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 A Bump in the Road

 
 Because of my reputation as a motorcyclist a magazine editor asked me, a few years ago, where I would take my last ride and
 I was rather taken aback. I don’t spend much time thinking about the end of things, since age seems to have left me fairly
 intact so far, but I suppose it was a reasonable request, given that I was already well into my seventies.
 

 
 Of course, his request begs the question: how would I know that it was my last? Well, there’d be one way of making sure. I
 could leave a neat pile of personal effects, topped by a helmet, at the edge of a very high cliff. I’ve known at least one
 person who took that final ride, and I can imagine that, as a way of pre-empting a painful end, it might be thrilling, but
 I hope I can think of better ways to hang up my helmet.
 

 
 So, eschewing suicide, I said I’d plump for nostalgia. There remain many places on earth – China, Japan, Russia, to name a few – where I would still like to ride a bike, but for the ultimate excursion I said I thought I’d circle back to the beginning,
 and try to recover some of those early experiences in the land where I was raised. And so, having thought of it, it became
 almost inevitable that I would do it.
 

 
 Since I moved away from England in 1968 I’ve seen rather little of the British Isles, but when I was at school, a few years
 after the end of the war (do I really have to tell you which one?), I used to hitch-hike all over the place, sometimes alone,
 sometimes with a school friend or two. It was the only way we could afford to get around.
 

 
 There was a girl in Glasgow I was smitten with and I used to boast that I could get there from London’s North Circular Road
 in eighteen hours. In the forties that was pretty good time. It went like clockwork, and my lifts were always in lorries,
 because in those days cars were still a rarity. Towards evening you’d get a bus out along the Finchley Road to a junction
 on the North Circular and catch a lorry on its way north up the A6. The drivers liked the company, it helped them to stay
 awake, so getting a lift was pretty easy. Usually they were headed for Liverpool or St Helens – I was never lucky enough to
 find one going all the way to Scotland – which meant a change at Warrington.
 

 
 These were not big lorries by modern standards, though they seemed big to me then. Scammell, Dennis, Foden, Bedford: some
 of those names have since disappeared, and I don’t remember too much about them. I wasn’t as curious as I should have been.
 The cabs were primitive, scarcely insulated and usually heated by the engine block, which sat between me and the driver, with
 a greasy old horse blanket thrown across it. They might have carried anything from six to ten tons of cargo under a canvas cover. Going north, I never
 knew what was in the back, but coming south I can remember the scent of coal and, on one occasion coming down the A1, fish.
 

 
 The drivers were usually interesting characters, and very different from people I met otherwise. One I recall spoke only eight
 words in as many hours on the road to Glasgow. Putting his hand over the engine he said, ‘This thing’s as ’ot as a fuckin’
 whorehouse.’
 

 
 On a clear starlit night, lorry drivers would sometimes switch off all their lights and, remarkably, after a moment of adjustment
 the whole landscape would open up and you could see so much better. Of course this was illegal. They were always on the lookout
 for police, in their low-slung black Vauxhalls, who, I was told, crept up on them and clung to their tails where they couldn’t
 be seen, waiting for them to do something naughty so that, in an age before sirens, they could ring their bells. I recall
 at least one story of the Lorry Driver’s Revenge. Sharp and sudden braking could have a gratifying crumpling effect on the
 sharp nose of a Vauxhall, causing much constabulary contumely.
 

 
 No doubt the police had other reasons to be interested in what lorry drivers were up to. In those days the black market was
 flourishing and I can’t imagine that some of them didn’t have a hand in provisioning it, but I was an innocent and never thought
 to ask about such matters, which was probably just as well.
 

 
 So, the lorries I travelled on would get to Warrington in the middle of the night and turn off west to St Helens, leaving
 me to spend some hours near the municipal rubbish dump waiting for dawn. Then I’d catch another going up over Shap through Carlisle
 to Glasgow. If I was lucky he’d stop at the Jungle Café, an honourable and much-loved institution where you could get a huge
 breakfast. Bacon, eggs, mushrooms, tomatoes, beans, lashings of toast and sweet tea … In those days of rationing that was
 a fabulous treat.
 

 
 I remember going up the A1 and wandering, wide-eyed and frozen, around Edinburgh and the Aberdeen fish market. I hitched to
 the West Country too, where the sun always seemed to be shining. I felt very much at home in those old market towns of Somerset,
 Dorset and Devon, and gloried in the warmth of the light reflected off old stone. Over the years, whenever I was asked about
 my favourite part of England, I always thought of Dorset and points west, although in truth this had more to do with my ignorance
 of most of the rest of the country.
 

 
 That, I thought, could be my last ride: to rediscover the United Kingdom before the age of motorways, very slowly, between
 towering hedges, over moors, along leafy lanes and back roads, to places I’ve been, and even more I haven’t. There would be
 all of Ireland to conquer, and much of the north. There would be pubs, inns and B&Bs galore. I’d be on a small bike, very
 understated, no fancy gear or space-age suit, preferably just carrying a toothbrush and a credit card; I’d never do more than
 a hundred miles a day.
 

 
 Perhaps I’d find Trench Hall, the stately home where I spent two years as an evacuee, and I could reminisce about the house
 where my sweetheart lived on the Dumbarton road.
 

 
 And then, as I thought about it, more and more episodes of my early life came to mind, some hilarious, some sombre. There was the distinctly odd year I spent on a provincial paper,
 in and around Barrow-in-Furness, when I was awaiting Her Majesty’s pleasure, with trips to Blackpool and the Lake District.
 And there were even stranger occurrences when I was finally recruited to the ranks of the RAF: I managed to turn my National
 Service into a working holiday, with the help of stars like Peter Sellers and Spike Milligan.
 

 
 So, if I did eventually arrive at Beachy Head perhaps I’d push my bike over the edge, walk away … and write a book.

 
 Certainly the idea appealed to me. I thought I could make the trip during the late summer of 2009, when the weather was most
 likely to be fine, taking my time, then write the book, nothing too voluminous, through the winter for my seventy-ninth birthday
 in May 2010.
 

 
 The idea was enthusiastically received so I planned my season in Europe. One might think that it was a rather ambitious plan
 for a seventy-eight-year-old, but it didn’t seem so at the time. The journey from San Francisco is so long and expensive that
 I always try to make as much of my visits to Europe as I can. The mammoth schedule was only possible, financially, if I travelled
 around on a bike, and a friend in Germany keeps my small BMW in his garage just for that purpose. So, as I usually do, I flew
 from San Francisco to Frankfurt to collect it and then, rather like a migrating bird, began the long and comforting circuit
 of old friends and familiar places, thinking all the while how extraordinarily fortunate I was to be free to travel like this,
 to have such warm relationships with so many people, and still to be fit enough to do it and enjoy it.
 

 
 I went first to Stuttgart where Dunja, an ex-girlfriend, who was now a dentist, fixed a bothersome tooth. The next night I spent with Roland, a Bavarian industrialist who is also my neighbour
 in California – he had fallen in love with the primitive beauty of the Wild West many years ago. He happened to be at his
 home near Munich and wanted me to see the factory where he had made his fortune – a marvel of Teutonic precision that produces,
 among many other things, extrusion nozzles for the plastics business. From there I crossed over Switzerland to Voiron, where
 I renewed my allegiance to a fierce and complex French liqueur called Chartreuse that comes from a monastery in the area,
 and which I had learned to love in Paris in the fifties.
 

 
 The following day I was in Montpellier with other old friends from the days when I lived in the South of France, and it was
 there, a few days later, that I met my two favourite Spaniards, also travelling by bike, who publish my books in Spain. So,
 with Angel and Teresa, I rode on a leisurely three-day trip to Madrid where we did a book-launching party and took in a fiesta for good measure. Teresa’s father is a butcher, so I was able to carry away a leg of cured ham, the highly prized one with
 a black foot, though why patas negras should make better ham I don’t know. He cut it up and wrapped it in portions that would fit in my panniers, and the bone
 he chopped up for soup. In Toledo, that ominous citadel of stone and steel, I bought a long, thin carving knife like a sword,
 so from then on I shed slices of ham wherever I went.
 

 
 North from Madrid I went to see the famous museum in Bilbao, which looks as though a pile of aluminium leaves have blown together
 to make a building. Going back towards France, I spent some time with a friend from my earliest days in Fleet Street, who has set up home on the Pilgrim Route to Compostela. And then, leaving Spain for France on the autoroute, several of the spokes on my rear wheel suddenly collapsed, the tyre went phut, and I was lucky to get off the road in one piece. A wry but friendly Frenchman hauled me off to his shop in Biarritz, where
 it turned out I was three spokes short of the necessary number. Because of a silly combination of weekend and national holiday,
 I was condemned to spend a week there (a penalty many would be happy to pay) before new spokes arrived from Munich and I could
 finally make my way up France.
 

 
 By the time I got to Trôo, a troglodytic town on the Loire and yet another place where I would love to live, the ham bones
 had suffered and were beginning to look as though I’d dug them up. Kate, a friend from San Francisco, who has a cave there,
 was eagerly awaiting them, and I couldn’t bear to disappoint her. Since we were, so to speak, in the stone age anyway, I made
 an executive chef’s decision. We scraped off the moss and made enough soup for the village. Everyone was happy, and nobody
 died.
 

 
 By now it was June and time to cross over to England. David Wyndham in Dorchester had asked me if I would show my film at
 his dealership in favour of the wounded soldiers coming back from Afghanistan and I was glad to do so (much as I wished they
 had never been sent to Afghanistan in the first place).
 

 
 Of course, as a courtesy to my friends, I had let them all know what I had in mind to do later that summer, and Dave was keen
 for me to use one of the smaller bikes he had in his shop, but they didn’t fit the rather vague image I had in mind. Among my friends, of course, was Stephen Burgess, who had lent me the BMW I had ridden around the world in 2001. He has always
 insisted that I could use it any time, but I was quite sure that such a big bike wouldn’t do at all for my slow saunter down
 Memory Lane.
 

 
 Trying to identify what this bike would be, I began to wonder whether I had trapped myself with an idea that couldn’t be realised.
 And then, while I was in London, a strange little machine came tootling past me on Putney High Street and I was sold.
 

 
 It was a scooterish affair with two wheels at the front. I had never known that such a thing existed. I looked it up on the
 Internet and there it was, the MP3, half scooter, half bike, made by Piaggio who also made the Vespa. It was strange enough,
 I thought, to unseal the lips of all the bibulous bystanders in Blighty. I had in my mind’s eye an enticing, if rather quaint,
 picture of myself as an elegant gentleman of a certain age, probably in kid gloves and a silk scarf, rolling up to a rustic
 coaching inn where loquacious locals lounging around with foaming pints would be intrigued by this phenomenon – ‘Why, sir,
 may we enquire what brings a fine gentleman like yourself to these parts, and on such an unusual conveyance?’ – thus unleashing
 a flood of tales and reminiscences, which I would dutifully transcribe that night behind mullioned windows by the light of
 a guttering candle … Well, maybe the picture was somewhat overdrawn, but you get the idea.
 

 
 After the show in Dorchester I rode over to visit Stephen and to tell him what I had in mind. It was purely to satisfy his
 natural curiosity. Steve is a classic biker, in the pure BMW mould, and I didn’t imagine that he would approve. In fact, he gazed at me from the depths of his armchair as though he had
 encountered some strange new species of lizard, but then said, in mock-weary terms, ‘Well, I suppose that’s where I come in.’
 

 
 When I realised he felt obliged to provide me with this monstrosity, I was quite embarrassed and insisted that I had never
 had such an idea, and was quite capable of buying one for myself, thank you, but he said, ‘The trouble with you is, you can’t
 take yes for an answer,’ and promptly disappeared into the next room. I waited uneasily, wondering if he had gone to fortify
 himself against the shock.
 

 
 Well, he came back in minutes, quite matter-of-fact – might have gone for a pee – and said, ‘That’s done, then. I found one
 on eBay. It’s not new. I thought, given the way you treat your bikes, that a shiny new one would be a bit of a waste. It belonged
 to a professional gambler, which seems suitable.’
 

 
 ‘You’ve bought it!’ I said, in hushed tones.
 

 
 ‘Yep. Wally can fetch it, get it down to Dorchester and look it over.’

 
 So that was that. To refuse such generosity now, I thought, would be an insult. It’s not what I intended but there is an art
 to receiving gifts as well as to giving them, and I learned it well on my travels.
 

 
 There were still more things I wanted to do, in England and Europe, before I began my adventure. I took my bike to a meeting
 near Derby, and went on to another in Wales. I met my publishers in London, and crossed the Channel to Normandy to visit lovely
 Cathérine Germillac, who had once taken her Yamaha halfway round the world and was now recovering from a difficult illness.
 From there I crossed France to visit Bruno Bouvery, my erstwhile companion in South America thirty-five years ago, and then went back to Duisburg to make sure the bike
 was OK. When Dirk Erker, my good friend, mechanic and motorcycle nanny, confirmed that everything was ‘in ordnung’ and told me what an idiot I was, I was finally free to ride through Poland to Ukraine to spend a week with Lida, whom I’d
 met on my walk through Eastern Europe in 1993.
 

 
 So, in a matter of six weeks I had revisited seven different periods of my life: my first priceless years in Paris, my life
 as a newspaper editor, my 180-degree turn to the South of France, my ride around the world, my move to California, my walk
 from Germany to Romania, and my return journey around the world. I was feeling extremely fortunate, and looking forward to
 going even further back, into my childhood, in England. And then, as luck would have it, just after leaving Lida and riding
 at a leisurely pace to the Polish border, I hit the road, head first.
 

 
 It was a silly accident and, like all my accidents, it was both good and bad, but it was also life-changing. I woke up at
 the roadside, having enjoyed a few minutes of unconsciousness, without the slightest idea of what had happened. Another man
 on a smaller bike had apparently been involved and claimed I had come up behind him at speed and hit him. I knew this was
 virtually impossible, but it took me quite a while to deduce that he must have turned left in front of me from the gutter
 – where most Ukrainians ride what few bikes there are – without looking or signalling. However, I was more concerned with
 the broken bone in my left arm.
 

 
 Lida arrived at the scene of the crime, did an extraordinary job of retrieving all my stuff, and delivered me to the tough
 love of the Ukrainian medical establishment, which drove me around from hospital to hospital over some very rough roads before
 eventually releasing me to her care. I resigned myself to convalescence in a quiet Ukrainian village not far from L’viv. My
 only live contact with the outside world was a visit from Georg, a German friend whom I first met in Penang in 1975 (back
 we go again!). Because he was a doctor he showed interest in my concussion and said I should probably have my head looked
 at some time although, he thought, it was probably all right.
 

 
 There was nothing to be done but wait for the arm to heal and sort out the bumps on the bike so it was six weeks before I
 could think of leaving. The arm had mended and I felt more or less all right. By then Lida and I had become much more than
 friends, so that was the good part of the accident. The worst was still to come. I rode the bike back to Germany in a couple
 of days, blissfully unaware that the forks were twisted (not that this was anything new: I’ve ridden other bikes in the same
 condition for considerable distances. I could even claim it as a speciality of mine). But Dirk Erker was not impressed. He
 said I couldn’t go on riding the bike until it was fixed, and if I was determined to go on with my enterprise I would have
 to fly to London.
 

 
 This turned out to be a mistake. After a difficult flight, I got into London much the worse for wear and arrived at a friend’s
 doorstep in an embarrassing state of incontinence. After a couple of days of uncertainty, I took Georg’s advice and went to
 the Chelsea and Westminster Hospital to ‘have it looked at’. What they saw when they looked at the CT scan had me in bed within
 minutes and under twenty-four-hour surveillance. So, my tour of the British Isles began in a close encounter with the National Health Service, and although I wish it hadn’t had to happen that way, I’m grateful, really, for the experience.
 

 
 I’ve been in hospital five times in my life and survived them all, for which I give thanks. Once, in Kenya, they had to mend
 a broken leg, but what’s remarkable about the other four times is that – quite correctly – they did absolutely nothing, and
 three of those hospitals were in England. As a kid I had an obscure glandular swelling and they just watched it go away. As
 an adolescent they put me in a nice private bed until I’d recovered from polio, which was really all they could do. And on
 this occasion they watched and waited to see whether the subdural haematoma they had discovered in my head was going to get
 better or whether they would have to drill through my skull. I’m very glad they waited. On the whole, I think American doctors
 interfere too much. They prescribe more than they should, and cut when they shouldn’t, and I hope I never have to eat these
 words.
 

 
 It seems that when you have one of those subdural things you shouldn’t go flying. The change in pressure doesn’t do it any
 good. Apparently there’s a place in the middle of the brain that controls certain motor functions and, under pressure, causes
 you to pee rather freely. When they let me out of the hospital I clung to the idea that I might still do the journey. After
 all, they had only forbidden me to fly. So I went down to Stephen’s place in Hampshire where my peculiar little trike was
 now tucked away unceremoniously in one of his garden sheds. He was kind enough to let me ride it round the lawn, but it was
 obvious to everyone else, and last of all to me, that I was in no shape to take to the open road. The whole thing would have
 to be put off for another year.
 

 
 
 Some very kind friends took me in and gave me time to recover. According to them, and others, I was not entirely myself for
 a couple of months, but I was quite present enough to form an opinion of ‘the National Health’: I was really impressed. It
 gives me great pleasure to be able to say this. In America, where they have the most expensive and divisive medical system
 in the Western world, it is customary to protect the profits of the insurers and the providers by spreading slander about
 national health systems, and the NHS probably gets more than its fair share. In my experience, the treatment was prompt and
 efficient, the ward was pleasant, the nurses were sympathetic and effective, the consultants were delightfully free of pomposity
 and happy to provide information, the food was good – there were menus and choices – there was personal TV, radio and Internet,
 and there was no financial pressure. All in all it would have been hard to find fault.
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The Man in the Brown Suit


A year later, on 1 July 2010, fully recovered and newly married, I flew to England to try again. Unfortunately I was forced
 to leave my brand-new gorgeous wife at Frankfurt railway station, the British government having decided to keep all honest
 visa applicants out to make room for the dodgy ones slipping in. I took the train alone to the airport where British Airways
 was waiting to fly me to London.
 

 
 After the ride to the Airbus, all the passengers and I got in and we drove off to England. This is something that happens
 at Frankfurt. Instead of taking off, planes simply drive across miles and miles of tarmac. After about ten minutes’ driving
 across the airport I fell into a doze so I don’t know which autobahn we used or how we got across the Channel, but when I woke up we were still driving, on the last leg to Terminal 5 at Heathrow.
 

 
 
 I had never been to the new Terminal 5 before and I was pleased to see, when we got inside, that the architect (I presume
 there was an architect) had restrained himself from employing any fancy new technology for moving people around. He or she had made
 the sensible decision that, after the long drive from abroad, what people needed was a brisk five-mile walk to the baggage
 place, thus keeping alive the tradition of all the other Heathrow terminals.
 

 
 There was no time wasted either because the bags – which, I believe, an army of asylum supplicants brings in from the plane
 by hand – arrived well after we did, giving us all a chance to get to know each other. Eventually they began winding the carousel
 around, which must be really hard work.
 

 
 I rolled my stuff past the yawning Customs officers and was finally shocked out of my dream by the bright red hair of my friend
 Lois Pryce, who had come to fetch me. Lois is a wonderfully bubbly woman, with a sibilant voice and steel tendons, and her
 husband, Austin Vince, famous for his overalls, is one of the most refreshingly direct people I know. They have both ridden
 motorcycles in very unlikely places and written about it. Fortunately for me, they live very conveniently on a canal boat
 not far from the airport, and they had offered to stuff me into a hole somewhere under the bows.
 

 
 Lois, for logistical reasons, had also brought along a neighbour of hers, Tim, who plays the double bass and drives one of
 those old cars with retro-fitted seat belts and doors that crunch. He turns out, appropriately enough, to have played with
 Bill Haley and the Comets, among many other illustrious musicians, so the rest of the morning was consumed by hilarity. Soon
 I was off again, to be lunched by my publishers. They kept buying me lunch and I was not ashamed to eat at their table because at the time they were publishing that enormously
 profitable vampire series by Stephenie Meyer.
 

 
 Well, my journey to their office on the Embankment started at West Drayton, and the train, which pulled in just after I arrived
 at the station, was apparently thirty-five minutes late, but I didn’t pay much attention to that. I was looking forward to
 seeing Paddington again. Paddington has always been my favourite station: it used to be the home of the Great Western Railway,
 and when I went there as a kid it was always the summer holidays, and I was to be transported west (where the sun always shines).
 So when we arrived I was rather perturbed to see that they seemed to be pulling it down.
 

 
 When I got off the train, instead of seeing the spacious station I knew, I found myself in an alley of corrugated sheet-metal
 screens, with occasional glimpses of jagged concrete and twisted rebar between the gaps. I told an obliging woman in some
 sort of uniform that I wanted to go to Blackfriars and she directed me to keep walking along that corridor until I got to
 the other end of the station, about a quarter of a mile, and then to go upstairs, which I did. And there, behind a desk, sat
 an equally obliging man who told me to follow some coloured stripes on the ground back to where I had come from, but by a
 different route this time, along a proper platform.
 

 
 A walk never did anybody any harm, and I was glad of this one because it led me past one of the stranger sights of recent
 memory. Alongside the platform I saw several hundred people in a concentration camp, penned in by plastic barriers. Most of
 them were young and many carried backpacks. They seemed oddly content with their lot so I asked one what he was doing there. He said he was hoping to go to Swindon, but he didn’t
 know about the others.
 

 
 Bemused by all this, I went on to Blackfriars station, had a very good lunch, and returned to what was left of Paddington.

 
 This was now a scene of unimaginable chaos. Huge numbers of people were swarming across the concourse, back and forth, in
 tidal waves, while others stared upwards at screens with their necks locked in position. At last I was given an explanation.
 It appeared that someone in need of copper had stolen the signal cables from West Drayton, and mine had been the last train
 in.
 

 
 This mischievous theft aroused fond memories from my youth. Back in the forties my stepfather, Bill, had worked on the Underground
 as an engineer and used to tell me stories from that enchanted subterranean world – stories that could make your hair stand
 on end – like the one about the lift that was discovered to be hanging by the last few strands of a single cable, or the escalator
 that was found to be running with a complete tread missing, and others that made me collapse with mirth.
 

 
 At that time non-ferrous metals were at a premium. My dad told me about generators and sub-stations abandoned and forgotten
 in the labyrinth of tunnels, where canny workers on their way to the pub could pick up enough copper to buy a few pints. The
 funniest story was about a chap in a brown suit with a briefcase who went down the circular staircase at Notting Hill Gate
 to the Gentlemen’s Convenience. I particularly remember visualising the brown suit. He came back up a little later, soaking
 wet from head to foot because some likely lad had removed the lead S-bends that used to connect the overhead cisterns to the down pipes. The laughter went on longer than usual as we tried to imagine why he would have pulled the chain while he
 was still sitting down.
 

 
 Nothing nearly so hilarious was happening now at Padding ton. There was no train back to West Drayton, or indeed to anywhere
 else, so I had to take several tube trains on an endless diversion to Uxbridge. On the station platforms, as I went, I heard
 announcements about other signals that were apparently failing in sympathy, like dominoes, stranding people in various parts
 of the metropolis.
 

 
 The next day I was in a pub across the canal, watching England being thoroughly thrashed by Germany in the World Cup. All
 around me Brits were supposedly being traumatised as the goals poured past the unhappy keeper, but there was something odd
 about the experience. In a curious way the emotions seemed fake, as though it was no more than they had expected. After the
 game they all went back to their gastropub meals as though nothing much had happened while I, the expatriate, went back to
 the boat dejected.
 

 
 All in all, it seemed to me that I had arrived to explore England at an interesting time.
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 An Ingenious Device

 
 The bike was waiting for me down in Dorchester, where the faithful Wally had taken it back to CW Motorcycles. I won’t be bashful
 about trumpeting their virtues. What they have done for me in the past may or may not have helped their reputation, but they
 did it, I know, for the sheer pleasure of being involved in my global transgressions. I have been in their shop often enough
 to witness their enthusiasm, and the care and concern they lavish on their customers. In the past I’d found most British mechanics
 a dour and miserable lot, but CW have changed my view altogether.
 

 
 All the same, I was quite nervous about confronting them with a scooter, even if it did have two wheels at the front. Would
 I notice the contempt leaking out of them, like the oil from my old Triumph? Would there be mutterings of ‘treason’? I remembered
 asking Steve, the year before, if he had tried it out and he said, ‘Yes, I did. It’s terrible.’
 

 
 
 But, to my surprise and relief, Wally, who has most to do with the maintenance side of things, was excited about it. ‘I think
 it’s marvellous,’ he said. ‘I’ve had a go on it. Very clever how they get those wheels to work together.’
 

 
 It’s very compact, almost rectangular, and has a pretty useful amount of space under the seat. My computer case fits in there
 perfectly, together with other useful items, and I’ve got a shiny red waterproof bag to tie on behind that holds most of my
 clothes. And there’s another space at the back that’s just big enough to take the helmet, so all in all I’m well fitted out.
 

 
 But for what?

 
 Drifting through my childhood memories at home, I was captivated by images of the different, older England they suggested
 so vividly. I was seduced into believing that if I just went back in the right frame of mind it would reveal itself. In a
 hypnotic trance, I had given no thought to the problem of piercing the armour of contemporary society, and now that I was
 set to go I couldn’t see my way. My dream of wandering through the little leafy lanes of England seemed suddenly remote. How
 would I ever find them, without the local knowledge that would take an age to acquire?
 

 
 Studying the road maps I saw that, reasonably enough, they were designed to enable a person like me to get from A to B in
 the most efficient way, which meant, inevitably, guiding me on to the motorways and the multitude of fast dual-carriage A-roads
 that have laid a tar and concrete lattice over England.
 

 
 To plot a route that would avoid these tunnels of pounding rubber and roaring exhaust would take for ever and probably be
 futile. How could I possibly tell, looking at the atlas, which of those thin lines in the cells of the lattice would take me back where I wanted to go?
 

 
 Of course I had my TomTom. (In England my friends call it a ‘satnav’. This is the one and only time you will see that detestable
 word in this book. With ‘infarct’ and ‘segue’, it is one of the great insults to our language.) Perhaps, I thought, the TomTom
 could help me to find what I was looking for, and I prepared to give it a run. Then I came up against the only thing that
 has really annoyed me about the MP3: there was no cigar lighter, nowhere to plug it in. How could Piaggio imagine that the
 dashing man-about-town, like the professional gambler who once owned this very machine, would not want to smoke his cigar
 between casinos? Like Winston Churchill on the prow of his Thames barge, an accomplished, modish rider could probably blast
 his way through a box of Havanas between Chelsea and the Haymarket.
 

 
 Anyway, one of the lads at CW was good enough to rig something up, taping a wire from the battery across the floor of the
 bike and up to the dashboard, and the following morning I prepared for a short trial run into the glorious July landscape.
 

 
 But first it struck me that it might be wise to buy some petrol, at which point it also occurred to me that I had never noticed
 a suitable hole to pour it into. In the car park of the Beggars Knap, a B&B where I was staying, I began my search, casually
 at first and then with ever-increasing frustration, but nowhere could I find an access point that wasn’t screwed down. I examined
 the black plastic shell of my MP3 in growing desperation. Incomprehensibly, even though the manual discusses, in minute detail,
 every last fuse and grommet, nowhere does it show where the petrol goes in. It does tell you that a flick of the ignition switch will cause a cover to pop up, and I flicked away, but there was nary a pop. Until at last, resorting to the
 methods of Sherlock Holmes, I deduced by pure reason where the elusive orifice would have to be, and found that the two-inch
 tape holding down the cable to my TomTom was also very cleverly disguising and holding down the petrol cap right under my
 feet.
 

 
 I know very well that this sort of stuff is always happening to most people and you may wonder why I’ve wasted your time going
 on about it, but I see it as yet another milestone on my road to ruin. It seems to me that there was a time when things went
 my way, and I do mean specifically things, such as inanimate matter, objects, bits of stuff. When I threw a log on to a pile, it landed more or less where I threw
 it and stayed there. Today it bounces off on to my foot. When I drop something on the floor it slithers three yards away down
 a hole. If I’m ever lucky enough to find it again I have to bend down three times before I get a grip on it. Surely it never
 used to be like that?
 

 
 I remember very well the first inkling I had that things were turning against me. I was trying rather urgently to fasten a
 tarpaulin in a gale, and I couldn’t get one of the ropes free because it had wrapped itself around a bottle, just an ordinary
 empty wine bottle (of which, I must admit, there were many). It’s the absurdity, the sheer impossibility of it, that gets
 to me. Never again in my lifetime, never in anybody’s lifetime, will a rope contrive to fasten itself to a bottle. Imagine
 climbing a mountain and your partner says, ‘It’s OK. I’ve got the rope fastened to a bottle.’ Or you’ve reached port in a
 storm and the skipper says, ‘Come on, lad, tie us up to that bottle.’
 

 
 
 Well, that was an extreme example, but it often takes a shock to tip you off that things are changing, and since that fateful
 day I have noticed the trend. Matter no longer co-operates. So far, happily, it is only small things that defy me. In large
 matters, such as motorcycles, my luck is holding out, but it may only be a matter of time.
 

 
 Actually, it was one of those small things, an ignition key, that caused me to choose Yeovil as the destination for my first
 trip. The MP3 has two devilishly intricate ignition keys. One of them, the everyday one, performs many small miracles. Twist
 it one way and it opens the helmet compartment at the back. Twist it another way, and it opens the petrol cap. Push it in
 and turn it, and it locks everything. And then it has a little blip on it that unlocks the seat to reveal the luggage space.
 

 
 The other key, the master key with a built-in computer chip, does most of these things but it doesn’t have the blip: without
 it one has to rummage around blindly through the helmet compartment looking for a latch. Life without the blip would be a
 nuisance, and somehow, unaccountably (I insist), I managed to lose the key with the blip within twenty-four hours of getting
 the vehicle.
 

 
 Now, here is another reason why I love CW. To lose the key to your bike as soon as you get it is the kind of behavioural stupidity
 that should banish a man from decent company for ever. When it became known at the shop that I had lost it (and I couldn’t
 avoid telling them), I braced myself for sniggers and barely concealed whispers all round. ‘He’s lost it, all right,’ or ‘No
 good getting him another. He’ll never find the keyhole.’ But not bit of it. They were just the same helpful, cheerful, respectful
 bunch as always, and did their sniggering out of earshot.
 

 
 
 As it turned out, some twenty miles away in Yeovil there was a scooter dealership, which claimed to have a replacement. Never
 having been to Yeovil, one of many towns with curious names, I welcomed the opportunity to penetrate its mysteries, and followed
 the A37 past Frome St Quintin and Ryme Intrinseca. All of Dorset is rotten with Roman history, and Yeovil is on an old Roman
 road, but by the time I got there the Romans had gone and they didn’t seem to have left much behind.
 

 
 There was still, I must admit, a high street, somewhat cobbled, and I had an hour or so to inspect it before the dealership
 told me that they didn’t have the right key after all. Many of the shops were still functioning, despite the recession, and
 even Woolworths, empty and stripped to the bone, was still maintaining its ghostly presence. I also took in a very un-Roman
 bus station and a sixties shopping centre, but there didn’t seem to be much else. I went back to Dorchester, wondering what
 marvels I had missed, but thanks to Wikipedia, I later discovered that Yeovil is chiefly famous for having had a really bad
 time with the Black Death and being bombed to smithereens in the Second World War.
 

 
 But my time was not wasted. It was a useful outing and I was beginning to appreciate the qualities of my strange little steed.
 It’s broader than a scooter and the feel is quite different. In fact, with my feet planted so much further apart, it was a
 little like riding a horse, which seemed pleasingly appropriate to my mission. It performs similarly to a bike, but because
 there are two wheels in front, rather than one, the lean is not the same. It’s a kind of horsy lean, if you know what I mean.
 No? Oh, well. It was fun to ride, and I mastered the intricacies involved in locking and unlocking the two front wheels. As Wally said, they are most ingenious. When you are at a standstill you move
 a little lever and they lock in whatever position they’re in. As soon as the vehicle starts moving they unlock automatically.
 As you corner they lean over in unison and there is no sense of having two wheels, but because they’re smaller than a proper
 bike’s wheels they bounce around more. They say it’s almost impossible to lose them on a bad surface, and photographers covering
 the Tour de France are said to prefer them because they can get closer to the cyclists, but I never had that feeling of extra
 stability. For me that was the only other drawback to the MP3, but it was all in the mind, really, and easy to dismiss. All
 in all I was very happy with my choice.
 

 
 Best of all, when I got back to the Beggars Knap I learned that the owner, a most dapper gentleman in the tradition of a gentleman’s
 gentleman and with a butler’s eye for detail, had spotted a coloured ribbon in the shrubbery alongside the garden path. And
 the ribbon was attached to my missing key. Feeling whole again and ready for my adventure, I pointed myself in the direction
 of Wem.
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