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				Meet Amber, the It girl who is soon partying with the fast set – and no-one is faster than Jasper de Borchy, glamorous leader of the notorious Bullinger club.
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				Isabel stared out of the train window. The English fields flashed by, sometimes with cows in, sometimes sheep, sometimes nothing but a couple of troughs or an oak tree with russet-leaved branches. It was autumn and the light was low and rich. Beneath the surface of the fields the ancient plough and furrow pattern rippled like a sea.

				Isabel glanced at the man and woman opposite. Neither seemed to have noticed the view. The woman had boarded at Edinburgh, hours ago now. The scarf she was knitting, originally a woolly beige stub a few inches long, was now heading for two feet.

				Isabel pulled the Branston College prospectus out of her bag and looked at the photograph on the front. It was of the college from behind a red brick wall and the central dome appeared like a rising sun of grey concrete.

				‘Every room’s got central heating and there’s a laundry and kitchen at the end of every corridor,’ she had reminded her mother on the way to the station that morning.

				‘Laundry and kitchen, eh?’ Mum had shot back, teasing. ‘Didn’t realise you knew what they were for.’ It was a joke between them that Isabel’s genuine intentions to help with chores always got sidetracked. Her mother would find her, ostensibly putting ironed clothes away upstairs, but actually crouching on a step, absorbed in poetry or a novel pulled from the upstairs bookcase.

				Now, Isabel thought sadly, rather fewer clothes would be put away, and in record time. Books would stay in the bookcase and Mum would go back down afterwards to an empty house. No wonder, as they turned into the station, she had been staring through the windscreen, blinking hard. As had Isabel, come to that.

				The train was drawing into a station. There were people on the platform, milling about, holding coffees, reading newspapers, picking up their bags, squinting at the carriage numbers.

				A young woman on the platform was holding a baby. She was smiling at the child, talking to it. Isabel felt a sudden hot rush of tears.

				She blinked hard, willing her normal composure to return. What had happened had been irrelevant for years. Although, of course, it had always been there, like a dark, mysterious cupboard at the back of a room. Ever since, that day at primary school, Moira MacDougall had said something about Isabel’s mummy giving her away.

				‘Why did my real mummy give me away?’ Isabel had asked her adoptive mother that night. Mum had hugged her tightly and explained that her real mummy hadn’t wanted to but she wasn’t able to look after her. But she had another mummy now who loved her very much. ‘What about my daddy?’ Isabel had asked, but alas no one seemed to know anything about him.

				And then, after her adoptive father had died when Isabel was nine, being an only child with a single parent had become the normal way of life. A happy, settled way of life too. No parent could have been more loving than Mum, no place more idyllic and safe than Lochalan, that string of white cottages along the silver lochside with the green and purple mountains rising protectively behind.

				But now life was changing, stirring, bringing all this buried business to the surface. It was on Isabel’s mind as never before.

				The train slid down the platform. The mother waggled the baby’s fat little pink hand as it passed. Isabel, still blinking, lifted her long pale thin one in response and, then, as mother and baby disappeared, felt an almost overwhelming loneliness.

				She wished with all her heart that she had allowed Mum to come with her today. She had wanted to save her a long, lonely return journey but perhaps, in retrospect, the trip back might have been a good thing. It would have given Mum time to adjust so, when she got back, finally, to the little white cottage by the still expanse of loch, she would have been prepared.

				But now Mum would get back almost immediately and Isabel herself would have to face everything alone. The thought of all those new people made her heart thump.

				‘Just be your usual self,’ Mum had urged her, but her usual self was shy, self-conscious and prone to blushing to the roots of her already-red hair. Only in books could she lose herself; only when working could she feel really confident and shine.

				Would she know anyone? There had been, at interview, a girl called Kate. She had seemed very down to earth. But no one had been terrifyingly posh. In fact, apart from the beautiful buildings, the town had borne little resemblance to its popular image.

				The train was slowing. The ticket inspector was yelling over the Tannoy: This is Derby. This is Derby. Change here for Chestlock, Buxton . . .

				The train was about to depart before his very eyes. It was the last straw; well, the latest last straw. The hindmost straw up to this point had been when, this afternoon, the job at the Chestlock Advertiser had failed to materialise.

				Olly had been delighted and hugely relieved when, after a whole summer’s fruitless search for employment, he had landed an interview. The position was investigative journalist with the local paper of the small market town of Chestlock. Which was fine; Olly had never expected to kick-start his career on one of the national newspapers, as many of his well-connected fellow former students were doing. He would do it under his own steam. He would work his way up to London in the time-honoured journalistic tradition.

				He had travelled to Chestlock, a journey of some three hours on the train from the university town. The file on his knee had been bulging with examples of his college journalism and his head positively swarming with ideas for features on the town he had researched exhaustively on the internet. For example, he had – admittedly after some searching – discovered Chestlock to be the birthplace of a minor poet called Ivor Tickle. Why not have a literary festival – a Tickle Festival, no less – sponsored by the paper?

				He had only been off the train five minutes, five seconds probably, when he realised Chestlock was not a festival sort of place – of Tickles, tickles or anything else. The Victorian town hall that had been the main image on the council website turned out to be flanked by branches of Poundstretcher and Blockbuster. The town’s northern border was a sprawling multiplex while massive rival supermarkets hemmed in the east and west. They were, Olly concluded, the reason for the tumbleweed blowing through the town centre.

				It turned out, when he reached the Advertiser offices, that Chestlock was no longer a newspaper sort of place either. A porcine blonde receptionist called Hayley showed him into the battered office of the editor, a harassed-looking man called Don. He had wonky glasses, thinning grey hair and an air of defeat. He gave Olly the grim news, received that morning. The Chestlock Advertiser’s parent company was rationalising its platforms and diversifying its offer.

				‘What?’ Olly had asked, uncomprehending.

				‘Or, to put it another way,’ Don added heavily, ‘closing down local papers left, right and centre.’ The Advertiser, he explained, was one of many that would be going weekly and, with five days to gather the news, Don was expected to do it by himself with the assistance of Hayley.

				Olly felt sorry for the editor, obviously a good man who had equally obviously not expected his own career in newspapers to peter out quite this way. Don had, he told Olly, his face lighting up for a moment, once worked on the Manchester Guardian. But, even more than sorry for Don, Olly felt angry. He knew Caspar De Borchy, whose father owned the Echo’s parent company. De Borchy had been at the same university college, although they had not moved in the same circles. Drunken, wobbly circles in Caspar’s case. He had been one of the rich set; black tie permanently at his neck and bottle of champagne welded to his signet-ringed fingers, loudly guffawing in one of the quads. Whatever Caspar was doing now, Olly guessed, which was probably not much, his particular platforms would remain flagrantly unrationalised.

				Skirting the puddles on the broken pavements as he hurried back to the station, Olly silently lamented wasting the last of his money on a suit. A horrid, slightly-too-tight, definitely-too-shiny suit, as well. And, actually, it would have made no difference if he’d turned up in a pink bikini.

				Now he was broke. Very broke. His pace quickened. He could not afford to miss the train; after this one, the prices changed and he would have to upgrade his ticket at vast expense. Olly broke into a run.

				As he hurled himself across the footbridge, the deafening yet indistinct announcements mingled with the desperate pounding in his heart.

				‘You can’t go through there.’ A man in a train company overcoat reared up forcibly before him.

				‘Oh, come on,’ Olly pleaded at the flint face and the gloved hand sliding the barrier between him and the thrumming locomotive.

				‘Barriers go up one minute before the train leaves,’ his opponent smirked. ‘Says so on all the posters.’

				As there was clearly no point in arguing, Olly simply twisted his body sideways and shot through the section the guard had not yet managed to close. He shouted after him, but Olly had reached the train and hurled himself on. He felt rather daring, like something from a film.

				Ribcage heaving with the recent effort, he looked for a seat. There was one right next to him in the aisle, next to a youth plugged into an iPod and occupied by his guitar case. As an enormous navy-blue bottom was now reversing towards him down the aisle, dragging the buffet cart after it, Olly had no choice but to squeeze himself in between the guitar case and the back of the seat in front.

				The youth removed his earplugs. ‘Hey, man. Respect the Rickenbacker, yeah?’

				‘Bought that seat for it, have you?’ Olly said dryly.

				The youth scowled and shoved his earphones back in.

				Olly ploughed on down the aisle. The mobile in his pocket buzzed. It was his mother.

				‘Just wondering how the interview went,’ she said.

				Olly regretted mentioning the Advertiser to his parents at all, but he had had to tell them something. If a whole summer without as much as a bite at a job had been a worry for him, it had been downright shocking for his mother and father.

				Olly himself, on the spot, at least knew the way the economic wind was blowing – not too propitiously, even for students of his own prestigious alma mater. There were others besides himself looking for work, although not Caspar De Borchy, admittedly. But his parents retained the idea that a degree from the ancient university was a guaranteed passport to future greatness.

				He sought now to downplay events.

				‘It was always going to be more of a chat than a formal interview,’ he heard himself saying breezily. ‘And it was very useful to go there. I mean, um . . . that particular paper’s closing.’

				‘Closing!’

				‘But,’ Olly added hastily, ‘I’ve got other irons in the fire . . .’

				‘I suppose you mean your novel,’ his mother sighed.

				‘Well, yes, actually,’ Olly said defensively. ‘It’s going very well, actually,’ he added, although in actual fact it wasn’t. It was a rite-of-passage memoir, heavily influenced by Brideshead Revisited. Or at least this particular manifestation of it was. The work as a whole never seemed to get beyond the first chapter. He was wondering whether an experimental novel composed entirely of beginnings might have a future.

				‘I think,’ his mother said, obviously trying to mask her impatience, ‘that you need to get a proper job first. Get an income. Then write the novel.’

				‘I’ve got a few other possibilities,’ Olly assured her. He hoped she would not force him to admit this was the cleaning agency he had, in desperation, registered with earlier that week. The owner, a no-nonsense Zambian, had told him she preferred to employ Eastern Europeans. ‘Better than college students,’ she told him. ‘They want to work, not write novels.’

				He had not mentioned his novel, but the Zambian lady had sharp eyes which could obviously see inside his head.

				‘Don’t worry, Mum,’ he said brightly before he rang off. ‘Something will turn up.’

				The train, he noticed, was drawing into another station. Hopefully someone would get off, make some room.

				Isabel longed for a cup of tea but the buffet trolley had not passed for at least an hour. Probably ground to a halt in one of the crowded carriages. She wanted to go in search of it but was hemmed in by a large woman in the next seat. Isabel gathered her courage to tackle her.

				The woman was reading a tabloid. As she occupied a considerable amount of space to start with, and required even more to read an open newspaper, Isabel could hardly help reading it too.

				It was open at the diary page, full of gossipy items about prominent people and dominated by a large photograph of a very beautiful blonde girl in a very short leopardskin print dress. She was laughing with very white teeth at the camera. She was in the back of a limousine, surrounded by cream leather. Her long, slim brown legs spilled out and, alongside the diamonds at her ears and fingers, her confidence blazed from the page. Who was it? Isabel started to read the story that ran alongside:

				After a long hot summer on Mustique, heiress and socialite Amber Piggott is swapping Basil’s Bar for books as the new university term begins. Pulchritudinous Amber, daughter of retail billionaire Lord Piggott, starts an English degree at—

				The paper jerked suddenly and Isabel became aware that its owner was staring at her coldly. She smiled awkwardly, gathered up her bag and, muttering apologies, stumbled into the aisle.

				The train had stopped and yet more people were getting on. In the foyer Isabel found her way blocked by a tiny, elderly Asian lady in a sari. Her enormous suitcase was almost the same size as she was. She was staring earnestly through a pair of very clean glasses at a young black man who was saying to her urgently and repeatedly, ‘You get off now. Train about to leave.’

				The elderly lady had evidently reached her destination and the young man, seeing the extent of her burden, wished to help her get off. Neither had yet acted on their urges, however, and the train was now shaking with the force of doors slamming prior to departure.

				‘Come on,’ Isabel urged, moving towards the old lady’s bag. ‘You need to get off.’

				The young man sprang forward. ‘I do it. Is heavy. I do it.’ He seized the case and pushed it forward. Panting, eyes bulging with the effort, he got unsteadily back down, out of the train, on to the platform. The old lady stood in the doorway watching anxiously. Just at that moment a short, bristling figure arrived. ‘What’s going on here?’

				Isabel was relieved to see the ticket inspector. He would have the power to halt the train for the necessary time. She could hand over responsibility for the situation to him.

				‘This lady wants to get off,’ she explained shyly.

				The inspector ignored her. He looked the old Indian lady coldly up and down.

				‘Derby?’ she chirped, hopefully.

				‘Too late to get off now, love,’ came the inspector’s snapped reply. ‘This train’s going now. Doors have been closed.’ As if to make the point further, he reached to the door behind Isabel and slammed it viciously shut.

				The roar of the engine could be felt through the floor. Isabel stared at the inspector in horror.

				‘You’ve got to let her off,’ she said in a shaking voice. ‘Her bag’s out there,’ she added, pointing down at the platform where the young man was looking anxious. ‘And you’ve got to let him back on. He’s not getting off here. He was just helping her.’

				The inspector shrugged. ‘Well, he’s off now, isn’t he? His choice. Train’s going. End of.’

				‘It can’t go,’ Isabel protested.

				‘Persons not on the train one minute before it leaves are not permitted to travel,’ chanted the inspector. ‘Not my fault if these people can’t understand the language, is it? Should learn English before they get here, shouldn’t they?’

				The revs under their feet had increased; the train was off.

				‘Derby!’ wailed the old lady, her face a picture of distress. Through the window, Isabel could see, on the receding platform, the young man staring after the train in disbelief.

				Olly could see him too. He had arrived in the foyer just after the inspector and had heard the conversation. And seen Isabel.

				It was her eyes, Olly decided afterwards. Those beautiful, clear green eyes, filled with distress, between banks of red hair. Something had soared within him. He had not even paused to think. His arm had gone to the communication cord entirely of its own volition.
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				The train had, fortunately, not quite cleared the station platform, so the old lady could be let off and the young man let back on. Nor was this the only piece of luck. Just as the ticket inspector erupted with fury at Olly, a smart young man standing by the loo came to his aid.

				He was, it emerged, a barrister and he had an axe to grind, having been made by the inspector to surrender his seat at Crewe even though the double booking had been the fault of the train computer. Having to stand in the noisome foyer when he had paid for first class rankled and he was keen to avenge himself on the architect of his misery. Once the inspector learnt that Olly’s actions were, in these particular eyes of the law at least, reasonable and defensible, he had backed down dramatically and hurried down the train, face ashen and ticket machine very much between his legs.

				The barrister left at Birmingham, as did a great many other passengers. Olly and Isabel found seats at an empty table. The refreshment trolley heaved past and Isabel was finally able to get some tea.

				They smiled shyly at each other.

				‘So,’ Olly said, awkwardly breaking the silence. ‘Where are you off to?’

				‘University,’ Isabel said, shyly.

				Discovering now that it was her first term, Olly was surprised. No other student he knew, himself included, had made this significant initial journey alone by train. And all the way from Scotland.

				‘And you got in from a comp?’ he added, warmly. ‘God, you must be a genius. What college?’

				‘Branston,’ she muttered, blushing at his praise.

				‘So you’re a pickler,’ Olly smiled.

				‘A what?’

				‘Branston College. People there are called “picklers”. Because of Branston Pickle. You know.’

				‘I didn’t know, actually.’

				As the wide eyes turned upon him, Olly felt slightly disingenuous. She obviously had no idea that the nickname, while affectionate, also contained a hint of mockery. Built in the seventies – or was it the sixties? Olly wasn’t sure – Branston embodied the best and worst architectural principles of its era: the abstract desire to make a bold gesture with its (literally) concrete realisation. The bold gesture that had resulted in Branston had provoked comparison over the years to everything from a nuclear processing plant to a multi-storey car park.

				Not that he could talk, of course. His own former college, St Alwine’s, was known throughout the university as St Wino’s. About to tell her this, Olly stopped himself. She was bound to ask why and he would then have to admit the disrespectful diminutive sprang from St Alwine’s being home to the university’s most notorious drinking club, the Bullinger.

				The thought of the evidently upright, thoroughly Scottish and dewily innocent Isabel linking him in any way with that despicable, dissipated and decadent institution – judging him, moreover, by its standards – sent a cold ripple through Olly’s insides.

				‘It’s quite a building,’ he observed. ‘Branston,’ he added quickly.

				‘Oh, yes,’ Isabel agreed with enthusiasm. ‘It’s the ideal of the modernist Gesamtkunstwerk, apparently.’

				‘The what?’

				‘Gesamtkunstwerk means “total work of art”. It’s a 1967 masterpiece in concrete.’

				Olly stared at her. He had never met anyone who took Branston’s architecture seriously. But were the old ones so much better, particularly his old one? St Alwine’s was physically beautiful, being founded in the mid-fifteenth century. But its ethos and outlook were as antiquated as its buildings. St Alwine’s was so stuck in the feudal past that the porters still ironed the students’ newspapers.

				‘I didn’t realise there was a connection with pickle,’ Isabel was musing. ‘I thought the Branstons who founded the college were in petrochemicals.’

				‘Mmm,’ said Olly, determinedly not offering any further information.

				‘But I love Branston Pickle, anyway,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Frankly, I love Branston. They gave me a bursary. Paid all my tuition fees. I could never have afforded to go to university otherwise.’

				‘You must be seriously bright.’

				‘Seriously poor, that’s all.’ She smiled and Olly felt ashamed again. Had his own college ever paid anyone’s full tuition fees? He’d had a scholarship himself, but the amount reflected the same 1446 values as everything else at St Alwine’s. It amounted to less than a fiver a term and barely bought a pint of lager.

				It was difficult, he was finding, not to stare at her. She had the kind of face that seemed ordinary enough at first, but the more you looked at it, the more compelling it seemed. It was an old-fashioned face, the sort you saw in engravings and Elizabethan portraits: wide eyes balanced by a long straight nose and small mouth. She had very beautiful skin, of a delicate, radiant paleness and almost unbelievably fine, smooth texture. Her lashes were thick and long, even without mascara. A sudden shaft of sunlight through the streaked window warmed up her auburn hair; set it on fire, in fact, to a fabulous, pre-Raphaelite red.

				He found himself wondering if she had a boyfriend and how he could find out.

				‘What’s your name, by the way? I’m Olly.’

				‘Isabel.’

				Isabel. Isabel, Isabel, Isabel. The perfect name. Classic. Slightly serious. Scottish. Isabel, Isabel, Isabel, Isabel. It galloped through his body like his own heartbeat.

				Can all passengers ensure they take all their belongings with them . . .

				They were arriving.

				On the platform, he saw Isabel was taller than he had expected, with long, straight legs in faded jeans. She was stamping long, slim feet in black ballet flats, presumably to restore circulation after the trip.

				Olly had already decided to walk with her to Branston. If she would let him. It was a glorious afternoon for a walk, a golden curtain call by a summer not quite ready to quit the stage. And she was a glorious person to walk with, a red-headed fairy from the far north with eyes as clear as a mountain stream. Her shyness and her winning openness of manner intrigued him. He wanted to protect her. He wanted to do a lot of things.

				But first he would help her with her bags. ‘One rucksack? That all?’

				‘I’ve only got clothes.’

				‘Haven’t you brought any books?’

				‘Just a couple of paperbacks,’ Isabel smiled. ‘I read the reading list this summer.’

				‘What? The whole lot?’ Olly’s memory of faculty reading lists was that they were very long and with very fat spines.

				‘Yes,’ she said, sounding surprised that he was surprised. ‘The whole lot.’

				She was heaving on her rucksack. As she slipped slim arms into the padded straps, the movement made her small breasts shake beneath her white shirt.

				‘I’ll help you with that,’ Olly said hurriedly. ‘It’s a long walk.’

				‘No, it’s fine, honestly. Anyway, it’ll look funny with your posh suit.’

				‘It’s not posh,’ Olly muttered.

				‘Isn’t it? It looks it. It’s very – what’s the word . . . ?’

				‘Shiny?’

				She laughed, and he felt a burst of happiness. If it amused her, his suit was perfect. Who needed Armani?

				They set off up the road. She had a fast, striding walk. He imagined her striking forth over Scottish moors, wrapped in tartan, her hair rippling in the wind like something out of a Walter Scott novel. Or his own novel, come to that. It rather lacked a feminine focal point at the moment.

				The effort of keeping up with her made conversation a challenge, but Olly tried his best. Was she going to the freshers’ fair, where all the university societies competed to attract members from the new intake?

				‘I don’t know,’ Isabel said. ‘Sounds as if I should.’

				He told her about his ill-fated audition for one of the famous university acting clubs. ‘The character was called Lord Sebastian Holles but I thought it was pronounced “Holes”.’

				It was amazing how, after three years, he could remember the scene in its entirety. That barely suppressed air of mirth from the audition panel as he read the touching scene when Lord Sebastian tells his mother that, despite being an only son and despite the estate staff dying like flies in Flanders, he, too, is going to certain death on the Western Front. ‘Mother, you must prepare yourself for a gap in the Holes family . . .’

				She was laughing, he saw, gratified. He felt sufficiently emboldened to add his experiences as a second year with The Kynge’s Menne, a short-lived group of student strolling players whose idealistic intention had been to bring Shakespeare to the people. The people, unfortunately, had had better things to do, at least in the small Norfolk villages whose empty church halls and schools they had graced. Then there had been the weather. There had been a couple of downpours so violent that The Tempest had more or less performed itself. Half the cast had dysentery at one point, a rogue prawn curry in Cromer being fingered as the culprit. Finally, after a performance of Othello in Brancaster in which a pensioner and a dog had been the only spectators, The Kynge’s Menne had wrathfully gone their separate ways.

				Watching her laugh, eyes sparkling in the sunshine, it seemed to Olly for the first time that the humiliation of trying to act had been more than worth it.

				They had reached the centre of town now. As many tourists as parents and students were walking up and down the sunny, pale pavements and sitting, eating ice creams, along the low walls. The teashops were thronging and the outsides of the college formal-wear suppliers were crowded with gawkers at silk- or fur-trimmed academic hoods, black gowns, mortar boards, college scarves and ties and cufflinks with college crests. The circular postcard stands outside the newsagents’ were surrounded by people in baseball caps.

				Isabel stared round at the fairy towers, the cupolas, the golden college buildings. ‘It’s all so beautiful.’

				‘It is,’ Olly allowed. ‘But you get used to it.’

				Isabel felt she never would. It was all so new, so strange. So unexpectedly fast moving. People were whizzing past on bikes, ringing bells just before mowing you down. It made her jump. She felt grateful for Olly’s help, most of all for his company. She shot him a couple of shy glances. He was tall, fair and broad; quite handsome really. He looked kind. She felt she could trust him.

				‘What do you do now you’ve left?’ she asked. ‘Have you got a job?’

				Olly summoned a confidence he did not quite feel. ‘I’m going to be an investigative journalist,’ he said bullishly, then added, for good measure, ‘I’m writing a book as well.’

				She looked impressed, he saw. ‘What about?’

				‘Sort of young man’s rite of passage sort of thing.’

				They were passing St Alwine’s now and he could have kicked himself for saying it. But her smile was dazzling, and genuine. ‘You mean about your time at university? I’d love to read it. I’m sure I’d learn a lot from it.’

				She sure as hell would, Olly thought. Once again a wild urge to tell all overwhelmed him. He wanted to get it over with. Acquaint her with the fact that, in certain circles – specifically the liberal feminist circles in which he had sought to find love in the past – admitting you were at St Wino’s was like confessing to some dreadful disease.

				Isabel was staring at the carving above the gates, the painted shields, mythic beasts, portcullises and roses. ‘What a wonderful place,’ she murmured.

				Olly shifted from foot to foot, hoping that if he said nothing she would lose interest and move on. Apart from anything else her backpack was dragging at his shoulders and it was hot.

				But Isabel stood, it seemed, spellbound. He watched her wide, clear eyes take in the details of the façade.

				Then the wide eyes narrowed and looked puzzled. ‘What’s he doing?’ Isabel asked. She was pointing at the carved central lozenge of the college’s eponymous saint.

				Olly cleared his throat. ‘Um, he’s holding a palm in one hand. It’s the traditional symbol of martyrdom.’

				Isabel glanced at him in mild exasperation. ‘Well of course I know that,’ she said. ‘It’s the other hand I’m wondering about.’

				Olly took a deep breath. The fact that St Alwine appeared to be holding a bottle had contributed in no small part to the college nickname. There were those who insisted the long-necked, bulbous object being held in the saint’s carved fingers was a cosh by which the generally mysterious Alwine might have met his end. But they had always been a minority and a mocked one at that.

				‘It’s some sort of club.’ Olly raised his chin as he spoke, as if to deflect objection.

				Isabel continued to look thoughtfully at the carving. ‘It looks like a bottle,’ she pronounced at last. She turned to him, eyes sparkling with amusement. ‘What’s this college called?’

				‘Saint, um, Alwine’s.’

				‘How funny. St Alwine’s, and he’s holding a wine bottle.’

				‘A cosh,’ Olly corrected, determinedly. He was now quite set on his course of non-disclosure. If she didn’t know – yet – of his alma mater’s reputation within the university, then why tell her? Did he really want her to associate him with a group of braying, champagne-swilling, window-smashing, cash-flashing toffs of the most objectionable kind?

				Thankfully, Isabel had switched her attention to the statue outside the gate, of a man in a ruff, looking down at his open hand. Olly fell on the opportunity to transmit the relatively uncontroversial information concerning it; this, he told her, was the Elizabethan founder of the college, Sir Titus Alwyne, known as Texting Titus because his pose suggested someone sending a cell-phone message. Sometimes, he added, Titus would contemplate a pizza box or a can of Heineken, strategically placed there by an inebriate.

				He had to stop himself adding that during Caspar De Borchy’s reign at the Bullinger helm, Titus’s dignity had been further compromised by bras and suspenders. Or adding that Caspar had made tearing up fifty-pound notes in front of homeless people one of the club’s initiation rites.

				But Caspar De Borchy was gone now. Although Olly had heard he had a younger brother coming up this term. It crossed Olly’s mind that he should warn Isabel to give De Borchy minor a wide berth, but he dismissed it as unnecessary. Given the fact she was at Branston and terribly conscientious there was absolutely no chance of them ever meeting. Caspar was as snobbish as he was lazy and his brother was bound to be the same. If not worse.

				They were crossing the river now.

				‘Is punting hard?’ Isabel asked, glancing over at the flat-bottomed boats, propelled by long poles, which plied up and down the river.

				‘That depends,’ Olly said evasively. Throughout his college career he had struggled to master the art of balancing on the boat’s slippery rear and been consistently unable to remember which bits of the river were shallow and which deep, squidgy and likely to retain the pole – and him with it – if he pushed it in too hard. This was the reason why, however much Olly wanted a job, chauffeur punting had never been the option it was for several of his fellow former students.

				Isabel was watching the boats. ‘It looks so romantic.’

				‘It’s very romantic. Especially when water from the pole runs down your arm into your armpit.’

				As Isabel laughed, a voice Olly recognised, one with a distinctive Northern twang, floated up from below: ‘. . . known throughout the university as St Wino’s . . .’

				He looked down, horrified. A punt full of American tourists was being poled along by a chauffeur punter, a fellow ex-St Alwine’s student called Kevin Strangways. Kevin had been, Olly recalled, even more of a fish out of water among the Bullinger hoorays. Apart from the times they had dumped him in the college fountain, of course.

				Kevin was clearly eager to settle the score now: ‘. . . sexist, racist braying toffs from hell, basically.’

				His voice, amplified by the stonework, boomed up from beneath the bridge into Olly’s ears with what seemed to him unmissable volume.

				‘They have window-smashing parties with strippers and dwarves. They tear money up in front of homeless people.’

				Olly felt panic rise. It was not difficult to work out what was being described.

				‘You’re not serious?’ gasped one of his passengers. ‘You’re making this up, right?’

				Olly was almost running over the bridge, Isabel hurrying behind him. ‘What’s he saying?’ she asked, straining back to hear.

				‘. . . bras and suspenders . . .’ boomed Kevin from under the bridge. Olly plunged on through the crowds with Isabel’s rucksack.

				As they continued up the road the rich college architecture gradually gave way to new-build offices, apartments and hotels.

				Eventually Branston’s rounded concrete dome hove into view with the covered walkways that projected from it like wires from a skull undergoing some revolutionary and subsequently discredited therapy. The scrunchy silver of the exposed heating and water pipes glittered in the sun.

				‘Here we are,’ Olly said.

				They approached up a wide tarmac path flanked by yellowing rhododendron bushes. Age and weather, while it had mellowed the stone buildings of the town, had here done the concrete few favours. The front entrance had sliding doors, like an airport. Above it, a large rectangular clock with a red digital LED number display reinforced the effect. The doors meshed together by means of rubber edging which parted with a slight farting noise as people went in and out.

				But Isabel, Olly saw, was gazing at it all with delight. She turned and smiled at Olly. ‘Thanks so much for carrying my stuff.’

				‘S’OK,’ he shrugged. ‘Pleasure.’

				Was that it then? Not so much as a cup of tea? But he could tell she was too distracted by arrival to consider niceties such as this. Her green eyes were swivelling everywhere, taking it all in.

				As slowly as was possible, he peeled the rucksack off his sweating back. ‘Perhaps,’ he suggested, feeling rather desperate, ‘I could take you for a drink later, once you’ve unpacked and everything.’

				‘Or I could take you,’ Isabel suggested, remembering her manners. ‘I owe you a drink. I’m not sure whether there’s a bar here though.’ She looked vague.

				Olly hid a smile. Every college had a bar. They were the centre of student social life and some chose colleges entirely on the basis of them. But probably not at Branston, where the bar did not enjoy a good reputation.

				‘The Turd,’ Olly said.

				She blinked. ‘I’m sorry?’

				‘The bar. The bar at Branston. That’s what it’s called.’

				‘Is it?’ Her eyes were round with wonder. ‘I don’t remember that in the prospectus.’

				He felt suddenly rather weak about the knees. There was something utterly adorable about her earnestness. ‘It’s not an official name.’ But, as he explained, given that Branston’s bar was concrete, subterranean, fatly tubular in shape and rounded at the ends, it was possibly an inevitable one.

				He could see her absorbing this. The coarseness of student humour seemed as much a revelation as the Turd itself.

				‘Let’s go into town,’ Olly suggested. ‘I can show you where the good pubs are.’

				‘I’ve got to unpack first.’

				‘Here then?’ Olly pressed eagerly. ‘About seven?’

				She nodded, waved with her free hand and disappeared through the farting airport doors.
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				All these excited teenagers, Diana thought. Arriving for the new term, full of hurry and excitement. They seemed to flow like a vital river in and out of the lacy buildings. Their youthful shouts and laughter wove like ribbons round the older sound of bells.

				It should, she felt, have cheered her, but her spirits remained flat. If only she was starting this new job – this new life – at a time of year other than autumn. Spring, perhaps, with its new growth. Or among the glossy grass, daisied fields and blossom-weighted bushes of early summer. In the sparkling wastes of winter, maybe.

				But the end of her marriage, the loss of her home: there seemed parallels to it all in the October bonfires in the college gardens. The sad, slow blue spirals of smoke, the rotting sweetness in the air.

				Feeling the familiar pricking behind her eyeballs, Diana blinked hard. Tears were out of the question, at least until she was alone. She had to keep cheerful, for Rosie’s sake.

				And here was something cheerful. Diana stopped at a zebra crossing for a beautiful, smiling girl with red hair that rippled like a flag. Panting after her was a young man in a suit – an amusingly shiny suit. It was with some difficulty that he raised a creased sleeve to acknowledge Diana, staggering as he was under the weight of an enormous rucksack. He was carrying it for the girl, quite obviously.

				Young love, Diana thought, half envious, half despairing.

				‘Mum?’ Rosie piped up from the back. ‘Your face looks all red. I can see it in the mirror.’

				‘I’m hot,’ Diana muttered, although the mellow October sun was not as warm as all that and their ancient car had no heating. As Rosie was probably about to point out. She missed nothing. Diana could see, in the reflection, the vivid little face of her nine-year-old daughter in its frame of wavy brown hair.

				On the grass outside a gilded college gate a thick carpet of brilliant yellow leaves lay in a circle below a naked maple. It was a quietly spectacular sight, the thick pool of gold surrounded by emerald grass. Every leaf seemed to have dropped at once, in a blaze of glory. ‘Look at that!’ Diana said.

				‘It looks as if its dress has fallen off,’ remarked Rosie. ‘It looks cold.’

				Following its grand autumn gesture, the denuded tree looked thin and vulnerable. But it would survive, Diana knew. Even now, beneath the earth, things were stirring for next year. The cycle would start again: new buds would form on the cold brown branches; she and Rosie would drive down this road next spring and see the trees shimmering with vivid new green.

				If they were still here, of course. But they had to be. She could not afford for anything else to go wrong.

				‘It’ll be fine,’ she said firmly, to her daughter, but really to herself.

				Rosie nodded and returned her attention to Matilda. She could read anywhere. In a car, in a train, in – as had often been the case recently – the foyer of a solicitors’ office.

				The divorce had been horribly painful. Lots of people got divorced, of course, but she had never imagined it happening to her. Her disappointment and sense of failure were crushing.

				The familiar questions pressed in. How could she not have known? Or even suspected? Not just the affair, which was bad enough, but the money? The split had exposed how much higher on the hog they had been living than Simon could afford. He had never talked money with her, and now she could see why. The villa in Provence, the first-class travel, the expensive cars. They had been able to afford none of them.

				Rosie’s nanny and expensive private school, it turned out, had been similarly beyond his pocket. Ditto her oboe lessons with the LSO and Saturday classes at the Globe. That last now seemed especially ironic; that Rosie had gone for acting classes, given the show her own father was putting on.

				All on credit. Their entire lives had been an illusion so that Simon could keep up appearances. He had always been aspirational; lately, imperceptibly, it had gone up a gear. She had been too busy doing nothing to notice.

				But doing nothing had been exhaustingly busy. The hair appointments, the lymphatic drainage facials, the lunches, the personal trainers, the clothes. Simon had wanted her to look a certain way: that glossy, yummy-mummy way. She had gone along with it; Simon was not the kind of person you said no to. He was vital, energetic, a showman. She had always been much more retiring.

				Well, she had been well and truly punished for her passivity now. After years of sleepwalking, she had been rudely awakened. Simon was bankrupt, the London house sold and Rosie withdrawn with dizzying speed from her expensive private school. In what seemed no time at all, Diana was what she had never imagined being: a penniless single mother.

				Simon had disappeared to Australia with his mistress, leaving Diana with Rosie. And thank God for Rosie. Thank Him, too, for the gardening course. Diana had started it initially as something to do that wasn’t shopping. All her neighbours had employed contract gardeners to maintain the patch that sat behind each tall, stuccoed slice of town house and connected to the private garden square beyond.

				The gardeners were a focus of intense competition, one neighbour losing no opportunity to remind everyone else that her particular horticulturalists also did Buckingham Palace. And that the Queen’s acres were inferior in various ways. Diana, despite all this and probably because of it, wanted to do her own planting and weeding. Simon had tried to talk her out of it but on this one point she had been adamant. And found, to her surprise, not only that she enjoyed it, but that she was good at it. She had passed her first few exams with flying colours.

				Before events had got in the way, she had planned to take her studies even further, way out into the upper reaches of garden design, into water features, even building. She had had no definite ideas about actually working as a gardener then, but events had got in the way and it was while flicking through a gardening magazine in the dentist’s – her last ever visit to the smart private one, but her teeth, if nothing else, would be ready to face whatever lay ahead – that Diana had seen the modest advertisement: GARDENER WANTED. BRANSTON COLLEGE.

				The judder of excitement she felt cut through even the fear of the approaching filling. She had, in happier days, visited the ancient university town and remembered the glossy college gardens strung along the shining river like jewels on a necklace. Gardeners would be fighting to work there, but perhaps this was only a junior position and she might have a chance. An ability to garden was, anyway, her only saleable skill. She had to throw her cap – and gardening gloves – into the ring.

				A university town had obvious benefits too. Renting a house there would be cheaper and safer than amid the unknown dangers of London’s unloved fringes. There would also, presumably, be good schools. And, after what had happened, it would not be hard to say goodbye to the capital.

				Diana went immediately to the local library and booked a slot on one of the computers. She was surprised to find that Branston College, which she had imagined all mellow stone and herbaceous borders, was one of the modern ones. It looked, in fact, like a multi-storey car park. And it was hard to get an idea of the garden, as pictures of it were so few.

				Nothing daunted and, determined to land the job through sheer enthusiasm if nothing else, Diana thought hard about which flowers could lift and soften concrete walls. The contrast could even be dramatic. She assembled an entire folder of drawings and sent them off. The day the letter arrived inviting her for interview had been her happiest in months.

				Arriving for her interview, she had marvelled anew at the grand college entrances with their coats of arms and heraldic beasts, the stained-glass chapel windows, the towers with their gilded pennants.

				At Branston, which looked nothing like that, she had marvelled at the fact that the garden itself was so much worse than she had imagined. It was a wilderness of scrubby, unloved, Action-Man landscaping, done originally, Diana guessed, by bulldozer. There were entire areas of arid aggregate or mouldy patios of cracked concrete slabs. The weeds were rampant, great glossy dandelions and ground elder as far as the eye could see.

				There had been a gardener of many years’ standing, apparently. Although perhaps ‘sitting’ was a better way of putting it. ‘What did he actually do?’ Diana asked, looking round in amazement.

				‘Sit on the bench, mostly,’ sighed the fat official showing her round: the deputy head of the college, the Bursar. A new Master had been appointed but was yet to arrive, Diana learnt.

				The money offered made Diana gasp – and not in a good way. ‘Branston’s not one of the rich colleges,’ the Bursar said.

				‘Shit!’ Diana now exclaimed, slamming on her brakes and twisting her wheel violently to the side. They were proceeding along the road at the back of Branston, to the staff entrance. Diana had been about to turn into it when something shot out and hurled itself at her.

				‘Mummy!’ Rosie rebuked from behind. ‘You swore!’

				‘Sorry, darling,’ Diana said, heart hammering at the near miss. It had been someone on a bicycle. Why did these people never look where they were going?

				A dark shape in a cycle helmet now loomed at her side window. As the sun behind was too brilliant to see him properly and the window of her battered car had long since lost the ability to lower automatically, Diana had to open the door to squint up at him. She forced herself to smile, expecting an apology and determined, despite the shock, to be gracious about it.

				‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ he demanded in a grating American accent. He was looking at her piercingly; Diana was suddenly conscious of her hat, a charity shop affair in purple fleece which looked, if anything, even cheaper than the 50p it had cost.

				‘You were going too fast,’ she objected.

				‘You could seriously injure people, driving like that,’ he went on, angrily.

				Diana felt Rosie’s sharp little chin pressing into her hair as the child leant excitedly forward to listen. However unfair the circumstances, Diana knew she could not argue with another adult under the surveillance of those small, bright brown eyes. She had been fiercely protective of her daughter over the divorce, refusing to fight with Simon in front of her or – and this had been a struggle at times – say anything nasty about him within Rosie’s hearing. She had no intention now of undoing all that good work by rowing with a stranger.

				‘You were the one going too fast,’ she repeated, screwing her eyes up against the drilling rays of the sun. That he was tall was all she could see. The helmet obscured his hair and face.

				‘I think this jalopy speaks for itself, don’t you?’ the cyclist sneered at her car.

				Diana knew that. Her current vehicle, an ancient estate, looked most disreputable. She had bought it second hand, its gear stick lacked a knob, there was no functioning lock and it had dents in both front wings. The boot would not shut properly and needed to be tied on for days like today when the rear was full of plants. It was a moot point as to whether the car looked better dirty or with the dirt cleaned off showing the scratched blue paintwork beneath. But while certainly not a car to impress people, it was perfectly serviceable for a gardener, and it was as a gardener – a poor one at that – that Diana had bought it.

				Her aggressor was walking briskly away now. Diana, red faced and feeling, despite everything, unpleasantly bested, stared at the concrete college walls as he picked up his bicycle and cycled away.

				‘Who was that?’ Rosie wondered with interest, watching as he disappeared down the tree-lined road.

				‘Just a silly man, darling.’ Diana drove crossly into Branston’s back yard.

				‘He was American,’ Rosie remarked, evidently awed.

				Diana smiled at her daughter. ‘You get people from all over the world coming here to study.’ She hoped, even so, that the aggressive cyclist wasn’t typical of the town’s international population. Still less that he was one of her new colleagues.

				Diana got out of the car. Rosie, released into the wild, ran ahead into the garden. Her mother trudged after her, over the bald and soggy lawn, the sodden black soil scattered with worm casts, pine needles, straggly weeds, bits of rubbish that would have to be picked up.

				Rosie was whirling round on one of the lawn’s few lush patches, a few yards of intense sunlit green, which Diana had already identified as moss. Head flung back, soaked in light, Rosie seemed, not a child in an old pink sweatshirt and too-short tracksuit bottoms, but a mysterious, triumphant, celebrating spirit. Looking at her, Diana felt, despite her gloom, a sudden, piercing conviction that everything would be all right. After all, if Rosie was happy, what else could possibly matter? She crossed to the little spinning figure and gave her a hug.

				Professor Richard Black cycled impatiently on, annoyed by the near collision with the woman in the car. Part of his agitation arose from the fact that, in his heart of hearts, he knew himself to be the guilty one. He was, as Amy had always laughingly pointed out, far crosser about things when he sensed himself partly to blame.

				Stopping at a crossroads, he watched a family carrying what looked like most of the contents of a house – chairs, a TV, a bookcase – and Richard wondered briefly what it would be like to have a child starting university. That his and Amy’s marriage had been childless had been her only source of unhappiness in an existence in which everything else seemed a delight. But of course, if they had had a child, he would be bringing it up himself now, alone. And what would that be like?

				Difficult, Richard imagined. All the students he could see here seemed to have two parents. Adoring, concerned, proud parents into the bargain. The place was packed with happy couples and blissful families; what on earth, he wondered bleakly, had possessed him to think it was somewhere he could come and hide and try to forget? It seemed to him now that nowhere on earth was more likely to remind him of everything he had lost.

				He cycled faster. The woman in the car had only delayed him further. He was late, much later than he usually was. This was entirely due to the advanced hour he had retired the night before, when he had been obliged to attend a tedious drinks reception marking his arrival as Master of Branston. It had been as exhausting as it had been wearisome and unexpected.

				He had understood that, being one of the university’s lower-profile colleges and in line with its – pretty crazy – appearance, Branston was less formal than most. But, no. An entire line-up of other college heads had been present, some, frankly, caricatures. The Master of St Alwine’s, for instance, was as ludicrously anachronistic as the foundation over which he presided was rumoured to be. He’d been resplendent in black robes, gold lace and a floppy, feather-trimmed bonnet. Why, Richard wondered, had he gone into academia when he was obviously more suited to pantomime?

				Possibly because the booze was better. As his puce nose attested, the Master’s main interest appeared to be vintage port and, while vaguely aware Richard was a neuroscientist, he was clearly struggling to understand his new colleague’s particular field, synaptic plasticity.

				‘Yes, I think my wife does that,’ the Master had remarked after much thought. ‘She’s very keen on it.’

				‘Synaptic plasticity?’ Richard masked his surprise. He had met the Master’s wife earlier. She was goggle-eyed with a receding chin and had talked almost exclusively about her cats. She had not seemed interested in the frontiers of brain research.

				The Master of St Alwine’s had grabbed a passing sausage. ‘Every Friday morning in the church hall,’ he explained. ‘She wears loose trousers. She says it keeps her fit.’

				It emerged that he meant Pilates.

				‘Synaptic plasticity is about how the brain makes connections,’ Richard explained through gritted teeth. The Master was patently making no connections whatsoever, apart from with more passing canapés.

				He had been rescued by a kindly classics professor who had made strenuous efforts to connect her subject with his, but Richard, while grateful for her solicitude, was unable to pick up any of the many lines she threw him. He had lost the knack of small talk, which had always been Amy’s department anyway. At parties she had flitted engagingly about, chattering brightly, charming all. Her ability to always say the right thing had consistently amazed Richard and sometimes, when examining slices of brain through microscopes in his laboratory, he had tried to spot this skill. It had been possible for some time to trace the physical process of thought, but charm, seen only in the eye of the beholder, left no such trace.

				No one last night had seemed to find him particularly charming, unless you counted the junior research fellow, squiffy on the Branston house white, who had stumbled into his personal space and, over the thrusting cleavage, bursting out of her low-cut, red satin top, slurred, ‘It’s true what they say about you.’

				He had met her unsteady gaze with his own, flinty one. ‘Which is what?’

				‘That you’re the sexiest neuroscientist in the business. Talk about cortex interruptus!’

				Once, Richard knew, this would have made him laugh out loud. Now he merely gave her a freezing look. It did not, however, appear to register; either alcohol had dulled her senses or the skin so abundantly on show was a very thick one. It looked it, certainly.

				‘Well, Prof,’ she said breathily, leaning confidingly into him. ‘When you need a night off from the neurons just give me a call.’

				Richard had strode away, appalled at the implication that he was somehow available and looking for love. That there could be anyone after Amy was unthinkable, least of all some inebriated postgraduate, pushing her flabby white breasts in his face.

				The evening had ground on. There had been speeches to endure, then a terse reply of his own. Only then had Richard been able to escape.

				He had bowed tightly at the assembled company and hurried off, knowing they would talk about him after he had gone. ‘Poor man,’ the women would witter. ‘He’s so closed-up, isn’t he? Of course, you know he lost his wife a couple of years ago. Yes; didn’t you know? Dreadful. Cancer. Mmm. She was quite young, too. They met when she was one of his students. Quite romantic, really. So tragic. No, no children.’

				In his more philosophical moments, Richard felt that his situation as a widowed and grieving neuroscientist was an oxymoron. It was a contradiction in terms, a philosophical joke almost. More than most, he was aware that he and Amy’s entire marriage, viewed from one angle, had been nothing more than a sequence of neurons firing in a particular way. They had both been mere collections of habits, preferences and impressions, all products of excitation and inhibition in the flabby grey computers they carried in their skulls. At one stage he had hoped that thinking of it like that would help him bear it. But now he knew it just made it more depressing. The only thing that helped him was his work.

				Towards the labs he pedalled on amid the parting families. Under a Venetian-style bridge linking a pair of venerable college walls, a woman in a leopardskin coat and aubergine hair was theatrically hugging a girl with a bright pink fringe. A man with a beard, sunglasses and a grey woolly jumper waved from beside a nearby Dormobile covered in CND symbols.

				Beside the gates of St Alwine’s, a tall, beautiful but impassive-looking boy was clashing cheekbones like rock ledges with an elegant woman and distinguished-looking man.

				‘Bye, darling,’ the woman cried as they climbed into their shiny black car. The doors shut with an expensive clunk and the growl of an expensive engine followed. As the boy raised a hand in farewell, his signet ring glittered in the sun.

				The atmosphere was one of carnival almost; every pavement seemed full of smiling, waving people, car doors slamming, engines starting, people hurrying back and forth with bags and boxes. Richard was unable to suppress a wave of misery so powerful it made his knees shake.

				He changed gear and cycled faster, as if the physical effort would offset the dread suspicion that he had done the wrong thing in coming here at all. Perhaps he should have turned down Branston. He almost had, but at the last moment, after a particularly miserable New England weekend as the end of the summer term approached and when the sunshine, flowers and general golden youth had almost been too much for him to bear, he had got on a plane and gone to the interview.

				England – why not? A change of scene would do him good; a change of continent even more so. Branston, in addition, enjoyed a location close to the internationally famous neurology department where his real interests lay.

				The college, so glad to have him interested, had readily agreed to his terms, which were that he was there first and foremost as a research scientist. They could put him on their masthead, website and brochure if they wanted, but he would remain essentially uninvolved in the domestic and pastoral business of the college. After all that had happened, the last thing Richard wanted was to be hosting tea parties for undergraduates. Not least because, in the past, that was something Amy had loved.

				At the ghastly drinks reception, some college heads had blithely described the lunch and dinner parties they gave regularly for their students. ‘We aim to provide a family atmosphere,’ one Master had cheerfully said about his teacake-and-toasting-fork gatherings in front of a roaring fire. Richard had shuddered. A family atmosphere was the very last thing he would be providing. Nor would he be spearheading attempts to drum up money, which, according to many college principals, was what they spent most of their time doing. ‘We’re basically just fundraisers,’ one had said. Well, not him, Richard vowed. What money Branston needed, it could raise itself.

				Admittedly, Branston had never mentioned such a thing. Nor had it said anything about teacakes. And the final point in its favour – the most important point of all, in a sense – was that the college had an almost unbelievably horrible garden, all dark trees and bald lawns, litter and weeds, positively emanating neglect and abandonment.

				A garden, in other words, that could not remotely remind him of his wife. Amy had been a passionate plantswoman. It wasn’t just that her fingers were green, every other bit was too. She had spent every spare minute in their garden at home. Selling the place after her death, he had held out for the right people, and had taken a lower offer because he could tell the buyers would look after Amy’s back yard. She had particularly loved English gardens and at various points over the years he had trailed after her as she paced excitedly past Stowe’s temples, through the white beds at Sissinghurst, by the fountains of Hampton Court, round the lake at Chatsworth, all the time exclaiming at eye-catchers, admiring ha-has, gasping at effects achieved by great sweeping avenues of beech and chestnut.

				The further the plane taking him for the interview had got across the Atlantic, the more certain Richard grew that the college gardens would be a deal breaker. Those of the university were famously picturesque. In the taxi to Branston his dread had reached its peak, merciless images of roses against old stone, time-worn, wisteria-framed doorways had filled his imagination. He had considered turning round, there and then.

				But the taxi had stopped before something that looked like a nuclear reprocessing plant – the only plant visible, from what Richard could see. He had stepped out in disbelief – and relief. Branston’s brutal, unromantic appearance, so at odds with the ancient grace and gorgeousness of the rest of the university, struck an instant chord. It looked every bit as bleak as he felt; exactly the kind of featureless box he wanted to lock himself away in.

				When the Assistant Bursar, an oppressed-looking woman who seemed permanently welded to her clipboard, said something disparaging and apologetic about Branston’s grounds, he had surprised her by saying they looked perfectly OK to him. They were looking for a new gardener, the Assistant Bursar had confided. Richard hoped they wouldn’t try too hard.
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				Branston’s porter did not conform to the traditional college servant stereotype. He did not have a moustache and bowler hat. He was burly, bald, wore an Arsenal T-shirt and sat behind the sort of sliding glass screen usually found in hospitals. He looked as if he worked out a lot, but seemed friendly enough.

				Bent under her rucksack – heavier even than she remembered – Isabel paused at the pigeonholes in the college foyer, a framework of wooden boxes nailed to the wall. Each student had a named one in which their post was put.

				The one with Isabel’s name on held a flyer for the freshers’ fair and a bundle of English Faculty instructions. A pigeonhole nearby, however, was bursting with thick cream-and-white envelopes upon which glimpses of beautiful italic handwriting could be seen. They were obviously invitations, and smart ones at that. There was even a bunch of roses stuffed in there. Isabel felt sorry for the flowers, shoved in as they were, without any water.

				Curious, she read the name above the pigeonhole: the Hon. A.R.S. Piggott. Isabel’s thoughts flicked instantly back to the Brideshead conversation she had had with Olly, about the university not being that sort of place any more, and Branston especially not. The Hon. A.R.S. Piggott rather seemed to belie this. He or she – she, judging by the roses – also sounded vaguely familiar, but Isabel could not think why. She didn’t know anyone with a title.

				But she had other matters to concern her, such as finding her room. The Gesamtkunstwerk, Isabel now discovered, was designed inside like a huge wheel. The lifts and lobbies formed the centre and corridors spoked off at regular intervals. As a design concept it was no doubt groundbreaking, but finding your way round was a challenge. The fact there were no windows was disorientating. You could be in outer space, or on a journey to the centre of the earth. Which corridor was which? They all looked the same with a strip of orange corridor carpet and rows of shiny beige-coloured doors with brushed aluminium handles and numbers and names slotted into holders.
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