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  VICTORIA COACH STATION


  I have to see everything for myself. I dont trust statistics. I dont trust columnists. I dont trust self-appointed spokesmen. I have to make up my own
  mind. This is why I am shivering again, in Victoria Coach Station, at 6 am.


  I am being pushed around. Automatic doors slide and close. Crowds are dazed with arrival. African men in hoodies and pleather jackets rub their eyes. Polish meatheads grip onto huge toolboxes as
  they make for the street. Arab men in body warmers and fleeces pull out throwaway phones, and dial those they know.


  I have been coming to the coach station every morning now for weeks: counting the buses, and pacing up to strangers  first dozens, then hundreds  recording what they say into my
  phone. Again, I am hung-over. I am cold. Again, the freeze steams every pane, and the damp air kneads itself into my clothes.


  Wheels crash through dirty water as coaches, bleeping and reversing, unload Paris, Bucharest and Rome. Pigeons flutter and ventilators moan. Hard rain patters the vaulting glass over the grubby
  terminal like a babys rattle. My hands sting red as I key rapid notes into my screen: this is what life is like, morning after morning, at our miserable Ellis Island. The point from which
  our society is changing.


  This cramped hall, lined with grimy old payphones, echoes with languages I cannot understand: Sinti, Turkish, maybe Swahili. Tiles shine with electric light. Now Eurolines empties. A Romanian
  woman in a grey shell suit pulls off her hood, smiles timidly, a step away from a stocky man, and flicks her long glossy, brown hair back and forth. An oily, unshaven boy, in all-black hoodie and
  puffa jacket, drags a sports bag and stares blankly into the squiggling colours of the tube map.
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  I am standing in the damp again, keying in what I can see.


  Because I only trust what I can see. I was born in London but I no longer recognize this city. I dont know if I love the new London or if it frightens me: a city where at
  least 55 per cent of people are not ethnically white British, nearly 40 per cent were born abroad, and 5 per cent are living illegally in the shadows. I have no idea who these new Londoners are. Or
  even what their London really is.


  This is why I keep coming here.


  Paris bleeps in. Wheelie bags click-clack, tugged by French metrosexuals in drainpipe jeans, chirping and gossiping. They wipe the rain off their moisturized faces and brown horn-rimmed glasses.
  A tall, masculine girl, with a slothlike frame and a jean skirt, pulls herself up to the tiled wall and leans on it for a moment, closing her eyes, until a harried African cleaner in Day-Glo,
  clutching a mop, accidentally, thwacks her shoulder, and apologizes. But she hardly registers, as my fingers quickly input her reactions: like that Day-Glo is on an invisible man.


  Now Cologne bleeps in. Two Bulgarian toughs with lined faces and puffy eyes, in matching sky-blue ski jackets, unload charcoal rucksacks, packed with pneumatic drills. They both scowl as the
  belly of the coaches empty, as frumpy, squabbling Roma in forest-green headscarves and long black skirts snipe at each other as they haul bin bags, stuffed to bursting with torn blankets and mouldy
  duvets, over the mirroring puddles. They are following a yawning man under a black leather cap clutching only a scratched violin case.


  Making sound recordings of the murmuring din, I lose count of the coaches. Every week two thousand migrants unload at Victoria Coach Station. This is where tens of thousands of
  migrants arrive every year, the equivalent of a whole city, the size of Basildon or Bath. They are all part of the same thing: the new London.


  There is now a little light.


  The cold tingles my nerves. I am here because I dont understand this city.


  I shove my phone into my pocket. You never learn it all just watching. You never learn it all from the numbers. You have to go up and talk to people: completely, utterly different people from
  you. I want to talk to those three Roma. I refuse to let someone else tell me what they think.


  I follow them into first light.


  Three Polish labourers crouch at the entrance, over crinkled plastic bags, gesturing they want to cadge some fags from French flops in beige macs. But here, these are too expensive to share.


  Yelling and cursing, and waving to their stragglers, the three Roma trudge forcefully out into the hissing rain. They are all pushing granny trolleys, each massively overloaded with plastic
  weave sacks, and half a dozen crutches.


  They look like they know where they are going.


  I pace behind them in scuffed trainers like a thief, keying in what they see: thundering traffic, watery light, the ornate red-brick Edwardian mansion offices, with column porticos, or the
  monumentally flat, blue glass office fronts, where by the vents the tramps are still sleeping. Around Victoria Station sleeping bags are everywhere. Tramps sleep in the arches, they sleep in the
  shuttered gates, they sleep in the stone carved colonnade, they sleep by the vents of the dismal space-age mall, they sleep at the bus stops, and in dozens, they sleep on newspaper beds.


  I notice the three Roma linger and glance at the tramps huddling all along the porticos of the fantastical, cross-dressing facades on the road to Buckingham Palace.


  I count the street-sleepers behind them: six, seven, eight. Twice, I watch them pause, as if looking for friends. The further I follow them, the sooner I realize the Roma are looking for
  someone, in the sleeping bags curled up on the manky steps of these studied fantasies in stone, these drag queens in fancy dress who long to be ancient Greek and English at the same time, as the
  road curves round sinister spear-like railings, built to keep the poor out of dark dripping garden squares.


  Who are they looking for under these overweening buildings?


  They push on past curved lintels and fleshy balustrades  overblown geometries, and cornices  buildings sculpted with that lurid, time-melting imagination which gripped the English
  when they were powerful. The Roma are eyeing the tramps waking up until they reach the hurtling traffic and begin to traipse along by a dirty low brick wall, sealing off the bare crowns of chestnut
  trees, topped with black spikes and barbed wire. These are the battlements of the gardens at Buckingham Palace.
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  The three Roma glance back, worried.


  They know they are being followed now.


  This is Hyde Park Corner. Rimmed with enormous pretensions. The stern classical palace  its columns and preening pediments, fantasizing it is the Acropolis  was once a hospital.
  But now the Union Jack flutters over the most expensive hotel in London, where every guest has at his disposal a personal, perfectly trained butler. I stand in dim light and imagine the valets in
  tails throwing open towering old doors  once for wheelchairs, patients and nurses  to sheikhs, oligarchs and plutocrats. But there is no change in the limestone pudding over the road
  impersonating a Corinthian temple. This is the old palace of the Duke of Wellington. And his aristocratic progeny still use the upper floors above a fusty museum.


  I am running along the pavement now.


  I lose them at the mouth of a dingy underpass. The Roma women have scuttled below ground as fast as they can. This is where I hover. Then I see the Fiddler coming out of the tunnel gloom. I can
  instantly tell he is just like them.


  When did you come to London?


  His brow creases, shocked.


  Why have you come to London?


  We are surrounded by money. Two men in flannel suits rush past us chattering in Russian towards the offices of J.P. Morgans private wealth management division. Outside the Lanesborough
  Hotel a black cab unloads perfumed Arabs in flowing robes, like priests of pure money. The Fiddler drops his case to his feet.


  He is looking at me like I am about to arrest him.


  Please talk to me, Im not a policeman.


  His lips slowly relax. The Fiddler is shaved with brown wrinkled eyes, and a brush-thick moustache; he wears a black leather cap with goofy sheepskin ear warmers. He is standing in a black
  raincoat with a crumpled Remembrance Day poppy, rummaged somewhere along his way. He speaks very softly, and as he clutches his scratched violin case his mumbles are almost drowned out by whooshing
  double-deckers.
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  The harvest was bad. This was my last chance.


  He looks at the floor like a guilty man. I know he wants to leave but I wont let him. I have power over him for a few seconds. And I want him to speak.


  Ive come to London to fiddle and beg.


  I switch on the recorder. He says the crops in northern Romania sold for nothing. He says two weeks ago his fridge went empty and when his children mewled like pregnant cats from hunger he knew
  he had no other choice but to go to the Roma loan sharks. He says he quivered as he went in. The Fiddler knew he was useless to them: he had never been abroad before, speaks less than five words of
  English, and has no skills appropriate for a contract.


  His voice rubs against the traffic in the recording.


  They told me these were the richest streets in the whole world. They told me these were the streets of the Arabs . . . The lenders told me that if I came here I would have to sleep with
  the beggars on the street. And that would be a bit cold . . . But there were rich Arabs walking around everywhere who would give you some money if you beg . . . or some coins if you fiddle here and
  there for them.


  He looks at me as if to go: can I show you?


  I nod and he unfastens the gold painted locks. He proudly lifts his violin out of the scuffed box. Then clutches it. This is how he is going to try and pay back his debt-collectors. But he is
  not really a musician. He has played the fiddle a bit in the orchestra at the village church. But as he saws at the strings, and his eyes roll heavenwards, the screeching betrays him.


  What the hell are you trying to do? The Fiddler sneers at me incredulously. Youre never going to understand anything like this. You think all you have to do is come
  and ask me a few questions? Youre an idiot, then . . . Youll never get anything about what it means to be a beggar until youve slept on the streets.


  My heart sinks. I know hes right.


  But wont it be ridiculous to only sleep there for a few days?


  He grins as he packs away the fiddle.


  The first few days are the ones you never forget.


  Then he turns his back on me, and descends into the dinge of the underpass.


  


  PARK LANE


  His voice gets inside my head.


  I can hear him. I can hear the Fiddler as I count the tramps.


  I can hear him as I mark this spot [X] in my notebook. I can hear him as I scrawl down exactly what I can see: six beggars, four men, two women  Roma  sleeping in front of the
  glare of an estate agents window on Park Lane. I get down what two of them are saying. One youngish man, with pinched green eyes, pleads he came to be a tramp but dreams he is a film maker.
  The other, a hunched, crippled midget, says traffickers mauled him with a flick knife to beg for them here. As they talk, they stand in front of the illuminated glass, where electric screens
  shimmer behind them with house prices: five million, two bedrooms, six million, eight bedrooms. This prime vendor has been locked shut for hours but the sterile white lights are left on.


  This light makes the beggars feel safe.


  I fold my notebook closed and keep going. Its close to 11 pm.


  Night after night, I have been pacing up and down the harsh, polluted motorway of Park Lane, trying to map the street sleepers. My first [X] is at the very top of the surging traffic. There are
  six Roma who sleep in front of a Sainsburys local. Their damp-stained duvets are shoved right up against a glass wall plastered in an enormous print of glossy fresh baguettes. The second [X]
  is just across from the traffic lights: an English tramp, a crack-head, who shouts, Those Gypsy scum came and beat us out of the places us English had been in for years. Theyll rush
  you, mate. My third [X] is the benches by Speakers Corner under the enormous tree crowns of Hyde Park: twelve Roma sleep there, one a smack addict with a scraggly ginger beard, his
  face slanting to a point, who sits on a blue shell suitcase.
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  At first the map seemed hopeless. Impossible. I gathered figures out of the darkness, recorded their voices, and then watched them disappear, dark figures swarming towards the glowing mouth of
  the Underground, the cars lamps twirling red and yellow round the traffic island at Marble Arch.


  This is street life: disorientation, a jumble of snatched faces, and car noise. But then slowly the flow hardens into patterns. The jumble of faces becomes clear, then repetitive. Night after
  night, I begin to map the turns and circles the beggars make, like clockwork. Now I can mark a [X] where the working girl stands smoking on the hour at the beginning of Edgware Road. Now I can see
  the rhythm in the streets.


  Tonight is the same as all other nights.


  After-dinner couples are strolling along Park Lane. Slavic blondes with sad-making eyes drift past on the arms of perfumed Saudi men; euphoric smokers in long coats, suits and tuxedos, with
  whisky breath, come out of the hotels. When the one newsagent locks up, under the overhanging colonnade where the Fine & Country estate agent glows, the Bangladeshi boys working there toss out
  buckets of foul water. I record their contemptuous voices: The beggars they sleep here like mice. We have to keep the thieves away. This water means they cant sleep until it
  dries.


  There is only one [X] I still have to cross.


  I need to know what it feels like to be invisible. I need to know what it means to become unseen on plutocratic boulevards. I need to know what it is like to be glared at like a mangy half-man.
  This is why I am wearing beggars clothes: worn out, third-hand brogues, thin joggers, a torn puffa jacket and a tight woolly hat.


  The couples flinch and avoid me in the flow.


  I hover in the shadow of a lamp and flick through the pages of my notebook. My catalogue of invisible nightwalkers. Yesterday, I met a black crack addict in a blue hoodie who attacked the pay
  phone for some pieces, and then ran away sobbing, like the stick-man in the shadows. Two days ago, I talked with a pair of Roma flower girls  their skin was soft, waxy  in black
  headscarves, pacing up and down clutching roses. They told me they were fourteen. Tonight, a Roma knife-peddler came up to me, his moustache curling over his lip, and began to tell me the story of
  the binding of Isaac and where the prostitutes are. Then he stumbled off to hawk his knives and disappeared.


  The last [X] on my map is the hardest: I need to sleep rough.


  I have been meeting the Fiddler here for a week. With a [*] at both ends of Park Lane he has shown me where he scrapes his instrument. He has allowed me to plot his territory. With his finger he
  has run a line across my map, showing the route he takes up and down after coins.


  His comments, Ive written at the bottom in biro.


  Everything looks like chaos here but it is not. Each [X] is an encampment of Gypsies from a different village in Romania. The debt-collectors pay for the tickets. They are being charged
  100 per cent interest on their loans. Thats how it works.


  There is a question of mine the Fiddler wont answer. Do the debt-collectors have enforcers on Park Lane?


  Tonight, I am waiting for the Fiddler in sodium light outside the Fine & Country estate agent. Cream-cake mansions with colonnades flicker in and out of a dozen screens. I glance at my
  phone; he promised he would be here. The Roma are homing in to sleep; they shuffle and stumble on crutches and sticks, sniffling for coins in Russian, Arabic, and French, with gnarled fingers
  pinched onto outstretched paper cups. They wheel their belongings in granny trolleys under the bare trees of Hyde Park, and cross their legs under these preposterous, belittling buildings, pleading
  with their eyes, for fifty pees and pounds. The shape of the Fiddler moves into the light. With a flick of his leather cap he gestures at me to follow him.


  We are not from this village. I hate those Gypsies. They are thieves. Our village is down at the bottom of Park Lane. At the edge of the streets of the Arabs.


  The Fiddler laughs at my map as the traffic swirls past in a static hiss, screened with the immense, winter-dead plane trees in the darkness of Hyde Park. He chortles quietly as we pass an
  illuminated Americana of boasting concrete, glass and stucco ultra-luxury hotels, overlooking the Serpentine.


  The Fiddler stops, and stares at a gleaming Mercedes, where in the white space of a supercar showroom, the lights never go out, be it day or night.


  What struck me first when I came to London, two weeks ago now, were the lights. There are no lights in my village. There are no buildings wrapped in lights. There are no rooms where white
  lights never go off. The whole two nights on the coach from Romania I was depressed. I curled up and saw my children in my head. The ones I cant feed. But when we arrived in London and the
  night came and we saw the lights, I felt we had, maybe, a chance to pay back the debts.


  As we walk I think to myself how Park Lane is like a seaside promenade. These washed-up people and hotels staring into the darkness  kilometres of park  lightless like the night
  sea. The car drone replacing the waves. I am listening to the Fiddler talk about the first time he played in London. He says he stood right in front of a huge florid department store, the brightest
  building he could find in all these streets, and began to scrape the violin into a Gypsy melody, up and over, as manicured Arab men, in black tailored coats, gold watches glinting from their
  wrists, and impossibly leggy Russian women, clutching black leather handbags that shone like gems, passed by Harrods, laughing with each other, in another world. Fiddler was amazed: his eyes were
  full of this outlandish red building baubled in lights.


  These bright, bright buildings . . . They are so beautiful. But that night when I went back to the tunnel where we sleep I began to feel scared. Id made no money and the others
  were telling me . . . The night before there was a Polish attack. They said that three drunk builders came into the tunnel and started beating them. They were sleeping when the attack happened. And
  that night the others had seen those three Poles coming off a building site nearby.


  The Fiddler looks me cold in the eye.


  Are you sure you are ready? Are you sure you want to sleep with our village? The life of the people of the street is dangerous and not easy. Sometimes the Arabs also attack us. They kick
  us. And there are people down here who are not from our village. They are mad, crazy, drug people and they scream at night.


  The Fiddler takes me into the underpass.


  The encampment from Slobozia is under Hyde Park Corner. The chi-chi stucco and glistening Maseratis are out of sight. We enter subterranean tunnels of cream white tiles. They shine with clinical
  white lights embedded into the ceiling. These are long and low tunnels. And they are covered with thin line-drawings of the glories of Victorian London. Walls of men in top hats and ladies in
  flowing frocks. Tiles painted with cavalry charges and country houses. And, in places, if you look closely, they are smeared with blood and shit.


  Those English . . . They scare me.


  The Fiddler points. This is where the smack-heads are. They are mostly northern. And they are dying. There is a girl with a blue sleeping bag who sits under the tiles of the golden coach and
  horses. She barely looks human, and she hides this in a thick waterproof hood, because her neck has pinched and vanished, and her eyes have swelled up, all glassy and black, on a bulbous head which
  has lost its hair, so she looks more like an Anunnaki, or an alien. Fiddler says she hardly sleeps.


  All of us from Slobozia are frightened of her.


  He says they always choose the tunnel furthest away from her, with the pastel-coloured sketches of the garden wing of Buckingham Palace, when they camp down, ripping up and laying down their
  scavenged cardboard boxes.


  Here we are. This is where we sleep. The rubbish of London.


  Fiddler is exhausted and confused as the village beds down in the tunnel. He says they have to keep walking until this late, when they are almost faint, otherwise they get told to move on. He
  says around now is the time the police stop caring. The Fiddler scratches his stubble and his eyes turn to me, sombre. There are sixteen of them here in the tunnel; throwing down what mishmash they
  have  worn peach and yellow blankets, patterned like summer flowers, between damp duvets.


  Im worried I am going to be stuck here begging for ever. Here where there could be a Polish attack. Here in the tunnels where people come and go. And the tramps blabber like crazy
  people.


  The Fiddler stares at the others. The villagers all look different. There are gaunt faces and sunken eyes. There are some caked in dirt and others still smooth and bright. Their skin is a
  yellowish ivory or a tanned brown. And they plead with me to find them work in the stables. The Fiddler starts asking questions for them.


  Is it true that the Queen of England has given an order that the Romanians may never work with her thousand horses? Is it true that the Queen hates us and she thinks we will steal her
  horses? Please tell her . . . we can make ironwork, their horseshoes, we can leatherwork the reins. We can do anything with horses.


  The pubs are emptying.


  There is a giddy, expectant thrill in their laughter as the drinkers cross the tunnel. They are playful, almost happy, like children. The Fiddler has one last chance for a pound or two. He holds
  his violin in his right hand: with the thick muscular fingers of a farmer. Along each knuckle is a thin scratch, in an old black ink tattoo, and in the flesh of his thumb and forefinger are five
  black dots, like the fifth face of a dice. As his eyes swell, the wail of the violin echoes in the underpass.


  Drunk eyes linger on us. A white man, stubbling, slick black and grey fringe, with a red cravat, turns to the thick-lipped, dark Asian woman on his arm, with curly black hair, in a long brown
  flannel coat, and points at the Fiddler. She turns to him, as they pass, playfully stunned by what they see. But fumbling through her green leather bag, she finds only copper change.


  This enrages the Fiddler.


  I cant take it any more. Today I only made fifteen pounds. All day I went trying to play the music for the Arabs and they gave me nothing. I saw them coming in and out of the
  golden places but they gave nothing. They couldnt even see me.


  The Fiddler is distraught about the police. They have shocked him. They are white. They are brown. They are even black. And they keep coming up to him and confiscating his money. But there is
  nothing he can do when he loses a day of fiddling for coins. He barely knows how to say, Hello, Bye, in English.


  They keep on stealing our money. There was this big black man . . . I did not believe there could be a black man who was a policeman at first. But I was wrong. He came up to me and said I
  am not allowed to beg and took my money. Why does the Queen of England allow this to happen to us?


  I write this all in my notebook.


  The Roma never sleep alone. I am in an invisible village  with its saints, thieves, confusion and fools. My eyes run along the line of faces in the tunnel: some are dozing, some are
  sleeping, others are still begging, some I cannot quite make out. There are now more than thirty-five thousand Roma in London. And thousands are living like this.


  Fiddler pads himself down. The villager next to him is too exhausted to talk. The beggars face is sunken, veined and clings to his cheekbones, as his chewed lip hangs open. His beady
  black eyes try to focus on me under a moth-nibbled hood, before falling asleep, bedded into the side of Fiddler, to keep warm.


  This city has no snow but this damp it gets under your skin.


  The Fiddler yawns. There is not much to eat. The villagers have been bin-rummaging, once again. And they only found a few sandwiches being thrown out round the back of a Pret a Manger. They have
  foraged some stale Arabic flatbreads and chew them with a squishy processed sausage. There are a few pieces of cheese too, but these are gone quickly.


  Fiddler does not eat. He covers his face with his tattooed hands and starts talking to me about having been an alcoholic. Things have not turned out the way they should. Fiddler says he has
  always lived his life in and out of brawls. Tucked into his pocket is a scuffed and thumbed New Testament. But he doesnt want this. What Fiddler wants is a dictionary. There is no other way
  to make back the debt.


  If I had a dictionary I could do everything. But Ill do anything. Ill sweep. Ill labour . . . I can work as a smith, I can beat iron, I can work as a locksmith . . .
  My loan to come here to fiddle is at a hundred per cent interest. And I have to make the money. Because I have three children in Slobozia.
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  My eyes drift over the village making their beds.


  But the Fiddler is already gone. Asleep with his head craning upwards, mouth open onto white perfect teeth. Looking at him, I suddenly realize no one has my back. This worries me as I bed down,
  a metre or two along, next to Pale Eyes. His skin is a khaki yellow and he has big cheeks and a flat forehead. His eyes are a thick green pallor, the kind of iris you only ever see amongst the
  Roma. He wears a woollen peaked cap to the side of his head and a bobbled blue fleece. Pale Eyes is desperate, even his smile is contorted by his anguish.


  I can tell he is coming close to theft.


  I have five children . . . and debts, and debts.


  Pale Eyes has chewed off his nails. He speaks a few words of Spanish, but everything has gone wrong since the olive-growing season. The harvest was not so good this year. And they threw him out.
  And when he got back to Romania the harvest was worthless there, too. He is gabbling.


  Ive never been on the street before . . . Ive never been in this confusion before. When I was in Spain I always had accommodation included.


  Pale Eyes says he is scared. He is scared of the dying English tramps in the tunnel. He hears them babbling at night and when their sleep-shouting echoes, it chills him. He is frightened they
  could get up and stab him in one of their shrieking episodes. Or one morning, he will wake up, and see those zipped-up sleeping bags no longer squirming, now rigid and still. Beginning to
  smell.


  They could grab me . . . I cant speak the language. I cant understand what is going on. I could get a disease. I could get kicked by one of the drunks. I could not make
  enough money to pay the debt . . . And then my children, they will hurt my children.


  Pale Eyes is not intelligent. His mouth hangs open slightly at all times. And he has trouble getting his ideas across. But that does not stop him trying. As he offers me a piece of mouldy
  flatbread he tells me that he likes Indiana Jones movies and really loves watching Bollywood singing. Because the Indians sing so nicely.


  I cant read.


  As the hour drags on I meet the other villagers: their figures become voices and stories. The wife of Pale Eyes smiles at me. Her lined face is in its twenties. Her hair is covered in a black
  kerchief and she buries herself into Pale Eyes when she sleeps. She is younger. Her smile plays with being feminine. And she has five children already, back with the debt-collectors, in
  Slobozia.


  Babies. Thats why I cant read.


  The sixteen villagers bundled up into these rancid blankets begin laughing and joking. That she can make two thousand pounds in a day. Because this is how begging works. They say that a cripple
  is a real juicer. And that if you cant find a cripple you have to equip your crew with crutches to mimic a cripple. A woman is the second best, unless she has a baby, in which case she makes
  even more than a cripple. Then an old woman can make a fair bit, whilst the lowest is the least likely to elicit pity  the regular man.


  She makes the most . . . Shes the best.


  Pale Eyes grips onto his wife. His eyes flash with his torment: hunger, humiliation, maybe how the condemned feel. I keep glancing back at the sleeping Fiddler for reassurance as the others
  begin to turn in. But he lies face covered with his tattooed hands. The glare of the tunnel lights never dims. They are burying themselves into each other under the urine-reeking jumble of flowery
  cream and checked blankets they have, to recycle every bit of body heat.


  Pale Eyes is hoarse.


  When I dream in the tunnel . . . I dream of all kinds of things. I think my dreams are random. But I dream of my children. I dream of my house. I dream of their faces. I dream of the
  debt. I dream, I dream . . . of not being here.


  Pale Eyes doesnt sleep easily. He trembles and turns. He lies there looking at the grille along the roof of the tunnel: its dot-dot-dot pattern laid out in the Euclidian brutality of
  something that is not meant to be looked at. Another man is shouting.


  I was deceived . . . I was deceived like so many others by the television . . . I was deceived, by the double-decker buses. And all the television of the London state.


  As I lie here, I start to feel the burn of contemptuous passing glares.


  This is when I meet the Lawyer.


  The villagers have rejected this man. He speaks not from his throat but mumbles from his lips. His eyes are slanted and brown under thick eyebrows. There is desperation and lager on his breath.
  His nostrils flare, encrusted with blood. And waving a police memo and a prosecution form, spluttering a little, he comes as close to my face as he can.


  I was deceived . . . And I was broken by the London state . . . And I was broken by the policemen of this cruel London state, who when they confiscated my money they forced me, a lawyer,
  a theologian and a priest, to rummage in bins . . . and to commit such heinous crimes.


  The Lawyer does not look me in the eye. The streets, or the hunger, are fast lining his sinking, jaundiced cheeks, glinting with weeks of encrusted sweat. He looks askew onto the pastel drawings
  of the top hats and gentlemen and, waving his left hand for flourish, begins to deliver a soliloquy about his crimes, to the chagrin and grimace of the villagers, with the stop-start rhetoric so
  beloved of Romanian politicians.


  I did not rob the florist . . . What kind of beast? What kind of animal in the whole world would rob a florist?


  The logic of desperation has taken over.


  The Lawyer babbles, his voice cracking, as he lists the robbery of a laptop, the theft of a thousand pounds, the assault of a florist, and then denies them all furiously. And, referring to
  himself, over and over, as a lawyer and a priest, he begins to talk about the Roma, and the state of Romania.


  My country, my country is good country . . .


  Then he bursts into tears, waving his hands, at the sixteen sleepers in the tunnel under the sketches of Buckingham Palace, cursing  Im not with them  and
  after blubbing a little, mumbles how frightened he is of the Irish tramp who is zipped up in the tunnel to the left. Then the Lawyer blunders off, shouting, Im not like the
  other, to build himself a bed out of cardboard boxes, which he also uses to build a barrier between him and the blue sleeping bag, firmly zipped over the sleeping head of the Irish tramp,
  who frightens him so much.


  He moans, and shouts all night.


  I write in the notebook, the unease in my skin.


  I have to hold on to the villagers. They are all I have.


  If they reject me like the Lawyer I will have to sleep with the smack-heads in the other tunnels. I can feel stress tightening in my chest. The cold is starting to chafe. But I need to keep
  recording. I need to talk to every villager I can. Because I need to answer the question the Fiddler refused to answer: are there enforcers from the debt-collectors in Hyde Park Corner?


  The jangle of change runs through the tunnels. Two stragglers arrive at camp with deeply creased little plastic bags weighed down with their coins. Both are still phony limping on crutches as
  they enter the tunnel, but as they reach the bedding, they chuck down these props ahead of them. They are no longer needed.


  These two villagers are in their early twenties.


  The first to reach the blankets is Ciprian, who smiles like a toddler under a pea-green hoodie. His two front teeth were kicked out by a horse. His moustache shines, black and healthy, because
  he is only twenty-one. But he seems stupid. He has the slurry voice of a child. Unlike the others, he does nothing to hide the begging money, and without thinking, he rummages through the torn
  duvets until he pulls out a velvet box the size of a biscuit tin.


  Ciprian opens it, tips in his coins, and looks radiantly into around 90 in round little pounds and silvery fifty pees. He smiles at me toothlessly happy and gestures at his friend to tip
  all the money he has into the velvet box.


  This is how I meet Prince. He enters the tunnel second, with a slow, unhurried walk, wearing a cheap branded fleece from some garage, and a baseball cap with muffy earflaps. Prince is
  twenty-four, with a swarthy, rounded head, a healthy black beard quickly covering his still boyish skin. His voice is both childish and powerless. His posture flaccid and resigned. And when he
  looks at me it is with the glassy eyes of an early stage heroin user. Prince never eats. And his mood never seems to change.
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  Why do the English hate Romanians?


  After Prince tips his begging money into Ciprians velvet box, as tinkling the coins pour, we talk as he beds down next to sleeping Pale Eyes. He looks vacantly at those passing us through
  the tunnel. But there is nobody this night who does not give the beggars emotional looks. There is not one hour when the click-click of heels ever stops. This is what Prince sees.


  Either pity . . . or hate.


  I watch too, from the bedding. Those who notice, the invisible village, lock their eyes ahead on the end of the tunnel, refusing to see. There are those whose glance is full of shock and anger.
  There are those whose eyes swell with horror and move on. And there are those who comment and shout.


  But this is Hyde Park Corner, bruv!


  Fiddler shivers, asleep. This is Friday night and the drinkers are out. The tunnel echoes with voices becoming louder, and laughs turn to cackles, as the night creeps to closing hours. And then
  those that become angry as I talk with Prince in the tunnel.


  But this is Hyde Park Corner, bruv!


  Four Asian boys in blue hoods and pressed jeans march through the tunnel with looks of disgust. They pause, on the edge of earshot, their voices craving to vent their anger at the villagers
  sleeping rough.


  This is bare rough, man.


  Footsteps give way to footsteps. There are four more boys, around sixteen: their faces painted with mouse whiskers who had been shouting so loudly  And so it begins, and so it
  begins  who, shivering from the cold, go silent as they walk into the tunnel, with looks that rapidly turn from fear, to pity, to shame, as one, with a tiny nod, grimaces
  slightly.


  Salaam aleikum.


  The eyes of the man who shouts this are red with drink. He is an old man, Lebanese most probably, and he taps his walking stick ahead of him, but can barely walk in a straight line, brushing
  slightly on the pastel Buckingham Palace on the tunnel walls. Prince shouts back.


  Aleikum salaam.


  But the drunk in the red-checked shirt gives him nothing. Prince does not react. Instead he talks a little as the others began to sniffle and snore. Prince mutters there is nothing more useful
  to the beggar than languages. You have to know phrases in Arabic, or in Turkish, and French, if you want to be a Knightsbridge beggar.


  If they are Muslim . . . talk like a Muslim.


  I write what I see: there are drunk women, confident, and happy, on the arms of men, who shout in the tunnel the way drunk people do, what they really think about these poor people, as their
  heels click and clack, and they sway slightly.


  One glares at me, clutching her man, then hollers.


  You may be a beggar . . . But youve still got a Moleskine!


  Prince lets his eyes follow her wobbling ass.


  They look good. But all English girls are alcoholics. Just look at them . . . They drink like pigs. They drink until they can hardly walk. They disgust me . . . They are loose and
  wild.


  The villagers are almost all asleep.


  This is when Bright Eyes appears. He is lean and wiry and lets off a pulsing energy, of paranoia, animosity and implied violence. He is in a Barbour jacket covered with envelope pockets, with a
  grey hoodie underneath. He is shaky, like a man on cheap speed, and his lips are upturned, the way the mouths of those who only speak with violence can sometimes seem to freeze.


  Bright Eyes is the debt-collectors enforcer in Hyde Park Corner.


  He saunters along the tunnel, with one of the crutches his beggars pretend to use, hitting and poking his sleepers with it, until he finds who has the velvet money box. His nasty, unsettling
  energy of someone who is used to being feared shakes the sleepers upright. Fiddler jolts with a fright. Poking them some more, he begins to count the money, and when he is done he clicks his
  tongue, and waves around his crutch like a light-sabre toy, chuckling.


  Who are you?


  Bright Eyes has a sneer, and the whitest skin of all of them. And his ears stick out, either side of his piercing thick grey-green Roma eyes, which bore into me with nervous, shivering, energy.
  He is in his late twenties. He is also simple and jumpy and moves his hands like he holds a blade.


  Why are you here?


  Those eyes dig into me and try to make me leave. They dig into me with an implied stabbing. There are two dirty and chubby faces behind him in grey sports coats and joggers. The rounder,
  ruddier-faced one mopes in a Harvard hoodie, smeared with mud. Both beefcakes hold beer cans. They are his enforcers, and Bright Eyes flits his head between them as backup. I look around: the
  beggars all tremble, squint and cower. I make eyes at Fiddler. But he turns away. There are no best friends on the street.


  Are you a policeman?


  And then, Bright Eyes thinks maybe something else.


  Speak Gypsy!


  He sneers expectantly. There are only Roma beggars and policemen in his world. I can only be one or the other. Bright Eyes throws his useless crutch down with a clatter and keeps boring his
  pupils into me. His light blondish stubble has been recently shaved. He does not hunch his back like a street-sleeper.


  Im frightened of foreigners, he lisps.


  Why did you come abroad then? I puff.


  When Im with my big brother Im frightened of nobody, he snarls back, lifting up his jacket to shown an enormous scar lacing his stomach, and paces off, his twitching
  hands dug into the front pockets of the Barbour.


  Bright Eyes is gone. Both his sidemen too. And the tunnels lose his menace. Polish builders in Timberlands stomp through the passageways glaring at the sleepers. African men, mumbling with pity,
  are the only ones who give the beggars some coins, coming to a total that night of 82p.


  Fiddler is trying to sleep.


  Prince is thinking.


  The English, they are the meanest . . . They never give anything. They give the littlest. The Arabs and the Moroccans, they shout at us and they swear at us. But the black men, they are
  the most generous. They give the most . . . The Chinese, they sometimes give something.


  The Fiddler stirs and flicks his tattooed hand.


  Thats rubbish. The Chinese give up nothing.


  Prince is in debt. And he tries, a bit, to pretend the money is being collected in the velvet box to make it easier to wire to Romania, and Bright Eyes the enforcer poking them with crutches is
  only a friendly joker. But it is a lacklustre attempt at a lie, and he gives up, and lets his mind wander.


  Why do the English hate the Romanians so much? Is it because the Romanians were allied to Hitler in the Second World War? Will they never forgive us for being an Axis power? Why have they
  not moved on?


  Prince turns to the Old Man scrunched up next to him. He wears a sheepskin kaftan and has a gnarled and gullied face of sharp points and missing teeth. His flaking jaw hangs leathery and covered
  in black and white stubble. His thick lips hang in an exhausted, degenerating way.


  Prince is right. I think the English hate the Romanians because we fought with Hitler in the war . . . And thats why they wont give us a pound. And they come up to us. And
  shout, Fuck you . . . Gypsy.


  The Old Man worked on the collective farms and keeps on mumbling that if the revolution against Romanian communism hadnt happened he wouldnt be here begging in the tunnel for his
  eight children. His tiny body is thin and spindly and his white hair has gone from the crown of his head. He is fifty-four.


  This is my last chance. Begging is my last chance.


  The Old Man likes to joke, and to laugh a little at any moment he can, and he tells me that his favourite movies are those of Jackie Chan. But he says London is the last roll of the dice for
  him, and all the rest of them in the tunnel. And he knows that not having a winter coat is sucking him dry. He is becoming weaker, he feels, with every night on concrete.
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  I want work . . . I want work. I want to feel like a man again. Ill be a painter, a decorator, a sweeper, an animal feeder, anything. I cant keep sleeping here like a rat. I
  want an address, I dream of an address, and then I want to have a pension . . .


  The Old Man waves his hands in the air and curses.


  Then what about Bright Eyes?


  There is a chuckle and a puff of mocking dismissal from the beggar beside him. He is the twentysomething, with a lustrous moustache and a black bonnet, who shares the same checked
  yellow-on-white duvet, with Prince and the Old Man.


  The Old Mans rubbish. Were not looking for work. Were all here to beg.


  After he throws away the lie, this beggar keeps looking at his own reflection in a little metal cigarette case, now his fags are gone, opening and closing it, licking his moist, healthy
  moustache as he adjusts the collar of his grizzled black fleece.


  They sometimes call him Cigarette Box boy. He keeps talking.


  Were all here to beg to work off our debts. We give the enforcers all the money. They told us to come here. But we are never going to make back the loans they gave us to come here.
  Were trapped. And they have our children in Slobozia.


  Thats when it hits me, who I am sleeping with.


  The beggars are virtual slaves  unseen on the streets of Knightsbridge.


  We bin-rummage to save what we have and hand it over to them.


  I look at them and feel a rush of nerves fizzing up my spine. The grille is pulled over the Tube at the end of the tunnel and those walking through the glare and the pencil drawings of redcoats
  and coach and horses become hurried, and drunker still, as the women turn paranoid.


  Four or five times I hear the click-click of heels come to the end of the tunnel, and then the shape of a woman hovers and turns back. There are many tweedy men, whose faces turn to guilty
  smiles, or turn-away eyes, and strange looks, impossible to read, like the swarthy man with the shoulder bag who winks and grins at us, lingers, then walks on.


  Prince looks straight at me.


  Im frightened of the Gypsies up at the top of the streets of the Arabs . . . the ones at the end by the brightly lit hotels. They are all from Suceava. And they have hand tattoos .
  . . I was begging there at the start of Oxford Street . . . and I saw the demon tattoo. And I saw those Gypsies have the Satan tattoo.


  I ask him what the Fiddlers tattoos mean.


  I can see them as he sleeps with his head wrapped in his arms.


  The five dots mean you were in prison . . . The four dots are the walls and the dot in the middle is you. And the dots on the knuckles means you were in federal prison. These are the
  tattoos that came from Russia, and we live close to that country.


  Prince frowns and looks at me.


  You look like a Gypsy with that hat on. But your face looks like a Russian, it is not like an English. This is why the English cant see you any more.


  The beggars are all sleeping.


  Only Prince watches the women in stilettos teetering as fast as they can through the tunnels tiled with the sketches of gentlemen on penny-farthings and the victories of the Duke of Wellington.
  Only he sees the two Asian boys in T-shirts, sweating, their eyes like saucers, bellowing about drum and bass.


  There is never silence in the underpass. And sleep here is shallow for the slaves. The engines of the sports cars roar and pop, the lorries rattle, and never far away sounds the
  clack-clack-clack of passing feet.


  Ill fuck your cunt . . .


  Only when I try and sleep do I hear the tramp that terrifies the beggars. They speculate he was once a rich man who has lost everything. Because of what they hear him shout at night. In the next
  tunnel, white hair and long beard over his face, all blotchy whites and beaten reds, he lies, his arm tattoos exposed, half undone from his blue sleeping bag, gabbling and groaning his Finnegans
  Wake, mouthing the sounds of bullets as he sleeps, tossing and turning in the tunnel, babbling in and out of sense.


  And you want to have sex with me . . . And Ill fuck you . . . and give you a right . . . Im not, Im not going anywhere . . . This was supposed to happen . . . You
  slut . . . You fucking slut . . . Ill get you back.


  The glare never dims.


  Prince talks to me about God. He says God is like an angel or a spirit, he isnt quite sure. And when he walks down the long street full of glinting Arabs with white smiles and furred
  Russian blondes, fakely limping on his stolen crutch, Prince feels the presence of this angel.


  It feels like a shadow.


  This is when I sleep.


  That morning we wake in the stench. It is thick, sweet, like sweat, and piss  which is what it is. The roar of the whirling traffic above drowns out everything. The beggars bundle up
  their duvets and try to shove them into granny trolleys and backpacks before the police arrive to kick them on. The women have gone to wash in the Serpentine.


  I have debts, I have debt . . . I have five children.


  Pale Eyes woke distraught, gesticulating, a slave one step closer to theft. Prince is numb. But, as he walks out of the tunnel, I hear him praying.
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  PECKHAM HIGH STREET


  I need to see every story from the other side.


  This is why I am on the 136 bus into black London. I need to record successes. I need to record failures. I need to record the beggars. And I need to record the police.


  The bus bleeps and stops.


  They call this Frontline Peckham, where the red-brick police station, with its slate roof, and long-defunct chimneys and white-rimmed sash windows, glowers into the cramped little concrete
  balconies of the council estate, over a white-van-congested road. A black addict, in a grey shell suit, smeared with street dirt, rummages around in the bins, ripping through the cardboard
  boxes.


  He turns and screwfaces me, with my notebook outside the station. A few steps back, two tense Afghans in fleece jackets, hands in pockets, hover behind their fruit tables outside the newsagent,
  readying to scuffle with him if he tries his luck.


  This is 8 am. The rain becomes heavier, until you can feel it patter on your coat. For a second or two, it catches the weak sun; and the fall shines in white light. One after another,
  double-decker buses unload angry-looking school children in sky-blue uniforms, almost all of them black, in front of the locked betting shops, the opening money transfers, the shuttered African
  fabric shops, the Payless cash-and-carries and the broken cashpoint, its screen flashing static lines. I take four street photos, outside the off licence, and linger, under wet blinds running with
  water, lettered all along in a fading print plastic, JESUS IS LORD PHIL . . . 2:11.


  Before going in I count the faces coming out of the police station. The tooth-grinding grimace on the black youth, with a fake-fur-rimmed parka hood, rubbing his right fist. The squint coming
  from the blubbery face of the Pole in a red fleece and ski jacket, biting his crusty lip. The veined eyes on the exhausted African mama, with messed-up braids, scanning, unsure where to go, shaking
  in a green padded body warmer. And the light-stunned, knuckle-rubbed stare of the Roma in an unzipped leather jacket, morose, gaunt and blinking, into this grey morning along Peckham High
  Street.


  They all behave differently when you handcuff them.


  His voice is hoarse and he shakes my hand in front of the faded and ignored photograph of Princess Anne in the hallway. The Policeman is coming off the night shift, and fidgety from coffee and
  exhaustion, he guides me through fire doors, into the interview room. The officer pulls up a chair, flips over a paper witness statement on the plastic table, and with a ching-ching, begins playing
  with his handcuffs.


  The Romanians, they are always very crafty. They come in here and they go to you, I dont speak English . . . But the moment they go out again they are chatting
  freely. Now the Africans, when the boys come in who have stolen some mobile phones, the mothers come and find them. And they are shouting, and screaming and slapping them in custody, because they
  are religious, and the sons have brought shame on the whole community. The Pakistanis, when they are terrorists, you would never know they are terrorists, they are just like you and me . . . and
  they keep trying to draw you on politics, trying to make you talk. Dont you hate this government for this, or dont you hate this government for that . . .


  The Policeman pinches red puffy eyes. But he seems too caffeinated to stop jittering. One minute he slouches forward. The next minute he slouches back. He is wearing a worn golden wedding band
  and a strong slightly sweet perfume. He throws his palms up and out as he explains how to handcuff someone. You have to pretend to shake their hand. He smiles and laughs at odd moments. But there
  is no way you can talk comfortably in a police station. The closed space of this interview room is dotted with cameras and recording signs. But it is only when he starts running his hands backwards
  and forwards over the interview table that I begin to make out the smudges of handprints on the creamy walls.


  But the Polish, when they come in, they go, Give me food, give me tea, can I have some more, now let me sleep . . . because they are sleeping on the street, and when they
  come in here they no longer care, and they know that we have to feed them.


  This man is not like the other policemen. He speaks like a doctor with a sad, mournful voice. He is uncomfortable answering questions, and as he talks, he keeps touching a chewed biro on the
  interview table, fingering it, bit by bit snapping off little pieces off its plastic case, before mindlessly arranging them in a line in front of him.


  Last night we got a call, to one of the estates near the river, dem ones that look over the blocks, into the lights of the Canary Wharf . . . just there over the river. Because there was
  a Pole sleeping in the bin chutes. He was begging me, Arrest me, arrest me, trying to provoke me, going, Please arrest me for being drunk and disorderly. But I looked at
  him and went, Mate, Im not arresting you to give you a place to sleep.


  He makes no eye contact. But squints into the switched-off television screen. The sticker explains this is used for language translation. And that with a press here and a click the screen will
  read out the witness statement. You could not be a policeman here without it. There are more people in London with little to no English than live in Newcastle.


  The English are vanishing. London is no longer an English city at all . . . London is a patchwork of ghettos. Right here is Peckham, you have the Africans, over the river in Whitechapel
  we have the Bengalis, further east from there we have the Pakistanis, and west from here in Brixton we have the Jamaicans. I could go on, and on, and on.


  He moves an empty cup of tea, for no reason, and picks up the overturned witness statement, and makes sure this paper runs parallel to the lines on the table.


  There is a crime wave right now . . . Because we have opened up to the EU. The Romanians they are begging, and pickpocketing, and moving around the streets with the little trolleys
  stealing the clothes left outside charity shops. They are squatting and telling us they are hungry . . . There is a flood coming in.
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  The Policeman scans me, and says what he thinks.


  The English are dying. The English are declining and they are declining fast . . . You can see it on the streets. In the markets, there used to be only English people there screaming, in
  the cockney accent. But theyve gone now . . . and all the English pubs, they are boarding up, and the English churches, they are being rented out to the Africans. The Anglican Church is
  disappearing . . .


  The Policeman is black. He is Nigerian. Immigrant in London since 1989. But he does not tell me this in the police station. The plasticated notice on the wall says we are being recorded. And
  there are things in London you can and cannot say about race when you are being overheard. As I gather up my papers in the interview room, to leave, he looks at me, and says: I dont
  come to work to punish people.


  I meet the Policeman again.


  I am on the double-decker bus heading south, from the concrete and towers at Elephant and Castle, empty on the top deck except for a crumpled fried-chicken box, filled with little brown bones.
  The road is drab: scuffed-up launderettes, dimly lit betting shops, dead bingo halls, and twirling doner kebabs. Drizzle wets the tarmac. I count two daytime white drinkers, scuttling into a
  scruffy locals-only pub.


  Nobody is about until the road meets a small park, bushes blossoming with plastic litter: white and blue bags, hanging crinkled on railings, caught in the spring trees. I know this green. Like
  so many others, in South London, it is a gathering place for the tramps and the hoodies, who sit around smoking skunk on the damp benches, overlooked by African churches in defunct seventies office
  buildings. These high-street windows are covered in thick red curtains, to cover the prayer hall in the dingy open plan, where finger-wagging Nigerian preachers warn of the demons amongst us.


  The electronic voice chimes: Camberwell Green.


  There is a whole African city in London. With more than 550,000 people this would be a city the size of Sheffield. And it has grown almost 45 per cent since 2001.


  African London is rich and poor: a city where I have seen Mayfair champagne fights and single mums rummaging through food banks. A city to fill a thousand notebooks. But for the most part the
  hundreds of stories I hear are from a poor city: of scrubbers and security guards. They tell me African London began here, in the estates between Peckham and Camberwell Green, right back in the
  1990s, when this was the first little patch of London Nigerians and Sierra Leoneans felt was really their own.


  I jump off the bus and rush. The Policeman is waiting.


  The whole McDonalds thumps with low-level beats and happy music. I am meeting the Policeman upstairs. I look over the tables: African men slump back, worried, maybe waiting, whilst a wet
  Afghan, in a thick coat, hovers around the toilet. The main table is taken. Plugged into music a black guy is emitting a vibe not to get too close. He slouches wearing thick gold-rimmed shades and
  mouthing the words to his song.


  The whole place smells of frying fats and cleaning fluids. But this is neutral space: the kind of place people can talk, where migrants can take calls, receive friends, and generally be
  unmolested after a 99p espresso. And this is the place where a wasteman comes, sits back and enjoys his buzz for a little while. Nobody bothers anyone upstairs at the Camberwell
  McDonalds.


  The Policeman is waiting. His police jacket is under a black mac covered in tiny watery beads from the rain. Sitting there, he looks more like a security guard with twitching bug-like eyes. He
  has carefully trimmed himself a circle beard, but his mouth droops with exhaustion. All morning, he has been on patrol  stopping and searching, every block, every street, every park, every
  cul-de-sac, all the way from here to the Old Kent Road. He is the man in charge. But he still triggers a grin.


  He cant lose that accent.


  Good ta meet ya, man . . .


  Policemen are not normally black. Minorities make up 55 per cent of London. But they are only 10 per cent of its police. Policemen are rarely immigrants. Not normally men who
  began right at the bottom, without the right papers.


  I wasnt always in the force.


  The Policeman sips some tap water. And tells me he used to be one of those melancholy African men muttering round the other tables, swapping work tips for cigarettes in the back corner of
  McDonalds, worrying as the rain patters away.


  When I landed . . . this city was another place.


  He looks searching into me: why do I want this story, why am I interested in him and not some politicians. And then, warily, calmed that in the McDonalds everything is recorded on
  multiple CCTV, in case this is some sting, he begins to tell me, slowly and stoically, everything that has happened. Comfortable, because these clunky cameras do not record well enough to make out
  sound.


  My London began in 1989 . . .


  The plane was landing. He wriggled in his seat. He was about to discover a vast, almost imaginary city where freedom and suffocation are a daily occurrence, an endless ritual, a constant dance.
  His hands were shaking. This was the beginning.


  I felt . . . pumped. I was ready to go. Like my life was about to begin. This was London, my London . . . And I thought the streets would be paved with gold. I thought the money would be
  growing on trees. And that I would be there . . . picking it easy.


  Through passport control his thoughts raced manically. He thought his dream business would soon be milking it. Money would soon be flowing back home. He thought he might become a millionaire, or
  even more: the next big one.


  Those first few days were vertiginous and free. He wandered breathless along supermarket aisles. He marvelled at uncountable brands and choices. His eyes swelled with the giddying sophistication
  of the Bakerloo Line and Green Park station. His heart fluttered at the electro-shimmering adverts in Piccadilly Circus. He knew, instantly, everything was possible, everything was permitted, in
  this bombastic city of stucco and glass. Be it money  or love.


  Six months later I was crying myself to sleep . . . I was homeless.


  London was glinting, giving nothing up.


  He clasped his hands together in the African church on Camberwell Green. There was nothing for it. He mumbled to angels as the gospel grew louder. He was ashamed. The women were singing louder
  and louder. But this was not how he was supposed to live. He hated pulling little tricks to find a bed to sleep in: little pieces of cunning, like calling up his friends, ones he barely even knew,
  and inviting himself round, eking out the evening until the Tubes were shut off, before suggesting, with his eyes on the floor, it was too late to schlep home.


  The glass walls of the McDonalds whisper with tiny impacts. The Policeman flicks his eyes onto these windows lashed with thousands of rushing rain beads. His face hardly budges except for
  his mouth. There is no emotion there. It is all in his voice, with its pauses and quivers, as he hesitates, now this all seems so far away.


  I was ashamed and embarrassed and upset . . . I was lost, I was broken, I was ready to do anything . . . to stay in this city, to stay in this world. So, that meant becoming not the
  businessman I had wanted to be. It meant becoming a kitchen boy.


  The first work he found was in Liverpool Street serving bankers. He felt tiny in this canyon of jagged glass. The financiers ate decorative food off porcelain plates, whilst in the backrooms he
  pulled encrusted grease off a cauldron with a paint scraper. The dishwashers could smell his misery. The bankers would snap their fingers. The waiters uncorked hundreds of wine bottles. They raked
  it in. But, back in the kitchen, the Irish manager barked and snarled at the Africans that one broken porcelain plate was one weeks wages.


  It was almost like accepting the hierarchy. I was an African person. And these were the white people. Like naturally thats how it should be. There were a lot of Irish and
  Australian chefs . . . But the kitchen boys were all Nigerians and Ghanaians. That was when I realized, thats the pecking order . . .


  Here was the golden city he dreamt of in African shanties. He was finally here. But he was discovering that migrants like him clean, wait and guard the golden city. Never really to enter. Here
  he was swilling down the tenderloin-steak plates of hedge-funders and commodity-hustlers. As close as he could get: but hardly there.
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  I hated myself.


  The kitchen boys told him there was work in a hotel in rich mans Chelsea. Laundry work. Down in the basement. But good money. Those ten years were nothing but steam. Nothing but the
  whirring machine and the smell of soap. Hours where his hands would sort through piles of stained sheets. They kept on coming, but there was one joy towards the end: when Mariah Carey was in
  residence he found her knickers. Pinning them up on the notice-board, he became a hotel hero.


  Since we did that every other person started looking for dem stars underpants. Everyone was wow . . . and wanted to touch them.


  He lets out a sad laugh, and looks around him, the way policemen do, at the old African man in glasses and a tweed suit peering at some scribbles on a piece of paper, squinting so hard, and at
  the two Polish tracksuits, gobbling and ignoring each other, the way only exhausted boys in the building team can do, and his eyes linger for a moment on the sallow black crack addict mumbling to
  an empty packet of chips on the table in the corner. And then
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