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Dedicated to Wendy Lucas. We travel as one. 
 
In memory of Darcy Allan Sheppard, Nancy MacDougall, 
Charlie Prinsep and Galen Kuellmer.
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“The road is therefore, representative of many things on a symbolic, psychological, and practical level. It exists in a symbiotic relationship to the automobile for example, which is in turn related to the oil industry, which has a relationship to the military industrial complex and so on. The more roads there are, the more cars there are. The more cars there are, the more need for oil there is. The more need there is for oil, the more weapons are needed. The more weapons there are...”
 
								 -Roadsworth 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One
 
 
 
   In this town the predators don’t stop. They just keep right on going. It is God’s will. Don’t look back.
“Honey, I think you hit something.”
   John checked his rear view mirror annoyed. He thought he saw something. A figure by the side of the road, mangled. No longer able to get up. He kept driving, looked one more time. Very distant now. He was not sure. Or so he told himself. She tried to look back but could not see anything. Another predator was in the way.
“It’s nothing.” he told her.
“Don’t worry about it.”
No. It was someone.
   Later over dinner, the TV news featured the usual reports of road predator carnage to lead off the show. If it bleeds, it leads. Right? The tired looking police officer was going through the daily hit and run appeals. Elderly woman, suburbs, killed. They were appealing for witnesses to come forward. John over heard it while sitting in the kitchen. His wife was busy over the stove. His head turned toward the screen. The accident scene was grizzly. “The woman was transported to a nearby hospital where she succumbed to her injuries.”  John chewed on his piece of bread. The news anchor moved onto the next traffic fatality story.
“Dinner’s ready.” his wife announced beaming.
“I made your favorite.”
He smiled at her. All was forgotten. All was forgiven.
 
 
 
 
 
Two
 
   When you get on your bike in the morning, you don’t remember a bad ride home the day before. The macho revving of the engine behind you or that near miss. All is forgotten. Washed away overnight or sufficiently wrestled with in dreams. You look forward to just hopping on your bike and going where you need to go. B. unlocked the garage door and grabbed her bike pushing down on the seat making sure the back tire had enough air in it for the ride. Good to go. Lock door, swing courier bag over her shoulder, mini-lock tucked away in her back pocket. Her friends tell her she looks like a bike messenger. In response, she would laugh and usually tell them she is just ready to do battle. OK. Let’s ride.
   The sun kissed her pink face and a rush of joy began to circulate through her veins in anticipation. Better take the rail path she told herself. Bloor Street is murder during rush hour. Roadkill roulette.
   Traffic was light on the side streets since the soccer moms had all finished dropping their precious ones off at school or day-care. Only the Portuguese and Italian moms still walked their kids to school but even that was starting to change. She sailed down Perth and hung a right onto Wallace past the new condo developments and left onto the peaceful rail path which was bathed in a spectacular warm and golden glow. She took a deep breath and sped on the ever so slight downhill toward Bloor. Bliss. Freed of the constant worry about her safety and traffic noise she was able to think.
   B. weaved carefully around early morning shoppers and dog walkers then crossed the brightly painted orange bridge at Bloor throwing a dismissive glance at the gridlocked traffic below the wooden boards rumbling beneath her tires. The rail path was now empty before her and she took her feet off the pedals letting her bike roll. She felt like yelling out a childish “Wee!”, but instead she just smiled from ear to ear and let out a little laugh. She deeply inhaled the chocolate-scented air from the adjacent factory and rode on toward the Dundas street bridge eager to test herself on the short curving incline at the end of the rail path. B. sped up again just before and stood in her pedals as she climbed the ramp. As the climb got steeper she reminded herself to pull on her handle bar for extra leverage. Good. She felt like she was flying. As she slowed on the loose but compacted clay and gavel surface made at the end of the path, she felt very content with herself.
   Coming to a full stop at the corner of Dundas Street and Sterling Road she realized that her fun was over. The Dundas Street overpass was choked with predators, dust whipped up from the bone dry streets like mist in the early morning sunlight. B. frowned, got off her bike and stood at the corner staring into the earsplitting traffic. More predators were idling in front of her at Sterling Road. She walked her bike across to the east side of the street. She briefly considered using the crosswalk to get to the bike lane on the other side but chose against it. Even more streetcar tracks to cross that way plus a very intimidating left turn onto College Street, too daunting. Having learned long ago that the safer move is not always the legal move, B. hopped back on her bike and rode on the deserted sidewalk. The road will teach you if you are willing to learn and the mean streets of Toronto were no exception. Though in her heart she wished things were different. She wished that someone had had the foresight to design things with the safety of cyclists and pedestrians in mind. “Makes no sense putting in a perfectly good rail path, and then not connecting it properly to nearby bike lanes and bike routes.” She thought as she crossed the streetcar tracks carefully and turned onto the shortest bike lane in town. That is, the south side of the College bike lane that extends from Dundas to Lansdowne and if you blink, you miss it.
   B. picked up speed on the downhill and veered slightly to the right onto College. She was just about to start pedaling again when she noticed in horror that a predator was inching closer and closer to her on the left side. Here comes the right hook, she thought. The side view mirror of the predator touched her squeezing her to the curb. The predator was turned right into the parking lot of the small strip mall. Her survival instincts kicked in. B. placed her hand on the side of the predator as it slowed to make the turn and tried to match its speed. She glared at the driver who was surprised to see a cyclist stuck to the side of his vehicle. B tried hard to hit the brakes but it was too late. She crashed hard into the curb, her pedal scraping against the cement and her bike falling on its side with her on top of it sliding on the sidewalk. She cried out as she fell. 
“FUUUCCCKKK!”
   The predator came to a halt blocking the entire sidewalk. She lay on her side, her heart pounding wildly and her face beet red with anger. But she was okay. Time to have a word with the driver. She got to her feet quickly, the adrenalin still pulsing through her veins and knocked on the passenger side window. He reached over and lowered the window. He stared back at her from his seat.
“Excuse me, can I ask you what the fuck you think you are doing?”
“What’s your problem?” The young man in the sports jacket snarled right back at her, realizing he was talking to a girl.
“You just cut me off.” B. blurted out, the anger swelling up inside her. “You could have killed me.”
   He thought about it for a second and looked into his rear view mirror. He made up his mind.
“Oh, fuck off, bitch.” 
   The driver rolled his window back up and the back tire squealed as the predator shot forward and made a sharp right hand turn into the parking lot coming to a stop in front of the doughnut shop. She watched him jump out of his predator without giving her as much as a second look. He disappeared inside the doughnut shop. B. said nothing. Clenching her fists tight she thought: Fucker. 
   She did not consider going after him. It was of no use. The guy was obviously a nasty customer. She checked her arms for cuts and bruises: Road rash and a painful bruise on her elbow. Other than that she seemed to be okay. No. She was not okay. Not even close. B. was shaking and she did not know how to make it stop. She sat down beside her bike on a cinder block dividing the parking lot from the sidewalk. She buried her head in her hands and tucked her knees under her. Her eyes closed tightly. She paid no attention as the driver came out of the doughnut shop with a light brown paper take-out bag and got back into his predator. He started his engine and left the parking lot turning right onto College Street.
“Are you sure you’re okay?”, a female voice said above her.
   B. looked up at a middle-aged woman with curly brown hair, a bicycle by her side and big brown caring eyes. She was thankful that someone cared enough to stop and offer support.
“Yeah, I am all right.”
“If you’re sure. I can call the cops and an ambulance for you. I saw what he did.”
“I saw that asshole cut you off. Impressive bike handling skills on your part though.” She smiled at her.
“No thanks. I am good.” Her head sank into her hands again.
“You’re shaking.”
“I know.”
B. sighed.
“Hey, I don’t mind walking with you for a while if you need someone to talk to. It might help settle your nerves.”
“OK.”
   The woman picked up B’s bike and rolled it over to where she was sitting.  B. got on her feet and glared at the predator parked in front of the doughnut shop. She thought she could see him inside having a coffee.
“It’s okay to be angry.” The woman said grabbing her own bike.
   B. nodded. They walked in silence pushing their bikes toward Brock Street. They blocked out the sound of the predators whipping by, but instead focused on their front tires and the pavement. Just after Brock Street she turned to B.
“Hey, I got a funny story that will make you laugh. True story.”
B. looked up and a faint smile formed in the corner of her mouth.
“Sure, I could use a laugh.”
“OK, this really happened. This wacky artist guy in Kensington Market was walking with his boyfriend on College. He had just gotten himself a latte from the coffee shop at the top of Augusta. It’s rush hour and the bike lane is packed with cyclists heading home. So this rich bitch in a super expensive convertible parks in the bike lane along College. That pissed him off since he is a cyclist himself. So he says to her: “Hey, you’re not supposed to park there. It’s a bike lane. That’s really dangerous.” She looked at him and just waved him off. “Oh, I’ll just be a minute.” Right. She disappeared inside the convenience store. So guess what he did? He took his large caffè latte and poured it all over her black leather seats.”
B. laughed out loud.
“Holy shit, no way.”
“You know, fine Corinthian leather! Ha Ha. He told me this story himself and he is crazy enough too for it all to be true.”
“That’s awesome. Did he get caught for that?”
“Nope.”
At Dufferin, they stopped to wait for the traffic light. B. was starting to feel better.
“I think I am going to be okay. Maybe drop into The Common and have a coffee. Sit down for a while. Chill out.”
“Sure, I’m glad you’re okay.”
   B. locked up her bike to a ring post in front of the small café which was as usual packed with the a Macbook brigade composed of female vegans and the odd nerdy guy trying to keep calm in a sea of female charm.
“Thank you for taking the time to stop and walk with me.” B. said with all her heart.
“I hope it’s the last time. And remember, you’re a hero.”
“How do you mean?”
“You ride your bike in this city filled with predators, making it a better place for all of us. The strength is in our numbers and we depend on you.”
   B. was speechless. No one had ever thanked her for riding her bike. Quite the opposite, she had been mostly ridiculed and criticized for it.
“Hey, have you ever been to Critical Mass? Last Friday of the month. 6pm at Bloor and Spadina. Super fun.”
“No, but I have heard of it. A friend of mine rides now and then.”
“Well, come join us some time.” B. reached out her hand and touched her shoulder affectionately.
“Sure, maybe I will see you there.”
The nameless cyclist straddled her bike and waved good-bye.
“Hey, thanks again!” B. said with a smile.
“Sure thing. You never ride alone.”
   She watched her roll onto the street and pedal away. B. opened the door and stepped into the café, found a chair at a table in the window. The door closed and for a while all that noise stopped. B. took off her courier bag and ordered a cappuccino. She sat down and leafed through the newspaper. In the Toronto section there was an article that caught her eye. The headline read: “Time to stop waging war on predators.” B. put the down the paper and stared at the traffic on the other side of the window. She could no longer hold in the tears.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Three
 
 
   Hit-and-runs happen every day. It is built into the system. All too often there is little the police can do about it. It is routine. An appeal for witnesses is usually a last resort in cases like that. Good luck tracking that grey or dark blue predator. You could call the body shops and see if a suspicious predator needed repairs lately. You could canvass the neighbourhood although that is usually way too much work. What you really need is a witness with solid information, ideally a photo or video.
   Rarely is the person hit in any shape to offer anything useful to provide information about happened, so, in the end, it is easier for everyone involved, the police, the media and city officials, to blame the victim. You can read between the lines in the police reports: 
“Person was crossing mid-block”
“Rainy day with poor visibility”
“Low setting sun”
“Veered into traffic”
“Elderly person and suffering from whatever”
“Person was rushing to catch the bus or streetcar, could be seen in an agitated state” 
“Was standing beside his or her predator on the roadway”
“Left a crosswalk briefly when struck, took too long to cross the wide road”
“Crossed the roadway on the downhill slope during rush hours”
“Was drunk”
“Was talking on a cellphone”
“Was listening to an iPod”
“The roads were slippery”
“Icy road conditions”
“Snowing”
“Crossed the street on an angle”
   The list goes on and on and on. In the case of a cyclist, you can add things like: “Cyclist was weaving in traffic, rode against traffic, came out of nowhere, swerved suddenly, was wearing dark clothing, was not wearing a bike helmet, ran into the other vehicle, made an illegal turn, entered the predator lane, lost control of the bicycle.” Well, you get the idea. 
 
 
 
 
 
Four
 
 
   The next morning something told John to leave the predator at home. The steering seemed a bit off. Better have it checked out. He said good-bye to his wife and walked the short distance to the subway. A perfect early morning he thought, squinting into the bright sunlight that was edging over the rooftops across the street from his house. At the subway station, he picked up a free newspaper and to his surprise found an empty seat in the subway car of his choice. He had forgotten about it, but there it was on page seven to remind him. 
“Witnesses sought in hit-and-run collision on Sunday afternoon on Keele Street and Falstaff Road. An elderly man was struck by a southbound vehicle while crossing mid-block. Please call Crime Stoppers or 416-366-TIPS.”
The usual three lines a life is worth.
   John folded up the paper and laid it beside him on the empty seat. Despite what he had just read, his mind was empty as if something had been erased from its memory, something important. He looked up at the advertising panels and tried hard to distract himself. He could not. He felt very much alone in a subway car full of others. Others he did not know and would never know personally, others whose faces he would not remember after he got off the subway car. A face. Somebody. No one. John was trying to figure out what was beginning to irritate him. He felt restless all of a sudden, eager to get out of the subway car, to race up the stairs, out onto the street and to be able to breathe again. John was anxious for the next stop. Stations whizzed by in a fluid procession of starting and stopping and starting. He studied the faces across from him. A woman was absorbed in her book, her eyes changing expression as she turned pages. A young man was staring at his cell phone with skepticism as his thumb searched through menu items and text messages. On his left, an old man was staring at him. Their eyes met for a few seconds but John could not hold the gaze. John turned away to look at his hands. The next station would be his stop.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Five
 
 
“You OK, sweetie?”
   Andrea asked as she put the coffee in front of B., which she had forgotten at the counter. It had slowed down enough in the café for Andrea to have the time to serve her coffee creations and chat. She sat down beside B., who could only nod, wiping a string of tears from her cheek. Andrea put her hand on her shoulder.
“I had a close call on my bike just now. The jerk cut me off. Could have killed me.”
Andrea listened concerned, nodding.
“When I confronted him about it he got all defensive. He told me to fuck off. Called me a bitch. Such an asshole!”
   Andrea was shocked. A couple of women who until now had been absorbed in their small computer screens looked up and toward them with sympathetic eyes.
“Then what happened?”
“Nothing, he took off.”
“Nice, typical.”
B. blew her nose into a napkin.
“Shit, I shouldn't allow this jerk to get to me like that.”
“Oh, no. That's okay. Always best to let it all out.”
“I can tell you one thing, though.” Andrea continued. “If I had been there I would have smacked him. I know the type: young, macho, $500 dollar predator, $10,000 stereo system. No job. Still living at home with his mom. Classic head case. I see them in the neighbourhood burning rubber on the side streets. Keep me up half the night”
B. looked at Andrea and smiled.
“It’s funny, you know?”
“What’s funny?”
“You’re the second woman who has tried to cheer me up since it happened.”
Andrea let out a little laugh.
“Well, we sisters have to watch out for each other. Right? If we don’t, who will?”
   Andrea got up and collected a few cups & saucers off the empty tables and placed them on the counter. The two women who had been listening in on the conversation nodded in agreement.
“You got that right.” One of them said quietly to herself.
   B. took a sip of her cappuccino with the beautiful white heart in the centre of the golden brown crema. Its warmth filled her stomach and lifted her spirits. She smiled at Andrea behind the counter who smiled back at her sweetly. She gazed out the window. Her trusty Nishiki bicycle was waiting for her patiently. B. closed her eyes to imagine herself on a perfect Sunday afternoon riding her bike on a peaceful and empty country road.
 
 
 
 
 
Six
 
 
   Darcy pulled into the courier repair shop on his white work horse of a bike royally pissed off. Fraser, an old friend and former bike courier himself looked up from behind the counter and greeted him with a serious look.
“Hey!”
“That’s it. That is fucking it. I’ve fucking had it with this back wheel! No way you’re going to get that hop out this time. It’s fucked. I need a new back wheel.”
   Fraser walked over, lifted up the back of the bike by the end of the seat and spun it forward. He eyeballed the movement of the rim, looking for problems.
“Yeah, it’s worse than the last time. Damn!” Fraser slapped Darcy on the arm laughing.
“Whatcha been doin” to this poor wheel? Riding in streetcar tracks like Joe Dias? This one is toast!”
Darcy grimaced.
“Not likely.”
“Do you have a used one that you can throw on there?”
Fraser thought about it for a moment.
“Nope. But I can give you a set of the new Vuelta Vista rims with a new set of extra strong spokes at cost. As long as you do the rest or get one of your crazy Polish buddies to build it up for you.”
“How much?”
“I can let you have them for 2 bills. Rims, spokes, hubs. All in.”
“Can I pay you half now and the rest next week when I get paid?”
   His bike mechanic friend sighed like he had heard that one before. He had, more often than he cared to admit but he was used to it by now. Although the guys were usually good for it, eventually. The only problem was that selling your gear at cost did not pay the rent on the place nor much else for that matter. So his “at cost” prices included his patented staying-in-business-plus-buy-beer markup which amounted to about 25%. Fraser was lucky that he got much of his gear in the US which made it all so much cheaper. He had a good friend who stores the stuff in Buffalo where he could easily pick it up in his van on weekends when needed. The rest was buying up auction lots or raiding the basements of defunct suburban bike shops for deals. Besides, bike couriers generally do not burn their bridges with those who treat them well or at least provide them with inexpensive bike gear.
“OK.”
   Darcy reached into his pocket and handed over two red crumbled bills. Fraser shook his hand. That was as good as any contract.
 
“Thanks, Buddy.”
“Sure.”
   Fraser went to the back room and returned after a few minutes with two shiny new rims and a fist full of spokes and a couple of hubs. Darcy strapped them on top of his courier bag and stuffed the spokes away. They waved good-bye. He rode off happy.
   The wear and tear on a courier bike on the chronically rough streets of Toronto was considerable. Curbs, streetcar tracks, potholes, utility cuts, sewer grates, gritty dirty roads in winter and the road salt all take their toll on rims and spokes. The average wheel might last a year before being in need of replacement. Fraser used to be in the same boat as Darcy. Day in and day out, get up, eat, ride all day, until the back and knees ached, grab some cheap beers on the way home. Eat, drink, smoke, watch TV or play music. Rinse and repeat. His days consisted of the same daily routine except that his knees did not hurt anymore. His back would still get sore from the grind of endlessly repetitive bike repairs which often involved yanking on seized bolts and stems or lifting bikes. Running a repair shop mostly for bike messengers meant that one had to work quickly. For a while, he could catch a break by getting guys back on the road on a spare bike to finish their work day. Yet these extra bikes soon became more victims lost in action or had to be sold to help pay the rent.
   Fraser dropped two red bills into a small metal cash box and walked over to the espresso machine at the end of the counter. He pushed the handle of the coffee holder to the left and banged it on the edge of the wooden drawer below. He ground some beans and made himself a long espresso into a white porcelain tea cup. As the golden crema of the coffee slowly poured down into his cup he took a long, hard look at the piles of bikes in the corner, all in need of repair. 
“Ah, whatever.”
   He grabbed his warm cup of golden coffee and stepped outside the door, squinting as he stared directly into the sunlight. Life is good, he thought. Little did he know that the same would not be true for Darcy. It would be the last time he would see his old friend on two wheels.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Seven
 
 
   B’s first bike was a CCM mountain bike that her dad had brought home for her twelfth birthday from a local hardware store. It was a bulky monster of a bicycle that weighed about a ton and had tires that were better suited for a back-loader working the tar sands than for a young teenager trying to get around town.
“But Dad, this thing has shocks!” She blurted out in disbelief.
“I know, isn”t it cool?”
   Dad beamed, squeezing the brakes over and over and over. It was without a doubt solid on any downhill, that is, if you believe in momentum going just one way, as in down. As soon as she hit a flat section of pavement or God forbid an incline of any kind it instantly became a pain in the ass to ride. A week later, the brakes were popping out, the rear wheel looked suspect and the gears shifted without her even trying. She knew it was a piece of junk even if she tried to get her father to take it back for a tune-up. It ended up in the garage next to Dad’s other well-intentioned failures; the bread maker, an eco-friendly push mower and those solar Christmas lights. That was how B. never ended up with a bike she could fall in love with until after she graduated from university.
   With the money from her first pay-cheques working as a full-time receptionist, she bought herself a second hand Nishiki racing bike that had been left neglected like new in a suburban basement. All it needed was some lube and decent tire pressure. B. was in seventh heaven. It was sleek, blue, stylish and above all very, very fast. Short up and downs became a virtual roller coaster. B. could blow by predators, buses and other bikes at her whim. It took her nothing at all to get used to her new found love. The only exceptions were the unnerving delivery trucks and taxis in the downtown core. All else was sheer bliss: the thrill of pointing your right knee out and leaning nice and tight into a turn, letting your bike magically follow. That singular joy soon became addictive. Sometimes she would stand in her pedals and ride slalom through the road markings on a parking lot, or take her hands off the handlebars riding uphill using her arms for momentum as if she were running. Not that it really worked but it was fun. The possibilities for joy on a bike were endless. Later, as she experimented more and more, her confidence and her bike handling skills grew and with it her belief that she was somehow safe on two wheels.
 
 
 
 
 
Eight
 
 
   Darcy’s bike was a vintage white Gardin racing frame with red decals on the front forks, Columbus tubing, Modolo brakes, Ofmega crankset and a scratched up TTT stem. It was covered in stickers and had an ugly plastic MTB mud guard protruding horizontally from underneath the cheap fake leather racing seat. The handlebar tape was tattered and one bit hung off the left side. The tires were the cheapest one could find, usually a set of Conti Sprints. The best part about the bike was the bomb proof frame. The black spokes would make them look like some expensive bad ass Campagnolo knockoff. He loved his new wheels.
   He rode out to the East End and sat down behind Rafals’ house. He began to disassemble the wheels removing first the rim tape and preparing the spokes. The old and worn out Mavic rims which had been a real pain trying to keep in good order ended up leaning against the garage door in the alley. Good riddance. Not even worth keeping as spares; no use to anyone, Darcy thought. He grabbed a beer from his courier bag and snapped open the lid. He downed about half a can, burped. Another 30 minutes and the spokes, hubs and rims would be ready for rebuilding. All he had to do was prep the wheel set by screwing in the new spokes into the new rims. Rafal would take care of the rest really, really well. Rafal was considered a master wheel builder in the bike messenger community. Not fast but good. Building wheels for the rich yuppies by day; building better wheels by night for his true friends. People that he really cared about. Half the fun was hanging out with him, sharing beers and watch him at work. The Zen-like manner in which he slowly created the perfect wheel. By morning, Darcy would be riding a new wheel set and for a few hours the city would feel like it belonged to him and no one would be able to tell him otherwise.
 
 
 
 
 
Nine
 
 
   B. told herself to get over it as she unlocked her bike in front of the café. She tucked her small black U-lock into her back pocket and carefully looked both ways before merging into the eastbound traffic flow. The last thing she noticed before she rode off were the elegant black and gold lettering on the window of the café The Common. She was glad to have stopped over at the café. It was a special place.
   The road space for bikes on College Street was very narrow, squeezed in between an endless line of parked predators on the right and the treacherous streetcar tracks on the left. “Time to play a little door prize roulette.” B. thought, as she pedaled cautiously alongside the predators watching and listening for the dreaded click of a door unlatching and suddenly opening into her path. She told herself to watch for drivers reflected in the side view mirrors. The worst were the predators with tinted windows. No telling what to expect from them. “Better use the bell in case they could hear that.” she thought. It was a nerve-wrecking excursion for her but one she was used to putting up with. She wished all the parking was replaced by a joyful bike lane; even better, a separated bike lane like the one in Montreal on Maisonneuve. She had only seen pictures in a bike magazine but it all seemed so sensible and perfect to her. Although she was still feeling quite apprehensive about being back on the bike, the endorphin rush of riding helped her mood greatly. She cautiously rode down the hill after Ossington and effortlessly climbed towards Grace Street. “Almost there.” she thought. A couple more blocks and it will be smooth sailing in the bike lane from Manning Street to the market.
   She took a deep breath as she veered slightly to the right into the start of the bike lane and felt comfortable enough to speed up a bit. She was certainly not surprised to find the usual asshole double parked in front of the Provincial Vehicle Test and Registration Office just west of Euclid on the north side of the street. “Ironic, park illegally to renew your plates.” B. thought. However, what really irked her were the giant courier vans which obviously parked anywhere anytime they wanted. So fucking dangerous.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ten
 
 
Six ways for dealing with drivers parked in the bike lane
 
1. The Free Stick of Gum
Method: Pull up beside the driver and offer them a free stick of gum with their free parking spot. Be sincere although a very sarcastic undertone will be difficult to avoid. If no chewing gum on hand, a Cola from a nearby hot dog vendor will do nicely. Smile and ride on.
Style: Humorous but sarcastic. Success rate: 20%.
 
2. The Copycat
Method: Park your bike beside the vehicle near the driver’s window. Block traffic ignoring honking and harassment. When the driver asks what the hell you are doing, tell them you are only doing the same thing as they are. Very good follow up to an unsuccessful bump. If you can’t beat them, join them.
Style: sarcastic but in your face. Success rate: 50%.
 
3. The Bump
Method: Roll up behind the vehicle and slow enough to administer a good hit on the bumper and wait for the driver’s reaction. Throw up your hands in outrage. Very effective in getting their attention. Point out the No Stopping/No Parking signage may or may not help.
Style: aggressive clowning. Success rate: 60%.
 
4. The Friendly Heads Up
Method: Roll up beside the driver and tell them this, “Hey, Buddy, just a heads up. Cops down the street are doing a blitz for people parking in the bike lane today. Just saw a poor guy get a ticket. You may wanna move along. Cheers!” Flash your best neighbourly smile and ride on.
Style: friendly and bluffing. Success rate: 90%.
 
5. The Guaranteed Bike Lane
Method: Grab a safety vest and some Dollarama orange traffic cones or similar. Place cones on the while line separating the bike lane from the predator lane. If a vehicle is already parked in the bike lane create a safe detour bike lane around the offending vehicle. If two lanes wide, feel free to take up a whole lane for bikes. Why not? Guarantee bike lanes signage optional but usually good for a few “high fives” from fellow cyclists.
Style: effective and friendly. Success rate: 99%
 
6. Call 311. The City. The Parking Authority. The Police. Anybody. Then wait. Right. 
Style: Hopelessly optimistic. Success rate: Next to 0%. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Eleven
 
 
   B. knew that calling a parking enforcement officer to complain was of no use. Either no one would bother to show up or if they did, by the time they got there, the vehicle would be gone. She was just trying to go from point A to point B in one piece. She turned right onto Augusta Avenue and got off her bike. In front of a popular French restaurant she found a spot to park, admiring the Garden predator, an old vehicle that had been turned into a giant potted planter by local activists complete with grass on the front hood, a funky paint job and an herb garden in the truck and red maple on the rooftop. It made her smile every time she saw it and it was a true local tourist attraction and probably the most photographed predator in town.
   Feeling a sudden hunger, brought on by emotions and caffeine, she dropped into the vegan take-out at the corner and ordered a big sandwich. She dropped her courier bag on the ground and got a lovely window seat facing Augusta Avenue. The food arrived in minutes and she happily began to devour her fresh sandwich, licking the pesto sauce from her fingers. Down the street a police cruiser came up Augusta, which is a one-way, crossed Cecil Street and continued north where it pulled over in front of the bike shop on the east side. Two male police officers got out of the cruiser and took out their ticket books. B. watched them walk to the back of the vehicle and sit down on the trunk looking south on Augusta Avenue.
   For a moment she felt like going over and complaining about her close call earlier in the day, but that idea was immediately dismissed since she knew that it would be another useless exercise. Even with a credible witness, the cops would still be very reluctant to do anything, especially since she was mostly unhurt in the collision. B. took another bite from her sandwich and continued to observe the cops who to her amazement continued to stop every cyclist that came their way. The first cyclist was a woman on a new cruiser bike with a basket on the front. The cops looked at her bike and wrote up a ticket for her. The female cyclist was obviously upset. She pointed at the bike shop as if to point out something but the cops just shook their heads. The woman took her ticket and walked in the bike shop visibly upset. The next cyclist riding north on Augusta fared no better. Young guy on a beater wearing an orange T-shirt and a straw hat. Same story. Stopped, inspected and ticketed.
   She had heard about police crackdowns or targeted policing as it is often called but she had never seen it in action. “Can they legally do that?” She thought about her question for a minute. Do they randomly stop predators on a road and do a full inspection, hand out tickets? Seems like a violation of civil rights to her. Assumed guilty. Right, what next? B. watched as the first female cyclist who had been ticketed walked her bike into the bike shop and emerged with what looked like one of the young employees of the store. They argued with the cops who were obviously not interested in anything they had to say. “Holy shit!”, B. thought, as it dawned on her, the cyclist left the store without a bike. She had been test riding a bike from the store when she got the ticket. By now, the cops were busy with a couple of new victims. She observed another cyclist who had already gotten off his bike before he even got anywhere near the police cruiser and walked his bike on the other side of the street, looking over at the scene nervously.
   She finished her large sandwich and felt both better and outraged at the same time. What the hell? She got off the high chair in the window and left the vegan take out glancing nervously up the street. B. unlocked her bike and rode in the opposite direction of the cops down Augusta dodging predators and warning other cyclists about the danger waiting for them up the street. She locked her bike on Kensington Avenue and bought vegetables, ripe fruit, some Camembert from Quebec and fresh bread. She soon forgot about the eventful day she was having and became absorbed in the smells and sounds of the market. Later she found her bike where she had locked it, safe and waiting for her. She swung the courier bag full of food over her shoulder and tightened the straps. The small lock tucked into her back, pocket she mounted her trusty road bike. She took a deep breath; and now for the ride home.
 
 
 
 
 
Twelve
 
 
   There are plenty of ways that drivers use to let you as a cyclist know that you are in the way. They know they have the power and the weapon at their disposal to intimidate you, harass you, punish you, bully you, even hurt and kill you. Many drivers find that power hard to resist. Most methods involve using a predator as a weapon. This common practice, already against the law in several U.S. states is an everyday part of the battle for road space on Toronto’s streets. Now since the roads are already filled drivers on meds, drivers driving without their meds, serial speeders, drivers who drive unsafe vehicles. Now since the roads are already filled drivers on meds, drivers driving without their meds, serial speeders and drivers who drive unsafe vehicles, it is certainly does not help matters that there are also drunk drivers behind the wheel despite being suspended, trucks without side guards, poorly designed roads, simply dangerous drivers or drivers with the biblical right to get home or the office on time. Then there are soccer moms and dads who are late dropping the kids off at school, but most often it is young male Formula One fans marinating in their own testosterone. 
   It is very important for any cyclist to keep in mind that you should never touch a predator in retaliation. They can certainly bump your bicycle or hit you and usually get away with it but it is strongly advisable to never touch the predator itself. It is considered an extension of the driver’s body according to the law. A bicycle on the other hand with its five points of contact is just that, a bicycle. During the years of riding her bike B. had been at the receiving end of most of these methods. More often it was the classic get-out-of-the-way-honk, the revving of the engine when she dared to take the lane. This was often followed up by a very close pass, verbal abuse or the classic moving right hook in which the driver will aggressively cut you off just after passing. Often this maneuver made B. grab her brakes hard to avoid being hit. Very scary. Most cyclists are all too familiar with the usual verbal abuse: 
“Get off the fucking road!” 
“Get a fucking license!” 
“You don’t own the road!” 
“Get out of the way.” 
“Single file!” 
“Fuck you!” 
“Fuck off!” 
“Fucking bitch!” 
“Asshole!” 
“Get a job!” 
“Fag!” 
“You’re lucky I don’t run you over and kill you!” 
“You should not be riding in winter.”
   Another favourite method is the “pass and brake” in which the driver will pass on a downhill or if the bike is moving fast, and slam on the brakes causing the cyclist to collide heavily with the back of the predator. However, the most terrifying move without a doubt is the road rage stalker. The driver will follow you after a frank discussion about who owns the road and attempt to hit you, or follow you to prolong the conversation. In the most severe cases cyclists have been hit and then hit a second time with serious injury when the driver backed up over the cyclist. A precursor to the latter method is often called the rear wheel bump. A driver that is using his vehicle to bump the bicycle or cyclist out of their way. 
   In these dangerous and deadly street games so heavily stacked in favour of the predator and generally condoned by society as a whole, a cyclist has to be very brave to take a stand. For certain, there are many times when someone will do that and in some cases that person may even be willing to pay the price.
 
 
 
 
 
Thirteen
 
 
   John sat in the subway on the way home from work, sandwiched between a white guy with a big parcel and a huge black guy. He hated every minute of it. There was no place to go. He felt trapped. The mood inside the subway car was somber. Contrite faces just going through the motions. He looked up at the impeccably dressed woman in front of him. She tried to avoid his eyes by staring at the ceiling and ads to her left. John was half angry with himself for having to take the public transit this morning. He was looking forward to being stuck in traffic in comparison. “At least you’re on your own.” he thought. “You’ve got choices.” At Ossington station, the subway train paused to allow the others on the line to catch up with the scheduled rhythm of rush hour. He opened his eyes and read the station name on the tiled wall. The door closed a full minute later and the subway train rumbled on. A few stations later he got off and walked down the alley behind his house.
   He took out his keys and opened up the garage door. His predator was just where he left it, where he expected it to be waiting for him, reliable, silent and obedient. He walked around the vehicle conducting a physical inspection. He checked the tires and pressure, checked the lights, turn signals for damage. He opened the driver side door with his key and got behind the steering wheel. He put his key into the ignition, tested the steering. “Better take it into the shop.” he told himself. He got out of the predator, locked it and turned toward the door. He had his hand on the light switch looking back at the predator when he saw it. His eyes fixated on it for several seconds. The dent. He was very surprised not to have noticed it when he did the visual inspection before. His hand fell from the light switch and his eyes glared at the impression. He approached it to have a closer look. John leaned over the damage running his hand over it, feeling the smooth lacquered sheet metal underneath his fingertips. The dent was on the right front side. His mind raced to imagine where it could have occurred and when. He was the only one who drove the vehicle. Certainly it was new damage. It was useless to fight the queasy knot that began to form in his stomach. “Gotta deal with this tomorrow.” he thought. His buddy at the auto body shop might be able to fix it quickly. For a price. He was calm. Nothing to worry about. Just a dent but not much of a scratch. He took his hand off the predator, walked back to the door, took one last look. Shook his head annoyed. Fucking expensive.
   John went around to the front of his house and got the mail. His wife had the lights on for him inside. He hung up his thin blue jacket behind the door. Shutting the door behind him, his eyes glancing through the window curtains to the quiet side street on which he lived. All was quiet, predators slowing going by headed for home. He thought hard about what to say except for the usual: “Hello, I’m home.”
   Instead John said nothing. He took off his shoes, kissed his wife sitting at the kitchen table. She smiled at him absorbed in her daily newspaper crossword puzzle. He went into the living room found the remote turned on the TV. On the evening news there was a story about another hit-and-run. The Police were appealing to the public for witnesses; “A 29-year-old pedestrian died after she was struck in a hit-and-run collision over the supper hour. A 45-year-old man driving a Ford Windstar eastbound struck the woman as she crossed Steeles Avenue east just after 5:30 p.m. The Ford driver did stop to help the woman, but a northbound, light-coloured Honda Civic struck the pedestrian while she was still on the ground. The Civic fled west on Steeles Avenue.” Const. Robert Styles said. “Investigators believe the Honda Civic driver knew he or she had struck the woman before taking off.” the Police officer continued.
“The pedestrian was taken to hospital where she died from her injuries Wednesday morning.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fourteen
 
 
   B. jumped off her bike in front of her house and was about to lock to the railing of the front porch when she noticed a thin white flyer stuck under the clamp of her bike rack. She lifted the clamp with a big smile. She knew right away what it was. She read it out loud: “Critical Mass! Last Friday of Every Month. Meet 6 p.m. Ride 6:30 Bloor and Spadina. We are traffic.” She thought about it for a moment and realized that the next last Friday of the month was just later this week. She made up her mind at that moment that she would go to her first CM. She had no idea what to expect but that did not matter since it was really probably just a fun group ride. A lot better than riding on your own all day. B. opened the front door to her ground floor apartment and dropped her courier bag filled to the top with food onto the floor.
   Before locking the door she reached over and stuck her hand into the mailbox Bills. Only bills. That time of the month, for sure. She took them inside, locked the front door and threw the envelopes on the shelf by the door. Her apartment was small and simple enough, if not a bit messy. A single bed in the corner of the front room. Clothes piled on a chair by the window. Her plain apartment consisted of a lamp, a window, a pile of unread books and a big black and white image of Paris by night. B. unpacked the contents in the kitchen. The Critical Mass flyer she stuck under a fridge magnet. Time to listen to the radio.
 
 
 
 
 
Fifteen
 
 
 
   Sneaking through the quiet streets of Kensington Market, Darcy moved like a serpent swerving into each corner, propelled by the joy of a new set of wheels under his legs. The graffiti covered shops on Augusta were still sleeping and the coffee shop at the corner of Baldwin was just starting to open up like a multi-coloured flower. The fish monger and veggie shops were unloading new stock as he leaned into the turn onto Kensington. A quick left turn onto St. Andrew and over to Spadina. His mind was working out the route over to dispatch to pickup a couple of overnights and afterwards load up downtown for a run up to St. Clair. He took his Blackberry out of the holder attached to his courier bag strap and checked it while he rolled down Spadina. “All quiet. Wednesday. Not a big day at work usually but you never know. Need a good few days to make some dough to pay for those new wheels.” he thought. Let’s hope that new dispatcher with the whiney voice will get him filled up this morning. Fill up downtown and drop off uptown and vice versa, that’s how the wheels roll.
   He wished there was another long postal worker strike like back in the 80’s. Those were the glory days or so he was told. The couriers were not able to keep up with the demand. One hundred to one hundred and twenty way bills per day. Insane. Start at 7 a.m. and finish at 9 p.m. Go. Go. Go. Hotshots galore. Laughs all the way to the bank but things soon went sour after that. Delivery prices went down or stayed the same, stagnant. Courier companies took over, cutting rates and the pie became smaller and smaller. Suddenly you were lucky to make $400-$500 weekly pay cheque at the best of times. Things got so bad, a local bike courier successfully sued the Canada Revenue Agency for not being allowed to claim food as fuel on his income tax. He won. That raised a few eyebrows, but, in the end, some bike messengers just do it for the love of the ride. 
   There is definite feeling of being in a trance that comes from riding a fixie or just being on any bike all day. Riding is the mantra. Hop on, ride, hop off, lock, drop off, pick up, unlock. Hop on, repeat. It was and will always be like ballet on two wheels. Every movement choreographed like a joyful dance on two wheels with two feet circling round and round. It is all quite simple, elegant, rain or shine. Hot or cold. No matter. The movement of the pedal stroke, spinning through the chain links. Man and machine in harmony. These days, however, it was just drop and wait. Stand by, hang out in some concrete or granite park or in an alley off King Street and hope for the best. If you had a good deal with your company like 55-65% commission or worked for an independent or courier co-op, things were okay, but barely enough money to get by. Living from cheque to cheque, month to month. Days and nights crossing, dissolving into a wind swept movie of sun and rain and sweat. Two wheels and a love for graceful movement fulfilled.
   There is also a deep sense of peace and calm being a bike courier that comes with the freedom the bicycle offers all those who ride one. You can choose the road, the alley, the route, that is, the way you use and experience the city. It is yours when you bike. You own the street. The safe move sometimes becomes the illegal move as far as the law is concerned. You get from point A to B how you choose. It’s your job. Time shifts as you excel. The miles pass you by below your feet in an endless stream of faces and buildings; asphalt and dust. A symphony of movement and air and heart beats and time well spent. 
   Darcy hopped off his bike, locked it with the key attached to his wristband made from a piece of bicycle chain. He felt great. The ride was sweet and smooth. He had his hopes up for a very busy day. Yet it was not meant to be. He did his overnights and a few more drops. He spent most of the day laughing and smoking with his best friends in a concrete park on Temperance Street. When he got back to the office, he counted up his waybills, wrapped them up with a rubber band and put them into the slot with his name on it. It had been a very slow day for certain. He counted a total of 19. “Ah, fuck it!” he thought as he swung his courier bag over his shoulder and waved goodbye to the dispatcher. He grabbed his bike and carried it over his shoulder down the stairs and hopped on, gliding down Richmond Street into the sun. Man, how he loved his new wheels. Like love at first ride.
 
 
 
 
 
Sixteen
 
 
   It was simply no use. Almost one a.m. and B. felt wired like a cheap motel. Somehow the tumultuous events of the day had failed to translate themselves into a desire or perhaps a need for sleep. B. turned off the small TV and let the remote slip out of her hand onto the small area rug in front of the inexpensive spongy IKEA sofa. She stared at the ceiling and inhaled deeply allowing the air to slowly fill her lungs. Her mind went back to the incident on College. The harsh words of that asshole inside that shit box grating her thoughts. She got up from the sofa and headed for the washroom. Maybe a shower would calm her down. Half a bottle of wine was certainly not doing the trick and allowing herself to be haunted by this jerk was really infuriating to say the least. “Rinse off the day.” she told herself as she got undressed and stepped into the shower. The hot water made her feel better instantly. She let the soothing water stream down her face and across her back with soap. As she washed her arms a sudden twinge of pain unnerved her.
“Shit!”, she shouted.
   B. turned her wrist to her left to see the scrapes and bruises just below her elbow. She had not noticed them before. “Nice road rash.” she thought as her face contorted into a grimace again. She cleaned the scrape carefully with water and considered putting a bandage on it after the shower but decided against it. “Not so bad, just painful.” She examined it again. “Just let it heal.” she told herself. She checked her other arm, legs and back in the mirror for more scrapes as she got out of the shower and dried herself with a big beach towel. She found another small abrasion at the top of her shoulder. “What the hell?” B. said getting more frustrated.
   She brushed her short brown hair annoyed by the serious mood that had crept back into her after the initial relief of the hot shower. Then it came to her. “Ride. A late night ride. Empty streets, warm summer night. Tire yourself out, girl.”
 
 
 
 
 
Seventeen
 
 
   The best thing about being a contract worker for the government like B. was the time in between contracts. You can stay up all night or go away on a moment’s notice. These thoughts went through her mind as she rode her bike with gusto, leaning into a slight bend along the rail path. The black asphalt stretched before her like an Anaconda well lit on both sides. Up above on the Wallace Bridge, two figures were leaning on the railing and hanging over the edge enjoying a late night smoke and chat. It was a pure joy to have the deserted rail path almost all to herself. The only other sign of life she could make out was far in the distance where a red bike light was blinking. She shifted into a heavier gear and followed the front light and got up off her seat and sprinted. The rush of adrenalin was exhilarating. Her breath pushing out in short measured puffs. Her bike lunged forward again and again as she sped up. “Faster she told herself. Faster. You can go faster.” It was addictive, consuming, necessary.
   Her bike rattled going over the Bloor Street overpass as she briefly stood up high in the pedals to steady her ride on the wooden boards. Then she immediately dropped down into a racing position, her nose right over the headset. She changed her grip to the lower position on the bars and squeezed as she rocked from side to side with each pedal stroke. She felt like she was soaring. “A couple more turns coming up.” she thought. The lone bike in front had long vanished to the left up the ramp at the end of the path. She leaned into the first turn swooping in like a hawk looking for prey. It was the first time that she had been able to put the nasty events of the day behind her. B. threw caution to the wind as she whipped up the ramp, being carried by the momentum of her speed and a few strong pedal strokes. Despite not having a speedometer on her bike she was convinced that she had topped out at 35, maybe 40 km/hour. She did not stop at the top of the ramp but continued at a slower speed right onto Sterling and after a quick left and right gaze crossed Dundas and turned left. She followed the bike lanes down toward Lansdowne and made a sharp right. She quickly stood up in the pedals to pick up speed and took a full lane down Lansdowne into the well-lit tunnel. Mindful of the potholes and predators she gripped her handlebars tightly as she raced through the tunnel.
   After the slight incline on the other side she attacked. Go, Go, Go. A pearl of perspiration ran down the side of her face. Behind her she could see headlights approaching. She moved over to the right and peered cautiously out of the corner of her left eye as she turned her head. It was a predator. Again a slight sense of fear took hold of her. “It’s OK.” she told herself. A few seconds later the predator passed her with plenty of room to spare.
   She relaxed, her shoulders dropping as she let her bike roll pedaling backwards gently towards Queen Street. She swung gracefully to the left onto Seaforth, past the school and then down O’Hara and Maple Grove. The streets were empty and each turn was a pleasure as she tucked low over the Nishiki leading with her knee around each corner. It was all so simple, elegant even. Brock and Noble flew by as she followed her usual route, which avoided most Queen Street west, one of many bike-unfriendly arterial roads in the city. In any case, she knew of no route which avoided all parts of Queen Street. Well, unless you were okay with riding on straight and fast Dufferin Street. In any case, it was so late that even the midweek party crowd had mostly given up their last drinks in favor of an early spin cycle in bed. She looked both ways as she left the peace of Noble Street behind and steered down and under the railway bridge toward the Gladstone Hotel past the doughnut shop and the first rows of mushrooming condos. At Dovercourt, she swung to the right and quickly found herself on Sudbury. After a quick climb and roll on Strachan she reached Lakeshore. Yes, the lake.
   B. smiled as she crossed onto the waterfront trail and headed west admiring the moon light reflecting over the water in tiny ripples of black and silver. She was no longer in a hurry and shifted into a lighter gear, alone at last, just her and the trail. There were still a few lovers and lonely men sitting on the benches listening to the water caressing the rocks of the shoreline. She felt relieved to have chosen a night ride along the lake. She rode on for a few minutes keeping a gentle pace. Further along the shoreline she let her bike roll down the long gradual downhill toward the Boulevard Club. Navigating through some awkwardly placed bollards, the large spot-lit City of Toronto logo caught her eye from across the Gardiner Expressway. There was something unusual about it. The City of Toronto logo was flanked by a large pedestrian on the left and a cyclist on the right. “That’s kinda cool.” she thought as she kept going passing by Sunnyside pool. “Maybe there is hope after all.”
   She shifted her riding position to the most upright and slowed down to enjoy the ride. Her legs were spinning effortlessly through the small turns as she approached the gleaming white pedestrian bridge at the mouth of the Humber River. She did not even attempt to race up the short incline to the entrance to the bridge. Instead she changed into a lighter gear and slowly pedaled to the top. Once on the bridge she got off her bike and walked. She was surprised to be the only one on the wide crossing. To her right the row of condo towers were sleepy and the water below was calm and inky. B. leaned her bike against the railing and placed her hands on the cool metal. She tried to see something in the distance like a boat or a light, something unusual. She felt mellow, at ease, not afraid to be out late on her own. She did not want to think about anything and just enjoy the view, the distant lights flashing like an arcade, the multi-coloured CN tower shooting into the sky like a javelin. To her right she could make out the faint outline of the Toronto Island with Island airport beyond and a nearly defunct Ontario Place in front of it. Further west, there was just a vast and simple emptiness, which seemed so peaceful to her. She looked to the left again. “They sure sleep in this city. They sleep a lot.” she thought. B. turned on her cell phone to check for texts. There was just one from her best friend and former coworker. “OMG! Glad U R OK!”
   She did not text back. Instead she turned off her phone and stared again at the black expanse of water. Far to her left she suddenly glimpsed the blinking front light of a bicycle approaching. She watched it getting closer and coming in and out of view along the trail as it passed by bushes and trees. Just before the bridge the bicycle vanished from view as the trail turned away from the waterfront and rose up to the entrance to the bridge. She waited and a few seconds later the bicycle reappeared on the far end of the east side of the bridge. “Roadie?” B. wondered as the spandex-clad cyclist with aero bars and double water bottle cages behind the seat flew by her. “Nope. Must be a Triathlete.” B. concluded, as the rider rolled down the other side of the bridge and the red blinking back light slowly vanished in the distance.
   B. had made up her mind. “Time to stand up for yourself.” She knew it had been bothering her in the back of her mind. “You cannot take it just like that.” she reminded herself what she had read online. “You need to find a witness or call out for one, call the cops and report the bastard. Go after him.” She regretted letting him off so easily. She also knew it would be far easier said than done. “You are not going to be in any shape to call out for witnesses when you are lying on the street in a pile of road rash and in pain with the bumper of a predator next to your ear. But you simply need to. You must do something to protect yourself. Something to make it stop. Get those dangerous drivers off the road. Even if it is just for a while.”
   Later that night, free of it all, her head heavy from the day’s dramatic events and with sore legs from pushing that heavy gear most of the night, B. fell asleep to the sound of a northern mockingbird that sounded eerily like a predator alarm.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Eighteen
 
 
   The Fernandes Auto Body shop is the kind of repair shop that does not ask a lot of questions. It gets the job done fast. John knew that he would not have to explain anything. Just in case, though, he was ready. He wanted to tell the chain smoking mechanic hanging out outside the grimy shop that a tree branch had fallen on it but he was relieved when the mechanic took one look, nodded and simply said.
“OK. We can fix that. Come back around six.”
   It was not the first time that John had rehearsed his explanation on the drive over to the garage. Not the first time the two brothers from the Azores had simply nodded and directed John to the trailer beside the shop to get an estimate for the job from their father who despite all applicable by-laws smoked in his office. John took the piece of paper with the estimate and tucked it into his wallet. He thought he could take the bus back to his house.
   John stood on the narrow strip of sidewalk at Dufferin and Dupont looking south. Traffic was heavy. He was a pedestrian now. Dust was swirling in the heavy late summer air without mercy. Instead of the usual transit bus, an ambulance shot up Dufferin Street, sirens blaring as predators slowed reluctantly moving over to the right like a brief parting of the sea. The endless daily ritual of life and death repeated all over the world in cities and towns and on all the roads in between.
 
 
 
 
 
Nineteen
 
 
   The light of the sun was teasing her eyelids, daring her to guess what day it was. She rolled over, pushed her pillow off the bed yawning. Suddenly B. felt an overwhelming urge to buy herself a big-ass bicycle bell. None of these tiny bike bells from China with no soul. No. Only an old-fashioned Dutch bell or something similar would do. A bell loud enough to cut through the wall of distorted sound created by motor engines, brakes, tires and wind. B. did her best cat stretch and hopped out of bed. Shower. Coffee. Bike. Less than 30 minutes later she was back in the saddle heading to Kensington Market. She knew just where to get her bell.
   Parts Unknown was a Toronto bicycle shrine tucked away in a side alley off Augusta between the Chilean Empanada place and the Chilean butcher. Its owner George, a thin bearded man with warm eyes and a little sweet smile had created the bike repair shop in hopes of providing a more affordable alternative. He was a gentle and helpful soul who provided more of a community service than anything else. “The bike just needs to roll.” he would often tell his many thankful customers.
   The garage George occupied had morphed into a cross between an out of control bike themed art installation and DIY repair centre spilling out of its front doors into the alley. Parts Unknown had been a permanent fixture in the local bike community for almost two decades. George’s space was a treasure trove of vintage bike parts, most of them rusty and sometimes precious. Yet it was next to impossible to find anything inside without George’s help. She rolled up the alley standing in her pedals to navigate the gravel and rough sections waving hello to George who was standing beside the entrance to his repair shop.
“Hey, George. Do you have any old Dutch bicycle bells?” B. asked, as she got off her bike.
   George looked up from the seat post he was tinkering with. He thought hard about it, trying to remember. He got up smiled at her mumbling “I think so,” as he disappeared in the storage space filled to the ceiling with rows of used rims, frames and assorted bicycle parts on chaotic storage shelves illuminated by a skylight like a miniature cathedral without an altar. B. stood beside the entrance listening to the sounds of hands rummaging through shelves in a pitch black front room. The clang of metal objects shifting on shelves accompanied by the occasional “Ouch.” “Maybe this one? Nope.”
“I think I got an old one here somewhere.” George said, his voice getting fainter as he climbed deeper in the void.
   She waited patiently by the entrance, her eyes searching the littered floor for treasures. The floor inside George’s place was covered with every imaginable bike part from old Shimano, Suntour and Campy friction shifters, rubber brake hoods, broken spokes and cable housing to bolts, nuts and bar ends. There were broken metal head badges and discarded valve caps of all types and sizes. Beside her feet, she spotted a beer bottle cap and piece of cardboard from a bicycle tube box with a phone number scribbled on it. George was still mumbling to himself in the dark, but soon enough he emerged with two old steel bike bells.
“This one might be Dutch.” he said optimistically.
   He offered the first larger one to her for closer inspection. It was not. Nonetheless, it was a very solid bell with a raised rusted bike motif on it. She held it firmly in her left hand and tried it out. “Bing Bing! Nice one.” she thought. But no sale. George handed her the second and smaller one. Her eyes widened. What a jewel. The vintage round bell with a flat top had a kicking soccer player painted on it in bright green and yellow colours. There was old style lettering below the figure.
“O-F-M-E-G-A.” B. read out slowly.
“Italian.” George said.
   She jokingly held it up to her ear and rang the bell. Nothing. George frowned and unscrewed the top slightly.
“These old ones sometimes work better it the top is not screwed on too tight.”
She tried it again pushing the thump lever firmly to the right.
“Ring-Riiinnggg!”
“Perfect. How much?” she asked, her eyes glowing.
   George thought about it for a moment trying hard to make up a fair price for the item. He gave up.
“Oh, two bucks should cover it.”
“It came from an old kid’s bike.”
B. giggled with joy.
“Do you want me to install it for you?”
She nodded delighted.
“I got a flathead around here somewhere.”
   He searched through a drawer beside the door and found what he was looking for. B. walked over to her bike and rolled it over to the doorway. George loosened the two screws below the bell.
“Will sound even better once we have it mounted on your bike.”
   He sounded pleased with himself for having found a new home for the old bicycle bell.
B. reached in to her pocket and produced a toonie handing it to him.
“Thank you.” she said wholeheartedly.
   George smiled as he took the coin and finished installing the bell. He handed her the bike. She could not resist trying it out again. It rang out even louder this time.
“All set to go. Have fun.”
   George was having fun now, infected by her joy. B. swung her right leg over the crossbar and climbed onto the seat. She rode down the rough alley blissfully ringing her bell repeatedly. George watched her for a few seconds. She waved good-bye.
“Ciao!”
   George turned back to his work and paused to look at the piles and piles of parts and frames. The sun felt too hot for him already. He rubbed his eyes and adjusted his glasses. Behind him the sound of an approaching pair of bicycle tires on gravel, reminded him that the work of a bicycle mechanic is never done.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty
 
 
   Darcy readjusted his courier bag with his left hand and groaned as he laboured his way up on Yonge Street and the infamous St. Clair hill. The weight of eight assorted external hard drives did their collective best to prevent him from making it to the top of the climb at. Less than halfway up, at Balmoral, he looked up from his handle bars. “How long is my back going to be able to take this.” he wondered. He quickly made up his mind to dismiss the question as bullshit. A predator passed him oh, so closely on the left and he swore under his breath. “Any closer and you’re gonna have to marry me.”
“At least it’s only six hard drives on the way down.” he told himself. Darcy switched gears just after St. Clair and accelerated over the top rolling long north along Yonge Street past Mount Pleasant cemetery and up again toward Davisville. The road before him was straight and wide with lots of space for bicycles and predators. North of St. Clair was fine, but one had to be extremely careful on the fast descent coming back down to Bloor. “Just too many predators turning all over the place.” he thought, as he was flying down the hill toward the liquor store. Still that was part of life as a bike messenger, being able to think ahead, seeing traffic patterns in advance as they are about to unfold in front of his wheel and react. The key is seeing who is paying attention and who is distracted by texting, playing with the GPS or talking on the cellphone. Anticipate, make your move and stick with it. That is, if you are hoping to make a hundred bucks a day which was about the best a bike messenger in Toronto can hope to make.
   Darcy missed the days when he could get a sweet deal running important documents across the street from lawyers’ offices to corporate head offices all day. A lot easier on your back. Data is heavy. Now everyone was just hoping to get enough runs to keep busy, and hoping one day be paid the same as Canada Post for the same delivery in far less time. All in all, though, he had little to complain about. There was still enough work to pay the bills and the end of August meant less traffic on the roads to get in his way. Although, it did seem to him that less traffic often also resulted in faster moving traffic which made things more dangerous for cyclists. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty-one
 
 
“Double, double. Two sugars.” John said to the diminutive young woman behind the coffee shop counter later in the day. 
   He handed her a couple of coins and she, in turn, gave him his coffee and some change. John grabbed a used copy of the Toronto Sun from the top of the garbage station. He sat down behind one of the cream coloured tables on a hard plastic chairs that always reminded him of his high school days. The front page headline screamed as always about some injustice being done to somebody. He enjoyed reading The Sun. Things were so black and white, simpler and distilled to their essence. Easier to understand. As did Buddy beside him. He had barely begun to leaf through the paper looking for something interesting to read when he slapped the paper with the back of his hand, indignant.
“Jesus, take a freaking lane out on Jarvis and put in another useless bike lane? Friggin’ unbelievable!”
John could not help himself.
“Oh, relax. They ain’t going to reduce Jarvis to four lanes. That would be insanity. Busy enough as it is.”
   He reached for his double-double and turned the page. Buddy looked over at him skeptically.
“I don’t know. Paper says it’s a done deal. Look, page 14.”
   Scoffing at the suggestion, John turned to page 14. Sure enough. There it was in black and white. The headline read: “Sheer Madness”
“Council yesterday voted in favour of removing the centre lane on Jarvis Street and adding bike lanes from Queen Street to Charles Street.” 
   He shook his head several times as he read the rest of the piece. Solid gridlock. Will create major delays. The article was peppered with plenty of outraged quotes from drivers who use Jarvis Street. No significant bicycle traffic on Jarvis. The article was accompanied by a cross-section designer graphic of what the redesigned Jarvis Street would look like. Buddy at the table next to him, still shaking his head in utter disgust, had already moved onto the next page of the paper preparing for his next public commentary.
“Right. What’s next? Close down the DVP and turn it into an expressway for bikers and skateboarders? Jesus!’ Buddy said.
   John took a long sip from his white brown coffee-like beverage with a subtle yet pleasing sweet hint of vanilla and shrugged. He rarely, if ever used Jarvis.
“Oh, well as long as they leave University alone. Could be worse.” John said.
Buddy glared at John with deep disapproval.
“That’s freakin’ comin’. You know it. It’s a freakin’ war on predators, I tell ya.”
   John put down his paper and shifted in his seat which was making him uncomfortable. He looked around the brightly lit room. The heavily air-conditioned sugar, fat and caffeine oasis was half-empty. The staff was trying their best to keep themselves busy behind the counter by cleaning and wiping glass. The door opened and a young couple with bike helmets under their arms walked in. They were laughing. Buddy looked up from his paper and studied them for a moment. Then he rolled his eyes. 
John abruptly turned to Buddy pointing a finger in his direction.
“You know what I think? You need to keep your dumb ass opinions to yourself. You got that?” John suddenly shot back at Buddy who looked up surprised at the flash of anger in John’s eyes and voice. At the other tables, heads turned in their direction with amused curiosity.
“Hey, just speaking my mind. It’s a free country.” Buddy said defensively.
“I don’t give a shit. Just stop talking crap. Got it?”
“You know what I think?” Buddy asked but soon gave up trying to answer his own question.
    John did not really care what Buddy thought or anyone else for that matter. He just wanted his wheels back as soon as possible. He checked his cell phone. Just after five. Should be ready by six.
 
 
 
Twenty-two
 
 
   The predators roll by dreaming of nothing except the open road; the promised road. That mythical open road up high on billboards they all were mostly designed for but rarely get to travel on. In the city, there are men and women behind the wheel, hands clenched tight around the steering wheel grimacing as if in pain. Looking up, looking sideways into mirrors. Impossible, it is impossible to move. “Maybe if I? No way. Must wait.” John shut out the mindless chatter of the news radio station. He felt trapped inside his predator again. Like every day of the week. A bicycle whistles by on the right. Then another. He barely notices them like he would notice a fly, moth, mosquito, bird, maybe another human being on the sidewalk. He is voluntarily trapped inside the predator; lonely, helpless and slowly, and increasingly, angry.  
   Then he saw it. The gap. He stepped on the gas pedal. The predator lurched forward suddenly. John swerved into the right lane with no time to signal. He leaned forward, his nose inching closer to the window glass. He swiftly passed a small number of predators to his left and merged back into the left lane. He quickly checked his rear view mirror. The predator came to halt at his command. Then he tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. A bicycle slipped by him on the right. Then another.
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty-three
 
 
   Grudgingly, B. swerved around the illegally parked predator at the end of the College Street bike lane and rolled into the funnel suddenly squeezed in between the streetcar tracks and the parked vehicles in Little Italy. “Stay focused.” she told herself. B. rang her new bicycle bell at the slightest possible danger. The sun was now low above the horizon squinting over the rooftops and around the spider webs of power lines and assorted cables. The light before her was an almost blinding yellow with golden reflections coming off the old brickwork of houses and streetcar tracks. She rang her bell at predators trying to parallel park, pedestrians darting out in between vehicles, and the usual double-parkers. Bunny-hopping the streetcar tracks was no fun and always very unnerving. Her 700cx25 size tires were just the right width for getting caught in the streetcar tracks and the often broken concrete blocks beside the tracks did not help matters. “Nice way to wipe out and ruin your wheels.” B. thought as she concentrated hard on the less than one metre strip of road space in front of her tire between the parked predators and streetcar tracks. She was careful to dodge the cracks and potholes beside the tracks. 
   Then her thoughts reflected on a conversation she once had with a friend at work about riding a bicycle on College Street. She suggested to her friend that all the parking spots on College should be removed on one side with reasonable accommodations made for private parking and deliveries for businesses. Then the sidewalk could be widened and a two-way bike lane could be installed. As for on street parking: just triple the price. Then her friend, who is a driver, had looked at her like she was high on something or some total nut job the very least. 
   Granted, she did not have many friends who drove. Most of her friends rode bikes and she naturally gravitated towards people who rode them, instinctively, almost religiously. They were easier to get along with. She had read once about a new dating service for cyclists that the local Bike Union was considering starting up. It was based on the idea that if you were a cyclist and you met someone cute and you showed up for your first date on a bike while your date shows up in Hummer. Well, you might be really eager to avoid such a situation in the future. It was already hard enough to meet someone new and fun in this already semi-friendly city, but dating someone who rode a bike was certainly a step in the right direction.
   Ever so carefully, she continued west on College and walked her bike through the gridlocked predator parade at Dufferin. She crossed over to the south side and locked her bike in front of The Common surprised to even find a spot to park her bike. She leaned her wheels next to some old yellow bicycle and walked inside. Andrea looked up from behind the old vintage Italian espresso machine and smiled at her as she walked through the door. The warm and gentle late summer evening was a good time to visit since things had quieted down at The Common. She ordered a glass of red wine and looked over at the usual two girls, eyes locked deeply in conversation. A couple of hipsters were staring mesmerized at their social media streams on their iPhones and a middle-aged man was quietly reading a book to a young child. Andrea remembered her instantly.
“Hey, you. Doing better today?” Andrea inquired sweetly.
“Yes, very much so.” 
   She smiled and grabbed her glass of wine, found a seat by the window, took out her laptop and started typing. 
“Hi Mom! Summer is almost over and I did not write you often enough. I am sorry. Although I now have more time between contracts to enjoy the summer, it seems the days are just flying by. But I guess that’s life in the big city. How has your summer been up north? How’s the garden? Do send me more photos. And please feel free to send me more of your amazing raspberry jam. You know how much I adore your yummy jam in the morning. The last jar you sent is long gone as you can imagine, I am sure. So, please send more even if it’s not my birthday. Still not quite sure what I am doing for Labour Day weekend. Getting out of town would be a very welcome break from summer in the big smoke. I promise to let you know soon though. I would like to visit you and spend some quiet time at the farm. It’s where my heart will always be. As for work, I may get called in for an interview or another contract any day so it’s important to be in town just in case. And please don’t worry I am taking very good care of myself.”
   B. paused and put her hands into her lap rereading what she had written. She took a big gulp from her glass of wine. To her left, the cute newborn caught her eye.
“Adorable.” she said.
   The father smiled back at her gratefully. B. wondered whether to tell her mother about being hit by a predator, but decided against it. She raised her arm to check her elbow. “Ah, yes, the road rash.” Her eyes gazed into the mirror above the counter. “You are taking good care of yourself.” 
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty-four
 
 
   Every year in Toronto, there is just a few chances to ride in complete safety on the streets. Most chances present themselves as massive group rides like the annual Ride for the Heart on the Don Valley Parkway (DVP) which features a predator-free ride. The City of Toronto holds one event for the public per year as a PR opportunity to kick off Bike Month. This somewhat popular Pancake Ride; an orderly group ride, protected from predators by official police escort that ends at City Hall. Sounds good on paper but it’s not really. Many more people ride Critical Mass on the last Friday of every month. It’s a big deal if you are riding solo day after day, week after week surrounded by predators. Critical Mass keeps you sane, reminding you that you are not alone on two wheels. All of these rides transform the road into a temporary oasis of calm for cyclists. You can carry on a good conversation with a friend or a stranger, listen to the birds, relax in the sunshine, pedal peacefully knowing that behind you no predator is out to get by you at any cost. Usually at the expense of your limbs. Your life is no longer at stake just for riding a bicycle and using the road. Instead a sense of joy wells up inside you and stays with you for the time you spend riding. You can feel your shoulders drop and relax, the smiles on your face reappears. 
   B. had participated in the fundraiser on the DVP before and once joined a Pancake Ride a couple of years ago. They were OK. Riding on an expressway is a lot of fun the first time around but somehow the novelty just wears off since the next day you will be certainly persona non grata. The Pancake Ride was fine but it should really be like that every day she concluded. Certainly, the entire event was very controlled. It felt kind of like being herded. Like a cattle drive on two wheels. 
   So when B. started to look up the term Critical Mass online her jaw dropped. This “organized coincidence” on the last Friday of every month around the world was massive in many cities, especially Budapest and San Francisco. Many rides exceeded 10,000 people. The ride which started out in San Francisco in the 90s as a “Commuter Clot” quickly became a ritual with people from hundreds of cities participating around the globe. The overwhelming feeling of liberation translated into people singing, taking over entire intersections en masse and raising their bicycles above their heads in triumph. There were many deliberate attempts by city officials and especially police departments to shut down, harass and suppress the movement but people just kept riding in most cases. 
   In Toronto, the first Critical Mass rides took place in the mid-90s. The images she found were incredible; including one of a sea of people with bicycles high above their heads. “What an amazing social movement.” she thought. It reminded her very much of civil rights protest photographs she had seen in books and on the web. People looked so profoundly happy. Free. She wanted to feel that way. B. leaned back into her seat at the café and stared at the incredible image of 400,000 cyclists in Budapest. Other photographs showed thrill-seekers riding on tall bikes; two or more bike frames welded on top of each other. Majestic. For Halloween, there was of course Critical Mask, a costumed version of Critical Mass. She also found hundreds of videos online, T-shirts, stickers, posters, art, documentaries, spoke cards, innumerable newspaper articles and testimonials. B. wondered what she had been missing. “Tomorrow, I’ll ride.” she thought. “For the first time.” She leaned forward and typed “Critical Mass Tips” into a search engine. A link came up leading her to a glossary of Critical Mass slang. She let out a hearty laugh. “Critical Mass Virgin.” Someone who joins Critical Mass for the first time. “A newbie.” CM stood for Critical Mass, of course, but many participants simply called it “Mass.”  There was also a section on advice for your first riders on matters such as “corking” “massing up,” and Critical Mass etiquette. “We are traffic.” she read half out loud. “That’s right. I am traffic.” B. said. She looked up surprised as the simple truth of these words sunk in.
   All the words echoed in her mind. She felt taken aback by this simple statement of fact. All those years she had been conditioned to keep out of the way. Stay on the right. Move aside as requested by the rev of a motor engine or sudden honk behind her. She remembered riding with a friend down a wide, busy street and a voice from behind barking at her “Single file!” Frightened she had sped up quickly and veered to the right in front of her friend to let an aggressive driver pass. The driver’s engine roared as he accelerated instantly but it was not until he had passed them that she had the nerve to yell something back but her words were swept and drowned out in the sea of engine noise, wind and road dust. “Critical Mass looks awesome.” she thought. 
   B. looked up and smiled to herself before her eyes went back to the screen and she typed the last few sentences of the letter to her mother. She packed up her laptop, finished her wine, got up and waved good-bye to Andrea who was too busy with a hopeless male admirer to notice her. Outside on the sidewalk her bicycle was as always waiting for her. She unlocked the bike and her eyes caught a quote written in pink chalk on the easel of the bicycle shop next to the café.
 
 
 
“The bicycle is the most civilized conveyance known to man. Other forms of transport grow daily more nightmarish. Only the bicycle remains pure in heart.”  
							                   -Iris Murdoch
 
 
 
 
 
	Twenty-five
 
 
   Darcy dug deep into his courier bag and found the bulldog clip that held together the waybills for the day and dropped the waybills into his slot at the office. In the old days, couriers used to swipe each other’s runs for fun and profit. Yet those wild days were mostly history now. He joked around with his ex-courier buddy now dispatcher and took his bike down the stairs and headed west along Richmond Street. He rode in the left hand lane like he did on every busy one-way downtown, avoiding the dreaded right hook that had taken out too many of his friends on two wheels. The bag strapped around his shoulder was blissfully light now, so light he no longer felt it on his back. His legs felt strong like steel and he was so thirsty as he weaved through traffic. His scraped up water bottle had been empty for hours and all he cared about now was beer.
   He did a track stand at University Avenue, practicing the art of not getting off your pedals at a red light. He toyed with the poseur messenger next to him, or posenger as his courier buddies called them, who gamely tried to copy his track stand but ended up just drifting increasingly into traffic, unable to stay in one spot. Just before the traffic light turned green the poseur had to step off his pedals to adjust as he was losing his balance. Darcy pounced like a cat and jumped the light by a couple of seconds, sprinting full out across the wide boulevard leaving the hapless posenger in his dust. With a big satisfied smile on his face, hands gripped tightly on his handlebars, Darcy nearly reached his top speed on a flat even before he got as far as Duncan Street. The pack of predators which had started to gain on him could barely keep up. He just made the light at John Street as he expected, flew through Peter Street and glanced up to the light at Spadina. GO! GO! GO! Without losing much of his momentum he raced up the slight incline and gently swerved through the right turn at Spadina. His legs were pumping fast, the way he liked to ride when letting off steam. The pains and aggravations of the day’s work were leaving his body in deep long exhalations and with the flexing of muscles. He felt great, fast, free. Then, having released some of his tension and desire on his beloved two wheels, he stopped pedaling, coasting toward the sun.
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty-six
 
 
   For years on end, B. had heard all the arguments against riding a bike in Toronto and she was not buying any of them.
“Oh, you ride your bike every day? Isn’t that dangerous?”
“The City is not made for bicycles.”
“Even in the winter?”
“You ride how far?”
“Oh, my god. That is too much work.”
“I cannot afford to get grease on my pants.”
“I have to wear really nice clothes for work so that’s not going to work for me.”
“Arriving at work all sweaty is not for me. Besides there is no place to shower.”
“Bikes are for kids.”
“Bikes are okay for the weekends.”
“People will think I am poor or something.”
“What if you have to get a bunch of groceries?”
“I need to use my predator for work.”
“I am in no shape to ride a bike.”
“That would take way too long to ride to work.”
“There is no place to safely store my bike during the day.”
“Riding in the dark, in the rain, on a hot day, on snowy days, icy roads, etc., so forget it.”
   She did not expect anyone else to ride a bike but in her heart she wished nearly everyone in her life was more supportive. No “Good for you.” No “Hey, that’s cool.” Positive comments were rare. She was not naive enough to think that anyone really took her genuine effort to do something positive for the planet seriously. After all, bicycles are good for green washing and selling joy, but in the end society expects you to drive. Graduating from a bicycle to a predator was a rite of passage to becoming an adult. Instead she found much surprise, concern, and outright skepticism in their eyes. Somewhere in those sideway glances and those eyes that studied her up and down, frowning at the courier bag and her pants tucked into her socks, there was a connection that alarmed her. 
   It was obvious. She was in the way. She had been told that much by young male drivers yelling at her through the rolled down windows as they sped by or older females mistakenly feeling protected in their minivans and SUVs with a quick dismissive wave of the hand. 
   Ever since she had hopped on her bike, a long series of minor conflicts she has endured over the years, weighed on her mind. But they did not deter her from riding. She just knew what to expect. Like a taxi, for example, with a male passenger inside would invariably try to speed and take chances in hopes of a bigger tip. On the other hand, a taxi with a female passenger inside would drive more defensively for the same reason. And taxis looking for a fare would be certain to make sudden U-turns or give you a hard right hook while chatting on their blue tooth cell phones. They were all too busy to watch out for cyclists.
   The worst times of year was early spring when drivers would refuse to pay enough attention to the sudden influx of cyclists all over town, and in the fall, when back to school meant a big temporary increase in both bikes and predators. As far as her own bike habits were concerned she was no angel, she was no saint. She stopped at all red lights regardless, waited patiently behind every streetcar door and always rode with front and rear lights. But, she treated stop signs like yield signs although slowing and looking both ways before rolling through at a gentle pace. That was way too much momentum to kill. A driver just has to step on the gas, no comparison. 
   At the end of the day, she was not interested in anyone’s respect. She rode because she loved how it made her feel and all she asked was not to get killed or hurt in the process. The rest was just bullshit; politics, empty rhetoric, excuses and play-handling delaying the inevitable. A new bike was not as cheap as it used to be but then again there was always Craigslist or a second hand bike from a DIY collective like the Bike Pirates or Bike Sauce. 
   Her parents still preached from the gospel of the automobile ownership every time she dared to visit. Yet even those sermons from the driver seat had become less frequent and had lost some of their fervour over the years. Maybe it was the constant media stories about cycling in the spring or the fact that times were tough and that not driving saved her so much money, especially important when trying to get by on contract work. After a long pause, eyes glistening with deep disappointment her mother would retreat to the old standby that if she were living in the country she would have no choice but to drive. Her father, the strong silent type, would turn the page of his National Post newspaper and just glare at her with his customary air of you-will-see-it-our-way-one-day-believe-me. Her mother would get up and head to the kitchen to put the kettle on. Purely out of spite, B. would reach into her backpack and pull out her copy of the Mountain Equipment Co-op catalogue and browse through the cycling section.
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty-seven
 
 
   9:12am. She turned her head groggy with sleep. Shit. The Phone. No one called her at this hour, not even her mother. Everyone knew better than that. So it must be the human resources people from the Ontario government. B. bolted out of bed and banged her knee into the bed frame. Her cellphone was zigzagging across the kitchen table like a wind-up toy. She reached it on the fourth ring, fumbled the phone in her hands and stood up straight. The voice at the end of the other line spoke first.
“Hi. Ms. Piquet?”
“Yes, that’s me.”
“I am calling from the Ontario government human resources office. We were wondering whether you are available for a three month contract starting next Monday.  We need someone to fill in for another staff member who could not complete their contract and are asking you, given your previous work with us.”
“Yes, certainly. I am available.”
“What is the position?”
“Administrative Assistant in the Healthy Communities Office. Quite similar to your previous position.”
“Oh, that’s great.”
“Good. Can you come in on Monday and meet with us to go over the details? We are in the same building as before, Don Mills and Eglinton.”
“Yes, I know the HR office.”
“9am.”
“9am. No problem.”
“Thank you. We appreciate it that you can fill in on such short notice. Please call us if you have any questions.”
“I will do that. Thank you again. See you Monday.”
“Good-bye. See you Monday.”
“Bye.”
   She pressed the red phone button and raised her arms in triumph. “Quick three month contract and it’s vacation time after Christmas.” She walked back into her small living room and sent a short email to her mother. She was thrilled! Easy cash coming in. Easy ride up the Don Valley bike trail and back home. Easy job. A perfect excuse to get some new clothes over the weekend, maybe some new shoes. She checked the calendar on her fridge in the kitchen. “So, the contract would probably be until December 1. Good.” she said to herself flipping the pages. 
   Her eyes scanned August and stopped on the current date. Right. Critical Mass was written in bold letters in the big square below the number 28. She smiled. A little fun before going back to work. Lovely day to boot. Not half as muggy as July and much of August had been thus far. 6pm. Corner of Spadina and Bloor. Check. She walked over to the stove and unscrewed her Italian stovetop coffee maker. She emptied the coffee grounds into the compost bucket and filled the bottom of the shiny aluminum container with cold water. She cleaned the filter and filled it with some imported Italian coffee and reassembled everything before lighting the gas stove burner. “Good times.” she thought. B. and sat down at the kitchen table and turned on the radio. The CBC news crackled from the vintage Bakelite AM/FM solid-state garage sale find. “Police are investigating new leads into the most recent hit-and-run involving an elderly man and his wife on Wilson Avenue in the city’s northwest. Eyewitness reports described the vehicle involved in the collision as a dark blue minivan. Possibly a Windstar.”
“Good luck with that.” she thought, not allowing the news report to have any negative impact on the perfectly great mood she was in. On the stove, the coffee maker began to heat up nicely with its steam and pressure pushing up against the grounds in the filter holder. B. watched it attentively from a chair as the sound of the percolating coffee and its sweet smell begin to fill the air. She got up and turned off the heat with the left hand grabbing the coffee pot with the right. She placed it on the table and took a small blue mug from the clean dishes beside the sink. Nothing can replace the sound and scent of freshly poured coffee you made yourself. They can try but they will never succeed. She added some milk from the fridge and a couple of spoonfuls of brown sugar. She sat down on the chair and listened to the radio again having previously tuned it out in her mind after the hit-and-run news item. B. simply sat there sipping her morning coffee contemplating many perfect hours up and down the Don Valley in the fall, her bike beneath her gliding in and out of the turns along the river lined with tall trees and sky.
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   Friday mornings in late August really sucked big time for trying to make a buck as bike messenger. Downtown was a ghost town at 8 a.m., and it did not change much for the rest of the day. Everyone was fleeing the big smoke that day, if they had not already had done so the night before. Which, for a bike courier, also meant that business was going to be dead and you’ll be lucky to make 50 bucks all day. Great for socializing but not much else. Darcy grumbled something and looked left towards the downtown as he rolled across the Gerrard bridge slaloming past the well-dressed commuters labouring on their giant Dutch steel velocipedes. These bikes with heavy giant internal hubs, fat tires and a fully enclosed chain were practical in bad weather but quite silly when trying to move around congested traffic. Darcy could not imagine riding anything like that. To him, they were more like stationary bike figurines with a video screen in front of them. Darcy enjoyed standing in his pedals while taking tight turns dropping into the lower position on his handlebars to cheat the wind a little. He zigzagged through the lower parts of Cabbagetown slipping through alleyways and side streets and locked his bike in front of the Jet Fuel coffee shop. 
   The Fuel as most of the regulars called the place was a cycling shrine on Parliament Street with its own semipro cycling team. It was famous for its unique mix of Cabbagetown hipsters, laptop zombies, roadies and bike couriers. The trusty Faema E61 was steaming out golden crema into large white porcelain cups. Once a year, on April 11, for its anniversary party, the ex-bike courier who owns the coffee shop adds another free keg of beer for each year the place had been open for business. The hardwood floor boards next to the counter have been so heavily worn by the constant foot traffic that they were no longer distinguishable from the sidewalk. 
   Darcy checked in with his dispatcher who just groaned with boredom back at him over the smart phone’s speaker. “OK. It’s coffee time.” Darcy thought, as he left his bike locked onto another courier’s bike frame in the absence of a vacant bike parking spot. He nodded at Laura behind the bar counter who got busy making his usual. Darcy was now officially on standby. The place was in high coffee rotation and Laura was making sure everyone got their morning injection of dark caffeinated bliss. Darcy got in line. At the end of the lineup he spotted Joe Dias, the former bike messenger champion patiently waiting for his coffee. They nodded at each other. 
“Slow day?” Joe asked. 
“Yeah.”  		
Joe grabbed his coffee from the counter and turned to Darcy as he reached for his. 
“This one is on me.” 
   Darcy smiled with gratitude and slapped Joe hard on the back almost knocking his coffee out of his hand. Laura wipes the counter with the dishcloth. 
“On the house.” Laura said.
   The two slumped onto the small wooden chairs with their chromed steel frames. Coffees at the Jet Fuel were very cheap but free was even better.  
“Hey, how come you get free coffee around here?” 
Joe looked slightly embarrassed. 
“I got free coffee for life at The Fuel.” Joe replied. 
“But I don’t come in every day like some people.” pointing at the steel legged roadie sitting by the window in the front the coffee shop. 
“What?” Darcy shot back clearly outraged at such a claim. 
“Back in 1990, I got busted during one of the first alley cat races.” 
   Darcy was impressed but hardly surprised. Joe looked at Darcy for a second before deciding whether to tell the whole story. 
“Well, I’m sure you know how alley cat races got started in Canada, right?” 
“Sure.” 
“And Johnny Jet Fuel organized the first one back in 1989.” 
“Right. I fucking hate how the Americans always make it sound like they invented the whole thing.” Darcy added.  
“So, in 1990, there was a huge alley cat race organized by Johnny Jet Fuel, like 150 riders or so. Massive. We started out at Dundas & Parliament. One of the checkpoints was as far as Hanna Street in Liberty Village. OK. Imagine that, many couriers racing at night all over town. Insane. The cops freaked out. They were chasing guys all over the place. What the hell is going on? But I made the mistake of having a blinking light on my bike. So the cops followed me and I could not shake them. Since many of the other guys had taken cover they went after me hard instead. They ran me off the road and jumped on me with four guys. Handcuffed me. They wrote up over $700 in tickets and fines. So, when I got back to the after party, Johnny gave me free coffee for life as a prize.” 
“Sweet.” Darcy laughed. 
“Wait. It gets better.” Joe said. 
“I fought all the tickets in court. But the cops did not show. All charges were dismissed.” 
“Plus free coffee for life.” Darcy said beaming. 
“Beautiful.” Joe smiled. 
The crackberry sitting just below Darcy’s ear started to buzz. 
“That’s a great story. I got time for one more.” 
Joe got up and grabbed a spoonful of sugar. 
“Sure.” Joe said with a grin. “I got plenty.”
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   Rolling along the bumpy road, B. watched the intermittent string of oil supernovas dressed in rainbow colours over the top of her handlebars as she headed back from a fun day of shopping for clothes in the West end. She was in a great mood, a charming new summer dress and a pair of comfy pants from Value Village. All neatly stuffed into her roomy courier bag. She turned left from Dundas west and rolled downhill through the entrance of the underpass when a bouquet of wilting flowers taped to a support beam reminded her of a fallen cyclist from a few years ago. The rest of the underpass had been painted with amazing murals of cyclists of all ages and backgrounds by local artists. The mural was behind her and the fun was over but that was an easy climb compared to the ones she would have to tackle on the way up to a new gig next week in the suburbs. 
   She reached into her back pocket looking for her cell phone and pulled it out. Shit. 5:20pm. Critical Mass starts at six. No, wait it leaves at 6:30pm. OK, still time left to make it for the start of the ride. She stepped hard into her pedals and quickly found her way home. She locked the bike onto a street sign post and rushed to get into her apartment. She threw her courier bag onto the kitchen table and left it there, grabbed a bright blue T-shirt and a pair of Capri pants and headed back out the door. 
   Excitement was beginning to rush through her veins in anticipation of an amazing evening ride filled with new experiences. The kind of rush when you’re looking forward to meeting new people without the fear of rejection. Like meeting friends you never knew you had. She slowed herself sufficiently down to check for wallet and keys. Check. The kitchen wall clock told her it was 5:40pm. The ride across Bloor Street would be tricky during rush hour, even in the opposite direction but she wanted to be there by six o’clock to take it all in. Maybe there will be someone there she could talk to, to show her the ropes. She headed out the door and rode her bike down the street. B. worked out the details of a route as she sped along Dupont Street heading east. Nasty. Dufferin street was fast and even worse. She chose to ride down Lansdowne bouncing on her bicycle seat heading towards Bloor Street. The bumpy road surface could be absorbed by loosening the grip on her handlebars while she watched for close-passing predators over her left shoulder. Bloor Street stank of benzene and humidity. She got off her bike and walked on the crosswalk to the south side. “You’ve got 10 minutes. No problem. No need to rush or get doored.” she told herself, as the light turned green and she checked behind her for big oncoming trucks. 
   Bloor was a congested mess of predators, road construction sprinkled with cyclists carefully doing the live traffic slalom through rows of vehicles and pedestrians running across the street. Everyone seemed in such a hurry, and no one was really going anywhere quickly except for cyclists who managed to get around any tight spot with a bit of determination. She seemed to have the most fun as she slipped past all obstacles with ease laughing, playfully leaning into tight turns using predators as pylons. As she got closer to Spadina she began to notice more and more cyclists joining her along the way heading in the same direction. Their faces were all happy. 
   At a red light, she could overhear them mentioning something about going to “Mass.” Right. Critical Mass. She liked the religious connotation. “Yes, it is kind of like going to church.” she thought. “The church of the bicycle.” B. giggled at the thought and followed a young couple riding in front of her as she approached Bathurst. At the next red light, the cyclists bunched up to form a larger group of about a dozen riders. 
“Mini Mass!” A cheery voice called out from the back and almost everyone’s head turned back to see a fun-loving mature man with greying hair standing in the pedals of his yellow bike like a little kid grinning at them with his gold tooth. 
   Together they took the entire lane along Bloor but kept a good pace until Spadina where they stopped at the red light. Across the street, B. could see that a crowd of about 100 cyclists had already assembled at the southwest corner of the intersection. Everyone, from students to adults to families with kids to seniors, was represented. And lots of bike nerds, for sure. She crossed the intersection with the others and got off her bike, stopping and taking in the sunshine with a big smile on her face. Below the leafy green trees more massers and their bikes were seated chatting with friends and loved ones. There were colourful characters like the one guy dressed up as an Irish Leprechaun and quite a few bike couriers as well, lean as trout from biking all day. Although she recognized a few people from seeing them on the street, she did not really know anyone enough to say hello. 
   After a few minutes of standing around with a big grin on her face, she sat down at one end of the art sculpture in the shape of giant black domino pieces. In the middle of this unofficial cyclist square, she laid her bike onto its side in front of her. With every minute more and more cyclists arrived, including some young women dressed in black shorts and T-shirts with the words “Critical Sass” on the back. They even had pompoms. Cool. Critical Mass cheerleaders. They were followed by a guy with a trumpet on a big Dutch bike with big wheels and soon after a weird silver bullet shaped recumbent bike. She took it all in: the carnivalesque atmosphere, the old loves, and old friendships, bicycles in all colors and sizes, some decorated with bright flowers on the baskets and rear racks, streamers at the end of the handle bars blowing gently in the warm Canadian late-summer evening. 
   The sidewalk was beginning to fill up with cyclists, keeping the I-will-retire-next-year hotdog vendor quite busy and providing entertainment for the by-passers wondering what all the fuss was all about. The Critical Sass girls were in the centre with pompoms placed into position on their hips and costumes tucked in. A flock of bike couriers arrived just in time to catch the show, popping off their bikes with a little jump and falling into the arms of their friends. The five girls jumped onto the centre of the domino sculpture beside them her and let out a loud cheer, pompoms raised joyfully in the air. They lined up hands on their hips making sure there was enough space to move. GO!
“Hey, You! Get off your ass
Come on and join the Critical Mass
my bike is not a weekend toy
riding every day is my greatest joy
I like my bike, I dig my rig
share the road, don’t be a pig
cause cyclists are here to say that
bicycles are here to stay!
cyclists are here to say that
bicycles are here to STAY!
Velo / Love  
V
E
L
O
Get on your bike and your ready to go!
Fixies! Roadies! Internal 3-Speed
2 Wheels and a Heartbeat’s all I need!
L
O
V
E
Loving my bike’s good enough for me!
Pump it, lube it, ride it hard
Whatever turns your crank...
also turns your bottom bracket!”
   Critical Sass finished their first cheer with a big jump and quickly followed it up with another one:
“1,
2,
3 rights make a left
But 2 wrongs don’t make a right
Just ignore the cops and keep riding your bike
They may get kind of hostile
but we don’t have to fight
2 wheels takes the lane
It’s the law, it’s our right! 
Wear lights, and bells
and act with class
Only run a red if your ass is in the mass!
Slow it at the front
and speed it at the back
Keep all this in mind to keep the mass on track!
Bicycles don’t care about your gender, race, or class
and all ages are welcome to join in with the mass
So here’s the story’s moral, we hope you teach and learn
all vehicles are equal - just signal when you turn!”
   There were amused and bewildered smiles from newbies and knowing chuckles and big grins from regular Critical Mass attendees. But all appreciated the passion and joy of the group of performers and gave them a big round of applause. B. watched it all in amazement and wondered what she had been missing all this time on the last Friday of every month. Another group of performers was already waiting in the wings and were about to take the makeshift stage after Critical Sass when a face in the crowd caught her eye. To her great surprise, it was that kind female cyclist from earlier in the week on College Street. B. stared at her and their eyes met. The woman walked straight over to her with a big smile.  
“Hi.”, the woman said beaming, reaching out her hand. 
“I am Nancy. I don’t think I ever introduced myself.” 
   She reached up and shook hands. She was tall and thin with pretty thick brown curly hair and a wonderful smile, her eyes looking right through B.
“Nice to meet you again. Thank you again for being so kind to me.” B. replied, happy to see her new friend again.
“Least I could do. So, this is the first Critical Mass for you, eh?”
“Yup.”
“Excited?”
“Very.”
“We will get going around 6:30 PM or whenever the crowd either gets too antsy or someone steps up and yells out let’s ride.”
   She nodded enthusiastically, looking forward to her first Critical Mass ride. Behind them the second set of performers had taken to the makeshift stage on top of the dominoes. There were several young women with an older man playing the accordion.
“Two wheels are better than four.” They sang out with great passion. Nancy looked to her right and waved to another person she knew.
“I am very glad you decided to make it to Mass. You will forget about that jerk and have a great time I am sure. I got to say hello to some more people so have a blast.”
“Thank you. I know I will.”
   Nancy cheerfully waved goodbye and skipped over into the outstretched arms of a friend. The whole scene felt like a big family reunion. “So many wonderful people.” B. thought. She was very relaxed and the state of contentment invaded her being. The street performers finished a song to the loud applause of the audience as more cyclists began to crowd the little square. Behind her voices were discussing possible routes for the ride like taking the Gardiner Expressway again while others suggested heading north for once and riding down the Don Valley Parkway. A couple was pleased that thus far no cops had showed up which would surely make it a safer ride for everyone.  
   And then a beautiful thing happened. First the sound of a few, then dozens of bicycle bells rang out to fill the square with their ring ring, and bing bong sounds, getting louder as everyone with a bell or horn joined in. It sounded wonderful to her. Expectations for a great ride were simmering to a boil. Then a tall guy in a black T-shirt with the words Velo Love took his bike and walked toward Bloor Street.
“Let’s ride!”, he yelled out and several of his fellow cyclists joined him in chorus. 
   The sound of the bicycle bells grew to a crescendo as the crowd followed him onto the street, where after a brief pause to wait for the light to turn red they took the street en masse. Their voices cheered in unison and they were laughing with delight. The trumpet guy with his stylish hat played the charge of the infantry tune as B. picked up her bike and joined the procession at the back of the ride. She felt a sudden and profound moment of euphoria as her back tire hit the pavement and she turned right to follow the sea of cyclists in front of her. And then it hit her as a diminutive guy in a dark T-shirt with a skull and the words Bike Pirates underneath yelled out: 
“Whose streets? Our streets!” “YARR!” 
   Yes. These were her streets as well. They had been handed over carte blanche to others for many decades, but tonight the streets would briefly feel like they were hers. She joined a couple with a bike trailer and the two kids at the back of the mass ride and together with several others they made sure to occupy the full width of both lanes. 
   In front of her a chorus of “Happy Friday!” greetings to pedestrians and motorists with their windows rolled down in the opposite lane filled the suddenly much quieter Bloor Street. “Amazing.” she thought. “You can hear birds singing and carry on a decent conversation. Even better you didn’t have to worry about anything.” She was traffic. They were traffic, peaceful traffic and together they simply occupied the space they had reclaimed for themselves. She looked at the lineup of predators behind her patiently following the parade. She laughed and soon began waving and wishing dumbfounded pedestrians on the sidewalk a Happy Friday. And without being truly conscious of it, she at last felt safe on two wheels, a real sense of safety that draws its strength from numbers and that once realized demands to be shared. 
   Her fun was quite suddenly interrupted by an impatient predator inching closer and closer into the passing lane in an attempt to penetrate the group ride, a vigilant male rider immediately changed lanes and rode in front of the predator blocking its path. He turned to B. who was riding right in front of him.
“Make sure he does not get inside Mass.”
He flashed a big smile. Their eyes locked as she looked behind her at the predator.
“Hey, let’s fall back so we can block this guy.” he suggested in a friendly tone of voice.
   She slowed enough to fall back and ride beside him although she did so with slight nervousness. He turned back briefly to reassure the driver that all was okay. He turned to her and smiled again.
“Thank you. Have not seen you on the ride before. First time riding Critical Mass?”
“Yeah.”
“Great, isn’t it?” he grinned at her.
“Very much so.”
“I’m Charlie.”
“Nice to meet you.” She paused. He seemed like a very experienced Critical Mass rider to her. 
“Got any pointers for me?” she asked taking a second to absorb his passionate big blue eyes. “Cute guy.” B. thought.
“Sure. No problem.” Charlie said keeping an eye on the predator behind them.
“First of all, Critical Mass is an organized coincidence. There are no leaders.  There is no set route. If you want mass to ride somewhere go to the front and lead the way. Usually mass will follow. We are not in the way of traffic. We are traffic.”
“I read that one about being traffic somewhere.”
“Right. It’s very important to keep predators from getting into the mass ride and breaking it up, that’s why we blocked him from getting in at the back of the ride or at intersections. It’s much safer that way for everyone. Whenever we cross an intersection, we have people seal them off to allow the ride to pass safely. We call that: “corking”. We don’t stop at red lights unless the front of the mass comes up to a red light. Then we all stop. That way we don’t inconvenience pedestrians and we allow mass to bunch up again in case it has broken up along the way. We also look out for the so-called “testosterone brigade” or types, usually young guys, with a bone to pick with drivers. We need to pull these riders aside and make sure they chill out. It’s a celebration, not a confrontation with drivers. Although we haven’t had much of that lately on this ride. It’s usually in response to a driver getting impatient with the ride. Critical Mass itself started out in San Francisco as something called a commuter clot. Well over a decade ago. In Toronto, the ride has been happening for about 15 years. Toronto, unlike many other cities, has no preset route. We ride wherever the wind takes us.” 
   She listened to Charlie while in the distance the trumpet played something romantic popularized long ago by Edith Piaf.
“So, what about the cops?”
“Well, so far so good. They have calmed down a lot ever since we took the Gardiner Expressway.”
“Right. I overheard someone mention that today.”
“Any chance that might happen today?” 
Charlie flashed a broad smile
“You mean take the Gardiner?”
She nodded. 
“You never know.”
   He pointed at the button on his shirt that consisted of a large white circle with a small green circle and a bicycle in the centre. She leaned to her side to get a closer look.
“The Gardiner. Yours to discover.” she read out loud with a laugh.
“That’s priceless.”
“Well, I doubt that we will do anything like that today.”
   By now, the ride was coming up on Queens’ Park Circle and at the corner of Bloor and Avenue Road. She could see the long slow anaconda stream of colours and reflecting chrome. That was when the ride turned right and a big cheer went up echoing off the walls of tall buildings and the giant glass and titanium geometric shapes of the Royal Ontario Museum. As they turned right and headed south, releasing the steaming demon horde of predators just to floor it to the next red light 200 metres east on Bloor, they could hear the horns honking and see middle fingers waving behind air-conditioned windows.
“Honk if you love bicycles.” Charlie shouted out turning his head to the left. 
   They both chuckled as they headed south toward Queens Park. B. felt very at ease having found someone so quickly to show her the ropes. Her initial worry about the potential wrath or trouble with the police subsided and was replaced by a sheer sense of joy as she rolled beside Charlie on the slight downhill past the provincial legislative building.
   At the intersection of College and University, Critical Mass took the street corner with gusto and several riders stopped in the middle of the street lifting their bikes above their heads to the cheers of the crowd and the amazement of office workers heading home after working late on a Friday evening. The corkers laughed and tried to reassure the mostly patient drivers. Heading south it seemed incredible to B. that the ride was able to occupy all four lanes of University Avenue, a hostile place to cyclists at any other time. 
   Enthralled in this wave of bliss she was riding on, she did not notice that Charlie had drifted further ahead into a different pack of riders. The mass continued down University to Gerrard and slowly snaked left toward Yonge Street. Once on Yonge Street a loud roar erupted from the riders all around her and she found herself waving to amuse pedestrians taking photographs of the parade from the sidewalk.
“Happy Friday!” she shouted out at an elderly couple on the sidewalk who waved back smiling.
   The voices grew louder and louder the closer the ride got to Dundas Square. With bells ringing and people hollering and B. was swept away by it all. Once in the intersection at Dundas and Yonge, dozens of massers raised their bikes high above their heads up in the air in triumph. 
“We are traffic. We are here. Whose streets? Our streets!” 
   Critical Mass bunched up in the middle of the crossing. Horns honked, people laughed on the sidewalk, onlookers were taking cell phone videos and snapshots for tweets. Anyone else would have thought that they were caught in a mob scene but to her it was all just joyful fun. A well organized coincidence indeed. 
   The whole celebration of bike culture lasted for less than three minutes and Critical Mass continued south along Yonge Street. B. was laughing to herself wondering again what she had been missing all these years. Riding home alone on the last Friday evening of the month would never be the same. Little did she know that Critical Mass was just getting started. Just before reaching Shuter Street she could hear some riders yell.
“Detour! Detour!”
   Then, to her surprise, she noticed that Critical Mass turned right. “What the hell?” she wondered and turned to a young woman rolling along beside her.
“Do you know where we are going?”
The woman turned to her with a big grin on her face.
“Yes, looks like we’re making a detour through the Eaton Centre.”
“Oh, my God. That’s hilarious.”
“Yes, it most certainly is.”
   Some walked their bikes and others rode right through the doors that were being held open for their fellow massers. When it was her turn, she noticed that it was none other than Charlie holding the door open for her. She gave Charlie a high five as she walked her bike through the door.
“Enjoy.”  Charlie said with a playful look in his eyes.
   Inside the Eaton Centre at the south entrance of the Sears department store, it was as if the mall had been invaded by aliens. A sea of cyclists was slowly rolling through bewildered shoppers as increasingly more bicycles were being raised high above their heads. There were more outbursts of “Happy Friday” while the one of the photographers on the ride took photos of all the fun. Others took advantage of the opportunity to ride in circles in that section of the mall fists raised high in celebration.
   But it all was over very quickly for this rolling flash mob on two wheels. Long before security guards could intervene Critical Mass slipped out through the West entrance by the little Church of the Holy Trinity and moved on. Everyone was high on the thrill of riding somewhere bicycles were not allowed passage on any other day. Critical Mass had taken the most prestigious mall in Canada even if just for a few minutes.
   A few minutes later, having headed west along Queen west, the ride moved on toward Chinatown. The evening light spilled across the rooftops of Victorian houses occupied by a mix of young tenants and small Chinese families. The little restaurants in Kensington Market were busy with customers busy over plates of Tibetan dishes and pitchers of beer. B. leaned back in her bike seat and let her wheels slowly roll back down Spadina after the U-turn on Cecil Street. She felt carefree for the first time in a long time. After the elation of riding through the Eaton Centre, some riders had already peeled off in search of food and refreshments. A smaller Critical Mass turned right onto Nassau Street. B. had no idea where the ride was going and she did not care. She was having too much fun. Yet she felt safe and happy surrounded by new friends.
“Hey, Kensington parking garage. Who is up for it?” someone asked out loud.
A chorus of voices shot back excitedly. 
“Hell, yeah! Let’s go for it.” 
   She followed and watched in amazement as over 150 cyclists filed into the Kensington Market parking garage and circled their way up the levels heading towards the top. The riders howled with delight and laughed with childish glee pedaling in the easiest gear. She just took her time and allowed allowing many to pass her along the way. When she arrived at the top level, she found the parking lot on the roof deserted except for a big mass of cyclists with blinking red and white lights on the north side. They were bunched up into little groups talking while others rode around in circles on the roof. At the highest point facing south, she spotted Charlie with his bike beside him contemplating the orange and white night skyline of the city she called her home. She rode up beside him and looked out over the city.
   All the years in the city, she had never seen it in such a beautiful way. It was mesmerizing. She watched the red light rapidly ascend the CN Tower. There were fake searchlights probing the night sky above and a small plane took off from the island airport. She could hear the siren fade away in the distance and slowly disappearing into the background noise of the small metropolis before her. 
“Look.” Charlie said without looking over at her.
“One day all this could be yours.” 
 She turned her head to stare at Charlie in wonder. 
“I sure hope it’s soon.” 
   Behind them they could hear the squeals of delight as a few riders headed down the exit spiral of the parking garage in sharp continuous left turns like on a roller coaster. For a brief moment they felt like the city was already theirs. That is as long as they rode their bicycles together and because of that action rode as one.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty
 
 
   Her head resting on her pillow, B. let out a heavy and contented sigh as she looked up from her bed at the dark ceiling illuminated by the dance of the predator headlights sweeping right to left. She closed her eyes listening to the old AM radio on her night table. Just before sleep took her, the last thing that entered her mind was a question: Why on earth would anyone bother doing a traffic report in the middle of the night? She had no answer for that and soon drifted off. 
   She dreamt about a bright face with a big smile. It was a female face, open and honest. The face was so happy to see her. The woman waved at her. She was so happy to see her she was positively beaming, her lips moving into words, silent greetings, mysterious sentences. B. did not know who she was but was still happy to see her. Like a long-lost friend, almost that happy. Again her lips moved, shouting now, repeating inaudibly, repeating the words intensely. B. tried very hard to read her lips but it was of no use. She felt like some of the words may be “How are you?” but she could not be sure. She could not be sure of much except for the affection in that stranger’s smile, in a garden, in that sunshine, in that evening. B. wanted to say something, raise her voice up to her but she could not. 
   And then the stranger’s voice began to change. Her smile vanished and was replaced by a deeply felt sorrow in her eyes. The hand reached forward extending all the way toward B. Her teeth bit her lower lip. Her long dark hair falling to one side as her head tilted back to the right. B. wanted to reach out and touch her hand. She wanted to make contact. Hold on to her fingers. 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-one
 
 
   Darcy sank into his old sofa as if slowly sinking into quick sand. His back still ached from dragging around his courier bag and its leaden contents all day.  Little work but it sure weighed a lot. His legs were spent and his mind was at ease. The cell phone kept beeping every five minutes. He already knew what it was about. The alley cat on a Friday night was a tradition among Toronto bike couriers ever since they invented it. Long before it became cool. “Been there, done that.” he thought. Just a big long exhausting scavenger hunt and more time on your bike riding all over Toronto with the big all-out beer-drenched after party. It was cool and all but he felt too lazy to move off the sofa and he just wanted to be alone. Better to relax, watch TV, sink deeper into the sofa and eat salty snacks. 
   He loved his friends on two wheels and the deeply felt friendship of riding and being together in traffic, sometimes beating the odds by staying alive in that jungle of steel and rubber and exhaust. He also knew they would be making fun of him by now. Maybe suggesting he had lost his nerve since the last alley cat when he got his ass kicked. Darcy grinned remembering the classic punishment dispatchers used to jokingly threaten nonpaying customers:
“Look, Mister! Pay up or we will send a bike courier to sleep on your couch for a month. Just make sure you hide the potato chips, the beer & your daughter.”
“Yeah.” Darcy thought, “They sure wouldn’t want that.” 
   He changed the channel on his crappy shit box of a TV. Matrix Reloaded? Perfect. He looked down at the floor only to discover that his bag of dollar store potato chips was empty. Thankfully there were still plenty of pretzels. No way he was going to get up until noon tomorrow, that much was for damn sure.
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-two
 
 
   B. popped out of bed still high from all the fun and travel and excitement from the night before. She felt like her whole life had been changed in a very positive way, what she thought impossible had been accomplished by simply taking the time and space to make it possible. Ideas and thoughts and desires raced through her mind as she poured the strong black liquid into the mug feeling its warmth on the bottom and sides. 
   The previous night, a large chunk of her time was spent surfing the web to research some of the ideas Charlie had told her about during the ride. There was the commuter clot idea which would change the way people commute by bike. A group of cyclists could meet up at a certain time and place and commute together thereby increasing the safety of all commuters. This could also be called a Bike Bus or a Velo Bus as it was called in Lyon, France where it was very popular. In France, the Velo Bus followed a regular schedule so that cyclists could join along the way. Charlie had also told her about the guaranteed bike lane some of his friends were known to have installed in areas of town where bike lanes were abused by drivers parking illegally. All you needed were some orange traffic cones and a well-made sign and it was big smiles and high-fives from fellow cyclists all day. Another even simpler idea was waving Wednesday which simply meant that you give your fellow cyclists a friendly wave of the hand as you rode by. 
   She looked out the window. It was another perfect day and still quiet in the backyard where a stray cat had curled up in the sun on top of the neighbour’s garage across the lane way. Three birds, two clouds and a bicycle waiting to go for a ride.
 
 
 
 
Thirty-three
 
 
   “Handlebar tape? Who the hell needs handlebar tape?” Darcy half-muttered to himself. He studied his bike while sitting slumped on the couch. The handlebar tape did not look very good at all. The sad truth was, it looked pathetic. The right side had become unraveled and was dangling like a garland from the chromed steel bar. He had no time for that sort of shit. His new wheels looked great though, shiny and sweet to ride. Maybe a quick truing of the spokes was all they needed. Darcy was no bike mechanic but that much he could do himself. A pleasant and mellow way to spend the morning or afternoon. Spending time truing a wheel is very relaxing and requires much patience. It was a slow and methodical process. 
   Darcy got off the couch, went into the kitchen to grab a snack and flipped his bike upside down. He took the spoke wrench attached to his keychain and spun the front wheel looking for eighths and wobbles. 
   In his mind, he could hear Fraser whine at him about not using brake pads as a guide for making the wheel true. However, a real truing stand was not in the bike budget, not now, and likely, not ever. To his delight, he found just one problem and he slowly started to work on checking one spoke nipple at a time giving it a quarter turn here and a quarter turn there, rechecking the progress each time. His crackberry buzzed but he ignored it. He was altogether absorbed in the movements of the wheel and spokes, lost in his world of man and machine in harmony.
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-four
 
 
   John got into his predator and waited. He felt impatient and irritated like most Saturday mornings when his wife wanted him to take her to some huge suburban mall. His wife got excited whenever a new mega mall sprung up in the suburbs.  John did not mind going the mall, he just hated the traffic. He hated the inevitable frustrating quest for the right parking spot. He looked forward to the drive back to his house even before he started the ignition in his driveway. Besides, the suburbs were an odd place to drive, even though the main roads were straight and fast but drivers were even more aggressive than downtown where the roads were rough and speed traps seem to lurk at every corner. The last thing he needed was another speeding ticket.
   His wife opened the passenger side door and got in breathing heavily. She shuffled into position and put her hands in her lap.
“OK, Dear. I am finally ready. Sorry I took so long.”
   She never took very long. She was just saying that to make conversation. He knew that. The drive up to the big mall in Vaughan was surprisingly uneventful. Traffic on Allen Road was moving along well and the 401 highways were mostly empty. It was not until they got to the giant mall that things quickly turned ugly. “Oh, here we go.” John thought as he pulled around the perimeter of the mall before turning into the parking lot which surrounded it. He circled without finding a vacant spot then tried the adjacent parking lot. His passenger was being very patient, fully aware that he was doing her a favour. 
   Close to fifteen minutes later, trawling a sea of potential parking spots with little success, John pounced. Near the mall entrance he spotted a vacated space. John revved the engine and sped up, eyes fixed firmly on the prize – a vacant spot less than ten parking spaces from the mall entrance. A large woman with a full shopping cart was coming toward them. He did not slow down. This was just the sort of thing that would make him lose that precious spot. Sensing the danger, the woman raised her arm and motioned up and down with her left hand.
“I think I found a great spot.” John proclaimed. His wife nodded.
“John? Slow down a bit, that woman there.”
“What?” John shot back.
“That woman!” his wife pointed. 
   She did not have a chance to finish her sentence. John had squeezed between the woman’s shopping cart and the row of parked predators. He did not even look at her. His mirror clipped the top bar of the shopping cart, almost toppling it over onto its side. The frightened woman shouted something but it was lost in the noise of the engine and the wind-swept parking lot. John swerved into the parking space and stopped to the dismay of another predator that had suddenly appeared from the opposite direction. He stared at the other predator slowly who passed by in his rear view mirror. He turned off the engine. His wife turned to him. John took the key out of the ignition.
“John.” she said in a calm but concerned tone of voice.
He turned his face toward her. She looked at him unsure what to say next.
“What?” he barked at her. “What?”
“Forget it.”
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-five
 
 
   For many decades, every Saturday and Sunday morning, a fleet of cyclists, many in pro cycling team jerseys, get up early for their weekend ride on the much quieter streets of Toronto. The Leslie Spit, the Portlands, Humber Trail, Don River valley, the lakeshore and even busy Leslie Street had always been popular routes for roadies and weekend warriors on mountain bikes in search for a quiet enjoyable route.
   They cycle all the way up to the end of the West Humber Trail and a few adventurous ones pushed their bikes underneath the Hwy 27 overpass and onto the abandoned Indian Line Road before continuing north and finally leaving the city behind. Others continued along the waterfront trail heading toward Port Credit or as far as Dundas for a stopover at the Café Domestique cycling shrine. And many left the city altogether by taking a GO train to Oakville for a ride in the Halton Hills or even as far as Niagara Falls. An early morning bike ride on the weekend is the perfect antidote to being a weekday cyclist who fights through gridlock. It is even better to get out of town completely. 
   B. unfolded the cycling map she had picked up a bike shop long ago. The map was outdated but it did not matter. The options for a ride were the same. The roads had not gotten any safer since the last time the map had been published. “Best to stick to the waterfront. Maybe head west to Oakville?” she wondered. She could not make up her mind. She decided to think about it more while taking a shower. “First things first. Shower, breakfast, then go for a ride.” she thought, as she got up. “You got all day.”
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-six
 
 
   The island. Definitely, the island. B. finished her coffee and changed into some comfy biking clothes perfect for being out all day. She took some fruit from the fridge, filled up her water bottle and made herself a salami and cheese sandwich for lunch. A blanket, book, small vintage portable radio, sunscreen, sunglasses. All set. Less than two hours later she found herself lying in the half sun under a tree on Hanlan’s Point on Toronto Island with a fine view of the city skyline. She sighed with a profound pleasure. The little radio alternated between retro 60s hits and repeating 30 minute news updates. With her eyes closed, she focused on the sound of the wind playing in the treetops above. Nearby she listened to island visitors walking by chatting and laughing, the whirl of bicycle chains and further in the distance music echoing across the water from a party boat. She felt relaxed, free from the din of the city. Then she caught herself thinking about Charlie. “Cute guy, sweet smile,” but there was something else that she liked about him. Something more elusive than his good looks. B. thought about it for a while longer, recalling bits of conversation she had with him during Critical Mass. The way he looked over his handlebars at the world and the city where he lived and rode his bicycle. There was an infectious fun loving passion in his eyes that appealed to her. A positivity that comes from riding on two wheels and celebrating where you live and you pedal. It was certainly something they had in common: both believing in giving the city a big loving hug by using a bicycle to navigate its streets and roads. And Charlie also had the elusive charm, projecting an activist’s natural passion that any politician would kill for. “OK. The guy is a bit of a charmer and he knows it. But that’s okay.” B. told herself. 
   A grin appeared in her face as she thought about him some more wondering where she might run into him again. Next Critical Mass for sure, but that seemed like a long way off. Well, in any case, she would notice him next time she saw him in a bike lane or about town. Who will make the first move? OK. Don’t be silly. Let’s keep it all in perspective. He could just be a flirt like so many other guys and get cold feet if she asked him for date, but somehow he did not really strike her like that type. For all she knew he might not even remember her much or maybe he had a girl or worse a boy! “Oh, this is worse than high school.” B. muttered as she adjusted her sunglasses and reached for her water bottle. Whatever the case, he sure can fix a flat tire with that sweet smile. She just hoped it would be hers.
   She spent the day on the island. First enjoying a slow ride over to Ward’s Island for some ice cream and returning to Hanlan’s Point for a good afternoon nap in the shade of a century-old tree. It was the AM radio weather update that got her attention as she dozed in the soft green grass in a secluded spot near the beach. 
“Environment Canada has issued a thunderstorm watch alert for the GTA region and Hamilton.”
   Her head turned toward the radio. She was ready to head back to the city anyway. B. sat up, took off her sunglasses and gazed across the lake west toward Ontario Place and the horizon. Grey clouds had formed while she had been dozing in the grass and seemed to be approaching very quickly. She gave the increasingly brooding westward sky another skeptical look. But she was not worried at all since she knew she was less than a 10 minute ride from the ferry. And then suddenly in the distance she heard the first growl of thunder. She frowned and slowly started to pack up her blanket, radio and belongings stuffing them into her courier bag. 
   A couple of minutes later she was ready to head back to the ferry. She unlocked her bike that was leaning up against the tree and she tucked her small U-lock into her bag. The air suddenly felt much cooler than before as more and more clouds moved in. There was a sudden quick gust of wind that toppled over a plastic bottle left behind on a picnic bench nearby. Thunder echoed across the water again but this time much closer. Amazing how quickly thunderstorms move in on the island. Now she was starting to feel slightly apprehensive as she hopped onto her bike seat and quickly made her way back to the ferry dock. She had pedaled as far as the snack bar and rain shelter beside the dock just in time to watch the first rain sweep across the trees, grass and road. She was thankful for not getting totally soaked like the other island visitors who were now running toward the shelter further down the road. 
   As the temperature dropped even further, B. stood there feeling chilly on warm summer afternoon. The clouds burst open and the rain swept by the wind poured down with full force. She hugged herself trying her best to keep warm. To the northeast across the water she happy to see the ferry approaching. The wind wrestled with tree limbs and snapped branches pushing the rain sideways in sheets of water and vapour. 
   Despite the sudden change in weather, B. was happy to have spent a perfect day on the island. She rushed onto the rain drenched ferry careful not to wipe out on the steel ramp and left her bike lying on its side on the deck before slipping into the small cabin already filled with ferry passengers seeking shelter from the thunderstorm. As she closed the door behind her she looked out through the round window in the cabin watching twigs and whole branches swept along the pavement like broken wings. 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-seven
 
 
   There are so many reasons to ride your bike in a city. You can ride because it’s a cheap reliable fast way to get around town. You can ride out of respect for your city. Or you can ride simply because you love how it makes you feel. But for most it’s also about being practical and frugal. It’s often the fastest way to get around. You get to where you need to go on your terms and why drive to the gym when you can ride to work? It’s a good prescription: take a bike ride twice daily and so on. And then there is the thrill of going fast downhill or the pleasure of riding slowly down a quiet tree-lined street. Or even the bragging rights that come with going where you need to go with just the power of your legs and two wheels. No oil required except for a drop every 1000 km. But, most importantly, for many it just feels right. The reasons for choosing a bicycle never really end and never stop ringing true. Riding a bicycle is also very, very addictive. Soon you begin to wonder how far you can ride in a day, how much you can transport with a trailer attached to your bike or if trying a sport like mountain biking or even bike racing might just be fun which, of course, it is. A cycling vacation suddenly seems like a great adventure. And when you are not riding your bike you feel its absence. You can get depressed, in need of that daily fix for your brain that helps you clear your mind, solve problems and makes you happier. 
   The bicycle was a common sight on the streets of Toronto and around the world long before motorized vehicles arrived on the scene. In fact, the bicycle literally paved the way for them. Bicycle shops became gas stations over time. How can it be that there is no space for the faithful bicycle now? Its history of liberation for all and especially women demands it. Yet they will tell you that roads of your city are not designed for bicycles. That the humble bicycle gave up its place for good long ago. But that is just not so. The truth is that the bicycle never left. It was simply erased as a transportation option in the rush of cheap oil and the race for profits. For more than a hundred years, workers rode their bicycles to work and back, families rode to picnics and to visit friends; students rode to school and others rode for the thrill of the ride. They may tell you that no one rode a bicycle after the wars and that families always dropped off their kids at school in a predator. That public transit was the only way to get to work if you did not drive. That no one really used a bicycle for travel during vacation. That this “new” bicycle craze cannot expect the roads to become more accommodating overnight. 
   Is it fair to those who have always ridden bicycles over the decades? The bicycle had been written off by traffic engineers, city planners and most politicians but this deliberate choice was also a big mistake. They will justify their mistake to you when it comes to the truth about bicycles and their rightful place in your city. And it’s not just the driver who will claim he never saw you before he hit you nor the police officer who will tell you that the driver did nothing wrong. Knowledge of ones power makes it easier. But it can also be your parents who will tell you that no one will hire someone unless they have a driver’s license. Or how about the traffic planner at the public consultation meeting, who will claim that the road is not wide enough for a bike lane? Or the politician who will lecture you on the fact the roads are made for predators and trucks and nothing can change that. It’s up to all of us not to believe them, to know better and to ride a bicycle despite everything. 
   In the end, as long as there are people, there will be bicycles. Pedals will be pushed down and come back up; hearts will beat with the joy of movement and the bicycle and rider rolling together as one. The elegant genius of the bicycle is immutable. It lives in our hearts, and for millions and millions, is a best friend for life.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-eight
 
 
   There are some mornings when you cannot wait to get out of bed and ride. Monday was just such a day. B. popped out of bed in one jump followed by a quick shower. She made sure her hair was just right for the first day on the new job. Then she got dressed and sat in her new clothes at the kitchen table with a bowl of cereal and orange juice. The coffee was almost ready puffing steam from its vintage metal spout. Morning light gently played with shadows high on the wall beside the stove. Rays peeking through the large green leaves of a maple tree in the yard next door. The radio repeated the same weather report from earlier in the morning, sunny with cloudy periods. No rain. Good. She was not interested in getting soaked again like a couple of days ago. She checked her cellphone to make sure she had plenty of time. Inside a small stylish canvas bag, she placed her bike lock and wallet. She wondered if she was missing anything. On a piece of paper she copied the address and stuck it in her wallet. OK. She was ready to ride.
   She was surprised to discover that traffic was very light for a Monday, then again, it was still more than a week before the kiddies would be chauffeured back to school and traffic would increase by 20%. She rode down the rail path, made the awkward crossover to Sorauren and eventually turned right onto Queen before reaching Roncesvalles. She walked her bike across the intersection of King and Queen with its maze of streetcar tracks and rode the pedestrian overpass slowly high above the Gardiner Expressway and down the ramps onto the Martin Goodman trail. The expressway to her left was bloated like a dead whale that had beached itself on some distant shore. She could sense the frustration and rage inside the two-ton metal boxes over the hum of crawling engines and the occasional honk. 
   She climbed, the long gradual incline of the trail toward the top passing the Royal Canadian Legion hall on her right. The waters of Lake Ontario were calm as rowers finished up another early morning training session below. Her bike rolled through the quick turns through a patch of green trees and followed the trail to the right closer to the water’s edge away from the congested expressway. Her legs were moving effortlessly and she made sure not to work up a sweat for her first day back at work. She rode past Ontario Place, Little Norway Park continuing to the Queen’s Quay where thankfully traffic was still fairly light. 
   The stretch between Spadina and Yonge certainly was no picnic ever since that portion of the Martin Goodman trail had been removed during the first wave of the waterfront condo boom in the late 1990s and never replaced by the city. In any case, she knew the route very well and there were options in case things got tricky. 
   After Yonge, the road widened considerably and she soon was back on the trail quickly approaching the Don River. The toughest part would be crossing Lakeshore Boulevard where the intersection was in dire need of a bicycle crossing. The best any cyclist could do was use the pedestrian crosswalk. B. got off her bike and took her time traversing the two stage crossing rather than following the direct and more dangerous route of the desire line just to the north of the intersection. 
   The Don Valley trail is a welcome refuge for weary urban cyclists and for many decades had proven itself as an excellent commuter route as well. The trail was fun and fast featuring everything from tree lined shady straightaways, river bridges, small tunnels and meandering turns. Despite the massive Don Valley Parkway above, it is very easy to forget that you were still in Toronto. B. shifted into a lighter gear to tackle the only significant hill before Pottery Road which also meant climbing out of the river valley to the Parkway. Even though she only had to worry about other cyclists coming her way in the opposite direction she dreaded the fast steep descent on the other side.  
   Once she had reached the top of the hill she glanced to her right at the slow moving sea of predators heading toward the seemingly unreachable shiny towers of glass and steel downstream. “Cull the herd,” she thought as she rode down the other side remembering a hilarious cartoon she had seen in a magazine.
   She stood as she cautiously descended and rolled up to Pottery Road. “WAIT FOR GAP” the fading metal sign warned her obnoxiously as she entered the two stage crossing of the two lane road separated by two rows of cinder blocks. Pottery Road was a very busy commuter road and taxi shortcut between Bayview and Broadview Avenues. It was also a shitty place to cross on two wheels. She tried to decide whether the ugly crossing made it safer to cross or if just riding around it like other cyclists would be easier. She got off her bike and walked across waiting patiently to give way to predators as they sped by. 
   From here onwards, it would be smooth sailing she reminded herself, as she rode up the paved path toward Taylor Creek Park and Sunnybrook. Soon after Pottery Road she noticed that her back tire was getting increasingly soft. She looked down beside her legs to see how much the tire walls were starting to bulge. 
“Shit. Oh, no! Not today! First day at work and I am getting a stupid flat!”, she grumbled very annoyed. 
   It was at that very precise moment that she remembered what she forgot to pack:  a glue-less patch kit and a pump. 
“Not even a pump!” she blurted out, she was very pissed off at herself by now.
  A slow leak and a pump would have given her a chance to keep riding. 
“Dammit all to hell!” B. screamed as she sped up trying to make up as much ground as possible almost sprinting. “If I can make it Taylor Creek Park it won’t not be so bad.” she thought.
   She would not be so lucky. On another short incline her rear tire was completely flat. She gave out a long yell of frustration, sweat beginning to drip from her forehead. A fast moving cyclist passed going in the opposite direction. She turned her head instantly with her lips forming into the imperative command. “Wait!” But it was of no use. Even if he stopped and he happened to have a pump, she would be unlikely to make it all the way to work on a leaky rear tire. Instead she grabbed her handlebar and began to jog toward Taylor Creek Park and the road toward Sunnybrook Hospital. 
   At the turnoff to Taylor Creek, she made the decision to lock up her bike as well as she could and continued on foot. By now she was sweating so much that the thought of pushing her bike up a steep hill was not very practical. She jogged on resigning herself to being late for her first day back at work. When she finally reached the Ontario government office she dried herself off as best she could before entering the building. The air-conditioning hit her body like a cold blanket. B. was so mad at herself for not making sure her bike was in top shape, tires pumped up and cleaned, which might have prevented a flat tire. 
   Upon her arrival at the entrance to the reception where she had been told to report she checked her watch. 9:22am. 
“I am so dead.”
   Later that day sitting in front of her bike, after having bought a wrench, a spare tube and an inexpensive pump, she reflected on her first day on the job. “What a disaster.” 
   She could not remember getting so many disapproving looks in her entire life. She must have looked like a sweaty mess. The honest explanation to her boss that she had a flat tire on her first day on the job, a sincere attempt at garnering some sympathy, got her nothing but cold stares. To make matters worse her new boss firmly suggested that riding a bicycle halfway across town was too risky, if one expected to be on time.
“Next time, take the bus.” 
“Right.” she thought as she tried to wedge her rear tire off the rim with a spoon she had borrowed from the cafeteria at work. People ride long distances to work and back all the time. She had to admit to herself that they would likely bring a patch kit and some tire levers. “Ah, fuck it. You got there. You worked an hour extra to make up for it and they were not likely to fire you for being late 20 minutes.” She just had to make sure she got herself together for the rest of the week. Otherwise people would start to talk. 
   Having successfully lifted the Kevlar bead off the edge of the rim on one side, she carefully checked the inside of the tire for sharp objects. Sure enough she found a small piece of glass embedded in the tread of the tire. Using her fingernail she managed to pull it out. 
“There you are.” she sighed. 
   She checked the rest of the tire and found nothing else that might cause a repeat of the unfortunate events on the way home. She inflated the new tube slightly to make it easier to put the tube back into the tire and inserted the valve stem into the rim. With the new inner tube now in place she worked the tire with her hands to snap the tire bead back into place. Luckily her rear tire had been stretched enough already so this part of the job turned out to be easy. The hardest part would be pumping up the tire with her new hand pump. But she managed and a few minutes later she was happily back on her beloved bike riding downhill along the Don Valley trail toward downtown.
   As she got closer to Pottery Road an idea came to her. “Tonight, try something new for a Monday evening. Treat yourself for a change.” she told herself. “Grab a simple dinner on the Danforth before riding home. Relax and unwind over a glass of wine. You had another wicked day so be good to yourself. You deserve it. Good plan.” Lacking a special someone to look after her, she took great pride in treating herself well. 
   She made up her mind to tackle the big climb on Pottery Road and head south to the Danforth for dinner in a pub. After making a left turn at Pottery Road, avoiding the dumb crossing completely, she gradually climbed the increasingly steep road up to Broadview Avenue. She grit her teeth and stood up in her pedals as she rode up while predators whipped by her. Having really underestimated the steepness and length of the climb, near the end she decided that she had had enough. She got off her bike, lifted it over the railing and walked the rest of the way. She realized that she had also underestimated how much the day had taken out of her already. “Good way to work up an appetite.” B. thought, as she looked over the city, the bright sun slowly setting in the distance. “At least the rest of the way will be uneventful and flat.”
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-nine
 
 
   There is a special little joy that comes from finding your trusty bicycle right where you left it locked up. It could have been stolen. No bike lock can really ever prevent someone from being a jerk and leaving you with that most hollow of feelings in your gut when something you love daily has been taken away from you. 
   The same was certainly true as far as B. was concerned. She stepped out of the pub and searched her pockets for the keys to her bike lock, her eyes scanning the ring and post parking spots on the sidewalk for her ride. She grinned when she spotted it and walked over with her keys in her hand. A quick check of the rear tire confirmed that the new tube was holding the air pressure inside. 
“Good. Seems just fine.” she muttered out loud. 
   She was pleased with herself. Doubly pleased, for certain. First, for having managed to successfully fix her flat tire and second, for having done something she normally would not do; going out for a relaxed dinner on her own. An idea that had always seemed so frivolous to her before, tonight had felt just like the right time to try it. 
   Checking her cellphone, B. was relieved that all was quiet on the texting front for once. It’s just before 9:30 p.m. Time to ride home. She unlocked her bike, turned on her front and rear blinkies, and checked the slowly moving traffic before jumping onto her bike seat. “A lot less traffic than during rush hour.” she thought as she entered the westbound lane and rode across the Bloor Street viaduct bike lane. She felt relaxed and mellow which to no small extent was due to the pasta dinner coupled with a big glass of red wine. She rolled along the viaduct slowly admiring the shimmering downtown skyline through the steel cables strung along the bridge. She followed the bike lane along to Sherbourne where she had to wait at the red light. 
   Further along Bloor beyond Jarvis Street, she could see the orange construction signs and she reminded herself how messy and dangerous that stretch between Jarvis and Avenue Road had been for months and months. There were iron fences and pylons littering the road space crowding traffic, bicycles and pedestrians all for the sake of some semblance of business as usual. All this made it very dangerous and the accommodation for cyclists long promised by city officials during construction projects was nowhere to be seen. 
   This fact was not lost on B., as she merged into the construction zone just after Jarvis. Since traffic was fairly light she chose to ride on. Just as the light turned green, a male cyclist with a worn courier bag over his shoulder passed her, perfectly timing the light at Church Street. He was first through the intersection and B. instinctively followed his path through the maze of construction equipment and fences. 
   It was then that she first noticed the black convertible. Even in summer convertibles were a rare sight in Toronto where most cyclists were used to dealing with drivers hiding from bright sunlight behind tinted windows. Not that she paid any attention to the man behind the wheel and the woman in the passenger seat. It had more to do with the fact that the predator had passed her and was trying to overtake the cyclist with the courier bag about 50 meters in front. But, clearly being a seasoned cyclist in Toronto, he took the full lane that he was entitled to and kept moving at a reasonable clip. This chase went on until Yonge Street. The driver did not seem happy with the cyclist taking his right of way at the intersection and revved his engine in a vain effort to inform the cyclist that he was in the way. The moment the light turned the driver made a quick, calculated passing maneuver to get into the left lane and in almost clipped the cyclist. B. was the last who crossed through the intersection just beating the red light.
   The cyclist, who was not at all impressed by that aggressive and dangerous move, said something out loud, but B. was too far behind to hear his words clearly. She watched him stand up in his pedals and followed the predator. Her heart sank.
“OK. Here we go.” she thought. “This could be trouble.” She could not possibly imagine what would happen next.
   Slowing down she made sure she would not catch up to them at the red light at Bay Street. The cyclist had just about caught up to the black predator when the light turned green and he had to play catch up again. He caught him at the next traffic light on a small side street. The light had turned red and the predator stopped. By now B. had just passed Bay Street when she stopped her bike resting her right foot on the edge of the sidewalk. She watched him pass the predator on the left and come to a stop right in front of him. There was more construction stretching all the way to Avenue Road. Since it was a convertible, she could observe the cyclist turn around and talk to the driver. Yet she was close enough to hear them confront each other.
“So, what’s the big rush, Mister? You really cut me off back there.”
   The cyclist shifted his bicycle to get right in front of the predator effectively blocking his path. The traffic light was still red. The driver swore at the cyclist as several pedestrians on the sidewalk stopped in their path to observe the confrontation. In a way, it was a rare sight: A cyclist able to confront a dangerous driver face to face. Most of the time the battle for road space raged with one party protected by steel and faceless behind tinted glass. B. looked on with great apprehension as the motor engine of the predator revved up in a loud angry roar. Still the cyclist held his ground. The predator lurched forward and seemed to stop just before hitting the back wheel of the cyclist.
“Get the fuck out of my way!” the driver yelled as the light turned green.
“Hey, watch it!” the cyclist yelled back as he stood his ground.
“Fuck You!” the driver screamed, and stepped on the gas pedal. 
   The predator shot forward with an angry growl and drove into the cyclist who bounced off the left side of the front hood before he fell to the ground next to his mangled bicycle. The cyclist got up instantly and threw his courier bag onto the hood of the predator. B., watching the whole scene nervously, took a few steps forward pushing her bike alongside her. “Oh, shit. It’s a hit and run.” B. thought. But she could only watch as the cyclist swiftly got up and grabbed on to the side of the predator as it accelerated violently. There was more screaming from several voices, the driver, his passenger, a woman, an onlooker but the words of the cyclist drowned them all out. 
“You’re not getting away with this so easily!”
   All this seemed to happen in an instant. B. stared at the scene in horror. The predator sped up like a wounded animal in fear of being trapped. The cyclist hung onto the side of the predator as it pulled over into the other lane, the driver doing everything to dislodge him, the cyclists’ feet dragging on the pavement. The driver and the cyclist clinging on to the side yelled at each other, the street and entire world. In the distance, B. saw the man steering his predator mounting the curb on the other side of the road at a high speed, the cyclist striking a fire hydrant and then a mailbag storage box. Tires squealed and in the white orange glow of the street lamps. B. covered her mouth with her left hand. 
“Oh, my God.”  
   There were more screams in the distance. The predator briefly stopped as the man fell onto the road, his body broken and torn. As he lay dying, the driver stepped on the gas and the predator lunged forward one more time in a final attempt to escape. But it was all in vain. There were too many witnesses already. Darcy had caught him and stopped him, and, in doing so, he had also paid the ultimate price.
   B. stood in the turn lane at Bay and Bloor, predators honking at her. She did not hear them. She was completely in shock. Down the street men were running toward the scene of the crime. She was still there staring, her body frozen, when a just few minutes later the sound of a wailing ambulance in the distance shook her out of her trance. Her bike was lying beside her on the sidewalk. She picked it up and walked along the street until she reached Bellair. She leaned the bike against a shop window, and walked over to pick up Darcy’s bike off the street. The rear wheel was mangled with many broken spokes and the frame was bent out of shape. She lifted up his bike and leaned it against a signpost. Something inside her told her to leave now, go somewhere safe. She grabbed her bike and began to walk up Bellair. She wanted to get away but she did not have the courage to ride her bike just yet. “Maybe I just need to walk up to Davenport and ride from there.” That was what she told herself. Sirens. She heard more sirens. A fire truck wailing. All she could think about was getting away from the sirens. 
   She walked with her bike up to Yorkville Avenue and then turned right back toward Bay Street. When she reached Bay and Davenport she crossed on to the north side of the street and stood with her bike in the bike lane. She lifted her right leg over the bike seat and stood over the crossbar with her two feet on the pavement. She took a deep breath and stepped into her pedals. When she reached Avenue Road, her heart again raced with fear as a police cruiser sped by, sirens blaring heading south toward Bloor. She rode along Davenport going faster and faster, although she was still wearing her work shoes. She followed the bike lane until she no longer heard the sirens that were descending from all directions onto Bloor just east of Avenue Road. Determined to get home as quickly as possible. She headed west and before long got to her apartment. There, she closed the door behind her, safe and began to breathe again. 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty
 
The Witnesses
 
 
“I was standing by the truck and I heard these squealing tires and I saw a black convertible racing the wrong way past our construction site. As I looked this predator was going about 90 and I didn’t know there was a guy hanging on to the side. But after he, the guy went onto the sidewalk, the cyclist hanging onto the predator hit the mailbox, and then hit the road. The guy in the predator ran over him with the back tires, the guy bounced and predator sped off and the person that he ran over was there just bleeding.” 
“Did it look like it was a deliberate act of the driver?”
“Oh, yeah. He meant to knock him off.”
The TV news reporter moves on to another witness. 
“So, Ryan, tell me what you saw.”
“All I saw was the predator speeding on the wrong side of the road with the injured man holding on as tight as he could. And the driver pushed up onto the curb trying to knock him off on the poles as he went down the opposite side of the road. Then he hit the mailbox and fell off. He was definitely holding on for dear life as soon as the guy accelerated. At first I think he was trying to get him because he hit his bike. That was the whole thing. The guy hit him with his predator on his bike, tire bent over. He finally just said: “OK” and grabbed onto the predator. And the guy just sped off as fast as he could.”
“Do you think he deliberately pulled up on the sidewalk to hit him off the mailbox?”
“Oh, definitely. Definitely deliberately, because he went for a hundred meters right down the curb and up onto the sidewalk.”
 
 
 
 
 
			Forty-one
 
 
   B. switched off the TV and slumped into her sofa. “He is dead. Fucking dead.” She texted her best friend Claire, who responded instantly. “Yes, I am okay,” she typed. It felt good to have someone to talk to. She thought about how she could never ever tell her parents anything about that night. After thirty minutes, and a flurry of texts she put down the phone and poured herself the rest of the bottle of wine from the night before. She did not consider calling the police since there were already two witnesses who had seen much more than her. It did not occur to her that she had seen the preamble to the entire tragedy. She was relieved that the police had not made any requests to the public for witnesses. By the time she went to bed, the driver had already been arrested and charges were pending. By the time she fell asleep, she could only think about one thing; the last words that she heard the cyclist say: 
“You’re not getting away with this so easily!”
   Even before the bike courier community could jump on their bikes and head down to the site of Darcy’s death, much of his blood had been cleaned up. The mailbox and the yellow fire hydrant were still marked with caution tape. The rush-hour traffic along Bloor was more important than him. The narrow lanes along Bloor were almost back to normal as if everything could ever be the same again. Bike messengers paused on their rounds leaving behind flowers, waybills and post-it notes with messages of love for Darcy. Others just stopped by and paused to remember him. The driver had been arrested the night before at the bar at the nearby Hyatt Hotel and was in custody. The scandal loving media revealed the man to be of both political power and prominence. 
   She read the newspaper articles and listened to the news reports on the radio which repeated details of the story over and over. She was grateful for the fact that she did not have to ride out to Eglinton and Don Mills again today risking another embarrassing flat tire. Instead, she was attending an important meeting of the provincial staff training office on Bay Street at noon. B. took a long sip from her coffee and frowned as she read the news articles in the paper. For some reason the true version of the events in her view seemed to shift from the fact that the driver had deliberately run the cyclist over, to the cyclist attacking the driver who “had feared for his life.” Right. “Run someone over and then get upset when the cyclist catches you attempting to prevent you from getting away.” she thought. “Sounds more like a citizen’s arrest to me.” She angrily flipped the pages of the newspaper and typed a URL into the address bar of her browser. She reminded herself not to read the online comments. Too many trolls and haters in this town. The incident and aftermath reminded her of a book she had read a long time ago by Tom Wolfe: Bonfire of the Vanities. That’s it. The parallels were unmistakable to her. But, to her, it was also more than that. It was more like the perfect nightmare any cyclist could face in a predator centric city like Toronto. Do you fight back when confronted by the violence of predator culture or do you simply get out of the way? Capitulate? What do you do to fight back? What risks are you willing to take? In the case of Darcy Allan Sheppard, the consequences were clear and hard as two tons of steel crushing you. Moreover, there was a certain quality in standing up for yourself in the face of such overwhelming power. An unusual nobility found in the fragility of bones and spokes. A certain right to anger in the face of violence. An honourable way to call the bluff of the revving engine even when it is often not a bluff? B. thought about how it could have been her confronting the aggressive driver, how it could have been her who, in the spur of the moment, grabbed onto the side of the fleeing predator and didn’t let go. 
   B. closed the laptop and checked the time in the kitchen clock. “Time to lay some flowers.” That was the least she could do for him now. Even if it took all the courage inside of her. Even though he was just a stranger on two wheels. Perhaps just for that simple fact, he deserved her utmost respect.
 
 
 
 
Forty-two
 
 
   With a bouquet of flowers safely tucked into her courier bag, B. unlocked her bike in front of the flower shop just left of Ossington and walked over to the pedestrian crossing. She was all ready to go to the workshop downtown after leaving sunflowers for Darcy. She thought at first that she would be scared to be riding on Bloor Street, but instead she felt a profound sense of purpose. A stronger sense of purpose than any she had felt before. Behind this sense of duty was a touch of the restrained anger, as if she knew how the whole tragedy would play itself out. She crossed on the pedestrian white light and hopped on her bike heading east along Bloor. At Shaw Street, the traffic light was red and she stopped putting her right foot down. She looked to her left and saw Charlie riding fast down Shaw. He turned onto Bloor Street in front of her and waved. B. was very happy to see him and decided to catch up as soon as the light changed. A minute later, after a quick sprint, she caught up with him.
“Hi there.” she said looking at him sideways.
“Hi.” Charlie replied. His demeanor was so serious compared to the last time she had seen him on the roof of the Kensington parking garage. He looked at her again.
“It is good to see you. You must’ve heard.”
“Yes, I have. Unbelievable.” she did not have to say much more ven though she wanted to.
“Let’s take the lane.” Charlie said to her. “Follow me.”
   Together they rode side by side along Bloor Street at a good clip. They ignored the occasional honking from predators behind them trying to bully them into riding single file. They rode in silence with great determination and soon arrived at the corner of Avenue Road to the north next to the Royal Ontario Museum. Since the light had just turned red they jumped off their bikes and walked along the south side of Bloor. A crowd had gathered around the makeshift memorial next to the grey Canada Post mailbox. Charlie took off his cycling cap and held it gently in his hands, head bowed. B. knelt down and placed the flowers next to some of the many flickering tea lights and messages. She got up and hugged Charlie who put his arm around her shoulder, closing his eyes. Quietly, at first, Charlie started to cry.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty-three
 
 
   Dying from the sheer boredom of the staff training session, B. could not wait to get to the end of her workday at 5pm. She had spent most of her time sitting behind a desk in the back of the large meeting room thinking about Darcy, the events of the night before, and the moment of tenderness and grief she had shared with a new friend Charlie. Shortly after 5pm, she left the massive government building and rode back up to Bloor Street. Charlie had told her that he would meet her for a vigil at the same spot. Bloor Street at the site of Darcy’s death had been completely blocked by bicycles scattered all over the road and angry bike messengers pacing back and forth. They were shouting out their feelings to anyone who would hear them. And there were plenty who listened. She locked her bike in front of the fashion boutique next to the metal mailbox. 
   By now the memorial had grown in size taking on a de facto shrine appearance for the fallen cyclist. There were dozens and dozens of messages taped to the mailbox. A large crowd of curious onlookers was blocking the sidewalk watching the bike messengers expressing their anger and frustration in the middle of the street. Many of them were sitting down beside their bicycles. In the middle of the scene, she spotted Charlie sitting on the curb. She walked over and gave him a hug.
“Thanks for coming.”
“Oh, of course, the least I can do.”
   Then she sat down next to him. There was a small bouquet of yellow sunflowers on the ground in front of them. To their right, on the spot where Darcy had died, his blood was still visible on the ground. A bike messenger was blessing the pavement by spilling some beer from a can. They sat there in silence for what seemed like quite a long time. B. had rarely felt so close to anyone despite the fact that she had known him less than a week. That fact did not matter at all. He was there and she was glad she could share this moment with him. 
 Charlie sat in the evening sun as more cyclists arrived and photographers moved through the scene like dancers in a ballet changing angles and positions trying to capture that one perfect moment that would say everything. She ignored all of it and she did not even try to think much. The only thought that filled her mind was that she felt she had made the right decision to be here. She was better for the expression of grief for someone she did not know which was justified and important. More cyclists arrived to pay their respects. There were hundreds now. About twenty minutes later, B. and Charlie left the site of the tragedy and slowly rolled west along Bloor Street in silence. They rode past the news crew trucks and police officers who were keeping a respectful distance given the size of the crowd. She looked back one last time. In the middle of the street a mass of cyclists raised their bikes in unison above their heads screaming at the sky.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty-four
 
 
   John turned the key in the ignition to shut off the engine and paused. He looked in the right side view mirror. All clear. No parking enforcement officer in sight. Good thing because he was illegally parked in front of the drug mart. “This will just take a minute here.” he told himself as he opened the door. A split second before the impact, he heard a terrified scream. Then a body and a bicycle crashed into his driver side door and fell to the left with a loud crash onto the pavement. John froze, too startled to react at first. He closed the predator door and looked behind in the rearview mirror. Then he rolled down his window to have a look. 
   A young woman was lying on the pavement as a small pool of blood formed on the ground beside her. Another cyclist, male, was kneeling beside her, talking to her gently, telling her not to move. He told her that he would call for an ambulance. John said nothing. A parking enforcement officer rushed to the scene and radioed for an ambulance and the police. 
   She never saw it coming. The last thing B. heard was the click of the door opening. She instantly knew that she might be at the receiving end of the dreaded door prize, but all she had time for was a scream. No time to react, no time to swerve around the door. John’s timing had been perfect. Her timing could not have been worse. Charlie immediately called out for witnesses to the bystanders on the sidewalk. Then he looked back at John staring back at him from inside his predator. 
“Don’t even think of it, buddy! You stay here!” Charlie snarled at him, shaking with rage.
   John kept silent. The wail of an ambulance siren approaching in the distance made Charlie take his eyes off John for a moment. 
“Did anyone see what happened?” Charlie called out repeating his call for witnesses. 
   No one stepped forward. Everyone just stared. The parking enforcement officer put her hand on Charlie’s shoulder.
“The ambulance will be here in a minute. A police cruiser is on its way.”
   Meanwhile, B. was in an unbearable amount of pain, eyes closed clutching her right arm. Charlie tried to assess her injuries as the ambulance pulled up. She was very bruised up but the arm seemed to be the worst of it.
“She’s gonna to be okay.” The parking officer said, taking her hand off Charlie’s shoulder.
   The paramedics jumped out of the front and rear of the ambulance and asked Charlie to step aside. They spoke with B., asking her basic questions to assess her mental condition before examining her carefully to make sure there were no head or spinal injuries. Charlie stood on the sidewalk as the police cruiser pulled up. Two officers got out and spoke with the parking enforcement officer. The other police officer after getting the nod from his colleague walked over to John’s predator. John told the officer that he had his door wide open before she hit it and that he had no idea why she did not go around it. 
“That’s bullshit!” Charlie yelled over at the two of them.
   The police officers interviewing  John asked Charlie not to interfere and that he would talk with him in a minute. Charlie knew that despite whatever he might tell them, his word as a bike messenger would not be worth very much, especially since he was riding in front of her when she got doored. He had been riding on the mean streets of Toronto long enough to know that what he needed was an impartial witness. Ideally, the parking enforcement officer would be the best choice. 
   Charlie went from bystander to bystander imploring people to come forward as witnesses if they had seen something. One older woman with a thick accent told him she had seen her fall but she was not sure why. Charlie looked over at the parking officer who was shaking her head while she talked to the police officer, taking notes in his black book. A paramedic looked up at Charlie and tried to reassure him.
“She’s going to be just fine. The arm might have a stress fracture and there’s a cut on her shoulder.”
Charlie shook his head. 
“Could have been far worse. Door prize?” Charlie nodded both slightly relieved and at the same time very, very angry.
   B. let out a cry of agony a few minutes later as the paramedics lifted her very gently onto the stretcher before loading her into the ambulance. She tried to look over at Charlie to reassure him somehow but she was in too much pain. Her head fell back onto the thin pillow. He was now talking to the police officer who was very skeptical of his claims that the driver hit her with his door without checking his side view mirror. 
   He kicked himself for not being the perfect witness. The officer took his information and statements telling Charlie that he would be in touch. Charlie was not sure if talking to the police officers made him calmer or angrier. At the end of the conversation he looked the police officer in the eye.
“You are not going to let this guy get away with this, are you?”
The police officer sighed.
“We are just collecting information right now. It’s too early to tell.”
   Charlie bit his lower lip as he turned away from the officer and picked up his bike, leaned it against a post ring. Then he picked up her bike with its twisted handlebars and bent front wheel and placed it beside his. He looked at them together, one broken and one whole. The ambulance driver got into the front of the vehicle and one of the medics leaned out of the back of the ambulance.
“We’re taking her to St. Mike’s. She’s going to be okay.”
   Charlie looked into the back of the ambulance, where B. was lying quietly on the stretcher.
“I got your bike. It’s safe with me. I will fix it up for you.”
   The back doors of the ambulance closed. The two police officers were standing next to John’s predator. The parking enforcement officer walked over to them and handed John a ticket for parking illegally. Then John took back his license and papers, rolled up his window, started his predator and drove off heading west. He didn’t really have to go to the drugstore that badly. Charlie stood on the sidewalk beside the bicycles with the full weight of the world on his shoulders. Another cyclist who had arrived late on the scene, walked up to him and said:
“Did somebody get hit again?”
Charlie sighed.
“Yes, my friend got doored.”
“Shit. I’m sorry to hear that. That happened to me too. Really sucks.”
“Thankfully she is not too badly hurt. It could have been worse. Much worse.”
   Charlie watched the two police officers leaving in their cruiser, one of them taking one last look at Charlie as they drove off. A few meters from his feet a small pool of blood, her blood, was seeping into the cracks of the gray asphalt. He stared at it, trying hard not to let his anger boil over into rage. It was of no use to try to hold back his rage.
“Fuck!”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty-five	
 
 
   At the hospital, B. got stitches and was x-rayed. The attending doctor made a remark about how he has been getting way too many cases of cyclists through emergency every week. Later in the evening, while B. waited in the hospital for more tests, her best friend Claire came to pick her up. When Claire got to the emergency ward, she started to lecture B., but only got halfway through her first sentence before she stopped and tearfully told her battered friend that she is so glad that she is okay. 
   While waiting for x-rays and other tests to be completed, B. also got a visit from a police officer who demanded to know what had happened. She told him and the officer took careful notes. Then, in a matter-of-fact tone of voice he informed her that the driver had given a very different version of events. He described the driver’s version of events to her and then asked her to repeat hers. B. was shocked at the obvious lie that the driver had told the police.
“So, it’s my word against his, eh?” she asked her with a strong hint of sarcasm.
“Yes, you might say that.” the police officer replied looking very serious.
“We don’t have any good witnesses at present to confirm your story.”
   There was a long silence between them. He closed his notebook, sensing the conversation was over.
“Thank you for your time. We’ll be in touch if we have any further questions. Have a good day.”
   B. said nothing. She just felt numb inside. He seemed eager to leave, almost annoyed at having to go through the usual routine. She watched him leave without even as much as a goodbye or well wishes. Before B. left the hospital, the doctor told her that she would be very sore and prescribed some painkillers with the usual customary precautions. He just nodded when she asked him if she would be black and blue all over. 
“Nothing’s broken thankfully. You were very lucky.”
“The young kid last night, hit from behind by a predator riding on his bike, well, not so much.” 
The doctor shook his head. 
“You are in excellent health otherwise and that should help speed up the recovery. You may need some physio for the arm and shoulder but we will see how that goes once you talk to your family doctor. You have one, right?”
“Yes.” B. said rubbing her arm which was still throbbing from the harsh impact of metal on flesh and bone. 
   Sometime later, when she finally left the hospital with her best friend Claire helping her with her things, she was only a little surprised to find Charlie waiting patiently in the lobby. 
“Charlie!” B. shouted holding up her left hand as she slowly wobbled toward him beaming.
“Hey, you sure you are all right?” he asked, his eyes full of pain. She nodded and Charlie walked up quickly and gave her a kiss on the cheek. Now she was blushing. Claire looked at them amused but happy.
“So good to see you walking out of this place on your own two feet!”
   He gave her the flowers he had been holding while he had waited. She took them with her good arm and sniffed.
“How sweet. Thank you!”
There was a brief moment as they looked at each other’s eyes, smiling.
“Oh, by the way, this is Claire!”
“Hi.”
“This is Charlie.” 
“I see. Very nice to meet you and thank you for looking after my trouble-making friend.”
 They laughed and continued making their way for the hospital exit. He told her that he had dropped off her bike at a bike shop and the repairs would all be taken care of.
“The least I can do.”
“It’s not your fault. Don’t blame yourself for anything. I am just glad you were with me when it happened.”
Charlie looked down at the ground timidly.
“I wish I had been...” She interrupted him.
“Really, it’s all OK now. He didn’t get me.” She smiled at him again. 
“You’re a very good friend to me now.”
   Charlie looked up at her happy to hear her say those words, a smile returning to his face. Claire reached in to her pocket and gave Charlie her business card, 
“Call me when the bike is fixed and we’ll pick it up and drop it off for her.” 
Charlie took her card and put it in his back pocket.
“Sure.”
   When they got to the exit he held open the door for them and raised his arm for a taxi. B. and Claire got in. Before they drove off, she turned to him.
“See you soon, sweetie.”
“You bet.”
 
 
 
Forty-six
 
 
   John sat in his predator across from his house with the engine off. He was trying to make up his mind whether the cop was going to buy his version of events. The cop had told him that if he was charged for dooring her that he would only be looking at a small fine and a couple of demerit points. John opened the driver side door and checked it for damage. Nothing serious, a small scratch on the doorframe was visible. He was relieved. He closed the door again. 
   Something else was bothering him, though, but he could not for the life of him put his finger on it. He stared blankly across his steering wheel down the quiet side street where he and his wife lived. Such a peaceful and quiet street. Further ahead, a couple of young children on bicycles rode slowly toward him. They were laughing at each other. He watched them as they got closer and soon passed him. Sitting inside his predator, John could not really hear what the kids were saying but they seemed happy. “That stupid bitch had only herself to blame for running into his door.” He sat back into in his driver’s seat and took a long deep breath. 
“Yeah, that was it.”
 
 
 
 
 
Forty-seven
 
 
   The next evening a massive number of cyclists of all ages gathered just east of the intersection of Avenue Road and Bloor to ride for Darcy. Even the sidewalks were packed with cyclists, onlookers, media trucks, photographers and police. The spot where Darcy had been killed had grown into a massive memorial with messages like “Justice for Al” printed by hand on a piece of paper in bold letters. Another sign had been left with a bicycle drawn in crayon and the words “Rest in peace” below. A full sized second ghost bike had been added to the original white painted bike frame left there the night before. It stood defiantly upright and was decorated with fresh yellow flowers. Everyone was assembled and ready to ride for Darcy. 
   Many more cyclists were waiting down the street at the corner of Bay and Bloor for the massive memorial ride to begin. When the ride finally began and joined those who had been waiting at Bay Street it became clear that it would be the largest cyclist memorial ride ever in Toronto. More than a thousand cyclists rode in his memory, Bike Messenger #140, Darcy Allan Sheppard. The trumpet player from the Critical Mass rides sounded the way. 
   It was also a media frenzy, with two news helicopters buzzing overhead and reporters live on route covering the event for the national media. Once the ride had returned full circle, more flowers were laid, candles lit and just like during hundreds of Critical Mass rides before, their bicycles were raised high above their heads in one final salute to Darcy. We are here. We always were. We always will be. 
   About an hour later, after the road had been reopened, the media trucks had long gone and reporters had left to file their stories for the late night newscast, a few, mostly cyclists, kept vigil. Charlie sat down on the curb next to a couple of his friends. They were bike messengers like him. They had known Darcy well and thought of him as their friend.
“They did a shitty job cleaning up the blood. You can still see the stain.” one of the two, a tall thin bike messenger in his early twenties said, pointing at the spot on the ground to his right which was just a shade darker than the rest of the road surface. 
   Several predators sped by in front of them, one or two honking at them in a futile attempt to get them to move their feet off of the street and sit somewhere else.
“Do you think that guy will ever see any jail time for this?” Charlie asked. 
“Not a chance. He’s too high up.” The tall one replied his head down resting on his arms on top his knees now. 
  The other bike messenger, a smallish older man with a short ponytail, took his can and poured a small amount of beer onto the spot where Darcy had died.
“Rest in peace, Darcy.”
   They sat together sharing the silence between them as the sun began to slowly set across the distant rooftops of the Annex. There was no need to say much else. They all knew the real rules of the road, not the ones defined in the driver’s handbook or the Highway Traffic Act. They knew the painful and often deadly rules that a cyclist learns the hard way, riding the streets of Toronto, on the other side of grace.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Epilogue
 
 
   They met in a coffee shop on Bloor Street west. There were just four of them. Rush hour was just about to start. The weather was good for what they were about to do. They ordered double doubles and sat down. Two of them were dressed in road construction crew uniforms and work boots. Even though they felt very nervous inside with their stomachs grinding, they did not really show it. There was an apprehensive sense of fun in their eyes. 
“When is the reporter from The Star showing up?” B. asked Charlie who seemed very much in thought as he stirred his sugary concoction of milk and bad coffee.
“At 3:00pm, just east of Dufferin. There’s a restaurant patio on the north side.”
“OK.”
   They briefly went over their plan of action. Two scouts and two painters. The final aim was to install a pink “rush hour” bike lane along Bloor between Ossington and Dufferin. They made jokes about their crazy plan and left their mostly unfinished coffees on the table, one of them was clutching a large piece of cardboard. They left the coffee shop and got to work stenciling a large bright pink penny-farthing bicycle with spray paint in between the parked predators on the north side of the street, while two scouts kept an eye out for trouble. A couple of times they alerted the urban street painters with a loud “BOO!” which was the agreed upon signal that a suspicious vehicle was approaching. False alarm. Just to be sure they popped up from in between the parked predators and left the cardboard stencil behind. They pretended to be chatting casually along the sidewalk for a minute before going right back to work. 
   They continued in the same way all along Bloor until they reached Dufferin Street thus completing the two city blocks starting at Ossington in less than an hour. As the parked predators began to depart for rush hour to begin, their absence revealed the big and bright pink vintage bicycle markings glistening in the afternoon sun. 
   After exchanging handshakes with the newspaper reporter and photographer, they settled into a beer on the sunny restaurant patio and stashed their gear under the table. They talked to the reporter about how the city had taken too long to fully implement the bike plan started nearly a decade ago and how if the city is broke like city officials claimed it was, then they would fix it for free. At around four in the afternoon, with the majority of parked predators having left to make way for the usual heavy rush hour traffic along Bloor Street, the crew followed by the photographer and reporter, went back to work. Time to complete the bike lane.
   The calmest person in the group was a young woman who B. & Charlie had never met until that day. She seemed very relaxed and that certainly helped them with getting their own nerves under control. Painting the pink stencils had been nerve-racking for B. and Charlie but also exhilarating. Now it was time to swap roles. The smiling woman and the guy in the work crew uniform with spray paint applicator and hardhat got ready. She tucked an extra can of pink spray paint into the pocket of her orange safety vest. B. and Charlie positioned themselves one block away on either side. The woman headed into the unfinished bike lane with her orange safety vest glowing in the reflected sunlight. She walker straight into the oncoming traffic, motioning predators with her hand to merge into the centre lane. They obeyed. The man walked along close behind her and laid down the joyously colourful pink bike lane next to the stenciled markings already in place. He kept the line as straight as he could. 
   As they made steady progress back toward Ossington the entire crew smiled as they passed each pink penny-farthing. Behind them cyclists naturally occupied the new shiny bike lane. 
“Hey, that looks like there is a new bike lane going in, right?”
A young woman asked them as she passed by on the sidewalk going the other way.
“Yes, indeed.” the man with the line painter replied.
“This one is for the ladies.”
 
 
 
 
 
The End
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix - Photographs by Martin Reis
 
[image: Parts Unknown.png]
Parts Unknown in Kensington Market. 
 
[image: The Easter Present.png]
Street art along the Gardiner expressway.
 
[image: CriticalSass.png]  
Performance before the start of Critical Mass.
 
[image: Darcy's Path.png]
The fatal path. Bloor facing Yonge. Aug., 2009.


 
[image: The Next Day.png]
Female cyclist doored on Bloor. Sept. 1, 2009.
 
[image: Waiting For Justice.png]
Bike Messengers sit-in protest. Sept. 1, 2009.                   
 
 
[image: Together.png]
Memorial Ride for Darcy. Sept. 2, 2009.
 
[image: The Ghost Bike.png]
Ghost Bike (Advocacy for Respect for Cyclists)        
 
 
 
[image: Darcy Allan Sheppard.png]
Spoke card. Photo taken during the vigil for Darcy Allan Sheppard, May 25, 2009, held on Bloor Street, after the announcement that criminal chargers against the driver had been dropped.
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