


On the door, when I finally reach it, a monochrome copy of my own photographed face has been pinned,
looking startled in the camera flash against the wall at Broadway thirty minutes earlier, like a police
mug-shot. I try the handle, step through, emerge into the busy kitchen of a café where staff bustle
around - paying no attention to this anomaly suddenly in their midst - except to wave me forwards, out
past the counter, into the café itself, and back onto the street. More text instructions appear: walk uphill
backwards until you see the statue on the dome of the council house; look for the red marks on the
pavement, then follow them.

A series of photographs become a treasure hunt - matching each new screen to a fragment of a poster-
image, the face of a shop window dummy, Tutankhamun or a knitted Beatrix Potter rabbit - leads me
along Bridlesmith Gate towards the Broadmarsh Centre, where I'm finally told to stop within sight of a
particular lamp-post, cast-iron, Victorian, painted with a thick glossy blue paint that blurs the once-
sharp definition of the leaves and vines that decorate its stem.

The handset rings again, almost a routine by now; the voice offers me a choice between celebrity and
history, promising to tell me something I don’t know about one or the other. Having chosen history, the
voice explains that the unremarkable wooden door behind the dustbins in front of me is the old main
gateway through the city walls; a clip from Jack Cardiff’s 1960 film version of DH Lawrence’s Sons and
Lovers appears on the handset to prove it, Dean Stockwell’s Paul Morel walking through the long-
demolished arch from the vanished streets of Narrow Marsh, crossing the spot where I’'m now standing
almost exactly.

The voice orders me to enter nearby Willoughby House, the imposing eighteenth century building that
now serves as the flagship store of local designer Paul Smith’s retail empire. As instructed, I seek out a
member of staff, wave the handset vaguely in their direction, ask where to go next. The answer is
through a door, descending a flight of cellar steps that leads, finally, to a flight of steeper, darker steps,
and these in turn descend, until I'm standing, slightly startled, in a carved sandstone room deep under-
ground, pillars and benches cut from the rock like the interior of some Biblical desert church.

The air is cool, a touch damp; passageways lead off in two directions, but seem blocked, impassable.
Under my feet is the texture of a beach, while the walls sparkle with a salty glitter, presumably leached
from the rock. I circle the cluster of pillars at the centre of the cavern, sit down, soak up the strange
atmosphere of the place. The handset is silent, the light of its screen shuts down. When I leave this space,
I feel myself walking slowly, calmed, slightly perplexed by the presence of this space hidden away
beneath the streets, masked by the grand proportions of the town house built above it.

I look back at the fagade as I leave, taking it in from the threshold before stepping back into the street,
and am suddenly greeted by a young man pushing a tandem and carrying two helmets, who offers a lift
back to the Broadway cinema. As we pedal uphill, and the tandem steers through the afternoon traffic, I
become aware that I have control of neither steering nor brakes, and within that a sense dawns that this
final stretch is perhaps a metaphor for the whole experience, in which for the last hour I've handed over
all decisions to an unknown third party whose motives remained entirely inscrutable.

Back at the cinema, as I unravel the handset wires from around my neck, Dorner asks how it went, and
seems curious about the precise nature of the meander we’ve taken around the familiar streets. “No two
walks are ever quite the same”, he says, “and the shadows have their favourites, and make judgements
about the physical abilities or levels of extraversion of their subjects. It all influences how the walk goes
for each person who does it”. I admit, when asked, that I never saw the ‘shadow’ tailing me, or even
thought to look where they might have been.

That evening, I think about all this again, when other participants mention things they’ve seen - inclu-
ding a dance performance in a city centre apartment - that hadn’t figured in my own circuit; in turn,
some of my own notes surprise them.Yet some things seem to have been shared by all, not least the
sense that we’ve learned less about the city itself and its hidden geography, but something, perhaps,
about control. Each of us handed sixty minutes of our time to a stranger, and — absolved of responsibility
for ourselves — willingly joined a dance, our movements choreographed by others, but our thoughts and
responses still very much our own.

Wayne Burrows



