
Matty and me, flying through the forest. We
haven’t even heard of mountain bikes; these
are ten-speed racers with thin tyres, dropped
handlebars and kickstands. You can feel every
root and rut through the narrow,
unshockabsorbed saddle.

A glance over my shoulder and Matty’s
right behind me and pedalling hard, the
normally playful set of his features hidden
behind a lip-biting mask of determination. I
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lift up out of the saddle and power on, another
twelve pedal pushes and the mud track forks
this way and that. That way is flat and wide
and clear, this way is a churned up cut-
through of mud and rocks. Matty goes that
way; I go this. And then I can’t see him, and
he can’t see me.

I shimmy and skid through the chaos
beneath my wheels. Only a fall can rob me of
another gloating victory; Matty will act like it
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chance to figure out why she wouldn’t take
my calls. Or maybe it was the other way
around, my I is up to mischief and I can’t be
sure of anything.

Except I can taste blood and my back
hurts worse than ever.

Not so long ago it hurt so bad I couldn’t
sleep. And when I can’t sleep Vicky can’t
sleep, and when Vicky can’t sleep, Vicky’s a
bitch. I phoned my mother and she sent me a
cheque for a new mattress. I phoned my father
and he gave me the family policy number. Dr
Hinchcliffe said my spine was a perfect ‘S’
shape. The x-rays, and the MRI scan
confirmed what he already knew: there was
nothing wrong with me. Maybe the pain in my
back was muscular; apparently you see it in a
lot of cycle couriers – all the stress and
physical demands of an Olympic cyclist, and
none of the technique. Add a heavy bag and
mad hour traffic and it’s no wonder your back
aches, son.

It feels like it’s broken now. It feels like
every disc is shattered, and every bone shard
has found a separate nerve ending to terrorise.

Me and Matty. Matty and I, we always
fought over toys. It doesn’t matter how much
older we get, he’ll always be 17 minutes and
12 seconds younger than me. And he’ll
always want in on my game. Big brother gets
to play with the x-ray machine and have metal
dye injected into his veins, then little brother
wants his turn too. Dr Hinchcliffe said my
back was fine. My kid brother on the other
hand – on the other spin – he had an intradural
tumour the size of a ‘French bean’ inside L5.
A growth on his spinal cord, to you and me.

When I told him: “I feel your pain,
brother” – I meant it.

Two identical peas in a pod, with only a
French bean to tell us apart. So similar you’d
have to cut us open to spot the difference.

A flick of the mind and I’m seven years
old, listening to records in my bedroom
through Dad’s big old headphones. Status
Quo are ‘Rockin’ All Over The World’. An’ I
like it.

I’m just rockin’ all over that room, when
some voodoo throws me to the floor clutching
my left knee. The pain brings tears to my big,

bright baby-blues. It feels as if some invisible
hand had pushed a hot pin deep into my
chubby knee.

I hop-limp down the stairs crying and
screaming for my Mummy. I find her in the
kitchen, looking for vinegar to rub into the
wasp sting on my brother’s knee. His left
knee. He’s sitting on a stool, gripping both
sides of the wooden seat so tightly that his
knuckles are white. His eyes are screwed up,
and he’s singing to himself through gritted
teeth. ‘Rockin’ All Over The World’.

I’m singing it in the darkness of my head
now, as I lie here wishing my mother was
beside me to make it better. Everyone hates
cycle couriers. I like to think of it as our gift
to the seething populous, bringing people
together, uniting them. Commuters, cabbies,
bus drivers, pedestrians – they all hate those
crazy fuckin’ couriers.

And I was couriering extra crazy today.
We get paid by the package, not by the hour;
and I wanted to grab my shekels early so that
I could be there when my identical baby
brother came round from the anaesthetic. To
point and laugh and steal his grapes. To hold
his hand. To make sure Dr Hinchcliffe fixed
his back okay.

I think that’s how it happened. Maybe
I’ve got it all heels over head. I could be lying
in a bed, I could be lying in the road. My back
might be broken, it might be fixed.
Whoever I am, wherever I am – I feel your
pain, brother.
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I rub at it with my sleeve and it won’t
budge. Spit does nothing, washing-up liquid is
useless. I soak a rag with bleach but all I
remove is a round patch of varnish. That
dreadful letter stands out more horribly than
ever: ‘W’ for William. Written. Wrong.

But just because I don’t like homework
it doesn’t mean I can’t tell my arse from my
elbow, and I know exactly which one is on the
line. From the opposite side of the table, I turn
that big fat ‘W’ into a big fat ‘M’. I add an
‘A’, two ‘T’s and a ‘Y’, fold up my books and
run upstairs to play my records at full volume.
At least that’s how I think I remember it.

We all laugh about it now, except I don’t
really find it funny. Matty got two smacks
across his bare backside with Dad’s leather
belt – one for vandalism, and one for lying.
Each heavy slap stung me as much as it stung
my brother. It really did.

Still it cuts both ways – once Matty
impersonated me, dumped my girlfriend, then
picked her up on the rebound before I had a

I sure as hell remember hitting the road a
quarter of a second later.

†††

My mind whips out in time the way a
fisherman casts his line. A flick of the
synapses and I’m sitting at the kitchen table in
my parents’ house, a fat felt-tipped pen
dangling from my ink-smudged fingers. Study
is Matty’s thing (except he’d call it his
‘forte’) not mine; I couldn’t be less interested
in labeling the diagram of the human body in
my homework book. I don’t care a crap where
my colon is; all I’m interested in is playing
the guitar and writing songs.

My mind drifts and my hand moves of
its own accord, my eyes focus on something
and my heart nearly leaps out of my mouth
and onto my homework. Someone has
doodled the first letter of my name onto the
tabletop. An indelible ‘W’ as awful as fat
black spider.
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doesn’t faze him, but won’t be able to hide his
frustration – not from me. My kid brother’s
humiliation is palpable. All the joy inside me
is overtaken by a surge of shame and guilt,
and I hit the brakes.

I don’t know if I’m remembering or
dreaming. Asleep, awake, or out of my mind.
I could be twelve years old, I could be
twenty-eight. I could be dying or dead or
damaged beyond repair.

I remember there being nothing wrong
with me. I woke up in one long straight piece
when Vicky dripped into the bedroom with a
towel turbaned around her hair; I watched her
dress for work, kissed her goodbye and got
going early because I had things to do. I didn’t
shower but I shaved, I ate a banana and spilt
coffee down my yellow Lycra but didn’t care
because it was already ten times due for a boil
wash.

I remember cycling through Oxford
Circus in mad hour traffic, cutting inside and
out, beating the lights and terrorising the foot

soldiers. The walkie-talkie clipped to my bag
called in a pick-up on Wardour, I checked my
watch and figured I could just squeeze it if I
got my arse shifting. I pulled out past the
number 51 in front of me, when a current of
pain crackled up my spine from saddle to
skull. The entire column of my back spasmed,
the whole cable through the middle of me
pulled tight. My right leg jerked out like some
joker was pulling my strings, and my foot
slipped off the pedal, throwing my balance
and causing my bike to pitch sideways into
the relentless, honking oncoming.

My trick leg hit the gum-studded street,
locking out and catapulting me in the opposite
direction. Instead of sprawling beneath the
wheels of the blaring black cab coming
towards me, I slammed into the side of the
bus I’d been overtaking. I might have noticed
the shocked expression on the little old lady’s
face, as my head smacked against the window
next to her seat. Or my lucky-to-still-be-in-
my-helmet brain might be monkeying around.
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