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Prologue


Offhand I had said it, to an author from Israel, seated beside me in a grand square at the Edinburgh Book Festival. I said that the bicycle seemed to bring out the best in people. I said that it cut through to something deeper and, in so doing, showed the truth of a place. And her face had taken on a serious expression, as if here was a thought that required her full attention.


‘You should go to Israel then. On a bicycle I think you’d see it all. The land, the checkpoints. Palestine and Israel, the root of the problem is in the land.’


And at times I would damn her for it and at times feel a profound gratitude, but in all the many emotions that took me in those thousand miles, never was she wrong.
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Sometimes in life it happens that an idea you first held only in passing becomes steadily stronger, until finally you realise that it has come to possess you. That single idea grows in prominence until it has you working for it, it makes you its keeper, until maps, notepads and books scatter your desk in homage to a once-vague thought, and your every waking moment pours into forming the plans, at first so small, that unwittingly you have become. So it went with that idea to ride a bicycle through Palestine and Israel, and if it would be too strong to suggest that it began as only a single casual suggestion, still, I never expected to wind up doing it, nor to be so convinced that indeed there was no better place to learn about this world than from the seat of a bicycle. Dragging yourself across a landscape, one pedal stroke at a time, if you can take that theory and test it in the heart of the Middle East, in the guts of history that you find there, if the bicycle can navigate some sort of truth in even that tangled place, then there is no knot or idiosyncrasy it cannot unpick.


How it does that I do not know, and I can only make the guesses of a student, someone who spent years pedalling roads and watching what the roadsides showed me. Riding a bicycle served as something of a leveller, a vantage point that reminded me of the basic sameness of streets and roads everywhere, for these are simply the venues in which people set quietly about the work of building their lives and their dreams. Whether I was pedalling the Middle East or my route into the city of London, the surrounds of each and news of both places reached me as if filtered by the same strainer of my spokes. Aboard a bicycle, I felt so keenly that what passed in one place would eventually come to pass in the other, for it is only with time that the many separations of our world are proven false. Through all the miles, the bicycle came to represent in my mind the best of us. It was our ability to live in harmony with the laws of physics, with ourselves, our better natures, and by which, when riding, the world seemed like it might just about be OK. Perhaps. In my bowed head above the handlebars, sweating through the pilgrimage of a long mountain pass, only in the bicycle have I found a place where all beauty, ecstasy, anger, hate and joy could collide together in chaos but still come out the other side as something recognisable. Even as something positive. My vehicle is the bicycle, always the bicycle... for when I ride, still to this day and just like the first time, it feels like I am reading a love letter.


But for all that that is so, I never rode so that I could write about the cycling. To me, the best thing of the bicycle was the way it allowed me to see better and so write better of everything that was around it. The bicycle's main gift was the way it was willing to take me great distances, relying on few but myself, and to ask in return for almost no mention of its service. The bicycle is simultaneously a telescope and a cloak, it reveals and it hides. It shows you details that you would not normally see for haste, for barriers, for your own cluttered thoughts. And at the same time it shelters you from the world, concealing those causes for cynicism and for suspicion that adults acquire in their instinctive views of one another. So that somehow, miraculously, at the end of it, you are left only ever as a human being, riding on a bicycle. Innocent. Arriving by bicycle, people see their young self once learning to balance. Arriving by bicycle, people see their children at play. And if you can take that energy into encounters with checkpoints, with walls, with soldiers, with both the wretched and the wronged, then by bicycle, I swear, you go fortified forever with that most potent of defences, a smile.




Part I


ENTRY
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Best-laid Plans


In my room I make final preparations, eyes weary from the screen. Its light projects my shadow onto the wall over my shoulder. A few people have forewarned me, to be on the safe side, of the intrusions of Israeli interrogations at the border. I have been told that my phone might be searched, messages read, family background and family photos unearthed on or prior to arrival. To save us all the trouble, I sit and I search. I trawl my histories. Palestine. Select. Delete. Palestinian. Delete. Gaza. Delete. West Bank. Delete. With a half dozen clicks I wipe all mention of where I’m headed, a removal that feels unnerving in its ease. In a totalitarian instant that shows how the age of the internet can erase people as readily as it might liberate them, I abandon the Palestinians. They vanish from the record of my communications and I begin to move out of the digital and back into the analogue world. I turn off the computer and, there unsearchable, put ink to paper.
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The fluorescent bulb, covered in a plastic casing, casts the centre of the ceiling in a pool of pale light. It flickers rapidly, and my eyes blur as if trying to watch an out-of-focus television. Midnight comes closer. Into the otherwise sterile room, a fly has made its way, moving through the levels of light, then in and out of the shadows. Immigration at Ben Gurion Airport envelops me on all sides. In three orderly lines we stand, waiting for a border guard to call us up.


A new official has just come on duty, takes her time setting out her stall inside a booth. She makes us wait. I’m third in line. Person One fidgets with the cordon between us and the next queue. Eventually she waves him over, and I play guessing games at how his entry will pan out. I watch the psychology from afar: borders, where humans aspire to be machines that follow policy, but do so through a filter of our flesh-and-blood judgements. Person One stands there skinny in a pair of shorts and a polo shirt, looking like he never had an incriminating thought in his life, flustered, doesn’t realise that his only crime was to be her warm-up act. She gives him a hammering. She looks at the passport, looks at him, keeps hold of the thing as — tentatively — he reaches as if it's on its way back, but no. His facial expression changes, grows concerned, the guard putting him under such suspicion he looks ready to start suspecting himself, like maybe he did do something wrong after all.


Five minutes later, with a sigh, he goes clear. Person Two is up: a woman, perhaps the same middle age as the official, similar build, plain haircut and a pull-along suitcase. She leans on the counter. The official looks at her and at the passport. I catch her face through the glass of her booth, peering down her nose as she appears, obscured, from round the side of the head of Person Two. Minutes pass, she's taking some time, holding her up, getting into her stride. Some minutes later, Person Two gets ushered in. Here we go.


I’ve been told I should be fine. It's my first visit, I’m not returning to anything. I’m not a James Smithy Stephanie Wilson or any of the other middle England names they wave through, but my name is only part-foreign, so perhaps it’ll be easy. Getting closer, I see an unhappy face, as if maybe she is starting to regret a few of these years in uniform at the border. I feel a familiar sensation coming over me, because me and authority never really got on. For I desire authority over no other human, and the reverse of that, childish as it may seem, is that I can abide no other human holding it over me. Still, this time there's work to be done, and as my body takes its last steps towards the red line that indicates my first frontier in this land chock-full of frontiers, I hear my brain, whispering instructions to my lips and to my soul.


‘Don’t say anything dumb. Make like she's the horizon, neither bad nor good, it's just there and we need to roll over it.’


She takes my passport. Leafs pages. Looks at me with what resembles distaste, but perhaps I’m just being sensitive. She speaks in a thick accent, her tongue scuffing the words.


‘Your name. What is it?’


‘Turkish.’


She looks at me. ‘Turkish?’


I nod.


She looks at me. ‘You go to Turkey?’


I nod again.


‘You like it there?’


I keep my eyes level, mouth a silent prayer to Atatiirk. Please forgive me.


‘It's OK,’ I shrug.


She snaps closed my passport. I reach for it, a smile appearing on my face, this whole thing easier than I thought. That wasn’t so bad after all, fairly painless and they’re only doing their jobs. I reach for the passport just as she removes it from sight, shakes her head firmly with a look that says no chance. She points.


‘Over there. That room. Wait.’
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More than an hour I’ve been waiting, sitting in the bucket of a chair surrounded by people a mixture of angry, sullen, anxious. I wonder what it was that set me here. The surname, the middle name from a Sufi poet? Perhaps the Turkish stamps in my passport. Which of those many journeys landed me in trouble, which of those family or friends shouldn’t I have visited?


All around me, characters shift in and out. Border officials, security guards, then travellers landing curiously into this psy-ops exercise I have been warned can range from minor to major, with all of us hoping we wind up on the right side. They call it a random screening, which saves everyone the awkwardness of asking if it is only a racist one. One piece of advice I received was that I might be held for hours with no chance of food, brain softening and patience fraying so that hunger does the first part of the interrogation for them, primes you, sets a tongue and temper ready to give careless answers. And so I came prepared, and at Ben Gurion Airport, Tel Aviv, I’ve three Eccles cake from Lancashire, baked with pure butter and just waiting in case of emergency. They could interrogate me for hours before hunger showed up in this belly.


Together, we all wait. Two rows of chairs face one another in this peculiar choir of unwitting deviants and dissidents. Football plays on a television above us on the wall. Opposite I see Russians, or so I suspect from their language. There is a boyfriend and girlfriend, and a young girl on her own. Right now I don’t understand what they’re all suspected of, but someone waiting down the road will explain to me Israel's problem with human trafficking of Russians and Eastern Europeans for the sex trade. They come over in a couple, the girl gets left behind.


Next to me sit two Africans, Ethiopian perhaps, their crime in a racist world more obvious. The other side of me is a man in trainers, jogging bottoms, comfortable flight clothes. He takes out a notepad and I eavesdrop with my eyes, want to write too but fear incriminating myself, so I keep it all in my head. The man scribbles on his pad: Marketing plan. Beta phase. Investment Approach. Venture Capital profile. I laugh to myself: maybe it is random after all? This guy will be out soon enough. None of us is given any information, there is no window by which to see any light of day, and from each agitated face I get the suspicion that Israel is intensely relaxed about the idea of everyone here deciding, aggrieved and insulted, never to come back. All of us are expendable to however this nation is to grow and whatever it aims to become. I consider whether this is about security, and then decide that, more likely, we are just not really welcome.


Opposite me are photos of the country outside: flamingos on the edge of desert, city walls in East Jerusalem, seafront in Akka, snorkelling and coral in Eilat. I look again around the sterile room in which we’re held. Israel sure looks better in photos. Sitting beneath the flamingos are a couple, a particularly sad case. He must be Israeli, speaks Hebrew to our guards and makes his displeasure known. He and his wife have sheaths for their passports, matching sheaths. Just Married is printed on the front of them in gilt, the honeymoon off to a bad start or finish. He has long black stubble growing sparse. Large eyes behind thick-rimmed glasses, black hair, thin, receding at the temples: a studious look, like he might have read too many books for his own good and also wound up under suspicion.


‘Enough,’ he says softly to his wife, a voice fatigued and distant. ‘No more time in this airport. Never again. The first time, OK. The second, is enough. The third, I don’t know. The sixth. No more.’


But most of all it is his trainers that catch my eye, for embroidered into the upper of the right shoe is a word in Hebrew, and on the upper of the left, I suppose, its English translation. One word: Equality. And in all the thousand miles of road waiting up ahead I promise to remember this guy, as I ride under walls that sever Palestinian villages, as I meet Palestinians afraid to ride their bicycles because of checkpoints across the roads. I will remember this Israeli who cares so much and so overtly as to have trainers spelling out his political view.


‘Julian?’


A man peers at me. I’m up.
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Another room. Two officials behind a desk. A young man with fair hair and a goatee beard sits half behind a computer, an older woman stands silently at his side. They both examine me.


‘First time in Israel?’


His accent is international English, placeless but vaguely American. His hair shines, gelled in short spikes. His eyes smile, real bright, like we’re new pals, but in a way that feels hard to trust after two hours detained at his border.


‘Yes.’


‘You’re Turkish? Mother, father?’


‘My father.’


‘You go there a lot?’


‘A bit.’


‘What are you doing here?’


‘Cycling.’


‘Cycling? You got your bike with you?’


I nod as he increases the cadence and goes speeding up on the questions, leaving me to wonder if this is a tactic, if it is intended to unnerve in the way it does. The woman at his side stays silent, mute and unmoving. Her job seems to carry a high risk of automation, maybe even a cardboard cut-out to fill her shoes. I decide that a person of innocent intent should probably sound more taken aback than I do at why all this is happening, less ready for it, less resigned.


‘Why are you questioning me?’


‘Just procedure. But don’t ask questions. Do you know anybody here?’


I nod.


‘Where you staying tonight?’


‘In Tel Aviv.’


‘With someone?’


‘Michael.’


‘Who's that?’


I don’t want to get anyone in trouble.


‘There's a community, touring cyclists. They host other touring cyclists.’


The surface smile in his eye goes a shade deeper. Bicycle has touched him.


‘That's super cool.’


I look right back at him.


‘After that?’ he asks.


‘I’m not sure.’


And here we step to dangerous territory, for if he asks if I mean to travel into the West Bank, Palestine, then either I have to tell the truth and prolong this interrogation, or I must lie and risk worse. Here, in these opening hours that feel so very long, is the first time in this land that I will meet with the accountancy of the soul. In a country where so much harm gets justified or excused, where life itself and right and wrong become a grey area, here, face-to-face, there still exists some oddly clear distinction between good and bad, so that I too know in my heart that I should not lie. In this procedure, I know that if I lie then I have sinned, I will have broken some eternal moral law of the playground, a thing that puts me clearly and distinctly in the wrong. And so I must play the game: Do not tell the truth. But do not lie. Think politician.


Brain steps up and into gear, wracks itself to remember what it was Leon told me. Leon was a friend back in London: Northern Irish but from a Catholic town that, having been occupied by the British, always held solidarity with the Palestinian cause. Softly spoken, gentle in his opinions but curious for the world, Leon had grown up with a Palestinian flag flying from a mast outside his school. Unionists in the town down the road had an Israeli one. He visited Israel before me, told me of an evening at a bar in Tel Aviv. There had been an Israeli girl, border official out for a night on the town, part-way drunk, her tongue talking. She’d explained the screening system, said that being non-Western, from a country like Turkey, a man, on your own, all that was a red flag and would mark me as a hazard. That much couldn’t be helped, but, ‘If they think you’re in the bad bracket, but that you’re doing something in the good bracket, like just going to the beach, then that surprises them. They like that.’


My pause has gone on too long. Their eyes are intent, I think even the female official at the interrogator's shoulder just moved slightly. I go for it, make a decisive move.


‘I might cycle down the coast a bit.’


And that's the truth. I don’t need to mention a plan to go to any hill above Gaza. If he doesn’t ask, then I don’t need to lie, and my man here now only needs to hold up his end of the bargain, keep mum and think bike.


‘And what do you do in the UK?’


A breath. ‘I’m a writer.’


He looks, suspicious. ‘What do you write?’


‘I write about cycling, cycling culture.’


‘What does that involve?’


I go for barefaced.


‘Fashion accessories. Health and fitness. That sort of thing. Lifestyle. Very lifestyle.’


The face of the border looks at me a moment, then smiles.


‘Cool, very cool.’


I look at my interrogator, leave my eyes glasslike, lifeless but for that same insincere smile he has for me, reflected back at him. And I smile at the border, I smile at him like he's the horizon and I’m just gonna keep my calm and roll right on through.


‘Yeah,’ I nod, ‘it's cool.’




Pushing Off


The bicycle plunges down into the highway as dawn approaches. Four lanes lie mostly empty, only the occasional taxi with a driver firing a horn to relay messages I cannot decipher as I pedal towards the city. Another shrill blast comes at me, filled with whatever emotion is being felt inside that metal box. Whether by a tailwind or the gradual decline towards the sea, the road comes kindly, as if I’m meant to be going where I am going, as if no obstruction shall be presented, even if I am unclear of both my destination and my route to it. From under the road comes a smell of sewage, or at least of stagnant water. The wind breathes it clear, only to blow in with the new stench of refinery beside the domed fuel tanks of the airport.


At the roadside, I suppose, is Israel. Beyond the high and rising bank of the expressway run train tracks and freight platforms, then the equipment of a maintenance crew working the rails: a digger loaded on to a train deck, then the carriage carrying aggregate, small cubes of rock, then the bollards and lamps that will be switched on to show men at work. Concrete sleepers are stacked up, waiting for workers to awake. In everything there is a sense of industry, of mission, and beside me on my other side run uniform rows of red and green runway lights. A few planes are lifting off or landing, but somewhere out of sight, so that their only presence is the sound of engines pummelling at the sky I ride beneath.


Leaving the quiet motorway for a smaller trunk road, the earth sprouts its first razor wire, and beyond it an imposing building with blue lights then security gates that reveal Israel Aeronautical Industries. Pedalling on, I take it all in as the sky begins its day and lights the world anew I look back over my shoulder, due east behind me, where a kind of blue is coming upon the black, dimming the three-quarters waning moon lying on its back. At the roadside rises an orchard, where trees are trapped beneath broad nets to protect the fruit, but the identity of those fruits is hard to make out. The familiar scrub of a universal roadside fills my vision: fencing, overgrowing grasses, piles of earth excavated then left for unknown purposes of the future. Eucalyptus trees weeping. There is something odd about finding a land so contested, so fought over, in the same banal and part-derelict state as land the world over.


The outskirts of metropolis begin. And like always, I can feel it coming, with sky lightening another shade to shine a stage light on a set. And I do not see the face that says it, and cannot make out the voice that I will hear so many times in the coming weeks, but over the rooftops and as I ride towards the waking city, I hear the question:


‘What do you want to learn, and what do you expect to find?’


A band of yellow, perfect bright yellow, cuts direct above the black outline of the earth. A water tower, houses, trees. The hills behind me I keep looking round at, drinking them in with my eyes. Over my shoulder they rest, so vast and yet so gentle, calming, that they seem to lift, breathing. Yellow-black day rises into a purer yellow still, like the striped abdomen of a hornet that throbs with waiting sting. In a sudden gust of scent and the coming light, I see the fruit trees again. Citrus fills air and lemons hang from branches. Two men, Arab-Palestinian, lean against a small van with three seats up front, a door open as they wait for a third worker to make his way across the road with a rucksack and one strap falling down a shoulder. Warehousing begins: a timber merchant, planks of wood stacked up on racking outside a hangar door newly unlocked and pulled open. I ride beneath an overpass where men sit – knees up – with all their earthly belongings in bags beside them. From the shadows of a small bus shelter rolling quickly by, I realise in the corner of my eye that inside it are three faces – all Arab, Palestinian – watching the road and waiting in work overalls as they fulfil that immutable law of economics and life, that the poorer you are the earlier you must get out of bed.


A run-down concrete house, crumbling and part shuttered by sheet metal, takes up with the next hue of dawn, my favourite company. Pink does a turn on the colour wheel of this new day, and cylinders of compressed gas litter the garden to the ruin. The silhouette of the house stands flanked by palm trees, leaves fall flat down trunks grown fat and an aeroplane suddenly lowers onto the scene from on high, roaring as it comes in to land. Between railings above a doorway, a cat looks out, watching me, eyes as wide as saucers, with that word finished by its tail looping into a perfect S. From over the top of a wall, a clutch of vines escape, throwing themselves out of another derelict building where the leaves catch light or cast shade so that the wall becomes marbled, speckled black and green. I watch the wheel turn in front of me, the tyre humming as it makes its way along the white stitches of road markings in the quilt of black asphalt. The lights of the city shine on the metal, the alloy face of the rim. The glimmering reflection makes its way down the stainless steel of the spokes to flash on the ever-turning hub, locked in motion, stationary but constantly moving as together we roll into the city. Delivery vans line up in a narrow track leading to a depot, and as with cities everywhere – whether in its workers or provisions — the lifeblood of Tel Aviv-Jaffa is stored at the less costly margins, to be transfused invisibly to the centre each morning.


Steadily the rows of low-rise housing begin, taking over from sporadic roadside tower blocks. Restaurants appear among them, signs of leisure, of life lived. In the gutter a crow pulls at two slices of old pizza still hinged at the crust, so that pizza and bird hop down the road together. A door opens, producing a dog on a lead that pulls its owner out into the street. At a bus stop sits a man with fair hair turning grey, dressed in an old coat and old jeans. On his nose rests a pair of spectacles, a length of string attached as substitute for a chain across the back of his neck. He places a box of food back inside a bag beside him on the bus stop bench. His legs are crossed one over the other, out in front. He closes his eyes, his head resting on the back of the bus shelter. I look at him and I sense he is important, that I am about to start dealing with humans where before was just abstractions. For there he sits, tired, with a lunchbox of the food he will eat, perhaps to save the money of buying a meal, and waiting at a bus stop to go to work and support his family, or perhaps just a partner, or perhaps only himself. One way or another, this stranger I will never see again reminds me of an old faith that there are few sights more tender than a person who sleeps while on or waiting for public transport. Only now, and in my empathy for him, am I ready to begin. For here sits an honest man, tired at his early start, and — whatever my opinions, which in life can come and go so fast — the most important tool in writing is a deep and unshakeable faith that everybody is in fact good, that we were not born sinners, but innocents.


The traffic grows and the sky goes almost fully dressed in daytime. It ties a belt of cloud around its middle, a few ribbons of pink, and in its brightness comes the sense that not much further from me, the sea will open, the Mediterranean, the western border of this land that looks backwards towards the Jordan River at its eastern frontier. The sea and the river, the only two irrefutable things that make sense of all that falls in between. Over a small rise in the road, the horizon appears, opens, and I lift over it.




Michael


Catching the morning light, blue sky shines in the hub, glistening, rolling. Onwards it goes, as sun casts through the spokes that cut the shadow of the wheel, rolling beneath us on the boulevard. The tyres purr, rubber soaking with the morning heat, and my eyes move up the metal frame towards where Michael's hands rest gently on his handlebars. I follow him down the streets, his curly hair white from the sun, black-framed spectacles on his nose, in a loose vest and excited to be introducing me to his city.


‘This was where it all started, the city's first bike path.’


We navigate past a coffee kiosk, people on chairs outside, newspapers unfurled and dogs tied to table legs.


‘It was all parked cars and gravel, there was some crime, but they cleared it, put in the bike tracks, and it came to life. Then you got the dog walkers, the skateboarders, then the cafes, buskers, now you have people coming here for meetings, protests.’ Michael smiles. ‘But it all started with the bicycle.’


We roll along, pass a young woman reading a book in a hammock, a child on a scooter, a well-built man examining his biceps as he runs, dripping sweat. I look at Michael, leaning over his handlebars, his thin hair falling to just above the lenses of his glasses.


‘It's really nice,’ I say. ‘How long did it take to happen?’


‘Long enough. When we first started campaigning for cycle paths, they laughed. Said it wasn’t possible. They said Israel was too hot. People didn’t cycle. It was the Middle East, the wrong culture. “People want cars.” Now we’ve got bikes everywhere and the mayor can’t stop talking about how he wants to make Tel Aviv a cycling city The protests worked.’


We weave around a rutted section of the path, where a metal dog bowl sits, and an electric scooter glides the other way. Michael's bike is an old Dutch model, with a mudguard and pannier rack that rattles, but the handlebars are swept back so that he sits comfortably upright, regal-looking. His face is long and slender, and he gives a warm expression of humble pride as he explains their victories.


‘I was thinking we could go to a place in the Yemenite Quarter for food.’


‘Lead the way.’


Michael points and we pick up the pedalling into a side street. A group of African men sit on stools or squat in a huddle around a street corner. One man is washing an electric bicycle with large batteries on the frame, and wing mirrors and streamers attached to its handlebars. A bucket waits beside where he stoops, knees out and a puddle of water and suds before him and the gleaming bicycle.


‘You’re still involved in campaigning?’ I ask.


Michael shakes his head. ‘My bicycle activism is kinda over. It became this quite middle-class thing. Kinda safe. There are enough people in that movement now. The issues you’re talking about, the Palestinians, people take less of an interest in.’


We pedal on in silence. Michael catches his breath.


‘Where do you think you’ll ride to from here?’


‘I’m not sure yet. Probably Jerusalem, into the West Bank and Jericho. I think I’ll go up to the north first, then down to the south. Everywhere really.’


‘Sweet. You’ll probably see some birds, migrating cranes flying down through the Galilee, the Jordan Valley, on their way to Africa for winter. It's really something.’


I nod politely, more curious about what he said before than any ornithology.


‘I’m looking forward to getting out on the road,’ I say, but then, ‘What do you mean, about people not taking an interest in peace?’


‘I dunno, but the word even, “peace”, it became a cliche. Activism in Tel Aviv now it's all sexuality, animal rights, gender, being vegetarian. These days, people are more likely to go on a demo about veganism than peace.’
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Opposite one another we sit with a table of bowls laid between us. The purple skin of an aubergine, charred and blackened, slumps while its insides fall out and onto my plate. Under a short boardwalk two cats fight, hissing and spitting at one another, claws out. All around us a large construction site casts its shadow, maybe a dozen stories high and curtained off behind dark mesh netting, waving with wind from the sea like the sail of an old ship. Michael pushes a bowl towards me.


‘This one's shakshuka... it's like a tomato and egg mixture.’


I lever out an egg with my spoon and place it beside the aubergine.


‘We have it in Turkey, too.’ I say with a smile. ‘It's menemen.’


Michael gestures to the restaurant, ‘They do it well here.’


Together we eat in silence a while, cyclist appetites, a sort of polite vigilance about how much is on the other's plate, how much food remains unclaimed. Over speakers attached to the wall outside the cafe, music plays... a romantic, sentimental pop but with strings gliding through it, a wind instrument playing a charm.


‘The music sounds pretty Turkish too.’


‘This is becoming fashionable now. These Arabic, Middle Eastern influences and these old styles. It wasn’t the case until very recently. It wasn’t OK to like the traditional, like it was backward or something.’


‘Same in Turkey. Neo-Ottoman they’re calling it now.’


‘Nostalgia, right?’ Michael laughs. ‘Nostalgia everywhere.’


‘You think it can be good? Make people think more about history?’


‘Maybe for some people. History's a strange thing. I mean, when my mother arrived here it was from Poland, right after the Holocaust, with only one suitcase. Her family were put into the large house of an Arab family in Haifa. So they were refugees here, and their home created new refugees. I always wanted to know what happened to that other family. We lost a lot of history in that time, everybody did. The Jewish people who came from Europe, they also started again, had to take new surnames, Hebrew ones.’


‘That's like Turkey, too, when Atatürk said in the 1920s that everyone should take surnames to be like a Western country. A lot of Arabic words were removed from Turkish to create this new, secular language.’


‘For us it was the whole thing. Hebrew, this dead script, it was resurrected from religious texts. Whatever you think about Israel, it was an amazing feat, with lessons and education to get everyone speaking it, from Arab Jews to a Jew from Hungary. European Jews had to give up their language, their Yiddish, so they left their roots behind. Really it was two cultures that got lost when they created the state of Israel. The Palestinian, but also the Yiddish.’


‘Same in Turkey, sort of. People say secular Turks were ashamed of their Turkish culture, that it got lost in the change.’


Michael watches me thoughtfully from over a fork of aubergine.


‘I never knew so much about Turkey, but, I mean, Israel and Turkey sort of share a history. Both new nations, under a hundred years old.’


I think about it for the first time.


‘And I suppose they both have a pretty small middle class who want the country to be secular,’ I suggest, ‘but a population that is more religious, with politicians who manipulate that.’


‘Right. And when Ben-Gurion was planning to make Israel, he was studying Turkish law, the Turkish constitution. He thought he was going to have to work with Ottomans, not the British, to get Israel. Then World War I happened and it all changed. The Ottoman Empire collapsed, the British were in control.’


‘Do you think the land and the state stuff is the main problem with Palestine, or is it the religion?’


‘It's both, and it's confused. I mean, some Palestinians say they’re the Jews from the Old Testament. They say they were the original peoples of the land, but that they converted to Islam in the fourteenth century.’ Michael points to his long, straight face with a smirk. ‘They just see me as some guy from Poland! But then we don’t look Polish either. You see photos of Jewish Poles, from the twentieth century, and they’ve got black hair, dark eyes. Polish faces are rounder, you know, like central Asian or something.’


‘I guess long faces are maybe like Ethiopian, Northeast Africa.’


Michael shrugs, and maybe for a moment we both think how bizarre this curiosity about the shape of a head is. The conversation exists only because borders of a land were drawn in a certain way, and people were not permitted to move as they wished, leaving the oddity of discussing which shape of head belonged where on a map.


‘The Zionists, when they first came, tried to deny that the Palestinians were here. They tried to say it was empty, they called it “the land without a people for the people without a land”.’


‘I heard “maximum land with minimum Arabs” was another one.’


Michael gives a part-shrug, part-nod. A silence returns, and for a first but not last time I feel remiss, as if I perhaps took it too far, broke the conversation, the strands of understanding that allow people to talk across their awkwardness and differences. Michael sips at a coffee, and I sense that here is the sort of guy more at home in questions than answers, the sort who knows enough about the world to prefer keeping his wisdom to himself. Finally, he goes on.


‘We’re divided. You have the Palestinians and us, but then we Israelis are also divided. Ashkenazi, Mizrahi...’


I look at his words, familiar-sounding but my brain in need of a reminder. Michael obliges.


‘The Mizrahim... the Arab Jews. Ashkenazi, like me, that means “Northern Person”, it's the Jews who came from Europe. Then you have the Sephardim too, the Jewish who were expelled from Spain. And then there are the Palestinians who live as citizens of Israel. Things change, like it's cool now in Israel to like Arab culture and stuff, but it all happens really slowly.’


Over the remains of a meal that appears so similar to so many waiting for me, at various grid references behind different lines, Michael hands over another piece of a jigsaw that I didn’t know I was looking for.


‘The Torah says: “Am Israel, Eretz Israel, Torat Israel. One people, one land, one book”. Jewishness understood itself as a national project all along. The Palestinians are just starting to, because they had to when we arrived. But here, in Israel now, it feels like there's nothing to challenge the identity of nationalism, based in nation states. Something that lifts people out of that? It's hard, man, it's hard to see where that could come from.’




Armistice Road


Out into the hills, east I ride. Up to where the city can be seen in its white haze, shimmering beneath pylons lined with pigeons that first watch me and then fly their perch with a clap of wings. Beyond the last of the traffic, a liberty takes to my wheels, moving with the rhythm and reliability of each twin orbit. The bicycle works its regular spell, constructs surroundings that exist irrespective of destination or location. Uphill I climb, pedalling into a place defined by motion, where new things become possible, a place that reminds me again that the bicycle is its own country.


All around are the red earth and soft green foliage of the olive groves. Over my shoulder stand the skyscrapers so garish, the city so unapologetic and indiscreet, urging me further out, encouraging me to abandon the belongings left temporarily at Michael's, to head for Palestine and its villages clustered in the folds of the hills. However pleasant, I felt an imprecise sense that the streets of Tel Aviv held an oddness in them. There was something strange about being in Palestine, or Israel, or whatever anyone wanted to call it, but with the Palestinian existence so quiet, removed, and where Israel had made itself Palestine's gatekeeper. In Israel was the high ground of the first impression, the opportunity to moderate the opinions, people and information permitted to pass in the direction my wheels now finally roll.


Lightly I pedal, moving easily but by the same terms regretting the panniers left in the city, so that I know in advance this ride will be brief. Over the brow of a hill I see the concrete white of the 1948 Armistice Line stretched, brutal but ignored, all across the edge of Palestine. A white arrow on the road, a traffic marking, points boldly east, inadvertently also signing the direction of Israeli advance since then, its arrival in Palestine marked always by one determination: keep on pressing on. Moving steady, watching the scar of the Armistice, I recall that small North Arctic island, uninhabited but technically in the Danish waters of Greenland, and also the waters of Canada. When the Danes first claimed it as their own, it was with their flag and a bottle of liquor, which the Canadians periodically replace with their own flag and a bottle of whisky, as the territory changes hands and awaits a final settlement. I consider whether this land into which I ride might eventually be settled thus, perhaps with a bottle of olive oil from either side, left in offering for the other. One day, one day.


Standing up on my pedals, the late afternoon heat cooling, I see small, huddled houses in the distance. Impatience again wills me on, whispers to go further, across the Armistice, across Israel's wall beyond that: ‘Head for Palestine it says, again and again, whistling up from the spokes. But a force restrains me, pulls me back and makes first my pedalling and then wheels hesitate. A sense in the back of my mind reminds me that now is an age of haste, where we hurry and so things are done too fast, and where causes get accidentally separated from their consequences. Together with the bicycle, I take just a look at what waits ahead. The tyres sniff at the road. But no, not yet, there is more for us to learn in the city, and in the wide arc of a crescent, I turn back west. One more night in the metropolis and then we will take properly to the road.




Burners


From inside his kiosk in the shopping mall he looks at me, wears a fashionable few days’ stubble. The man is scrawny, sticking out of the sleeves and neck of a loose shirt, and all around him are large posters boasting the deals he offers. Unassuming though he looks, in today's world, it is this man who can best provide me with communication all across the Holy Land, and in the perfect words of neoliberal communion he welcomes me. Yes, we have deal for you! He gets out a clipboard with a grid on it, turns the Hebrew page and points to the English one displaying days, data, cost. I make an agreeable face in approval of the final figure for the middle option. He pulls out a cardboard pouch with a plastic card in it, a panel of silver paint to scratch away with a shekel and reveal my number: my key to the world.


‘It works everywhere?’


‘Everywhere!’ he booms, throwing up his arms. ‘All Israel.’


‘I’m going to Ramallah, the West Bank. It works there too?’


‘It works everywhere!’ he repeats. ‘All Israel.’


‘OK, sure. But I’m leaving Israel, to go to Ramallah. It works?’


He rolls his eyes, levels them on me, amused but irritated at my stubbornness. He's not going to consent to what I’m insisting.


‘All Israel,’ he goes on flatly. ‘One country.’


‘Ramallah is Palestine,’ I smile. ‘One day... you’ll know I’m right.’


He rolls his eyes again, our disagreement total, but my money appears on his counter and eases the friction. I watch as he takes a pin to the side of my phone, ejects a tray and fiddles with the SIM card to make it the right size. The two of us are under a large air-conditioning unit. At a nearby stand are lines of cupcakes and, further on, women's hosiery, stockings and tights hugging plastic mannequins standing on tiptoe, making a crook of one leg.


In some ways, I think, this man is simply unfortunate. Most of the rich world gets away with having its third world kept under military control thousands of miles away, where here in Israel it is but a few dozen distant and harder to ignore. This man is guilty of a total, racist indifference to the existence of Palestinians, but indifference is a crime of which many are guilty. I wonder how the rest of us would fare, if we saw the barbarism in which we are complicit not only on the news, but just over a nearby wall of our own construction. For though most of us like to think we would act bravely against the injustice, history suggests otherwise.


Watching the man as he thumbs at my phone a little clumsily, and despite his denial of Palestinian existence, he is not totally unlikeable. At least towards me, he is on some level pleasant, and looking at him, I realise that – just like the man dozing at the bus stop – I need him. Human society is a strange mixture of those who don’t know about its ills, and those who do. That second group, though, splits again into those who know and care, and finally — the majority — those who know but don’t care. This man is in the last of the categories, and by far the most dangerous, for in him is found the possibility of evil. To commit evil is bothersome, whereas to permit or turn away from an evil that nobody troubles to question is the easiest thing in the world. However differently he does it, very quickly this man, and without realising it, teaches me every bit as much as Michael. I watch him prepare my phone, and somehow I sense that here I am standing together with the key to peace. For he does not care enough to change a single thing, but nor is he actively bad.
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Back outside, I restart the phone, wait for the name of a new service provider to appear. Bars of signal are found, then increase. Messages bleep, I am welcomed, and I join this new network for however long my journey will last. I find the page in my notepad with the number she had once scrawled in a nonchalant invitation. I tap it in, and wait. It rings, then clicks with connection as strangers go on walking by me, heading into the mall. A familiar voice in an unfamiliar language comes through.


‘Shalom?’


‘Hey, Dorit?’


‘Julian? Julian, that you?’


‘Yeah, I got here eventually.’


‘Great, let's meet up.’




Dorit


We had to see one another, two years since that grey afternoon among the stone houses of Edinburgh. It had been Dorit's idea to begin with, after all, and though we had argued when we first met, we had argued kindly, with some shared sense that the questions of Palestine we bickered over would eventually be resolved. Her Israeli perspective clashed often against my Turkish one, and long into the night we had talked, at first with an Irish writer fresh from walking the border between Ireland and Northern Ireland. As day passed to evening, the three of us shared the same worry that lines upon maps could have come to hold such weight in the heads of those that lived inside them.


Dorit was an author from Tel Aviv, but living once as a student in New York, she’d fallen in love with a Palestinian. He was a young painter, an artist from the West Bank who’d trained in Baghdad, and there in Manhattan the two of them began a relationship impossible in their home cities only a few dozen miles apart. Her book, the story of their romance, caused a controversy when it was published in Israel. ‘Promoted assimilation’, they said. Risked inciting romance between Israelis and Palestinians, they said. In response the Israeli government had taken the only option they felt open to it. The text was banned by the Ministry of Education. And in that ban, the government proved there is no advert quite so good as state censorship. Dorit became a sensation.


In her blood she was an Iranian Jew, though where Farsi might once have been was now Hebrew Whatever her ethnic background, Dorit was Israeli and that was that. Her mother and father had moved from Iran in the early days of Israel, helping to build the Jewish state, and so Dorit was a child of that new world within the Middle East, while her parents still remembered the old one. You could see the lineage maybe most of all in her proud airs, that posture of Iranians who have in them the regal sense of a country that retains some connection to the idea that, once upon a time, it had an empire and ruled over all of the world that was deemed worth ruling.


Dorit sits on her leather couch, feet up. Waves of black hair are over her shoulders and she holds her chin in her palm, thinking. Dorit's face was never far from an expression of thought, it was as if thought was how she relaxed. She trails off a comment about politics, then lightens, smiles.


‘But enough of that, how do you find us Israelis, so far?’


‘Yeah. You’re quite direct.’


She laughs, guilty as charged.


‘We are very good at being quite blunt and quite arrogant.’


‘I knew that, but I didn’t expect to find it so strong right away. Is it like this because as Jews you feel you’re chosen people, something like that?’


‘No.’ Dorit pauses, enjoying the examination. ‘If that was the reason then we wouldn’t be like this with each other.’


I laugh. ‘Is it a feeling of superiority about the country?’


‘We worked hard for seventy years and now you see the fruits, that's all.’


‘You got quite a lot of support from outside.’


‘Look at our borders. We have a rough neighbourhood.’


I can feel us, right away slipping back to the dynamic of our first meeting.


‘If Israel didn’t like the neighbourhood, why move here? Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon. Being here wasn’t a great idea if people were going to have a problem with Arabs.’


Dorit sighs.


‘There were twenty Muslim Arab states around here and no Jewish one.’


‘Palestinians are Christians too.’


We look at one another, resolute. For a moment I am reminded that Dorit has contracted nation-state:, that condition where, once seen somewhere, it appears everywhere. But, more than that, nation-state relies on others seeing the world in such a way too: that an Arab from Damascus or Cairo won’t mind sharing their neighbourhood and country with an Arab removed from a home two hundred miles away, because the person who removed them decided they were the same people. The person removed from that home apparently might not mind either, because they were put among Arabs.


‘You see these nice fire balloons they’re now sending up from Gaza, balloons filled with gasoline? The south of Israel is burning because of them.’


‘Don’t settlers set fire to Palestinian crops? And your army snipers killed a hundred people in Gaza this month. What did you expect?’


‘Like I say, we live in a bad neighbourhood. If it was the UK, it would have been seven hundred.’


I’m sceptical. Dorit maybe senses it.


‘We are a divided country. My taxes are paying for these settlers to occupy Palestinian land. I hate it, with every drop of my blood. Many of us are fighting it. But most of these radicals and activists, believe me, have it easy. They just talk to people who already agree.’


I back down, remember the similar ease by which I can arrive with my views and leave with my views, and only be burdened by this conflict to the extent of my own choosing.


‘I’m sorry. I know it must be intense.’


Dorit nods. ‘And you? Are you nervous at all about riding through this place?’


I shake my head, think genuinely that it should be OK.


‘I think people see bicycles, and it brings out the best in them.’


Unheard by either of us, fate is laughing at me, softly.


‘I like your optimism.’


‘It's the easiest way to be,’ I say, and then find myself asking, naively but perhaps inevitably, ‘Do you think there's any solution here? Any chance of one?’


Dorit shifts in the sofa, the leather gives a padded sigh.


‘The solution, if there is one, is always one that nobody likes. Both sides have to hate it.’


I must look confused at her logic.


‘Because if both sides hate it, then it means they both had to give something up. They both let go of something they said they never would let go of. Only then can it be balanced.’




Geraniums


That night was the first during occasional returns to the city that I spent in a sleeping bag on Michael's balcony. It was those rides with Michael around his city, and our conversations together, that helped me begin to understand this place. He gave me the framework to start building on, offered to make introductions, and of all the Israelis I spoke to, there was nobody I came to trust as much as him to strip away all personal ego and social graces in telling me the truth of a situation. There was a mixture of awkwardness and warmth to him, bicycles and a certainty about the equal value of people everywhere seemed to be his entire worldview, and something about that awkwardness had maybe safeguarded him as that rare sort of person who long ago gave up on the popularity contests of social life and instead just spoke of the world as he saw it.


Some of the things that he said stayed with me, returning again and again as I made my way through the changing landscapes of Palestine and Israel. Often I considered his warnings of nationalism, and so too his words about the Tel Aviv activism of sexuality, animal rights, gender, veganism. I wondered if such individual and emotional rights were where the future lay. Would Israel, and indeed the whole world, be able to forge individual and cosmopolitan identities — based on bicycles, consumerism, diet, animals or the world's climate – identities that were so strong they could transcend the need to be associated with place, and so do away with the abuses committed by nations? Or would it transpire that those cosmopolitans were content to live their liberties inside of nation states and cities, speaking the language of the universe from inside the suburbia of borders?


On some levels I was optimistic. I liked to imagine a love of animals, of body and mind, so strong that it could create new levels of empathy with the downtrodden of the world. At other times, more sceptical, I imagined a future in which animals and trees inside wealthy borders were afforded rights and accorded values higher than those given to actual people outside of them.


Still more than that, the thought I returned to most was that of the end of the Ottoman Empire, and the idea that Ben-Gurion had expected to find himself dealing with Turks rather than Britain in the creation of Israel. Something told me, and I wanted to believe, that it could all have been so different. I imagined if that new country demanded by the arriving Jews had been brokered by a culturally Muslim power of the Middle East, and not by white, culturally Christian powers from the distant west, those for whom the people of the Middle East had often been seen as only foes to be fought, or simply as lesser and to be shunted around. But it was no good wondering, for history is always just a series of unfolding accidents.
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The evening before my departure for the West Bank, Michael worried for me. Didn’t I need more stuff, what about planning my route more carefully? Did I know where I’d stay that night?


‘I’m fine,’ I’d said. ‘I never really plan too much.’


He laughed. ‘I’m the opposite. I go crazy planning everything. I guess I’m an over-thinker. That Jewish thing, worrying a lot.’


‘Where do you think it comes from?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know. We’re just brought up that way. Obviously there's the stuff about being persecuted, but also our culture. I guess we just analyse everything. Right down to the Seder meal every week before Shabbat. We ask, “Why is tonight different to the other nights?”‘


And as he said that, his Jewish culture reminded me so much of the Muslim one, enamoured with an idea of a spiritual universe, almighty and beautiful, that vested into the everyday both great meaning and an all-powerful sense of destiny.


Next morning, waking again on Michael's balcony, just as on each visit before and after it, I marvelled that a place of such peace could exist in a land of such animosity. I watched the leaves of the mulberry tree cast wide parasol shadows on the wall of the apartment, while the petals of geraniums blushed red against blue sky. Along the balcony ledge a cat picked its way, moving through the leaves of jasmine, tail curling upwards to disturb a stem holding a few white flowers that left their fragrance on the morning, still cool. I closed my eyes to darkness, to nothing, and thought to myself that this was some rare moment in which the sight of the world was actually somehow more restful than that of nothing. Were such colours really not enough to right the wrongs that take root in the hearts of men and women? A bird sang in a nearby tree, the breeze set free once again with the scent of the jasmine, and a few clouds drifted on the sky overhead, printing contentment in the briefly passing shadows they cut from the hot sun.




Jerusalem


As if a scroll, the tarmac parchment unrolls the geography of this land, showing a place where only the truest and most permanent of stories take root. Hungrily I pedal, eking out my beginning, the start of this, the first in all the miles to come. History crackles in the pebbles that tumble with the passing cattle or startled lizard down each contested rockface. And forgive me, I am loath to do it, because nothing will show the world as it is quite like those conversations coming at this roadside, but as we pedal I feel that I must give some short history of this land, a history penned as if it were watched from either another planet or the safe neutrality of a time many hundreds of years distant.


In the mid-nineteenth century the Jewish of the world began to arrive in ever greater numbers in Palestine, then part of the British Empire. This arrival was met mostly with the indifference of those Arabs who already lived here, but as numbers grew, and with them the chance of tension, some Palestinians began to warn that this would not end well, that indifference to ever-increasing newcomers would lead to the loss of their own homes. The Jewish, under the banner of the project they called Zionism, determined to organise and fight for a nation state of their own, and their paramilitaries waged a campaign regarded as terrorist by British overlords, who knew it was fought with the sole intention of driving them out.


Back in Europe the twentieth century raged. Ever more Jews arrived in Palestine for fear of their rising persecution in Europe, a tide of hate that led to the Holocaust, the Shoah, the evil that drips haunting from what the Jewish Romanian-German poet, Paul Celan, called simply ‘das, was geschah’: ‘that which happened’. The old continent, steeped in the horror that it had perpetrated or permitted such a thing, gave Palestinian land in compensation for European guilt, with a deal done in 1948 to grant half Palestine for a Jewish state. War followed immediately as Israel's neighbours invaded, only to be repelled, but Israel continued to expand outside those agreed borders, until eventually Arab neighbours waged, and lost, further wars in 1967 and 1973.
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