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PROLOGUE

From the bar at the top of London’s tallest tower, where I have been only once, you can see the whole city like a model village. Train tracks stretching out towards the suburbs. Streets that do not form a nice grid, as I imagine New York or Tokyo do from above, but wind around, run into buildings, seem to disappear into the river. Confusing if you are on the ground. A ball-ache if you are riding around trying to find addresses, every minute worth money, every wrong turning costing you. But from high up, things make more sense. You can see how the city works, how it breathes.

If you are gazing down from that tower, you might think things are pretty much the same in London as they were fifty years ago. The cars are better and the lines of traffic are thicker, and there are steel and chrome buildings where there probably used to be low-rise concrete blocks, and everyone is carrying a phone, but people are doing what they always did: getting themselves to work, earning money, going back home from work. Under the ground where you cannot see them, even more people are doing the same thing. In the sky above the tower, some of the luckier or richer ones are escaping the whole game for a little while, going somewhere else. So far, so familiar.

But on the roads themselves, things are not the same as they have always been – not even the same as they were ten years ago. There is one massive change, which would be obvious straight away to someone who had time-travelled from 2010 and been brought back. It is that one in four people on the roads now is a cyclist, or a motorcyclist with a backpack, and another one in four is a private taxi driver. And these people are not just working for a boss in an office; they are working for you. You click a button if you want a book, or a vintage dress, or a microwave, or more or less anything else. You get them to pick you up if you are out drinking and it is too much effort to catch a bus home. You select a restaurant, and one of these guys goes there for you and brings you dinner in a bag.

The system is a fair one – you have earned your money; you pay another guy to ride to your house with a pizza. But it is even better than most transactions of the same kind because you hardly have to see the person doing the work. You just get a notification on your phone that says, ‘Your order is being collected by Damir.’ Who Damir Kovačevíc is, why he needs the money, what he is thinking: none of this has anything to do with you. In fact, at the time this story begins in 2021, you can select ‘contactless delivery’ and you might not see Damir at all. Whoever he is, he will leave the bag on your doorstep and ride away on his silver bike. Even if you do not select this option, he will hand the bag over as fast as possible and say thank you before turning away and disappearing. 

This is not just how London works now, it is how everywhere works. And do not think I am criticizing you for taking part in it, for calling me over to your house. It is nothing personal, this system. That is why people love it. 

But we have to talk about what happened when it did get very personal. When it was not just about your food coming quickly. When the guy on the bike became a real human, for that one summer at least.



   

PART ONE:

OUTSIDE




   

1

Quack! Quack! Quack! Quack! Quack!

It is the most irritating alarm on the iPhone, which is why Goran and I both use it; you cannot ignore it, have to turn it off straight away. And that means getting out of bed, because the phone needs to be charging overnight. Without phone charge we cannot work, and the only socket is on the other side of the room. If the landlady Caroline had her dream, there would probably be none at all; we would be communicating by writing letters and using a generator to watch TV.

I slide off my mattress, which is on the floor, and walk over to turn off the ducks. Eight a.m. exactly, but part of me has been half-awake for a couple of hours, the way it always happens when the body is expecting an alarm. Light has been coming through the cheap blackout blind for some time, falling on my guitar in the corner, my clothes folded neatly by the mattress. Lorries have been rattling past for a while, too, making the windows shake; although ours is only a side street, in the mornings you would think it was the busiest road in London. None of this is a problem; it is good to be awake, good to be ready, when you do what we do. 

Across the hall, in his bedroom, I can hear Goran doing exactly the same – except he catches his toe on something, one of the multiple items littering his floor at all times, and swears in the language of Dalmatia, where we come from, using a word so strong you would be surprised to hear it in prison. We are out in the hall to say hi at exactly the same moment, like synchronized dancers.

‘Di si.’

‘Di si.’

The bathroom is next to my room, the kitchen next to his. That is it: you have had the tour. My bike, the Silver Fox, stands in the kitchen, waiting for action. There is only one chair. But it is not as if we sit down for breakfast. We do not spend much time in the kitchen at all, in fact. For a start, there is a part of the floor where if you tread too hard it feels like you will go straight through like Alice in Wonderland, except without such fun consequences. That is not the main reason, though. The main reason is time. Time is what we sell. 

Every second counts. That is a phrase I have in a note on my iPhone. Only a couple of months after I arrived from Split, I went into an Indian restaurant for a pickup and a man was saying it, laughing: ‘Every second counts, mate!’ I did not know what he was referring to, but I liked the sound of it, and noted it down. Ever since then I have been adding to the list of English phrases, things you hear outside a pub or in a crowded pizza place waiting for your order number to be called. The expressions you do not learn at school. Ball-ache. Fuck this for a game of soldiers (I heard a customer say this when he was turned away from a restaurant). It’s gone down the absolute shitter (a man in the pub referred this way to county cricket, although even now I do not fully know what that is). But ‘every second counts’ is my favourite. It is perfect. If you are one second too slow in pressing the screen to accept a job, someone else will take it. Sometimes it feels like you only have to be one second late knocking on a customer’s door with food before they start to complain, your rating goes down, the algorithm selects other riders over you, and soon there is less food on your table. 

Often Goran burns the toast and the smoke alarm screams. The alarm is one of the only things in the flat that works; in fact it works too well, it is terrified if you cook anything at all. Goran is one metre ninety, so although he is always the one to disturb the alarm, he is also able to shut it up with a punch. This morning, though, the alarm is quiet. I eat an energy bar. We get these in a box of twenty for £1.49 and you sometimes do not need to eat lunch after them. The coffee is also £1.49, for a jar the size of a barrel. It is a brand from a country we cannot be sure of, and it does not exactly taste like coffee, just like the beers in our fridge are not quite what you think of when you think of the taste of beer.

Into the bathroom. Again, not much time for a beauty regime, we are not the Kardashians. A Kardashian, for example, would probably have a toilet seat which stayed in one place, and a shower which did not give them an electric shock, but that is not how things go around here. This morning I am lucky with the shower; no shock, and a steady flow of water, which means the couple downstairs are not using their shower. If both are running at the same time, it is a tug of war to see who actually gets wet. But Goran slides several centimetres to the left as he sits on the seat, even though he only fixed it the other week. ‘Jesus and Mary Christ,’ he mutters; this is his normal sort of curse, even though I do not think this was her surname because of the unusual family situation. ‘The rodeo, again.’

‘We’ll have to ask Caroline to sort it,’ I say, and we laugh: it is a running joke. We both know if we want the toilet or shower or kitchen floor fixed, we would be better off rubbing a lamp for a genie than calling Caroline, whom we have never met. Goran is in the shower next and I get my jacket on, my backpack ready. The uniform is important, like every detail. Goran and I are elites, which means the algorithm sends us more jobs, and better-paid ones; especially Goran, because of his motorbike. He picks up his biking trousers and socks and boots from the floor of his bedroom where, as usual, they are lying in a heap like a dead man’s clothes found by a river.

Phones charged to 100 per cent. As soon as we select ‘Begin Shift’, they will start to chat at us about where the hubs are, what is the volume of drops so far today. I clatter my bike down the stairs, where there is always a pile of leaflets for food places. SPECIAL NEW DEALS AT ORCHID. Every week for two years, even in lockdown, they have put this leaflet through our door. The special new deal is always the same: free Coke or Fanta when you order two mains. There is a good chance that Goran or I, or both of us, will visit Orchid at some point today, but not as customers.

In the narrow stairwell we can hear activity from the flat beneath ours, a similar set of rituals going on. The occupants of this flat are a British Asian couple; now and again we see each other at one end of the day or the other. Goran once got into a conversation with them and found out that the guy drives for Uber, as well as the woman’s occupation, and both their names. But that same night we went out drinking and he lost all the information except the Uber part. With every day that passes, it feels less likely we will get a chance to start that conversation again. 

Out of the door, next to the sign: CECIL COURT. There is a much more famous Cecil Court you can find on Google, near Leicester Square, with fancy bookshops and cafés, and I think my father believes that is the one we live in. I walk Goran to the lockup where he keeps his beloved motorbike, the Empress. There is just about room in this shed for three bikes. One day, when I have saved enough, we will need a place with room for four. I am not too far away from getting the money. Not for the first time, the place has not been shut up properly; the door opens without Goran having to work the padlock. ‘It takes thirty seconds,’ he mutters, ‘fuck my life, what is wrong with them?’

By ‘them’ he means Mario and Bartosz, our two friends who share the lockup. These two guys are such opposites physically that they could be out of some folk tale where there is a moral about not judging by appearances. Bartosz is from Poland, so thin he could be made from coat-hangers, and he has rosacea on his face so always looks a little hot or embarrassed. He and another rider used to keep their e-bikes in the hallway outside their rented flat; they were not in the way, and the landlord had agreed on this when he showed them round. But then the guy read on Twitter that e-bikes can be dangerous if they overheat, and said they had to find somewhere else for them. They politely complained about this and he threw them out the next day with no notice. 

Mario found space for Bartosz at his own flat: in some ways he is the team captain. Mario is a powerful man with no hair and has the kind of playful aggression where his idea of fun is to punch you a little too hard on the arm, or make you drink four shots even though you were hoping to go home. He is from Split, like us, and he was the first person we heard of who came here to London. Goran was next, in 2016. A couple of years after that, it was my turn, because I go where Goran goes. He says, ‘I have a plan,’ and I listen.


‘Good luck, bro,’ Goran says now. We are not brothers by blood, but with every day we spend here, it feels more like we are. We high-five, as every morning, and Goran straddles the red-green motorbike – a pat on its side, like it is a favourite horse – and roars around the corner. 

Maybe our paths will cross. There are hubs – the burger place, Superior Pizzas, Orchid Chinese – which come up many times. Or it could be the kind of day where we just stay in touch by texting, between drops: quiet one today. Speak for yourself, I am doing great. Fuck you, bro. 

As long as one of us is having a profitable day, both of us are. 

In the evening, perhaps we will hang out with the others. Since we have been here – except for the part last year when it was illegal – Mario has always sent out regular drinking invitations on the riders’ WhatsApp group. You bring your own beer, bitch about the day you had, maybe celebrate something with a toast. Mario has always got some reason to celebrate. A cousin is here. A cousin has graduated, back home. Someone we don’t even know has graduated. Someone Mario does not even know. The way he phrases social invitations is like the way he grabs you and offers you the shots in a pub: it is kind, but also, you do not have a choice. Sometimes there are riders from four or five countries, and we joke and laugh in English although none of us is thinking in it. It can be midnight, even one in the morning when we head for home. There is no boss to worry about; you are the boss. Anyway, we know we will be up when the alarms go off. We are a team.

More likely, tonight it will just be me and Goran, back where we started the day, sitting on one of our mattresses with the budget beers. Even if there is an invitation to the group, it will only come at the last minute, because none of us can really know how long the work day will be. We will go where the algorithm tells us, and only stop when it has nothing more for us. 

I select ‘Begin Shift’ and my feet are on the pedals, waiting for orders which might come from anywhere, from any of those people seen from the top of the tower. 

Every second counts. The race is on. And we love the race. We love the fun parts of the lifestyle here, sure: getting a little drunk at Mario’s place, sending messages back and forth, having bike races, planning future holidays, future adventures of all kinds when we have a little more money saved. But whether we admit it or not – whether we even really know it – we love the race itself. 



   

2

The familiar vibrations of the phone and the little noises. Bloop-bloop-BLOOP, a three-parter, means a job is available. And then a sort of ‘ting’ when the app confirms you have got it, and gives you the pickup address. Sometimes the bloop-bloop-BLOOP is the only thing I can hear in my head, when I shut my eyes at night. It feels like a musical phrase, like an electronic fragment in a pop song. I build tunes around it in my brain, imagine words going along with the rhythm of it. I-want-YOU. Or Here-we-GO. When I am composing lyrics, my brain goes automatically into English, because that is the language of pop music. The dream is not to be a folk singer in some shitty basement in Zagreb, playing to twenty men with beards who nod solemnly at the technique, go home and write a blog nobody reads. I want to be big. In London everything is big. That is the point of London. That is what we came here for. 

There are riders out everywhere already, even on a Sunday. At the start of every morning I see other people like me, pulling the invisible levers that make the city go round. The guys collecting the bins, leaping down for them, emptying them, never meeting whoever made all that rubbish; the Uber drivers whose names you are unlikely to read, certainly not to remember. It feels good to get my first couple of orders in the bank: a couple of pounds for this one, a couple of pounds for that – although we never quite know how much we have earned until later, because there is no time to stop and do math. On this Sunday, like most Sundays, there are an hour or so of breakfast orders: coffees, bacon rolls. When I first came here, it surprised me that people would pay for the delivery of two coffees in a tray instead of walking a couple of blocks, but the surprise has long gone. And the lockdowns have made everyone used to staying indoors, summoning us. 

Coffee orders are annoying because they have to be zipped into the compartment of my backpack to stay upright, and even then they can spill if they have not been clingfilmed properly. Gradually, though, the drops get more interesting, more profitable. I pick up a whole roast lunch from a pub which has been doing deliveries since not long after the pandemic began. Lamb, potatoes, wilted greens; a bottle of white wine. ‘Keep it as level as you can,’ says the publican, who has a small, neat moustache. We have had versions of this conversation before; he talks about his roasts like I am delivering antique furniture. ‘And be as quick as you can, this stuff needs to arrive hot.’ 

This, of course, is a needless thing to say to a delivery rider, to someone for whom time and money are the same thing. Does he think I am going to take a detour to the park and wander around the flowerbeds for a little bit before dropping off the food? Nobody wants this job done quicker than Damir Kovačević. Less than ten minutes after leaving the Old Oak, I am leaving the bag on a doorstep just off Roundwood Street. I have been to this house before, two or three times. A dog is barking in the next house every time. The doorbell rings in a three-part phrase which reminds me of a couple of different pop songs. You could almost say I am a regular visitor here, but not a visitor who would be recognized.

Mask on; contactless delivery. As a customer, there is a box you can tick to request this. Fewer people are doing it now, compared even with a few months ago, but the app is still very keen to remind you. Your safety is paramount to us. (This is where I learned the word ‘paramount’; before that it was just a film studio.) I see movement through a window; they will come and grab the food when I am on my way. No interaction. No problems. Almost certainly no tip, either. The app gives an option to tip me, but why would they do that if we have not even spoken? Why would they do it at all, is probably the real question. They paid for the meal. They are paying for it to be delivered. I am not serving them in a restaurant; that is the whole point. I am removing the need for them to go to a restaurant.

By late afternoon it has got warmer but also started to rain, a trick which London does all the time in summer and an uncomfortable combination for someone trying to cover the city as fast as possible. My jacket is the lightweight version – there is another one for winter. There has not been a day since 2017 I did not wear one of these two jackets, including Christmas Day. You might be surprised how many people order on Christmas Day. London is never all on holiday at the same time.

I have removed the jacket and am leaning against a wall, sipping from my water bottle – which I refill from time to time in restaurant bathrooms – texting Goran, and Petra, my sister back home. We confirm our weekly Zoom call for late that night. I have not been back to Croatia since I arrived here, and I miss sitting in the kitchen with her at one a.m., hearing about her shifts at the pizza place, Petra normally (to dip into my iPhone note) off her tits after a couple of joints. If she could get her shit together, maybe she could be working over here, too. But if anyone in my family had their shit together, which has not been the case since Mum died, maybe we would not have come here in the first place.

Bloop-bloop-BLOOP. Come-to-ME. A Japanese restaurant, a fifteen-minute ride; a little out of the way, not a place I have been many times. ‘Accept Job.’ The ‘ting’: I have got in before anyone else. The place is called Tokyo Kyoto. Because of what happens next, those are words which will live in my head for ever. 

Even before I reach the address, the company’s app has already sent the customer a note saying, in a tone like they are friends: congratulations, your food is on its way! This, in turn, is because the restaurant has told the app that the order is all done, whether it is or not. Everyone in the chain is doing this; everyone is lying slightly. If the customer gets angry because something goes wrong, nobody will blame the restaurant or the app. They will blame the guy who shows up at the door. 

Rain in my bike lights as I pedal; sweat down my back. As soon as I walk in: problems. The bag is not on the counter. I call out. A man comes out who looks so hot he might have been in the oven an hour himself. He says sure, OK, give me a minute, we are up against it here. I am standing helplessly by the counter, smelling food. My stomach gets the wrong idea and starts to say: good man Damir, I assume we are about to eat. I have tried to train my body not to anticipate a meal like this every time I smell food, but sometimes it cannot be avoided. Since the energy bars, I have had nothing; I approached a Subway at one point, but a notification came.

The sweating man comes out of the kitchen with a large package. I thank him, like I always do, even when I have been screwed as hard as this. Look at the app for the destination, which pops up when I input the code on the delivery bag. Backpack on and I am pedalling like the Slovenian cycling prodigy Tadej Pogačar, whom Goran and I like to watch in the Tour de France. I could do that, says Goran as he watches Pogačar slamming through the gears and rocketing up the mountain. He is only half-joking. I was never as fast as Goran, never had piston legs like him, but I can move pretty fast when I have to – which is always. The trouble is that, especially in rain, you also have to be a little bit careful.

Water is streaming out of my hair, which is long at the moment; there is never time to see a barber, and anyway, that costs money. I have to keep reaching to wipe the streams out of my eyes, because my eyes are pretty important if I want to stay alive. Everybody on a road makes little mistakes, but cyclists are at the bottom of the chain, like the little fish that get swallowed up by the whales. My mistakes will not kill anyone else, but theirs could kill me. An Uber in front of me slows without warning – taking people to food while I am taking food to people. Someone wanders across the street where they should not, or a lorry rumbles behind me: I perceive these things so quickly that sometimes I feel I almost looked into the future; I reacted to them before they even happened. On a motorbike, Goran says, this feeling of being wired to the streets is the same, but faster. One day I will know. I have ridden on the Empress, of course, clinging to Goran’s back, screaming as he wove between a bus and a van, but to be in charge of the machine is what I want. To be a machine, a money-earning machine, with the wheels underneath me.

40 Laurel Gardens is in a smart part of the neighbourhood, very much smarter than where we live. The houses are more widely spaced. Trees are planted all along the pavement. This is very nice for the homeowners, and a source of oxygen as we learn at school, but what they did not teach you at school was that trees are a pain in the ass for delivery riders because they make it difficult to see house numbers. To make it worse, Laurel Gardens’ numbers do not seem to be laid out in a normal way: a psychopath has arranged it so that they go up one side, but down the other, and many doors do not have a number at all. The app’s GPS has got me this far, but now the little dot is flicking around the screen and the phone is shrugging its shoulders and saying, good luck, Kovačević, my friend. Every second counts. Sweat is starting to run into my eyes along with the rainwater. 

Big dark blue door. The number ‘40’ in brass. This cannot be a contactless delivery, because I need to explain the lateness, explain it was not my fault. I knock and, almost at once, the door swings open. It is like someone has been crouched there waiting to kick it open, as in the war that was happening when Goran and I were born. A man is standing there. He is about forty-five years old. His hair is dark and turning a little grey at the front; he has keen blue eyes, a handsome face. He is wearing a white T-shirt which shows off significant pecs, three-workouts-a-week muscles.

‘Sorry for the delay …’ I begin.

‘What a joke.’


‘Sorry,’ I try again, ‘but unfortunately the restaurant was not ready, so …’

‘I mean, it would have been quicker to go to fucking Japan and pick it up from there.’

‘The order was not ready when I arrived,’ I persist, ‘so again I apologize if …’

‘Sure, sure.’ He is nodding sarcastically, like my story is the maddest excuse he has ever heard. ‘Well – good luck with your review.’ 

He turns to go back into his big house, shuts the heavy blue door. I almost stumble physically at what he has said. Whether he knows it or not, he has struck at the most vulnerable point of a rider’s brain. My rating is all the power I really have. If it stays high, the algorithm keeps pushing jobs to me, because I make the company look good. If I remain in the ‘elite’ bracket – over 4.5 average – my pay rate is slightly higher and there are little bonuses. Already, the way we live is tight; if I lost these bonuses, it would be almost impossible.

On top of this, even if it seems stupid to say, there is my pride. Sure, maybe what I do is not full of glory. I am not walking down the red carpet with paparazzi yelling over here Damir, great burger you dropped the other night! But I do my work well; I make sure people are satisfied. My rating is a badge that shows I work hard and care about my tasks. And now a man is threatening in a casual way to stick a knife into that reputation, which I have built up over hundreds of deliveries in rain and snow, through rude customers and shitty incompetent restaurants, through being ill or injured or just tired as a dog. And all for something which, really, I have no more control over than I have control over the winner of the dancing show on TV, which I see through windows on Saturday nights.

I need to confirm with the app that the drop is done: it will be logged in My Jobs and a small amount of money will appear there, with a green tick. My finger slides around uselessly on the screen, though, because of the rain; I cannot make contact with the button. It is a restless feeling; no more jobs will be offered until this one is officially completed. All these minutes add up. Plus, because I am still across the road from number 40, from the angry man, I feel like I can still see him, his contemptuous face. Ten seconds later, like this is an anxiety dream, I can see him. The front door has opened again.

‘Hey! Hey!’

My customer is holding out the package like a bag of dog shit. ‘This is the wrong order, mate! Does this look like three people’s food to you?’

Ajme! I say in my head, an exclamation that can mean almost anything you want it to. What it means right now is that I am starting to wonder if the man has psychological difficulties. How am I meant to know that there are three people in his house waiting to be fed? Does he think that when he places his order, an assistant comes out of my phone and says, ‘This is for Mr Smith, who has a wife and child’? Does he imagine I sit, when I have collected each order, and count exactly how many grains of rice are included? 

‘I don’t know.’

‘You don’t know.’ He is opening the bag now, taking items out, shaking his head. He opens one of the little containers and holds it out to me. ‘I mean what are these?’

‘They are edamame beans,’ I say, my stomach sighing at the thought of what they would taste like in my mouth. 

‘I can see that they’re fucking edamame beans!’ he snorts. The words sound crazy together; who in history has been this angry over edamame? ‘My point is, this is not the order!’ 

And here a thing happens which is over very quickly, and yet feels to me like a moment of real brutality. He clatters open the black bin, partly hidden by a big bush; he throws the entire box in, and slams down the lid. I lose my breath for a second.

‘Would you like me to – should I go back and …’

But the guy is waving his hand in the air to dismiss it, to dismiss me; he is moving away. ‘Forget it. Absolute clown car.’ 

As the blue door slams for the second time, I try to make my brain understand everything that I have seen. That the guy either holds me responsible or is too angry to care; that he is prepared to throw away good food in front of me. And that he can afford to waste it like that, probably not even get a refund; simply order a second dinner.


I find my hands are shaking a little on the handlebars and the wet uniform T-shirt feels like it is stuck to me, like – although this is stupid – it will be impossible to take off even when I get home. I wheel the bike into where there is a sort of gap between some houses and the others, which turns out to be a tiny street of its own. VINTNER MEWS. I shake rainwater out of my hair, again. I want to text Goran but I do not even quite know what I am thinking. 

*

I go to the riders’ drinks, but it must be pretty obvious that I am not in the mood. Mario puts a massive arm around me. ‘You’re quiet, man.’ 

‘Yeah, just had a shitty customer. Blamed me for the wait, when … you know.’ 

‘Some of the people here,’ says Bartosz, rubbing his red cheeks, shaking his head.

We do this every drinking session, but usually complaining about Londoners is a kind of sport, the way old ladies complain about buses, or Goran about the lockup and our bathroom conditions. We enjoy it, the same way people in every profession probably enjoy it; it is almost disappointing if someone has not had a nightmare customer, a psychotic taxi driver, an idiot restaurant, to deal with. Tonight I cannot feel the fun of it, somehow; do not want to dramatize the story for my friends to laugh, or shout and swear. I tell Goran I will be going home early. 


‘Are you OK?’ When he asks, it is in a different tone from the others; it is like the answer really matters. 

‘Yeah. Got to do a Zoom with Dad, that’s all.’

‘I’ll see you back there, man.’ 

My pace, as I unlock the Silver Fox from the bike stand and get back in the saddle, is nowhere near the great cyclist Pogačar anymore; more like Pogačar’s elderly aunt going for the newspaper. 

Plenty of people have been rude to me, these three years. If the toppings have bled from the pizza because it went on its side, the customer will not be toasting you with a gin and tonic when you arrive. It does not matter that you are probably blameless. You accept the criticism; it is the job. But what has happened this evening feels different from most of what I have encountered in London so far. 

I feel I have learned something about how some people see us here, something that has not presented itself so strongly before. And that it is something I did not want to know. 

*

As usual for a Zoom call, Dad is sitting in the study, near Mum’s electric piano, which we could not bring ourselves to sell after she died. I check that his back is feeling OK, that he is doing his physio exercises. He lies and says that he is; Petra makes a face at me behind his back. We talk about the Euro football: England will be playing Croatia soon. Dad is confident. ‘It’s the thirteenth, the suckers.’ He has always claimed the number thirteen is lucky, not the opposite. It is something to do with Jesus and his twelve apostles although, as Mum once said, Jesus himself would have been a lot luckier if he had one fewer of them. 

A couple of times a month I send cash at the MoneyGram place in the Post Office. Partly so they can buy useful things, a new orthopaedic cushion for him, a servicing of Petra’s car so she does not kill herself driving to the pizza place. And partly so that Dad is reassured that things are good here. That the plan is working. I am sending money so that they see I can send money. To back this up, I always make sure I am very upbeat when the conversation goes on to work. Yes, a really busy week! Normally this is true, but it takes energy to hit that upbeat tone, and tonight my heart is not quite willing to do it. To make things worse, the call keeps glitching. They need a faster connection, one of those boosters, but I cannot do everything.

‘… sorry, Dad, I lost you for a second there.’

‘I just said, anyone I should know about, anything happening like that?’ 

Petra makes a stupid teasing noise, kissing the back of her hand, and my thighs feel sore from the bike, and I snap a little. ‘No, Papa, there is not “anyone” to tell you about because I have been on the fucking bike twelve hours a day as usual.’

There is a little pause and I immediately want to stick a fork in my eye. He clears his throat. ‘Well, I’m sorry, Dam, I just like hearing about what’s going on.’

Even though of course we make friends again, the conversation keeps coming back to haunt me as I lie on the mattress, having eaten a bowl of reheated pasta and said goodnight to Goran. Across the hall come the sounds of his favourite YouTube channel, wrestling commentators going wild over something I cannot see. Soon, his animal snoring, which I do not mind: the sound is kind of comforting, like rain on the windows. I think of Dad lying in the half-empty bed, wondering when he will next get to chat to me. 

When I close my eyes I see the guy dropping the edamame beans into the black bin, can hear again and again the sound of them hitting the bottom of the bin. And this is not a sound I can make into a song. It is more like an itch on the skin, something I can feel even through sleep. 
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I have various tactics to trick the brain out of focusing on being hungry, or too hot: biting my lip till it hurts a little, thinking of cycling races, remembering one day the planet will die, et cetera. The best one is something Mum taught me. Spot an ant, in a pool of partly dried Coke on the floor, in a crack between paving slabs – wherever. By concentrating hard, focusing intently on that one ant, I notice a dozen others in my peripheral vision, and my mind settles for a few seconds on their little lives instead of being trapped in mine. 

I am doing this, staring at a busy colony outside the burger place, Bartosz next to me, drinking from my water bottle. I shared it with him because it is a hot day, and his face is even redder than usual; he looks a couple of degrees away from actually setting on fire. There are two thoughts to hold off, at least for a few minutes. The smell of frying food is making my stomach beg for things it cannot have, and – having hydrated myself very well – I feel like I need to piss for ten minutes straight. It was a long wait to get an order, because several riders converged on the burger place at the same time, and the queue has been long, too. We are not allowed inside until they call the order number. We stand in our helmets, with our backpacks, in our sweat, while real customers walk past us without looking. A crazy drunk guy in the square is playing Bob Marley from an old-fashioned stereo, dancing in a jerky, unhinged way. I feel my feet going with it. I want to be singing; I want my guitar in my hands, not the greasy white bag I am waiting to receive.

‘Forty-four!’ yells the man behind the grill. ‘Two patties, no cheese; American extra!’ Bartosz nudges me. This is his, the next will be mine. I go towards the bathroom; I am not going to be one of these riders who do it in an alleyway and are criticized on radio phone-ins (the riders’ WhatsApp group discusses this sometimes). But the door will not give when I push it: there is a code. I look for help at the man behind the counter: tall Black guy, mask, sweating, steam in his face.

‘Toilet’s customer-only,’ he says, not looking up.

‘We are customers, man.’ Bartosz is standing up for me. For a skinny guy he has a lot of physical courage; he once deliberately rode his bike right into someone who had just stolen a woman’s bag. She took his number and said there would be a reward, but he never heard anything. ‘Pickup is still customers.’

‘You got to be dining to use them.’


‘Piece of crap,’ mutters Bartosz, shaking his head. The guy is not even listening; he continues shouting out the orders to be collected. ‘I guess we just go through the possible combinations?’ Bartosz wants to take a degree in advanced math back at home one day; that is what he is working for. He specializes in doing the sums on what are the best times of day to work; when you are making the most. ‘Four digits means there’s ten thousand options, so I hope you are not too desperate.’

I laugh, gratefully; any time he spends backing me up is time wasted for him as well as me. ‘I’ll be OK, man. Get out there, see you soon.’ 

Bloop-bloop-BLOOP. What-is-THIS? I glance down at the phone: another order has come in for this place. I am quick as a snake; I take it, and will now leave here with two lots of food and get paid twice for a single pickup. These are the moments you hope for. I can wait to piss. A bad moment has become a good one. 

Backpack on, the bags neatly side by side. I get the first order dropped off – nice guy, answers door with a beer in hand, a possible tip – and I mount my bike again. I look at the postcode for drop two. I blink and read it again: 40 Laurel Gardens. 

It is the angry man’s house again. Jesus, Mary and Joseph Christ, as Goran would say. 

What is there to be done? I take a breath and wipe my forehead, and even though I want to see the guy’s face again like I want a second hole in the backside, I am pedalling towards his place. Of course, no trouble this time finding it. At the sight of the blue door and gate, the brass number 40, I briefly feel myself tense. But a part of me is saying, come on, Damir: we are on the side of right. I will not shuffle about like some rat. I am providing a service.

The bag in my left hand, I knock three times. The noise sounds loud on purpose, like I am a drummer. I shift around on the doorstep, conscious of my heavy bladder. Come on, for God’s sake. You are the one who ordered the food. I have not invited myself here for cocktails, man. Again, I could just leave the bag but, after what happened here before, I need to know they have collected it.

A voice. But not the man; a younger person, a girl. ‘The bike’s here.’ That is what the newcomer at the door is, to a customer: a bike with their food, which just happens to be piloted by a man. Someone else speaks: a woman. ‘Do I have to do literally everything around here?’ Humour, not anger, in her voice. I feel myself exhale as the door opens. I put the bag into the woman’s hands. She has a large amount of wavy black hair which hangs loose over her shoulders; she is wearing a black jumper with a coloured image. 

‘Thank you!’ she says. ‘Have a nice night!’ 

A tiny moment, but very different from what happened here before. To her, I was not just a bike after all: I was a human, even if I would never feature in her life again. My body registers this in a way, low down, that I cannot quite identify, but it leads to a feeling of relaxation. And because I am a human, what I need to do cannot be put off any longer. 

I glance to the side of the house, sneak into VINTNER MEWS. Down on the floor goes my backpack. Sixty seconds, I say to myself, come on, get it done and we roll. I stand hunched, facing the fence, aiming for shrubbery. It is hosing out of me, a tremendous relief, and then from behind me: Thump! Thump!

I look over my shoulder and my stomach drops. There is a high part of the angry man’s house I have not noticed: a loft conversion. There is a wide window and, from behind it, the teenage kid is hitting the glass to get my attention, laughing. It is not just embarrassing but dangerous to be caught like this, and as I strain to finish my task, my ears catch the sound of the dreaded blue door creaking open. My God. This house is cursed; my rating is dead. Maybe they will even make a formal complaint to the company. The Silver Fox might as well be at the bottom of
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