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Prologue


It was outside the Harp, Charing Cross station just over the road, that point from which all distances to London are still measured. My bicycle was leaning beside me as always: old track frame, fixed gear, cobbled together from bits and pieces after the last had been stolen. The sun catches the fracture in the frame, the repair of which had prompted so many conversations with those who liked bikes … chrome, welded together with a seam of bronze fillet braze, bicycle scar tissue at the top of the seat tube. The phone rang, summoned me cheerfully from my pocket. It was Hendriks, the agent who would eventually come in for me, voice as reverend as ever. We exchanged hellos, civilities, he cut to the chase.

‘They want another one.’

‘A manuscript?’

‘Yes. A manuscript.’

‘About what?’

‘About bicycles … about bicycles, and the city.’

‘Bicycles? … you know I’ve had enough of writing bicycles.’

‘But your first went down so well … everyone who doesn’t hate it thinks the thing really rather good.’ I aim to interject, but Hendriks keeps on, ‘And more’s the point … it’s what they want.’

‘But I’m tired of it … there’s so much more to write … I don’t want to write any more about punctures and brake pads!’

‘But think big, Emre … The City!’ Hendriks is getting excited, blowing big time in his words but always with that same twentieth-century patience, ever a tendency to sound like a man speaking sense. ‘The capital of the world … on two wheels! Listen. Everyone, so it seems, loves bicycles lately. They’re so, so life-affirming! The spirit of the human, a joie de vivre! Life as it could be!’

‘I know. That’s why I ride one.’

‘So … write it!’

‘Can’t we just leave it. Can’t we let people think it for themselves?’

‘If you don’t, then mark my words, they will find a name instead of yours to put on that spine!’

He has a point, and besides, I sense it’s foregone … look to the next battle.

‘But afterwards, after this one, you promise we’ll have something else … another subject. They’ll let me write my modern classic, and no bicycles?’

‘Yes, Emre, just one more, and then your classic.’ Hendriks’ tone shifts, ‘But enough of books, how are you … how is the return treating you?’

I ponder as wind blows through, tears over the microphone so that I hear myself, my stretched, echoing words: ‘It could’ve been kinder.’

Direct, Hendriks comes back, ‘How do you mean?’

‘Well … believe it or not, I actually thought that whole cycling around the world protest might have changed a thing or two, made people think differently about banks, big finance … corporate adventure and all the marketing rubbish.’

‘Ah! The tenacity of youth. Don’t be so hard on yourself, Emre …’ the signal breaks to a muted distortion, then resurrects, ‘… and age … is what ideals are all about, don’t you think?’

‘I’m sorry, Hendriks, I didn’t hear you … the signal.’

He repeats, some agitation, ‘I said that if the young don’t aspire to change the world, then who will? It strikes me that these days …’ a police car pulls from its parking space, ‘there seem to be …’ sirens flare, screech murder, fire and madness, blue light over white noise, fading back to Hendriks … ‘Emre? I mean … surely that’s the most important thing in all this?’

‘Sorry, Hendriks, there was a police car … I missed the last part.’

I hear an impatience, a sigh. ‘It’s as if nobody hears a word that anyone says any longer, or even cares to listen.’

‘I got that … loud and clear.’

Hendriks softens, tries again, ‘So tell me, what’s proving so difficult?’

‘Well … the couriering … is hard. I mean, I still remember eagles in the dawn over the Steppe, and people wanting to buy me dinner because they loved that I was cycling across America.’ A truck passes, refrigerator unit growling loud. I pause. ‘And now I’m just in everybody’s way and everybody’s in mine, and it all feels such a long way off … as if everything is so temporary all of a sudden. I’m just making deliveries that don’t mean anything.’

The wind goes panting down the street, but it’s been a long time since anybody asked this, good to get it off the chest. ‘And my identity … it’s like it’s been replaced by the number the radio controller calls when there’s a job to collect.’

There’s a pause on the line. ‘I’m sorry, Emre, you’re breaking up quite badly now. You said something about a new job?’

Eyes roll. ‘Forget it … forget it, Hendriks. Thanks for the call … I’ll get on with the story.’
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BACK ON THE ROAD







        


    







            
2 April 2010 – Papillon


One night we took it back, we took it all back, made the city ours again. One of the girls from another firm was leaving, a French rider returning home to Paris, her third attempt at quitting London and the family of riders she’d seen each day for a decade. I was riding home that Friday, and standing at that same corner of Great Eastern and Old Street was Two-Four. We hadn’t seen one another in a while: he had shaved off his curls of hair, still kept the purple bags beneath his eyes from all the dope his mother wished he’d stop smoking. He told me he’d found a part-time job making mirror balls at a workshop in Islington, laying shards of glass into large spheres to be hung from ceilings. I laughed, and from bent teeth he gave that grin of his, lifting his shoulders nonchalantly. He tells me there’s a race on, looks at me. ‘You doing it?’

I think to myself, eyebrows up, it’s only been a few months since I got back to the circuit, but whatever, I’m enthusiastic. ‘Go on then … I’m out of practice, probably not as good at streets as I was a year ago, but why not?’

Papillon was the name of the race. They hold them every so often in the courier world, the alleycats in which couriers, joined by salaried professionals who had fallen for the courier image, would race the streets of London. Two-Four and I bought cans of beer, stood on the kerb outside the Foundry, closed for the redevelopment awaiting that brick and mortar. Two-Four looked up at the building, shut behind boards painted with a white rabbit, half the letters of the old name pulled down so that instead it read only F-U-R-Y. He shakes his head as he speaks:

‘Can’t believe they closed it.’

‘They’re opening a new hotel, aren’t they?’

‘Yeah … because we need another of those.’

He was still wearing his courier bag, fastened with a seatbelt buckle, the radio still on his chest. He stood with his arms crossed, can of beer held in the fold of his arm, Lycra leggings under jeans cut short.

‘I didn’t come that often,’ I murmured, finding my voice, ‘but it was amazing to know that you had something in common with everyone else here. It was always good to drop in and see how people were doing.’

Other riders had started to gather, bicycles pulling onto pavement … more couriers, lenses around their faces, radios on chests. Two-Four grew animated, where normally he so often seemed happy to let life wash over him.

‘It was such a great place … that turntable in the basement, where they used to take deliveries of metal back when this was a working building. The turntable used to turn trucks around on the spot,’ Two-Four went on. ‘I remember watching Seven-One down there one night, taller than everyone else, with his beer can in the air and shouting “Fucking yeah!” as they flicked the switch and the turntable started rotating with everyone still standing on it dancing.’ Two-Four smiles with dismay. ‘There’ll never be a place like this again.’

I pause a while, take a swallow of beer, let out some introspection. ‘The people who come next, they won’t know these places existed to begin with.’

Two-Four looks at me, arms folded, beer can under armpit. His eyes roll up as he cocks his head to one side, purses his lips with a thought, drinks down the beer with a shrug.

 


The alleycat is to be a French affair, an homage to the outgoing rider, checkpoints set accordingly along a French theme. It’s well after dark before we are due to set out, by which time riders have started to arrive from all London’s firms. Uniforms of green, blue and pink gather together, anticipation growing as bicycles are leant against one another and riders start to drink, the streetlights slicing frames and spokes into shadows on the pavement. Some riders, those nursing injuries or without the energy for the race after a week of work, would stay at the Foundry and wait on our return. Clean-cut competitors begin to appear as evening deepens, bringing with them expensive road bikes and Lycra jerseys, the employees of the Shoreditch design agencies showing up after leaving their desks. Couriers call them ‘fakengers’, resent the appropriation of their aesthetic, shoot disapproving glances obliquely at the newcomers.

Two-Four brings me up to speed with his life and tells me about his last alleycat: the fox hunt. Excited, he talks of how he’d pinned a bushy tail to his jeans, attached a gallon bladder of white paint to the back of his bike, opened a tap and set off into the night … a two-minute head start before the pack started chasing down his trail. A girl appears out of the crowd, interrupts Two-Four to hand us an entry card in laminated plastic: a butterfly lifting free with a bicycle lock. We slip them into our spokes, pay our fivers, and then, from her bag, she pulls a pile of small papers. She licks a finger, the nail painted with chipped polish. The paper checklist comes towards us, other riders already leaving as we grab the papers from her hands, check the route.

We must ride to Café des Amis, Tottenham Court Road: price of a bacon roll and cup of tea. Madame Tussaud’s: the entrance price for a child with one adult. Agent Provocateur, the lingerie shop down by Sloane Square: what colour stockings on the mannequin in the window? Ride to Petty France: get your race slip signed. Ride to French Ordinary Court: get your race slip signed. What’s the name of the patisserie on Judd Street? We scarper.

Two-Four and I jump for our bikes, dart into the night, legs turning fast as we roll out. Some way down the road we find two others on our rear wheels: one in a Lycra jersey, the other in a grey top with a sock hat pert on top of his head. We shout at one another: directions, shortcuts. We cut through the traffic, voices snatched at by engines as we head west in a hurry.

‘There’s only French Ordinary Court in the east, it’s off Fenchurch Street. Take the Euston Road for Madame Tussaud’s, then into the middle.’ A lorry roars past, competes for attention, we ride in its wake, slip back together. ‘Petty France is Westminster, turns into Broadway … round the back of St James’s. We’ll take the Embankment east to finish, right? Keep it in a circle!’

We ride: the four of us in a pack, close together, enfilade. We take turns to set a lead as the other three hang to the one ahead, sucking on the back wheel until the pace of the leader wanes and another picks up duties on the front. We ride through King’s Cross, one after another banking left into that dog leg before filing into a flat line: four abreast down two lanes of the Euston Road, a wind pressing us along at 30mph, eyes starting to water with the speed. The city opens to us, traffic approaching up ahead, cars backed up so that we peel, split in two, ride two to the left and two to the right of the jam. Handlebars, cut narrow for just this purpose, plunge between wing mirrors either side. You hear the flailing straps of your bag tapping the bodywork of cars, the stereo too loud for a driver to notice as life rushes by outside. We roll beneath the wheels of the lorries, tyres above head-height … we head through the blind spot, the half of the vehicle where the driver has no idea what’s there. A swinging hatch, the rear of a cement truck … you pray the lights don’t change while you’re still under its flank. Red, amber, green, hold your breath, cheeks fill with air and … pop! … you rush out ahead of the truck, pull in front and dash through those first fifteen metres to safety, to where you know you’ve appeared from under the radiator and into his windshield, into his vision where he can see you again. We’re back, we’re riding, four in a line with the cars waiting behind our pace. We shout possible directions to one another: ‘Take Edgware Road south. NO! Baker Street … got to be Baker Street!’ We pull up outside Tussaud’s … £11.50 and breathing deep. Two-Four and I greet the guys we’re riding with, never met, the grey hat speaks, breathless: ‘I just got back from working as a messenger in Wellington, New Zealand. Promised myself I’d never race one of these again … but it’s just too good.’

Those alleycats … they gave couriers a bad name, make no mistake about that. We’d ride the wrong way against traffic, weaving through the oncoming cars until the railings in the centre of the road abated and we could get back onto the left. Red lights did not exist, the lights did not exist at all. When you spend your life being shunted around the roads, treated like a street urchin and told what to do without thanks for just £250 a week, after not very long you decide that society was not made with you in mind, and as a consequence neither were its rules. If that was the norm anyway, then alleycats took it to new extremes. Ordinarily you stop when it makes sense to do so, when traffic flows in front of you. For an alleycat there is no chance in the world that you stop for anything. Rules are nothing: just watch the traffic, that’s all you care about. Watch the traffic and you’ll be fine. There comes a peculiar safety in the knowledge that you’re not stopping, that you are obeying the hard laws of moving objects rather than those of a road system that had been designed with only cars in mind and without a thought for bicycles.

We move within the traffic like plankton amongst a pod of whales, all four of us on fixed gear bicycles: regressive technology, no freewheel. If the wheel turns, then so does the cog, chain, pedals, legs. Your legs can’t stop turning. Two-Four rode without brakes, I had one on the front: your legs are your rear brake, you move your bodyweight forward and resist the pedals to stop the rear wheel. I remember Trafalgar Square that night, coming onto the loop, a tide of traffic circling the island before us. A fixed gear allows such perfect adjustment of speed: none of the crude power of a lever, cable and brakes clutching at the wheel, you just resist the chain until your speed is perfect. One car passes, two metres until the next, you jump back on the gear and accelerate into the flow, weaving in and out, banking down to the right. The pedals never stop spinning, you hope the pedal at its lowest is above the kerbstone at its highest, a scraping of metal as you get your answer and pedal hits kerb on way down. The bike lurches, pivots and you rock back upright, right and then left, peeling down Whitehall. A row of manholes comes up … one, two, three … a rail of metal along their edge catches the back wheel as you ride over: the wheel is dragged from underneath, snatches away. You pull the handlebars, back wheel snatches back to line. Down Whitehall, down Whitehall where you pass the memorials to the fallen soldiers, the women of World War II, who took to the factories to preserve a nation that … not now, Emre! We’re racing … all that is for another time.

At Petty France we pull up at the checkpoint. A few riders have beaten us there, or else done the circuit in a different order. There’s a tall guy, curly hair, dressed in a London Courier Emergency Fund hooded sweatshirt. That was the fund into which riders pitched their money, so that an injured rider could draw a small allowance when a crash left them unable to work. The fund was the only social security of the courier world. I recognise the guy on the checkpoint, he’d sold me the shoes I’m wearing, the cycling shoes I’d pulled on every day for 18,049 miles around the world. I’d met him in his father’s bike shop, he’d agreed to sponsor me the shoes at trade price. Riders are thrusting race tickets at him to sign, but as my mouth opens to say hello, he recognises me, calling at his helper on the checkpoint. I remember his words: ‘Somebody sign this man’s docket … he achieved something amazing while we were all getting drunk and staying in bed!’

He slaps me across the back, the two of us with big smiles as he gives a salute and I wave over my shoulder, cycling back into the night … fleeing the hive with swarms of riders darting from all angles, the sound of rattled spokes as wheels clash against one another.

At Sloane Square the stockings are pink, just like the lights of Blackfriars Bridge, reflecting on the surface of the dark waters as we race back along the Embankment. All London is alight … fireflies and glow worms shine through the skyline as into the tunnel we race, our echoes chasing behind as we shout at one another to hold the pace. French Ordinary Court is off Fenchurch Street, a marshal hiding in a corner with her face illuminated by a torch, the light clipping at her bare, pale sternum and the tattoo inked there of a saint with arms spread. We race over the cobbles of Leadenhall Market … the cobbl-es, co-bbles, the cobbles they rattle between one another on a patch not yet laid, one stone popping up from beneath a hard tyre, turning over itself in the air to reveal sand in the city with a whispering sous, sous … the cobble falling back to earth and cracking les pavés la plage! Faces rattling, cheeks turning liquid, electrified, we bounce over the cobbles and suddenly … suddenly they were not cobbles at all. It was pave … yes, dammit! … we were not in London … we were riding the Paris-Roubaix! The goddamn Paris-Roubaix and the final section of pavé: riding the crown, the crest of the ridge, keeping the power down so that you don’t fall into the rut, so that the rut doesn’t pinch your wheels from beneath you and yes … one last push and we’re through. We flash past the large doorway off Leadenhall Street, where once I’d seen a bankeress, drunk to the gills and steaming on a Friday night. There on the flagstones she’d been squatting in her stilettos to take a piss: wobbling, a face full of crotch for all the street to see as the heels toppled like skittles. Lying on her side she burst with laughter but all the time unable to stop herself pissing, laughing on her side, spewing like a dropped bottle of lemonade that’s sprung a hole: piss dribbling over one step at a time, bubbling up in white cascade. I shake my head, the memory flies free to join all the others.

You can sense us tiring, the pace must have slackened, though endorphins make up for the slowing speed. We shout less at one another, heads down, all the focus is going into the pedals, pedals, pedals. The night’s almost up, coming to an end, race winding down … slipping away as we come into the final mile with a final push. Energy gone and only adrenaline left, heads moving faster than bodies. We make mistakes. We miss a turn. Lights up ahead are changing too soon: lights green, to amber, to red. Four lots of RED are right before our eyes … no way we’re going to make it and no way we can consider stopping either, the finish is all but in sight. After five. Six. Seven red seconds we burst on through, me and Two-Four at the front, a police car at the head of the traffic, ready to pull out as we appear. I see the officers from the corner of my eye: one head, two heads, back and forth, turning with we four cyclists. Boom-boom-boom-boom. We’re gone. A shake of disbelief flails, receding into the distance. Their mouths open as they look at us, pause a second and then realise they’ve no time for anything but fist to steering wheel and firing off the horn. We win!

We speed into the traffic, diving through the aisles, cut down Liverpool Street, the Broadgate Octagon: privately owned public space in the centre of London. ‘No bikes allowed’ shouts from plaques on walls, private security goons stand yawning in fake police uniforms. We bank high up the curved walls of the Octagon, ride the luge, the snake, plunge back down, race through the gates. We hammer at the pedals as the lights of the Foundry grow slowly. The rider from Wellington is barely rolling, is suffering, head lolling back and forward over his wheels. He goes for his bidon, takes it from the bottle cage but squirts only air and spray into a pleading mouth. Two-Four clocks the empty bottle, reaches for his own and hands it over. From a backstreet a car emerges, I watch as headlights cast them both in black and white, the bottle clasped momentarily by both of their hands and suddenly, suddenly we’re 1952 … we’re Coppi and a struggling Bartali on Tormalet.

The Foundry crowd ahead are waiting on the road for signs of life, cheers already going up for two riders vaulting the kerb onto the pavement, arms aloft. A rider jumps from his bike, throws it down like some rock star with a guitar. Feedback: wires spring. Two-Four and I pull to a halt, we hug, our companions arriving just behind as the crowd begins to chant the name of the winning rider. Beers are thrust into our hands, other competitors are rolling slowly to a halt, smiles across faces as chaos peaks and then a calm jubilation flows out to the streets.

Riders continue trickling in, the race at a close as speeches begin. The crowd applauds each name, because we’re all heroes tonight, even those arriving last, to stand hands on knees and under heaving chests. I look round flush, sanguine faces, smiles brighter than any streetlight, a flesh-and-blood tribe united in a pool of automobiles. Suddenly everything’s all right again, the only thing I need is for this moment to last. For right there, amongst all the vast city, in which we were only ever the messenger boys and girls, in that moment there was no community more united, and no triumph or belonging more complete. Without anyone else even needing to know about it … London was ours.




        


    







            
Sevenoaks – TN13


In the plains of northern Hungary, riding for Shanghai, I had met a German man, Karsten: a banker from Kent, cycling the Danube to Budapest for his holiday. No matter what they’ve done, the way they hoodwinked us, I’d still take a straight-talking banker over a self-satisfied charity worker. Karsten was as honest as they come. Fair hair and big smile, a German humour so that, to Karsten, almost everything was worth making a joke out of. We spent a day together on the road: he’d hit me with excitement, right on the shoulder, at the end of every sentence. I’d told him I was riding for Shanghai, headed towards the Gobi. I remember his words. ‘My God … you’ll never be able to go back!’ I laughed at the time, never expected him to turn out so right. I visited him once … after my return I headed down to his place in Sevenoaks. It transpired Karsten was richer than God. He was ex-Goldman Sachs, had outgrown the squid and yet when I arrived he was standing proud beside an old cement mixer in his garden. He gave the drum a slap. It boomed hello. Karsten shouted: ‘Emre! This is my favourite possession, because with it I can build a wall, and a wall is something that actually exists!’

He shopped at German discount supermarkets, repaired his own punctures, and sewed patches on to old clothes. With a cup of tea we sat eating his wife’s chocolate cake, which he referred to as the greatest pleasure in his life.

Despite all that, Karsten still lived for the markets … couldn’t help himself. I watched him wring his face despairingly into his kitchen table. ‘I wish I didn’t know so much,’ he said. ‘Money is just a faith, a social lie.’ He sloped off upstairs, went to check his algorithms before bedtime. Don’t worry if things seem unfair sometimes – we’re all victims at the end of the day.




        


    







            
11 December 2009 – E10


Let me explain what happened, bring these threads together and say straight out that not all of this was written quite within my right mind. Most of this tale happened the wrong side of social mobility and, as with most things, it only makes sense at the end. Social mobility, whatever the precise definition, only really boils down to the bargain whereby those with rights and brains enough to experience injustice, and who are smart enough to articulate that injustice, are given wellbeing enough to shut them up and accept that the system works because it worked for them. At the same time, it is silently accepted that a far greater number will not perceive or articulate their injustice, and so can be anticipated to settle for far less.

For those years as a courier I watched myself flatlining, saw myself preparing for life on the wrong side of the divide in a society where you could bet your last I was going to be forced to settle for less, despite some belief, instilled by education and a sense of what it is to be human, that I deserved something more. I can explain the phenomenon in sophisticated terms, but none of it is much more complicated than … well … you shit yourself. Every day, you shit yourself. You fume, you fright, you hate and you panic because you have nothing in this world but the body that you stand in, the ability to use that body in performing manual labour, and nothing in the present to suggest a better future. I’m not disowning all of what’s coming in these pages … it’s not all lunacy, some of it falls spot-on and all the more for its perspective from the outside. The thing is, when you have faith in something, whether it’s politics or some other belief, that faith guides you through the very many ways and moments in which things just don’t quite stack up. When you lose that faith, when the life you’re left gives no cause for any sense of fairness, all you can see are inconsistencies. The result is that you come to see people as Others: other races, genders, creeds … those with different stories and those belonging to different wealths. Your own scarcity and frustration bores down on you, as if the world has made you its enemy, with everything and everyone else on an opposing side in a conflict where you are the victim. I’m not suggesting this is universal, I know people far better than me, who would never have found their way to some of the ugly thoughts I reached. But there again, I warn you, some minds will be taken by ideas far worse, more extreme, than any I ever entertained.

All told, that’s how you wind up seething, your future mortgaged as you watch men in suits stand around calmly arguing the toss as if everything were under control. Set upon by anxiety you stop thinking rationally … you make poor decisions and cruel judgements. I read academic papers that verified as much … observed similar behaviour in rats subjected to conditions of scarcity. That anybody would liken the behaviour of poor humans and rats is still something that strikes me as altogether quite impolite.
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Christmas was hardly the best time to have returned. Fairy lights promised magic through half of London, twinkling at darkness around streets dressed with a nativity cheer far from my own mood. Cycling across continents you contract a case of perspective hard to come by through any other means. When you crawl across the face of the world like that, blessed each day by its beauty and the generosity of the strangers you happen upon, a tender kind of insignificance takes hold. I remember early mornings, back on benches in London’s parks, where I would sit alone and see the sun land cold on my chest, see my shadow behind me on the bench, and finally imagine both my shadow and body disappearing, so that it was all the same whether the sun landed on the fabric of my clothes or to thaw the frosted blades of grass beneath. Cycling 110 miles a day had been a cinch next to just one month of life in your mid-twenties in London. Whether the groups in down jackets at café tables, or else couples walking arm-round-shoulder on winter streets, everywhere was an appearance of wellbeing to which I could not relate. I suppose that the solitude of a city explained a lot of it, and mark my words there is no loneliness quite like the one waiting at the centre of a crowd. In comparison, without another soul to be found and 200 miles of Kazakh National Highway 32 to the next village, I’d never been more content.

Sleeplessness didn’t much help either. So many hours I must have spent in dark rooms, wide awake but staring at the backs of my eyelids. In those first weeks after the return, there was nothing more terrifying than that moment when head hit pillow and so began the long hours I knew would have to be endured until sleep took me. Then, unconscious, began the countdown to some slight noise of dawn that would disturb and set my brain in motion so that once more I’d be awake, listening as the flight paths reopened for a new day. Lavender became one particularly surprising friend in my attempts to calm myself, and in the front gardens of Islington, green-grey leaves hanging through black railings, riding by I would grab with an outstretched hand and feel it pull free as my bicycle moved on. I’d put the fragrant leaves inside a glove and place a palm across nose and mouth to gulp happy, soothing breaths.

The introspection could only last so long, and my bank balance, rock bottom from the last six months’ touring, gave me a maximum two weeks before work became an absolute necessity. In those moments, and to this day, couriering is what would always be waiting for me … like a destructive relationship that you always go back to, despite knowing it’s no good for you. In the time apart, you allow yourself to forget how bad it can get, recall only the good bits. Each time you stop you promise yourself it’s the last, celebrate the final delivery, relieved to have moved on to better things. You break away and then begin backsliding. Eventually it comes. You’re flat broke again, you need the cash, never realised you’d made yourself unemployable. Your CV reads like a Bermuda Triangle, gaps big enough to lose a Cunard but you can’t bear the prospect of stacking a shelf or topping a pizza. And so you’re back … ‘Back on the road’, as those American riders like to call it. Say what you will about them, Americans have a knack for making any crummy situation sound positive. Sixty daily miles … Monday to Friday, three hundred plus and the worst part being that I’ll end up cycling further when there’s less work. I’ll be too exhausted to put the old politics degree to good use, and even if I can write a few job applications in the evenings, I’ll be hard pressed to afford the time off work for the interview. If I’m honest … that’s no real problem with the year I’ve got up ahead … they don’t invite me in for interviews so much anymore.




        


    







            
21 December – E10 – Docket #1


The red post bag falls back across my shoulders, collected from a friend’s flat near Cable Street and ready to allow for my return to work. The thing has already spent at least a circumnavigation hanging at my back, carried like a toddler along London’s endless street. The fabric on one side is loaded with road dirt and dust, while the other looks perfectly clean, but is actually full of my sweat and the dead skin from my back. To be honest, the bag’s had it. It leaks. When it rains, my deliveries get wet. I’ve received severe dressing-downs for showing up with damp paper wearing away and ink smudged on an engineer’s technical drawings. There was nothing I could say in my defence. I should fork out the £200 and buy myself a new bag, I know, but that would be to make an investment in my future as a courier, something I tend to avoid at all costs, lest it lead to a situation where I find myself with a future as a courier.

I don’t mind admitting I’ve grown afraid. Circumnavigation, world record, courier – whatever your pedigree it doesn’t take so many sweet nothings from a passing skip truck for you to realise you’ve lost your nerve. I pedal hesitantly. A few crucial years of early twenties separate now from that time when I used to love nothing more than diving for a two-foot gap between a pair of double-deckers, when I’d banter with the cabbie beside me, window down as he revved an engine and promised to shove me off the road. Now though, now I’ve got the fear in me, the roads scare me. I know that the roads aren’t statistically dangerous, they just feel dangerous, with the only comfort that old, morbid adage that in couriering the cause of death is less often traffic than suicide. Now and then a courier dies in a road accident, but for the number of hours we put in, the millions of miles we clock up, proportionately we must come out safer than just about anyone else on two wheels.

My own two terms as a rider bore that out: no road fatalities and one suicide. It had been back at the start of my first stint, and you felt it on the circuit, rippling out like a sinking stone, a Chinese whisper through a few hundred radios and nobody naming the actual thing, because everyone had couriering in common and so the very idea of it felt uncomfortably close. I mention it now, only for a moment and only to try and make you appreciate how difficult these lives are, the lives of millions in jobs like it, with little respect from the society they serve and wages suitably low. It’s a hard story to tell: if things work out OK then folk will say you’ve no cause for complaint … and if things don’t work out, there’s rarely anyone around to listen anyway.




        


    







            
Innards


As a courier I recorded everything, found myself sniffing out a collage of the city, a patchwork of London assembled and stuck together from the leather saddle of my bicycle. The olfactory bulb is large, sits proud and immediate at the front of the brain, so that, for the same reason people snort cocaine through the nose, smell leaves some of the most vivid imprints on a mind.

At Primrose Hill, in summer months, the engine overheating so that bubbling steam rises from the coolant cap in the radiator, a bus struggles up the climb of the road. The smell of hot iron oxide trails out behind, you can taste it in the top of the throat and smell it in the back of your sinus. It lodges there, like eating earth, like sucking on a beetroot, like blood in your mouth. Further south, you smell the hot sugar and margarine cooking on Waterloo Bridge, where a Romanian man caramelises peanuts with a scent that leads the police right to him. They find his pedlar’s licence has expired, and with head hanging low, he pushes his cart away. The worst smell in the city comes from the flowers, emptied into the gutters outside offices. A man struggles from the buildings with fifteen kilos of vase, water and dead foliage under each arm, dark orange lily pollen smudged across cheeks. With an outstretched pinkie he pulls down on the door handle so that stagnant water, green from rotting leaves, warmed by the spot lamps and the heat of the office, goes spilling into a drain, rushing with a stench of swamp along the kerbstones.

Trafalgar Square, first thing in the morning, to stop algae from growing in the fountains, you see whole bottles of bleach tipped into the water. When the air is still, before the fumes and noise of traffic arise to disturb all other senses, you smell it hanging all around the forecourt of the National Gallery. If you are there on a Monday, if you start work early enough, you’ll see a man with a leather gauntlet and a hawk on his arm, releasing the thing to swoop through the architraves of the gallery. He works in pest control, the hawk a predator to make the pigeons think twice about nesting. The bird watches you over the curve of a yellow beak, and from the corner of its skull, the eye flicks back and forth between you and the handler. A shred of meat waits on the perch, primed to encourage its flight home to the glove.

There are plenty like this, I know … any number of accounts promising the stories of a real London and its characters. There was the old, mutilated alcoholic who’d taken a blade to his leg in an effort to increase begging revenues. He wears three-quarter-length trousers all year round, rolls them up quickly to show off his wounds, and people give money in either pity or disgust, anything to make him disappear. The drug addicts go checking the change trays of parking metres, of phone boxes, ever in search of forgotten coins to help them on their way back to a life with meaning again. I don’t pity the drug addicts, not like I used to … those guys have a clearer purpose in life than the rest of us. It’s not only the deadbeats that have it rough. I spent days at the bike shop around the corner from Great Ormond Street and its hospital, where mothers would occasionally come in from their bedside vigil, sad eyes and slow voices as they ask the price of bicycles their child might not get to ride. The comfortable are adept at composing eulogies to this city, as if the suffering of others were life’s greatest muse. It isn’t very long before you’ve had enough of suffering … an awful lot of someone else’s misery goes into the safe romanticism that glorifies London.

Down on the streets, life in the city kicks as hard as the death. In the back of a truck on Whitechapel High Street, surrounded by string bags full of onions, a Muslim grocer drops to his knees, facing eternally east and praying to Mecca. On one delivery I found myself holed up in a goods lift, escorted thirty floors up and thirty floors down by a Nigerian evangelical named Innocence. He told me to smile, told me over and over that that night he would pray for me. I still wonder if he got round to it. I once told a homeless man, a Pole begging money, that I’d buy him a sandwich. We walked towards the kiosk on the South Bank, where I kicked myself to see £5 the cheapest sliced bread on offer, but not about to go back on my word. He coughed … preposterous! … into his fist, shook his head in sad disgust and apologised gruffly. ‘Five pounds! Forget it, my friend! I can’t have you pay that for a sandwich!’

Even as the experience slipped away, it was proving a tall order not to be defined by that 18,000-mile circumnavigation, retaking a world record from banks, investment funds and the cycling prop they’d made an ambassador. The courier life I found on London’s streets in 2010 had less of that romance I’d known cycling the bayou of Louisiana, or else that corridor between the Gobi and Taklamakan deserts of Uygur, but in its own way, still the bicycle went on quietly saving me from myself on a daily basis. I came to see its turning pedals as some bizarre contraption of the mind … a thought machine with which I would always crank out new ideas and imaginations, visions that injected a life into London’s streets as I found them across a year passing.

Riding the city gave a certain continuity to me, a common feature in precarious times, and though it pained me to admit it, the publishers weren’t wrong about bicycles. The rest of the city had joined me on two wheels: bankers, lawyers – even the politicians were up for a cycle the day they took on a new brief or were forced to resign. There was something effortlessly down-to-earth, something so human about the whole thing. The fair-weather cyclists had swelled in number, and more than ever before they started persisting into the drizzle and winter, so that at traffic lights where once I’d have waited alone on grey, December evenings, suddenly there’d be a half-dozen of us. Once spring got warm and then summer hit, cycle paths turned bike trains … a line of two wheels and up-down legs that didn’t end for a full hour each morning and evening as streams of human capital went rolling to and from work. Despite Londoners being more colourful, less regimented than the northern Europeans, the whole thing had started turning positively Dutch. In the space of a few years, cyclists shifted from unconventional minority to toast of the city, so that a bicycle, coffee and smartphone became the essential ingredients of the modern, aspirational metropolitan.

The die-hard of the cycling community went blue-in-the-face, convinced that this heralded some glorious new age, a new beginning for the downtrodden people of the UK. For myself, I was more sceptical, and I’d watch the impatient cyclist rushing from work, tutting and head-shaking at the child who – in playing on a quiet street one evening – had dared interrupt his record-time journey from the office. The truth, at least it seemed to me, was that we were always going to have arseholes … but I had rather more hope for a world where the arseholes also rode bicycles. It was an invention that forced us to be that little more in touch with our surroundings and selves – or even better, with one another. In cycling, I still found that same opportunity for independence it had once given me as a teenager riding out of a nowhere town in the Midlands, and as our new economy sought to order every human behaviour for search engine optimisation and algorithms, something about the bicycle defied that logic. In lives of finished products, where we consumed meals, destinations, entertainments and information as it was presented and made ready for us, cycling was a journey the rider had to produce for themselves, confronted by the unremitting calamity of all the life that still existed between A and B. In billboards and window displays, big finance and boutique department stores alike kept chipping away at the humble spirit of the machine, aimed to bend it to commercial ends … and yet the bicycle seemed able to persist, stay sacred and reproduce its own magic once again.




        


    







            
4 January – E14 – Docket #2


Out along the Highway I rode, made for that left turn that leads into the Isle of Dogs, Canary Wharf and all its glass glowing gold in sun. They say Tower Hamlets is the richest borough in all of Europe during the day, with those banks at work and money coursing through them. Each night, when the suits go home, it goes back to being one of the poorest. The courier office had always been there, down at the tip of Westferry, a small brick building next to a metal hangar full of old vans. From the roof flies the Union Jack, and in front of the building are signs telling staff to stand further away when they’re smoking.

I walk back in, first time in six months, immediately faced by the guy who’d given me my first navigational test two years back, assessed how weak or strong my knowledge of London was at the time: which postcodes were linked by which bridges, which road you’d take to which attraction. I remember the ponytail, pulled back tight over his scalp, and with small eyes he stares right through me. I’m new to him, but I’m good with faces, can place him no problem. Two years ago he’d sat me down at that desk in the room behind us now, asked what I’d been doing before couriering. I told him Istanbul, teaching English … and he told me he’d done the same, in Colombia. Couriering and English teaching are kindred vocations, like clearing houses for the world’s souls … those convinced the world offers something more yet never able to attain it. That day, two years earlier, I remember he’d wiped the back of a short-fingered hand across his nose, gave a great, nostalgic snort: ‘Colombia! Ahhh I miss it. Best cocaine I’ve ever had … only a tenner a gram.’

I walk into the kit office. Tony’s still there, Tony will always be there. I can never figure out if Tony’s small or if the desk they sat him at is huge: covered in maps and clutter, stretching out in front of him as if Tony were working on Barbarossa. He’s a good sort: orange hair and wiry frame, pale skin, smiles a lot, which is his disposition rather than a result of having much more than the rest of us to be cheerful about. Tony manages kit. You need to stay the right side of Tony or else end up with dud equipment that leaves you riding back to base for replacements. He steps towards me, hand coming forwards:

‘I can’t believe you did it! A world-record holder delivering our dockets. We should put it on the website!’
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