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AkbAr’s plAn wAs simple.
Get engaged to the girl his mother had chosen for him 

and delay the marriage for as long as he could. So he drove 
with his mother to the dingy little house that had seen better 
days.

Giving her a disdainful look, as he helped his mother out 
of  the car, he queried, “She’s obviously marrying for money. 
Aren’t you afraid she’ll poison you to get to me?” He paused 
and then added as an afterthought, “And then me to get all of  
my money?”

His mother gave him a look that used to send his father 
into unscheduled panic-attacks. Akbar told himself  he was 
immune to them. Then he gave her his extra special smile. It 
worked. It always did. On everyone, he grinned.

They were shown into a drab little drawing room and he 
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sat down on a shabby old couch. “Ami, I really don’t have the 
time, so please hurry with this whole—”

“Akbar, be quiet, beta.”
Defeated, he got his iPhone out.
Soon there was a flurry of  movement and the prospec-

tive parents-in-law came in. The father, thin and white haired, 
looking crushed and forlorn, had put on a bravely polite face. 
The mother, overweight and sad-looking, smiled a faded tired 
smile. Akbar felt the first stirrings of  pity mingled with depres-
sion. The girl would probably be a pretty face with no per-
sonality. He chatted with the prospectives pleasantly as they 
waited for their daughter to make an entrance with the req-
uisite tea-trolley. He already knew they’d claim their daughter 
had made ‘everything from scratch’.

At last the creaking wheels of  the trolley became audible 
and the sound of  china cups tinkling. Thank God! They could 
get the obligatory cup of  tea out of  the way and he could go 
back to his life. He looked towards the door out of  sheer habit 
as it opened.

Nothing could have prepared Akbar for the sight that met 
his eyes. He stared in disbelief. Of  all the gin joints in the 
world, he thought, with a grin. Did she know that she was to 
be paraded in front of  him? He got up to receive his soon-
to-be-fiancée. His arch-nemesis, Khayyam Zafar, the terror 
of  his college days back in the 90’s, now pretending to be the 
demure little bride-to-be. He smirked. What a harpy she was 
and how devious.
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let the games begin.
She walked in and greeted his mother pleasantly, but 

didn’t even spare him a glance. Didn’t she care who she was 
being tied to for the rest of  her life? The very picture of  a 
demure eastern girl, shy with her eyes cast down, she began to 
pour tea. She was still oozing sexy though, with her warm skin 
tones and high cheekbones, and that there was that mouth…

Her most misleading weapon, he reminded himself. She 
had a nasty, sharp tongue in there somewhere.

As she handed him his cup of  tea, he said under his breath, 
“You must be pretty desperate to get married.”

Her hand jerked, nearly spilling the tea on him. Their eyes 
met. Imperceptibly, hers widened, and she squared her shoul-
ders, straightened her posture.

“You! Is this some sick joke?” she hissed.
“You tell me, KK?”
“Don’t call me that.”
And she offered him a plate.
He burst out laughing. He couldn’t help it. It was so damn 

funny!
Still grinning like a Cheshire cat, his eyes full of  mirth 

and glued onto her, he addressed his not-to-be future in-laws, 
“Uncle, Aunty, I am so happy to see K…Khayyam after all 
these years! We were in college together, you know.”

Khayyam glared, then closed her eyes and clenched her 
teeth while she mustered control. letting her breath out 
slowly, she opened her eyes, pasted a smile on her face and 
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turned towards her parents.
“Really? How wonderful Khayyam,” her father gushed. 

“Why don’t you two sit and talk, and, we’ll be right here. 
Bhabi, come and sit here. We should give them a chance to 
catch up.”

They moved towards the other couch, which was only two 
feet away but apparently that was all the privacy he was will-
ing to accord them.

Akbar turned towards Khayyam, “What were you think-
ing, KK? Why did you agree to this?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
He scoffed.
“You expect me to believe that you don’t have an ulterior 

motive? You agreed to marry me, the most, what was it again, 
‘morally bankrupt man with pedestrian creative instincts’ 
you’d ever seen? You agreed because you have an agenda and 
I want to know what it is. Or have you changed from the re-
bellious firebrand you were to a commonplace girl who just 
wants to snag a husband?”

She looked angry but almost as if  she didn’t want to be. 
She said quickly, “Okay look. I know what this looks like but 
we have to go through with it for now, and I’ll—”

“Why’s that?”
“Why is what?”
“Why do I have to go through with this? I have the perfect 

opportunity to embarrass you. Why would I not take it KK?”
“Because you can’t embarrass our families like this and 
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you want to get even with me, not them. Or are you still the 
arrogant, selfish, spoilt kid that you were in college?”

“Ah, the nostalgia of  youth,” he mocked. Her words still 
stung.

The little—

“look Akbar, if  you go through with this farce, just think 
of  the satisfaction you get out of  it. You get to show people 
that you won in the end. I was no better than all those girls in 
college who drooled over you.”

Khayyam gave Akbar quick look and was relieved to see 
that he was interested in this new angle. He was frowning but 
there was a speculative gleam in his dark eyes now.

“Keep talking, KK.” He watched as Khayyam took a 
deep calming breath as if  to control her anger, which he se-
cretly thought was completely uncalled for.

She said with a half-smirk, “You’ll be the hero. I’ll be the 
weak-minded girl who falls for brawn and not brains.”

“You’re doing it again, KK.”
“Fine. I’ll be the girl who falls for you.”
He smiled and nodded.
“Now you’re talking, KK. I like that angle. And I can see 

you really want this. I’ll find out why eventually, so why not 
tell me yourself ?”

She didn’t reply.
That had to be a first, he thought surprised, as he looked 

at her sideways yet again. Her face looked stricken and it was 
apparent she was trying to control her emotions.
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“Are you planning on defending your beloved local ruins 
with my name attached to yours? Because unlike you, I have 
been building landmarks and making a name for myself, so ob-
viously my name counts and yours, not so much,” he taunted.

She rolled her eyes. Then shrugged and said casually, too 
casually, “It’s just that my parents want this and—”

Akbar looked at her squarely now, and while there was 
a flash of  panic that showed for an instant in her eyes, she 
stared back at him steadily. There was a strange expression on 
her face. Almost as if  she were—oh, wow—pleading? Akbar 
sniggered.

The moron knew. Khayyam could tell. He was grinning at 
her with that same devilish look he had used on all the girls in 
college. His eyes were dancing with joy.

He whispered, “If  I do this, you owe me big time and I will 
collect the debt.”

She had no option. Wearing the same plastic smile, she 
nodded with relief. Too eagerly perhaps, because at once he 
said, “What a come-down you’ve had KK. You actually seem 
visibly relieved to be getting engaged. At your age I can un-
derstand the desperation.”

“I’m the same age as you—”
He interrupted smoothly, and with obvious relish, “But for 

a man to be twenty-eight and unmarried is nothing out of  the 
ordinary, but a woman to be all of  twenty-eight and unmarried. 
Tsk, tsk, probably desperate, and sexually frustrated.”

“Shut up you sick juvenile.”
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“You want me to put a ring on your finger?”
Khayyam fumed in silence for a full three seconds. But she 

desisted from another attack.
Akbar watched in smug satisfaction. “This is going to be 

so much fun, KK.”
Thankfully, Khayyam’s parents got involved after that and 

Akbar didn’t get a chance to take any more digs at her. With a 
sinking heart she realized that she had just committed herself  
to voluntary torture. And boy, did Akbar Rasul know how to 
vindicate himself.

She got the first dose of  it the very next day. Her parents 
were all aflutter when she came down into the living room. 
There was a huge bouquet on the center table. Red roses. 
Ugh! So clichéd and, gag, over the top, just like the man who’d 
brought them.

“Khayyam, Akbar is here to take you out for lunch,” her 
father beamed.

Akbar, who had stood up as she entered, said with a mock-
ing smile at her, “Hello, again.”

Her father was overtly cheery. Unusually so. She didn’t 
have the heart to resist. She smiled, “If  you’re okay with it, 
Abba.”

“Yes, yes. Go ahead,” her father practically shooed them 
out of  the room.

“You’re such a hypocrite!” Akbar said as soon as they were 
out of  earshot. “All sweetness and sting-less with your parents, 
and for the rest of  humanity you’re nothing but…KK.”
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“Well at least I’m not a walking cliché.”
“What? You don’t like red roses? There isn’t a woman in 

the world who doesn’t like red roses. But then you’re not a 
woman, are you, KK? Which is why instead of  saying thank 
you nicely, you’re complaining.”

“Would it kill you to have some style, Akbar? You’re still 
stuck with romance moves from your college days.”

“Darling, I don’t know who you’re calling style-deprived, 
because this man in front of  you is a class act. See this thing 
I’m driving? It’s called a Mercedes, in case you didn’t know. 
It’s synonymous with class.”

“I bet your clothes are branded and your shoes are Italian.”
“You sound accusatory, KK. Are you still stuck in your 

graduate mentality of—what was it?—oh yeah, equality, fra-
ternity and some such shit?”

“Stop calling me that or I swear I’ll—”
“You’ll what? Not marry me? Break my heart and walk all 

over it? Oh, but wait, that’s you if  I refuse! Tell me why exactly 
you want that ring on your finger so badly that you’ll even suc-
cumb, pitifully I may add, to your arch enemy?”

“Nothing that concerns you. What we are going to do 
about this engagement however, does concern you. My plan 
is—”

“Whoa, hold it right there, KK. Your plans don’t feature in 
this gig okay? You begged me to put that ring on your finger.”

“I did not beg you!”
“Yes you did, with your big beautiful brown eyes. It was 



The Accidental Fiancée

9

heart-wrenching, KK. Now, this is what you’re going to do. 
You’re going to act like a devoted fiancée until the time I de-
cide to call off the engagement, in a few weeks.”

Khayyam was secretly quite relieved so she kept her peace.
They stopped at a red light. leisurely Akbar turned to-

wards her and continued with open enjoyment, “You’ll be 
pleasant and accommodating, you’ll dress up nicely to please 
your future husband—who won’t be, but no one needs to 
know that—and you’ll thank me nicely when I give you roses.”

“As long as they’re not red.”
“You have to have the last word, don’t you?”
“So it would seem.”
Akbar had to hand it to her; she didn’t lose her cool, or 

show how much she resented his power over her. Why though? 
What was hanging over her head that she’d expose herself  
to his humiliation and taunts so easily? But then he thought 
smugly, that wasn’t really his problem and he was going to 
take full advantage of  the situation because he hadn’t had so 
much fun in a long time.

The very next day Akbar came to Khayyam’s house with 
his mother and his uncle to make it official. He brought with 
him a diamond ring, the size of  which made Khayyam flinch. 
It was the most vulgar and ostentatious thing she’d ever seen 
and it weighed a ton.

As Akbar put it on her finger, he said with a charming 
smile that fooled everyone but her, “I chose the ring myself  
because I know exactly how much you like this kind of  thing.”
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She smiled, with her eyes daggers drawn to his jeering 
ones. But she couldn’t say a single thing as he laughed cheer-
fully in her face.

* * *

It became a habit with him to call on her for dinner dates 
or lunches. It was so much fun goading her, especially in front 
of  her parents when she pretended to have reformed and 
couldn’t bite back.

He recalled clearly the first time he’d seen her in college. 
He’d been besotted with her dusky beauty, until she’d started 
speaking vociferously about her favorite causes—feminism, 
helping the marginalized and saving old buildings. And then 
she’d gone head to head with him in their first year of  col-
lege, competing for the prestigious Punjab Student of  the Year 
Award. It was to be judged by none other than his idol, Shoaib 
Peerzada. Akbar considered him to be the greatest Pakistani 
architect of  all time and desperately wanted to impress him.

Her architectural project had been impractical but ‘green’ 
and she’d snagged the coveted prize that he’d been after. Just 
swiped it clean from under his nose, and done it while openly 
criticizing him and his ‘loose ways with everything that should 
be sacred’. Just because he’d designed something that repre-
sented commercial contemporary architecture as a replace-
ment of  the old, dilapidated buildings of  the city, which were 
practically a heap of  stones and dust, even if  they were his-
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torical. She’d come down on him and his project like a ton of  
bricks. It had been epic. It was a politically correct decision for 
the administrators of  the award, but she’d taken it as a valida-
tion of  her stance.

She sat across from him now, absentmindedly eating her 
salad. He recalled his lame-ass attempt to bury the hatchet at 
graduation. In her typical KK-way, she’d been arrogant and 
dismissive. His youthful fragile ego had been bruised badly. 
She shot him down in front of  all his friends and all the girls 
who worshipped the ground he walked on. She’d called him 
quite a few epithets that were probably true and a few that 
weren’t but it was that last thing she’d said that still rankled.

“Akbar Rasul, you’re a depraved, grossly over-confident, 
spoilt boy, without an iota of  real talent! What you have is 
a pedestrian and cheap desire to make a name for yourself  
by razing to the ground what men greater than you have ac-
complished. And if  you think your charming little act is going 
to work on me, you’re sadly mistaken. I’m not your average 
bimbo, and you’ll never be able to fool me, so why don’t you 
take your offer of  friendship somewhere else, and start plan-
ning your vulgar high-rises?”

He bristled at the memory.
What better way to put an end to their feud other than 

right where it had started? He was going to have to intimate 
their old classmates with this latest development.

* * *



Zeenat Mahal

12

Akbar invited Khayyam to dinner but forgot to divulge 
the delicious little detail about their classmates joining them. 
He looked for her reaction as she walked in with the bad boy 
as her fiancé, in front of  all the people who had once hero-
worshipped her. Her expression of  stunned disbelief  was as 
rewarding as could be expected.

It was so worth it.
She hesitated on the threshold just for a minute, but then 

she walked in with her head held high and the same plastic 
smile on her face that he was beginning to recognize as her 
pitiful new trademark. Poor KK.

Where the hell did that come from?
He shook himself  mentally and followed her, determined 

to enjoy her comeuppance.
“Oh my God, it’s true!”
“Khayyam! What were you thinking?”
“All that time in college you made us believe—”
He smiled and said in an undertone, “Sweet, sweet venge-

ance, KK. Now go and look happy.”
He shoved her lightly towards the table while he laughed 

and joked with his friends, who were openly making sugges-
tive jokes about how he had ‘tamed’ Khayyam. He made no 
effort to stop them. In fact, he grinned every time someone 
said anything that suggested she’d actually had a torch burn-
ing for him since college. He was enjoying himself  immensely.

Khayyam laughed and smiled initially, but gradually she 
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fell into a dignified silence, embellished with her plastic smile 
as the jokes became more aggressive.

Akbar was intrigued beyond measure. What had hap-
pened to her? Her house had looked pretty shabby and her 
father was now retired from the government job he had held; 
but how was her marriage going to help?

Alia, a classmate who had never liked Khayyam, piped 
up. “So Khayyam, you’ve sold out too. What happened to 
your dreams of  fighting for women’s rights and joining the 
UN? You’re ending up marrying, just like, what was it you said 
you’d never be, an average bimbo? Well now—”

They laughed.
Khayyam tried to shrug, but Akbar could see Alia’s words 

had hurt her.
Mubashir added, “And to submit to Akbar, the man you 

called an example of  everything that was wrong with the 
youth of  this country. What a man you are, Akbar! An inspi-
ration for us all.”

Khayyam swallowed visibly, smiled and said in a low 
voice, “He’s the man.”

Mubashir and the others winked and nudged but sud-
denly, Akbar had had enough. He hadn’t forgotten the old 
slight because it had hurt at the time. She had been young and 
passionate about some things that he had been obviously op-
posed to and maybe she had said things she probably wouldn’t 
say now.

“You’ll have to excuse us, guys, Khayyam and I have to go 
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somewhere. We should do this again.”
He was already helping her out of  her chair. Why did he 

feel this sudden urge to protect her? Her face was rigid with 
the control she’d been exercising. Now that he had embar-
rassed her and got even, why did he feel defeated?

Her hand felt small and delicate in his as she walked by 
his side quietly, and he looked at her surreptitiously. She was 
even more beautiful than before. She exuded a strange aura 
of  strength, and yet he could sense the vulnerability that had 
never been there before.

He certainly wasn’t the same. People grew up, changed; 
so had they.

She slipped into the passenger seat and stared ahead rig-
idly. For the first time since he’d met her again, he felt tongue-
tied. Had it gone too far?

Had he?
“Khayyam—”
“It’s KK, remember?” she said icily and then added with 

irritation, “What does it even mean?”
He smiled.
“It’s pretty lame. Your not knowing was the punch line. If  

I tell you, it loses its edge.” Facing her, he added, “So I’ll tell 
you, as a peace offering. It’s Kosher Khayyam.”

She nodded and gave a mirthless half-laugh.
“I see. Standing up for hopeless causes and right and 

wrong, self-righteous. Yeah it is lame.”
“Told you it was. And Khayyam, I’m sorry about tonight. 
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They went a bit too far. I should have stopped—”
“Don’t bother, Akbar. I can pay my debts and I paid mine 

with you tonight. Or at least I think I did. If  you don’t agree, 
lead on. I can handle whatever you have to throw at me.”

“Still the tough firebrand somewhere inside, I see.”
He smiled but she didn’t.
And Akbar wanted to know how, or who, had extin-

guished the fire in Khayyam. He remembered her passion-
ate speeches and her dedication to some good cause or other. 
Now she seemed to be fighting herself, some invisible con-
straint that kept her from incinerating her opponents with her 
biting barbs. He was beyond curious.

After dropping her off, he went straight to his mother to 
get to the bottom of  things. And she told him exactly why 
Khayyam would let him go to any lengths to stay engaged to 
him. Not that his mother knew that particular bit of  informa-
tion, but he understood. Akbar felt that strangely unfamiliar 
emotion again, to protect.

The very next day he hired a lawyer to do what he needed 
him to do.

* * *

Akbar and his mother sat at the dinner table with 
Khayyam and her family. She was dazzling—laughing and 
glowing with happiness. She was unable to take her eyes off of  
her younger brother who’d recently been acquitted of  a kid-
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napping charge that had proven to be fabricated and ground-
less. everyone had known that and yet, it had been an uphill 
battle to prove it.

Her parents looked stronger, as if  a pressure had lifted off 
of  their shoulders.

But Akbar had eyes only for Khayyam that night. It was 
likely the last time he was going to see her, now that she no 
longer felt she had to shield her parents by being the obedient 
and dutiful daughter. She could go back to her actual mission 
of  saving the world.

She’d probably tell him to deliver on his word and call off 
the engagement. Akbar felt a sudden tug at his heart. He had 
unwillingly admired her will and tenacity even in college, but 
now, he felt more than that. He had respect and a deep—oh, 

hell, he thought with disgust and an aching heart. Who was he 
kidding? He was in love with her. And wasn’t that just peachy! 
What a fool he was. She hated his guts. Found him lacking 
in everything; morality, depth, maturity, style. And he’d gone 
and fallen in love with her. He toasted his stupidity in silence.

After dinner, he walked back to the dining room where 
she was cleaning up, and getting things ready for the after-
dinner tea. He wanted to see her one more time. Maybe bait 
her one more time, for old time’s sake.

She looked up and gave him an unusually pleasant smile.
“I guess your reasons to stay engaged are obsolete now.”
Still smiling, she shrugged and said, “And yours? I can as-

sist you in your charade some more, if  you like?”



The Accidental Fiancée

17

He shrugged. He didn’t want a charade.
Silence.
She watched him from under her eyelashes. These past 

few weeks had been a revelation to her. Akbar Rasul had 
changed. And it was a change that made him even more dev-
astatingly attractive than he’d been in college.

Khayyam broke the silence with her heart in her mouth, 
“Do you want me to…return your ring?”

A flash of  something passed across his face, but it was 
enough for Khayyam. She knew what he’d done for her 
brother. She’d been an activist too long to not get to the bot-
tom of  things. Her brother had been victimized—she had 
known that. But then, out of  the blue to be championed by 
one of  the best lawyers in the country had been too unbeliev-
able. It hadn’t taken much to convince the lawyer to tell her 
the truth.

Akbar wasn’t just the charming boy she remembered but 
a strong man who could admit to his own faults and take own-
ership of  his mistakes. That night he’d apologized for some-
thing that she had probably deserved.

But she had already pleaded with him once to get en-
gaged. She wasn’t about to do it again.

He ventured slowly, “There is another option, if  you think 
it could work, maybe?”

He looked at her casually as he said it, as if  it didn’t mean 
anything either way.

“Yes?” she asked.
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“We could stay engaged, for real.”
“Okay.”
She was afraid she may have said it too eagerly. He stared 

at her. He looked stunned, and then irritated.
“That’s it. Okay.”
So she was still good, she thought with some wicked relief. 

She tried not to smile and looked at him innocently. “What 
else would you like me to say?”

He looked uncomfortable and hesitant.
“I don’t know—”
“let me explain the obvious to you, Akbar. even though 

you’re not the last man on earth, I’m willing to wear this atro-
cious ring, voluntarily. Now that’s got to account for some-
thing, right?”

He stared at her for just a second too long and then slowly, 
his eyes lit up and he smiled. His cocky grin replacing the 
hesitation and doubts on his handsome face, as he said, “You 
always were good at volunteering for noble causes.”

* * *
Keep reading for an excerpt from She Loves Me, He Loves Me Not, by Zeenat Mahal, 

available as an ebook from Feb 14, 2015
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The cleAr FebruAry sky wAs crowded wiTh kiTes, And The 
rooftops with enthusiastic boys and girls. Most of  them were 
attired in yellow, and had to shout to be heard over the blaring 
music.

Zoella, however, registered all of  that as a faraway din. 
She barely noticed the colorful kites and everyone else, focus-
ing only on the delicious-looking Fardeen. The music, shout-
ing and laughter did not distract her from her goal one bit. 
Her concentration did not waver. Her eyes were firmly fixed 
on Fardeen.

With bated breath, she waited for the miraculous moment 
when angels would trumpet their silver bugles, flowers would 
bloom in deserts and Fardeen Malik’s eyes would finally meet 
hers. The realization that the love of  his life, Zoella Khan, 
though unsophisticated and from a modest background, had 

E x c e r p t  f r o m 
S H E  L O v E S  M E ,  H E  L O v E S  M E  N O T
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been right under his nose all this time would hit him like a bolt 
of  lightning. Overcome with passion, he’d fall to his knees and 
declare, enraptured…

“Bo Kaata!”
Salaar’s yell invaded her ear-drums and Zoella’s imagina-

tion crash-landed back to reality, and back to the rooftop of  
Swaba’s family friend’s house in the old city. Half  of  lahore 
had gathered there to celebrate the advent of  spring with Bas-
ant: kite-flying, food, fun and flirting.

“Take that, you pretty boy,” laughed Salaar as he gave 
Fardeen’s kite-string one final tug with his own.

“Tsk-tsk, such gross insults. On losing your own kite too!” 
Fardeen replied. In response to Salaar’s questioning lift of  the 
brow, he clarified, “That’s not mine little brother, it’s yours.”

Zoella looked upwards. Indeed, Salaar’s flamboyant red 
kite was now floating down the busy skyline mournfully. 
Around them, boys hooted and girls tittered. Ignoring Salaar’s 
groan, Zoella’s eyes were back on Fardeen, who stood a full 
two feet away from her, skillfully steering his own kite towards 
another prey. A big green one.

That was Omer’s wasn’t it?
“Swaba!” called out Fardeen. “Want to see me humiliate 

Omer, or Salaar again?”
Zoella’s best friend, who was sitting on an old stone bench 

sulking. At her brother’s question, she glared in response. 
“I hate Basant!” said Swaba. “It’s a stupid festival, where 

we have to dress in this stupid yellow, which is highly unflatter-
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ing to our skin tones, and watch stupid boys fly stupid kites…”
“We get the picture,” said Fardeen drily. Turning to-

wards Salaar’s friend, he said cheerfully, “Watch it Omer, fair 
warning.”

Salaar threw frantic instructions at Omer, as Fardeen 
tugged and pulled at his kite-string, trying to trap Omer.

“Tighter, Omer!”
Omer pulled on his string, tightening his grip.
“Not that much, you fool!”
Omer let the string loose.
“This way, this way!” yelled Salaar. “Left, you idiot! That’s 

my left! Leave me alone! Fardeen Bhai….”
Omer stopped short as the big green kite began drifting 

away towards the boys on the neighbor’s rooftop, who were 
yelling, dancing, hooting and throwing loud insults at them 
cheerfully, having poached Omer’s kite.

Omer glared at Salaar and stomped towards the pile of  
brand new kites, looking shamefacedly towards Swaba.

“Pitiful,” mocked Fardeen, looking at him. 
“I don’t know why they think they’ve been castrated every 

time their kites go down,” Swaba whispered to Zoella.
“Interesting choice of  words,” Zoella whispered back.
That made both of  them laugh. Zoella’s eyes gravitated 

back towards Fardeen again.
But no matter how many times she looked over towards 

Fardeen, his handsome, sculpted face never ever turned her 
way. ever. Angels had better things to do than blow trum-
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pets for her. The earth continued to rotate on its boring old 
axis, following the same well-worn orbit. God was not in His 
heaven, all was not right with the world. Fardeen was still not 
hers, nor ever likely to be.

Zoella’s defeated sigh originated all the way from her 
coral-tipped toes.

“Nice job, you!”
At the sound of  the lilting, sing-song voice, Zoella grudg-

ingly looked at Neha, Fardeen’s soon-to-be affianced, long-
time girlfriend. Neha was sophisticated and exuded oomph. It 
wasn’t difficult to see why Fardeen never spared anyone else a 
glance. Zoella knew she did not have oomph. Oomph eluded 
her. And oomph was important. especially in lahore.

“Thanks! Just let me cut my brother down to size one 
more time before we go on to the Gardezi’s,” Fardeen said 
smiling, eyes firmly fixed on the sky that seemed to be throw-
ing up kites.

“I’m not the only one with a kite here, am I?” Salaar 
snarled.

“True,” grinned Fardeen.
“Well then? Go alpha on someone else, will you?” Salaar 

almost whined. Almost.
“Aw…is that a tremor I hear in your voice?”
Salaar harrumphed.
Zoella was holding the big pinna, the spool of  string of  

his kite for him. Salaar had already cut his fingers twice on 
the string, which was laced with ground glass, apparently all 
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the better to cut other people’s kite strings with. Most boys 
sported Band-Aids on their fingers and each had a girl stand-
ing a few feet away from him, holding his pinna, trying to keep 
up with his frantic requests—‘loosen it’ or ‘back, back’ or ‘roll 
it’—and standing by for a defeated, ‘yaar!’ or a victorious ‘bo 
kaata’. Usually it was the girlfriends, or fiancées or wannabe 
girlfriends who liked to do that sort of  thing. Zoella, however, 
had offered to hold Salaar’s string-ball and be his spool-girl so 
she could watch Fardeen without interruption.

“Aaaaaaannnd, done,” announced Fardeen, as Salaar’s 
second kite, a beautiful black and red one with a big fancy tail, 
came gliding down.

“Bloody hell, Bhai!” Salaar glowered at his brother.
Fardeen laughed heartily as he walked towards Neha.
Zoella let her arms fall, now that the string was kite-less. 

The pinna consisted of  a heavy wooden rolling pin, with two 
big discs on either side fitted with handles. Her arms were 
aching. They’d been at it for hours.

“Just…you’ll see. I will crush you…and—”
“Yeah, yeah,” Fardeen said. looking at Neha, he shook 

his head in disgust at his brother’s performance. She handed 
him a glass of  lassi. Fardeen took it with a salacious wink at 
her and then as he sipped his drink, he turned and said, “Sa-
laar, kite-flying is an art. It’s a legitimate sport. You can’t just 
hold a string and say you’re flying a kite. This is Lahore, not 
Karachi. The three years in IBA there took their toll on you. 
I’m afraid you’ll never be the same again. You’re damaged 
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goods.”
Salaar was busy stringing his new kite, muttering curses 

and Zoella caught a few words like ‘bloody show-off’, ‘I’ll 
show him’ and then, “thinks he’s…some…some…”

“Prince?” supplied Zoella. Salaar scowled at her.
She felt rather than saw Neha’s cool gaze on her. Had 

Neha heard? Ooops! The once-over Neha subjected her to 
made Zoella want to straighten her clothes. She felt fat. And 
short. Neha was a sylvan nymph at five foot seven and a hun-
dred and ten pounds. Zoella was only five three, and she was 
curvy. Ugh!

“I don’t believe we’ve met…” said Neha to Fardeen, still 
surveying Zoella.

looking confused for just a moment as he chugged his 
glass of  lassi down, Fardeen paused, empty glass resting in 
his hand, and said hesitantly, “Oh, this is Swaba’s friend…
Zohra.”

Salaar snorted. Swaba frowned at her eldest brother for a 
full ten seconds before correcting him, “This is my best friend 
since kindergarten, Zoella.”

Fardeen smiled at Neha as if  all was clear and none of  
their business anyway. Swaba wasn’t going to let it go so eas-
ily though. He knew he’d made a tactical error. He might as 
well have forgotten his sister’s name. Best friends were serious 
business and he knew this friendship meant a great deal to his 
sister, judging from the fact that Zoella was always around, 
staring at him like a lost puppy.
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Giving Swaba a disarming smile, he said, “Aim the icy 
daggers at Salaar, Miss Piggy. He’s been seeing that girl you 
went to school with. Your arch-enemy, Mah-something?”

Swaba and Zoella swung towards his younger brother in 
unison and yelled simultaneously, “Mahnoor?”

Fardeen wasn’t one of  the best lawyers in the city for noth-
ing. He was forgotten and Swaba’s attention was now on their 
brother. Salaar could only scowl at the betrayal. It made Far-
deen laugh even more. Thoroughly entertained, he watched 
his brother try getting out of  that one.

“Salaar, you traitor! You’re going out with Mahnoor?” 
Zoella looked appalled as she asked the question, while Swaba 
merely curled her lip in disgust. Then, very deliberately, Zoella 
put the ball of  string down on the ground and crossed her 
arms. That meant Salaar was officially in trouble.

He retorted somewhat guiltily, “Yes, I am. And I’ll have 
you know that she’s a very nice girl.”

“Nice girl?” Fardeen asked in a tone loaded with meaning. 
Then added, “Now, Zo—ella here is a nice girl. Mahnoor, on 
the other hand…” Fardeen gave his brother a wicked grin and 
shook his head.

Zoella felt a warm prickle of  embarrassment. First he’d 
forgotten her name. He’d been seeing her in his house for the 
last decade and a half  at least and he didn’t even know her 
name. Now he was calling her a nice girl.

She felt insulted. Nice girls were boring. Nice girls were 
to be avoided like the plague. Nice girls married the first man 
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who asked their parents, bore said man two children, and got 
fat. Nice girls did not have fun. Nice girls did not have rich, 
handsome Adonises hankering after them. She was not a nice 
girl. Nope. Hell, no.

Was she?
“I’m…I’m…” Zoella stuttered, wanting to change the 

impression Fardeen had of  her as the bland vanilla nice girl. 
She didn’t want to be a nice girl. She wanted to be the girl 
Fardeen would fall in love with, marry and live with happily 
ever after. She needed to say something clever. She certainly 
did not want to appear gauche and awkward by saying the 
wrong thing, or worse, not saying anything at all. She wanted 
to be witty and funny and dazzling. Instead, she was stammer-
ing, frantically searching her blissfully blank mind for a droll 
retort.

Fardeen however, had moved on already and was address-
ing his brother, “I can smell nice girls from across the galaxy. 
Take it from me, that girl you’re seeing is not nice.”

There was too much noise to think, Zoella consoled her-
self, as Fardeen casually snagged Neha’s hand and was half-
way across the rooftop before anyone could say anything 
more. There, he turned and asked Salaar with another wicked 
grin, “What do you want with a nice girl anyway? You’re not 
thinking of  marrying her, are you?”

“F…Get off my back,” Salaar said with open irritation. 
His brother’s laughter at Salaar’s discomfiture made Salaar 
glower even more. 
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Chuckling, Fardeen walked towards the winding stone 
staircase, with Neha on his arm.

“Fardeen, how very naughty of  you! What’s wrong with 
nice girls?” Neha batted her eyelashes at him. Still chuckling, 
Fardeen walked towards the winding stairway with Neha on 
his arm.

His eyes warmed as he looked at Neha. “Nothing, I’m 
sure. I’d have no clue what to do with them, however.”

A dark, bitter disappointment swelled within Zoella. He’d 
just called her a nice girl. Her brain however, chose that mo-
ment to register, yet again, the dark hair that fell in soft waves, 
his perfect profile and the broad shoulders that carried his de-
signer jacket so well. She sighed again.

She’d lost count of  her sighs long ago. There were too 
many. There were different kinds. There were those she se-
cretly enjoyed because they were for Fardeen. Then there 
were those that escaped from the depths of  her troubled soul 
because her mother never took her side against her domineer-
ing brother, who treated her like his personal slave. There 
were some she tried to suppress because she realized that per-
haps she was too much of  a dreamer.

Perhaps it was her youthful arrogance born of  optimistic 
inexperience that kept her dream of  true love alive, because 
without it, her life was desolate. There was a part of  her that 
understood that Fardeen’s sexy smile, his black unruly hair 
that fell roguishly across his forehead, the angles and planes 
of  his chiseled face, were not meant for the likes of  Zoella 
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Khan, the wretched of  the earth, who would neither inherit 
said planet, nor Adonis-like older brothers of  best friends.

* * *
If  you enjoyed reading this excerpt, then pre-order now on Amazon

http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00S1HKGIK
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