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			Chapter One

			The massive wooden double doors of St Frideswide’s College loom above us, the ancient dark wood stately as always. You can’t argue with the sense of grandeur. If the goal is to make you feel very tiny and unimportant, they’ve nailed it. So to speak.

			My tour group is visibly excited, jostling and peeking through the doors as I do a headcount. I fear we lost someone on our way through Oxford’s city centre when the group got distracted by a busker trying to start up some audience participation – my personal nightmare. The buskers do good business on college open days; there’s one on every corner this morning, their competing music creating a speedy route to Headache Central.

			I fiddle with the notecards in my pocket as I do another count, just to be sure. I know the cards by heart, but their hard edges are reassuring. Facts and narrative to fall back on if my memory falters. But the tour is going well today. Still got it.

			

			Headcount complete – everyone present and correct – I lead my group of wary teens and proud parents through the door-­within-­a-­door, which always makes me think of climbing through a mouse hole, and gather the group in front of the green, vibrantly perfect lawn of the quad and the welcome sign with the college coat of arms.

			‘Welcome, everyone, to the last bit of today’s tour’ – I hold out my hands – ‘and to St Frideswide’s College.’

			I give them a moment to take in the enclosed square of ancient honey-­coloured stone, pitted with age and draped in ivy. The leaves have been neatly tended to leave the panelled windows free so students can enjoy the view over the quad below. People turn on the spot, some mouths hanging open.

			The best part of guiding family tours for open days is the delicious spark of excitement as they explore. You can see the kids imagining themselves here, the new worlds opening to them. Everything that comes afterwards – admissions essays, exams, interviews; even starting at the college – none of it can come close to the pure joy of what could be. I love to see it.

			The sharp corner of a notecard digs into my finger, and clearing my throat, I lead the group around: the Junior Common Room, or JCR, where the undergraduates flop on couches and fight for control of the TV and sound system; the college bar, which has the cheapest drinks in Oxford thanks to the subsidised prices (not always a good thing); a couple of student rooms, with their single bed, desk and whitewashed walls. The ones we show on open days look out over the heart of the college, a ridiculously beautiful view that goes some way to make up for the gurgling pipes and the chill in the air even now, in April. The heating system has been updated since the rooms were built nearly five hundred years ago, but arguably . . . not much.

			

			For the final leg, I lead us across the second courtyard. Cloisters line all four sides: a covered stone walkway with arches like empty windowpanes, where students can hurry between buildings without getting rained on. Taking the door in the corner, we climb a winding staircase.

			At the top, it opens out into the college library: the final stop on the tour, and my workplace. The vaulted ceiling, the stacks of endless books in the muted colours of academic texts, the smell of dry dust and paper muffling the atmosphere as much as the quiet . . . It still feels like coming home every time I walk through the door. Even the moth-­eaten head of Barry the Bear is a comfortingly familiar sight on the wall. Barry was a pet of one of the Masters in the 1800s, and lived in the Master’s Garden. No one liked him being there, but everyone was too scared to say anything. Barry eventually died of natural causes; the only crime was the terrible taxidermy.

			With gasps, the group hurries to look out of the tall leaded windows. It’s easy to forget that we’re at the top of a centuries-­old tower. This quirky location is the result of a banal issue: St Frideswide’s had a damp problem.

			That wasn’t remarkable in itself; all our buildings are a million years old and very susceptible to the weird Oxford microclimate of grey skies and incredible humidity. But having recently discovered just how bad it was, they moved the entire library up several floors to this tower. Chaos reigned for a while, but we’re getting used to it now.

			

			From the huge windows, the view of St Frideswide’s quad greets us again: the velvety square of grass that no one’s allowed to walk on; the big ugly fountain I’ve always loved, with its mythical creatures squirting water from various orifices.

			Glimpses of the city are visible beyond: the ancient stonework and crenellations of centuries-­old colleges, the beauty of Oxford spread out below. The city of dreaming spires. The phrase is still hopelessly romantic to me, even after living here over a decade. All part of Oxford’s strange mythology.

			‘So, here we are,’ I announce cheerfully (but quietly). ‘All the colleges have their own libraries. This is ours.’ I point out a few features, before clearing my throat. ‘To finish up, my colleague, ­Terence Z. Smith – that’s him behind the desk there – is going to tell you about a special event that happens in Oxford every year. It originated hundreds of years ago at this very college. Come on over, ­Terence!’

			­Terence gives me a tight-­lipped smile as he stands. He vetoed me referring to him as ‘my glamorous assistant’, which was a shame, but I have to respect his wishes. I couldn’t not mention his middle initial, though. It’s such a fun contrast to his surname, ‘Smith’; he’s never told me what it stands for, as he’s never knowingly revealed any personal information to me or any other colleague as far as I can tell, but I like to think it’s Zebedee, or Zippy.

			­Terence stands stiffly in front of the group. ‘You’ve probably heard of the treasure hunt held in Oxford every year. Well’ – he gestures awkwardly – ‘you’re standing in the very building where the legend started.’

			

			I smile encouragingly. ­Terence and I have been working on his delivery during tours, somewhat against his will. This story is a big draw for people applying to the college, so we should make the most of it. But I don’t think ­Terence would mind me describing him as ‘not a born public speaker’ . . . or that phrase as ‘a slight understatement’.

			‘The legend goes that treasure from a nearby abbey,’ ­Terence recites in a monotone, ‘which was destroyed in the dissolution of the monasteries, was used to found St Frideswide’s College.’

			‘Wait, treasure?’ a keen boy pipes up, undeterred by ­­­Terence’s drone.

			‘Yes.’ ­Terence rocks on the balls of his feet. I raise my eyebrows meaningfully, but he’s already looking around for the next question.

			‘And the most famous bit?’ I prompt. ­Terence looks quizzically at me.

			I suppress a sigh. We’ll have to practise this section again.

			The myth is that the college founder hid the last of the treasure before he died. The people of Oxford have been searching for it for centuries.

			I turn to the kid and smile at him. ‘The most famous piece of treasure is the Chalice of St Frideswide. Legend suggests it’s the prize at the end of the long-­lost treasure hunt. But it’s never been found.’

			The group’s attention noticeably picks up.

			‘The treasure hunt was hidden in the pages of the Book of St Frideswide, or the “Book of Treasures”, a manuscript created hundreds of years ago. After the college was founded, the Book was lost. People thought it was gone for good and we’d never know what happened to the treasure . . . but then it showed up again in the late nineteenth century, by accident, in the back of a cupboard in a country house.’

			

			The Book was almost thrown away. Thankfully, someone stopped the zealous owner just in time from Marie Kondo­ing it.

			‘At first, people didn’t know what they were looking at,’ I continue. ‘They thought it was a religious manuscript. The first page, in particular, people assumed was dedicated to the glory of God. It’s got these amazing illuminations in rich gold leaf, with beautiful shades of red and blue and green.’

			The atmosphere is hushed. They’re hanging on my every word.

			‘Like many illuminated manuscripts, it’s a piece of art in itself. But if you turn it sideways, you see the tiny writing.’

			I gesture to the wall behind them, where a poster-­sized reproduction hangs in a wooden frame. The first page of the Book of Treasures with its beautiful artwork has been copied and reproduced hundreds of times. Its firm brushstrokes and odd drawings are referenced in all the treasure hunt posters that spring up all over Oxford every year.

			Of course we have our own reproduction here. This is St Frideswide’s College after all. It’s kind of our thing.

			The group crowds around the poster.

			

			‘Do you see it?’ I point. A couple of people gasp with glee as they pick out the writing hidden among the spirals and whorls of the pattern.

			Contayned within these leves is a key to Herte’s Tresore. Followe the trail to finde what you seeke.

			This is the first reference to the treasure hunt and it’s pretty unambiguous. Followe the trail.

			‘Can we see the real thing?’ someone asks, in hushed tones.

			‘The first page is on display in the Bodleian Library. You’ll need a tour ticket to see it, although if you study here, you can visit for free any time.’ I turn back to the group for the finale. ‘Unfortunately, the first page is all we have left. The Book was lost again in the nineteenth century before the clues could be deciphered.’

			Some hardcore treasure-hunt fans still search for it. They have online forums and so on, but they haven’t found any new leads in ages. I always wondered whether the treasure was here, in St Frideswide’s. As a teenager, let loose around the colleges thanks to my parents’ academic jobs, I searched high and low. But I never found a trace.

			‘I read about some people who found treasure recently,’ a friendly-­faced parent in a sensible coat says as she raises her hand. ‘A bracelet, wasn’t it? They broke it up, or something?’

			I can’t stop myself grimacing. ‘You’re right, unfortunately.’

			Most people who hunt the treasure do it in good faith. But some do it for personal gain, not realising or caring what unique insight these treasures can give into little known periods of history.

			

			There was a frenzy a few months ago when an artefact worth millions turned up in Oxfordshire. The fanatical treasure hunters divided it up to sell on the black market, including breaking up a bracelet to split between them. It turned out to be Anglo-­Saxon.

			‘The hoard only came to light,’ I tell them, ‘when one member of the group handed in their piece of bracelet to a museum. We’ll probably never know what happened to the rest. The find could have revealed something new about the Anglo-­Saxon period, a relatively less-­understood period of history, but without context, there’s no chance.’

			I nod as the tour group shifts and mutters at this. The person who handed the bracelet piece in, who seemed to have fallen out with the others, revealed they call themselves the ‘Club for Amateur Detectorists’, or CADs, like the most embarrassing secret society ever. It’s so very Oxford.

			‘They can’t just do that,’ someone whispers.

			‘At least that bracelet turned out to have nothing to do with this treasure hunt,’ I say, trying to buoy the mood. ‘The Frideswide Chalice is still safely undiscovered.’

			‘I hear you do a treasure hunt in Oxford every year?’ the kid’s mum asks.

			I smile at her, relieved to be distracted from the sadness of the disappeared treasure hoard. A piece of history lost. ‘That’s right. We get dressed up and do a scavenger hunt round the city every spring, the day before May Morning. It’s not exactly authentic, but as the original hunt’s been lost to the mists of time, we think a bit of artistic licence is OK.’

			

			Students wear crowns, dress up as the weird illuminations on the first page of the Book, and carry homemade chalices filled with various drinks. You can imagine. Several treasure hunts run all over the city, and the colleges compete for who can do it fastest, who has the best costume, who can drink the most pints and stay conscious. That sort of thing.

			It’s got bigger in recent years after going viral a few times, and requires actual organising now, with volunteers in high-­vis jackets lining the streets and all the roads closed in the town centre. My best friend Ash is one of the main organisers, and I help out too.

			After a few more questions, we exchange thank yous and the group disperses. Visibly relieved, ­Terence returns to his desk to slump in his chair. I hang back for a second, looking at the poster.

			I love sharing these stories. St Frideswide’s – or St Fry’s, as we affectionately call it – isn’t the fanciest college, or the richest. But its history is something special.

			I’m not unbiased, obviously. This is my college. I don’t live in it any more, but it feels more like home than anywhere I can imagine.

			Apart from it isn’t. Not really. Not any more.

			The reason for this tugs at the thread of my thoughts, threatening to unravel the warm nostalgia I always feel on tours. I’ve been waiting to hear from my former DPhil supervisor for days. She’s taken longer to decide this time than the other times, but maybe that’s OK. Surely a ‘no’ would come faster than a ‘yes’, right?

			

			I’m obviously kidding myself. But kidding myself is kind of all I’ve got at this point.

			‘I’m gonna take my lunch break now,’ I tell ­Terence, who grunts and waves me on. I’m never sure if ­Terence is just an extreme introvert or genuinely hates everyone.

			I try to cling on to the optimism from earlier as I get my bag, but it’s like trying to hold a handful of water. As I walk down the steps of the tower, it’s already draining away.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Sid the porter is at his desk as I head through the Porters’ Lodge, and he greets me with a wave. ‘Evie! We’ve got something for you.’ A former police officer, he and his wife, Fatima, moved here from London over a decade ago, so I’ve known him since I was a teenager.

			He starts bustling through the pigeonholes behind him, or ‘pidges’, as we call them. To hide the fact that my heart is instantly thumping as though it’s received the signal, Whoops! Time to sprint, I bend to greet Tutz, Sid’s little ginger dog of undetermined breed. There’s definitely some Chihuahua in there, but he’s barrel-­chested like a tiny orange bodybuilder, so maybe some Jack Russell too.

			He and I are old friends, and I often look after him for Sid. I still don’t know why he’s called Tutz though. Students claim it’s short for ‘tutorials’, or possibly Tutankhamun. He spends his days sitting alertly by Sid, overseeing the comings and goings, varying his schedule with occasional fits of barking and barging past people far too close, as though he’s late for an appointment at the end of a very narrow hallway.

			

			I scratch behind Tutz’s soft ears, my fingers shaking. If my heart races any faster, I might pass out. Could be a blessed relief.

			‘Here we are!’ Sid waves an envelope. Letters for me go into my cousin Evelyn’s pidge these days. This is because, unlike my various family members who work at the University – my parents, aunt, cousin – I no longer have a pigeonhole here. If you’re wondering, I feel absolutely fine about this.

			Also, yes, my cousin is called Evelyn and I’m called Evie. I was born first, but his mum didn’t see what difference that should make to her chosen name. Since no one in my family lives in the real world or can be reasoned with, here we are.

			I thank Sid and grip the envelope, squeezing my eyes shut in case any passing gods are listening. Maybe today, maybe today, maybe today.

			Sid and Tutz watch me warily. ‘Fingers crossed,’ Sid says, holding up both hands. Tutz doesn’t comment, but he’s probably sending good vibes.

			I nod my thanks. Then I rip open the envelope. I’ve forgotten how to read. Or breathe.

			Apart from.

			No.

			At least it doesn’t matter that my hands are shaking so much that I immediately drop the letter. It can stay on the stone paving slab at my feet.

			I reach unseeingly for Tutz who, in an uncharacteristically sensitive move, gives me a small, kind lick on the hand. His paw slides against the letter, grinding it against the ground. I’ve already read the phrase ‘Uncertain of the quality of this proposal’, so I know what it says without reading the rest.

			

			I can’t go ahead with my research without approval from my supervisor. My mental health break from my DPhil, which is what we call PhDs at Oxford, will continue, even though at this point it’s having an adverse effect. I just want to get back in. And I can’t.

			It’s strange how quickly it all fell apart. Things were going pretty well at the end of my first DPhil year. Sure, I wasn’t sleeping – due to the crushing workload and my mind being like a hamster on a wheel – and I was spending every waking moment in the library. But I scraped through.

			In my second year, my work snowballed, and my ability to do it plummeted. I asked the pastoral staff about wellbeing support but was too busy to follow it up. I spent a lot of time lying on the scratchy floor of my tiny office, trying not to shatter into panic, pressed under the weight of the unending undergraduate marking.

			When I eventually went to my supervisor, Burton, she listened impassively as I cried in her office, then shrugged and said, ‘Some people find they’re not cut out for the pressure.’

			Then she went behind my back and told a department committee, and they recommended I take a mental health break. But if I did, my funding would stop too, and I’d disintegrate entirely.

			Then, fate sent a lightning bolt in the form of a doctoral student at Cambridge University. She published her thesis on almost exactly the same topic as mine – and it all fell to pieces.

			

			Picture it. You spend years getting ready to colour in one tiny section of the academic landscape, pouring your heart into it at the expense of everything else, only to find, when you lower your pen to the page, someone else has already filled it in.

			No university will support you to replicate the research someone else has just published. Academia is a zero-­sum game: if someone else gets a job, or a connection, or snaps up a research area, that means you don’t.

			I tipped over the edge I’d been walking for a while and crashed out.

			The University let me pause my studies for a mental health break after all – long overdue by then – and agreed I could continue if I revise and resubmit my thesis plan.

			Without my funding, I cast around for a job and, through a stroke of luck, found this one. It’s temporary, just a maternity cover – but permanent positions are a distant dream in academia anyway, and at least I still get to spend almost all my time in the library.

			I just need to get back into my DPhil with a new topic before this contract runs out, but Burton is still in my way. She never warmed to me as an undergrad, and now she claims my work isn’t the same level as before, and she’s ‘concerned’. No matter how much I hate how she betrayed my trust, her general bullishness and lack of support – I’m worried she’s right.

			Sid, who’s wearing his nice little bowler hat as he does every day, clears his throat. ‘Sorry, love.’

			‘Thanks.’ I manage to smile. ‘Never mind. I’ll just try again.’

			‘You’re a trouper.’ He smiles back in relief. Sid doesn’t know what to do with displays of emotion. Once, on his way back to his lodge with a fresh cup of tea, he saw me crying in the corridor, froze, said, ‘Here, you need this’, handed me the tea he’d just made, then sprinted off in the wrong direction.

			

			‘Oh, one other thing,’ Sid says. I stand as he holds up an event poster. ‘Wondered if you had time to help later?’

			I help out with college events all the time – setting up chairs, sorting out screens and handouts, and so on. But my eyes are snagged by the picture taking up most of the flyer.

			I know that face.

			Sid is explaining the event, but I can’t take it in. This is a funny little joke from the universe. I’m being pranked.

			Today of all days, after another career-­defining rejection, I’m being asked to help run an event for Nicola Morelli, my actual nemesis?

			I grip the side of Sid’s reception desk and run a finger along the edge, to buy some time. I’m not her nemesis, to be fair. Nic probably barely remembers me.

			‘Er, it’s not really my bag,’ I say. Not sure why I chose that moment to try out that phrase for the first time, but there’s a lot going on. I can barely hear my own thoughts through all the wailing of my inner monologue.

			‘But you always help,’ Sid says in confusion. ‘You’re a born chair stacker.’

			I press a hand to my chest in fake – or possibly real – injury at the suggestion I’m someone who hangs around in the background after the fun is over, waiting to tidy up. ‘That might be the meanest thing you’ve ever said to me, Sid.’

			

			‘Not like that!’ he exclaims. ‘You’re helpful, that’s all. You’re always lending a hand. Like with Tutz here. He likes you more than me, I reckon.’

			I rub my forehead. ‘I mean, Tutz would literally kill for you. But thanks.’ I make a kissing face at Tutz, who’s on guard again and gives no answer.

			Sid perks up. ‘Does that mean you can help?’

			‘No. Sorry,’ I add, remorse flickering at his expression. ‘I . . . can’t this time.’

			‘It’s a history event.’ He tilts his head. ‘You’re a historian.’

			‘Not that kind,’ I say by accident. I’m not sure incorrect type of history is a good angle, but it’s one that doesn’t involve me telling Sid that the thought of seeing Nic feels simultaneously like pressing a bruise in the centre of my chest and staring down the path of an avalanche. It’s not that I couldn’t do it, if it was life and death. I’d just prefer not to.

			‘I’m not really a history videos kind of gal,’ I say. ‘You know. Not my thing.’

			Sid leans his elbows on his desk, settling in. ‘Now, is that right?’ he says. ‘My daughter loves her. She’s well into this one series Nicola’s been doing recently about . . . now, what was it?’ He scratches his chin. ‘Gay vampires?’

			Tutz noses at my leg, and I bend to run my hands over his velvet ears, grateful for the distraction. ‘I’m not really a vampire gal either.’

			‘That’s what I thought too,’ he nods, ‘but I was joking around and Faiza told me to give it a go before I judged, and you know what? It was very informative. The truth behind the myth, and so on. Did you know Nicola Morelli studied here?’ he continues, chattily.

			

			‘Uh huh,’ I say neutrally. The thought of Sid watching a video about gay vampires to relate to his daughter and ending up enjoying it is annoyingly heartwarming, but something in my chest feels like it’s about to crack, and I just can’t.

			‘You know,’ I suggest, the words coming out like a dam bursting, ‘there are loads of books about the history of vampires, if you want something with nuance instead of clickbait for people with no attention span.’

			Sid’s face has fallen into blankness, which I can only assume is distress at the accuracy of this. He’s not wrong. It’s a tragedy that none of us can concentrate on anything for more than five seconds. I certainly can’t.

			‘I can recommend some,’ I offer. ‘By historians who actually care about history and won’t smash a priceless artefact for attention, for example.’

			But Sid is looking past me.

			I turn, then quickly face him again. His expression is frozen in an odd eye-­twitching move.

			This can’t be real. Nicola Morelli is definitely not behind me, coming up to the desk, brushing past to rest a hand on the counter.

			Maybe she didn’t hear. Maybe I’m invisible.

			She’s wearing a lime and dark-­green check jacket, and her short, dark hair is a mess of shaggy waves, with a few disarming streaks of silver at the temples that I’ve never noticed before. Nic’s eyes find mine for a long moment. She’s got new glasses, my brain notes, continuing its inventory. They’re round, with tortoiseshell rims. She wasn’t wearing them last time I watched her videos, a few months ago on a brief but intense evening of wallowing in self-­pity after the last time Burton rejected my research.

			

			‘Ms Morelli,’ Sid says in a fake-­hearty voice after a silent, charged moment that lasts around six months, during which my whole body goes cold and then fiery hot. ‘There you are.’

			My limbs are rigid, the counter has turned to stone. What the hell happens now?

			‘Here I am.’ Nic moves her gaze off me to grin at Sid, all friendly. I resist the urge to sag against the desk.

			‘Glad to hear my reputation precedes me,’ she says cheerfully, when Sid, Tutz and I remain frozen in place. ‘Thought I’d come and say hi, see if I can do anything before the event. Or’ – she adjusts her posture slightly, shoulders straightening – ‘did you have anything I can smash for attention, maybe?’

			Sid lets out a rollicking hee-­haw noise. It takes me a moment to realise it’s a fake laugh. Thanks, Sid. That’s great.

			‘We’re all set, thanks!’ Sid completes the laughter portion of his response and spins to root wildly through the boxes behind him. ‘Got the merch and display sheets in here. All looking good.’ He laughs again, slightly hysterically.

			What merch is Nic selling, I wonder, as though this is an effective use of my resources at this point. I don’t know if I should apologise, play along or drop dead in a faint. I couldn’t imagine a much worse way to break the years of stony silence between us. She’s the last person I want to see me like this, flailing outside my old college, exactly where I was when she left Oxford.

			

			‘Cheers, Sid.’ Nic does a double thumbs up, then bends to say hi to Tutz, who greets her civilly. ‘Just let me know if there’s anything I can do. Pour the warm white wine, prepare some icebreakers for the Oxford nerds . . . Whatever we need.’

			You can hear the smile in her voice. Sid is smiling back, clearly charmed by Nic, like everyone else. It’s because she’s physically attractive, or charismatic or whatever. I can admit that. I’m a hater, not an idiot.

			And what does she mean, ‘the nerds’? Is she referring to me?

			‘Well, have a good day,’ she says. Then she looks directly at me, her eyes very bright through her glasses. ‘See you later, I guess.’

			Before my body can unstick itself from the desk, or my mouth can find words to somehow undo what I said or figure out what See you later, I guess means, Nic’s gone as silently as she arrived.

			Sid and I share a glance of what I can only describe as pure, horrified defeat.

			Then I slap both hands on the counter. At least, now this has happened, there’s no way I can do the event. Silver linings.

			I say goodbye to the guys, then pause to check Nic truly has left before I walk away.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Slipping back into the quiet stuffiness of St Frideswide’s is a blessed relief. In the tiny staff kitchen a couple of floors below the library, I lean on the windowsill, pressing my forehead against the coolness of the pane while I wait for the kettle to boil.

			My temporary contract means I work in this library three days a week and spend the other two days at the Bodleian. The Bodleian Library – or ‘the Bod’, if you’re friends – is one of the most famous libraries in the world, with millions of books, journals, rare manuscripts, you name it. It’s been a legal deposit library for four hundred years, so it has a copy of every book published in the British Isles (yes, every book).

			Part of it’s housed in the Radcliffe Camera – or, indeed, ‘Rad Cam’ – one of Oxford’s most famous sights, which squats in the centre of its own square like a huge, ornate wedding cake. Of the myriad dark-­academia-­vibed Oxford buildings, the Rad Cam ranks among the very best.

			

			St Fry’s library, on the other hand, is cramped and chaotic, a nice contrast with the Bodleian’s glamour. I’ve got to know the students here, the small staff team, the familiar faces coming to study.

			I take a deep, calming breath. There’s so much to love about my current job, even if it’s temporary, even if it’s getting me no closer to my goals. I don’t know why I let Nic rattle me so much.

			I mean, I do, obviously. She’s successful, and I’m not; she’s good at something, and I’m . . . well, I am too. Or I used to be.

			Nic and I both did our undergraduate degrees here, and we were always in competition. We somehow seemed to choose the same niche modules so, wherever I turned, there she was, jostling me for the top spot. We traded it back and forth, and got increasingly competitive – arguably too much, especially after what happened.

			I’d been told my whole life: this is how to be good at things. Organisation, attention to detail, and above all, hard work. Then Nic came and ripped up the rulebook, and she wasn’t just good – she was better than me. And she didn’t even try. She rocked up to tutorials in her pyjamas. Her referencing was terrible. She turned up at the very last possible moment to every exam; once, she was so late she got turned away.

			And yet, everybody loved her. Burton let her hand in her essays late: an allowance made for no one else in history. Nic acted in shows, she was voted president of the student’s union. Her name was constantly mentioned in those gossipy anonymous social media pages, saying things like, ‘To Nic Morelli, chaos demon of my heart, drinking your fourth iced coffee in the library in three hours – please let me buy you the fifth.’

			

			I was swept along too, at the beginning. At one point, for a brief moment, things could have been different. But I was never going to hold her attention for long, and the lightning strike of her focus whipped away all too quickly.

			All I could do after that was try to prove her wrong: to show I was better without her. It spurred me to new heights, knowing she was trying her best to beat me too. I’ve never worked harder. You can keep your healthy mindset and positive attitude; there’s no stronger motivator than spite.

			But I’m not that person any more. I’m not eighteen, I’m twenty-­eight and a grown-up, and I need to wipe my mind clean of this day and start again. Yes, I had to see the enemy right here in Oxford, but she’s only here for her event and then she’ll go back to her dream life and leave me to get on with trying to find mine.

			I can’t panic just because Burton has once again rejected a new thesis idea. It can’t be over yet.

			Everyone else in my family – my parents, granddad, aunt, cousin – got into Oxford for undergrad straight away. (What, like it’s hard?) I was rejected the first time, but took a gap year and reapplied. That time, St Fry’s let me in, and they let me back for my DPhil too. But I don’t know how much longer I can keep trying and failing.

			I grew up walking these streets, reading in the countless libraries, swimming in the river. My parents moved a lot when I was a child, chasing short-­term academic jobs in pursuit of permanent positions. I was desperate to stay in one place, to stop constantly having to make new friends. When they finally found jobs in Oxford, when I was fourteen, it was like connecting puzzle pieces that had been mixed up for years.

			

			Oxford is the city that inspired elves and hobbits, magic through the wardrobe and the looking glass. My commute is straight from the pages of a picture book: the sand-­coloured stone of the colleges like dozens of Disney castles crammed in beside each other. I can feel the city humming with the messy, sticky lives of generations of students and workers and locals.

			I spent a few years working at a museum in London before I came back to Oxford, and there are brilliant people all over the place. It’s not that I’d hate anywhere else. It’s just that I love it here, the first place that felt like home.

			I’m not ready to give it up. I just need to work harder, power through, get my shit together, starting right now.

			Tea will help. Will tea help? Maybe I’ll use two teabags, just to feel something.

			I climb the stairs back to the library and my desk a few minutes later, after washing up the dozen or so mugs and spoons my colleagues have left in the sink. The thick blanket of the library silence drapes around me, sinking into the faded carpet and the dusty drapes.

			I sip my tea and check my emails. Newsletters from various faculties, access requests from students, the usual.

			The third and final term of Oxford’s academic year, Trinity term, runs from April to June. Term starts soon, so we’re getting ready to welcome students back, although some are already here or never left. I’m scanning the university-­wide newsletter from the history faculty when I see it, among the paragraphs on this term’s seminars and conferences.

			

			 

			Inaugural Residency for Honorary Professor of Educational Media

			We are delighted to announce the residency is now underway, coinciding with the start of Trinity term.

			This residency provides an opportunity for an educator working in modern media the opportunity to live and work in Oxford for a term. Accommodation, a stipend and research support will be provided to assist their upcoming projects. Further activities will take the form of lectures and Q&A events, as appropriate.

			This is an exciting time for the City of Oxford as a centre of learning: it is the first time the University of Oxford and Oxford Brookes have joined together to create a new role spanning both universities. Above all, this new post aims to bring to the fore new, cutting-­edge media to promote modern approaches to education and empowerment.

			 

			I sag in my chair, heart thundering for the second time today. It’s not my first time hearing about this residency. I was looking forward to it, in fact; it’s clearly something good for Oxford and for the world, to drag us into the modern day and bring together Oxford’s two universities.

			

			It’s just the next line that’s topped up my stomach with a blast of ice water.

			 

			We are delighted to announce that the inaugural educator taking up this residency will be Nicola Morelli, who will be replacing Finlay Slater, who was unfortunately unable to attend due to personal circumstances. 

			Nicola Morelli is an award-­winning creator of countless historical educational videos and other media. We look forward to welcoming her to our city and learning from her talents and skill. 

			 

			I take a moment to drop my head on the desk and scream Noooooo in the privacy of my own mind. Surely not. Surely, surely not. We were meant to be getting Finlay Slater, a nice low-­key celebrity and nature documentary maker. Instead . . . this?

			Nic and I left things in such a God-­awful place that I thought we’d mutually, silently agreed we’d never meet again. Now, those wonderful years without the risk of her presence at every corner are over. Oxford is a small city; you can’t leave the house without bumping into someone you know.

			I suppose we can just ignore each other. I’m not above sprinting away from a confrontation. She won’t be at my college, at least. The residency is based in Christ Church, which . . . of course it would be.

			

			One of the largest and fanciest colleges in Oxford, Christ Church has a strong rivalry with several others, not to mention my very own St Fry’s. Christ Church has always had a weird thing about us. They feel like they own Saint Frideswide, Oxford’s patron saint, maybe because she had a nunnery on the site where their college now stands. But that was over a thousand years ago, so, you know.

			A pile of books lurches towards me then, the student underneath invisible behind it, muttering a little frantically about problems with the checkout. I spend a few distracting minutes helping him, which calms us both.

			There would be no need, I reflect, as he toddles off looking much happier, for Nic to come to the also large and prestigious but significantly more damp-­ridden St Fry’s. It’ll be fine. I won’t see her.

			‘Poor little sap,’ my boss, Amani, comments as she comes over, an empty coffee mug dangling from her finger. She was an academic before moving into the library. Her specialist areas are sociolinguistics and being intimidatingly self-­confident.

			‘It’s hard being an undergrad,’ I say, in the student’s defence. ‘Don’t you remember?’

			Amani shrugs. ‘I was good at it.’

			Another email drops into my inbox. It’s from the head librarian at Christ Church.

			 

			Dear Evie.

			I hope this finds you well. You are no doubt already aware that honorary prof Nicola Morelli will be starting her residency at Christ Church next week. The role comes with library support, and having consulted with her, we have agreed you are best placed among the college librarians to assist with her research. 

			

			St Frideswide’s has a vast array of historical records relevant to the periods in question, which Nicola is likely to wish to access. I know you will be willing to help in any way you can, so I have passed your details on and suggest you meet tomorrow at 3 p.m. 

			Best wishes,

			Prof Richard Clarke.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			I’m being ordered to help Nic Morelli with her research.

			Me, with Nic. Helping her research.

			Me help her.

			My mind shuts down, like pulling out a plug socket.

			When I blink back to consciousness, Amani is staring. I make a begging gesture. ‘Amani, no. Please don’t make me do this.’

			She looks at me as though I’m being a maniac. In her defence, my usual response to being given a task is ‘Can do!’, because I’m nothing if not a pleasure to have in class.

			Amani’s voice is flat as she says, ‘This is your area. You’re obviously the right person for the job.’

			The right person for the job would be someone capable of being in a room with Nic – i.e. not me – but I can’t face explaining our shared history, so instead I say desperately, ‘It’s just research for videos about gay vampires or something! Someone else can help. Like ­Terence!’

			

			We both turn to the desk opposite, where ­Terence, presumably tired after the exertions of the tour, is visibly snoozing. He jolts at the sound of his name. ‘Hmm? Whassat?’

			‘See,’ I turn entreatingly back, ‘he’s so on it.’

			Amani shakes her head firmly. ‘Nicola asked for you specifically.’

			‘It must be a mistake.’ I slide in my chair until my forehead is on the desk. ‘Or she’s doing this to get one over on me. She thinks I’m a . . .’ I cast around for a description Amani will understand. ‘A boring loser.’

			Amani pats my shoulder bracingly. ‘You’d better get yourself together, then.’

			I glare at my boss. ‘You’re meant to say, “of course she doesn’t, why would she think that”.’

			Amani shrugs. ‘How would I know what she thinks? I just came to tell you the ducklings are here.’ She makes a flapping motion at me. ‘Go to them. They’re being very . . .’ She pauses, searching for the word. ‘. . . giggly today.’

			She strides away and I lie there for a minute, trying to find the energy to move. I should get to the seminar room. But I don’t know if I can handle giggly.

			It’s no longer clear how I ended up taking this little group of undergrads under my wing. First came Briony last year: pale and tearful among the bookshelves as she waded through a difficult palaeography transcription. I had a bit of time, so I sat down to help. Her boyfriend, Mansur, sweet and a little hapless, showed up the following week, asking vaguely for the ‘historian librarian’. The week after, they both came, plus two others: short, stocky and charmingly shy Hao, and gangly Liana, who writes the most flamboyant essays I’ve ever seen.

			

			It kicked off a whole thing. Now they book the library’s one private room every week for a little study session – by which I mean, they lure me with biscuits and we spend an hour working on whatever they want. Sometimes we just have a cheerful bitch about the department.

			Amani allows it because, she claims, ‘the ducklings’ would otherwise just be coming to her with endless questions. But secretly I think she knows I miss tutoring. The undergrad European Medieval History tutorial I taught during my DPhil was the highlight of my week.

			With all its faults, the tutorial system can be brilliant  – personal and flexible, and much harder for students to hide behind AI-generated bullshit. It’s real conversations, responding to what students choose to write about, getting to know them as people. I used to borrow Tutz from Sid on tutorial days, so he could sit on students’ laps to break the ice while we chatted.

			But I only got to spend one term teaching jointly with a professor and another half term teaching alone before I dropped out. It was one of the hardest things to lose. My undergrads trusted me, and I’d committed to helping them. And then I was gone. But at least I can still do this.

			Against my own will, I drag myself to my feet and head downstairs. Sure enough, when I get to the seminar room, all four ‘ducklings’ are chattering with abandon.

			

			‘Did you hear that Nic Morelli is coming to do a residency HERE?!’ Briony hollers, before I’m even through the door.

			I consider backing straight out again. But someone’s brought sourdough doughnuts and a drop-­kick of sugar to the
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