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It's odd to be back
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My taxi is powered by a well known local kebab chain. In fact all the motorised cabs in the taxi rank had a rosette around the filler cap championing their source of bio diesel. I'd have taken one of the pedal rickshaws, but I doubt they would have been able to haul all my baggage.

"Are you up from London then?" the taxi driver asks.

"No. I've come over from Europe." This surprises him, I see the twitch of his head as he looks at me in the rear view mirror.

"Were you there long?"

"A while."

I used to say I'd never leave Manchester- then I went travelling for a month that turned into five years. How much has the city changed whilst I've been away? I've heard about a lot of interesting and important stuff being done in Manchester. It wants to be the model for the future of urban living- post war, post oil, green and self sufficient.

I want to see all of this for myself. And I want to meet all my old friends, to find out whether they've still got any of my stuff.

* * *
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There aren't many vehicles on the road. Buses, other bio diesel or ethanol powered vehicles, some electric cars. And bikes, lots and lots of bikes. Sometimes the streets look like old snapshots from India or China, the two wheeled masses blocking most of the road. I can't help wondering where my bike is, this would be so much more relaxing to ride through than the old days of constantly dodging cars and buses.

Many of the cycles flocking around the taxi are quite basic, old school even. Lugged and brazed steel tube frames in the traditional sit up and beg arrangement, usually single speeds. I get the feeling there's a factory, or at least a workshop, somewhere nearby turning these things out. Something I shall have to investigate.

* * *
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We move out of the centre at pedal pace, which isn't much slower than the old motorised pace. I'm booked into a hotel in Rusholme, not that far from a branch of the kebab chain that powers my taxi. So that's dinner sorted. I haven't told anyone to expect me, because officially no-one's allowed back across the Channel for a week or two, and you don't just turn up on someone's doorstep after five years away. I'll set up camp in the hotel and then go visiting.

The taxi driver accepts Euros, and offers change in a variety of currencies. "What's a Levy?"

"It's Levenshulme money. One of those LETS things? Local shops and people take them instead of real money."

He has a list of exchange rates. This is a taxi, so I expect them to be somewhat less than I'd get elsewhere. And we're not in Levenshulme, so I should go for an even more local currency. "I'll take it in Curry Mile dollars please."

Tipping generously gets me some help carrying my bags up to my room. They're heavy because everything I want to keep from the last five years is in them. Turmoil has done wonders to cut down my hoarding instinct, but I'm still a sucker for comics and books. Most of one bag is made up of bandes dessinee mensuels and samizdat one sheets I've collected in the last two months but haven't got round to reading yet. I have a week's worth of clothes, two very small laptops, a number of peripherals, some very clever cabling and a few mementoes. Everything I left in Manchester, if it hasn't been further dispersed, is spread around the homes of friends or in a storage container I arranged remotely and don't know the location of.

The hotel is more of a collection of short stay flats. My rooms are on the top floor of the middle house, a bedroom, bathroom, kitchen and storage room. It shares a hallway and the front door with the rooms downstairs. I plug the laptops in to charge and head out for food.

The Curry Mile isn't as gaudy as it used to be, there's a distinct lack of neon. It's still nowhere near a mile long either but it doesn't have anywhere to expand into. The menus have some interesting additions. "Rabbit kebab?" The man behind the counter gives me a look like I'm from outer space. Evidently they've been selling Thumper in a naan for a while now and only an idiot wouldn't know about it.

"Yes? You want one?"

"Sure, why not."

The rabbit chunks on the skewer look like darker chicken meat. It sizzles satisfyingly when he puts it onto the coals. "Where do you get rabbit meat from?"

"Local grown. Some's from a farm in Cheshire, some's shot by pest controllers."

I want to ask more, but he goes back to kneading dough into naan. So I stare out of the window at the stream of cycles, chip fat taxis and electric cars that are passing by. It's odd to be back.

* * *
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The rabbit is tough, but very tasty. It's not as if I've never eaten it before, it was just a surprise to find it in a kebab shop.

Now I want to sleep. It's been nearly four day's journey to get here from Dover and I have that wiped out but not really tired lethargy of sitting around for extended periods. GMT is only seven o'clock. I could go out or I could go to sleep, but I don't really want to do either. So I decide to do some wireless sniffing.

I've accumulated a bag of kit that's larger than both laptops combined, just for finding and connecting to wireless nodes. But I don't really need any of it, because the lights on my little key chain sniffer are all green. Urban networks always have better coverage, but too much time spent in valleys and small towns has left me paranoid. There are more than enough open nodes, so I pick one and I'm away.

It turns out Manchester, and the Northwest in general, has a good wired and unwired network. Connections to the rest of the world are spotty as always but they're getting better slowly. I've even had a few emails from the Divided States, where I seem to be getting ever more readers. I fire off a few replies and tell Manchester in general that I am here, then start on my notes for the day.

* * *
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I don't know when I fell asleep, but when I rouse it's dark outside and the computer screen is filled with 3s where I'd slumped against the keyboard.
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Storage and cash flow
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I had wondered at the heavy tog duvet in my room, but I'd forgotten I was back in Britain. Years in the south of France have left me a little nesh and used to the warmth. An arm that sneaked out in the night whipped right back in, recoiling from the cold. I love this town, and it's not really that chilly, but I wonder if I can get used to the weather again.

Other things interrupt my sleep- dreams of deaths in a forest, what's left of Paris, and mushroom clouds over the Mediterranean. I wrap the duvet around myself to form a cocoon and sleep nearly to noon when I finally drift off.

* * *
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I'm going to need more warm clothes until I get used to the lower temperature. I feel like such a wuss, where's my Northern hardiness? For now I put on some extra layers and a heavy leather jacket I picked up on the way through London.

It's not raining. I'd psyched myself up to expect constant precipitation, so that's a pleasant surprise. I step out into a bright, crisp autumn day and go hunting for food and money.

There are vegetarian options everywhere. Meat is a lot more expensive nowadays, or maybe priced a lot more realistically, and local, seasonal veg is filling the gap. I go for roast, curried squash and potatoes, warming and filling, with big chunks of bread instead of rice to soak up the sauce.

My wallet has several partitions in it, but still not enough to separate all the different currencies I've picked up on my travels. There are a few French local bills that I didn't manage to get rid of, some London chits, Euros- which remain the most stable and most acceptable currency in the world- even some pounds, and my Curry Mile dollars. I lay them out on the counter to see what will be taken in the local fast food outlets. The owner tuts, but slides the London currencies into the acceptable pile beside the Euros and pounds. "Where are these from?" he points at the remaining chits.

"France."

"France? You been to France?"

"Just got back."

"They had it hard over there. Harder than here."

"I was in Paris when it kicked off."

He shakes his head in shame. "I always wanted to go to Paris."

"You'd be surprised what's still there. But give it a couple more years before checking it out."

"Can I keep one of these? The French ones? For my wall?" he gestures to a pin board on the back wall, decorated with postcards and multi coloured currencies.

"Can I have some bhajis to go?"

* * *
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As a bonus, the bhajis are straight out of the fryer and almost too hot to hold in their waxed paper envelope. I stand in the middle of the road, watching the cyclists go past from the safety of a traffic island. I'm looking for a shop with the double plus sign outside, showing it's part of the trust network of international exchange.

I've got money in recognised and accredited banks but that's got to be vetted and work its way through various levels of bureaucracy before it can be accessed from a British bank. There's not a lot of trust for large international transfers at the moment, so they're monitored closely. And, before I can even start that process, I'll have to get a new British account or find out what state the old one is in.

Luckily a secondary network of exchange has developed. Its legality is dubious, but it's tolerated because of the problems that shutting it down would cause. I've got some data on a thumb drive that guarantees that I have deposited cash and goods to the value of several thousand Euros with another double plus trader in Apt. My Mancunian double plus trader will give me Euros or local currency to the same value (minus fee, of course), safe in the knowledge that the money will be transferred to them by the slow official route on production of the encrypted key.

I was looking for a pawn shop, but found my double plus trader in a jeweller's. The thumb drive goes into a battered old PC nestled beside the cash till and Pretty Good Protection matches the code and spits out the numbers. Meanwhile the greying man behind the counter balances glasses on his large nose and studies my passport. "France...." he says, not asking for or expecting a reply.

After flipping through my travel history, more for curiosity than security, he slides the passport back to me and leans to the computer screen, nodding. "How would you like your money?"

"Cash?"

"That's a lot of cash. Do you not have a bank account?"

"I don't know." It has been several years since I put money into it or transferred any out. I know that others' accounts have been frozen for less, so I'm not holding out much hope.

"If you think it has been stolen by the government my brother has experience releasing such funds." He has started counting money onto the counter, "I will give you his card."

* * *
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I get to keep the reformatted thumb drive, for what little capacity it has. I haven't worn the money belt for a while, I haven't had that much cash to carry around, so I go back to the hotel to get it. I turn the laptop on, I might as well.

There are messages for me. Several of them are along the lines of "Bloody hell, I thought you were dead!" One is intriguing. It's from the address of Keith, a guy I worked with for a while who remained a friend, but it's signed 'Elizabeth'. Has Keith had a sex change, or has Elizabeth hijacked his account? The message gives me an address in Levenshulme and says I should drop in any weekday afternoon.

Another message is from the storage company, saying they have located my locker and I can collect the keys from their local franchisee- the very same jeweller's that was my local double plus. He's surprised to see me back. "You want to put some money back into the system?" I explain about my lock-up and slide my passport over the counter again. "That is a different database. Or I could have done this for you earlier." He chuckles, making great play of checking my passport again and comparing the picture inside. Satisfied, he wanders off into the back room and there's the sound of a heavy door being unlocked. He comes back with two keys on a ring. "There you are. There is twenty four hour access, when I have given you the code for the pad on the gate."

"Are there any other services you offer? Am I likely to be back in here asking for anything else?"

"Maybe. I don't sell much jewellery any more. These days luxury is..... a luxury. But thirty years in this business mean people trust me in matters of money. So it is easy for me to take on roles that require me to be trusted."

The tag on the key ring gives the address of the yard where my box is stored. I look at it for a while before having to ask, "Is that right."

The shopkeeper cum moneylender cum key holder puts the glasses back on his nose, checks the tag and nods, "I'm afraid it is. You know how to get there?"

* * *
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There is no trace of Maine Road football ground left. Unless you count the negative indicator of a big open space where it used to stand. They never got around to the housing development promised when Manchester City up and moved across town to the former Commonwealth games stadium. It found an alternate use soon enough.

My container is on the western end, farthest from the gate. It's a half sized shipping container butted against another and at the bottom of a stack of four. A series of frantic, and often interrupted, telephone calls led to this container arriving on the back of a lorry outside my old flat. My friends helped load it on the promise that they could "look after" anything they really liked until I got back. I'm surprised how full it is when I swing the door open.

It's going to take a while to work through this treasure trove, but my first target can be seen on top of the shorter stack of crates. It takes a lot of swearing, tugging and rearranging to get the bike out. It's the fixed wheel single speed I had built out of a second hand frame and scavenged parts. I never got around to riding it. My friends must have been scared of it. What's left of my other bike is hiding behind it, and one of the crates I moved contains cycling spares and accessories, including two locks, complete with keys, and a back pack. It looks like I have transport.

I pull down another crate and look inside. There's nothing really special about the contents, but they get tears forming at the corners of my eyes. I get the feeling every box will be capable of making me well up like this. There are cds, dvds and a few magazines. Actually, the magazines don't look at all familiar. I might have forgotten them, but a check of cover dates tells the story. My subscriptions carried on whilst I was away, at least for a while. The information's half a decade out of date, but it's more reading material. I stuff the magazines into the back pack.

The next crate offers up a real treasure. A one terabyte external hard drive. With luck this still has all my old photos, gigs of music, a few unfinished novels and the back up of my desktop computer from the day before I left the country. It may even have some porn on it. It, too, goes into the backpack.

It's getting dark, and I haven't found any lights yet. I noticed last night that not all of the street lights come on. Until I'm certain of the safety of night time riding I think I'll take what I've found and head back to the hotel.
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Waste Not
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Within a few streets, in any direction, of my hotel there are terraces running East to West. That acreage of south facing roofing has been put to use. As well as being a community heat source the system that's been set up provides heat to distil and clean the water supply. Taking it further, most houses now have a brown water tank- from showers, washing up etc.- to be used in the toilet or on the garden and a clear water one. The clear water tank is usually fed by evaporation distillation of tap water using waste heat from the house and solar heating.

The taps in my flat have signs over them saying the water is not for drinking. Cleaning tap water isn't a priority any more. It was a waste of energy to have every drop pure enough to drink when most of it was used for other purposes. The hotel staff put several litres of purified water in my fridge before I arrived. The bottles have the name of the shop that will give me money back when I return the empties.

My water bottle needed cleaning, but I had a couple of disinfectant tablets left over. I rinse it out with non-potable then potable water before filling it properly. I head out to cycle around randomly up and down streets, as much to get used to the fixed wheel as to explore.

As long as the back wheel is turning the pedals are turning. If my legs stop going around they'll either lock the back wheel or get kicked off. If I lean forward it takes some of the weight off the rear wheel, making locking it up easier. Then I can lean back and put more force into the braking. It's an interesting experience. I can see why no-one wanted to take this strange bike on.

At the end of one of the streets there is a two storey red brick building. An old factory, probably. I do a circuit and find the front door. It's double wide and has huge stalks of corn painted on it. Above the doors a sign in exuberant graffiti pronounces 'Ethanol!'. Set inside the bigger doors is a smaller one for individual entry. It's cracked open and I can see movement through it. Despite years of experience and that old saying about the cat I can't fight my curiosity and pop my head through the door.

It smells a bit like a brewery, a bit like the floor of a forest. There are big vats, with lots of plumbing, that go up through the space that would have been the first floor. The roof isn't a roof. It seems to be a framework with tables on it.

"Here for a few gallons?" a woman in overalls asks me. "We won't have a new batch for a few days."

"This is a brewery?"

"And distillery. But don't go drinking any of our shit. You'll go blind."

Now it makes sense. They make ethanol bio fuel. The big vats brew "beer" from plant waste- I can see a pile of straw and paper in one corner. I don't see any sort of pressure cooker, so I guess they're breaking it down with enzymes. "Are those things on the roof solar stills?"

"Yes they are."

The solar stills distil the brew, strengthening it. No doubt, as there are several of them, they are set up in series, each one strengthening the product of the previous one. At the end of the process they should have Alco fuel concentrated enough to run a car on.
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