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            ‘A quiet, thoughtful homage to London life in all its kaleidoscopic glory.’ Jini Reddy, author of Wanderland

            
                

            

            ‘Ana Kinsella is a brilliant cartographer of the urban spirit. Her beautiful writing combines the coolness and precision of Joan Didion with the textural vividness and lust for life found in Durga Chew-Bose’s work. Read this, and be dazzled.’ Sharlene Teo, author of Ponti

            
                

            

            ‘I loved strolling through London with Ana Kinsella, noticing all the things she notices, what people are wearing on the Tube or at the Tate Modern, listening in on her chats with the locals, reading about the history of Embankment, the privatisation of public spaces, or the pandemic passeggiata.’ Lauren Elkin, author of Flâneuse

            
                

            

            ‘A luminous ode to cities and their people. Sharp and precise, yet full of feeling, Ana’s unique, infectious way of seeing the world transforms the most mundane train ride or walk into an act of creativity.’ Lisa Owens, author of Not Working

            
                

            

            ‘A gentle, meandering but compelling read – I saw my own city through new eyes, its sparkle, its dark corners and felt that Ana had captured both its effervescence and its quietude. I felt drawn in, somehow a willing, readerly witness to her lone perambulations. The city’s embrace. It felt both familiar and strange, the words as carefully paced as her footsteps as she walked the city, saying “on we go”.’ Claire Wilcox, author of Patch Work

            
                

            

            ‘A nuanced and intimate portrait of a life lived in cities, in distinctive and gorgeous prose.’ Rebecca May Johnson, author of Small Fires
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            Rarely have I felt more charmed

            than on Ninth Street, watching a woman

            stop in the middle of the sidewalk

            to pull up her hair like it’s

            an emergency – and it is.

            Alex Dimitrov, ‘June’

            
                

            

            
                

            

            This place multiplies when you’re not looking.

            Colson Whitehead,

            The Colossus of New York
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            PROLOGUE

            From King’s Cross to Holborn

         

         In a single hour walking through central London I see the following: A teenage boy who bops with curiosity the doughnut bun in the hair of the girl walking with him. A bride in a strapless white meringue of a dress who leaves Camden Town Hall, the two women close behind her working with military efficiency to keep her train out of puddles. A young woman who holds hands with a man whose other hand is holding a trumpet. It dangles from his wrist in a way that strikes me as almost dangerous in its carelessness. A trio of young girls in accessorised versions of school uniform – a neon scrunchie around an ankle sock, a small embellished bag for a mobile phone around the neck. A man in a light-grey suit who comes rushing out of a hotel near the British Museum, hand raised for a taxi, but the only one nearby speeds off. As I pass, his hand falls to his side with a familiar resignation.

         
             

         

         None of these sights is remarkable. These are all just people doing what I’m doing: making their way through the city. But when I start to observe them, I notice more and more about them, and about the city, too. These are just strangers, yes, but when I pass them on the street, a window opens and for a fleeting moment I can see a small part of their lives. It might not seem like a part big enough to be interesting. It likely is only interesting enough to last a moment – the length of time it takes for me to pass them. As I walk, I lose my way, meandering rather than taking the direct route. I’m looking for people to look at, I think. Over and over, as I cross paths with these strangers, something of the city opens up to me, too.

         Here we all are, the message seems to be, all of us part of an endless stream of personhood, of possibility.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Walking

         

         There is very little logic to how London is laid out. You could be forgiven for getting lost. There is no grid, no structure to explain the way the streets run. Even the river coils its way through the city like an old-fashioned telephone cord. When I was very small, my family briefly lived on a quiet street perpendicular to the Thames. Kenyon Street was one of a ladder of quiet streets between the river and Fulham Palace Road, and later on my mother told me that they were known as the Alphabet Streets, their names running in alphabetical order, south to north. When I moved back to the city at twenty-two, I looked this up in my copy of the London A–Z to see if it was true. From Bishop’s Park north to Hammersmith: Cloncurry, Doneraile, Ellerby, Finlay, Greswell, Harbord, Inglethorpe, Kenyon, Langthorne, Queensmill, Lysia, Niton. Wait, hang on a second. Where exactly did that Q come from?

         Often, when navigating London, there is a sensation of the rug being pulled from under you.

         
             

         

         Phyllis Pearsall, the painter and writer credited with creating much of London’s modern street atlas – the A to Z, was familiar with the confusion of the city’s streets. From a pedestrian’s point of view, London can be difficult to make sense of. The A–Z’s backstory states that after getting lost on her way to a party in Belgravia in the 1930s, Pearsall, a divorcee in her late twenties and the daughter of a map-maker, took the most up-to-date London map she could find and set out to improve it.

         She did this by rising every day at 5 a.m. in her bedsit near Victoria station to walk for eighteen hours, noting places of interest, house numbers, side streets and main roads. Over time, she walked 3,000 miles over 23,000 streets. The map she developed divided London into smaller, more detailed sections, making its streets easier to navigate. Pearsall established the Geographers’ A–Z Map Company to publish her street atlas, the A to Z: Atlas and Guide to London and Suburbs with House Numbers, with its distinctive red and blue cover, and she gave the company a motto in the form of a personal maxim of hers: On we go.

         Pearsall’s earliest iteration of the book hit a stumbling block soon after publication: once the Second World War began, maps of such a detailed scale could no longer be sold, due to the risk of local intelligence falling into enemy hands. Pearsall passed the war working in the Ministry of Information, making maps of the frontlines of battle, eventually fracturing her spine in an air accident while bringing a shipment of maps from the Netherlands.

         Since her death in 1996 there has been debate over the veracity of the origin story of Pearsall’s A–Z. For one thing, the map that resulted from all her walking claimed to include 9,000 more streets than any other. That was certainly a falsehood. It’s a romantic idea, the image of Pearsall the footloose divorcee on her way to a party, the bohemian painter pounding pavements in a pair of sensible shoes, giving form to the chaos of London’s twisted streets and neighbourhoods – as is Pearsall’s fabled line of delivering early copies to W. H. Smith in a borrowed wheelbarrow. The romance of it all occludes the fact that it’s probable that Pearsall was a master marketer more than she was a pioneering cartographer. But the success of her work does point to an indisputable truth, that London is a labyrinth, one in need of decoding if we are to make sense of it for ourselves.

         Today all of this is a little easier. Almost everyone has a map more detailed and powerful than Pearsall’s A–Z in their pockets, all the time. It’s difficult, though not impossible, to get properly lost when you have Google Maps at your fingertips. But when I came to London as a student I didn’t have a smartphone, and I moved through the city at the mercy of the countdown timer at the bus stop and my own errant sense of direction. I pinned a Tube map to the noticeboard above my desk and crossed through a station’s name the first time I entered or exited it. From the very beginning, I found myself entranced by the breadth and depth of the city. Here was a thing so layered and complex that it had grown gnarled, and it was up to me to put myself inside of it. I knew that to move through it would be to move through time itself. I am the index, I thought, crossing out names on my Tube map. On we go.

         As my knowledge of the city grew – which neighbourhoods had trees full of parakeets, where the good and peaceful pubs were – memory constructed something organic in my mind that I could call upon at a moment’s notice: a map of my very own.

         
             

         

         My first year in London was spent in anonymous student accommodation in the East End. It was my first time away from my family, my friends, and the freedom gave me the feeling of leaning over a balcony rail at a great height. I was fine. I was safe. But the precipice always loomed beneath me. The precipice was loneliness, and although I made new friends, I spent most evenings alone, cooking dinner and eating it while reading or studying in my bedroom. I wasn’t lonely, but the fear of loneliness never quite left.

         But walking was a kind of loneliness by choice. It was something more like solitude. Going by foot instead of public transport turned the journey into an undertaking, or maybe a lesson. And anyway, you were not alone on the street. Even when I was lost in thought – about homesickness, or career prospects, or whether my new friends liked me or vice versa, or whether I was a good person or not – I was tuned to the frequency of the street by necessity. My personal morality, the rules and codes that governed how I thought I should live, gave way to the morality of the street. The street has its own codes, determined by those who walk it, and to go out among these strangers is to agree to take part in whatever the street might have in store. My own memories, history, fears, were replaced by those of the city’s populace. What I received on that strange new wavelength was always astounding, or amusing, or just something. I queued for an ATM at South Kensington station behind a gentleman dressed as an astronaut. I watched him make two withdrawals amounting to £800. Taking a wrong turn down an Islington side street, I crossed paths with a group of off-duty street musicians who exploded in spontaneous music together, their day’s work over. Two women danced arm in arm while the others passed around a bottle. Every instance like this became marked on the map in my mind, so much so that if one of my new friends had brought up South Kensington or Islington High Street, I would have had to bite my tongue to keep from blurting out what I’d seen there.

         I found it impossible to be truly lonely when walking. It was impossible to dwell on my problems when I was pacing down Pentonville Road, making my way eastbound from King’s Cross after class. Walking in London was a form of connection. I was new here, and I needed to learn what exactly the city was like. I did that by making a network, connecting the dots on foot. Like a path tramped by walkers through a field, my image of London emerged from my journeys across it. A trip to a new area opened something up in my mind: possibility, maybe, or even sometimes just the distraction of novelty. Away from the map my life was insecure and unstable – I was earning little, unsure about the future, frightened by the possibility of it all collapsing and my being forced to return to Ireland in the grip of a recession. I didn’t know what the next day might bring, and the unknown was daunting. Better, then, to approach the unknown on my own terms – take a new route home from work, choose side streets instead of main roads and see what I might find.

         As I did this, the only constant was that the city always found new things to show me.

         These were little, incidental things. Things of almost no significance, things that popped up and made a tiny mark on my knowledge of London. They were anecdotes that lost their power the moment I tried to retell them. They were usually people – the sight of a well-dressed woman in her sixties reading The Art Newspaper on the train, lying to her colleague on the phone that she was about to go through a tunnel and then giving me a sly wink. They often had a pleasing synchronicity to them – two teenage boys who idly kicked a football in the park, hands backwards on their hips while they chatted. Over the course of an hour they drifted in a semicircle as the ball moved back and forth between them. On their own these incidents were barely noticeable, but when hung together like a string of pearls they started to carry a particular weight and rhythm of their own.

         Whatever else happened during that first strange year in London, the time spent walking the city’s streets alone did something to me. It changed me. Some people move to a new city and get a dramatic haircut, alter their personality, choose different kinds of lovers. I just went out walking. I wanted to learn what the city was like. In the process, something within me splintered open, and the way I looked at the world itself changed for good.

         
             

         

         A chance encounter or observation is not just a single event. It doesn’t occur in isolation. What I learned on my early walks is that the city does not stop. The Thames keeps rolling, whether anyone is there to watch it or not. At all hours of the day, couples would fight or reconcile on the bench outside my bedroom window. Shopkeepers would exercise small acts of kindness for their customers, or maybe they would not. Commuters would bump into each other on the train platform, distracted by their respective phones, and then catch themselves looking up from their screens to smile. On one occasion, I am walking in Mayfair, and just off Piccadilly I see two carpet merchants unfurl a huge Persian rug, larger than the square footage of my bedroom, right there on the dusty street. They stand back to appraise it, two men who know how to see the monetary value in a piece of art. Soon it becomes obvious to me: to move through London concentrating only on myself and my own movements would not just be short-sighted, it would be negligent.

         The New York urbanist and writer Jane Jacobs gave this activity a name. She labelled it the ‘intricate sidewalk ballet’ that is particular to good city life. In her neighbourhood of Greenwich Village in the 1950s, it starts early in the morning with the clanging of rubbish bins and the passage of students on their way to class. Over the course of the day it gives way to longshoremen who drink and chat on street corners, executives lunching in bistros and the arrival of ‘character dancers’ – the old man carrying strings of shoes on his shoulders, or the bikers and their girlfriends who zip down the street. The ballet, Jacobs writes, reaches its peak after work when the street is filled with children at play and teenagers preening on stoops. In the evening the spotlights come on and the bars grow noisy, the delis visited by night workers looking for sandwiches.

         The only way to know this sidewalk ballet, Jacobs says, is to play a role in it. It can’t be known from afar, and those who merely watch from the wings will always get it a little wrong, ‘like the old prints of rhinoceroses made from travelers’ descriptions of rhinoceroses’. Before I moved to London I had a particular idea of what the city would be like to live in – what I might do, see or experience once there. I had the feeling, common to people in their early twenties about to make a big life change, that everything was waiting for me and that all I had to do was get there. Inevitably, I was wrong. After college I moved to London to write about clothes. I came to do a masters at a prestigious art school and, I hoped, to work for some of the fashion magazines I had read for so many years in my teenage bedroom. Those magazines had painted a picture of life in London as glamorous and exciting, teeming with novelty and celebrity and opportunity – all the things my life thus far had lacked.

         The reality was at once less glamorous and more entrancing. On those walks around London, I learned what the city was made of: pavements and streets, networks both physical and emotional. Layers of lives on top of each other – a pub that used to be a corner shop, which used to be accommodation for local workers, overlooking a quiet street where children played and dogs were walked and where adults argued, did favours for each other, remained in love with each other or ceased to be so. Cities, conventional wisdom states, are places for money and opportunity. But what I learned when I started working and writing for those magazines, the ones I used to read in my bedroom, was that there was no room for real observation; not in the form I wanted, anyway. Working according to the dictates of the fashion industry was stultifying in its narrowness. Magazines depend on brands for their revenue, and brands only push their product for a certain kind of consumer. As time went by, I realised that I didn’t see people as consumers. I saw them as people. I still loved looking at them – noticing what they were wearing, what little decisions they had made about how they presented themselves to the world and what that said about who they were. Yet all of that, I learned, had very little to do with fashion itself. If I wanted to look – to really observe the people in the city all around me – it would have to be on my own terms and nobody else’s.

         Time passed, and without noticing, I had spent the best part of my twenties working in an industry with which I felt constantly at odds. It came to a point where I realised I wanted to turn away from it. But I wasn’t ready to abandon my love of looking. Instead I tried to carve out space for joy, to seek and find those glimmering moments of chance and coincidence unique to city life. They came to me as observations of the most minor moments: a stranger’s citrus-coloured socks on the Tube, or the way a woman might stop on a street corner to fix her ponytail. These small, insignificant things felt nourishing to me – beautiful, even – in a way nothing in my job did. That realisation gnawed at me. I had derived so much of my place in London from my job. It was, in a sense, my purpose here. What would I do without it?

         As time went on, I dawdled more. Looked harder. One July evening, I took the scenic route home from my office in Hackney, crossing Hampstead Heath in the last of the day’s sunshine. At the summit of Parliament Hill, I paused and looked out at the city skyline. I thought to myself: it’s like a painting, and then realised that if it was, it was because this is where people come to make those paintings. I’d seen them here myself many times before on sunny days. People who pack up their watercolours and their portable easels, climb the side of the hill, take a seat, and spend hours recreating what they see before them. That’s how it works. I decided then to quit my job and pursue other work, and spend more time walking the city and writing about it, too, if I could afford it, seeking out new perspectives, other stories. A step into the unknown, perhaps, but after so many steps along so many unknown streets, I felt ready. On we go, I said under my breath. I walked back down the hill alone, watching my feet underneath me, pounding a path for myself with each step.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. In Chinatown

         

         After the screening at the Barbican’s film festival, my partner Karl and I walk into town and go to our usual spot in Chinatown for dinner, a crowded upstairs room where the food is cheap and delicious, and the service reliably rude. The round tables here are shared, though ours is empty when we take our seats. Soon a couple is sat down beside us. They’re in their seventies and have that look that couples get when they have been together for decades – they’re not dressed alike but are certainly in sync with each other. Lightweight dark turtlenecks and city trousers, quilted coats that seem smart, rather than country. They don’t acknowledge us. The man orders two bottles of beer.

         ‘This beer,’ he says to the waitress. ‘We’ve been coming here for years and years, and we always have this beer.’

         She doesn’t care. She just nods and walks towards the kitchen.

         They fuss for several minutes with their bags, ensuring they’re safe from being pickpocketed (they are), and then she helps him choose a dish that’s in line with his various dietary requirements, and finally they settle.

         The two of us eat in silence, and so I watch all of this from across the table. It is comforting to watch their tender practicality, their long-term togetherness. What is it about love and friendship that spans the decades like this? On a dark cold evening in the crowded city, it appears like a neon sign in a window to say something like this: there are always ways to be happy together. There are ways that can last a very long time.

         
             

         

         When I was younger the idea of being with someone so long that you started to dress like them seemed a bit silly. It made me want to ask, who are you really? Has some part of you got lost along the way? Now, enduring togetherness is a balm in what can be a lonely city. I look for it when I move through London. It’s the higher standard to which I wish to hold myself: the two friends in their sixties who gossip about The Archers in the Ethiopian restaurant on a cold evening, legs crossed under the table, hand-knit scarves and hats piled high on the bench beside them. The pair of middle-aged men in the front row at the Tate’s screening of Christian Marclay’s The Clock on a weekday morning, who stay from opening until noon and then leave immediately, one pulling a Twix from an anorak pocket to share on the way out.

         Once you start to look for it, you can see it everywhere. What a relief. At some point each pair seems to make a decision – whether all at once or over years – to stick close regardless of the difficulties life throws up. Enduring togetherness, whether romantic or otherwise. There is such power in it. A kind of radical alternative to the impossibility presented by London, the loneliness that can be fomented here.

         
            ***

         

         I have been living in London for almost a decade. Spend long enough in one place and the desire to identify waymarkers becomes greater. Time passing can blur into haze. The past becomes impressionistic, painted in strokes that gesture at the truth rather than represent it accurately, like the image of a city street in the dark, seen through a rainy window.

         So I find myself looking for the waymarkers, the individual brushstrokes that gradually become load-bearing as they make up a portrait.

         
             

         

         One: I am walking through Cavendish Square in the early dusk of a midwinter afternoon. It is an unremarkable space, just north of Oxford Circus, a wide patch of grass covering a subterranean multistorey car park. A slant of low sunlight falls from beyond the imposing bulk of the John Lewis building and as I turn a corner on the path, it blinds me for a moment. Then I am reminded of another time I walked through this square, on my way home from a meeting, on the phone to a friend with whom I no longer speak. I remember who I was on that day, what I wore. I was the same woman I am now, but smaller, more afraid. Without the knowledge that I have now. A quieter voice, less sure of myself. I remember that it was late spring and warm, so the sunlight that momentarily blinds me today was higher in the sky. I had on a navy-blue pleated skirt and cream leather jazz shoes. I remember my friend telling me that she had been fired, or else maybe broken up with, and asking me to meet her in the pub. I paused for only a second before turning around and marching back towards the Tube that would take me to her.

         
             

         

         Two: I am on a bus that drives past a flat where I used to live, and the windows of the flat are all open. There is a young woman leaning with her forearms on the balcony, just where I used to lean on mine. She is alone, but the sight of her makes me remember sitting on that balcony with a former flatmate, eating ice creams on the chairs we’d dragged outside from the kitchen. A hot night, both of us with our legs bare, talking through each other’s problems. The peculiar way that solving another person’s problems has always made my own seem more manageable. The woman on the balcony is three storeys up and I wonder if she is working through a problem of her own. I would like to tell her that they always seem worse when you are by yourself.

         Writing about his own return to New York, the city he grew up in, Henry James called these locations or buildings scattered around the city ‘terrible traps to memory’, which he thought could catch a person in a snare while walking down a street. The phrase makes me think of the hatch doors you find in that city’s sidewalks, the ones that cover stairs leading down to cellars below. How the sight of something having changed on a street can make the observer feel suddenly the weight of her years, the passing of all that time. She tumbles down, alone, into the dark. Some raw combination of images, scenes, emotions that can reach back through the years of a person’s life, unearthing an artefact of feeling buried long ago.

         Memory is a mess on its own. It is difficult to grasp or make sense of. My memories instead become woven with place, with time of day, with an item of clothing or a person’s voice on the other end of the line. In this way my life in London began to arrange itself into little stories, threads of narrative that pulsed around the city, stitching over each other again and again. It is impossible to extricate from the map it has woven for itself.

         
             

         

         Three: It’s a bright, brisk morning, early spring. I have a breakfast meeting in Soho, and afterwards I decide to walk to the office. The city has an air about it, like something has been released, or some forgotten tension has snapped. It’s the funny time of day when most commuters are settled into their desks, and when the deliveries to Chinatown’s restaurants are in full swing. Otherwise the streets are strangely empty. This is an area I know better after dark, in fractured memories of nights out from years ago, or from getting lost in the warren of streets around Old Compton Street on the way to a dinner. Looking for the right bus stop, ducking into the 24-hour supermarket to bring home a frozen pizza to my flatmates. The unexpected sight of a friend walking in the other direction across the street, on her way to another party. If I am never here again, if this is my last time walking down Shaftesbury Avenue, this would be enough, I think, the strange collusion of a spring morning and a million past evenings where it felt like something – something – was just about to begin.
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