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Praise for Ghostwalk

‘[Ghostwalk] is not only a real literary mystery, but it is also something of a novel of ideas . . . Most impressive’ Peter Guttridge, Observer


‘A beautifully written book, mixing a compelling contemporary love story and a fascinating historical investigation, with Isaac Newton and alchemy playing a crucial role. The mystery at the novel’s centre is audacious, convincing, and will make readers think anew about what history is’ Iain Pears, author of An Instance of the Fingerpost


‘An amazing work - a highly intelligent thriller that combines the supernatural with modern quantum theory; the current war on terror with Isaac Newton’s work on light and gravity, and his delving into alchemy in the seventeenth century. At once mind-boggling and mind-expanding’

Nicholas Mosley, author of Hopeful Monsters and Time at War


‘Beautifully written and extensively researched. Stott excels at unreliable narration . . . an eerily compelling read’ Time Out


 
‘Stott makes fine use of historical material’ Mail on Sunday


‘Historian Stott makes a stunning debut with this hypnotic and intelligent thriller’ Publishers Weekly


‘A strange and intriguing book . . . I found it deliciously slow, gradually ratcheting up the tension to the final violent denouement’

Historical Novels Review

‘Stott’s prose has . . . poetic brilliance . . . Ghostwalk is a pacy . . . thriller with some creepy moments’ Herald


‘This daring mystery tangles occult and scientific knowledge with obsessive love and hidden world events. It is wonderfully down to earth, and genuinely eerie. Once in, you are not likely to leave off reading until after the very last twist’ Dame Gillian Beer, Professor of Literature at Cambridge University

‘[Ghostwalk] . . . has a scholarly authority and imaginative sparkle . . . In this mesmerizing first novel . . . Rebecca Stott has accomplished something distinctively fresh with what she calls ‘a grubby little set of murders in Cambridge’ New York Times Book Review


‘In Ghostwalk Stott, a historian and biographer, delivers a truly haunting literary thriller’ New York Daily News


 
‘A hypnotic brew of speculation, intrigue and murder . . . It’s outlandish and devilishly plausible . . . you’ll be enthralled . . . By the final chapter, Stott’s elegant subtlety has been transmuted into a violent swirl of reversals and revelations that would defy Newton’s calculus. You can’t help but feel swept away’ Washington Post Book World


‘Fiercely intelligent . . . you won’t have time to reflect on Stott’s metaphysics, at least not on the first read - you’ll be too eager to solve the murders. Ghostwalk works beautifully on both levels, leaving a lingering impression of a world richer, and more precarious, than we imagine’ Los Angeles Times


 
Rebecca Stott read English and Art History at York University where she completed a PhD in nineteenth-century literature. Now she writes both fiction and non-fiction, is a Professor of English Literature and Creative Writing at the University of East Anglia and is an affiliated scholar at the Cambridge History and Philosophy of Science department. Her work, in radio writing, fiction and non-fiction, weaves together history, literature and the history of science. She lives in Cambridge.
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For Judith Boddy and a meteorologist in a taxi,  
whose name I never asked.





All the planets are heavy towards one another

ISAAC NEWTON

 
 
 
Things hurtful for the Eyes
Garlick Onions & Leeks . . .
Gooing too suddaine after meals. Hot wines. Cold ayre . . .
Much blood-letting . . . dust.
Ffire. Much weeping.



ISAAC NEWTON




Prologue

Unrepaired and swollen with rain, the gate in the orchard wall refused to move until Cameron put his full weight against it and pushed, hard. Stepping into the smell of a long-abandoned apple crop, Cameron called towards the house, hoping to catch his mother’s attention in the window where she would be sitting working. ‘Elizabeth?’ He waited for her to come to the window and wave, then called out again. This time his voice disturbed a pigeon which flew from one of the apple trees in a great clatter of wings.

There was so much that needed mending here. These cracks and splits and rustings-overs bothered him more now that he was getting older. But then there also seemed to be a point when it stopped mattering. His mother had reached it. She was no longer trying to keep all that ageing and disrepair at bay. She’d stopped seeing it. She let the apples rot in the long grass where they fell; she let the Virginia creeper inch over the windows so the house became darker by the minute; dust gathered on the books, shells and animal skulls on her shelves and windowsills; leaves blocked the gutters.

There was no answer from the house. No face at the window. Time had stopped here. Time always seemed to stop around Elizabeth. She wasn’t interested in the present; time ran backwards or eddied around her, always finding its way back to the seventeenth century.

Where was she? Where had she gone?

The grass had grown thick and long under the apple trees. The orchard smelled like a cider press; everywhere the gold and russet curves of fallen fruit gleamed through the emerald green of long grass, gloriously lit and shadowed by the late-afternoon sun which had broken through the rain. It was too late to gather them now. The brown of apple bruise had spread too far. Some of the apples had been gnawed, he noticed. Rats again.

Cameron’s boot pressed on something hard in the wet grass. A small pink plastic fist gestured at him aggressively. He reached down to pick up the half-clothed doll: his son Toby’s lost action man, lying at the base of a wizened tree. He laughed, looked up to follow a twist of wire into the apple boughs. Toby must have suspended this rope last time he had been here, a rope down which this action man had abseiled. The doll was covered in trails now; slugs had crawled blithely over plastic muscles in their hunger for fermenting apple-flesh. When he pulled the string to see if the voice mechanism still worked, a woman’s voice called out: ‘Action Man Patrol. This is your commander speaking. Mortar Attack. Fall out. Fall out.’ He tucked the doll into the pocket of his coat where, muffled, it eventually fell silent.

Cameron knocked before he let himself into his mother’s house. Its eccentricity still amused him. She called it The Studio, but it reminded him of the witch’s gingerbread house in the wood, its wooden-tiled roof sloping precipitously all the way to the ground, cross-hatched by the shadows of the orchard’s apple trees. Inside, a sturdy white totem pole held up the entire structure; Elizabeth had commissioned the architect to give her a steep-ceilinged expanse of white studio space to write in and a little bedroom tucked away in a mezzanine floor under the roof at the top of a steep wooden staircase.

What was wrong with him today? He had a knot in his stomach, an ache cradling a dark sense of anticipation. Elizabeth would say he was out of sorts. What was it to be ‘in sorts’? He must have  dreamed some complicated sad dream the night before, he thought, which had slipped away, leaving the vestiges of itself in his skin and blood.

Where was she? Not in the house. The door, opening, swept mail to one side: Oxfam. A bank bill. A postcard from Russia. He called out again, tucking the post into the ledge on the windowsill: ‘Elizabeth?’ His words echoed back from the wood panelling. The Studio was already darkening as the afternoon slipped away. Perhaps she had gone for a walk. Yes, she’d gone for a walk: the red wool Jaeger duffle-coat his wife, Sarah, had bought Elizabeth two Christmases ago was missing from the pegs by the door.

The house had a different smell. He noticed that first of all. It smelled of lavender furniture polish. He’d not smelled furniture polish here before; dust, yes, and books, and wood smoke and sometimes the acrid sweetness of lilies - Elizabeth loved lilies and hyacinths - but not furniture polish. He couldn’t remember ever seeing Elizabeth cleaning with furniture polish. Her work table was different too. The oak slab on which she worked was usually invisible under piles of papers and books and card files. But now the research papers for her book were - for the first time - all piled neatly into labelled cardboard boxes. The labels read: Newton: Trinity College, 1667-9; Grantham: Apothecary’s House; Optics; Plague Years; Glass, European Alchemical Networks: 1665-6.

Along the windowsills the wood had been cleaned and polished and the delicate objects and bric-a-brac rearranged into fresh compositions. Elizabeth had always arranged everything into still lives: stones arranged in spirals on windowsills, shells, strings of pearls draped over oyster shells she had gathered, coral, and somewhere amongst the beauty always the vanitas - the bleached skulls of small animals - yes, she collected those too.

How odd. In the kitchen there was no usual pile of unwashed plates, just a single mug upside down on the draining board. And she’d folded the cloth. She never did that.

He left the front door open and strode outside as fine rain began  to sweep slantways across the garden. Why was he walking so quickly, he wondered, seeing himself suddenly as if from a distance, watching himself with curiosity from the trees at the other end of the garden as if he were in a film. He could see himself reflected in the glass of the big window: Cameron Brown, fellow of Trinity College, neuroscientist, was looking for his mother. He glanced at himself in profile, the large shambling frame, the long black coat, the Wellington boots, the snagged jumper, unbrushed hair and unshaved face. Action man head sticking out from his pocket.

A flash of red out of the corner of his eye. Was she playing games? Down by the water’s edge.

Now he was running for the river, slipping on rotten apples, pushing through nettles that stung his hands. Then he forgot he was Cameron Brown. Cameron Brown lost his outlines - they dissolved as he waded into the water, seeped away as he reached down for the red woollen shape submerged in the rushes. He heard the howl of Mahler then as he turned the figure over and lifted his mother’s small body onto the nettle-veiled riverbank where he closed her eyes because he couldn’t bear to look into the glassiness there, moved the white hair to one side and blew air into her lungs. She had no shoes on. He rubbed her feet with the wet wool of his coat but could rub no colour into the blue-white flesh. And then, shouting to everyone and no one, he brought his fists down onto her chest twice. But someone had turned the sound off. River water emptied out of her mouth. When he stood blindly, lifting her small body, thinking only that he must get her into the house, he tripped on the long hem of his own coat and their two bodies fell back into the nettles, his mother’s flailing body in a wet red coat falling heavily on his in the mud.

Then there was nothing. He remembered nothing. He could recall only a succession of images and sounds: flashes of light from the police car on the sloping ceiling, river water dripping loudly over the edges of her table and onto the floor and down through  the cracks, a body covered with a blanket lifted onto a stretcher, papers to sign, a funeral at which he had behaved badly in some way.

And a glass prism returned to him by a mortuary assistant who had prised it out of Elizabeth’s clenched fist. ‘Needs signing for,’ he had said, before he placed it in Cameron’s hand. A wedge of triangular-shaped glass, chipped along one edge.




Chapter 1

Over the last two years, as I have tried to tease out the truths from the untruths in that series of events that seeped out through Elizabeth’s death, like lava moving upwards and outwards through salt water from a tear in the sea bed, I have had to be you several times, Cameron Brown, in order to claw myself towards some kind of coherence. Sometimes it was - is - easy to imagine the world through your eyes, terribly possible to imagine walking through the garden that afternoon in those moments before you found your mother’s body in the river. After all, for a long time, all that time we were lovers, it was difficult to tell where your skin ended and mine began. That was part of the trouble for Lydia Brooke and Cameron Brown. Lack of distance became - imperceptibly - a violent entanglement.

So this is for you, Cameron, and yes, it is also for me, Lydia Brooke, because perhaps, in putting all these pieces together properly, I will be able to step out from your skin and back into mine.

 
Alongside Elizabeth’s body floating in red in the river, there are other places where this story needs to start, places I can see now but wouldn’t have seen then, other beginnings which were all connected. Another death, one that took place around midnight on 5 January 1665. That night, Richard Greswold, a fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge, had opened a door onto a dark, unlit  landing above a staircase in Trinity. A draught caught the flame from the lamp in his hand, twisting and elongating the shadows around him. As a thin stream of blood began to trickle from one, then both of his nostrils, he raised the back of his hand and wiped it across his cheek, smearing the blood into streaks, then fell forward, very slowly, into air, falling through the palest of moon shadows cast through casement windows. He fell heavily, his body twisting and beating against the steps and walls. The lamp fell too and bounced, making a metallic counterpoint to the thuds of flesh on wood. By morning the blood from the wound on Richard Greswold’s head had run through and across the uneven cracks of the stone flagging on which he died, making a brown map like the waterways across the Fens to the north, the college porter said, prising a key - the key to the garden - from the dead man’s clenched fist. Encrusted blood, as thick as Fen mud.

Greswold’s death was bound up with Elizabeth’s. She came to know that before she died, but we didn’t. Two Cambridge deaths, separated by three centuries, but inseparable, shadowing each other. Richard Greswold. Elizabeth Vogelsang.

 
Elizabeth Vogelsang drowned in September 2002, the first of three deaths that would become the subject of a police investigation four months later. The police took a ragged testimony from me, which I gave in answer to the questions they asked and which were recorded on tape in a windowless room in the basement of Parkside Police Station by a Detective Sergeant Cuff on 16 January 2003.

‘All the interview rooms are occupied this morning, Dr Brooke,’ he said, struggling to find the right key as I followed him down grey corridors. ‘So we’ll have to use the central investigation room. I’m afraid it’s not ideal, but it is at least empty this morning. There’s a staff training morning - health and safety. We have about an hour. This is not a formal interview, you understand. We’ll do that later. Just a chat.’

‘I don’t know whether what I have to tell you will take an hour,’  I said. My nerves were jangled. I wasn’t sleeping. I was still waking in the middle of the night angry with you, and with me, but I had enough self-possession to know that I would have to be careful and alert here at Parkside Police Station. Very alert. They had arrested Lily Ridler.

‘We will have to see you again, Dr Brooke, without doubt. You will be central to our enquiries.’

 
That’s how I came to see another version, their version. Well, not quite see but glimpse. The central investigation room at Parkside Police Station was filled with filing cabinets and four desks with exaggerated curves sweeping in different directions; over to the right, a magnetic whiteboard ran the length of one entire windowless wall. Cuff pulled up a swivel chair for me on the other side of his desk, carefully clearing away papers and notes into a drawer and locking it. A collection of objects and photographs had been attached to the whiteboard with magnets. Curled around those objects were a series of questions, names, lists and arrows in coloured marker pens in different hands. I couldn’t see very much from where I was sitting so, when Cuff went to retrieve a file from another room I slipped the digital camera out of my briefcase and photographed the board. A risky act driven by nothing but a terrible bereaved curiosity.

A white magnetic board written on in different hands in different colours and a series of photographs - three dead bodies, one woman drowned in a red coat, two men with their faces slashed, a wall of graffiti, several photographs of mutilated cats and horses, the house at Landing Lane, a photograph of Lily Ridler, next to some other people I didn’t recognise - animal activists, I assume - and a photograph of a pile of shredded paper. When I call up the photo in my laptop and increase the resolution I can pick out details. If you go close enough you can just see that the blue pen lists two of the murder scenes: staircase E of Trinity College and St Edward’s Passage. And if you go very close, right  up into the right-hand corner - it took me a while to spot this - there’s a photograph of me next to a photograph of Sarah. It was that photograph of me that you carried in your mobile, filed away carefully, so that no one would find it. The one you took on Holkham Beach. They must have gone through all the files in your mobile to find that. Underneath someone had written my name. Lydia Brooke.

Yes, that whiteboard was the sketchy beginning of the police version of what came to be known as the Cambridge murders. Murders that would be discussed in Parliament and produced as evidence to support proposed draconian measures in the Serious Organised Crime and Police Bill, which were finally instrumental in changing British law. Yes, we were making legal history but, of course, we didn’t know that then.

That first conversation did take the best part of an hour because Cuff had so many questions about my relationship with you, what I had been doing in Elizabeth’s house, how I had come to know the family, when I had last seen you, what we had talked about, what you had been wearing and the context for that message I left on your phone. Cuff, who affected a relaxed nonchalance composed, I guessed, to make me drop my guard, summarized my answers and wrote them all out on lined police paper before reading them back to me in a continuous story, which he had somehow made from my fragmented answers. I signed it as a ‘true account’.

A few months later I tried to put together a more coherent description for the lawyer representing Lily Ridler in the court case. She asked me to write down everything I remembered that might have been relevant to the case, from Elizabeth’s funeral to the days of the trial. I had no ambivalence then about its truth or about its beginning and ending. That came later. I typed it out in Kit’s study looking down over the summer garden, two hours a day, until it seemed about right. Although it read sequentially, I didn’t write it sequentially. Memory doesn’t work like that. I kept  remembering things as I wrote, things I had thought until then were inconsequential, which might have been ‘relevant’, so I went back and tucked them into the story - little details, thoughts, surmisings, speculations.

I’ve always wondered how the two stories - the ragged one I put together in answer to Cuff ’s questions and the one I wrote in Kit’s study for Patricia Dibb - ended up being so different. It wasn’t as if I falsified anything. For the police my story was only part of a much bigger narrative, made up of perhaps twenty witness accounts, so the prosecution knitted together all those reports and circumstantial evidence in chronological order, and bit by bit against and between them, my story got pulled in several directions, like a magnet moving underneath a piece of paper sprinkled with iron filings. When set together with all those others, my story took on a different shape and it was the composite version, pulled, filtered, dragged and kneaded, that the jury agreed to. It was pretty damning once they’d finished with it, damning enough to convict Lily Ridler of murder and send her to prison for the rest of her life. A tight story, she said to me the last time I saw her. Impenetrable now. A closed case.

The story kept on changing. When the court issued a press statement and the newspapers distilled it back down to the size they wanted, with all the appropriately dramatic, suspenseful moments, it fitted neatly into columns of small type. One journalist even made a timeline of events in which these two murders were simply a notch in the straight passing of time through Lily’s life, like a single-track train with stations that began with her birth and ended with her arrest. She was charged with three murders and sixteen acts of unlawful animal killing and mutilation, but because they couldn’t pin Elizabeth’s death on her, she was convicted of only two murders. Once they’d added those killings to that timeline, and filled in the details about her grandfather and her parents, Lily Ridler had become a psychopath, a monster. Now, nearly two years later, Lily is dead.

So if we thought it was finished, we know it isn’t now. The ghosts have not been laid to rest after all, you see, not yours and not hers. If they were to question me again I think I would have to say that I see it differently now - the connections, I mean. Time does that. There were missing parts then, a historical dimension that no one asked any questions about and which, then, I could only half see.

What was missing? The seventeenth century was missing. But how do you say that to a policeman who has just switched on his tape recorder to record the words ‘Parkside Police Station, 16 January 2003, interview with Dr Lydia Brooke.’ How do you say: ‘There’s a missing witness account and a missing suspect . . . Sergeant Cuff, the seventeenth century is missing. And you need to talk to a man called Mr F.’

How do you tell him that you think there’s a link between a woman scholar found drowned in a river in Cambridge and a man who fell down a staircase over three hundred years earlier? Not a simple causal relationship but something as delicate as a web, one of those fine white skeins you see around the tips of grass stems in the spring when the dew is heavy.

A crow has just flown off my study roof, launched itself into the air to my left down over the garden, just as the right-hand corner of my map of Cambridge has curled itself noisily away from the wall. The syncopated sounds of the scurrying of crows’ feet on roof tiles and the curling of old paper is enough to make one think that there might be something else in the room beside me as I write. Which of you restless people is it? What do you want with my story?

No. If Elizabeth were here she would say that history is less like a skein of silk and more like a palimpsest - time layered upon time so that one buried layer leaks into the one above. Or like a stain in an old stone wall that seeps through the plaster.

What would Cuff have said or done if I had told him that he needed to know about the man who fell down the stairs of Trinity  College on 5 January 1665, the fall that stained the floor, the stain that leaked through Elizabeth’s life and Lily’s, that held us all together, in thrall? Cuff would not have known the significance of the date - 1665 - or at least I don’t think he would have done. 1666 might have rung some bells: the year the Great Plague abated in England and the Fire of London ravaged the capital in its wake. He might have remembered that from his secondary-school history classes.

If I had told Cuff about Greswold and about Isaac Newton’s complicated friendship with a Mr F, he wouldn’t have written any of that down. He wouldn’t have considered it relevant. A man falling through air and shadows in Trinity College, 1665. A secret friendship between two young men, forged in alchemical and mathematical calculations. How could that have any bearing on a series of murders in Cambridge that took place between 2002 and 2003? If I had suggested that, Cuff would have raised one of his thick black eyebrows and his pen would have paused in mid-air. Elizabeth Vogelsang would have understood. Cuff wouldn’t.

Lily went to prison because the seventeenth century was missing from her court records, from her story. Her timeline needed to be longer, much longer, and there were many sidelines and tracks, twistings and turnings and yes, it was a labyrinth, a skein of silk that began to weave itself in 1665, three hundred and thirty-eight years ago.

I’ve been thinking about labyrinths this summer. Ariadne giving Theseus the thread so that he could find his way back out of the labyrinth away from the black flesh-eating void of the Minotaur. Unravellings have to start somewhere. Now that I see how connected everything is for the first time, I know that the threads between Isaac Newton and us were all attached, like the ground elder under Kit’s soil.

That summer in which I wrote my story and yours for Patricia Dibb, Kit and I declared war on the ground elder that had taken over her flowerbeds at Sturton Street. As we began to dig, we  could see how each of those separate plants, uncurling above ground, was joined to a great network of root systems underground. There was no point in digging up part of it; you had to pull up the whole thing and if you didn’t, it would start reaching out again in the wet darkness of the soil. Another green leaf curling up a week or so later. Grace, Kit’s elderly neighbour, leaning over the chicken wire fence, uttered her warnings about the impossibility of ever killing it off. She had spent fifty years trying, she said. Break those roots just once, she’d say, and the wound on the root will make scores of new shoots.

From my study in the attic of Kit’s house, I looked down on the long stretch of her garden, with its rose beds and gravel path twisting through tall shrubs and Mexican orange blossom, and imagined the ground elder stretching itself luxuriously under the lawn, under the iris bed, unseen in the dark. We had pulled out most of it by the end of June but a root or tendril here and there would have clung to the root systems of other plants - the iris bulbs, the tubers of the gladioli - so I knew we would see it again.

As I write, Grace’s grandchildren play in raincoats on the trampoline under the apple tree. Before the rose garden and the shrubs and the trampoline and the shed, before any of that, the elder had made its way up through the orchards that stood here for centuries, before Kit’s house and before all the others in this terrace were built. Kit has a sepia photograph in her kitchen of the building works for her street, a skeleton row of houses being built on the orchards. Before the orchards, there were marshes here to the south of the city, south east of Newton’s Trinity College, and the ground elder would have rioted then in the wet earth, unrestrained. Before the orchards and marshes, Roman farmers and the gardeners of Roman villas built on this land would have kept it at bay or used it in herb gardens to make soups and broths or to cure their gout. Builders found the remains of a pretty villa under the road only a stone’s throw from here - three rooms with painted plaster walls, bright red, yellow, green, grey, and deep blue, some  patterned to imitate panels of marble, a tiled roof, mortar floors, glass windows, under-floor heating built on blocks of imported chalk. It was probably the last house on the edge of the settlement, marking the boundary between civilisation and the marshlands.

Every cut in the ground elder root is a failure; every cut will make a redoubling of effort necessary. That’s how I came to understand Isaac Newton’s fear of sin, I think, and how embroiled Mr F became in Newton’s name, and how neither of them could stop what they had started, and, finally, I have come to see how the consequences of their seventeenth-century acts twisted and turned their way to us, underground and overground, splitting and redoubling. Organic and botanical.

My story, both of my stories, the police tapes in Parkside Station and the typed account I wrote for Patricia Dibb, began with Elizabeth Vogelsang’s funeral.

Now, Cameron Brown, I am starting to tell it again so that I can make you a thread for your labyrinth. Yes, I am putting the seventeenth century back into the picture. I hope you can hear me.




Chapter 2

On the day of Elizabeth’s funeral I’d been in a hurry, as usual, and once I reached the motorway I couldn’t quite remember if I had pulled the flat door closed. It was too late to go back. Could I call my neighbour and get her to check? Gripping the wheel with one hand, I pulled out my phonebook with the other to see if I still had Greta’s number listed there, but then swerved too closely towards the central reservation. Stop rushing. One thing at a time. Just pay attention. And don’t lose your way. Head directly north with the sea behind you up the M23, over the massy chalk of the south downs to the open eye of the M25; trace a line around its rim anti-clockwise, crossing under the Thames through the Dartford Tunnel and then north to the top of the circle, then north again up the M11 and into the flatlands of East Anglia. Drop into Cambridge from the north, then find the Leper Chapel from the ring road on the east side.

To compensate for my lack of a mental compass, Kit had taught me to turn directions into a painting or a drawing, a charcoal line stretching across white paper. Lack of direction? Now, don’t put that down to me being a woman. If being male and female can be reduced to a set of stereotypes, you know I have more male instincts than female ones. Perhaps it’s the writing. Writers, apparently, often have a diminished sense of direction: too many maps - time maps, road maps, character maps - all laid on top of each other, like the storeys of a building. It gets to be difficult to separate them out.

I shouldn’t have been late. It wasn’t as if I went to funerals very often. That morning I’d taken ages to get out of the flat, unable to decide whether to wear black or not, so I’d pulled on black clothes and then dark-blue ones and pulled them all off again until they had piled up on the bedroom floor. Christmas, Easter, weddings and funerals. I hated all those sentimental empty rituals made stiff and unyielding by rules and protocols. Elizabeth wouldn’t have cared what any of us wore. She didn’t go to funerals.

Elizabeth Vogelsang - what kinds of things had she cared about? Misused semi-colons; mistakes in dates; poor logic; ‘dodgy reasoning’; mixed metaphors; the Leper Chapel on the Newmarket Road. Oh, and smells. Elizabeth always noticed smells. She could smell if you were getting sick. She’d said something to me once two years or so ago when we’d met in the University Library tearooms. That day I watched the shadow of your remembered mouth pass over hers as she talked. Her mouth. Your mouth. Mother and son.

‘Lydia, are you feeling quite well?’ she’d asked, stirring her tea and refusing to meet my eye. ‘It’s just you are giving off a particular kind of smell . . . not an unpleasant smell exactly . . .’

‘What kind of smell? Sweat?’ I blush easily. No one had ever talked to me like that before. Not even my closest friends. Not even Kit. I’d felt affronted, angry and fascinated. You are giving off a particular kind of smell. Giving off - it made me think of exhalations, steam rising from the backs of saddled horses, dragon’s breath on frosted mornings. For one bad moment I wondered if your strange mother could smell you on my skin, but then you’d not been near my skin for three years. Could you have left your smell on my skin after all that time? You were certainly still  under it, then, especially as I was sitting there with that mouth, her mouth, just on the other side of the table.

‘Oh, wet newspapers. Newspapers that have been wet for several weeks. Ink, the edge of mould, wet leaves . . . It’s just your glands. You’re probably coming down with something.’

It was only then that Elizabeth had looked up. Thankfully, by then my scorched cheeks had returned to their natural colour. I raised my hand to my glands and found swellings there like invisible bruises. Three days later I had a temperature.

She wasn’t finished with me. ‘It became something of common knowledge in Cambridge, you know. You and my son.’

‘I know,’ I said, trying to match her directness with my own. It was perhaps more of a relief than anything to have broached the subject. ‘Did someone tell you?’

‘No. I saw you with him in here once. You didn’t see me. You were walking together from the South Wing to the North Wing. There was something about the way you were walking, the way you didn’t smile, like friends do. So I asked some questions. But don’t worry. I’m not one to judge - how could I? Life is complicated. Mine has been . . . complicated.’

‘That’s why I left Cambridge,’ I said, realising I was lying a little.

‘I wondered.’ She laughed and gathered her papers together. ‘Well, that’s a relief. I thought if we were going to be working together again, it might be better to avoid tiptoeing around all of that. We don’t need to talk about it again.’

 
Now, years later, here I was driving from Brighton to Cambridge, from the sea to a Leper Chapel that looked like a ship on the marshy Common outside Cambridge for my last appointment with Elizabeth Vogelsang. And I was late.

The Newmarket Road was traffic-bound enough for me to risk checking my phone and to reach for the bag of make-up. I had only covered one cheek and part of my nose with foundation before the traffic began to move again, and in trying to manoeuvre the make-up and the steering wheel, I spilled a single drop of foundation onto my black skirt which wouldn’t rub off. I needed make-up that morning - I’d had almost no sleep the night before so that I could finish the manuscript and email it to Miranda before  leaving for Cambridge. Miranda would have opened my email by now, I knew, saved the attachment, printed it out in her office onto the thick cream-coloured paper she used: Refraction: A Screenplay by Lydia Brooke. Then she would have set it aside. Judgements later. I decided I wouldn’t think about the script today. Only Elizabeth. Wonderful, clever, obsessive Elizabeth.

The Newmarket Road, as it passed out of Cambridge through Barnwell, always made me think of prostitutes: seventeenth-century prostitutes and brothels. Barnwell was where the undergraduates came to pay for sex: a seventeenth-century traveller to Cambridge once wrote that for 18 pence (that’s just £8 now), a scholar and his mistress could have a brothel all to themselves, and, he added with a crow of male triumphalism, there hadn’t been a maidenhead to be found amongst the sixteen-year-olds of Barnwell since the time of Henry I. The undergraduates, they said, would take off their gowns and roll them up outside Christ’s College at the Barnwell Gate so as not to be seen leaving the city eastwards, because no undergraduates were allowed there - officially, at least. There weren’t many who stuck to the college rules. Newton was probably one of the rare rule-keepers, at least as far as brothels were concerned. And as far as anyone knows.

I found a parking space on Oyster Row, finished my make-up in the car mirror - coral-pink lipstick, dark mascara, cappuccino-brown brushed onto pallid cheeks - climbed out and locked the car. That’s when I realised that in my half-asleep state I had found my way to exactly the same place where I had parked on the winter afternoon when Elizabeth showed me Stourbridge Fair. It was part of the research for the screenplay I’d been writing then, just after I had come back from France. The sign on the old scrap-metal yard brought that memory back, the memory of the two of us walking this street, six years before. I leaned back against the car and closed my eyes hard. I was tired. I was sure to cry.

‘If you want to write about the seventeenth century you’ll have to know how it smells,’ Elizabeth had said. I could hear her voice  as if she were standing there beside me. ‘Find me an afternoon and we’ll conjure some smells. Then you’ll know where to start, I promise.’ One snowy afternoon in February Elizabeth had driven me up and down the warren of streets off the Newmarket Road called Oyster Row, Mercers Row, Garlic Row and Swanns Walk. I took scores of pictures through the open car window with the digital camera that I used as a kind of visual notebook - graffiti, overturned bins, scrap-metal yards, bungalows, warehouses and corrugated iron. Modern streets built on the site of the old Stourbridge Common, where the mayor and aldermen of Cambridge had hosted a fair since the twelfth century. At the foot of Garlic Row, Elizabeth had parked, climbed out of the car and then, standing in the forecourt of the scrap-metal yard, she’d turned into some kind of historical shaman, her voice raised against the clamour of the industrial machinery behind us. I gave myself up to her. You had to do that with Elizabeth.

‘Use your imagination and get your bearings. It’s September in - let’s say - 1664. You are standing at the bottom of Garlic Row, which is the main thoroughfare of the fair, a wide dirt track that runs north in front of you. It’s muddy; sticky underfoot. Over that way, north west, is the River Grant, down which most of the traders have arrived, many from the north, from King’s Lynn, weaving their way across the waterways of the Fens. Their boats are moored on the river now. Between us and the river are arable fields. The harvest has just finished so the fields are cropped close; there’s stubble as far as you can see and a few wild flowers. But there’s not much room for anything to grow now because already everything has been trampled by hundreds of traders and merchants who have set up their coloured booths in row after row. Over near the river is the Coal Fair and the Tallow Fair and a little mound called Fish Hill. Right in the centre near the Mayor’s temporary house there’s the Oyster Fair, stalls selling thousands of oysters brought down from King’s Lynn and kept fresh in barrels of ice and straw.

‘Between the Oyster Fair and us is Soper’s Row. Over to your right are the bookstalls and beyond them the White Leather Fair and further north the Horse Fair. Now add the others in their stalls. Think of the trades, the guilds who have come here: goldsmiths, toymakers, braziers, turners, milliners, haberdashers, hatters, wig-makers, drapers, pewterers, china-warehouses, puppeteers and prostitutes and amongst them all coffee shops, eating houses, brandy shops. There are jugglers, acrobats and clowns. You are standing amongst all the tents and booths. What can you smell? Close your eyes.’

Manure, brandy, the seawater smells of oyster shells, the perfumes of soaps, tar, tanning, leather, oil from wool fleeces piled around the Leper Chapel. Smells and perfumes seeped into each other as the sun rose. I walked through the thoroughfares, invisible to the ghostly sellers, running my hands over wool, silks, spices, oyster shells; I felt dried hops running through my fingers, the marbling of books on my fingertips; I heard cries, accents from all over England and northern Europe, men and women from Lancashire, Holland, Germany, Yorkshire - chickens, horses, iron, the chains of scales working. Sex, riot and desire.

‘The greatest medieval fair in Europe,’ Elizabeth said quietly. ‘Now you can smell it, can you see it? Cambridge is just a palimpsest. All of this is. Just one century laid upon another upon another. Nothing is ever quite lost whilst there are a few old buildings standing sentinel. Time bleeds here, seeps, perhaps more than anywhere else in the city. You’ll see. Now you have to see the chapel.’

We walked back onto the busy Newmarket Road up the brow of the hill, where the Leper Chapel stood facing the road in a miniature valley of its own. ‘In Newton’s time it was used for storage; it was semi-derelict,’ Elizabeth began, pulling a wrought-iron key from her coat pocket and slipping it into the hole in the door. ‘Just think, it’s been here for nearly a thousand years from before the city was anything more than a village with a castle and  a fort. In the seventeenth century Samuel Pepys would have stood in it and John Bunyan - he used Stourbridge Fair as the model for his “Vanity Fair” scene in Pilgrim’s Progress, which, of course, Thackeray stole for the title of his novel—’

Now I was late for Elizabeth’s funeral, walking towards the Leper Chapel, lost somewhere in Stourbridge Fair with the ghost of a dead woman and a whole host of imagined smells I didn’t know what to do with and Pepys and Bunyan and Thackeray. ‘Your fault I’m late, Elizabeth,’ I said aloud, stepping to one side to let a woman pass who was pushing a child in a buggy and talking on a mobile phone at the same time. We were both talking to the air, to ghosts.

Time had begun to bleed in the way that it did around Elizabeth. Yes, I had turned my back on Cambridge and you, Cameron Brown, for five years, but the feelings the city dragged from me were always the same - a physical oppression, a sense of mouldy suffocation and bad air, low grey skies on most days suddenly transformed to arcs of blue that made your heart ache. Cambridge made me think of Madame Bovary trying to draw breath in the prim protocols of suburbia and yearning for she knew not what, angry with she knew not what. And yes, like Emma, your eyes were never quite the same each time I saw you - black in shadow, brown in daylight and close up, like the stem cell slices you photographed, they had all the richness and variety of hue of medieval stained glass.




Chapter 3

It was the smell I noticed first as I pulled the heavy door open and stepped into the dark chapel. Someone had filled the church with blue hyacinths. Though the lights had been turned out, in every corner the Delft blue of the flowers and their emerald leaves gleamed against whitewashed deep-cobbled walls. At the far end of the tiny church, which was not much bigger than a small barn, under the arch and beyond the altar, a projector threw a photograph of Elizabeth aged about thirty onto the far wall. The photographer had called out to her and she had turned towards him, glass of champagne in one hand, cigarette in the other, turned towards the voice and the camera, had smiled and raised her glass, her eyes distant, day-dreaming. Just like Vermeer’s girl with the pearl earring, I thought, and then I knew I was going to cry.

A CD player, propped on top of a pile of red plastic chairs at the back of the church, played Mozart’s ‘Requiem’. An old woman standing at the door passed me a programme and a packet of tissues in plastic wrapping, printed with red roses, and gestured towards a seat marked ‘reserved’, on which someone had placed a small sign with my name written in a child’s handwriting and a small smiling daisy in the bottom left corner. I had to cross through the beam of the projector to reach my seat, and as I glimpsed my silhouetted limbs, posture bent apologetically, passing across Elizabeth’s much magnified face, I remembered a shadow theatre my stepmother had made for my birthday once in the old barn -  the screen had been stitched together from white sheets with black boot threads.

Faces turned towards me - how could I have arrived late to a funeral? A woman in black pressed a white silk handkerchief to her face; her mascara had already stained her cheeks and the handkerchief. I heard Elizabeth laughing irreverently somewhere.

Once I’d sat down, I saw the thick dust motes in the beam of light passing down the aisle of the church only inches from my right shoulder - illuminated particles of a photographed Elizabeth, travelling kaleidoscopically through centuries of dust. Elizabeth wasn’t a palimpsest; she was dust. Dust didn’t disappear. Dust was immortal. What dust might a Leper Chapel contain? Fragments of leprous skin, seed spores from the fields, ash from the altar candles.

The music stopped abruptly in mid-aria as a tall man stood up to speak over to my left behind the pulpit. He wasn’t a vicar. There didn’t seem to be a vicar here at all. The tall man had probably been waiting for me to sit down, I thought. Waiting for the last guest, the bad fairy.

It was only when you spoke that I could tell it was you - your voice, as deep and rich as it always had been, now breaking. I could see the shape of you, but not your face. You stooped uncomfortably and kept running your hand through your hair as you spoke so that it stood up, spiked and dishevelled.

‘My mother chose this place for her funeral - it was very important to her. She called it a guardian of history. She was a historian. She saw herself as a sentinel between her history, her seventeenth century and what she called “the uncountable daily acts of forgetting”. She used that phrase many times in her work: the uncountable daily acts of forgetting. Those of us who speak today will be writing a kind of collective obituary - we are then the guardians of her life history. But which history are we to tell? What would it mean to tell the history of Elizabeth Vogelsang?’

You looked up. Your carefully modulated words began to break  up. You had abandoned the script. I knew what that felt like, the leap from solid ground into air, the rhetorical freefall. I did it more and more in my talks and public addresses now that I was older - standing on the edge of that cliff and jumping into something that was fragmented but at least stood the chance of escaping the already framed, weary and laboured phrases in which we find ourselves too often. You went on:

‘Which of us will ever know, for instance, what it was about seventeenth-century alchemists that obsessed her? Kept her researching and visiting archives for fifteen years? Which of us will ever know now what she was looking for? I knew many things about my mother - I could tell you the things she loved: blue hyacinths, lilies, her cat Pepys, dark chocolate, her orchard, apple pies, good punctuation, Verlaine, Baudelaire and Camus.’ You smiled, and someone called out ‘Château Lafitte’ from the back of the church when you paused. Laughter. You pointed to a patch of light on the cobbled whitewashed wall, light that stretched out tautly and then was gone, ‘And she loved sun on stone. But I couldn’t tell you what she was looking for. Perhaps I should have asked her. I wish I had.’ There was a murmur of understanding from the congregation.

‘I keep trying to bring her image into focus in my mind but the pictures slip away. Some of them are stills and some are moving. I am only just beginning to understand the way grief works. When I think of my mother she is usually bent forward concentrating on a book. My mother,’ you said with deliberation, turning your head back towards your script and picking up its safe and orchestrated rhythms, ‘liked to read. The last time I saw her she was working her way through a pile of maps and manuscripts. She was trying to work out what stood on the ground under the Wren Library before it was built. Not approximately but exactly. She was reading maps and she was reading words, travel accounts and scholars’ journals. She was drawing her own maps. My history of Elizabeth Vogelsang is, then, the history of a woman searching for something. I don’t think she found it. I think we would know if she had. And two months before she died she was digging down under the foundations of the Wren Library.

‘She only read aloud to me once after the days of children’s stories and fairy tales. I was sixteen. She read me her favourite poem. We were eating breakfast, and she read “Fifteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird”. Or was it thirteen? I could never remember. Her copy had jam stains on it.’

Now that my eyes had adjusted to the darkness I could see some of the details of your face through tears that had welled but not yet fallen - receding curly hair, stubble, fine features, a badly fitting black suit, a black tie - Elizabeth’s son, Cameron Brown. The Cameron Brown I knew was a man who played games, conjured spells around people, filled rooms with himself. Now you were struggling and diminished.

‘I will offer some fragments of my mother to you as the only act of remembrance I am capable of; others here will do better. I have nothing more coherent than that, only memories and pictures and poems. Perhaps that is what a life amounts to in the end. Yesterday, I started looking for her in her copy of Wallace Stevens and in that poem, “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird”, and I found that stanza nine goes like this: “When the blackbird flew out of sight, It marked the edge/ Of one of many circles.” That’s what’s happened to Elizabeth. She has flown out of sight but her absence marks the edge of many circles’ (your voice broke again) ‘which we can’t see yet. I looked in the family photo albums to find the edge of one of those circles. So here she is - in pictures. Elizabeth Vogelsang. I wish she were here to see them. All I know is that she hadn’t finished. She hadn’t found whatever it was she was looking for.’

Yes, you were right. Elizabeth hadn’t finished. But would she ever have done? Does anyone ever finish? Isn’t it always unfair - death always a kind of outrage? A life ended too soon with jagged and torn edges, a sentence incomplete.

The wind had picked up and the Leper Chapel was now like a ship at sea, its crew and passengers waiting in the hold in the dark whilst the captain wept. Outside, through the small high windows, I could see the straining tops of trees and the occasional sheet of wind-tossed newspaper or plastic bag. A window blew open and started to bang against the stone. No one closed it. It banged again, violently, insistently.

Cameron pressed his remote control, stabbing it in the air in the direction of the projector as if in defiance of the wind. A succession of new pictures followed the black and white picture of Elizabeth with the champagne glass and cigarette. Someone gave up waiting for Cameron to speak and turned up the volume on the music: Strauss’s ‘Four Last Songs’ this time.

Family photos in black and white: Elizabeth sitting in a 1950s wedding dress at her wedding reception, shoes off, legs crossed, reading. Behind her, people dancing. Elizabeth holding a fat baby on a chequered rug in the garden, reading, crows circling overhead. Black and white family photos passed into colour: Elizabeth standing next to a small boy with black shorts, knee-high socks and a satchel, book tucked into her apron pocket. Elizabeth and her husband Franklin at the beach with a seven-year-old Cameron and friends and their children, in a headscarf and sunglasses, book in hand. Elizabeth in a tree, draped across it like a young leopard, in a black trouser suit, reading a copy of Wallace Stevens with a pale yellow cover - with jam stains. A tall, grown-up Cameron and his mother on holiday in Scotland with friends, Cameron in a heavy black coat and long striped scarf, sitting on the same tartan rug. Mother and son both reading. Glencoe behind them. Then a succession of pictures of Elizabeth with Cameron followed by pictures of Elizabeth with Cameron and Sarah, then a baby, then a second baby. Pictures on beaches - families on beaches - the tartan rug amongst sand dunes, Elizabeth always on the edge of the picture reading or Elizabeth putting a book to one side so as to smile at a camera.

I was lost in those pictures, lost in Elizabeth’s life, when the woman sitting next to me suddenly put her hand on mine, making me jump. I remember her hand more than her face now, looking back. The veins stood out and the nails were rather too long, like talons.

‘I have something - a fleck of dust - in my eye,’ the old woman whispered apologetically. ‘I wonder if you might help me. I can’t seem to get it out. It’s starting to hurt.’ I felt my shoulders drop. Some dust in an eye. Nothing more emotionally demanding. An old woman in a navy-blue jumper and slacks. A friend of Elizabeth’s.

‘Of course. We’d better get you out into the sun.’

‘I’ve only got one good eye and now I can’t see from that one, I’m afraid. It might be a little difficult to get out.’

‘Take my arm. We’ll be out in a moment.’ I tried to sound kind and unpatronising, but, I realised to my horror, I sounded like a nurse in an old people’s home. She didn’t seem to mind.

I slipped the old woman’s arm into mine and talked her through the short distance between our seats and the great oak door past rows of dark-clothed men and women in hats and children holding hymn-books. We had to cross the projector beam again - to cross through a photograph of Elizabeth with her grandsons and a copy of a book open in her lap, this time called inauspiciously The Draining of the Fens. Cameron was now reading more poetry. Heads turned towards us when I tripped loudly over a pile of hymn-books. Cameron stopped reading for a moment and looked up but, though he looked straight at me, he couldn’t have recognised me in the half-light beyond the projector.

It was when I stumbled that I first noticed the tattoo on the old woman’s right forearm, dark against her white skin. An anchor about three inches long which rose out of the dark blue of her jumper sleeve under some indecipherable letters. She might have been a sailor recently returned from the sea, swarthy and broad-shouldered, with forearms that were remarkably muscular for a  woman who must have been around seventy. But if she had the build of a sailor, she was cross-dressing in the way that large old men passing as women sometimes do - the twinset and pearls version of womanhood. Her hair looked as if it had been sculpted. It was probably naturally white but had been dyed a pale orange and curled carefully and hardened with hairspray so that the little tongued curls of hair looked like a woodcarving. I imagined her weekly trip to the hairdresser, the curlers and the hairspray, the gentle backcombing, the gossipy exchange of stories.

Outside, in the absence of a bench or other seat, I asked the old woman - she was definitely a woman in the daylight - to lean against the church wall, whilst I eased open her eyelid and dabbed at the black fleck on her iris with a silk handkerchief I’d found in the bottom of my bag. She began to wince and thank me all at the same time. The eyeball was swollen and heavily veined with blood; the pupil contracted and dilated with the light of the sun and my hand flickering in front of it. The other eye didn’t move at all. It had a milky absence, a dark-blue cave filled with white mist. You could see deep into its hollowed-out-ness. I felt nauseous. Glad I didn’t have to touch that one.

‘Well done, well done, it’s out now,’ I heard the old woman saying in a high-pitched rather aristocratic voice that reminded me of the women’s voices in forties films. I heard the voice of the woman in Brief Encounter and for a moment the air was filled with steam from steam trains and the sound of Rachmaninov. The old woman was talking on: ‘I hope you don’t think me rude, but you do remind me of someone. You have her hair - heavy and silky. It’s remarkable. I’m Dilys Kite. And you?’

‘Lydia Brooke.’

‘And what are you, Lydia Brooke?’

I didn’t even think before I answered, ‘A writer.’

A writer. Yes, I was a writer. That was what I was more than anything. Funny. I could think of a whole list of things I wasn’t - a wife, a mother - a whole list of negatives that, for some reason,  I wanted to tell Dilys Kite about. Why was that? What was the half-blind woman drawing from me?

‘A poet?’ she asked, turning her good eye, still bloodshot, towards me.

‘No. A writer of novels and now screenplays. But until quite recently I used to write pretty much anything for money: legal documents, letters, advertising copy, family histories and memoirs.’

‘And Elizabeth? How do you know Elizabeth?’

‘I’ve known her on and off for years. She helped me out with my post-doctoral research and then much later when I was writing my first screenplay. I was living in France then. The film company insisted on a historical consultant. And I remembered Elizabeth. I came to stay with her in Cambridge a few times and we wrote to each other. She wrote great letters.’

‘You did well to find Elizabeth. Find Elizabeth, find the seventeenth century, we always say. She has a gift.’

‘You talk about her as if she’s still here.’ I put my hand to the back of my neck suddenly. Something - the wind, a twig, a wind-blown leaf - had touched me there.

‘Oh, but she is still here. I haven’t seen her yet, but she’s here all right. There are others here, too. Don’t you feel them?’ Now the milky eye turned upwards under the lid and I found myself looking intently at the tangle of blood vessels on either side of Dilys’ nose, broken, angry veins as if something had bled invisibly beneath. Safe to look there. Better there than anywhere else. I had started to fall.

‘He ’s here. Over there, leaning against that tree. But not Mr F. He’s not here. He knew to stay away. Oh, you mustn’t be frightened. And there’s Greswold, Cowley and the boy.’ When she laughed, I glimpsed a gold tooth towards the back of her mouth. ‘They’ve come to pay their respects. And they’ve been waiting for you. There are several people who have been waiting for you.’

I could see nothing, nobody, amongst the trees where she pointed.

‘You’ve taken your time, Lydia,’ she said, reaching out her hand, that hand with the veins and the too-long nails, and running it tenderly down my hair. ‘So heavy - I thought as much. Like hair running with water . . . like heavy copper-coloured satin. Not a kink in it.’

I was six years old again, standing in front of my bed, waiting for the green hand to reach out from under my bed and fix its grip around my bare ankles. I could feel the warm, slightly wet clasp on my ankles but I couldn’t move, couldn’t step away. Fresh sweat made me suddenly cold in the Fen winds. I could feel every inch of my skin under my clothes. It was Dilys who broke the spell.

‘We had better get back inside, don’t you think? Lydia. Might I call you Lydia? Listen. They’re singing “Rock of Ages”. How beautiful. You go in first. You can slip in while they’re singing. I’ll be along in a few minutes. Just need to collect myself.’

The wind picked up again as I walked away from her back to the church so I lost her last words, but I am sure she said something like: ‘I will seek you out.’

 
I looked for the old woman after the service, walked around the perimeter of the chapel twice, pushing through brambles and nettle patches, stinging myself, but she had gone. The mourners disappeared quickly too, escaping the high winds. From the hill I watched you leave, alone; a few minutes later Sarah followed with Leo and Toby, a tall woman neatly dressed with her two pretty sons (they must have been around eleven and fifteen years old then, I guessed), one who looked like you in profile, speaking kindly to one or two people, touching hands. I watched myself, too, to see what, if anything, I would feel after five years, seeing you, Sarah, the boys. Like pressing on a place where a bruise had been once.

Branches had fallen during the service; leaves and rubbish from  the scrap-metal yard and landfill sites lay strewn across the thick grass.

I spoke to no one. I wonder why I took the pictures of the scrap-metal yard and the graffiti that day. Something to do? I didn’t want to cry again. I took them as a gift for Anthony, who weaves graffiti tags into his sculpture. Something to do with inscription and stone and rituals for staying time: Anthony’s sculptures are carved to look like menhirs, ancient marks on receding landscapes which have lost their meaning to us, just as graffiti tags are a kind of private code, a means of memorialisation, a way of saying: ‘I have passed here on my journey through time. I leave my mark.’ For years I’d been photographing tags and graffitied walls in every city I visited and emailing the photographs to Anthony’s computer in Barton from internet cafes in Calcutta or Berlin.

Dine and Duplo had branded their names here in this scrap-metal yard one dark night or early morning, curling their torchlit foot-high letters respectfully around another tag I’d not seen before: one word, written seven times vertically in green letters against metal: NABED. I’d not seen NABED before. I imagined boys dressed in dark clothes with balaclavas and rucksacks full of different coloured spray cans, perhaps skateboards strapped across their backs. Urban warriors. Graffiti artists. Street bombers, they called themselves, Anthony had said. Anthony had pictures of Duplo’s tags from as far away as Peterborough. I imagined Cambridge trains riding through the night carrying Duplo’s signature through fields and industrial estates and into sidings. I’d seen Duplo’s tags on a warehouse hoarding further along the Newmarket Road and on the back of an Argos lorry. His name moved - they all moved.
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