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A Man without North. 

 

The sign says no left turns, so I move the cab deftly round to the right. A minute later and I’m 

sitting in sleepy early morning traffic. The guy behind me honks his horn and someone else 

joins in. A couple of rude notes bounce off car bonnets, thicken in the mist and mingle with 

the other morning sounds.  

I realise I’ve forgotten to turn on the ‘for hire’ light so I switch it on now as I turn out 

of the traffic onto Green Street. A few streets down and there’s a woman tottering on the edge 

of the curb, looking between me and her child. She makes eye contact so I break and stop. 

She drops out of my sight for a second to kneel and talk to her son. I can’t hear but I imagine 

the words.  Honey, we’re going to get a cab to school today. You like cabs okay?  No, your 

shoelaces are tied just right, now will you please help mummy and get in? I hear the back 

door open and the boy climbs up. He slides across the seat and lies across it on his tummy. 

‘St Christopher’s Primary School, please,’ says the mum, lifting her son’s legs and 

placing them back over her lap when she’s sat down.  

‘Finsbury, yeh?’ 

‘Yes, thank you.’ 

 I check my mirrors, nudge the gas and slide us into traffic. Roads unravel in the street 

map in my mind like colourful wool; post-box red, cobalt blue, circle-line yellow, central-line 

green.  I locate us, and the street we’re headed to. The wool grows taught; a direct line from 

here to there. There is never a road that runs the line, but I watch where it overlaps and aim to 

take the route closest to it. I’m weighing options; where the traffic will be, the fact that there 

were gas work’s on Rivers Street but they should have been gone since last week. All this 

comes simply and instantly, essential as sight.  
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As we join the tide moving through central London and the mum says nothing and the 

boy seems asleep, I’m watching a guy in a Ford Kuga who must pay more for road tax than 

heating. He’s shaved his head to make his bald patch more on purpose and he’s wearing an 

Omega watch, probably only a couple of months old.  

‘What’s the time?’ asks the boy in the back. I look in the rear-view and he’s sitting up 

on his knees, looking at me with interest. I realise I’ve been fiddling with my own watch, 

wiping its face with the sleeve of my sweater.  I look. 

‘It’s 8:23.’ 

‘Really, exactly?’ he asks, looking to catch my eyes in the mirror.  

‘Really-exactly,’ I say, and smile, ‘can you tell time?’ 

His wide eyes become wider still and he speaks without breathing, 

 ‘We’re learning it at school; we have a big clock, and the hands go round its face 

twice in a whole day, even though the sun only goes around once.’ 

‘Sounds right to me...’ 

I pause to turn a sharp corner; my shortcut to this part of London. All the other mums are 

going down Swinton Street; this brings us straight to the bottom of Finsbury without getting 

stuck. 

 ‘I like clocks,’ says the kid.  

I pull over outside the school, which is humming with mothers and bobble hats. My daughter 

used to be that small.  The mother hands over a ten pound note and tells me to keep the 

change. The boy is pulling against her fingers as she tries to zip up his coat. He is still waxing 

lyrical about clocks. I catch the mother’s eye in the mirror, she smiles a tired smile and her 

neat mouth mimes an enunciated thank-you. They get out.  I go back the way I came in, 

thinking I’ll head to Euston Station and take some people to work. But now, as I cross from 
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Cromer Street to Judd, there’s a lorry reversing out from behind a pub and I’m caught on the 

wrong side of its back end sticking into the road.  

 

On the average day, I hear Charlie’s alarm clock before I hear my own. Two rooms away and 

it perforates my eardrums while I’m sleeping and wakes me up. He has one of those digital 

clocks that sound piercingly like the two shrill notes before, Attention! This vehicle is 

reversing! It’s the only thing that wakes him now his hearing’s going. Mine is mechanical, 

with a ball, and if he ever forgets to set his, it wakes me up ten minutes later; a pneumatic 

drill tearing through my sleep.  

Today was one of those days where Charlie forgot to set his clock, so those extra ten 

minutes really screwed me up. It’s not uncommon for me to wake up thinking I’ve fallen 

asleep at the wheel, my eyes twitching for wing mirrors before I realise that I’m in bed, in the 

flat.  Recently, Charlie’s been coughing through the night and it sounds in my dreams like an 

engine malfunction. This morning was like that.   

When it’s his alarm that wakes me, I lie still and wait for him to get out of bed first. 

Though we’re both in our sixties, I’ll lie there like a school-boy, mentally egging him on. I’ll 

be thinking: if I have to face the day, I want him to have faced it first. But on days like today, 

it’s me that has to be brave. I touch down on the rough carpet of his spare room, open the 

door and pad down the hall. There’s no point knocking; I go in and stand by his bed.  

He's asleep on his back, I try and ignore how frail he looks and lean over to wake him, 

hold onto his shoulder. His eyes open like a shot, like I’m a threat, like he doesn’t know who 

he is or who I am.  Then he sees me properly and realises. His mouth is slightly open, his 

cheeks are flushed; we’re both embarrassed that he forgot.  

‘I forgot to set my alarm.’ 
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I nod. I’m a child in pyjamas. I’ve been wondering recently if I should move out and leave 

him, this shell of my best friend, for someone else to wake.  

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ I say and walk out.  

He nods to himself in his cold room, the nods of the elderly, like he’s counting the ornaments 

of self-memory lined on the shelf. I saw a kid nod like that once, when I was stopped at the 

lights on the corner of Whitehall Green. He was standing behind an old man who was talking 

to himself. The kid crouched over, contracted into a fish-hook and started nodding. His head 

bobbed up and down like those Churchill dogs that guard rear windows. Hung and heavy off 

a thin, stuck neck. Charlie’s does that now, but back then I thought it was funny. I smiled.  

   

I join the taxi rank at Euston Station; we’re moving quickly.  

A fare once said to me that it’s the luck of the draw what kind of cabbie you get. I’m 

always surprised to hear about cabbies who are rude, or who don’t enjoy what they do but I 

can see what she meant. And I think it works in reverse too, like right now, I can see a string 

of people lined up for cabs in the little assigned queuing space. Businessman at the front, then 

there’s a couple with a pram, another suit, a girl in too much pink. I’ll get the girl in pink. It 

comes to the turn of the suit in front of her but he stops with an expression that doesn’t 

belong anywhere near transport services; indecision. And not just the confused, ask-someone-

for-directions-indecision. It’s the wavering knowledge of who you are and where you’re 

going and why you’re here at all.  Like exposed and shiny ribs on the sidewalk, a horse 

carcass in a warzone; we can all see it and it’s completely out of place. He’s a pointless man, 

a man without north.   

The cab in front is waiting for him, and everyone is stuck. I’m thinking how lucky I 

am not to have him and then Miss too-much-pink steps neatly out in front. She looks down to 

make sure she doesn’t run over his feet with her case and then gets in the cab in front of me, 



5 
 

breaking all the rules, making northless man mine. I crane back to try and catch the eye of the 

person in the line behind him, some lady with lots of bags. She’s nodded at me but then I hear 

the back door open and it’s too soon to be her. The man slides in, and for a moment shuffles, 

moving his overcoat from under him, rearranging the folds. I’m irritated.  

   ‘Where to, sir?’ 

 He looks up. I can see his eyes in the rear-view and he can see mine in the same. I haven’t 

been such a sop as to notice the colour of eyes since my wife, but his surprise me. Sharp as 

glass, full as water.   

  ‘I need you for the whole day.’ 

‘I’m sorry mate but I’ve got a line behind me, so if you want to tell me where you 

want to go and we can talk about the whole day in a minute.’ 

He names a road near Amhurst Park and I take off, impatient, releasing everyone else. 

I feel like Shackleton with the one trouble-maker in my boat. What disturbs me most is that 

I’m sure he doesn’t need to go to Amhurst. There is nothing for him there, no meeting, no 

reservation, no pre-arranged other person.  I’ll just leave him when we get there.  I’ve never 

had anybody for the whole day and I wouldn’t like to, especially a man like him. Let him sit 

like a black hole in the back of someone else’s cab. I’d rather take people from A to B, a nice 

straight line with an end and a beginning and rules of etiquette I know how to follow. 

His phone rings while we’re on Pentonville Road. He scoops it from a pocket in his 

coat beside him and holds it in the palm of his hand for several trilling choruses. He picks up.  

 ‘Hello? Jayne. Hi.’ 

 Pause as Jayne, in an office somewhere, speaks from her ergonomic swivel chair. 

‘No. No, I can’t make it today. Yes, she had it last week and now I have it, up all 

night. Yes, yes.’ 
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His voice flows out over the phone, not fitting him, sounding like the thoughts of a 

full-bodied mind, an executive lie.   

‘Give the papers to Kathy, she’ll know what to do with them. Yes, yes. No, give it a 

day or two. Okay, yep, you too.’ 

He catches me looking at him in the rear-view mirror as he hangs up and I glance 

away sharpish. I wonder what he sees; the back of my head, a man past middle age, the ring 

on my left hand on the wheel, that pale scar that runs slanted across my neck from the time 

Charlie swung his fishing line too far and caught me.  

‘Ever had the fake flu?’ he asks me, looking out of the window. He is half the man to 

whom the phone-voice belongs, half the man with no north.  I think how easy it would be to 

condemn him with a lie, raise a conversational partition between us. 

I nod slowly. ‘Couple a times.’ 

He nods too. Then he asks me a question, and I get the feeling he’s asking himself -

he’s asking the men we used to be.  

So I say it back to him. ‘Where did I go?’ 

 

I remember being young, the yellow light, and waking in a room I didn’t recognise. There 

was a girl asleep beside me. I’d slunk into the bathroom and sat on the edge of the bath, 

staring at the basin in the corner. I hadn’t known what to do, sitting there, watching the sink. 

So I called in sick. We ate stale croissants over long pauses. We drove and drove, through the 

endless yellow day.  

  

‘To the coast.’ 

He smiles then, as we pass Wharf Road, watching his own pilfered days out the 

window.    



7 
 

 We get to Amhurst Park Road and he says, ‘Just here, on the left,’ and I pull us over. 

I’ve been here before, dropped fox-furred old ladies off at the corner. There’s a football field 

on the side of the road we’ve parked on. A high fence, fishnet silver cable, stands three 

meters high. Dregs of leaves collect at the bottom. I’m aware of people, not many of them, 

far off. My fare gets out the cab without a word to me. We haven’t discussed what he means 

by the whole day. I was right though, there’s nothing for him here, no meeting, no other 

person to justify his shuffling business shoes.  The cab hums under me as I wonder whether 

or not to turn off the engine. His stuff is still in the back, so I don’t.   

He’s looking over the football field like it’s the Taj Mahal and he’s waited his whole 

life to see it. I watch him watching it, the limp grass pockmarked with litter, the bare trees. 

He’s in a charcoal suit and he’s taller than he looked at the station. He can’t be more than 

early forties. His grey is just coming through. The suit’s a little big for him, the collar loose 

around his thin neck. I can see his breathing and his eyelashes flicker as he blinks between 

looking.  

 I lean a little over the wheel, trying to see what he’s looking at. I feel as 

uncomfortable as you do in a church, when the priest’s eyes glaze over with that unbearable 

sincerity and something tightens in you like a spring. You need to not be there and you need 

to get closer.    

 He gets back in, his expression unreadable. I don’t know what to do, so I sit quietly.  

Then, he takes a little breath and expels a sigh, releasing whatever memory he just 

encountered.  

‘Do you want me to pay upfront?’ 

‘That would be helpful,’ I say. 

‘Four hundred cover it?’  

We both know it’s too much, but I’m not going to haggle him down. 
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‘Done.’ 

 

The route to Redbridge is a familiar one to me. We ran it several times during The 

Knowledge. To become a cabbie in London you have to pass a test; they call it The 

Knowledge. There's seven stages you've got to pass and takes about three years to complete. 

This was one of the first routes I ran. Right onto Mare Street, round the roundabout, fourth 

exit. There were roadwork’s clogging up part of the route for a whole year back in ’96. Still, 

it was one of the easy ones. Of the 320 routes in the Blue Book, there were about fifteen I had 

trouble with. Trafalgar Square to Grantham Park was the worst. Seven left turns and one right 

turn and I always turned right too soon. Charlie would laugh at me, beep his horn if he was 

behind me and go the right way while I made an irritated skid-turn out of the residential dead 

end.  

People think it’s nobody’s dream, but it was mine. It sounded like something from a 

science fiction story when I first heard of it, The Knowledge. Maybe I thought it was 

chivalrous, zipping around on a moped with a map bull-clipped to my windscreen, ingraining 

routes and streets on my mind like tattoos. So I went to 15 Penton Street and filled in the pale 

green form. Address, my parent’s house. Phone number, my parent’s landline. Previous 

qualifications, a handful of O-levels. I’d tried the army but it didn’t stick.  

 ‘Could we stop here?’  

I nod and move to the side of the road. We’re not at our destination, not even close.  

‘I thought I’d get cash out.’ He’s gesturing towards a Lloyds TSB.  

‘Sure,’ I say with my eyebrows raised. He’s just going to get out four hundred pounds 

and hand over a fistful of notes?  I don’t even know his name. I need to know his name 

before he hands me the money.    

‘I’m Jono.’ I say, twisting in my seat to see him. 
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He looks surprised, and his expression is present, not absent. Banks can do that; they revoke 

the luxury of thoughtlessness.  

‘Peter,’ he says and I nod. He gets out of the car.  

We go to a couple more places; a back alley restaurant that isn’t open yet, a Boots 

pharmacy that used to be a local interest museum. He just gets out and looks. The grey sky 

makes everything look dusty; the coke can rattling around at the curb, the pigeons, the gum-

pocked pavement. I consider it, but the places have nothing in common with each other, or 

with the football field. I wonder if they’re places he went to as a child, or places he met a 

great friend.  

I met Charlie on my first day on the Knowledge. We were just kids then, in the car 

park outside Penton Street, having just signed in. I was on my moped, tiptoes on the floor to 

keep my balance, and I was pouring over a map. People were mulling around and I could feel 

him standing a couple of feet away beside his bike, looking over. I glanced up a couple of 

times and he was just barefacedly staring, with this stupid grin on his face like he knew we 

were going to be friends. He leaned forward and nodded at my map.  

‘I was gunna try Stratford to Buckingham.’ 

I normally think too much before I speak, but I didn’t, I just retorted,  

‘I’ll go from Harrods, and we’ll see which is quickest.’  

  ‘You got a stop watch?’ 

I laughed, ‘No. Do you?’ 

‘We’ll get one.’ 

We did.  

 

There’s an irritated chorus of car-horns. Peter shuffles in the back. The wad of cash is still 

warm in my breast pocket. Finally a decent watch, or a sound system, or a turn table since 
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Justine threw away my old one. The list cheers me, but I know that what I’m really going to 

do is pay a plumber to fix the leak, which will stop the damp, which will stop Charlie 

coughing at night.    

I’ve never been great with people. Not like I am with a map. When people say left, 

they mean maybe left. Sometimes they look perfectly happy and it turns out they’ve been 

falsely signposted. Justine was like that, always smiling and smiling and being disappointed. 

Maybe that’s why it’s easy with Charlie, because we started out amongst the road names and 

the commuters, being honest over paper cups and burnt coffee.  

‘Just here on the left,’ Peter says and I steer us to the side of the road. There’s a 

stretch of pavement, a low wall and railings; an empty playground followed by a school 

building. My eye is caught by the marks of colour on the tarmac playground where someone 

once painted colourful shapes and ladders to inspire children’s games. They look like a map 

someone planned out, outlining the edges of ‘play.’ You wouldn’t know where play began or 

ended now, too many plimsolls have scuffled here.  A red Volvo passes us in the other 

direction but other than that there’s no-one around.  There are new apartment blocks on every 

corner; I imagine it looked a lot different ten years ago, probably not too different from 

Hoxton, where I grew up. Small houses crowd together, bikes and mattresses slouch out the 

front. Peter gets out and walks a couple of feet ahead, looking through the railings at the 

playground. The windows in the school building are too high, making it look deserted.    

Peter is looking past the railings, past the playground. His eyes have glazed over and his hand 

is trailing behind him. His forefingers knock against the bars of the railing, making his 

fingers black, making a dull sound I can’t hear. I want to hear it, I open the window. They 

ring lightly after each thud of his fingers, join the borough sounds, crisp packets and leaves.   
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I crashed into railings once, after we graduated, in the first year. It was only a dent really, and 

it was nobody’s fault. I rang Charlie instead of the garage, though you’re supposed to ring 

them first. He got to me in fifteen minutes flat from the other side of London, a trip that 

would take a lesser driver twice the time. But Charlie knows the lines of the streets like 

they’re the curves of a woman.  If he ever got confused, I swear, he’d just stop the car, stand 

on the curb, and navigate by the stars. I’m pretty good, but I’m not as good as him. Nobody 

is. The boys call him Speedy Charlie. They used to.  

 

A bell sounds; making me jump, making us both look up. Two front doors open and 

an army of duffel coats rush out, like hot meringues let out of the oven. They spread to every 

corner of the playground, falling into what I imagine are familiar places. Skipping ropes 

come out of pockets, chocolate bars are unwrapped. The sound that rises off of them is like 

the chattering of seagulls ‘round a pic-and-mix bag. 

 Peter is standing by the rails, which reach just a little higher than his head, and his 

eyes scour the scene.  Three boys are walking across the quad. One of them stops and takes 

his hands out of his pockets. I can see the likeness in the boy right away, even with thirty 

years difference and twenty yards between us. Peter raises his hand to wave. The kid looks 

blankly, then turns his head away, responding to his friend instead who’s jabbering away 

beside him.    

 

I think of Charlie looking up at me this morning, not knowing who I was. The face of 

my friend buried somewhere beneath his white skin and wrinkles.  It started slowly, the 

forgetting. I’d been living between his flat and home for a couple of years. He got lost 

looking for the new shopping centre they’d put up on the east bank. We laughed it off 

together. Then he had an accident because he was in the wrong lane on a bypass they’d just 
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built. That was around the time I told Justine I’d be staying at his for five nights instead of 

three. I started packing a bag to see her, instead of packing one to see Charlie. We’d stay up 

late, drinking beer and losing to each other at chess. The VCR broke and I got us a new one, 

but he couldn’t work the buttons on the remote control.  The road works on Green Street 

finally finished, but he wouldn’t go to Trafalgar by that route, he kept going the long way 

round. He’d come back to the flat from work with 100 miles on the meter and no money. He 

never picked up a fare. He drove in circles.  

They retired him. Now he watches daytime television and coughs in his sleep. I find 

myself despising him as he sits in his chair, fingering pills from plastic pots and forgetting.    

  

Peter is back in the car.  

‘Bakers Road, Holt estate,’ he says.  I put my foot on the gas.  

Long after my mind has moved on, Peter says, ‘That was my son.’  

I think that he is saying that he isn’t anymore. Not his. I scout around for responses to 

this, I should mention my daughter. But I won’t, not now and not six hours from now. He can 

keep his uttered confession, dangling unattached to anything, caught in the cab because the 

windows aren’t open. 

I open a window, and figure that serves as a reply.  

 

Justine was shouting, back when she cared enough to shout. The china we’d been 

given as a wedding present was in thick pieces all over the floor, the sound of its breaking 

still shrill on the air.  She’d been working up to this for months and had finally reached her 

crescendo.  

‘You never finish anything!’  Her once smooth face was lined and ridged. Extra skin 

around her mouth trembled with her shout, and her wiry hair, once a soft brown, was a harsh 
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sharp halo. I shouted back, that of course I finished things. I listed them; the plumbing, the 

tax returns, the garden fence, repainting Maggie’s room.  

 ‘I don’t mean those things,’ she said.  Her voice became small, that dangerous small 

when you know the next words are gunna punch you in the gut. 

‘You won’t finish us.’  

     * 

 

Time passes. He names a street and I take us there. Some only take minutes to get to, others 

forty minutes. I can’t think of a connection between the places we visit, and he doesn’t order 

them according to district. We double back on ourselves several times. We visit another park, 

a motel; he asks me to drive past the British War Museum. Then he asks me to go back and 

drive past it again. The sudden presence everywhere of school boys in blazers reminds me of 

the time. We stop outside a travel agents and he fingers the flaking paint on a green door. I’ve 

never been so aware of how many empty buildings there are in London, and how many traffic 

cones. The farthest we go is an hour east to an abandoned dockyard. There he shuffles about, 

kicks an empty can into the river. It reminds me of nowhere. 

Now I’m parked nose to nose beside a green Renault Laguna. Its tax disc is out of 

date. People are going home, or starting to. Peter’s been standing in front of a bakery for five 

minutes, looking at the apartment above it.  A suit is trying to reverse out of a parking space 

across the road.  

Peter comes back and gets in. Someone exhausts a cough. He names a road and I, 

without considering it much, start us off from where we were parked. My mind hums and I 

take us left, then right, then left again, back onto a main road, travelling west. We slow on a 

busy road and I take a cursive glance, thinking about changing lanes so I can go right. But the 
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name of the street we’re headed for has fallen from the fingertips of my memory. There is 

nothing there, no reason for me to be on this road, in this lane, indicating.  

Panic fills me; I jerk the steering wheel and grate the curb. Peter doesn’t look up. I try 

and calm myself. I recall the conversation.  

There was a sound like Charlie coughing. A suit in a car across the road, trying to 

reverse. Tax disc. Green Renault. I recall the moment Peter spoke and I can hear the sound 

his voice made. Three musical notes, one-two three, some-thing road, Colbert Place, 

Rowland Street, Falhurst Drive. But it’s none of those and I’m asking myself; are they even 

real places? 

  I carry on driving. I don’t ask him. I drive us past office blocks and corner shops and 

businessmen on bikes. This has happened once before with a couple in the back, sucking 

face. I think the girl was ill, shivering; too thin. She’d cough between kisses. I just drove 

then, too, hoping they wouldn’t notice. I’d kept my right foot down and steady, refusing to 

stop, until the boy lifted his head and said, ‘Yeh, here’s good.’ They paid and got out and I 

drove to the next street and parked. I felt as if I’d hit somebody. 

I need to stop the car. A damp sweat crowns me and I think of Charlie, of how he’s 

been losing it, of how I’ve been thinking of leaving, calling his family and saying that I can’t 

stick around. I think- it’s mostly because there’ll be nothing left to say when it isn’t 

signposted with place names. And because if Charlie doesn’t know, nobody does. I’ve been 

coming back to the flat for weeks, despising him from the kitchen; his old body, his weak 

mind. And this morning; shaking him awake, looking into his blank, scared eyes. Walking 

out on his ornaments. I wonder if this is how it started for him. 

I turn left for no reason. Breathe and yearn for orientation. Peter can’t tell, he’s 

looking out but not at what passes us by. I realise I’m looking at him like some religious type, 

some misplaced monk who knows where he’s going even if he’s nowhere at all.  He’s 



15 
 

pilgrimaging, making churches out of studio apartments and playgrounds. But the streets are 

all the same, all grey, all trimmed in double yellow lines, red lines, double red lines, white 

stripes, red signs, road works, street names, they all say the same thing and none of them are 

north to me. None of them are where I’m supposed to be. I don’t want to drive in circles, so I 

just take us somewhere, to places that are other people’s destinations.   

‘I’m gunna stop for a pasty.’ I don’t know if he hears a mumble, or an assertive 

statement.  I stop at the next petrol station and leave him in the car like a kid, like Maggie in 

her bumper seat. I can’t lock him in to keep him safe, as I would her. I don’t open his door an 

inch and whisper in, ‘Do you want anything?’ 

I step over the tarmac, my legs wobbly as they always are after sitting. I breathe the 

petrol fumes as though they’re fresh air.  The air-conditioning inside the automatic doors 

treats my amnesia. Fridges. Racks of Walkers. I get a coffee and a sausage roll, fumble with 

change. I’m outside on the tarmac, flicking flakes of pastry from my shirt and there it is, 

Colby Street, Parkshire.  

I can hear him saying it; I can see my wool grid, red, green, blue. I get in the cab and 

go before I lose it again. I repeat it to myself like a prayer, like twelve Hail Mary’s on a dirty 

conscience.  

     * 

 

It’s getting dark and all the buildings are turning bluer shades of grey. She normally comforts 

me; London, at this time of day. The kids have gone home, suits are on trains and the theatre-

goers and clubbers aren’t out yet. Peter names a street in the City. We reach Kantar Plaza and 

he tells me to stop in front of some tall glass doors. It looks like the kind of place he could 

work, or his father might have worked. He can’t get out in that case, as someone might say 

they saw him and he’s supposed to be home in bed. He stares up and out but he won’t be able 
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to see the whole building, I can only see its top through the sun roof. He tells me to go around 

the corner. I take us slowly, until he says, 

 ‘Just here.’ 

 ‘Is this it?’ I ask and I can’t keep the disappointment out of my voice. Somehow I’d 

got the sense that we’d come to the cathedral of the journey; that it would all make sense 

when I saw the final monument, the prime mover.  

We are under a bridge, or rather an office block which just continues over the road. 

The road is four lanes deep, and even though it’s quiet cars have collected here. Peter gets 

out. He just opens the door and steps lightly onto the road, floating away between traffic. His 

coat, phone, wallet are still in the back of the car. The lights turn amber and I have to go. I 

too, simply allow myself to drift. I drive full circle; come back to the lights at the bridge. I 

notice that the bridge roof is reflective. In it are all the cars, mostly cabs, lined up in four 

lines. There are the edges of roads, the glimpse of wrists and hands on steering wheels. It 

should be easy, but I’m not sure which one of them is me. I look for my watch, up in the 

windscreens. People move like blurs, smudges of colour. The lights turn green, we move off. 

Then I’m back, caught beneath the mirror with a different set of cars and cabs, another set of 

people in other colours. I search for my watch.  

  

I was a child, and the dining room table had disappeared beneath a map. Instead of the 

familiar grains and knots in the polished wood, there were orange contour lines and rivers and 

footpaths, roundabouts and tiny squares piled into villages. I wanted to find the straightest 

road. My sister kept reciting her finger around a loop, a path that would bring us back to here. 

I took a ruler and placed 0cm at our house and pointed it north. If it went over water, we 

could build a bridge; over a motorway, we’d just have to stop the traffic like those ladies in 

luminous jackets. We would follow the line to the edge of the map, to the edge of the world. 
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My father baited me, made it like a fairy tale. My sister looked on with her mouth drooping 

and her head tilted. 

‘But where will we go, where will we be?’ she asked, ‘What will we do when we get 

there?’ 

‘We’ll just be there,’ I said, ‘at the end. Finished.’ 

‘There be dragons,’ said my father, his rumbling laugh swelling like thunder clouds.  

  

I’m under the mirror and I still can’t see which one is me. I move my hand a little on the 

steering wheel. But there’s movement everywhere, my own indiscernible from others. 

There’s a woman with a yellow umbrella, and man meandering through the cars. 

It’s Peter. He’s finding me.  

I follow him with my eyes. He moves down across the mirror, until he’s standing by a 

black car, his hand is on the back door. I hear it open and glance back and then look up again 

to the glass. I can see my wristwatch, my wrist, my hand resting on the wheel. I wave and it 

shudders back, confirming I’m me, just as the lights go green.  

I just drive for a little while, waiting for him to say where next. When he finally does 

speak, he says quietly; 

‘Last one.’ He’s looking out the window and seeing the grey street, the grey 

buildings, the blank sky. 

‘Where to?’ 

‘Euston Station.’ Back to the beginning. I drive.  

He gets out ordinarily. Says thanks before closing the door. I have the wad of cash 

caught in my breast pocket. He doesn’t lean in the passenger window and say goodbye, 

though it’s open. There’s a queue behind the rail similar to this morning; high heels and mud 

splashed calves. I think of my unfinished wife, my unfinished daughter.  
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 ‘Hey!’ My shout makes a grubby pigeon shudder into flight. Peter turns and comes 

back to me as though walking this way is no different from walking that. If anyone is 

looking, my plaid-shirted elbow is on the window frame and he’s stopped a metre from the 

car in his beige coat.  

‘Let me take you home,’ I say. He says nothing.  ‘Where were you gunna go?’ 

The wind blows.  

 ‘Let me take you home.’ 

 

He gets back in the cab.  

‘I live in Bromley,’ he says. It’s half an hour to Bromley, but I’m going to take him 

home, finish it properly. I pull us out.  

‘Nice area.’ 

‘Do you live in town?’ 

I’m not sure how to answer; Justine lives in Tonbridge, Charlie lives in town. 

‘Yes, Islington.’ 

‘I grew up in Islington.’ 

I try and think if we went to Islington over the course of the day but all that comes to 

mind is the motel we stopped at, sometime during the morning.  

‘Yeh?’ 

‘Yeh, Lofting Road. I suppose you know it.’ 

I laugh. ‘My mate Charlie and I are banned from the pub on the bottom of that road.’ 

‘From the Hart?’ 

‘Yep.’ 

He gives a vague chuckle.  

‘Who started it?’ 
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‘I did.’ 

He smiles and bends his head to check his phone. 

‘But Charlie finished it.’ 

 

I drop him at 16, Pitts Road, near the centre of Bromley. There’s a woman, looking tired, 

standing in the drive, putting out bin bags.    

      * 

Charlie greets me when I get home. I chat to him from the kitchen. Ring the plumber. I’m 

sitting on the end of my bed now, setting my alarm clock for seven minutes earlier so that if 

he forgets to set his, we’ll only lose three.  

 

 

 

 

 


