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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.
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