit down, face pressed into my palms. Twice now, I’ve given all of myself to someone and both times they’ve ripped my heart to shreds.

      When will I ever learn?
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        * * *

      

      I’d just turned twenty-four and agreed to meet all the eligible Malayali men in hopes of finding my Prince Charming. Young and naïve, I believed that my one true love was just around the corner. If my parents and aunts could find their soulmates through arranged marriages, why couldn’t I? But I had very specific requests. None of this first meeting immediately leads to engagement bullshit. We needed to date and get to know each other before making that life-long commitment. All I wanted was six months and then we could meet each other’s families to take the next step.

      It baffled my family, but they went along with it. The guys didn’t feel the same way. The first few—and there were a lot—laughed like I was telling them a joke. Apparently a woman asking for what she wants and dragging out the process is unacceptable. Let’s not even get into all of their other issues.

      Then I met Ajay. He wasn’t conventionally handsome and was a little rough around the edges with his personality, but we fit. It surprised me just how well we fit. When he accepted my terms, it felt like it was meant to be. We had fun on our dates—it wasn’t just meals at new restaurants or coffee shops, we went to see movies together, walks on the beach, visited the one and only theme park, attended early morning walking tours of the city—and spent a lot of time talking. In all my years of dating, I’d never met someone who wanted to know about my hopes and dreams. Or cared about them even. Ajay was interested and I was falling in love.

      One month turned into six, but we weren’t slowing down. For a meticulously organised person, I lost track of time because we were having so much fun. Then my calendar politely reminded me that it was our one year anniversary. I hadn’t given marriage serious thought until these meetings with bachelors began, but now it was all my mind could focus on. And a life with Ajay was taking up all of my thinking space.

      Unfortunately, a life with me wasn’t on his mind.

      He’d kept track of the time we were spending together and instead of talking to me at six months, he made other arrangements. Meaning, he continued to meet other women and with the help of his family, found his future wife.

      “I…uh, I’m getting married in a few weeks.”

      “Wh-what?”

      “My parents were still looking at biodatas after we met and a couple of months ago, I met this girl and our families agreed that we should get married.”

      Tears prick the back of my eyes as I stare at him, because he’s been seeing someone else for months. Months I dedicated to being a good girlfriend, he was out there planning a future with someone else. The worst part is, he doesn’t even look guilty.

      “Why…I thought we were taking our time getting to know each other?”

      “I wanna get married, Vera, and you…don’t.”

      “I was going to tell you today that we should get married!”

      He shrugs. “Well, I’m sorry.”

      I want to punch his stupid face, I want to cry and scream, but I can’t move. I’m so stiff with shock that all I can do is watch him.

      “Was I just a good time girl then?”

      “We had fun, right? Like, this was really good for both of us. But you said six months and then never brought it up again, so my parents made the decision for me.”

      “What…you’re a fucking asshole.”

      He scoffs. “If you could have been less crass and mouthy, and more demure and sweet, I could have loved you. I would have loved you if you wanted what I wanted, but…you didn’t.”

      I do want those things, but I refuse to beg this man to give me another chance. He used me and my generous heart, now blames me for not being able to love me and cheated on me for at least six months. All while I was giving myself a chance to fall in love.

      “I hope your new wife is everything you want her to be,” I spit and get out of the car, my legs wobbly as I do my best to walk away from where he’s parked. When I hear the engine start up, the tears start to fall, because of course he doesn’t care. I look over my shoulder and he’s already gone.

      Hugging myself, I replay his words: I would have loved you if you wanted what I wanted.
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        * * *

      

      Then came Rakesh.

      We met at a conference in Delhi, flirted the entire weekend and parted ways. Little did I know that he lived in Chennai until he was texting me with dinner plans. One meal led to another and we fell into bed together. It was supposed to be casual, but feelings got in the way. He was ambitious and dedicated to his job as a management consultant, handsome and so fucking charming. When we attended parties and events together, people flocked to Rakesh because he had this thing about him. My friends and their partners liked him too, and most importantly, my parents thought the world of him.

      I was four years into starting my own company at our first encounter. Five when he asked me to be his girlfriend and six when I believed he might be the one. It had taken me a long time to move on after Ajay and I avoided relationships like the plague. Rakesh changed that. He loved my drive and passion, my need to build an inclusive business and be one of the top ranked companies in the country.

      It was all a lie.

      He brought up marriage one day and broke things off the next—okay, it was actually a few months apart, but whatever—leaving me absolutely shattered.

      Apparently he didn’t appreciate being my ‘second choice’ and thought I worked too much. The whole time he was praising my work ethic and business acumen, he was lying through his teeth. He wanted a pretty little wife who would be waiting for him at home with dinner, not a boss lady in pantsuits who could keep up with the big boys. His words, not mine.

      There’s no telling how long he spent criticising my life choices before he packed up his things and left. I committed myself to someone for three years and he walked away because he wasn’t the centre of my universe. I’d always known that men had fragile egos and seeing a woman doing better than them was a point of contention, but I never expected that from the man I loved.
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        * * *

      

      “Vee?” A knock follows and I stand. “Are you alive in there?”

      “Gimme a minute!” With a quick scrub of my face—glad I took my makeup off after work—and a brief pep talk, I pull open the door to find three concerned faces.

      “This isn’t even the best bathroom to cry in,” Millie tells me and the first genuine laugh spills out. Then their arms are around me in tight hugs and I sink into their embrace.

      It might have taken me a week to process Rakesh’s words and actions, but the minute I started crying at work, I was calling my friends. There was zero hesitation when plans were made for me to drink myself stupid and cry about my broken heart. Krystina, Millie and Tamara—the latter also being my first cousin—are three of the best parts of my life. They might have partners and busy schedules, but when one of us is falling apart, everyone shows up. Tamara and I have been attached at the hip since we were kids, then Krys and Millie joined the fold in college. We’ve been inseparable ever since—going so far as to move to the same city.

      “Thanks,” I whisper and attempt to extract myself from their grasp, but they won’t let me budge. “Okay, time to let go.”

      “A little longer,” Tamara says as a hand holds the back of my head in place.

      “I can’t breathe,” I tell them, gasping loudly until they finally release me.

      Of the four of us, I’m least touchy-feely and hug only when necessary. And they’re also the only three people who could probably get away with hugging me without my permission.

      “Still want more wine?” Millie asks.

      “I rolled a few more Js,” Krys adds with a smirk.

      Tamara loops her arm through mine. “And Jonathan said that we can burn shit in the pit if we want.”

      Jonathan is Millie’s fiancé and one of the best guys I’ve ever met. He would let us burn the whole house down if it meant we’d be happy. But we like him too much to destroy the beautiful home he built for our friend.

      “I tossed everything in the trash already,” I tell them as we return to the veranda where more wine is poured and a thick joint is handed to me. “Didn’t want to pollute the city with his shit.”

      Lighting up, I settle into my chair and let the hash calm my mind and loosen my muscles. This is all I need.

      “Good riddance,” Krys says. “Because if he can’t handle you as a boss babe, he doesn’t deserve you as anyone else anyway.”

      I raise my glass and then gulp it down. Changing to fit someone else’s requirements or demands is not my style. Both men I committed myself to didn’t appreciate all that I could offer, but there has to be someone out there who will. However, the idea of giving myself to another person scares me. Casual sex has never really been my thing, maybe now is a good time to give it a shot.

      No commitments, lots of great sex? I can get behind that.
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            One. Knight in a dirty ball cap

          

          Elias

        

      

    

    
      April, Present Day

      I shouldn’t be here.

      You know what’s worse than being in a crowded sports bar? Being in a crowded sports bar with rowdy fans as they watch your team get thrashed ruthlessly. It’s packed with heads turned to the televisions playing the same thing—cricket.

      “I really shouldn’t be here,” I repeat softly and tug my cap lower, blocking people from seeing my face.

      Everyone boos loudly and obscenities fly, but I make it a point not to look up as I push through the throng. I should be sitting on my couch with a glass of expensive scotch as my team plays their way to a second losing game in a week. But the cabin fever was starting to get on my last nerve; escaping my house seemed like the only way to shake it off.

      Obviously I haven’t been making smart decisions in the last twelve months.

      First with the rotator cuff strain following last year’s terrible season. Then slacking off on physiotherapy in the first few weeks after surgery. Not to mention the fact that I don’t know how to sit still and do nothing. After the required eight weeks of rest and wearing a sling every single day, I tossed it aside and went back to my regular routine. As you can imagine, my doctors and coaches were not impressed.

      Here’s the thing, though. If I can’t practise and train with the team, I don’t get to play. That is not an option. Not after I spent the last eleven months waiting to get back on the pitch for the ICL championship. Having missed the World Cup because of my injury, I can’t lose out on this too.

      The Indian Cricket League, or the ICL⁠1, is one of the most exciting times of the year for any cricketer and fans of the sport. For a small town boy like myself, it’s the chance to play with legends and athletes I’ve looked up to for a big part of my life. Working my way up to being on the Indian team was a big deal. Being chosen to play for an ICL team? That was an even bigger win. I was twenty-three when my name made it into the annual auction and I was absolutely shocked when the Chennai Renegades picked me out of the hundreds vying for a spot.

      I’ve been fortunate that my playing has continued to improve over the years, enough that the team has retained me and I’m not at risk of being auctioned off. Chennai is my home and leaving it would break my heart.

      However, given the way this season has gone already, I’m not sure the management sees the value in keeping me on if I can’t actually play. I’ve been working my ass off—PT every day and exercising at home. I don’t drive myself anywhere and give my shoulder the rest it needs. Cricket has been my entire life since college and I barely graduated with a degree in economics, so finding a corporate job after all these years would ruin me.

      The crowd booms again, more profanity being flung at the screens, and I look up as one of my teammates misses an easy catch. My shoulder twinges at the memory of a similar move that benched me. I roll it back gently and try to catch the bartender’s eye. Another wave of groans echoes as the opposing batsman hits a beautiful boundary shot that flies into the stands.

      The Renegades fans are not happy and I don’t blame them. We’ve won the championship six times, then suffered a pretty terrible loss last year, so we need to get our shit together.

      So much for being champions.

      “Can’t we watch something else?”

      A husky feminine voice draws my attention. Her black dress stops right above her knees, with thick thighs and strong legs leading into well-worn Vans. Her dark hair is wavy, loose and in absolute disarray; flipped over, falling down the right side of her head, blocking her face from my view. She stands out in this crowd of obnoxious cricket fans.

      “You’re in a sports bar, we’re going to watch sports,” someone calls back.

      She finishes whatever is in her glass before saying, “There are other sports, you know? Hockey is supposed to be our national sport and honestly, kabaddi⁠2 would be better than this disaster.”

      Another angry fan guffaws from somewhere behind me. “Hockey is not our national sport.”

      “Actually it is.” Once the words are out, I’m surprised they came from me.

      “My knight in a dirty ball cap,” she mumbles sarcastically, but I can hear the smile in her voice.

      I tilt my head slightly and when my eyes meet hers, the wind is knocked out of me. I’ve met a lot of beautiful women before, but none have ever made me speechless. Her round face is full, cheeks soft and slightly flushed. Her plump mouth is curved up in half a smile. There’s no right way to describe her perfect nose. But more than anything, it’s her light brown eyes that snag me. Twinkling with mirth, nestled beneath thick dark eyebrows. I could live in those eyes.

      “Half expected your eyes to drop to my cleavage,” she teases. And that’s what I do. Her dress dips low in the front, a hint of red lace peeking out the right side. She laughs, as husky as her voice, and I hate myself a little for falling for her trick.

      “Fuck, sorry. That was inappropriate.”

      “At least you waited until you had permission.”

      “Still,” I mumble, finally getting a chance to order my drink. “Hoegaarden⁠3, please.”

      “Local beer not good enough for you?”

      “If you’re into drinking flavoured water, sure.”

      “Not all of us are rolling around in money.”

      The beer appears, orange slice and all, making my companion snort. I take a sip and gesture to her empty glass. “Do you wanna trade piss water for something better?”

      “That’s a terrible pick-up line.”

      “You’d know if I was trying to pick you up,” I retort, surprised by my own honesty. I’ve never openly flirted like this before and truth be told, I’m not sure I could pick this woman up. I’m not suave or charming enough for the likes of this beauty. It’s only been a few minutes and she’s already intimidated me.

      She sidles closer, a delicious fruity scent wrapping around me, and tilts her head. “Based on that voice and jaw alone, I might let you skip the cheesy pick-up lines.”

      “That’s all it takes?”

      She chuckles and pokes my chest. “If you showed me the rest of your face, maybe.”

      From her distaste for what’s playing on the screens, I assume she’s not a fan of cricket. I might not have a million brand deals like my teammates and my face might not be instantly recognisable, but I can’t always go incognito. Showing up at the bar that evening was unplanned, but it worked out since everyone expects me to be sitting in the stands in Ahmedabad as my team messes up yet another match.

      “Can I buy you a drink first?”

      She purses her lips, pink and biteable, and turns to the bartender and asks for a rum along with complicated instructions. It’s been a while since I’ve indulged in hard liquor, thanks to my trainer-prescribed diet. It also doesn’t include beer, but given I’m not playing, it’s worth the risk. I need something to take the edge off, something to give me the high I’m craving.

      Then again, if the woman beside me gives me even a few more minutes of her attention, I might be riding a different kind of high all night.

      “Vera,” she says, hand held out between us. Her nails are dark, wrist adorned with faded friendship bands. “Now is when you shake my hand and tell me your name.”

      Get a grip, man. You’d think I’d never interacted with a pretty person before. Putting my hand in hers, I smile. “Elias.”

      “I changed my mind. That smile could make me forgo the drink and a pick-up line.”

      I can’t help the laugh that bursts out of me. I’m not unattractive or hard to look at, but my appearance has never been a priority. My team has a stylist and a publicist who instruct me on what to wear, how to style my hair and when to speak. It’s easier to navigate this world if someone else is driving it.

      “You don’t say much, do you?”

      “I speak only when necessary,” I correct her and she rolls her beautiful eyes.

      “I bet you’re a hoot at parties.”

      “Centre of attention.”

      She laughs at my deadpan and takes her drink when it appears, thanking the bartender. Suddenly the crowd screams, bringing our bodies closer. For the first time in a long time, I don’t care about cricket or how badly my team is losing. My focus is on the way this woman is flirting with only her eyes and I’m completely under her spell.

      “Let’s find a table.”

      Vera grabs her purse and leads the way. I shamelessly ogle her, taking in the curtain of dark hair, the way the dress clings to her lower back and flows over her perfect ass. I also don’t miss how much of her thighs I can see at this angle and it’s intoxicating.

      “You done staring at my ass?”

      “For now,” I reply as Vera looks over her shoulder at me.

      We’re so distracted by each other we miss the hulk of a human heading in our direction. She crashes into him, which causes me to bump into her back, our drinks spilling all over the floor and each other. Hulk growls, eyes narrowing as he focuses on my companion and I hear her respond with a growl of her own.

      “Watch where you’re going, bitch.”

      “Fuck you, Godzilla, look out for the little people,” Vera snaps back, hand on his chest like she’s attempting to push him away.

      He laughs cruelly and reaches for her, but I move faster. Sliding my arm around her waist, I tug Vera back and out of the way. She twists and flails against me, even as he continues to laugh. It was instinct to reach for her with my injured arm, but I don’t even care about the slight spasm in my shoulder because she feels good against me. Once I’ve gotten us away, I release her and she spins to face me with a frown. In all that moving around, her dress has shifted and I’m gifted with a gorgeous view of her breasts and more of the red bra she’s wearing.

      I clear my throat. “As much as I would have loved to watch you take the monster on, I didn’t think he was going to go easy on you.”

      She scoffs. “I’m scrappy.”

      “I believe that,” I say and brush her hair back, tugging away the strands clinging to her lips. The minute we realise what I’m doing, Vera grins. “What?”

      “I’m not fucking you because you saved me from the big asshole.”

      This woman. I have the most inappropriate things on the tip of my tongue, because now that she’s put the visual in my head of us fucking, it’s all I want.

      “What does saving you get me?”

      Vera settles into her seat and leans forward on the table. “My fantastic company, obviously.”

      “Of course.”

      I sit down as well, but instead of being across the weirdly shaped table, I adjust my chair closer to hers. So when she crosses one leg over the other, her foot brushes against the inside of my leg. We sip on our drinks as people continue to cheer and groan around us.

      “Who are you, Elias?”

      “I’m a guy with the voice, jaw and a smile that could surpass pick-up lines.”

      She laughs, nudging me with her foot. “You’re hiding.”

      “Right now? Yeah. From the idiot you wanted to pummel to death.”

      “Why are you wearing a cap at night in a dark bar?”

      I take a slow sip of my beer and ponder if I should tell her or find a way around the truth. Scratching my jaw, I hesitate and use the same hand to push my cap up. Vera’s eyes widen and for a second I think she recognises me.

      “You should hide that face, don’t want all the single ladies in here trying to snatch you away from me.”

      Don’t worry, Vera. I’m all yours. The thought surprises me and I cover my shock with another sip. “I’m pretty sure there are no ladies here.”

      “You’re right. The testosterone is stifling.”

      “What are you doing in a sports bar if you don’t like cricket? Especially during the ICL.”

      She slumps back in her chair, drawing my attention to her chest briefly; she still hasn’t bothered to straighten out her dress. “I was supposed to meet a guy. Either he showed up, saw me and changed his mind. Or got distracted by the stupid game.”

      “Match,” I correct her automatically and get a glare in return. Chuckling, I rest my elbows on the table and unabashedly stare at her. “His loss.”

      “Exactly. I’m a fucking dream. He missed out on all of this.”

      “Lucky me.”

      She smiles, but an eye roll accompanies it as she leans forward. With her arms crossed on the table between us, I can see her breasts almost spilling out of her dress in my periphery. I don’t dare look. Not because it’s the most man thing to do, but because looking away from Vera’s face is impossible. It also makes me very aware of how close we are.

      “Is my distaste for cricket a deal breaker?” she asks softly.

      “For what?”

      “Everything.”

      My mind floods with visuals of her spread out on my bed, dress hitched up around her waist as I worship her. It takes serious effort to not adjust myself.

      “Nope. But…” I trail off, smiling as she leans forward a little more. “If you tell me you like cats more than dogs, we might have a problem.”

      Her lips twitch. The space between our faces keeps reducing and I’m aching to find out what she tastes like, if the fruity-floral scent clings to every inch of her skin.

      “What if I don’t like animals at all?”

      “I know that’s a lie,” I whisper, eyes dipping to her mouth.

      “How do you feel about birds?”

      “Depends.”

      “On the birds?”

      I nod. “Because pigeons are the worst and I could do without crows.”

      “Sparrows?”

      “Cute.”

      “Parakeets?”

      “Pretty.”

      “Eagles?”

      “The band?”

      She laughs, her warm breath brushing against my lips. “Both are solid choices.”

      Then her mouth is on mine.

      There’s no hesitation, just soft lips parting against mine. I moan, the sound surprising me, and I cup her jaw as our heads tilt to the side. I open my mouth and swipe my tongue out, brushing against hers as we lose ourselves to each other. The sounds around us fade away as Vera whimpers and I feel it all the way down to my cock. The kiss breaks and it takes me a few seconds to open my eyes. The commentator’s voice from the television filters through, along with orders being called out and patrons talking.

      But my focus is still on the beautiful woman.

      “Wanna get out of here?”

      “I’m not fucking you because you kiss like that,” I toss her words back at her.

      “You’d be lucky to fuck me, handsome.” Vera knocks back her drink and stands. I watch as she adjusts her dress and drags a hand through her hair. When her eyes return to mine, I can’t help but smile. “Come on, we’ve got places to go and booze to drink.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two. A delicious piece of ass

          

          Vera

        

      

    

    
      Standing outside, heart racing, I’m amused at how my night has turned out. I’m consciously ignoring the sweltering heat, because it should be illegal to be this hot at this time of night. Instead, I focus on my evening.

      Should have known meeting my date at a sports bar was a dumb idea, but my dry spell has left my body and soul dehydrated. I wanted someone to fuck me hard and make me come until I saw stars. Instead, I was surrounded by idiots shouting at TVs, getting agitated as the cricket game—sorry, match—continued.

      Then I met Elias.

      Despite all the things he didn’t say, I could tell that he was hiding. Nobody wears a cap that low and sits hunched over like they’re trying to vanish into the woodwork if they’re not hiding. I know next to nothing about Indian celebrities and I honestly don’t care. Which is why I’m convinced he’s trying to stay lowkey with his whole outfit. My curiosity usually gets me in trouble and I’m pretty sure googling his name might disappoint me.

      Instead, I text my cousin-slash-best friend.

      
        
          
            
              
        Date ditched me. Got stuck with obnoxious cricket fans. Going bar hopping with a handsome stranger.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tamara

      

      
        SHOW ME THE HANDSOME STRANGER!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Driver’s licence, preferably. Those pictures are the worst. Kabir’s making me watch cricket, so I feel your pain

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Can’t you distract him with your boobs or something?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tamara

      

      
        I tried, but he was so stressed about the Renegades losing

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Men.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tamara

      

      
        Does your stranger not care for cricket?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Didn’t ask.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tamara

      

      
        How handsome is handsome?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        SO FUCKING HANDSOME, TAM

      

      

      

      
        
          
        He’s got the whole square jaw with scruff

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Like fucking carved from marble

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Bet he’s like that everywhere

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tamara

      

      
        Pictures or he’s not real

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh at the string of emojis that follow and start to send back a bunch of my favourite ones when the door to the bar opens and Elias steps out.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “My cousin needs proof that you’re hot.”

      He smiles and adjusts his cap, one arm sliding around my waist. “How can we prove that?”

      I purse my lips and lean back into his chest. His chin rests against the side of my head as I take a couple of pictures. Then a video, because there’s something in the way his lips twitch mid-smile Tamara needs to see.

      “Tam, meet Elias. He’s my handsome stranger for the night.”

      “Hi, Tam. I promise to get her home in one piece,” he adds before burying his face into my neck, scruff and lips brushing against my skin. I wiggle my eyebrows at the camera and sink into Elias as he says, “What if I wanted to keep you for more than one night?”

      You won’t, because you’ll get tired of me after twenty-four hours.

      I’m hot and a good time, but I also have a tendency to be too much for most people to handle. He nuzzles along my neck as I text Tamara the pictures and video. Stuffing my phone into my bag, I turn and capture his mouth. He growls into the kiss, hands tightening around my waist as his tongue probes my lips. I part for him, fingers brushing up his shoulders to grip the back of his neck.

      A throat clearing breaks us apart and I’m tempted to tell the person off. Until a rough accented voice says, “Are we ready, Mr. Joseph?”

      “Yes, sorry. Kuriakose, this is Vera.” My date wipes his mouth and gestures to me.

      “Nice to meet you, Miss Vera.” He offers me a small smile and gestures to the dark car idling beside us.

      “You too.” His name has me itching to speak the words Malayalis ask each other when we meet in public: where’s your hometown? But I resist and glance at Elias to find a blush spreading across his cheeks. Kuriakose opens the door and I slide in, Elias climbing in after me. I survey the car—taking in the expensive leather and high end technology—and whistle when I see the Audi logo on the steering wheel.

      “Home?” Kuriakose asks, seatbelt clicking into place.

      “No, we’re going to…” Elias arches an eyebrow at me.

      I want to see his home, to strip him out of his grey long sleeved v-neck T-shirt and jeans. Find out if the rest of his body is as strong and tight as his jaw. I never have trouble asking for what I want when it comes to sex, but something about this man stops me.

      “Miss Vera?”

      “There’s a place in Nungambakkam we can go,” I answer, staring at Elias. Kuriakose says something, but I don’t hear it. I’m too curious about my companion. “Who are you, Mr. Joseph?”

      Kuriakose tuts and in Malayalam⁠1 says, “She doesn’t know who you are?”

      “I wanted a night to be unknown,” Elias replies as I bite my lip.

      Should I admit I know the language? But decide that if he can keep secrets, so can I. His hand cups my jaw, thumb grazing over my mouth until I release the bottom lip. His attention is fixed where his finger moves and I have to remind myself to breathe normally.

      “I’m sure getting into the cars of handsome strangers is not advisable,” he teases.

      “You’ve had your tongue in my mouth, we can skip the strangers part. Besides, I can google you now.”

      “I’d rather you didn’t. Tonight we’re just Vera and Elias.”

      “Tomorrow?” I ask, nipping at his thumb.

      “Anything you want to be.”

      I hum softly and wrap my hand around his wrist, scooting closer to him. As I lean in, Kuriakose announces that we’ve arrived. Elias huffs, his breath warm against my skin and steals a quick kiss before sliding away. I’ve been horny for strangers before, but whatever Elias is making me feel? It’s new and unsettling.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As someone who spends close to ten hours in an office five days a week, I crave the chance to get out and do things as often as possible. Don’t get me wrong, I love being a homebody. Spending late nights wandering the city doesn’t happen too often, so I’m making the most of it. Especially since I’ve got great company.

      It’s closing in on midnight and in the hours since we met, we’ve been to four different bars. Cricket followed us to the first two places and Elias flinched every time the fans got rowdy. He stayed close the whole time, an arm around my waist or a hand on my hip. Like he was claiming me for the world to see and I’m all about it. Goodbye feminism. He’s worn his cap the whole time too, dipping his head whenever it seems like someone is getting too close to us.

      I’ve lost track of the drinks we’ve had, but I made sure to swipe my card whenever I could. I might have joked when I said not all of us are rolling around in money, because I can afford to pay for everything we’ve consumed tonight. Since he’s being so silent about who he really is, I haven’t divulged anything either. All my past hook-ups and relationships know who I am, which instantly puts them on alert. It’s clear to me that men still don’t know how to respond when they’re with a powerful woman who can look after herself. Which is partly why I like this anonymity.

      Tonight, we’re two random people connecting over our mutual attraction and nothing else.

      When we stumble out of the last bar and into the car, Elias asks if I know any good clubs—“I feel like dancing”. I give Kuriakose directions and lean back as we stare at each other. I’m curious what it would be like to fuck him, to have those big, capable hands mapping my body. He’s not burly, but I can tell he’d be able to handle me the way I like. Down, girl.

      Since most clubs in the city are connected to hotels, I picked a five-star location in hopes of there being good music. I don’t go clubbing anymore, but I know my way around the city. Kuriakose pulls up in the portico of the Grand Bay and we slide out of the car. The lobby is packed with folks taking group pictures and sweaty, happy people leaving after a night of partying. The clubs don’t stay open too late, but if my mysterious stranger wants to dance, who am I to deny him that?

      Especially when it means I’ll get to have his hands on me again.

      We ride the elevator fourteen stories for the club housed on the top floor and Elias chuckles when he sees the name: Underworld. I thought the hotel was really smart to not have it in the basement, like most do, and to name it something so obvious makes sense. We move with the horde until I feel a tug on my hand. Elias is frozen in the middle of the hallway, shoulders pressed against his ears as his eyes dart around before landing on me.

      I pull him to the side, and he takes it as an invitation to back me up against the wall. “Something tells me you’re not really ready for this.”

      He exhales loudly as his hands land beside my head. “I hate crowds, but I like being with you.”

      I noticed his dislike for crowds during our bar hopping; he was stiff and non-verbal most of the time. Assuming it was his personality, I didn’t say anything. Now his behaviour makes sense.

      “You know,” I whisper, fingers hooking into the loops of his jeans to bring him closer, “I was joking about not fucking you.”

      “I was joking about not fucking you too. But I do wanna dance.”

      I slide off his cap. “Will you be okay without your security blanket?”

      He grunts and presses our hips together. “I’ve got you, don’t I?”

      One hand cups my jaw and a whimper escapes before he swallows it with a kiss. My fingers tunnel through his hair and I moan as his tongue dances with mine, our bodies lined up perfectly. Some asshole clears their throat and Elias breaks the kiss, his forehead resting against mine. I steal a kiss and slip his cap into my bag as he steps away. He rolls his shoulders back and straightens up, body seeming looser than it was before. Without the shadow of his brim and his hair mussed up thanks to my fingers, he’s one of the handsomest men I’ve ever seen.

      “You’re a delicious piece of ass, Elias Joseph.”

      He blushes and holds out his hand. I take it and we head towards the door of the club. The bouncer slaps bands around our wrists, takes Elias’s card for our cover charge and waves us inside. The music is way too loud and it’s teeming with people. His hand tightens in mine and after a quick nod of acknowledgement that he’s going to be okay, we make a beeline to the bar.

      Everyone standing at the counter has drinks, but they refuse to move. It takes some pushing and shoving, and some apologising from Elias, before we’re close enough to order. With a flash of our wristbands, we get two beers and step away. I truly believe people in nightclubs can’t actually dance, but if you’re in a crowd that’s grooving and you move with them, it all seems to work.

      He tugs me back against his chest as we sway to the music and I can feel him relax. The hand not holding his drink is wrapped around my waist, the bottom half of my dress riding up enough and I can feel the cool air brushing against my thighs. Elias hums in my ear and I smile, trying my best to ignore how hard he is against my ass.

      I’m not one for PDA, but ever since we met, displaying my sexual desire and affection for this man is all I’ve been thinking about. His mouth wanders down my neck, I tilt my head and gather my hair out of the way as my eyes close. He nips and sucks on my skin; he could leave all the marks he wants and I wouldn’t complain. The song changes to something faster and I spin to look up at Elias. He smirks, eyes twinkling as he takes a sip of his drink. I do the same, our gazes locked as we finish our beers.

      “I’ve known you only a few hours and it feels like this is where I’m meant to be,” he whispers, leaning in slightly.

      “Pressed up against me while we’re surrounded by stinky people in an expensive club?”

      “Exactly.”

      I know what you mean. I don’t believe in love at first sight or fate. And I no longer trust my gut when it comes to romance and relationships. Elias might tick all the boxes in my mind, but I could never give myself over to him completely.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I’m surprised to hear him over the loud, heart-thumping music or that he can read me so well already. Forcing a smile, I pat his chest. “Promise not to fall in love with me, okay?”

      He looks startled, eyes searching mine before he nods slowly. “I promise.”

      I take his empty bottle along with mine and head to the bar to return them. And to catch my breath. The bartender slides over a glass of water and I turn around to find Elias watching me, hands on his hips. Fucking hell, he’s breathtaking. Even under the strobe lights of this crowded club, with the worst Bollywood remixes playing, he makes every inch of me come alive.

      I made him promise not to fall in love with me, but who is holding me accountable for the butterflies in my stomach and the throbbing in my core?

      His head tips to the side, mouth curving into a smile and my heart thunders. I finish my water as Elias lifts a hand and hooks a finger, calling me to him. Flashes go off around us and I’m drawn to the man like a moth to a flame. I’d be absolutely okay being burned by him, the hotter the better. When our bodies are inches apart, his arm slides around my waist, hauling me closer. My softness presses against his firm body and I melt a little.

      “Wanna get out of here?”
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