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Chapter One: The Sandwich Question
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The headquarters of the Grand Continental Cycling Tour was unusually quiet.

Mechanics polished bicycles.

Officials examined clipboards.

Television crews tested microphones.

Only one man appeared to have identified the event's greatest flaw.

"I'll have the sandwiches now."

Everyone looked up.

The cyclist stood in full racing kit. He was magnificent in the wrong direction. His jersey stretched heroically across his stomach, which projected from him like a ceremonial drum. His thighs were the size of respectable tree trunks.

"The sandwiches?" asked the receptionist.

"Yes."

"There aren't any."

The cyclist blinked.

"There aren't..."

"No."

"For the riders?"

"No."

"What do riders eat?"

"They usually bring something."

He looked around the building with genuine concern.

"You organised a two-hundred-kilometre race."

"Correct."

"And nobody thought of sandwiches."

"No."

He removed his helmet slowly.

"I don't believe this organisation understands endurance."
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He refused to collect his race number.

Instead he unfolded a small camping chair directly in the foyer.

"I shall wait."

Officials walked around him.

Volunteers stepped over his legs.

Every few minutes he called after passing employees.

"Still no sandwiches?"

"No."

"I see."

He wrote something in a notebook.

Nobody asked what.
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At eleven o'clock he announced his decision.

"If there are no sandwiches..."

He paused.

"...there will be no eating."

A marshal frowned.

"What?"

"I begin a hunger strike."

"A what?"

"A hunger strike."

"Because there aren't sandwiches."

"Exactly."

The marshal rubbed his forehead.

"You could simply buy one."

"Then what would become of principle?"

By lunchtime everyone in the building knew.

By two o'clock somebody had informed the local newspaper.

By four o'clock a television van arrived.
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The cyclist had improved his position considerably.

The camping chair had become a folding bed.

The folding bed had acquired a blanket.

Beside it stood a bedside lamp plugged into an extension cord.

Someone had brought him flowers.

A handwritten sign leaned against the pillow.

**HUNGER STRIKE UNTIL SANDWICHES ARE PROVIDED TO ALL RIDERS.**

The cameras loved it.
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A reporter crouched beside the bed.

"How long have you been refusing food?"

"Nearly six hours."

"How do you feel?"

"Weak."

"Light-headed?"

"Spiritually."

"What do you hope to achieve?"

"A sandwich."

The reporter nodded gravely.

"It has become about much more than sandwiches, hasn't it?"

"It has."

"What has it become?"

The cyclist looked into the camera.

"Dignity."
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The interview ended.

The cameras packed away.

The reporters thanked him.

The foyer became quiet once more.

He waited until the revolving door stopped turning.

Then he lifted the blanket.

From underneath the mattress he produced a paper bag.

Inside were four enormous sandwiches.

Smoked meat, all kinds of beef and lamb salami. Crunchy bread.

Cheese.

Pickles.

Two boiled eggs.

He looked both ways.

"One must keep one's strength."

He ate all four.

Then he carefully folded the empty paper bag and slid it back beneath the mattress.

When the security guard walked past a minute later, the cyclist lay perfectly still with one hand resting dramatically across his stomach.

"I am fading," he whispered.

Outside, television bulletins announced that the hunger strike had entered a critical stage.

The race would begin in less than twenty-four hours.
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Chapter Two: The Hunger Strike Grows
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The race did not begin.

Nine o'clock came.

Half past nine.

Ten.

The starting arch stood ready.

The cyclists stood ready.

The spectators stood ready.

Only the race itself refused to begin.

Officials moved anxiously through the headquarters of the National Cycling Federation.

"We cannot start."

"Why not?"

"The hunger strike."

"The sandwich protest?"

"Yes."

"The rider won't leave."

"No."

Outside, the waiting riders looked towards the headquarters.

"What's happening?"

"They're still negotiating."

"Negotiating what?"

"Sandwiches."

No one had imagined that the nation's biggest cycling race could be delayed over sandwiches.

Yet there it was.

The clock continued ticking.
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By midday the local television stations had arrived.

Then another.

Then another.

Camera operators stood outside the building, filming through the enormous glass windows.

Inside, the cyclist lay solemnly upon his folding bed.

A blanket covered him to the waist.

His bicycle leaned beside him like a loyal companion.

The sign next to the bed had been rewritten in thicker black letters.

**HUNGER STRIKE.**

**NO SANDWICHES. NO RACE.**

Every few minutes another reporter entered.

"How are you feeling?"

"Weaker."

"Will you continue?"

"I must."

"What is your message to the organisers?"

"Nobody should have to race hungry."

The interviews were broadcast throughout the afternoon.

The cyclist became the biggest story in town.
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Eventually the television crews packed away their cameras.

The foyer emptied.

The revolving doors stopped turning.

The building became quiet.

The cyclist listened carefully.

Silence.

He slowly sat upright.

From beneath the bed he produced a large insulated cooler.

Then another.

Then another.

He smiled.

"Now," he whispered, "to preserve my strength."

He unfolded a spotless white tablecloth over his knees.

His first meal consisted of thick slices of roast lamb with crisp lamb crackling.

Golden roast potatoes glistened with butter.

There were roasted carrots covered with honey.

Creamed spinach.

Fresh bread with butter melting into every slice.

He ate slowly, appreciating every mouthful.

When he finished, he opened another container.

Braised beef in rich gravy.

Creamy mashed potatoes.

Grilled sausages.

A bowl of buttery peas.

He finished everything.

Still he was not done.

For dessert he revealed an enormous Black Forest cake.

He cut a generous slice.

Then another.

Finally he poured himself coffee and ate two vanilla slices.

He leaned back contentedly.

"A difficult day," he sighed.
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The following morning the hunger strike continued.

The cameras returned.

The cyclist once again appeared pale.

He spoke softly.

"My strength is fading."

The reporters nodded sympathetically.

They thanked him and left.

The moment the doors closed, he reached beneath the mattress.

This time he produced roast chicken.

Garlic potatoes.

Fresh pasta in cream sauce.

A large bowl of potato salad.

Crusty bread.

Chocolate éclairs.

A bowl of strawberries covered in whipped cream.

He finished every bite.
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Around lunchtime an employee walking past slowed for a moment.

"Hm."

Another employee joined him.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"What?"

"I don't know."

"What is it?"

"He seems..."

The man hesitated.

"...fatter."

The second employee looked carefully.

"I thought so too."

"Perhaps it's just the angle."

"Perhaps."

They continued walking.
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Later that afternoon two mechanics passed the bed.

One glanced sideways.

"Didn't his jersey fit differently yesterday?"

"I believe it did."

"He looks..."

He lowered his voice.

"...slightly fuller."

The other mechanic nodded.

"I noticed that this morning."

Neither wished to say anything more.
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By the next day people throughout the building had begun quietly comparing notes.

"He looks broader."

"I think his face is rounder."

"His stomach wasn't touching the blanket before."

"Are you sure?"

"I am almost certain."

The whispers spread from office to office.

Nobody wished to accuse him.

Nobody wished to appear cruel.

Yet the same observation continued appearing in every conversation.

"He seems to be getting fatter."
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Soon the whispers escaped the building.

People discussed it in cafés.

At bus stops.

In bakeries.

Outside supermarkets.

The hunger strike was no longer the only story.

The man himself had become the story.

People leaned towards one another before speaking.

"They say he's putting on weight."

"During a hunger strike?"

"That's what everyone is saying."

"Impossible."

"So I thought."

By evening the rumours had become headlines.

**QUESTIONS OVER HUNGER STRIKE**

**IS THE HUNGER STRIKER GAINING WEIGHT?**

**WHISPERS SURROUND SANDWICH PROTEST**

The newspapers sold out within hours.

Inside the headquarters, the cyclist quietly finished a family-sized lasagne, four slices of garlic bread, a bowl of tiramisu and a plate of chocolate biscuits before lying back upon his bed, placing both hands peacefully across his stomach as the cameras returned.
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Chapter Five: The Sign Department
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The hunger strike continued.

The cyclist remained in the building of the Cycling Federation, which had by now ceased to feel like an office and had become something closer to a residence of national significance.

The bed stayed in the foyer.

The cameras stayed outside.

The negotiations had stopped being negotiations and had become routine updates.

The strike, everyone agreed, was ongoing.
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Inside, the cyclist had begun to worry.

Not about food.

Not about the race.

But about visibility.

He stood in front of his sign.

**HUNGER STRIKE**

He tilted his head.

Then he frowned.

“It is too small,” he said.

A clerk looked up from a desk.

“It is visible from the street.”

“That is not the same as impactful visibility.”

He tapped the cardboard with dissatisfaction.

“We are dealing with a matter of national importance.”
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By the next morning, the sign had doubled in size.

It now required two people to carry it.

It was placed beside the bed like a ceremonial monument.

The cyclist studied it again.

“Better,” he said.

“But still insufficiently expressive.”
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Meanwhile, beneath the foyer — in what had gradually been repurposed into an unofficial “rest area” — something else was taking place.

A small dining setup had been established.

It resembled a modest, elegant restaurant.

White tablecloth.

Warm lighting.

Carefully folded napkins.

It was not visible from the entrance unless one knew exactly where to look.

The cyclist referred to it as:

“Recovery nutrition support.”

He never mentioned it in interviews.
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When journalists entered the
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