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			Note

			The Caledonian antisyzygy is a term invented to describe the supposed harnessing of conflicting opposites under the common yoke of the Scottish character …

			Perhaps it goes even deeper than that, however, and this antisyzygy is actually rooted in the Scottish landscape itself. There is hardly a piece of fertile land in Scotland where, as you look at it, you are not aware at the same time of the wild hills beyond or around it. Nor are they just a backdrop; like the antisyzygy, they are an integral but starkly contrasting aspect of the same landscape. Away from the wilder mountains where there is no cultivation, in both the Highlands and the Lowlands it is this relationship of green fields and wild hills that forms the distinctive Scottish landscape. Although very different, they belong together, for it is the shelter given by the high ground that makes possible the fertility of the fields of the low ground.

			Duncan Macmillan

		

		
			Prologue

			Heathrow Airport, June 2021

			I meet up with Pippa York again. We’re about to board an Air France flight to Paris, and in no time at all we’ve picked up where we left off at the last Tour de France, just ten months ago.

			That 2020 edition of the Tour was one of the stranger instalments of cycling’s epic story. Covid moved the Tour from its usual July home into an August/September rental. The crowds couldn’t gather by the roadsides in their usual numbers, but when I look back, the 2020 Tour stands as tall as the others – a beautiful race, held together by defiance and enriched by an ending no one foresaw. That had been our first Tour together, Pippa and me, and it had gone well. So we decided to do it all again.

			The odds on a happy outcome hadn’t been good. I am David Walsh, a white Irish sportswriter, winding down the last descent as the summit of my 60th birthday recedes into the distance. Pippa is a little younger. I know her now as Pippa, although formally she’s Philippa York and formerly she was Robert Millar.

			We first met in the early 1980s. I was in love with cycling and it was a good time to be an Irishman covering the Tour. Sean Kelly was then a godfather of the peloton, a taciturn spokesman for the English speakers. We referred to Kelly as the ‘Irish Flamand’, so tough he could have been Flemish. His compatriot Stephen Roche was then fresh-faced and a few years off his historic Tour de France win in 1987.

			Roche had turned up in France after his name had been suggested to the ACBB (Athletic Club de Boulogne-Billancourt) amateur team in Paris by a young Scottish rider who’d arrived 12 months earlier. That was the tradition. Each ‘Anglo’ nominated another recruit at the end of their first year. So Paul Sherwen begat Graham Jones who begat Robert Millar who begat Stephen Roche.

			I was keen to write cycling stories, and Kelly and Roche were my go-to men. Millar, however, was a different kettle of smoked cod. Around him, any question could be the wrong question, so just like the house with the visible alarm system, us criminals of the press centre moved on to the house round the corner. The truth was, I didn’t much like Millar, not that he’d have noticed.

			When his career ended, Millar’s life began all over again, if that’s the right way of putting it. After a long and painstaking transition, Robert metamorphosed into Pippa York, the wry, sharp woman with whom I’m looking forward to spending the next month. I’m still a sportswriter, I still enjoy telling stories, and I’m grateful that Pippa York is less reticent than Robert Millar. She seems more at ease with the world than he was.

			We both did our first Tours in 1983, Millar on a road bike, me on a motorbike. That was the first of Laurent Fignon’s two Tour wins. Without the controlling presence of Bernard Hinault, ’83 was a wild race. Millar was just a kid, but on the first mountain stage – a 125-mile trek from Pau to Bagnères-de-Luchon in the Pyrenees – he attacked on the final climb, the Col de Peyresourde, to claim a sensational victory.

			I remember that day. For four hours on an intensely hot afternoon, I waited high up on the Col d’Aspin. It was the only time Sean Kelly ever wore the yellow jersey in the Tour, while Roche had the white jersey, marking him out as the leading young rider. Both were crushed that afternoon. Millar and his breakaway companion José Patrocinio Jiménez were first to fly past on the Aspin. Eight long minutes elapsed before Kelly appeared, his yellow jersey soaked in sweat, the man himself wasted. Three minutes later, Roche struggled past. Millar’s performance made things worse. If a Scot could cope with the heat, why not the two Irishmen? I never got to know Millar, but in the Pyrenees that afternoon he proved himself a gifted climber. In any era he’d have won mountain races.

			But this is more the story of Pippa York and how she became who she is – and why her life and the Tour are so intertwined. For three Tours – 2020, 2021 and 2022 – we spoke as we drove, laughed and argued together. Twelve weeks of togetherness. We got to find out about each other, learned to live with each other and even ended up liking each other.

			It’s also a love letter to the Tour, a collection of vignettes of our time on the road together and reflections from Pippa herself, looking back on her life in cycling. We tell of times on the Tour, random days chosen as much for the conversation we had that day as for any particular details of the stage we’d watched. We’re not trying to recount the story of one Tour, nor are we following any of these three editions chronologically. Instead we give you slices from our Tours, in no particular order, so that by the end you might have a finer understanding of what it is to ‘follow’ the Tour de France.

			It’s also a tale of a friendship that grew over this time, something I never had with Robert when he was riding all those years ago.

			*  *  *

			Hi. My name is Pippa York.

			It’s quite a nice name. You’ve a better chance when you choose your own name. And my name choice is all the better for not being a consequence of marriage or being part of a witness protection programme, although you might end up thinking that the latter would have been appropriate for me.

			I rode the Tour de France 11 times, and it wasn’t the female edition. As Robert Millar I was the first person from Britain to win a major Tour de France classification, the polka dot jersey in 1984. I set standards that weren’t equalled for two decades.

			I was Robert Millar then.

			I am Pippa York now.

			Parts of Robert Millar remain, and there are other parts that – looking back – I barely recognise. Being trans is complicated; sometimes it’s awful. But I understand that people find it interesting. Even I find it fascinating.

			When David Walsh first asked me to join him on the Tour de France I had serious concerns. This is the guy who brought down Lance Armstrong. I consider him to be a serious journalist, which I am definitely not. I write. I just tell stories. Sometimes I make stories out of other people’s words. And sometimes I just say what’s in my head. David was bound to find me out.

			And then there was the other thing as well. He talks a lot. A. LOT. Never stops. He’s Irish and charming in a way that you might even find suspicious. Three weeks in a car? He’d probably drive me nuts.

			Then I heard somebody whose voice sounded a bit like mine say yes. So we did it. Drove the Tour de France. And then we did it again, and again. Strangely our friendship works.

			I’m not sure what my Wee Gran, who was actually my great-gran, would make of it all. In the Glasgow of my youth she was a dyed-in-the-wool Orange woman, all five feet nothing of her. There was no form of integration that wouldn’t have been a problem for Wee Gran. We weren’t allowed to mix with those of a Catholic persuasion. The Irish, that is. The Tims. The Taigs. They had horns and cloven feet. No doubt they all talked a lot too.

			And now I’m sharing a car for three weeks with a southern Irishman. Forgive me, Wee Gran, though I know she won’t.

			Gran, I’d have explained, our friendship is built on a shared love for the Tour de France. It’s one of the most beautiful pieces of madness, an epic in an age that doesn’t do epics anymore. A race that’s flawed and fascinating, human and inhuman. A race that lasts too long and ends too soon.

			David is one of those people who, if asked to identify himself, would say ‘Journalist’ and leave it at that. He’s interested, of course, in my gender change, but when we first talk he asks if my attitude to journalists has softened since my days as a Tour rider.

			‘Your face used to be like a sign that said “Beware of the Dog”,’ he told me. ‘You were a bit scary.’

			This notion is hilarious to me. The guy who took on Lance Armstrong being wary of me? Really?

			‘I’m not that difficult a person, definitely not now. Was I that difficult back then?’

			‘Well, you had no trouble telling a journalist to fuck off? Do you not remember that?’

			He has a point. I did that to protect myself. I could only give so much. If I allowed people to take all of my recovery time it would have affected my performance, and racing was more important to me than time spent speaking to a journalist.

			So I made a choice. I felt I was being selective, not difficult. Journalists might say I was unhelpful. And there were times when I was rude. The way I saw it, I was being judged on my performance, and why couldn’t I judge people who came from the media? If they didn’t like my manner, fuck them.

			By the way, as Robert Millar I did like to swear. There’s not a lot of point in being from Glasgow, a son/daughter of the Gorbals, if you’re always going to be obliging and never swearing. That’s your edge gone straight away.

			But Pippa York, I’m pleased to say, is nice to journalists. David isn’t buying this. He calls it revisionism, and says that at some point on our road trip, the inner Robert will resurface. He thinks the wasp still carries a sting.

			Almost everywhere I go, the place names remind me of races I’ve ridden in another life. Yet the stories I remember aren’t always about the races. This story is like that. It’s more about David and me travelling through France, following the Tour, the race that David has been covering since 1983. Like all of my cycling stories, this one’s mostly about something else.

		

		
			Chapter 1

			Late June 2021

			Somewhere in Brittany

			By the time we come through arrivals at Charles de Gaulle Airport the heavens have opened and unleashed a deluge of torrential rain. We find the Hertz desk and make our way to the car that will be our home for the daylight hours of the next 26 days. It has taken us approximately seven hours to get from our homes in England, and now there’s the small matter of 640 kilometres to our destination in Brittany.

			Pippa drives the first 200 kilometres. She likes driving. Being chivalrous, I graciously allow her to do more than her share. I take the next 200, and by the time my shift is finished, night has fallen.

			‘My eyes hurt when I drive in the dark,’ Pippa says.

			‘My eyes actually close,’ I say, before taking a left turn into the minutiae of narcolepsy.

			I win by virtue of the need for both of us to stay alive. Pippa drives the last 240 kilometres. Having left the airport in Paris at five o’clock in the afternoon, we reach our hotel 20 minutes after midnight.

			We’re billeted in the tiny hamlet of La Pointe Saint-Mathieu on France’s north-west coast, just a 20-minute drive from Brest, where the Tour starts in two days. On our way back from a short walk to the ruins of the 6th-century abbey at Saint-Mathieu we stumble across La Crêpe Dantel’, an attractive little restaurant inside an old granite cottage.

			‘How about a coffee and a crêpe?’ I say, partly from the need to make up for Pippa having to do most of the driving the night before.

			‘Nah,’ Pippa says, ‘I had a bad experience in a crêperie a long time ago and I haven’t been able to touch one since. It all happened here in Brittany about 40 years ago, a place called Concarneau.’

			‘I know Concarneau. In 1984 I went there to see a criterium.’

			‘That’ll have been the same criterium! The place where I had my bad experience.’

			‘Such a small flipping world,’ I say, and we trade our Concarneau stories.

			Pippa first. She was then Robert Millar, an up-and-coming second-year professional, living in Paris, riding with the Peugeot team and earning £300 a week. Criteriums offered extra cash. Millar travelled to Concarneau with a Peugeot teammate, the English rider Graham Jones. Also in the company was the late Paul Sherwen, who rode with the La Redoute team. They got there three hours before the race, time enough for something to eat.

			‘Paul Sherwen said he knew of a place from having ridden the Concarneau criterium before. He took us to a crêperie. “This is good,” he said.’

			In the parts of Glasgow that Millar spent his childhood, crêpes weren’t much of a thing. Even now in the UK we expect them to come with sugar, cream, ice cream or Nutella. In Brittany, this understanding of the crêpe announces you as a philistine. Here they can be sweet or savoury. Your choice.

			In Concarneau, Paul Sherwen showed Millar a world where they put virtually anything on their crêpes. ‘As a rider,’ says Pippa, ‘I was really picky and conservative about food. I worried about it a lot. So in this place that served everything on crêpes, I opted for eggs.’

			‘A safe choice, I’d have thought,’ I say.

			‘Well, half an hour later I knew I’d made a mistake. My stomach was rumbling and groaning. I had cramps. I needed to get to a toilet and I needed to get there fast. When I got there, things got worse. I had the works.’

			Pippa explained ‘the works’. Diarrhoea. Vomiting. A cold sweat. Weak as a kitten. The feeling of being profoundly sick. Profoundly and very inconveniently sick.

			‘I found the agent who’d got me into the race and told him just how sick I felt. Agents don’t become agents because they’re lovely people, but he wasn’t too bad about it.

			‘He said, “Look, it’s good you’ve told me all this, but you’ve got to ride at least half of the race to get your fee.” Fortunately Paul Sherwen had brought a supply of medicines. He gave me something to settle my stomach.

			‘I felt terrible but still started. There were so many laps. You could take one lap out, pretending you had a puncture. I did that, and then I hung on until precisely one lap after halfway. Then I stopped. I waited to see if I’d get the money and was relieved when I did.’

			The race fee was 1,500 francs, which translated into £150. It wasn’t a common-or-garden case of gastroenteritis. After returning to Paris, Millar still felt pretty unwell.

			‘I needed a lot of medication. There was a prescription for this and a prescription for that. I had a French social security number, but the total cost of the treatment was still 1,800 francs. So, all in all the criterium and the crêpe in Concarneau cost me 300 francs, not to mention all the time in the bathroom.’

			That was 1981. Forty years later, Pippa York still won’t look at a crêpe.

			My own Concarneau story took place three years later. I’d travelled with Sean Kelly to experience a few days on the criterium circuit. There was Kelly, his then-fiancée Linda and me. It was August, but it rained non-stop in Concarneau. Back then, Kelly was much higher up the food chain than Millar and due to get 20,000 francs (£2,000) for his appearance.

			After racing and showering he went to the race headquarters, a small house near the finish, to collect his fee. He was gone for a while, and on his return he explained the delay by the need for one of the organisers to count out 20,000 francs from the evening’s takings. Alhough Kelly wasn’t the sort a pickpocket would choose to rob, he still took precautions. So as his tracksuit bottoms didn’t have pockets, he stuffed the twenty grand into his underpants.

			Sitting in the front seat of his Citroën car, he pulled the cash from his jocks, handed it to Linda and said, ‘Count that for 20,000.’

			The money was counted. It tallied, and only then did Kelly start the car and point it east. The next day’s criterium was in the Netherlands, and we’d drive through the night to get there.

			‘How do you do this?’ I asked when we stopped to refuel at 3.30 a.m., somewhere in the middle of nowhere.

			‘I’ll do it for a couple of weeks. If I was a long-haul lorry driver, this would be my life.’

			Kelly was like that. ‘Chary of words when not downright hostile,’ the American author Robin Magowan wrote of him. We used to joke that Sean once nodded in answer to a question on radio. Pippa says she liked Kelly, which doesn’t surprise me.

			Recalling our Concarneau experiences, it strikes me how deep the roots of our relationship with France and the Tour went. What was it that made Robert Millar want to ride the race and me want to report on it? Who can say? We love lots of things at different points in our lives. Loves bloom and wither, passions come and go. Not much that you loved 40 years ago endures.

			Pippa and I are still here, four decades after first falling in love with the race, coming back with more or less the same enthusiasm we had at the beginning, still crazy after all these years.

			Gorbals

			Robert Millar?

			He’s that watchful sparrow of a kid over there. He’s a child of the famous Gorbals slum, a place where it really is better to be a big man than it is to be a wiry wee lad.

			Like any kid he plays in the cracked streets. Once upon a time, so they say, lepers stood here in this endless Scottish rain and cadged for alms. Immigrants of every mark have trudged here in their heavy work boots, trudged along these melting-pot pavements.

			Robert is in the chasing pack before he even has a bicycle. In the evenings when the coal lorries come belching into Wellcroft Place, having done their rounds across the grey city, the kids give chase. They leap and then hang from the swaying back boards of the flat bed while the drivers jostle into the parking spaces underneath the old railway arches, just opposite the Millar home, at Number 4.

			The arches are a forbidden playground, but their darkness is as black as a coalmine and it draws kids like an ice cream van on a sunny day. The black dust hangs in the air and it speckles your snot. It gets in your hair and later the dust tells tales on you. There’s no lying about where you’ve been when your ma bawls that it’s time to be home. Every squeaky-clean boy that goes out their front door comes back home as a grimy urchin and he best be braced for a skelpin’.

			The streets and the tenements in this poxed part of Glasgow are famous for the hard men and the criminals that they produce, but the Gorbals of reality is different. The myth is threadbare, worn thin by outsiders. The Gorbals is more sinned against than sinning. Nobody here shits on their own doorstep. Nobody has much worth stealing. Life is something to be going on with. If you’re curious about your future, just look at the faces of your ma and da. It’s written there for you, in those lines and crow’s feet.

			Life? You’ll be old before your time, most probably. Life will beat you early and then they’ll bury you in the Southern Necropolis with the rest.

			schoolyard

			Abbotsford Primary School has been staring down Devon Street since the Victorian days. For most of that time it has been raining. The mizzling, drizzling, occasionally downpouring rain of Glasgow. You know that line about Scots having to scrape the moss off each other first thing every morning? Well, yes.

			The school is an austere stone building with grey slate roofs laid out under a slate-grey sky. After years of cobwebs Abbotsford is an all-Muslim school now, but the building into which five-year-old Robert Millar walked many years ago for his first day of education just teemed with kids who scrubbed up pale and scrawny.

			The school still has a palazzo-style facade and is built around a central hallway and staircase. If you’ve just come from the downstairs tenement of Number 4 it might be quite intimidating. Robert is the youngest of three bairns, however, and his siblings have been the pathfinders. Anyway, this is the Gorbals. Show your tough face or else you go home crying for yer maw and you’ll never be let forget about it.

			When the bell goes for class, the boys are corralled to one side, the girls to the other. Never the twain. Odd, thinks wee Robert. He never expected this. For half a morning of minutes he sits, fidgety in his scarred little wood desk with its hole where a long missing ceramic inkwell once sat. His energy goes unburned until the bell sets everybody free to play in the yard.

			The boys run around, all noise and no design. They bruise each other and kick out. They thump and roar, their voices still soprano but Gorbals harsh. Curses are an ornament to speech. The boys make their pecking order out of each other’s toughness.

			Robert Millar is not a very biddable boy. He’s small and solitary and he wonders where all the girls have gone. He finds them in an adjacent reservation on the other side of the railings. His small, gloveless hands are cold but he grasps a railing in each and he peers through.

			The scuffling boy bedlam behind him fades away. They’re fascinating to him, these girls. Their games are imaginative and varied. Hopscotch! Skipping! Their laughter is free, their bonds are quiet. No dog-eat-dog stuff here.

			Every day from then on he likes to stand and look into this other world. One lunchtime, slanty rain as usual, the noise behind him causes him to turn. A gang of the older boys are pounding on easy prey. They’re punching and kicking a wee bony fellow. Calling him a sissy and a weirdo. Yeah!

			Robert Millar gets it. The kid had showed his hand. Any weakness, you get eaten. That’s just the way of the jungle. He turns back to the railing. As a boy he has to be big and strong. He has to take his lumps and eat his red meat. He has to support Rangers and he has to hide his weaknesses.

			And the girls? They can do whatever they like. He doesn’t want to play with the girls over there. He wants to be one of them.

			Already he knows that in his gut. But that’s his own business. Robert Millar’s wee secret. He pulls the hood of his anorak up and turns his tough, cagey face back towards the stunted world that he’s stuck in.

			bloodlines

			Later, his permed, curly hair cascaded down over his shoulders. Later, he’d wear an earring and carry a scalded look on a face that you could never impress, no matter how hard you tried. Later, whenever he spoke of home, he was unsentimental. Later, the tree grew no broader than the sapling, his legs muscular but his torso remaining pencil-thin. Later, he had pipe-cleaner arms. Later, he descended mountains as if living a long life didn’t concern him very much. Later, he looked as if he’d been especially bred for cycling up and down those large mountains.

			That was all later. The bloodlines weren’t a promising start.

			*  *  *

			Bill Millar worked in the ironmongery business. When the family moved from the Gorbals to Pollokshaws as part of a slum clearance, the tenement houses were all demolished and the Millars lived in a high rise.

			If you were old enough and Glaswegian enough, you knew that jeely was jam and you knew the Matt McGinn song about the council-flat cuisine.

			Oh yae cannae fling pieces oot a twenty-storey flat,

			Seven hundred hungry wains will testify to that.

			If it’s butter, cheese or jeely, if the breid is plain or pan,

			The odds against it reaching earth are ninety-nine tae wan.

			The Millar family was complete by the time of the move. Ian, Elizabeth and Robert. There was a child after Robert who had died at birth and never got talked about.

			Bill Millar changed job around the time the family moved and thereafter worked for a company called Hills, an Australian outfit that made rotary dryers. Bill drove around the new-build housing estates selling or delivering the rotary dryers. He was away a lot, three days a week at least, away off on the road.

			Bill had polio as a child. One of his legs was withered or underdeveloped. His wife Mary suffered from arthritis. Any genetic dividend of athletic ability wasn’t immediately visible to young Robert. Bill and Mary did as everybody else did. They drank and they smoked. Bill played some snooker. Mary went to bingo as an occasional treat. Nobody in the Millar family or the small world surrounding them indulged in any type of sport at all.

			Everybody was as poor as sin. Nobody felt poorer than anybody else and there was nothing for anyone to covet or envy. Nobody went too hungry but nobody threw food away either. It was a standard working-class life for the time. In due time it would be sentimentalised.

			When the Millars left the Gorbals behind they no longer had to travel to Queen’s Park just to see some grass. They lived now in the 11th floor of a Pollokshaws high-rise and there was a park down below. Robert was nine, ten maybe, and he was growing up in this family without a sporting gene between them.

			If life were like the fairytales a kindly uncle would have arrived with a second-hand Raleigh bicycle that he’d gleamed up. The skinny wee boy would be wide-eyed. He’d master riding that Raleigh after just a few wobbles and then we’d see his family chasing him down the roadway, beseeching him to come back, begging him to be careful, shouting advice till he became just a dot on the horizon, a boy cycling his way all the way to Ayr, the place where the road ran out and the sea began. That lad, they’d say, shaking their heads, he’s a natural.

			But he had a three-wheeler bike, an old clunker of a thing, not toddler stuff. There was nothing cute about being ten years old in Glasgow and riding a three-wheeler. Nothing cool.

			In Pollok Park he found himself a slight downhill run. No alpine descent thrill ride but just enough gradient for a wee man to get a little head of steam going. He’d rattle the three-wheeler down the path and squeeze the last bit of speed out of the thing. He liked the sensation straight away. The bike responded grudgingly to his pedalling and as he clanged down the slope he pedalled harder again. And then, just to see what might happen, he shut his eyes.

			What happened first was a swooshing tingle of exhilaration.

			Yesssssssss.

			What happened next was that he opened his eyes.

			Nooooooo.

			What happened immediately after that was a lamppost.

			The three-wheeler wrapped itself around the lamppost like it was a long-lost lover back from a war. Robert Millar’s head hit the lamppost so hard that he and the lamppost exchanged valuable molecules.

			He left the three-wheeler there. Screw that for a game of soldiers.

			clothes horse

			Picture this, the so-called nuclear family of olden times. On any given evening the grown-ups are having a beverage, maybe just milky tea with too much sugar, and they’re also smoking because it’s the 1970s and everybody just has to get through the hell of it all. Two kids are squashed between the adults. Everybody is settled in to watch one of the three channels that make up the whole galaxy of television.

			Behind the row of his seated family, the youngest member of the household, Robert, scuttles across the hallway from the foot of the stairs to the bathroom. He’s nine or ten, and he’s a little bit withdrawn. He lives in his head in his own wee world, but he’s a good kid.

			He’s wearing his sister’s clothes.

			His sister, Elizabeth, is a year older, and she’s plonked there on the sofa. She’s roughly the same size as Robert. He tries on her clothes occasionally and to him they feel good. Elizabeth is oblivious to all this.

			The voice nags his head, though. You get found doing this and you’re in real trouble. You could get a good beating from your parents, maybe not at first but if they keep finding you in girls’ clothes …

			He’s not big but he’s not scared either. At school if you want to fight him for any reason – and at school you don’t need reasons – he’ll fight you back. No question. He’ll lose most times because height is reach, and he has neither. He’ll give you plenty, though, because everybody knows that wee Robert Millar doesn’t take shit.

			He knows that fights are brief and chaotic things, and that the winner is decided quickly. It’s better to be a scrappy loser in a 12-second scuffle than always to be branded the kid who ran away. He fights back, because needs must. He plays football too and he isn’t bad at it, but being honest he isn’t too bothered with football.

			He’s not unhappy with being a boy. It’s not that. Not yet anyway. But if he’d bought his gender in a local shop, he’d just bring his boyness back and ask for a swap, please. He knows that he’d be much happier as a girl. Nothing sexual about it. Never. Girlworld just feels like a preferable place to be. A better world.

			He has no idea about what might happen later, it’s just that now 11 floors up in a Glasgow high-rise this dress of his sister’s feels more normal than anything about being a boy. In girl clothes he feels settled. The world just feels better.

			If there’s a problem, it’s only that the mirror’s in the bathroom and the bathroom’s downstairs. He must wait in his sister’s girl clothes till the family settles on the sofa. He hangs back till the theme tune plays, waits till he hears them laughing. He tiptoes down the stairs, darts across the hallway and locks the bathroom door after himself

			Minutes later he returns his sister’s clothes to exactly where he found them. He’s careful. What he felt on the inside, that happy – happier – state, melts away quickly.

			sunshine getaway

			The listlessness of the days gets broken on Saturdays. It’s not long past midday. Robert Millar has planted himself on the sofa. He has a cup of tea in one hand and a plate with a bacon sandwich in the other. Dickie Davies, this Tango-tanned guy with his big moustache, oozes onto the screen with World of Sport. This is what Robert is here for.

			The Tour de France reaches Glasgow in grainy highlight snippets, dispatches on how the British boys are faring in this strange race that brings new instalments every Saturday. So it seems. This Saturday? Last Saturday. All the Saturdays, is it? The boy is hooked on this Tour de France thing.

			Today there’s an English guy, it’s a Barry Hoban from Wakefield. And this Barry Hoban wins a mad sprint to take a stage. Everybody is very excited. It always looks boiling hot and exotic over there on the ‘continent’. And they’re all going, balls out, really fast, trying to catch this Barry Hoban of Wakefield, and there’s dust and paper and everything flying up in the air.

			And Robert Millar leans forward and thinks, I wouldn’t mind trying a bit of that.

			Wakefield? Surely Wakefield can’t have any more olive groves or vineyards than Glasgow has? If Barry Hoban can do it … surely Pollokshaws can have its own paysan who pedals.

			Robert has a paper round. He walks the streets of Pollokshaws heaving his massive paperboy bag, brimful of newspapers. His bag weighs as much as he does. At weekends it’s the Sunday Post mainly, and the Sunday Times for the really posh people. Weekdays it’s generally the Daily Record and the Sun for the flats, because posh people are rare as hen’s teeth in the flats of Pollokshaws.

			He does his rounds on foot. A bike would be no easier. You leave it at the foot of a high-rise and it will be gone, nicked, vanished by the time you get back. So he yomps up the stairwells and shoves newspapers through letterboxes or under doors.

			It pays not a lot, this paperboy racket, but Barry Hoban and Dickie Davies have given him a new interest in life. He’ll have to divide his paper money into three now.

			Money for his parents.

			Money for a bike.

			Money for the other thing.

			platforms

			He has saved sufficient of his paper-round money, stashing a little every week until he has enough. He has walked the mile or so down to Shawlands on a Saturday morning. It’s early now, tennish. Glasgow is still waking up after its Friday night. He dawdles outside the shop window for an age. He has a lot to think about.

			Inside, two women are serving the early customers. The shop women are both around the same age as his mum. For some time he peers through the glass. He needs to reassure himself that there’s nobody from school working a Saturday job in the shop. He doesn’t want a fuss, not even from the two mum types. He wants none of that ‘How can we help you this morning, wee man?’ patter. No smarmy, charmy stuff, thanks.

			He lingers outside on the pavement until a father enters the shop with his young son. The women begin fussing over the boy. It’s time.

			He walks into the shop and tells one of the women that he’s got to buy a present for his sister. His sister has indicated to him that she might like some shoes. Helpfully, she has shown him some pictures of what sort of shoes, by way of style. He reckons that the brown platforms in the window would be just the ticket. Thank you. He points out the very pair. The heels aren’t too high. His sister will like them, he’s pretty sure.

			So that’s it. Nothing to see here. Just a diffident 11-year-old boy buying a present for his sister.

			The shop assistant asks if he knows which size his sister takes. He does indeed. She vanishes into the store room and returns with a box into which they both peer when she lifts the lid.

			‘Yes,’ the boy says. ‘I think they’ll be OK for her.’

			‘Don’t worry,’ the woman says. ‘If they don’t fit, ye could always bring them back to be swapped to the right size.’

			That’s true, he could return them. But – probably – he wouldn’t.

			He hands over his money and scuttles away off home. It has taken six weeks of saving his paper-round money to buy the shoes.

			They fit him just fine. He doesn’t have to go back for a swap.

			components

			Cycling just wouldn’t let go of him. He was still doing his paper round, he was buying girls’ clothes and he was buying bike bits. What he spent his money on depended on what the priority was in his head on a given Saturday. It all made no sense.

			Then he discovered that top cyclists shaved their legs. You didn’t have to wear two pairs of tights to hide your hairy legs? You could shave your legs and no busybody could say boo to you? This was acceptable? You were a cyclist and you just got a shaved-leg pass? Ye have to shave yer bloody legs because when ye fell off yer bike ye could get infections and ye need your sticky plasters to stick to yer smooth calves and all the rest of it, so there, ye bampot.

			OK, he thought, that’s an advantage. A young man could fit riding a bike into the whole business of wanting to be a girl.

			Somehow he came into possession of an old Flying Scot bicycle frame. It dated from the late 1950s or early 60s, a hefty rake on forks with weedy little tubing. It was something you might have seen in a Carry On comedy film, but it was his bike. Anyway, it wasn’t about the frame. It was about the bits that you could put on the frame.

			There was a little bike shop over by Hampden Park, where the football stadium is. The place sells cars now, but back in the day there used to be three little shops in a row. The bike shop. And then the newsagents. And then a chip shop at the end.

			He was a cyclist and from the start he limited his visits to chip shops. He knew in his waters that the Glasgow diet was his unnatural enemy. Eating spam or a bag of chips? Even the thought felt unhealthy.

			What drew him to the little row was that the bike shop stocked Campagnolo components. They were there in the window, catching the light like treasure, their perfection and workmanship calling out to him. Flange hubs, cassettes, chains, derailleurs, chainsets, pedals, brakes, brake levers, gear shifters, bottom brackets, steering heads … any single component as appealing as a pretty summer dress.

			Anything Campagnolo might manufacture would demand three months of his wages. But what were three months for something so gorgeous? Campagnolo Brevetti Internazionali. These were words to dream about. Brevetti Internazionali! Whatever it meant, it danced on the tongue! It was a battle cry. From Vicenza, Italia to Pollokshaws, Glasgow.

			Beauty and function. Each piece he bought added magic and elegance to his clunky old frame. It took a mean commitment to put aside that money. The commitment meant less money to spare for the other thing. Maybe, he thought, that’s no harm either.

			He felt misaligned with the world. He thought that maybe the solution would be cycling. Make your choice and stick to it. One thing or the other, sonny boy. He could devote his money and his energy to his bike and not to girls’ clothes. He’d be a cyclist, which he loved being. He’d be a bike rider, a racer – nothing else. Unless he felt the need to have access to kind of feminine stuff again. Could he suffocate that need?

			He’d ride over that bridge when he came to it.

		

		
			Chapter 2

			3 July 2022

			Stage 3, Vejle to Sønderborg – 182 km

			In my early years, it was common for journalists to be honoured by Tour organisers for their length of service. A low-key ceremony in the press centre – handshakes, smiles and a memento to mark 25 years at the race. I tended to look away. We were journalists, they were organisers. We weren’t on the same side. So you can already tell, I’m not going to be everyone’s cup of tea.

			This year the race begins in Copenhagen, so far from France that after three stages the riders will take a flight from Sønderborg to Lille. To compensate for this inconvenience, the fourth day is declared a rest day. In explaining the rationale, Tour boss Christian Prudhomme speaks of the need to take the race to new places.

			For Denmark, it’s a big deal. Never before has the Tour pitched its tent on Danish soil and the Danes do have a particular love for the bicycle. In Copenhagen, Pippa and I agree that the chances of being run over by a car are nowhere near as likely as being run over by a bike. They travel at speed and the city teems with them.

			Walk through the revolving door to the race headquarters at the Bella Centre in the city, then follow the yellow-painted path and it’s on the ground beneath your feet: ‘7 out of 10 Danes own a bike – in Copenhagen it is 9 out of 10’; ‘Copenhagen was ranked the world’s best cycling city in 2019, and this wasn’t the first time’. The next message confirms what your eyes have already seen: ‘Bicycles outnumber cars by five to one in Copenhagen.’ And still more: ‘Forty-four per cent of all trips to the workplace and places of education in Copenhagen are done by bicycle.’ Then a message sure to alarm the sedentary. ‘Adults who bike to work have 30 per cent lower morbidity rates than those who do not.’

			What isn’t printed on the yellow-painted paths inside the Bella Centre is the fee that Copenhagen has paid to have the Tour start in the city. Now more than ever, the race begins outside France – and this happens because non-French cities are prepared to pay more. There are many sides to the Tour de France, the least of which is not the commercial side. Meanwhile, Pippa and I are discussing an age-old problem: parking.

			PIPPA: Remember what you were saying earlier about that field in Nyborg yesterday?

			DAVID: The field where I said you’ve got to park here, you disagreed and you were right? That one?

			PIPPA: Well, there’s a really interesting dynamic in that. When you join the female world, you realise that men think they run the world but women know they do. We just let the men go on thinking that they do. Men tend to adopt a quite protective role, in the sense of: ‘Oh, you don’t know what you’re doing, so we’ll lead you.’ A smart woman exploits that.

			DAVID: Well, at least in our relationship, I’m aware that I’ve ceded all power to you. You like driving. So you drive. It scares me that I surrender so much power to you.

			PIPPA: See? I don’t believe that. Because you’re in charge of the hotels and the timings, when we get to the press centre, when we leave, and I tend to agree with you because it’s easier than arguing. And what have I got to argue about?

			DAVID: Well, you could easily complain about how long it takes me to write my stuff. Tolstoy got War and Peace done in less time. We’re usually the last to leave the Centre de Presse and you never complain. I appreciate that.

			PIPPA: Well, it’s your job.

			DAVID: I’ve got a job for you. Further on, we’re going to some places where we don’t yet have a hotel. As a modern man, committed to inclusivity, I’m going to share some of the responsibility with you to find places.

			PIPPA: But because of my female side, I won’t be able to take decisions without first consulting with you.

			DAVID: Ah no. Absolutely no need to consult me, Pippa. You just go ahead and book them. I’ll just imagine that I have the power.

			*  *  *

			Further along the road to Sønderborg, Margaret, the third person in our car, continually interrupts Pippa and me.

			MARGARET: Please follow the road for 900 metres.

			DAVID: Aw, Margaret, go fuck yourself and stop interrupting.

			PIPPA: Yeah, go and join Boris Johnson and all that House of Commons fuckery.

			DAVID: She does sound a bit Tory. Pippa, I’ve been thinking about your transition and how oestrogen might be the solution to my problem?

			MARGARET: Follow the road for 800 metres, then turn left.

			PIPPA: There’s always a solution. All testosterone does is mess with your prostate. Turns it to toast.

			DAVID: My eldest brother Eamonn died from prostate cancer. You women are so lucky not to have a prostate.

			PIPPA: Yep. Fun fact, David. Women have all the luck! That’s why I changed sides. Look at the trouble caused by testosterone when young men are on a night out. Not that women are that much better, because they have a level of testosterone as well. Especially when they’re younger – teenage years and early 20s.

			DAVID: Teenage rebellion.

			PIPPA: Among other things.

			DAVID: What would be the benefits of oestrogen for me, from your experience?

			MARGARET: In 200 metres at the traffic lights, turn left.

			PIPPA: You’d be able to grow your hair. Well, some hair. You wouldn’t have to shave so often.

			MARGARET: In 200 metres at the traffic lights, turn left.

			DAVID: That would be an advantage. ‘Why does it take you so long in the bathroom,’ my wife says most mornings. Women don’t have to shave, I say.

			PIPPA: Maybe you’re both lucky she doesn’t have to shave every day. Is shaving compulsory for men? Just grow a beard.

			MARGARET: Please follow the road for two kilometres.

			PIPPA: Aw, Margaret, give it a bloody rest.

			*  *  *

			PIPPA: Can we just revisit the football field incident in that place again?

			DAVID: Yesterday? In Nyborg. Yes. I merely suggested that we park near where we entered, and you very politely ignored my advice and drove all the way in and out around the back.

			PIPPA: I think there might be another lesson here.

			DAVID: We were really early, but I had a radio interview and needed to get to the press centre. I said, ‘OK, just park here.’ All the ‘official’ cars were there, so I said it again, ‘Let’s park here,’ close to where I thought the entrance was.

			PIPPA: And?

			DAVID: And? And you completely ignored me! You kept on driving and you went right round the back into some cow field or pasture, and you drove to the far end of the field, and I’m thinking, I hope there’s some kind of shuttle bus back to take us back to where we should have been in the first place.

			PIPPA: Yes, and what happened next?

			DAVID: Well, this Danish guy comes over to us out of nowhere and he says, ‘You can just walk in through there.’

			PIPPA: Into where?

			DAVID: Into where the press centre actually was.

			PIPPA: The lesson?

			DAVID: Basically, you guessed and got it right.

			PIPPA: Or did I just figure it all out? You know, the way women do. Looking at signs and all that other witchcraft?

			MARGARET: Reconfiguring route.

			PIPPA: Poor Margaret’s really bad with her direction today. She has me confused.

			DAVID: OK, Ms Pathfinder Superior. I wanted to know this. Do you think that you’re calmer now?

			PIPPA: Calmer than Margaret? You do know that Margaret’s not a real person, David?

			DAVID: Calmer than you were before.

			PIPPA: Before? Ah yeah. Yeah.

			DAVID: Significantly?

			PIPPA: Massively. There’s no conflict in my head anymore. There’s no anger, there’s no angst about feeling weird. Before I transitioned, people felt I was normal and I felt I was weird. Now people think I’m weird and I feel that I’m normal. They’re judging me on the outside.

			DAVID: You’re confusing me.

			PIPPA: Basically, I’m not living to please other people anymore. And once you get to that point, things just calm down.

			DAVID: So, all the changes have left you pretty serene?

			PIPPA: If you haven’t been dysphoric about your gender and your identity, then I can’t imagine you’d be too happy about the changes, you know? It’s fairly stark how a tiny amount of female hormone changes the way you react to things, and how you feel more vulnerable. You try not to put yourself in confrontational situations.

			DAVID: So, you feel more vulnerable and sensitive, apart from the more obvious changes?

			MARGARET: In 500 metres, turn left.

			PIPPA: Oh, just fuck the hell off, Margaret. Yes.

			DAVID: Margaret, have you been introduced to Pippa? Why not join Pippa on her path to deep serenity?

			PIPPA: Same to you as to Margaret!

			DAVID: I only asked about the changes because occasionally, at the end of a very long drive, you do revert to something more like your previous self.

			PIPPA: Yeah? I do have the odd wobbly, and I do have a crazy turn every now and then, but I like to think that’s just my competitive nature. I’m used to driving slightly aggressively, and if something happens then I can revert back to the male model. ‘Right, I’m going through that gap, you suckers.’ And I don’t really care if it upsets people. It’s quite rare, but it happens.

			DAVID: It’s rare. Sort of.

			MARGARET: In 300 metres, turn left.

			PIPPA: Maybe once a week I’ll get ratty.

			DAVID: Sometimes it seems like more. In those moments, you remind me of Robert Millar, this cyclist I once knew. Bit cranky.

			MARGARET: In 100 metres, turn left.

			PIPPA: Oh, for fuck’s sake, I heard you, Margaret. I may not be able to park anymore because I’m now a woman, David, but if I see a gap in traffic, I’m going for it. No apologies.

			DAVID: None expected.

			PIPPA: Some people would take all that as a slight on their femininity
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