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Prologue

Raseem Hasni roughly stabbed the needle of the well-used
syringe into the grubby arm of the stupid Englishman lying on the
mud floor of the hut. He pumped the solution of pure, clean heroin
into the vein and the man relaxed gratefully as his body accepted
the poison it now craved. Raseem counted the profit this latest
fool would make him, until the smell of shit and urine almost made
him gag. This mule would need a wash before he could be sent on his
way with a kilo of heroin stuffed in his bags.

Using clean smack it didn't take Raseem long to get the
pot-heads and naïve young backpackers hooked and pliant once he had
them in his village hideaway. Though the process could be messy it
was usually easy getting the youngsters he found at the Islamabad
campsite hooked on the heroin. The hardest to control were the
pretty young women like the one in the room next door, that he
wanted for his own amusement as well, before he made some money
from them. The women were, however, well worth the trouble. The
harder they fought the more he liked them.

Every year he lost a few mules along the way. In the early
days he'd overdosed a few accidentally, now they were more likely
to go off the wall and be unusable, and once he'd drowned a boy in
the river when he threw him in to clean the shit off him before he
was sent home with a delivery. He'd enjoyed watching the boy
struggle and drown, but hadn't slept for a week afterwards from
worry that the police would come and arrest him.

He thought of them as collateral damage, minor losses along
the way that hadn’t cost him much. It was the occasional few who
disappeared after he left them at the airport, along with his
merchandise, that made him really angry. Raseem thought of all the
money he’d lost over the years and kicked the prone figure lying in
front of him viciously in the balls.

Rubbing his own crotch fervidly, Raseem turned away and
headed for the room next door.

*****

Matt Peterson spent a lot of time lying on his bed these
days. It was six months since Jo’s death and he’d lost the will to
do much at all. Except read the book that Jo had hardly stopped
talking about in the months before she died.

He’d read it three times in the last six months. Now he’d
read A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush he could understand why Jo had
wanted him to read it. The idea of two eccentric Englishmen walking
into the mountains of Afghanistan was as ridiculous as much as it
was so very British. Matt had looked up Nuristan on the internet
and found that once again the Land of Light was off limits to
foreigners.

Sometimes he even dreamed of the mountains he'd never
visited. As massive as they were the mountains protected the narrow
valleys below, their life giving rivers feeding the people who
lived in their shadow with the ice cold run-off from their living,
breathing glaciers.

From a table across the bedroom, Jo’s passionate eyes
watched Matt from the photo taken two weeks before she died, on the
day they got engaged. Right from the start he’d known she was
special and today would have been their second anniversary, the
start of their honeymoon. They should have been flying out to
Pakistan for a trekking holiday in the Hindu Kush.

As a student Jo had gone on a field trip to the glaciers of
the North West Frontier Province and fallen in love with the
majestic beauty of the high mountains at the western end of the
Himalayas. She had wanted to go back to those mountains ever since,
and spent months persuading Matt to go. Her old photos and
exuberant enthusiasm for the trip had finally worn down Matt's
objections over safety and the dangers from whatever armed group
was currently trying to take over the area. He'd also been in love
and wanted to give her the honeymoon she wanted.

The photo album lay open on the bed. One photo covered each
of the pages. A head and shoulders shot of Jo with the mountains
behind her faced the massive peak of Tirich Mir at the top of the
Chitral valley. It was a mini mountain range of its own with eleven
peaks stretching along a ridge. Like many mountains in the area it
had its own mythology, reputedly being home to faeries, and was
impossible to climb. Jo had always been sad that foreign
mountaineers had broken the taboo and climbed the beautiful
peak.

Jo had been on her way to the travel agent to buy the plane
tickets and arrange their Pakistani visas when a teenage joyrider,
high on drugs, had ploughed into her as she crossed the road. His
partially packed rucksack still stood in the corner of the room
where he'd left it untouched ever since; the empty space next to it
where Jo usually put hers the night before they went off together
hill-walking mocked him, as if Jo had gone somewhere without
him.

Tirich Mir and Jo stared at Matt from the photo album, her
trusty rucksack propped against a rock beside her. They were
pulling him to them.

Matt's own rucksack caught his eye again. I should go after
them, he thought. It wasn't such a daft idea now he thought about
it. Her trip to Pakistan had always been something that made her
different from the other girls he'd known, and if he went there too
it would make him feel closer to her.

He reached for his laptop to look for flights to Pakistan.
He had a lot to do if he was going to get out there any time soon.
And maybe, somewhere in the Land of Light, he’d find something to
fill the vacuum he now had in his life.

*****

Annie MacDonald was feeling happy: all her hard work might
finally be about to pay off. She'd sometimes regretted being the
first member of her family to go to university instead of getting a
job. The cost of being at university and living away from home had
been very stressful. But she had worked hard to get her degree
during the three years at Manchester University, with a full time
job and hardly any partying, so she wouldn't start her working life
with lots of debt. And now Oliver was leaving and she reckoned she
must stand a good chance of being promoted into his job.

Oliver was surrounded by a group of adoring fans at the far
end of the bar. He'd been to a minor public school, then on to
Brasenose College at Oxford University. That had been followed by
an internship with an MP, then straight into his assistant editors
job at the TV production company where they worked. He was only a
year older than Annie, but he was well on his way up the ladder and
had the expectation that he was going a lot higher.

Charles was at Oliver's elbow laughing with the rest of
them at something the golden boy had said. Then he glanced up at
Annie and eyed her, far too lecherously for her liking. Usually he
treated her with cool disdain, but tonight he was drunk and paying
her far too much attention.

'Diet Coke,' said Annie to the barman. She never liked
drinking too much on a night out in London, it was nerve racking
enough getting home sober with all the muggings, robberies and
murders, let alone when your senses were dulled by alcohol.
Manchester was different; she'd never really felt threatened there
despite it's reputation.

'I'll get that,' slurred Charles as he leant against Annie
and held a twenty pound note out to the barman, who raised a
questioning eyebrow at Annie.

'If you can stand up straight I'll accept,' said Annie more
sharply than she'd intended.

'Just being friendly,' leered Charles as he wobbled upright
and leant heavily on the bar, still too close for comfort.

'I'll have another whisky. A large one,' Charles added as
the barman place Annie's coke on the bar.

'Don't you think you've had enough? Sir,' responded the
barman coldly.

'Just pour it, barman. And do your job.' Charles glared
across the bar, then smiled arrogantly as the student barman
emptied the optic into a glass, twice.

'You're looking very happy tonight, Annie. Every time I
catch your eye you're smiling at me.'

'Don't take it personally, Charles. I'm just pleased for
Oliver.'

Charles stared at her for a moment, then laughed. 'No
you're not. You really think you're going to get promoted in his
place, don't you?'

Annie returned his gaze levelly. 'Well, I've done half his
job for the past year so it would be the right thing for you to do.
Especially since I've done it so well.'

'You don't get it, do you? Oliver got that job because of
who he is, not because he was likely to be any good.'

'So now he's leaving you can replace him with me and you'll
get someone who can do the job.' Annie could sense her voice rising
and struggled to keep her tone even so that she didn't annoy
Charles.

Her outburst only made Charles laugh again. 'Don't be so
naïve. We recruit people like you to do the work cheaply and people
like Oliver because it's good for the business.'

'Give me the job and I'll be better for the business than
he ever was, the pompous toff that he is.'

'No danger of that deary. One of the reasons women never
get to the top in this business is because they want to take time
out and enjoy themselves. No one in their right mind would ever
promote a woman so she could go off and have babies on a bigger
salary. All they’re good for is being assistants.' Then Charles
actually patted Annie on the back of her hand as it lay on the bar
by her glass.

Annie was too stunned to think of a reply. Charles threw
his large whisky down his throat in one go and banged the glass
down slightly too hard on the bar as he looked back at Annie,
laughing. 'We've already appointed someone else. He'll be joining
next month once he's finished his internship in the Foreign
Secretary's office.'





Chapter One

The smell was so thick Matt could feel it. The rancid,
stale, hot, sweaty, spicy air wrapped itself around him as he
stepped from the aircraft; he had to be in Karachi. Europe never
smelt like this.

The scent of herbs and spices mixed with the stench of
sewers and heat. Matt had never known that heat could have a smell
and air could be so thick it felt like a blanket. London was
sweating through a heat wave, but the heat of Karachi was beyond
comparison.

*****

Matt's old life was dumped with his meagre belongings in
his mother’s garage. He was already regretting his rash decision to
resign his job and buy a one-way ticket to Pakistan, and he wasn't
even inside the airport terminal yet.

Nervous tension about his first visit to Asia had fuelled
his fertile imagination on the long flight. The dark night hours on
the plane, with kameez clad tribesmen and veiled Muslim women all
around him, had only helped remind him of all the dodgy stereotypes
of Pakistanis picked up from God knew where. He would not have been
surprised to walk into a Blade Runner-Midnight Express
cocktail of dereliction, violence and open drug dealing.

The oppressive evening heat and humidity of Karachi soaked
into the denim jacket he was wearing to reduce the check-in weight
of his overstuffed rucksack. At the doors of the terminal building
his clammy, sweat-soaked face chilled in fear as a machine-gun
toting security guard glared at him suspiciously. He fully expected
the guard to swing the gun at him and start shooting, just like in
Call of Duty that he'd been playing a few days earlier.

A chaotic horde of slouching officials, nagging touts and
impatient travellers met the new arrivals inside the building.
Though red and green customs signs, baggage carousels and flight
schedules tried to give the impression of airport normality, Matt
was not convinced. It was just a façade, he thought to himself, as
the noisy traders, touts and customs officials all competed
anarchically for business. They would probably lose his luggage for
a week.

None of the security arrangements that had been in place in
London eighteen hours before made themselves apparent now. There
did not seem to be anyone even attempting to control the flow of
men wandering back and forth past the customs desks of the arrivals
hall. They behaved like they had every right to be there and the
officials in uniform mostly ignored them completely.

Whining offers of 'You want cheap, best price hotel?'
quickly rose above the competing cacophony of indecipherable Urdu.
The endlessly repeated question came from mouths and faces that
instantly made Matt nervous. He looked around with fear-tinged
expectancy, but he could not find any faces he thought were more
trustworthy.

Back in London Matt had been confident and phased by very
little of the big city attitude many people found intimidating. He
quite happily used to wander London at night, jump into taxis and
visit places he'd never been before. But culture shock was hitting
Matt hard and he clutched his carry-on bag tightly to his chest to
protect himself from the oppression of the claustrophobic
crowd.

Finally through the tediously inefficient passport control,
Matt tried hard to look relaxed as he waited interminably at the
squeaking, rattling, empty baggage carousel. It was not hard for
him to imagine his bag disappearing into the black hole of
Calcutta, or landing in Caracas instead of Karachi, as he crouched
anxiously against a rough concrete pillar and the carousel stayed
empty.

When the suitcases eventually appeared through the blank
hole in the wall, Matt stamped on a surge of hope that he would see
his backpack in the untidy jumble of bags. Then, when his solitary
rucksack did appear among the suitcases on the carousel, he idly
watched its slow progress towards him, loathe to move too soon, in
case it disappeared, or someone else grabbed it and ran. Only when
there was no doubt it was his bag, and it was going to go past back
into the bowels of the building if he didn't pick it up, did Matt
move quickly to the carousel and heave it onto his back.

With the green and blue rucksack slung casually off one
shoulder, Matt walked slowly through the officious scowls of the
customs officers. He tried hard to look as if he knew where he was
going, and was not as scared as he felt about what he would find
outside the dust-covered swing doors. His heart thumped, his
eardrums pounded. The noise around him faded as the fear drowned
him.

The opaque glass doors spat him out into a mêlée worse than
the bedlam inside. Evening had flipped to black night since Matt
had entered the terminal. The number of touts multiplied and
honking taxis, buses and the occasional donkey all competed in a
symphony of noise.

A line of yellow taxis offered the tenuous safety of
officially sanctioned transport. Taxi licences dangled from most of
the rear-view mirrors and added to the image of familiarity,
legitimacy and security. Ensconced inside the metal protection of a
taxi, his rucksack on the seat next to him, Matt tensely watched
the outside world, fearfully curious as the car left the airport
terminal and broke another tenuous link to home.

Away from the airport the streets were relatively empty of
people and the headlights of few cars pierced the darkness. The
Pakistani night was darker than an English night. The few working
street-lights glowed dimly, only serving to thicken the darkness
between them.

The driver chain-smoked a foul-smelling tobacco and said
nothing. He hardly even seemed to be aware of anything around
him.

Matt could not see much of anything clearly and what he
could see reinforced his doubts about the wisdom of having chosen
Karachi as a destination. The level of noise from the ancient taxi
washed out all sound that could have come from the streets. Matt
closed his eyes to shut out the nightmare of Karachi and met the
loving eyes of Jo smiling at him from the mountains to the
north.

A blaring air-horn dragged a reluctant Matt back to the
streets of Karachi just in time to see the weak headlights of a
1960’s vintage car barely swerve away before the taxi hit them.
Matt’s heart pounded and his mind tried to equate the volume of the
air horn to the decrepit car it belonged to. The taxi barely
changed its line, the driver as calm as he was before.

The lights of Matt’s taxi hardly made a difference to the
darkness ahead of them, though he hoped they at least announced
their presence to the oncoming cars, but if the other drivers were
as vacant as his own he doubted they would even notice them.

Glassless windows stared down blindly from derelict looking
buildings as they progressed into the city, while increasing
numbers of malnourished people shuffled lethargically along the
dark streets. Beggars materialised from the darkness at traffic
lights, to tap beseechingly on his window, the yellowy-whites of
their eyes glowing in the dark as they asked for money and
food.

One legless cripple, his eyes barely reaching the window,
clung to the door handle as the taxi drove away, the wheels of his
trolley rattling along the road as his pathetic tapping fingers and
bulging, harrowing eyes begged for food. Matt, frightened by the
proximity of such grotesque desperation, wanted to beat the
cloying, gnarled knuckles and chase the horror away. Only the glass
of the window saved them both from his revulsion.

The constant tapping on his prized car awoke the driver who
waved the cripple away and broke his silence to swear profusely in
a melange of Urdu and English. The driver's horribly pockmarked
face distracted Matt from the cripple for a moment, before the
tapping knuckles dragged his eyes back to the window where the
beggar was not so easily got rid of.

Wild swerving by the driver finally forced the weakened
cripple to loosen his handhold. The driver gunned his engine
further and drowned a swarm of curses pouring after them as the
cracked and suppurating lips fell away.

Unable, or unwilling, to find the guidebook recommended
hotel Matt requested, the driver drove to another. It cost more
than Matt wanted to spend, but it looked safe, clean and advertised
air-conditioning in English in what Matt guessed was an effort to
attract foreigners. Urgently needing to get on the right side of a
locked door, alone, to shut out the shadowy city and its ugly,
frightening faces, Matt took a room and prayed he had made the
right decision.

*****

Matt's room was windowless and could have been a prison
cell. It lacked the promised air-conditioning. Matt sat
disconsolately on the metal-framed bed surveying his surroundings.
Cracked and flaking lino pretended to cover the floor, the bed
leant against one wall, a Formica table rested against another and
a rusty chair wobbled awkwardly on its mis-matched legs. A dusty,
wooden fan sagged limply from the ceiling as it circled
ponderously.

The dirty flaking mirror on the wall opposite reflected a
deflated looking figure back at Matt. He hardly recognised himself.
He was no longer the confident, athletic figure he had been when Jo
was alive. His face was drawn, his shoulders slumped, he had put on
some weight and his muscles were no longer defined, while his brown
hair was a little too long to be tidy and too short to be cool.

Drops of water shimmered on his naked body as Matt lay back
on the bed under the listless fan. He finally felt cool and clean
for the first time since stepping off the plane. The tepid water of
the shower in the gloomy, unlit bathroom had cleaned away the dirt
and for a moment he'd escaped to pleasant memories of Jo. But lying
limply on the bed his fear returned.

Finally, as the cool wetness of the shower began to change
into the warm dampness of the Karachi heat, exhaustion from
twenty-four hours on the move overtook his tension and Matt drifted
slowly off to troubled sleep.

*****

A furtive knocking disturbed Matt’s doze; panic raised a
chill sweat as he struggled to remember where he was. He almost
fell as he scrabbled on his jeans, still uncomfortably damp and
sweaty from earlier, and a fresh T-shirt spilling from his
rucksack. Then Matt fearfully eased opened the flimsy plywood door
of his room.

'You want whisky, woman, women? You like virgin? Young
girls. Guaranteed virgin. You like hash? All foreigner I know want
hash. I like you. You my friend. Best price. Cheap price.' A
grinning, weedy, spiv of a man, wearing a shiny nylon suit and
dripping fake glittery gold from his neck and wrists rocked from
foot to foot in the corridor.

The practised sales pitch, half offer, half statement, left
Matt unable to think of a verbal reply. Reflexively, he tried to
close the door back. The thin wood bent around the pimp’s
outstretched foot. Matt kicked his bare foot at the outstretched
shin and rammed the door back into its ill-fitting frame.

'You change you mind next time. You see. I'll be back.' The
door was so thin the man sounded like he was in the room.

With his backpack piled against the door for added
security, Matt returned to the bed, but the interruption had
spoiled the exhaustion induced calmness and he could only toss and
turn as he vainly sought to recapture the escape of sleep.

Expecting the pimp to return and fearful of being robbed,
or worse, if he fell asleep, Matt kept an ear tuned towards the
door. Filtered through the thin wooden door protecting him from the
world outside, the endless patter of undoubtedly young and virgin
feet on their way to and from the other cells allowed Matt no more
peace that night.

Silence finally arrived sometime just before dawn, when
Matt at last fell into an exhausted sleep.

Startled from distorted images of Jo and Karachi, Matt woke
to the smell of heat and sewage, the sound of a rattling fan and
white noise from far away. As his eyes opened they found the
yellowing whitewashed walls and the cell of his room, cheaply and
sparsely furnished to meet the needs of guests who normally only
stayed an hour. Matt absorbed the unfamiliar surroundings, his
heart pounding.

'Shit, Karachi. Still Karachi,' muttered Matt. The door
rattled, almost as if someone had been listening for the first
signs of movement from the sleeping occupant. Matt’s heart pounded
as someone tried to force the door. Falling from the bed in his
haste to get his boots on, Matt stubbed his toe as he reached for
the still new Gelert walking boots. By the time he was prepared,
moved his bag and opened the door, the corridor was empty.

Matt glumly contemplated the empty grubbiness of the
staircase and landing outside. Why the hell hadn't he gone to Bali
instead, he thought, stepping back into his room.

The click of metal-soled shoes announced the reappearance
of the grinning pimp before he descended from the floor above, too
quickly for Matt to escape. 'You need a guide. Best-price English
speak guide,' said the man as he appeared.

'Don’t you ever sleep?' asked Matt.

'Oh no, sir. I have two wives, four children and two
daughters to feed. I work all day and all night. Otherwise they
die. You take guide, please. My children have no breakfast if you
not pay for guide.'

Guilt almost made Matt say yes, then the fear of having to
leave the safety of the hotel and trust a Pakistani who claimed
poverty and glittered in gold took control. 'No. I don’t want a
guide.'

'You must have guide. People try to rob you if you walk on
your own. My guide will protect you. Twenty dollar one day, very
cheap price. Best price.'

With great difficulty Matt tried to persuade the pimp
turned tour operator that he really did not want a guide. The
persistent pimp grew angry as Matt resisted the offer. As the man
turned away, his face in a sulk, he muttered loud enough for Matt
to hear, 'My children will starve and have nowhere to live. All
your fault. Foreigner like you are rich, you pay for guide and not
care about money.'

Matt showered again, with none of the pleasant dreams of
the night before, then dressed properly and carefully as he worked
hard to talk himself into leaving his room. He read and re-read the
Karachi section of his guidebook, attempting to memorise the city
plan and make sure he did not miss anything important. An hour
after the pimp’s offer of a guide, Matt stepped from his room and
descended slowly, like a man to his execution, to the front
lobby.

*****

David stared up at Ricky. A bunch of keys dangled from one
hand and the syringe that brought relief and suffering rested
tantalisingly in the other.

A month ago David had come to Pakistan looking for cheap
hash and the adventure of a lifetime. Now he was hooked on heroin
and alternated between being scared for his life and wanting to die
to escape this living hell.

Ricky had been charming at the campsite in Islamabad, with
his educated British accent, fashionable clothes and stories about
a harsh father sending him away from the England he had loved to
experience traditional Pakistani life in the family’s ancestral
village. The offer of a chance to stay in a mountain village with a
local family, with some free hash thrown in, had seemed a safe
offer to accept from a fellow Brit.

The village was beautiful, not that David had seen much of
it. High snow-capped mountains with wooded flanks had glistened in
the sun above them as they drove to the house he was now locked in.
Ricky had pointed out paths leading to the mountain passes and
encouraged David to plan a trek for the following day. But his
first meal had been drugged and since then he had been imprisoned
in this room. He was not totally alone though, there seemed to be
at least one other prisoner nearby; he had heard a woman fighting
with Ricky and screaming at him in what was definitely a southern
English accent.

'You can go home soon. If you behave yourself.' Ricky
sneered now. The friendly smile had not surfaced since David had
woken up feeling lousy from the drugged meal.

David stared at the syringe. For three days now Ricky had
teased him with the syringe until the first symptoms of withdrawal
made themselves felt. David lived in fear of the sweats, the
cramps, the uncontrollable diarrhoea and the desperate need to feel
the sick-sweet release of the strong, clean heroin in his veins.
The panic he felt as he waited for the onset of withdrawal was
almost as bad as the real thing when it finally arrived.

He had begged for the syringe the first time, when Ricky
had made him wait too long to bear. But that didn’t work. Ricky
enjoyed watching the pain and fear and only injected him when he
wanted to, not when David wanted it. The first time Ricky had just
laughed, made him lick his boots, and still refused. David had
ended up crying and screaming for hours until Ricky finally stabbed
the syringe roughly in his arm as he lay whimpering and shaking on
the floor.

The syringe floated forward. 'You want this? I don’t know
if I should waste it on you. I don’t think you’ll do what I
ask.'

'I will. I promise. Please give it to me. Please.' David
couldn’t stop himself whining; the fear of withdrawal overrode
everything else. He believed completely that Ricky would never let
him go home if he didn’t do what was wanted of him. Sweat ran off
him, his stomach twisted fiercely and he shivered uncontrollably in
the stuffy air.

'I just want you to take a present to my cousin in London.
You think you can do that?'

'Yes. Anything, just give me the syringe and let me go
home.'

'I’m not sure I can trust you.'

'Yes, you can. Believe me, I’ll do anything, I promise.
Please.'

David cried and squirmed in the dust as his body bucked and
screamed for the poison it needed. Ricky grinned at him, then
finally, when David really thought he was going to die, wanted to
die even, the syringe and needle landed on the floor next to him.
For the first time in his life he injected himself.

'I think you’re ready now,' said Ricky happily as he left
the room. As am I, he added to himself as he stepped towards the
next room where he would take his daily pleasure.





Chapter
Two

Annie sat at her desk, once again wondering why she
bothered working at all. There was the money of course, but there
had to be easier ways of earning the pittance that she did.

Four years since leaving college and she could see her life
becoming one long session at the office, with the odd punctuation
of exhausted sleep in a flat that would be claustrophobic if she
actually spent any free time there to notice.

It was supposed to be glamorous working in television, but
the glamour rarely surfaced and Annie had increasingly been
thinking about Pete, her ex-boyfriend who had left her and gone to
Goa. One of the last things he had said to her was, 'Don’t kid
yourself, girl. Your job’s going nowhere. Your life’s going
nowhere. You’re boring. You always talk about doing things, but
you’ll never have the balls to take any real risks and do something
exciting with your life.'

But at the time the secure safety of having a job and a
career had won out over the exciting fear of going with him, so he
had left her behind and gone off to Goa on his own.

It was a week since the leaving party when Charles had
drunkenly and so effectively crushed her illusion of a career at
the company with his laughing comments.

The words were burned indelibly on her mind. 'One of the
reasons women never get to the top in this business is because they
want to take time out and enjoy themselves. No one in their right
mind would ever promote a woman so she could go off and have babies
on a bigger salary. All they’re good for is being assistants.'

She had thought about suing him for gender discrimination,
or constructive dismissal, but the thought of appearing in court
and across the front pages of the newspapers was worse than doing
nothing.

Annie had almost thumped him when he first said what he
did, and still wished she'd had the courage to do so. But now she
was almost grateful he'd actually said it. Pete was right, it was
no fun working for a bitter, overweight chain-smoker, living off
the success of a film he had made when he was twenty-six and his
wife still lived with him. For the first couple of days after Annie
had realised that she was never going to get promoted and be the
boss like she had always wanted to be, she had been bereft. She'd
gone through the motions at work, leaving earlier than usual, and
suffering the condescending smirk from her misogynist boss.

However, leaving the office earlier when she was less tired
had given Annie more time to think about her life than she'd had in
a long time. She'd determined to take control of her life. Do what
she wanted to do and not let Charles, or any bloke for that matter,
stop her from making a success of herself. But the hard part was
deciding what to actually do though. TV was all she had wanted to
do for as long as she could remember and without that particular
career path she was at a loss as to know what on earth to do
next.

The colour supplement from a Sunday paper lay on her desk.
She had to read them every week to scout for stories. The cover
blared, 'Glamour at the Paris Ritz.' Annie flicked the pages to the
main story, a photo spread on the rich and famous clientèle of the
fashion world.

The photos sparked a sudden memory of her sitting at her
beloved Grandad's feet listening to his stories. He had travelled
the world as a soldier and at some point ended up in Paris after
the war, dancing the night away at the Ritz. He had kept Annie
enthralled with his stories of the glamour and luxury of what at
the time had seemed, to her ten year old self, a distant,
unattainably exotic destination.

Impulsively, Annie typed in the web address listed in the
supplement. The pictures on the website looked even better and
Annie had a sudden urge to be sitting at the same cocktail bar her
Grandad had once leant against with his mates.

A few clicks later and Annie's heart sank when she saw the
price of a short stay. She couldn't possibly afford it. As she sat
staring at the impossible to justify figure Annie heard the whisper
of her Grandad's voice as he had written his will: 'I leave a small
sum for Annie, to spend wisely and make the most of.'

The small sum was actually £10,000, now invested wisely in
a savings account against the day when she had enough to put down a
deposit on a tiny flat somewhere in London, that everyone assured
her was what she really ought to do as soon as she could. I am not
making the most of the money though, thought Annie. I bet Grandad
would have wanted me to be happy, not do what everyone expects of
me. After all, he never owned his own house. A few more clicks and
Annie was booked in for a short break to Paris the following
weekend.

As she flipped through the rest of the magazines Annie
pondered the thought of coming back to this job after a weekend in
Paris. Her dull life stretched out ahead of her. The dream of
staying away for longer than a weekend was appealing, exciting
even.

Annie looked around the office at her overworked, stressed
out colleagues. The older ones divorced, or on their second
marriages. She looked at Charles sitting flaccidly in his office.
Giving in to the second impulsive thought of the day, Annie marched
into Charles’s office.

Leaning across the messily cluttered desk Annie said,
'Charles, I’m resigning.' Then she blew the drooping, two-inch tube
of ash from the end of his cigarette. With sadistic pleasure she
watched most of the grey confetti fall in his coffee and the rest
flutter over the scattered remnants of a script he was pointlessly
trying to make into the next great blockbuster. 'You shouldn't
smoke in here anyway. It's against the law.'

'For fuck’s sake! What did you do that for?' His jowls
wobbled as he blew the ash from his paperwork into the dirty
snowdrift piled against his pen tray. 'You can’t resign. I won’t
let you. I need you.'

'Of course you do. Someone has to do all the work around
here, so you can sit on your fat arse pretending you’re working on
the next great prize winner.'

Charles huffed with shock, but no words came from his
drooping mouth.

Annie carried on before he could find his voice. 'I have
loads of holiday carried over from last year and I haven’t taken
any this year yet. So I’ll be finishing on Friday, that’s two days
away. I’m only your assistant, so it won’t take me long to hand
over. Will it?'

*****

Almost as if he had been expecting Matt to appear at that
precise moment, the spiv stood waiting on the landing of the floor
below. Matt tried ignoring him, but the spiv fell in beside him.
'How long you stay in Pakistan? Where you go?'

'Don’t know and north, to Chitral.' Matt tried his best to
escape. The spiv hovered an inch from his elbow.

Dropping his voice to a whisper the spiv stopped Matt
mid-staircase. 'I have hashish, best Afghani. Gift for you, you my
friend.' He tried to put a black, almond sized lump into Matt’s
hand.

'No!' snapped Matt. 'I don't smoke!' He never should have
watched Midnight Express before he came on this trip. The
fear of being set-up and being sent to some Pakistani hell-hole of
a prison sent him running down the stairs, the spiv cackling from
the stairwell above him.

*****

On the Shandur Pass that separated Chitral from Gilgit,
high in the Hindu Kush mountains of Northern Pakistan, Ishmael
sipped his chai. The turquoise lake shimmered in front of him,
reflecting the great white peaks above him. On the brown mud around
him snow lay in patches, though within a week the brown would be
tinted green as the grass grew quickly, providing summer pasture
for the yaks. Ishmael wore the uniform of the Frontier Police, but
in reality he was part of an elite anti-drugs unit that few people
even knew existed.

Thirty-two years ago he had been born in a village even
further north, near the Wakhan corridor. He loved the mountains, he
spoke the languages of the people, he prayed five times a day and
waited and watched for the men that spread poison around the world
against the strictures of Islam. The same men who had killed his
father, who really had been in the frontier police and tried in
vain to stem the tide of opium and heroin that crossed their
valleys.

A few days before a jeep had left him on the pass for his
three-month stay in the mountains, while his wife and children were
down in Gilgit. Leaving them behind was the worst part of this job;
he missed seeing them every day.

He'd stay at the remote outpost for a few days, then trek
to the hidden routes through the high passes searching for the
camel trains carrying contraband both ways across the border.
Opiates out, alcohol, cattle and household goods in.

*****

Stepping from the plane at Paris Orly, Annie imagined she
could smell the flowers, the fresh air and the romance of the city
of lovers. It was too late in the year to be Paris in springtime,
but its reputation carried weight.

'Have a pleasant stay,' said the BA first class steward at
the cabin door. Annie was looking forward to a few days of pampered
luxury before she set off to find adventure and take some risks.
The added pleasure of an upgrade to first class had convinced her
she was doing the right thing and she'd relaxed happily on the
flight with her glass of champagne.

Pete might have gone on the hippy trail to Goa, but she was
going to do something really exciting. She wasn’t sure what yet,
but she’d think of something.

Leaving the customs hall behind her Annie saw a starched
and uniformed chauffeur holding a placard with her name on it. He
seemed rather put out when Annie walked up to him and smiled. He
looked over her shoulder crossly then flicked his eyes back to her
and the fancy rucksack she dropped at his feet as she introduced
herself. The poor man had obviously been expecting a stylish,
elegant lady, not the pretty, denim clad twenty-five year old
brunette, giggly drunk on excitement and free champagne, that
presented herself.

'I can show you my booking confirmation if you want,'
offered Annie.

'There is no need, mademoiselle. Please follow me.'
After his initial lapse of protocol the chauffeur quickly recovered
his poise, placed Annie’s rucksack on a luggage trolley, and
majestically led her to a waiting Rolls Royce.

As he held open the wood panelled door the chauffeur said,
'The champagne is compliments of the hotel. Welcome to Paris.'

Sipping chilled champagne and watching the city glide by
the tinted windows, Annie laughed aloud. Up yours, Pete! she
thought. She was having more fun than she'd ever had with him, the
arrogant bastard. She was going to take risks he'd never even
dreamt of.

Her recently finished job might not have paid well, but as
she had never lost the university habit of only spending money she
really had to. Then as well, she had spent the last few years
working such long hours much of the money she had earned remained
unspent and been added to Grandad's bequest in pursuit of the ever
increasing figure required for a deposit to buy some poky flat she
wouldn't even like. Now she was going to have fun planning how to
make the most of spending that money in a way her Grandad would
approve of. She raised the glass of champagne in a silent toast to
his memory.

The Rolls passed all the major Paris landmarks which the
chauffeur dutifully and redundantly identified; La Tour Eiffel,
L'Arc de Triomphe, La Defense, Le Louvre. When the car finally
glided to a standstill at the foot of the famous stairs that lead
down from the front doors of the Paris Ritz, a liveried footman
instantly opened the door. 'Welcome to the Ritz,
mademoiselle. I hope you enjoy your stay.'

Elegance and luxury abounded and attentive staff hovered
discreetly nearby. It was all Annie could have imagined. Presenting
more confidence than she really felt, Annie approached the
reception desk.

There was no need for her to say who she was. The chauffeur
must have already told them she had arrived. 'Mademoiselle,
we have upgraded you to a suite. I hope that will be acceptable to
you. Your bags will be waiting for you and Louis will show you to
your room.'

Upstairs, ‘opulent’ was not quite the best way to describe
her room. Luxurious didn't quite fit either. 'It's gorgeous,' said
Annie as she tried and failed to keep the grin off her face while
surveying the delights of a hotel suite bigger than her old
apartment. Thick, soft carpet absorbed her footsteps. The huge and
decadent bed oozed comfort. An oak dining table, strategically
positioned by the window, supported another bottle of chilled,
vintage champagne and a sparkling crystal glass.

Having shown Annie the various gadgets, controls and how to
call the concierge Louis hovered expectantly, though he seemed to
be enjoying the pleasure of Annie's excitement more than he wanted
his tip. 'Is this your first time, mademoiselle?'

'Yes,' said Annie laughing and blushing. 'Can you
tell?'

'A lucky guess, mademoiselle. If there is anything
you need you must ask. It is what we are here for.' He was still
smiling as he left Annie to explore her suite some more.

Ten minutes later Annie sank into a steaming double bath.
The champagne filled crystal flute sat on the carved table within
reach of her hand. 'I could get used to this,' she said aloud.

*****

Raseem dressed slowly not taking his eyes off the naked
girl in front of him. Her defiant gaze threatened to arouse him
again. 'You enjoyed it really, didn’t you?' he mocked. He didn’t
care if she enjoyed it or not, though he enjoyed it more if she
didn't. More importantly, however, it helped satisfy his desire for
revenge.

Isabelle Jones said nothing, but hatred flared in her eyes.
Raseem ran his eyes over the teenager’s naked body once more. She
was almost as good looking as the bitch he had lusted after at
university back home in England. That one had mocked him and
flaunted her rich boyfriend at him. Now this girl, the others he
had already fucked and the ones he would take in the future would
pay for her sins. He was in charge now, and he took what he
wanted.

'Don’t worry, I’ll be back later,' grinned Raseem. His plan
was going well. He was getting rich sending drugs to England, he
usually had women to play with and in a few years he’d be able to
go back to England and be someone people looked up to.

Outside, the snow-capped peaks guarded the mountain
village. He was close enough to Afghanistan to make it easy for him
to organise his shipments and escape if anything ever went wrong.
Compared to the big traders though he was just moving small amounts
of heroin and no-one really cared what he was doing. But just to
make sure, he paid the local policeman to turn a blind eye to the
monthly visit of Afghan tribesmen and he did not expect any
problems from petty officialdom.

*****

Annie passed her first Parisian morning in the Bois de
Boulogne, admiring swan-dappled lakes, riotous flowerbeds and
ancient trees.

In the afternoon she followed paths that led her to the
Parc de Bagatelle, while she dreamt of being a lady in the
Napoleonic court, with full skirts, sparkling jewels and dashing
aristocratic admirers.

The meandering paths lazed through shrubs, bushes and
flowerbeds offering vistas of fading irises, fresh blooming roses
and luscious lawns. In the sixteenth century Château de Bagatelle,
a café provided Annie with the perfect setting to finish her
afternoon in a style to match her current residence at the Ritz.
The setting was beautiful, but Annie was not finding it
particularly adventurous. Boredom was beginning to set in
already.

On her second day Annie set out on a cultural tour of the
city, but the size of the entrance queues quickly changed her mind;
half the tourists in Paris stood in queues while the other half
stood in front of all the best sites and pointed their camera
phones at whichever monument or work of art they had reached. In
between they never stopped texting, tweeting and facebooking,
hardly ever seeming to speak with whoever they were travelling
with.

Annie wanted adventure and the attractions of romantic
Paris were rapidly fading for the single traveller. Wandering away
from the noisy tourist mayhem in a mood of increasing restlessness,
Annie found the more graceful and quiet charms of the Latin
Quarter. Idly perusing a flea market squeezed in against an old
iron fence, Annie found a bookstall boasting a few English-language
titles. In need of a book she bought a battered travelogue, gave up
trying to find excitement and settled herself to enjoy fresh
pastries and espresso in a nearby café.

Four hours later Annie finally stopped reading because the
light was so bad she could hardly see the pages any more. Her mind
buzzed excitedly. Eric Newby’s amiable account of his Short Walk in
the Hindu Kush had sparked Annie’s imagination. The book was set
near to where Grandad had been posted on one of his foreign tours
and it sounded as exotic as he had described it and she had
imagined.

Grandad had loved Peshawar and when Annie sat listening to
him he had always talked about the fortress, the fierce but
friendly people, the great food and the desolate beauty of the
country, painting a very different picture to what Annie saw on the
TV news. He had only once mentioned, regretfully, that he had seen
action in the mountains. He preferred to talk about the expeditions
they had made to the far north on patrols along the Afghan border
where there were ancient forts and majestic snow-capped mountains.
One story she had always loved was when he talked about riding the
spectacular narrow gauge railway that snaked up the Khyber Pass
towards Afghanistan.

From the café Annie returned to the Ritz for another soak
in the glorious bath, then she curled up in her luxurious double
bed, with a room-service dinner and a fine red wine. She read until
the book was finished and fell asleep to dreams of the snow-capped
mountains, glacial rivers, swarthy tribesmen and picturesque
villages in hidden valleys. She saw herself wandering free in the
mountains of Nuristan, following Grandad's footsteps, with nobody
telling her what to do and where to go.

She woke early and lay wrapped in the soft comfort of the
bed. She knew exactly where she wanted to go, but sometime during
the night the realisation had sunk in that as enticing as it was,
Afghanistan would be no picnic for a single female traveller like
her.

Only when the automatic percolator had filled the room with
the smell of fresh coffee at the pre-set time did Annie stir from
her malaise. Wrapped in the Ritz-branded fluffy white dressing-gown
Annie reclined on her bed and hit the internet through the hotel
TV.

There had to be some way a resourceful girl like her could
get to do what she wanted. It didn't take her long to find what she
needed, though she left her coffee go cold while she surfed the
internet. Eric Newby's Afghanistan was out of the question and
currently far too dangerous for any traveller. India was old hat,
everyone went there, and she might meet Pete too. However,
Pakistan, challenging though it would be, was a distinct
possibility. It would certainly be adventurous, there were the
mountains her Grandad had enjoyed, the romance of the Great Game,
and enough danger to make Pete eat his words.





Chapter
Three

His heart was thumping so loud he almost expected the
people in front of him to hear it and turn to look at him. Blood
pounded in his ears, dulling the noises around him. As he emerged
into the chilly, air-conditioned lobby at the bottom of the stairs,
a sign promoting air-conditioning and the sound of a high-volume
television drew him into the hotel restaurant in search of
breakfast.

In the daylight Matt noticed what he’d not even considered
on his arrival the night before. Grubby red velvet wallpaper
covered the walls of the reception area and the gloomy restaurant.
A DJ’s console nestled in the corner of what looked more like a
nightclub lounge than hotel dining area, and a glitter ball hung
idly from the ceiling as if to confirm it. Though tables and chairs
were laid out on the dance floor, set against the walls were
curtained alcoves, with deep comfy sofas offering privacy and
somewhere more intimate to lounge. The smell of stale beer and
cigarettes seeped from the carpet and seats. Matt noted the first
major error in his guidebook, the warning about having to get a
permit from the police to drink alcohol and needing to go to the
big hotels for entertainment.

Had he landed in the only brothel in the Islamic Republic
of Pakistan? Matt was not sure whether to be shocked, amused or
concerned.

The hotel delivered a passable breakfast of chapati and
greasy omelette, though.

Impossible though it was, considering he was the only
foreigner in the place, Matt tried to be inconspicuous while he ate
his first meal in Asia.

As the few other diners watched him, Matt studied everyone
entering the room and he was relieved not to see the spiv during
breakfast. Thank God for small mercies, thought Matt. He hoped the
little shite kept away from him in future.

Having surprisingly enjoyed his meal and survived the
restaurant with no unexpected traumas, Matt felt secure enough to
think about leaving the hotel and heading for the local sites. In
his small, well-secured day-pack he carried everything he
considered irreplaceable, or essential: his passport, camera,
guidebook and money. Taking a deep breath before walking briskly
from the lobby Matt turned right, and continued the pretence of
looking as if he knew exactly where he was going.

Taking care not to look anyone in the eye, Matt picked his
way purposefully, though fearfully, through the jostling crowds.
Huge potholes gaped in the road and the traffic swerved recklessly
to avoid them. Massive old lorries, brightly painted with
traditional isometric patterns and images of daily life ruled the
roads. Everything deferred to them. Beneath them in the pecking
order came cars, then horse-drawn carts. At the bottom of the heap
came tuktuks and rickshaws; pedestrians were a nuisance that
drivers paid little, if any, attention to. The noise was deafening:
standard car horns seemed redundant, the lorries favoured airhorns
and no one noticed anything else.

The crumbling pavement threatened to trip and cripple Matt;
random holes in the concrete and open manhole covers waited for the
unwary walker. Alongside the pavement what could either have been a
storm drain or an open sewer overflowed with rubbish, that barely
hid the bloated body of a dead dog.

Horrifyingly unimaginable deformities on pathetically thin
children inexorably drew Matt's eyes, though he tried not to stare.
The children, squatting in the decay stretched their malformed
hands upwards seeking a beggar's pay.

With his senses overwhelmed by the swirling
poverty-stricken city of fifteen million people, Matt made it less
than three hundred metres before his confidence crumbled and he
retraced his steps to make sure he could get back to the hotel.

With his confidence restored by the time he reached the
hotel entrance, Matt kept walking past the doorway, in case the
street was any less traumatic that way. A similarly nerve-racking
four hundred metres stroll beyond the hotel convinced him the whole
city was going to be the same riot of noise and sensory overload.
Mounting nausea, conspiring with the stench of open sewers, rotting
waste and the bathhouse heat, forced Matt back to the cool safety
of the hotel’s air-conditioned bordello restaurant and a welcome
glass of ice-cold Coke.

Matt had spent barely half an hour outside, but that time
had shown him enough to increase his doubts about the sense of
having bought a one way ticket. The beggars, the cripples and their
deformities that had haunted the dark journey from the airport also
littered the daytime streets. He had seen news reports, which he'd
never really believed, of families on the sub-continent mutilating
their children to make them better beggars, but his sickening
half-hour on the streets of Karachi had convinced him they were
likely true.

The images of the poverty and hunger, the dirt on the
streets, the smells emanating from the drains, the disease oozing
from scab-crusted children and the deformities of the beggars
trailed him as he sat and sipped another Coke.

Inside the safe sanity of the cool hotel, Matt turned to
the copies of the local English newspaper and the International
Herald Tribune he had found in the hotel lobby. They would help
him extend the length of time he could take sipping his restorative
Coke, and allow him more time to regain his courage.

Except the papers didn't help restore his courage. ‘Monsoon
late. Karachi 45ºC,’ read the local paper. ‘Riots and kidnapping in
Pakistan. Foreigners Evacuated,’ blared the headlines of the
International Herald Tribune. For the first time in Karachi
Matt actually felt cold.

More gloom followed the headlines. 'The Minister of Health
has advised Karachi residents to stay inside between midday and
three o’clock and to drink as much water as possible,' warned the
local paper. A subheading recounted, ‘Twenty people dead from heat
exhaustion in one day.’

The lead story in the International Herald Tribune
continued in a similarly alarming vein and Matt could mostly only
absorb sentence fragments as the blood again began pounding in his
ears. ‘Major riots in Karachi. Two hundred people dead. Police open
fire on rioters.’

Then a paragraph caught his eye and held his attention.
‘Foreign businessmen and non-essential diplomats are being advised
to leave Karachi and the southern Sindh province. This follows
reported attacks and kidnappings involving foreigners on the
Karachi-Lahore express train. The US State Department has evacuated
all American citizens from the region and strongly advises that no
one travels to the area without armed protection.’

As he recovered slowly from the shocking new knowledge that
he was in the middle of bandit country Matt noticed another gut
wrenching story stuck in the bottom corner of the page. ‘150
Americans Missing.’ Matt scanned the text. ‘The US Embassy in
Islamabad reports that in the last few years almost one hundred and
fifty American citizens have disappeared in Pakistan and
Afghanistan. Most were young backpackers thought to have become
mixed up in the region’s violent drug trade.’

Matt snorted disparagingly. He had always thought that
people who got involved in smuggling drugs had to be stupid,
especially those young girls who, when they were caught, claimed
they did not know what was in the suitcase they were carrying for a
boyfriend. He did relax somewhat, though. If the problems
foreigners in Pakistan were facing were because of drugs he ought
to be okay; he never went near them and couldn't understand why
anyone would poison themselves with drugs, let alone try and
smuggle them. That was asking for trouble.

Lowering the paper Matt gazed at the glitter-ball swinging
gently on its hanging as he contemplated his future in this violent
country. It served him right for being so impatient to leave
England. But he could not imagine going home so soon. England
without Jo would be unbearable. In England Matt imagined he saw Jo
on every street corner and even in Karachi Matt had already felt
his chest constrict once when he thought he saw Jo’s favourite
sweater in the crowds on the street.

Gritting his teeth Matt worked hard to regain his composure
and tamp down the tears he felt rising. He had came to Pakistan to
get closer to Jo. He wanted to go north to the Himalayas, like he
and Jo had planned. He wasn't going to let a bunch of bandits
frighten him off.

Anyway, what did he have to lose if they did kidnap him, he
thought. It might be a relief to be kidnapped and taken off to some
mountain hideaway and held captive. He had nothing left to live for
anyway.

A Muezzin’s lyrical call to prayer reached Matt faintly.
'Allahu Akbar', God is great, reminding the faithful of their
midday prayers. The divergence between the Islam of the Muezzin and
the hidden but available bordello entertainment of the hotel
unsettled Matt. As he glanced discreetly around the nearby faces,
to observe the reactions of his co-diners, it looked to Matt that
they were overly intent on ignoring the Imam’s reminder.

Observing the studiously concentrated faces ignoring the
call of the muezzin Matt felt suddenly alone. The anger and pain he
had hoped to leave behind in England overwhelmed any lingering
thoughts he had about giving up the trip and going back there. He
half hoped the bandits would kidnap him, to put him out of his
misery; it would serve him right for letting Jo go and get the
tickets without him while he played some stupid video game.

*****

Raseem sat happily on the veranda of his bungalow. The cool
clear air let him feel he could touch the mountains high above him,
which, though the valley was lush and green with the first crops of
summer growing in the fields, were still well covered with snow. A
local Kalash girl stood in the fields nearby, her colourful
necklaces and the red embroidery on her black clothing adding more
colour to the scene.

The latest delivery of heroin from over the border had just
arrived; deliveries were much more reliable again now that the
recent bout of fighting had stopped. The price was coming down too,
even though the Afghans were processing the stuff before he got it.
This all brought him more profit as the street price in England was
still going up.

He did need to find another mule though. David was ready to
send now, but he wanted to keep Isabelle a bit longer. She was the
best fuck he'd had in a long while, so young and tender. The way
she fought back and made him hit her before he was able to subdue
her was a real turn-on too. He was glad people let their naïve kids
travel on their own; it made it much easier for him to get
laid.

He'd have some more fun with her tomorrow morning, thought
Raseem. Then take David to Islamabad and put him on a flight home
and see if he could find another sucker to come up here with him
and enjoy the pleasures of the mountains too. Maybe another girl .
. . two at a time would be really good.

*****

The old colonial gothic building that was Karachi’s main
railway station had no charms whatsoever. It was just big, hot,
dusty and crowded. Humanity spilled from the platforms, through the
arches and down the cathedral-like steps akin to a non-stop army of
ants on the march. Nothing could have resisted the swarms of
sweating bodies engulfing everything in their path. Matt expected
to see dead bodies in the wake of the swarms, as occasional breaks
in the crowds began to open up. But a new surge of humanity always
spewed from another arch to merge with the tail end and stop any
clear space actually appearing.

When Matt found the ticket office it was closed, or at
least the clerk behind the counter behaved like it was closed. In
spite of this the pushing, shoving crowd of desperate potential
travellers shouted, screamed and cursed at the averted head as if
the office was actually open. The louder the crowd abused the man,
the more intently he read his paper.

The stench of sweat united with the heat and the noise to
overwhelm Matt’s senses; he squeezed from the office to find a
cooler and quieter spot to recover his composure. In the midday
heat, looking for a cool quiet spot proved to be a futile exercise.
Everywhere Matt found some shade, a litter of sweating bodies
already covered the floor.

With much reluctance and his temper rising inexorably
towards boiling point, Matt returned to the ticket office fully
intending to attack and conquer the idiotic inefficiency of the
train company staff, who made the long privatised British Rail look
like the epitome of efficiency. After all, he only wanted to buy
himself an onward ticket for the next departing train.

The country should have stayed part of the British Empire,
then there would have been a special counter for people like him,
Matt muttered crossly to himself as he pushed back into the
screaming crowd. As he competed with the best of the mob, a rather
smart official appeared behind the counter and caught Matt’s
eye.

'If you want a first class ticket sir, you can come into my
office.' The prospect of getting a ticket without having to queue,
albeit a more expensive one than he had
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