
        
            [image: cover]
        


Nightingale

By Andrea Bramhall

Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2014 Andrea Bramhall

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author


Synopsis

When Charlie Porter meets Hazaar Alim her first year
of university, she's instantly smitten. Hazaar has it all: beauty,
talent, and brains. What she doesn't realize is that Hazaar's
future has already been decided, and Charlie has no place in
it.

Hazaar desperately wants to break with her traditions
and stay with Charlie, but when forced to choose, she chooses her
family over love. When she realizes the choice she made is the
worst one possible, it's too late.

Years later, while working in Pakistan as a diplomat
and negotiator, Charlie receives a phone call from a woman who says
her British sister-in-law is to be killed for the family's honor
and asks if someone can save her.

Charlie and Hazaar are on a collision course with
destiny. If they make it out alive, can they believe in their love
once again?
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Chapter One

Pakistan, today

Charlie took a deep breath. The aroma of
sun-scorched earth, spices, and small farm animals filled the air.
Goats bleated their greetings to anyone who passed, and chickens
pecked at the ground. It never ceased to amaze her. She was less
than an hour from Islamabad—a bustling metropolis—and yet she felt
she had stepped into a different world. The small Pakistani village
was home to no more than a hundred people on the edge of the
Peshawar plain where the desert encroached on one side and the
mountains loomed on the other, and Charlie had the feeling that the
village had stolen the land it was sitting on. Everything had a
temporary feel to it, as though mountains or desert would soon
reclaim it and cast the villagers out in search of another place to
settle.

She climbed out of the Jeep in front of her
destination and pulled the scarf closer to her face. She hated
wearing it because of the way her sweat seeped into the fabric in
the heat of the fast-fading sun. But as much as she hated it, she
knew it was a small price to pay to be able to accomplish her
work.

The house was made of thick clay walls. It had a
straw roof, and a rickety fence enclosed a dusty, rocky yard with a
chicken coop in the corner. It was typical of the village, and she
knew that inside there would be no plumbing, no electricity, and
the only heating in the surprisingly chilly Pakistani winter would
come from a fire in the hearth. She knocked on the door and waited.
She could hear voices inside, a child sniffling, and the soft
shuffle of slippered feet across the floor. The hinges creaked as
the door swung open and a bearded man appeared.

“Yes?” His English was thickly accented, and he
looked at her curiously. It had been a long time since Charlie had
questioned why people never addressed her in Arabic, since her blue
eyes and blond hair visible under the headscarf were a definite
giveaway to her Western roots.

“Mr. Malik, I’m Charlie Porter. We’ve spoken on the
phone several times over the past few weeks.”

“The woman from the embassy?” A frown marred his
face, the deep-set eyes turned wary, and the crinkles at the
corners deepened. The white linen tunic of his traditional clothing
stood out starkly against the roughhewn wooden door, and the
loose-fitting pants rustled as he moved.

Charlie prepared herself. “Yes.”

“I have nothing to say to you.” He began to close
the door, and she quickly held out her hand to halt its
progress.

“Sir, I have a proposition for you. Would you allow
me to speak with you? Please.” Charlie looked him in the eye as he
stopped pushing, determined to make him listen. She knew that this
was the final resolution for this case, and a child’s future rested
in her hands.

“You want to take my daughter from me.” His voice
was gruff, scratchy almost.

“No, sir, I want to make your life a little easier.”
She held up a newspaper folded into quarters and a paragraph was
circled in red. “I can give you the fresh start your family wants
you to have.” The circled piece was a notification of his new
wife’s pregnancy. It had been placed in the newspaper by Mr.
Malik’s father and father-in-law, and it was obvious not only how
proud they were of the impending birth, but also that the child of
his first failed marriage, to an English woman they hadn’t approved
of, was something of an inconvenience for the family—a reminder of
his failure and a block to them all moving on. She was sure that
both families must be putting him under enormous pressure to do
something about the little girl. She hoped that the option she was
offering him was somewhat more palatable than it had been
before.

“She is my daughter. She should be with me.”

“A little girl needs her mother too.”

“She has a mother.” He started to raise his voice,
then caught himself. “I have remarried. She has a good mother.”

“I understand that.” Charlie hated the way she had
to appease the man, playing to his ego to get what she needed from
him. But this wasn’t her first negotiation, and she knew how to
play the game. As a child, she had been fascinated by the game of
chess. She’d read about the strategies, and the defences, opening
gambits, and sacrifices. She loved the nuances and the variations,
and she loved the dichotomy of the aggression and subtlety that
incorporated the game. And the patience she had learned had always
been one of her greatest assets. She put every lesson she’d learned
into play now. “I also understand that it must be difficult for
her.”

“My wife is a proper Muslim woman. She will do her
duty.”

“I’m sure she will. But wouldn’t it be easier for
you both to be able to start your new family with just the two of
you, instead of having the reminder of your failed marriage living
beneath your roof?” Charlie loathed the way she had to make the
little girl sound like an inconvenience for her father. She hoped
that the child was far enough away or unable to understand English
after three years in Pakistan.

“She is my daughter.” His voice cracked, and Charlie
knew she was making headway.

“I know. But wouldn’t your wife appreciate you
thinking of her needs at this time? Her first baby, your first baby
together, is due soon.”

“My wife will do as I tell her. She is a good Muslim
woman.”

“Mr. Malik, do you know much about the cuckoo
bird?”

“What are you talking about?”

“The cuckoo bird, Mr. Malik. Do you know anything
about it?”

“What does that have to do with this?”

“If you would indulge me a moment.” She waited for
some sign of acknowledgment before she continued. “The cuckoo bird
doesn’t make a nest of its own. It’s a parasite in the bird world.
It lays eggs in the nest of another bird and leaves the host to
raise the chick. The cuckoo chick grows so fast it will often kill
the host bird’s chicks by pushing them out of the nest or squashing
the eggs.” Charlie watched to make sure that he was following her.
“The host bird will continue to feed and raise the cuckoo chick
until it flies from the nest, and it will do so to the detriment of
her own chicks.”

Mr. Malik leaned back from the door and stared off
to his right, seemingly into space.

Charlie smiled. “The cuckoo chick isn’t evil. It’s
not even wrong. It’s merely trying to survive.” She could see the
effect her words were having on the man. His shoulders slumped and
his brow furrowed as he seemed to consider everything she was
saying. Perhaps everything his family had been saying too. “It’s
the nature of the bird. It cannot help that it’s in the wrong
place.”

He slowly raised his eyes to meet her hers. She
could see the glimmer of tears, and she knew he’d made his
decision. “She will be taken care of properly?”

“You have my word.”

“It will be best for everyone.”

“Of course.” Charlie felt the thrill of victory
surge through her, the adrenaline making her hands shake as she
pushed the newspaper into her bag. She tempered her excitement, not
wanting to say or do anything that would make him backtrack on his
decision. All she wanted was for him to hand over the little girl
and for the two of them to leave, get back to the British Embassy,
and get the child back to her mother.

“Horia.” He shouted into the house and turned his
back on her. He spoke in Urdu before pushing the door open wide. He
had his hand on the little girl’s back as he pushed her toward the
door. Charlie knew from the file that she was five years old and
had been in Pakistan for three years. Her clothes were well kept,
if a little dirt-smeared at the end of the day. She looked healthy,
whole, but not very happy.

“What did you tell her?” Charlie held her hand out
to the child and waited for her to take it.

“I told her that she was to go with you. That is
all.”

Charlie nodded and bit back the angry retort she
wanted to yell at him and reminded herself that it wasn’t her place
to judge. She was here to reunite a mother and her daughter, not
decide who was the better parent—the one who hadn’t stopped
searching for Horia, or the parent who had taken her as a way to
punish her mother. And, conceivably, based on the tears in his
eyes, because he actually wanted her as well. It saddened her how
common it was that children were used as weapons by their parents.
The damage done to them in the process was immeasurable.

She waved and beckoned the child to her. The girl’s
eyes were wide open, and fat tears clung to her lashes as she
tugged on the thin cotton shirt she wore. Mr. Malik pushed her out
the door toward Charlie, muttering after her. The child’s lower lip
trembled, and the first tears ran down her cheeks. Charlie lifted
the child into her arms, settling her against her hip, and reached
into her bag again with her free hand.

“I need you to sign this document, Mr. Malik.” She
waved a sheaf of papers at him.

“What is it?” He took hold of the pages without
glancing at the content.

“It gives me custody of Horia and will enable me to
get her a passport. It says that you give up your legal
responsibilities and rights over her.” Charlie held out a pen to
him. “I need you to sign it.”

“And if I don’t?”

Charlie shrugged. “You’ll make it difficult for me,
but not impossible.” She played down the difficulties she would
face if he didn’t sign, knowing it would be damn near impossible to
get the child a new British passport quickly without his signature,
especially as she was leaving without any legal documents for the
child. The girl’s mother had already explained that he had burned
the child’s original passport and birth certificate, which meant
things were far more complicated.

He looked at the little girl, then down at the
papers in his hand. Charlie could hear a soft voice behind him, but
she couldn’t make out what was being said. It seemed whatever it
was helped her cause, though, because he grunted and held the
papers against the wall as he signed them.

Charlie stuffed them into her bag when he handed
them back to her and walked as quickly as she could to the Jeep.
She slid the child across the bench seat and climbed in after her.
A woman’s cry from behind her made Charlie wind down the
window.

The woman had her hair covered and was holding the
scarf over the lower half of her face. Only her eyes were visible,
and tears gathered, growing fat behind rapidly blinking lids. She
reached through the open window and held a stuffed bear out to the
little girl and wiped the tears from her cheeks. She whispered
softly to her words that Charlie couldn’t understand, but the
little girl nodded and stuck her thumb into her mouth as she
cuddled the bear tightly against her chest.

“She good girl. You take care good?”

Charlie smiled. “I promise.”

The woman nodded and waddled back to the house, her
heavily pregnant body obviously struggling.

Charlie pressed on the accelerator and gripped the
steering wheel tighter as she drove over the hard, rocky ground.
She glanced in her rearview mirror, pleased and saddened in the
same instant that the little girl’s father had already closed the
door. She was happy the fight was over and that mother and daughter
were to be reunited, but the feeling of disillusionment was always
strong when a parent so readily gave up their child.

“My name’s Charlie, and I’m going to take you back
to your mother.”

The little girl trembled but didn’t say anything,
her little arms wrapped tightly around the stuffed bear. Charlie
shook her head and tried to block out the surge of sorrow that
always accompanied moments such as this. As many times as she saw
it happen, it never ceased to amaze her how much pain people were
willing to inflict upon others. Especially those they were supposed
to care for.

“It’s going to be okay.” Charlie risked a quick
glance and smiled at her, and wondered if she remembered how to
speak English, or even understood anything she was saying, but
Charlie doubted it. She brushed her hand over the little girl’s
head, soothing her.

They had about an hour’s drive to the British
Embassy from the small village on the outskirts of Taxila on the
Peshawar Plain, and soon the rutted dirt roads gave way to smooth
tarmac and the growing lights of the city on the horizon as dusk
began to descend.

She clipped her Bluetooth earpiece into place and
dialled. She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel while she
waited.

“Goddamn it, Porter, where the hell are you?” Jasper
Jackson’s voice shook as he clearly tried to control his anger.

Charlie flinched at the volume directly in her ear.
“I’m about an hour out. I’ve got the kid with me, so you can get
the mother on standby.”

“What the hell did you do?”

“Nothing. I just talked to the guy.”

“We’ve been talking to the guy for weeks. What the
hell did you have to say that was any different this time? Why did
you have to go in person? Why did you go alone? You know the rules.
Damn it, Charlie! What the hell—”

“Sorry, JJ, you’re breaking up.” She hung up
quickly, knowing she’d pay for that later, but at least not while
she was driving.

Charlie ran her fingers through her short curls and
rubbed the back of her neck in a useless attempt to ease the
tension that caused a headache behind her eyes.

She turned off the Grand Trunk Road onto the Kashmir
Highway, keeping up a litany of useless information for the child.
She told her about the High Court building as they passed it, the
Pakistani flag flying proud and true as the lights shone and the
gentle breeze stirred the air. In the distance, she could make out
the illuminated pillars of the Shah Faisal Mosque with its ornate
marble façade reflecting the light into the sky, a siren’s call to
the faithful. She exited the highway and made a couple of turns
before she was driving down Embassy Road into the heart of the
diplomatic conclave.

It had always surprised her how drab and ugly the
British Embassy building was next to the other ornate buildings
within the diplomatic heart of Pakistan―utilitarian, box-like, and
beige. But it was safety. It was British soil and protection in a
land that was foreign and rarely forgiving.

Armed guards swung the gate open and let her inside
as she flashed her ID. She had barely pulled the car to a stop when
a small group hustled to the car and pulled open the doors. The
child startled and began to cry as hands she no longer recognized
pulled her out of the vehicle.

“Horia.” The woman cradled the child to her breast
and fell to her knees. “My baby.” Tears rained down her face as she
looked over the little girl’s head at Charlie. “Thank you. Thank
you. You’ve brought me back my angel.”

Charlie smiled, choking back her own tears. “I don’t
know how much English she still knows. I don’t think she understood
me at all.”

The woman waved her hand. “It doesn’t matter.” She
cupped Horia’s face in her hands and kissed her forehead. “She’ll
learn.”

Charlie felt a meaty hand on her shoulder. “Another
maverick stunt, Porter? What am I going to do with you?”

Charlie turned and grinned up at her tall, redheaded
boss. “Give me a raise?”

Jasper Jackson shook his head and tried to hide his
smile beneath a scowl. “I should put you on some sort of probation
or something. You can’t keep going off and pulling stunts like
this. Every time you go out there on your own, you’re in
danger.”

“JJ, I know what I’m doing.” She watched the woman
and child as they were led into the building.

“Yes, but even you can’t control everything out
there, Charlie. What if you’d shown up at his house and he’d pulled
a gun?”

Charlie rapped her knuckles on her chest and the
unmistakable metallic sound of a bulletproof vest sounded.

“That doesn’t protect that pretty blond head of
yours.”

Charlie laughed. From anyone else she might have
taken offence at the comment, but they had worked together for
almost three years now. She knew the giant of a man had nothing but
the utmost respect for her professionally and cared for her deeply
as a friend. “I’d spoken to this guy for weeks, JJ. He wasn’t going
to pull anything like that. He wanted the kid off his hands. He
wanted to make life a bit easier with the new wife now that she has
a baby on the way. This was convenient and allowed him to save
face. He wasn’t going to do anything to me.”

“He never mentioned anything about any of that in
the calls.”

“No, but his father and father-in-law posted an
advert in the local paper announcing the happy news that his son
and new wife were expecting their first child.” She buffed her
fingernails against her shirt.

Jasper shook his head. “And you didn’t think it
would be a good idea to tell me this?”

“I just did.”

“Before. As you damn well know you should have
done.”

“Look, the info came in. I saw an opportunity, and
it paid off. We got the result we wanted, and a mother and daughter
are back together and will soon head safely back to the UK. What
more do we need, JJ?”

“Come with me.” Jasper led her into the building,
not stopping until they were in his office. He stepped behind his
desk and reached for a file, flipping it open before he held it out
to her. “We have a new recruit coming on board.”

Charlie took the file and glanced over the
photograph and basic info. There were six members of the task
force, including the two of them. They all had different areas of
expertise to aid in their mission, which was to return British
nationals who had been forcibly relocated to Pakistan back to the
families and loved ones waiting for them in Britain. “Okay.
And?”

“I want you to train her.”

Charlie dropped the file back onto his desk. “JJ,
no. You know I can’t do that.”

“No, I know you don’t like to. But you can and you
will train her, and I want you to do it by the book.”

“I’m not cut out to teach. I don’t have the
patience.”

“Charlie, you have all the patience in the world
when it comes to a negotiation, and you have more than enough to
train someone.”

“Don’t do this. It won’t be good for her.”

JJ laughed. “I think it’ll be perfect for her. And
for you.”

Charlie scowled.

“Look, Charlie, you are by far the best negotiator I
have ever worked with. You get more results, faster, with less
intervention than anyone else on this task force. And this list”―he
held up a stack of A4 paper filled with names―“only gets longer
every day. We need to be able to give more families the result you
just did tonight.”

“Did I not just get a dressing down for that?”

“I need you to keep me in the loop more and I need
you to follow protocol, but I need you to be effective too.” He ran
his hand over his face. “Next time call me en route, okay?”

“I did.”

“I mean on the way there. Not the way back.”

“All right, all right.” She picked up the file again
and glanced at the picture of the woman. “You’re really gonna make
me train her?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I need more people who can do what you do, Charlie.
Walk in there without a gun and bring people home.” JJ pointed at
the file in her hand. “Read it. I think you’ll find it interesting.
But if you think she can’t do it, then…”

Charlie rolled her eyes and turned to leave. “See
you in the morning.”

The streets were quiet as she drove home to her
empty apartment. She left the lights off and dropped the file onto
the coffee table in her lounge. The bright city lights that shone
on the other side of the glass were more than enough for her to see
by. She poured herself a glass of locally brewed vodka, grateful
she’d had the foresight to purchase the permit that allowed
non-Muslims to drink liquor. The alcohol warmed her throat as she
sipped and stared out the window, and the question that never
stopped plaguing her rose again. Are you still out there,
Hazaar?


Chapter Two

The North of England, then

Charlie stared out the window and drummed her
fingers nervously against her bag as she neared her destination.
She glanced at her watch before dragging her hand through her curls
and scratching absently at her scalp. She opened her bag again to
check that the music she needed was still inside and hadn’t
escaped, just to finish off her morning from hell.

She’d set off for her audition an hour early to be
sure she wouldn’t be late. She waited for her first bus, not
concerned when it arrived ten minutes late because she had fifty to
spare. While she waited for the next bus, the rain began. Not heavy
rain that’s over in a few minutes, but rather a fine drizzle that
was barely perceptible to the skin and had her drenched to the core
in about thirty seconds flat. She’d rummaged through her bag but
couldn’t find her umbrella, and with no shelter close by, all she
could do was wait in the rain. She held her bag over her head,
trying to stave off the explosion of frizz that would soon attack
her hair and create an untamable mass. Her crisp white shirt was
quickly heading into the realms of indecent, and her black pants
were stuck to her legs. The truck that sped quickly through the
large puddle that had formed at lightning speed in front of her
made everything so much the worse.

She needed to get to the Royal Northern College of
Music and try to dry off a little before her audition, and precious
time she should use to practice would be wasted in front of a hand
dryer in the ladies’ bathroom. She began to softly hum the melody
of her piece, going over the trickier parts in her head, hoping her
voice would hold on the top note, right at the height of her range.
Music calmed her, and right now, she needed to stay calm.

The bus finally approached her stop, and she made
her way to the front, her shirt and trousers stuck to her slim body
and pulling uncomfortably with each move. The bus driver’s gaze
raked over her, and when he eventually met her eyes and raised his
eyebrows suggestively, she rolled her eyes and shook her head. Not
even if she were desperate. She spent the journey staring out the
window and ignoring the way he stared at her in his rearview
mirror. When they arrived, she hurried down the steps before he
could speak and ran for cover under the college awning.

She made her way to the front desk and waited
patiently as the receptionist held up her hand and answered the
phone. Her nasal voice grated as she spoke into the mouthpiece.

“Hello, Royal Northern College of Music, please
hold.” She looked up and smiled at Charlie as she spoke. “How can I
help you?”

“I have an audition with Mr. Swallen.”

“Of course, your name?”

“Charlie. Charlie Porter.” The woman trailed her
finger down the computer screen in front of her.

“Ah, yes. Charlotte Porter. If you’ll take a seat,
he’ll be ready for you in a few minutes.”

“Can you tell me where the ladies’ room is, please?”
Charlie motioned at her clothes, and the receptionist looked her up
and down. She smiled slightly and nodded toward the far corner as
she answered another call.

Charlie turned around and made her way across the
reception area, pushed open the door, and went straight to the
dryer. She tried to angle the nozzle to dry off the front of her
shirt, but it didn’t do any good. She looked over her shoulder and
checked all the stalls were empty before she slid off her shirt.
She held it under the dryer and kept listening for the door to
open, not wanting to be caught topless. She jumped when she heard a
creak outside and froze till the hot air started to burn her skin.
No one came in, and she relaxed. The old building must be creaky in
general. She drew in a breath quickly and moved her fingers, trying
to speed up the drying as the fabric creased in her hands. She
didn’t react to the next creak, sure it was nothing, just like
before.

She screamed and jumped when she looked in the
mirror and saw someone moving behind her.

The young woman’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry.”

Charlie glanced at herself in the mirror. Her curls
were somewhat wild, her trousers were stuck to her legs, and she
clutched her shirt to her chest, dismayed that it wasn’t covering
her bra. She shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. I got caught in the
rain and I have an audition and I can’t go to it like this. I was
just trying to dry off a bit, and it’s not going very well.” She
tried to adjust her shirt to afford herself some modesty, with
little success. “I’m rambling. I’m sorry if I’ve embarrassed
you.”

“You’ll find the second one along is quicker.” She
pointed to the next dryer. “It happens all the time. I’ve no idea
why, but the second one always gets things dry quicker.”

Charlie moved over and pressed the button. She kept
her eyes focused on the task in hand and hoped the stranger would
just move away and let her carry on.

“Who’s your audition with?”

“Mr. Swallen.” Charlie caught a glimpse of amused
eyes watching her in the mirror as the young woman washed her hands
and moved to the dryer next to her. Her arm brushed against
Charlie’s as she reached out, and she shivered under the jolt of
electricity that coursed through her, and her shirt flittered to
the ground. They both squatted to pick it up. Charlie’s fingers
trembled as she picked it up off the floor, and she couldn’t help
but stare into the young woman’s eyes. They were chocolate brown
with flecks of honey gathered around the pupils, and she licked her
full lips with a deft flick of her tongue. They looked so soft
Charlie wanted to reach out and touch them, to run her fingertips
over their soft fullness, perhaps even taste them with her own.

She shook her head to clear the fog, unable to
recall anything the young woman had said as Charlie stared at her
mouth. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

She smiled, those beautiful lips pulling back to
reveal a row of even, white teeth. “I said, that must mean you’re a
singer. He’s a good teacher. Hates people who sing show tunes at
the auditions, though. He gets inundated with people singing songs
from musicals. Anything else gets in without any problem. What are
you singing?”

Charlie wanted to groan as they stood up together,
and she took in the full exotic Arabic beauty that stood in front
of her. Mahogany dark hair hung in soft waves around her shoulders.
Long, graceful fingers were still wrapped about her blouse, and
Charlie could make out the full womanly curves beneath the flowing
gypsy style skirt and blouse. “‘I Dreamed A Dream’ from Les
Misérables.”

The woman laughed and pointed to the shirt. “Might
be best to leave it wet then.” She laughed harder, and her hair
swayed as her head moved. “I’m just kidding. But your bra is just
going to wet the shirt straight through again anyway.”

Charlie sighed, knowing the woman was right. As soon
she left, with a cheerful “good luck,” Charlie removed her sodden
bra and tucked it into her bag before quickly redressing. She
couldn’t get the woman’s face from her mind. The striking beauty
she assumed to be Middle Eastern played on her mind as she went
over and over each detail of the brief encounter, and she was
shocked to find herself more turned on than she could remember
being in a long, long time.

The reception area was quiet when she left the
bathroom, and she looked for the woman who had spoken to her,
relieved when there was no sign of her. She let out the breath she
was holding and made her way toward the chairs.

“Miss Porter, Mr. Swallen is ready for you now.” The
receptionist pointed to the door next to the reception desk that
led to the main auditorium. Charlie paused before she walked
through the doors, just long enough to push away the butterflies
gathered in her stomach.

“Make your way to the stage, please.” The deep male
voice rumbled toward her from the front of the seating bank,
disembodied from the person that never glanced in her direction.
She walked slowly to the front of the huge room and up the steps
onto the stage.

“Thank you. Miss…?”

“Porter. Charlie Porter.”

“Thank you, Miss Porter. Now what have you prepared
for us today?” Charlie stuck her hand into her bag and pulled out
her sheet music, the number from Les Misérables lying on the
top. The words of the young woman in the bathroom echoed in her
head, and she quickly shuffled the piece to the back and held on to
the stack with trembling hands.

“It’s a song called ‘Nightingale’ by Norah Jones.”
She heard papers rustling and the creak of a chair.

“Very well, an unusual choice of song, I must say.
May I ask why you have chosen this piece?”

“It’s a favourite of mine, a simple song with a
beautiful melody. I just love to sing it.” She smiled as she spoke
and gained confidence in her snap decision as she did so.

“Give your music to the pianist, and when you’re
ready, please begin.”

She walked slowly toward the piano, and her hand
shook as she neared. The woman from the bathroom grinned at her
from her seat on the piano bench.

“Do you want me to play it in the key it’s
written?”

Charlie nodded, then cleared her throat. “Yes,
please.”

“No problem, and don’t worry. Your secret is safe
with me. I’m very good at keeping secrets.” The woman winked and
took the shaking pages from her hand. She laid them out quickly as
Charlie returned to centre stage. The first chord rang from the
piano and held in the air, twisting on the breeze of the
air-conditioning unit. Her eyes closed as her lips formed the first
sounds of the song and gave life to the simple words.

The piano followed her effortlessly; the chords
danced about the auditorium, and her voice caressed every note.

It was over much too quickly. The piano’s notes
faded as her voice drifted to a whisper, and she let her head fall
to her chest. A small applause sounded from the seating bank.

“Very refreshing, Miss Porter, thank you very much.
I’ll have an answer for you quickly, I’m sure.”

She could make out the faint scratching of a pencil
against paper as she walked to the piano to collect her music.

“Beautiful.” The woman smiled, and those full lips
taunted her again. The woman’s eyes met hers without a hint of
amusement or teasing this time.

Charlie smiled back, again surprised at how nervous
and excited she made her feel. “Yeah, well, thanks for the
tip.”

“I meant you.” Their fingers touched as Charlie took
the papers back and the electricity shot along Charlie’s arm. “Meet
me in the cafeteria in half an hour. You can get me a coffee as
thanks.”

Charlie knew she was staring, but she couldn’t stop
herself. She’d never responded to anyone so quickly before, and her
reaction scared her as much as it excited her. She quickly stuffed
the papers back into her bag and tried to hide her shaking hands.
“Why on earth should I wait for you?”

“Because you’re curious.”

Charlie spluttered a laugh. “About what?”

The woman’s gaze never faltered. “About me.” She
turned back to her music with a mischievous smile.

Charlie was stunned as she backed away from her and
left the auditorium. She was through reception and on the college
steps before she stopped to think about what the hell had just
happened. Adrenaline coursed through her body, and she knew it was
her reaction to the woman just as much as from her performance. She
stood under the concrete awning and looked out at the street. The
rain was still falling, heavier than before, and the raindrops
rippled in the puddles created by the uneven paving stones. Cars,
bikes, and busses all drove past her, people walked by, and Charlie
closed her eyes.

Running away. Not from the woman behind the piano
and her laughing eyes, but from herself. She’d decided to make a
fresh start. That’s what coming to university was supposed to be
all about. Starting over, taking chances, learning, experiencing,
and growing. And here at the first chance she had to meet someone
new—someone she found extraordinarily attractive—she was running
away. Again.

What am I so scared of? She didn’t need to
ask the question. Not really. She already knew the answer. She was
afraid to feel again. Terrified to give her heart and lose it to
another woman. The image of Gail filled her mind. No! I’m only
twenty-four years old. I can’t live in those painful memories for
the rest of my life. I can’t stand by her grave forever. She
pushed the vision away and turned back. She found the cafeteria
with little problem.

This was a new beginning, new people in her life,
new experiences. Now wasn’t the time to hide behind the memories
and fears she had lived with for the past three years. Now was for
moving on.

She was halfway through her second cup when she felt
a hand on her shoulder and a voice whispered near her ear.

“You can hardly tell you aren’t wearing your
bra.”

Charlie’s face burned as the woman sat down opposite
her with an amused smile. “Hazaar Alim.” The woman held out her
hand and Charlie shook it gently.

“Charlie Porter.”

“I know.”

Charlie knew she was blushing and hoped she wouldn’t
regret the impulse to meet with the beautiful pianist as she held
the warm, soft hand within her own. It wasn’t until she felt
Hazaar’s thumb caress the back of her hand that she realized she
was still holding it and quickly let go. “You said you wanted
coffee. Do you want milk, sugar?” Charlie started to stand up.

“I don’t want coffee. I just wanted to talk to
you.”

Charlie’s brow creased. “Why?”

“Because you sang about me.” She smiled as she sat
down. “Hazaar means nightingale in Arabic.”

“Ah. It was a personal tribute to thank you.”

Hazaar raised her eyebrow questioningly.

“For the tip.”

Her smile returned in full force, and Charlie felt
her breath catch in her throat. Hazaar’s flawless mocha-coloured
skin glowed, accenting her dark eyes and long lashes. Charlie
crossed her arms over her chest and looked down at the table to
avoid Hazaar’s searching gaze that made her feel naked and raw.
Hazaar reached forward and gently touched her hand, waiting to
speak until Charlie looked up.

“I won’t bite, you know?”

Charlie laughed nervously and tried to shrug off the
anxiety. “So you work here?”

Hazaar leaned back comfortably in her chair. “Kind
of. I finish my degree this year, and I’m hoping to start work on
my master’s at the beginning of the coming term.”

Charlie nodded her head. “Have you picked a topic
for your thesis?”

“Yes. The theory that musical education creates
division within our society while other, supposedly less advanced
cultures, have no such division.”

“How can you possibly say that? Music can create
unity and solidarity just as easily as division within any society,
probably. Just look at football grounds. A group of complete
strangers singing songs that their fathers sang before them,
supporting people they don’t know, who don’t know them, to do the
best that they can.”

“And trash the opposition. Also singing their songs.
And supporting strangers—”

“But it isn’t the music that creates the division
there. It would exist without the music. It’s the nature of the
competition that creates the conflict. That builds the tension, not
the…” Charlie noticed the smile growing on Hazaar’s face. “You’re
making fun of me.”

“No.” She shook her head. “Not at all. I’m simply
gathering information.”

“Opinions for your paper?”

“No.”

Charlie tilted her head as she waited for Hazaar to
continue.

“Information about you.”

“And why do you want to know about me?” The desire
in Hazaar’s eyes burned hot and left Charlie with no doubt about
what she wanted—or why.

Hazaar stood up slowly and gathered her bag. She
moved around the table and then bent low, whispering in Charlie’s
ear. “Because I want to see you without your shirt on again.”

She walked away from the table and pushed open the
doors before Charlie managed to shake herself back to reality and
looked over her shoulder. Seeing Hazaar walk out the door propelled
her into action. She quickly grabbed her bag and ran after her.

“You can’t just say something like that and then
walk off!”

“Why not?”

“Because you can’t.”

“Sure I can.”

“But—”

“Look at it this way. If you’d been offended, it
would have saved us both a lot of awkwardness and possibly me
getting a slap for being cheeky.” Hazaar laughed.

“Why do I keep feeling like you’re making fun of
me?” Charlie shook her head and followed Hazaar out the main
doors.

“Oh no, I’m not making fun.” She stroked her fingers
down Charlie’s cheek, and her knees went weak. “I’m not making fun
of you, Charlie. I just like to see the funny side of
everything.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes.” Hazaar’s voice was husky, laced with
desire.

“And that makes everything easier to cope with, does
it?”

“Among other things.”

“What else makes life easier to cope with?”

Hazaar picked up Charlie’s hand and brought it to
her lips. “The touch of a beautiful woman.”

Charlie’s head spun and every nerve in her body
tingled. Hazaar stroked the inside of her wrist, and her heart beat
faster, suffusing her body with pure desire.

She needed to clear her head a little. She needed to
think before she pulled Hazaar into her arms and kissed her where
they stood, a girl she’d only just met and didn’t know at all.
Charlie cleared her throat and held her hand out, catching
raindrops. “So how would you cope with this frizz ball I have on my
head now?”

“I’d get a car.” She pushed the button on the key
and Charlie grinned as the lights flashed on a red Beetle in front
of her. She watched Hazaar run across the car park and yank open
the driver’s door, her long skirt billowing around her ankles.
Charlie didn’t move until the passenger door was pushed open and
Hazaar leaned across the seat and looked at her through the wet
windscreen. The smile on her lips turned seductive and her eyes
sparkled.

It had been a long time since a woman had smiled at
her like that. A smile filled with promise, passion, and pleasure.
And Charlie found herself running toward the car before remembering
she wasn’t wearing her bra. She checked her speed and made her way
quickly, slamming the door firmly closed behind her. Her mind
reeled. I can’t believe I’m doing this. I’m in a car with a
complete stranger. A beautiful stranger. But a stranger,
nonetheless. Who’s already seen me without my shirt on! She
twisted the strap of her bag between her fingers. This isn’t my
imagination. This is really happening. Right?

“So, Charlie Porter, tell me something about
yourself.” Hazaar started the engine and laughed as she pulled out
of the car park. “God, that sounds like an interview question,
doesn’t it?”

Charlie chuckled, glad that Hazaar didn’t seem to
have any problem with the situation. But then, why would she? She
was the one who had instigated everything from the moment they’d
met. “What would you like to know?”

“Everything, I think. But I’ll start with the bits
you want to tell me.” Charlie stared at her and Hazaar laughed
again. “You’re so young.”

“I’m not that young.”

“No? How old are you?”

“Twenty-four.”

Hazaar’s eyes widened in shock. “Really?”

Charlie grinned. “Yes, really. I know I look about
twelve. Damn freckles. But the good news is I’ll still get asked
for ID when I’m forty and I won’t feel so bad about being really
old. What about you?”

“Twenty-six.”

“Have you done all your studying at RNCM?”

“Yes. It was a good way to evade the family
obligations for a while.”

Charlie didn’t ask what the family obligations might
be, because the scowl that passed over Hazaar’s face made it clear
that the topic wasn’t a happy one for her. “Where is your family
from?”

“Bradford.”

Charlie knew she’d given away her naivety when
Hazaar laughed again. She was expecting Pakistan, or Egypt, or
somewhere exotic and warm.

“I travelled a long way to get to Manchester.” She
exaggerated a Middle Eastern accent and had them both laughing.
“What about you?”

“I live in Stockport. Born there. Raised there.
Bored there.”

“Still with your parents?”

“Until I find out what’s going on with my audition,
then I can get my student loan applied for and get everything
sorted out and get my own place.”

“You’re in. The letter should get to you by tomorrow
or the day after.”

“Really?”

Hazaar stopped at a set of traffic lights and turned
to look at her. “Really. He loved your audition.”

Charlie squealed and waved her arms in the air while
she danced in her seat, then squealed again as she wrapped her arms
around Hazaar’s neck and kissed her on the cheek before she
realized what she had done. She pulled back, still wiggling in her
seat, then froze. Suddenly, she realized what she was doing, and
she could feel the growing heat in her face as her embarrassment
peaked. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking…I didn’t…oh shit…I’m really
sorry…”

Hazaar leaned over and kissed her on the lips
slowly, gently increasing the pressure until Charlie’s lips parted.
Her tongue slid slowly across Charlie’s bottom lip and slipped
inside her mouth. Charlie moaned at the soft exploration. Goose
bumps broke out across her flesh as Hazaar’s finger’s wound their
way into her hair and caressed her scalp, the back of her neck, and
down her throat.

Then it was gone. Charlie’s eyes were still closed
as Hazaar pulled away.

“Should I say I’m sorry?”

Charlie opened her eyes slowly. Hazaar’s fingers
were soft on her skin, and her eyes changed in the light, like
honey and cinnamon and chocolate, and Charlie was caught fast. She
no longer cared that she knew nothing about this woman. She wanted
her. She wanted to touch and be touched. She wanted to feel alive.
She felt reckless and impulsive, and that turned her on as much as
the woman in front of her. “Only if you don’t do it again.”

Hazaar’s mouth was on hers, hungrily searching,
tasting, and teasing her. Her hands cupped Charlie’s face, holding
her firmly as the kiss deepened before one hand slipped into her
hair, sending shivers down her spine.

The blast of a car horn behind them stunned them
both from their passion.

Hazaar threw the car into gear and laughed as she
pulled away, and the sound caused a jolt through Charlie’s stomach.
The deep, melodic laugh that had attracted her earlier was now
mixed with the blatant huskiness of desire and sent ripples through
her being.

I can’t believe I’m doing this! I’m in a car with a
stranger going God knows where, with every intention of making love
to her. What the hell am I thinking?

“So what’s going on in that pretty head of
yours?”

Charlie laughed. “You’d probably think I was
crazy.”

“Try me.”

Charlie leaned her head against the headrest and
took a deep breath. “I was thinking that I must be crazy. I’m in a
car with a complete stranger who’s taking me God knows where,
knowing that when I get there, wherever there is, all I want to do
is rip your clothes off and make love to you. I think I’ve lost my
mind.”

Hazaar laughed again. “I’m glad it’s not just me
thinking all that.” Hazaar reached across and held Charlie’s hand.
“We don’t have to, though.”

Charlie waved her other hand at Hazaar. “I know. I’m
a big girl. I can say no if I want to.” Charlie stroked her thumb
across the back of Hazaar’s hand as she spoke. “Just because I
think I might be going crazy doesn’t mean I don’t want to be
exactly where I am right now.”

Hazaar retrieved her hand as she manoeuvred into a
parking space. She turned to Charlie. “Well, if you want to stay
here, you can. But I’m heading up there.” She pointed to an
apartment block and grabbed her bag from the backseat. They both
jumped out and ran for the foyer. Hazaar clicked the car locked as
she fished her house keys from her bag and opened the door.

“Where are we, by the way?”

Hazaar chuckled again. “Didsbury.”

“Very nice.” Charlie mimicked a mock posh accent as
she followed Hazaar to the lift. The tension grew between them as
they waited side by side for the lift to stop. The air was thick
and heavy, and the scent of Hazaar’s perfume clung to the edges of
her senses, a heady mixture of jasmine, spice, and desire. Charlie
watched the sway of Hazaar’s hips as she followed her blindly down
the hall. She barely registered Hazaar toss her bag onto the chair
by the door. She dropped her own as Hazaar’s hands found her waist,
pushed her backward, and pinned her against the door. Her lips
parted under Hazaar’s hungry kiss, sucking her tongue into her
mouth. They moaned together as Hazaar’s fingers began to explore
under Charlie’s shirt and raked against her skin. Her lips left
Charlie’s and burned a trail across her cheek until Hazaar’s teeth
nipped gently at her earlobe. She pressed her head against the
door, exposing her throat. Tender kisses followed the opening of
each button of her blouse, and she entwined her hands into Hazaar’s
hair, eliciting small groans of pleasure from the mouth suckling at
her breast. Charlie groaned and pressed her chest forward. She
wanted Hazaar’s hands on her, needed to feel her lips and
tongue.

Charlie opened her eyes long enough to see the
hunger on Hazaar’s face as she pulled away and lifted her top over
her head. All she could see were Hazaar’s full breasts, her nipples
straining against the lace fabric that held them captive. She
barely noticed as Hazaar removed the rest of her clothing and the
delicious pressure of Hazaar’s body fuelled the need building
inside her.

Hazaar pressed her knee between Charlie’s legs and
ground hard against her centre as her lips closed over one swollen
nipple. Charlie cried out and her hands skittered across Hazaar’s
back and down her sides. She felt her trousers loosen and slide
down her hips, along with her underwear.

Hazaar’s thigh ground into her again, and she could
feel her desire coat Hazaar’s leg. Charlie’s breath caught as
Hazaar’s fingers stroked over her belly, then dipped lower into the
drenched folds of her sex. She clutched at her shoulders and let
her head fall back as Hazaar’s hand moved into her faster, and the
energy coiled in her core, amplified by every press of Hazaar’s
lips until she cried out her release.

Charlie clung to Hazaar as her breathing returned to
normal.

“Welcome to my home.”

Charlie laughed sheepishly. “You’re a very gracious
hostess.” She kissed Hazaar’s lips gently, her hands finding the
clasp of her bra and releasing it. “Do I get the tour?” Hazaar led
her through the apartment in a straight line, pointing as she
went.

“Kitchen’s that way. Bathroom over there. TV over
there. This is the bedroom.” Charlie pretended to look in the
directions Hazaar had pointed, but she couldn’t take her eyes off
the gorgeous body in front her.

“Beautiful. Now let me see if I can properly thank
you for that very warm welcome.” She pushed Hazaar back against the
bed and eased soft black panties over her hips. “Lie down.” She
watched as Hazaar stretched out on the bed, her arms reaching for
her.

She lay down next to her and traced the line of
Hazaar’s lips with lazy fingers, down the line of her throat,
between her breasts and slowly across the soft flesh of her
stomach. She watched as Hazaar’s pupils dilated and turned her eyes
so dark they looked black. She caressed Hazaar’s hips and the
outside of her thigh as she leaned in to kiss the full lips waiting
for her.

She took her time, enjoying herself and Hazaar’s
reaction as she slowly traced her lips with her tongue. Her hands
mimicked the achingly slow speed as she completed a fingertip
survey of Hazaar’s hips, waist, and ribs, but stopped below her
breast. Hazaar tried to twist beneath her in an attempt to make
contact where she needed it.

“No you don’t.” Charlie pulled back slightly. “It’s
my turn now.” She dipped her head to blow cold air across her
sensitive nipples, eliciting a sharp intake of breath from
Hazaar.

“Are you trying to drive me mad?”

Charlie flicked her tongue across the hard tip, then
blew gently again. Hazaar cried out as the nipple contracted
further against the cold air that teased the wet, pebbled flesh.
“Yes, I am.” Charlie pushed her tongue deep into her Hazaar’s
mouth, and she eagerly devoured every moan that escaped her. “How
am I doing?” Hazaar was panting and writhing as Charlie drew lazy
circles around her breast, still avoiding the aching tips.

“Better bring in the straitjacket.”

Charlie’s mouth closed over the nipple. Hazaar
pressed her fingers into Charlie’s hair and tried to pull her
closer. She opened her mouth wider and pulled in more of the pliant
flesh. Her tongue raked across the swollen tip as her fingers
skated across the goose-bumped flesh of her stomach and thigh.
Hazaar opened her legs and twisted her body in an attempt to gain
contact with Charlie at her centre. Charlie lifted her head and
grinned at her.

“Why so impatient?” She blew across the soaked
nipple, and her smile widened as Hazaar jumped, her hips thrusting
off the bed.

Her voice was thick with her desire as she opened
her eyes. “I don’t think I can take anymore.”

Charlie slowly inched her way up Hazaar’s inner
thigh.

Hazaar immediately opened her legs wider.
“Please.”

The word, a whispered plea between them, brought
Hazaar’s desire into sharp focus. The scent of her arousal reached
Charlie and she was lost.

She moved quickly and her mouth watered as she
neared her goal. She glanced up to see Hazaar watching her, her
chest heaving as she tried to pull enough air into her lungs. She
watched as Charlie licked her lips, then her head fell back against
the pillow with a guttural cry as Charlie’s mouth covered her.

Charlie felt her own excitement spreading down her
thighs as she took her first taste of Hazaar’s sweetness. She
closed her eyes after she saw Hazaar wrap her fingers around the
spindle of the headboard. She held Hazaar’s hips to hold her still
as she feasted, too aroused to go slowly and too hungry to be
gentle. She sucked and licked the velvet flesh as though she had
starved for it all her life, barely able to hear Hazaar’s cries as
ecstasy claimed her again and again.

When the tremors finally subsided, Hazaar stroked
her fingers down the soft, pale cheek and placed a kiss against her
lips.

“Wow.” Charlie grinned.

“I’ll second that.” Hazaar’s smile was gentle,
warming the deep chocolate brown of her eyes.

“Does Hazaar really mean ‘nightingale’ in
Arabic?”

“Yes.” She smiled. “Did you think it was just a
chat-up line?”

Charlie felt her cheeks burning, and Hazaar laughed.
“Maybe.”

“Maybe I should remember that in future.” She turned
Charlie’s hand over and kissed her wrist where her pulse began to
increase the tattoo it was beating.

“Maybe,” she whispered as she captured Hazaar’s lips
with her own.


Chapter Three

The North of England, then

Charlie stretched her arms above her head and winced
slightly at the ache of her muscles, then smiled as she recalled
the reason why they ached. She opened her eyes slowly and looked
around. The room was silent and the bed empty. She listened
intently for sounds in the other rooms, then turned to look at the
clock. Nine forty-five. She closed her eyes again and let her head
sink back against the pillow.

It took another ten minutes before nature roused her
from the bed. She flung the covers from her body and glanced around
to find something to wear. Her clothes had been neatly folded and
placed on the dresser on the other side of the room. She quickly
plucked her shirt from the pile and wrapped it around her
shoulders, taking in the details of the room for the first time.
Tasteful, neutral colours decorated the walls and carpet, and the
bold swatches of red and gold curtains, wall art, and cushions that
would normally have adorned the bed now lay exiled upon the
carpet.

She slipped from the room hoping to find Hazaar
sitting on the couch or drinking coffee in the kitchen, but the
apartment was empty, and Charlie felt a swift stab of
disappointment. She made her way to the bathroom, taking the time
to look around as she crossed the room. Neutral walls again, this
time accented by a rich seascape at sunset painting which hung
above the fireplace. The reds, purples, and oranges were so vibrant
that the ocean seemed alive, the waves appeared to crash against
the canvas, and it held Charlie enthralled. She felt slightly
subdued until she reached the bathroom and saw the note stuck on
the mirror.

Morning Charlie,

Hope you slept well. You looked so peaceful this
morning that I couldn’t wake you. Please feel free to use whatever
you like, shower, bath, breakfast, whatever. I won’t be home until
about seven this evening. You can hang around if you have no plans,
if you like. If not, I hope you’ll call. My mobile is
07876641652.

I really hope I hear from you.

Soon.

Hazaar

XO

A fresh towel was folded neatly over the radiator
for her. Shampoo, conditioner, and shower gel were on the tiled
windowsill, which acted as a shelf for the bath and shower. She
showered quickly and headed back to the bedroom.

Twenty minutes later, she was dressed and pulling
the covers straight on the bed. She smiled again as she checked
that the note was in her bag and headed back into the living room.
She looked for a piece of paper but couldn’t see anything, and
unwilling to search through draws and cupboards, she pulled sheet
music and a pencil from her bag and wrote across the top of the
page.

Call to arrange returning my music, 07799114430
x

She left the pages on top of the piano, then slung
her bag across her
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