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            CHERWELL

         
         
            Monday, 25 October 1985 | 10P

        
            Murder at Oxford College Shocks “Champagne Set”

            By Ursula Flowerbutton

            The girl was lying on the chaise longue when I found her that morning. She was still in her party dress. At first, I thought
               she was asleep. But she wasn’t. She was dead. Even a girl like me—one who’s read all seventy-five Agatha Christies—could never have imagined such a sinister start to her first term at Oxford. I was expecting
               books and ball gowns, not a dead body . . .
            

            Full story continues overleaf 
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Thursday, 14 October 1985, 0th* Week: Morning
            

         

         The thoughts going through Ursula Flowerbutton’s mind as she gazed up at the gilded, gargoyled, turreted double gate tower
            of Christminster College, Oxford, were—mostly—of cucumber sandwiches. She might have studied Disraeli, Gladstone, Lincoln,
            and de Gaulle to get through the impossible Oxbridge entrance exam, but in that moment, romantic nonsense of the fluffiest
            kind overpowered Ursula’s intellectual capabilities. All she could think was that here she was, on her first day at Oxford
            University, about to commence three years of sepia-toned, Brideshead Revisited–style bliss.* She imagined herself poring over ancient historical manuscripts in hushed libraries by day; she’d sip hot Ovaltine while
            reading improving literature in her digs during the long winter evenings; there would be croquet on the college lawn on lazy
            summer afternoons, followed by tea and the aforementioned cucumber sandwiches—
         

         
         “Hey!”
         

         
         A sharp yell interrupted Ursula’s reverie. She turned to see a rickety blue minivan, with the words “J.Y.A. Orientation Europe
            Ltd.” emblazoned on the side, pulling away from the curb opposite the college. The source of the voice was soon revealed to
            be a rather exotic specimen. A girl with a voluminous, puffed-up mound of dyed-blond hair was waving desperately at Ursula.
            She was dressed in a green bat-winged sweater, bubblegum-pink pedal pushers, a trilby hat, and white sneakers. A heap of shiny
            orange suitcases surrounded her.
         

         
         “Help!” came the voice again.

         
         What a gorgeous American accent, thought Ursula, as light and frothy as an ice cream soda. Ursula was in awe. She’d never
            met an American before, let alone one who looked like she’d walked straight off the set of Sixteen Candles. The American girl’s bright look made Ursula feel a little shabby. For her first day at Oxford she’d dressed in a Black Watch
            kilt, Fair Isle sweater, old tweed hacking jacket, and a red wool beret knitted by her grandmother.
         

         
         “I’m coming!” Ursula called back, abandoning her beaten-up navy-blue Globe-Trotter suitcase and trunk on the cobblestones.
            She darted across the road, dodging the students on bicycles whizzing along Christminster Lane.
         

         
         “Hello,” Ursula said to the girl when she reached her. “Are you all right?”

         
         “I’m totally confused,” replied the American. “The traffic’s all on the wrong side of the street and it’s making me dizzy.
            I’m looking for the Christminster College campus.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry,” Ursula reassured her, indicating the gate tower across the street. “You’re here.”

         
         “That?!” The girl’s eyes widened as they traveled up-up-up the famous building. “That is not a campus. That is a museum.”
         

         
         The American then grinned, flashing immaculately straight teeth. She had chestnut-colored eyes, thick dark eyebrows, and tanned
            skin. With her streaky blond mane, she looked like a cross between Madonna and Brooke Shields. The girl’s nose was a pretty
            snub, very narrow, slightly turned up at the end, just as perfect as her teeth.
         

         
         “You like my nose, huh?” said the girl.

         
         “Sorry. I didn’t meant to stare,” said Ursula, abashed.

         
         “It’s okay. I got it for my Sweet Sixteen. That’s when everyone gets their nose jobs in New York. It’s a rite of passage.”

         
         Ursula liked this girl already. She’d never met anyone as refreshingly frank. The classmates with whom she had spent most
            of her teenage years were the repressed results of the institutionalized timidity encouraged at English all-girls schools.
            The rite of passage for the majority of such creatures, Ursula included, was passing the Pony Club C Test.
         

         
         “I’m Ursula, by the way,” she said, introducing herself.

         
         “I’m so happy to meet you. I’m Nancy.” She surprised Ursula by giving her a huge hug, as though they were long-lost best friends.

         
         “Let’s head over,” said Ursula, unfurling herself from Nancy and grabbing as many of the suitcases as she could manage.

         
         Nancy loaded herself up with the remaining baggage, and the girls zigzagged across the street, chattering happily as they
            went.
         

         
         “By the way, I love your outfit,” said Nancy.

         
         “Really?” asked Ursula, amazed.

         
         “Yeah. You look really cute, kinda like . . . Beatrix Potter.”

         
         “Oh . . .” said Ursula, suddenly downcast. She had tried her absolute hardest this morning not to look like a country bumpkin.
            She’d clearly failed.
         

         
         *  *  *

         A tiny wooden wicket gate set within the vast, castle-like main door of the gate tower led Ursula and Nancy into an echoing,
            stone-flagged entrance. They dropped their luggage on the ground, gazing delightedly between the carved stone columns of the
            cloister just beyond into Christminster’s famous Great Quad. The two girls drank in the scene before them: the immaculate
            half acre of lawn, mown diagonally like a green checkerboard, flagged with a discreet Please Keep Off the Grass sign; the
            late-morning sunshine glinting golden off the spires that topped the grand stone quadrangle buildings; a tutor, clad in a
            long black academic gown, scudding like a bat along the wide gravel paths around the edge of the grass.
         

         
         “Wow! Je adoring!” exclaimed Nancy.
         

         
         “It’s like a dream,” replied Ursula.

         
         She felt as though she might burst with excitement. The college was even more beautiful than she remembered from her interview
            a year ago.*

         
         Just then a glazed wooden door to the girls’ right opened, and a boy appeared. He was tall and narrow-bodied, with a skull-like,
            pallid face. His gaunt look was not helped by the fact that his pale brown hair was prematurely thinning. He was wearing thick
            Coke-bottle glasses with horn rims and was dressed in brown cords and a dark green loden jacket that Ursula recognized as
            tracht. The only thing indicating that he hadn’t just stepped out of “Hansel and Gretel” was the bright yellow Converse sneakers
            on his feet.
         

         
         As he approached, Nancy nudged Ursula, declaring, “Eew. He’s not my type at all. Where are all those hot, floppy-haired Eton
            boys* Oxford’s so famous for?”
         

         
         “Sshhh!” said Ursula, hoping the boy hadn’t heard.

         
         She was surprised when the boy reached them and performed a little bow. Was everyone at Christminster going to be this formal?
            she wondered.
         

         
         “Greetings, Freshers,” the boy said. He spoke with the faintest trace of a German accent. “Allow me to introduce myself. I
            am Otto Schuffenecker, Prince of Carinthia, from Austria. Second Year. History.”
         

         
         “Are you for real?” Nancy sounded gobsmacked.

         
         “Absolutely.” Otto smiled proudly.

         
         (Ursula sensed that this was not the moment to mention that her A-level history course had included the study of the abolition
            of the Austrian nobility. There hadn’t been a royal family in Austria since 1919, after the fall of Austria-Hungary.)
         

         
         Otto went on to explain that, as one of the official Freshers’ liaison officers, he was on hand to help new students navigate
            Christminster and Oxford. He seemed delighted that his first charges were to be Ursula and Nancy.
         

         
         “Well, Prince Otto,” said Nancy playfully, “inspired by your full introduction, I am Nancy Feingold, of the Saddle River, New Jersey, Feingolds,
            of Feingold’s Gardening Tools Inc. We live really close to Manhattan—I go all the time. Anyways, I’m a sophomore at Northwestern
            in Evanston, Illinois, and I’m on my junior year abroad here. Or should I say my party year abroad?”
         

         
         “Are you planning on doing any work while you’re in Oxford?” Otto asked her with a smile.
         

         
         “Sure . . . if I must!” replied Nancy. “But honestly, I’ve been dreaming about Pimm’s, punting, and picnics all summer. My
            major’s History. While I’m here, I plan on minoring in Earl-Catching.”
         

         
         Nancy exploded into giggles so contagious that Otto and Ursula soon found themselves overtaken by laughter.

         
         Finally Otto managed to contain himself enough to tell Nancy, “Well, you’re in the right place for that. Oxford’s stuffed
            with earl types.” He then turned to Ursula, asking, “And you are?”
         

         
         “Ursula Flowerbutton, Modern History,” was the extent of our heroine’s modest introduction. Her ponies-dogs-muddy-walks-and-books
            upbringing in a farmhouse hidden in a country valley didn’t seem exotic enough to elaborate on. But Otto raised his eyebrows
            quizzically, looking for more.
         

         
         “Miss,” stated Ursula firmly.

         
         “Of?”

         
         “Seldom Seen Farm, Dumbleton-under-Drybrook, Gloucestershire,” said Ursula. “It’s in the Cotswolds.”

         
         “Lovely area,” Otto remarked. Then he helpfully explained to Nancy, “It’s the part of the English countryside that’s on all
            the chocolate boxes. Right, girls, we’ll sort out your luggage later. Follow me.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Otto led the girls through the glazed door into the porter’s lodge, a drafty little room that seemed far too small for the
            activity carrying on in it. From behind a worn wooden desk at the far end, the porter, a stout, officious-looking man in a
            bowler hat, black three-piece suit, and tie, was handing out keys to various students, one of whom had somehow managed to
            squeeze a bicycle into the lodge with him. Parcels and packages were piled up in heaps, and notices were pinned on various
            boards. A tiny window looked out onto Christminster Lane. Ursula noticed that the north wall of the room was covered with
            mailboxes labeled with students’ names. Nancy pointed excitedly to a couple of aristocratic-sounding ones.
         

         
         “‘Lady India Brattenbury,’” she read aloud. “She sounds very fancy . . . ‘Lord Wychwood.’ Isn’t he out of Pride and Prejudice?”
         

         
         “That’s Wickham,” said Ursula. “He was a terrible cad. Ran off with Elizabeth Bennet’s sister Lydia.”

         
         “Well, let’s hope this lord runs off with me!” giggled Nancy.

         
         “He’s taken, I’m afraid,” Otto told her. “Right, these are your pigeonholes,” he explained, finding both girls’ boxes. “You
            should check them every day for messages. Your tutor will communicate with you here. Oh, and if you want to send a note to
            someone in another college, leave it with the porter by nine in the morning and pigeon post will collect it and deliver.”
         

         
         “They deliver the mail by pigeon here?!” Nancy looked astonished. “I feel like I’m in The Wizard of Oz.”
         

         
         “Let me explain,” said Otto. “Pigeon post is one of many archaic Oxford traditions—it consists of college servants who ride
            round the city on mopeds, delivering the students’ mail. Usually it only takes two days to get a message back.”
         

         
         “Two days?” Nancy was appalled. “Can’t we just phone from our dorm rooms?”
         

         
         Nancy’s astonished expression rapidly morphed into a highly traumatized one as Otto explained that Oxford undergraduates didn’t
            have telephones in their rooms. There were, though, two pay phones in college, which took two- or ten-pence coins.
         

         
         “But no one really uses them, and if they ring, no one picks up,” he added, “in case it’s someone’s parents.”

         
         “But what if my mom needs to speak to me?” asked Nancy. “Ursula, don’t you ever want to talk to your parents?”

         
         “I’d love to,” she replied. Then she added slowly, “But they’re both . . . gone.”

         
         “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—” Nancy stammered, her face registering shock and sorrow.

         
         “It’s okay,” said Ursula. “Really. My grandmothers raised me. They’re wonderful.”

         
         Otto curtailed the awkward moment by beckoning at the girls to follow him. The trio squeezed through the crush of students
            to the porter’s desk.
         

         
         “Deddington,” he said to the bowler-hatted man when they reached his desk, “I’ve got Miss Flowerbutton and Miss Feingold here.
            Could we have their room keys please?” He then told the girls, “Not that you need to bother locking your rooms. No one ever
            does.”
         

         
         Deddington handed Otto two large keys. “Good morning. Flowerbutton. Feingold,” he said abruptly. (The girls would soon learn
            that Deddington had never gotten used to the fact that Christminster had, finally, started accepting girls. He didn’t really
            approve, and could rarely bring himself to use the word “Miss” when addressing the female minority in college.)
         

         
         Just then, a hand clad in a bright yellow rubber washing-up glove plonked a cup of tea on Deddington’s counter. Ursula turned
            to find a shriveled-looking woman standing beside her. She was wearing a brown polyester housecoat and old black lace-ups
            on her feet. Her gray hair was scraped into a tight bun.
         

         
         “Thanks, love,” said Deddington, taking a gulp of the tea. Then he added, “Feingold, Flowerbutton, this is my wife, Mrs. Deddington.
            She’s the dons’ scout.”
         

         
         “The whose what?” asked a bewildered Nancy.

         
         “I clean for the tutors,” explained Mrs. Deddington in a thin voice.

         
         She had a mouse-like face that looked as if it were permanently etched with worry. Ursula smiled sweetly at Mrs. Deddington
            in an attempt to cheer her up. But the scout’s expression remained dour.
         

         
         “Right, try not to lose your keys, ladies,” Deddington told the girls. “If you get locked out at night, ring the bell. Our
            son, Nicholas, is one of the night porters here. You’ll see him this evening.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Deddington, I’ll take the girls to their rooms now,” said Otto, heading out. “You’re on a Historians’ staircase in
            the Gothic Buildings.”
         

         
         “Catch you later.” Nancy waved good-bye to the porter and his wife.

         
         “Thank you,” added Ursula as she left the lodge.

         
         The girls followed Otto back out to the gate tower, where a group of returning Christminster students had started to gather.
            Their ebullient greetings echoed across the quad.
         

         
         “This is a huge relief,” Nancy told Ursula, looking the male students up and down. “Tons of floppy-haired Eton boys.”

         
         The boys were languid and tall, Ursula observed, and noticeably scruffily dressed, with long bangs that covered half their
            faces. Most of the girls had super-long, super-shiny hair that they swished like show ponies’ tails. Ursula and Nancy caught
            snatches of their conversation as they walked past.
         

         
         “Jubie! Darling! Ciao!” squealed a girl who looked like she had modeled herself on a young Princess Diana. She had fluffy, highlighted blond hair
            and was wearing a lilac pleated skirt. Her pale pink–striped blouse had a high ruffled collar that was tightly buttoned around
            her neck.
         

         
         “Tiggy! Good hols?” Jubie yelled back.

         
         “Yar. Absolutely schizo,” replied Tiggy. “How was San Trop?”

         
         “Wild,” said Jubie. “Completely sick.”
         

         
         “Is Bunter Up?”* said one of the boys.
         

         
         “Not sure. Apparently Teddy’s arriving tomorrow,” replied another. “He’s bringing Ding Dong with him.”

         
         “Yar? Great. I heard India’s en route.”

         
         “Who are they?” Nancy asked Otto curiously as they headed along the gravel path on the west side of Great Lawn towards the
            Gothic Buildings.
         

         
         “The Yars,” said Otto.

         
         “Yars?” said Nancy. “What are Yars?”

         
         “Oh, sorry, I suppose you’ve never come across one. Let me explain. They’re an easily identifiable English species—they all
            went to the same posh private schools, they still use their absurd childhood nicknames, and they always say the word ‘yar’
            instead of ‘yes.’ Hence, ‘Yars.’”
         

         
         The Yars, Otto said, dominated the Oxford scene. They ran the Oxford Union, the magazines, the balls, the dining societies,
            and the drama clubs. They were Rowing Blues or drug addicts, sometimes both.
         

         
         “Anyway, you two, you’ll be straight in with the Yars, you’ll see. They love pretty girls,” said Otto.

         
         Otto turned a sharp corner at the bottom of Great Quad. He beckoned to the girls to follow him along a narrow stone passage.

         
         “All I can say is, thank God I’m not a Yar,” he went on. “Ten percent of them are dead before the end of Oxford.”

         
         “What?!” shrieked Nancy melodramatically.

         
         “Okay, maybe not ten percent. But there was that one in New College who ended up buried under her boyfriend’s floorboards
            last term—”
         

         
         “Ugghh,” shuddered Nancy.

         
         “—and the Third Year who overdosed on heroin the day before his Classics finals.”

         
         “How tragic,” said Ursula, feeling unnerved.

         
         “You know what they had in common?”

         
         “What?” asked Nancy, a note of terror in her voice.

         
         “They were both,” concluded Otto, “very posh.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         The Gothic Buildings were arranged around a rather spooky little courtyard dominated by a sprawling, gnarly trunked yew tree
            in the center. Very Bleak House, thought Ursula as she looked around, noticing that the quad had four castellated turrets, one in each corner. The only dashes
            of color were the few pale pink autumn roses still open in the flower beds. Otto led the girls towards one of four stone archways.
            It had the letter C carved above it.
         

         
         “This is your staircase,” he informed Ursula and Nancy.

         
         The girls peered curiously inside the archway. A flight of scrubbed wooden stairs led towards a window on a high landing.
            Two girls were standing just inside, scrutinizing a black-painted board attached to the wall on the left. The number of each
            room and the name of its occupant had been inscribed upon it in white italic lettering.
         

         
         “Hi!” called one of the girls when she saw them. “Felicia Evenlode-Sackville. Head Girl, Roedean. Lacrosse captain, Firsts.
            Everyone just calls me Moo.” She had the plummy Sloane Ranger accent common to the alumnae of one of England’s most prestigious
            girls’ boarding schools.
         

         
         “Moo” was dressed in a navy blue regulation Roedean School tracksuit and Green Flash Dunlop sneakers. The plump blond ponytail
            on the top of her head seemed to bounce in time with her words. She had a sprinkling of freckles across her face and a healthy,
            sporty physique.
         

         
         Moo’s bumptious confidence put her in stark contrast to the other girl, who seemed too terrified to utter much more than her
            name, Claire Potter. Claire was a sad-faced girl, as plain as it was possible to be. She had acne-strewn skin that appeared
            to have the slippery consistency and pallid color of lard. She was dressed in a drab knee-length skirt, a scratchy-looking
            sweater, and woolly tights. Her flat feet were clad in enormous ugly brogues. She was wearing clunky spectacles, and her coarse,
            mousy hair was chopped short.
         

         
         Ursula felt sorry for Claire Potter. She’d try and be nice to her, but she suspected she wouldn’t become good friends with
            her. Although Claire had barely spoken a single word, Ursula, occasionally prone in the way eighteen-year-old girls are to
            making snap judgments based on appearance, doubted they would have much in common. Ursula couldn’t really relate to short-haired
            girls. She just didn’t understand their philosophy of life.
         

         
         “Your bathroom is through there,” said Otto, pointing to an open door on the left.

         
         Ursula and Nancy stepped into the room and inspected the washing facilities. Four sinks were attached to the wall, and two
            whitewashed cubicles each contained a large bath. The room was icy, with the only possible relief offered by a meager fan
            heater installed high on the wall above the doorway.
         

         
         Nancy regarded the bathroom with a look of horror. “Where are the showers?” she asked Otto.

         
         He chuckled. “As far as I know, the only showers in Oxford are in the Randolph Hotel—oh!” He let out an excited cry. “I don’t
            believe it.
         

         
         “India!” he called out to a girl heading towards Staircase C. “India!”

         
         Ursula was immediately intrigued by the new arrival. Petite and fine-boned, India had a complexion as pale as a dove’s wing.
            She wore her dark hair in a long bob, which had been left punkily unbrushed. Ray-Ban sunglasses revealed little more of her
            face than sky-high cheekbones. As she drew closer, Ursula could see that the girl’s lips, which were stained a dark blackberry
            color, were set in a full, dramatic pout. She was dressed in the Chelsea girl hipster uniform of the moment—black leather
            biker jacket, black Lycra miniskirt, black opaque tights, and black suede fringed pixie boots. Her hands were encased in black
            leather fingerless gloves. Her edgy look made Ursula regret her own tragic Beatrix Potter garb even more.
         

         
         India greeted Otto with a kiss on each cheek when she reached him. She then started pinning something on one of the notice
            boards just inside Staircase C.
         

         
         “What on earth are you doing Up in Freshers’ Week, India?” Otto asked. “Shame on you!”
         

         
         “Rehearsing. It’s so annoying, I’m missing Beano’s cocktail at Annabel’s in London tomorrow night. Darling, don’t tell a soul
            you’ve seen me here, yar?” she begged him.
         

         
         “Wouldn’t dream of it, sweetheart,” he agreed obligingly.

         
         India stabbed a final drawing pin in a corner of the notice. It read, “Oxford University Dramatic Society—Treasurer Required.
            Apply to President Dom Littleton, Magdalen College.”
         

         
         “Anyway, we’re desperate for a treasurer, and none of the acting lot would dream of doing anything so dull. So I had the brilliant
            idea of putting notices in the Freshers’ staircases. Saddo First Years love doing that kind of thing . . . but if no one takes
            this bait, maybe we can recruit someone at the Freshers’ Fair on Saturday.”
         

         
         “I’ll apply,” offered Claire Potter. She spoke with a soft Welsh accent and blushed furiously as she did so.

         
         India pushed her sunglasses up on top of her head, revealing startling violet eyes and yard-long black eyelashes. She regarded
            Claire Potter with the kind of disdain an eagle would reserve for an earthworm—an organism so insignificant it wasn’t even
            worth contemplating as a meal.
         

         
         “Sorry,” said Otto. “Let me introduce you all. Freshers, this is Lady India Brattenbury.”

         
         “Hi.” In contrast to the friendly tones she’d used with Otto, India now spoke with a clipped, cold voice.

         
         Ursula recognized the name from the pigeonholes. Lady India was clearly Someone Very Grand. While Otto introduced each Fresher
            by name, India’s pout became ever sulkier. Until, that is, she heard the words “Nancy Feingold.”
         

         
         “So you’re the Feingold girl,” she said to Nancy, her pout morphing into a welcoming smile. “I heard on the grapevine you were coming
            Up. Read all about the Feingold gardening-tool dynasty in Tatler. It’s my fave mag.”
         

         
         “It’s hardly a dynasty,” insisted Nancy, looking highly amused. “It’s only two generations, and that’s including me and my
            brother!”
         

         
         “Well . . . anyway, I’ve already thought of the most brilliant nickname for you. ‘Lawnmower,’” announced India, spluttering
            with laughter. “Isn’t that perfect?”
         

         
         She didn’t appear to register Nancy’s rather surprised expression and carried on, “You should come to Wenty’s party on Sunday
            night. I’ll get you an invitation.”
         

         
         “Okay,” said Nancy. “Why not?”

         
         “It’ll be sick fun. Otto’s coming, aren’t you?”

         
         “Of course,” he declared happily.

         
         The other three girls were, felt Ursula, rather pointedly excluded from this conversation. But finally, fixing Ursula with
            a bored expression, India said, “Where were you at school?”
         

         
         “St. Swerford’s,” said Ursula, hoping her local private school sounded a bit smarter than it really was. “On a scholarship.”

         
         When she saw India’s smirk, she wished she’d never mentioned the scholarship.

         
         “St. Whereford’s?” said India. “Never heard of it.”

         
         She turned her attention to Moo, noticing her Roedean School tracksuit. “We Wycombe Abbey girls always used to beat your Roedean
            lot at matches.”
         

         
         Faster than shooting a lacrosse ball into goal, Moo retorted, “And we beat Wycombe at chess.”

         
         The uncomfortable pause that followed was eventually filled by Claire Potter, who stuttered, “I-I-I went to the grammar school
            in C-C-Cardiff.”
         

         
         “Oh,” India replied, clearly underwhelmed.

         
         Otto looked at his watch. “Look, I must get the Freshers to their rooms or they’ll never be in time for lunch in the Buttery.
            See you later, India?”
         

         
         “Yar. Great to meet you, Lawnmower,” said India.

         
         India departed. She didn’t bother saying good-bye to the other girls.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         The first thing Ursula did after Otto had left her to unpack in her room was to find an old photograph of her parents, taken
            on their wedding day, and stand it on her desk. How beautiful her mother had been, with her auburn hair cascading around her
            shoulders. Everyone always told Ursula she looked like her. She had been blessed with the same kind of hair—in the sunshine,
            it glimmered like autumn leaves, and it was so long and thick that it required almost the whole of her narrow wrist to flick
            it to one side. Ursula’s gray eyes and china-white complexion had come from her father, though, and the freckles that were
            dotted across the tops of her cheeks she blamed on the rare bursts of sunshine that very occasionally reached the Gloucestershire
            hillsides.
         

         
         Ursula’s attic-like room, number 4, was perched in the turret of Staircase C. Nancy’s, Room 3, was opposite, across the landing,
            with Claire and Moo on the floor below in 1 and 2. The décor was basic. The walls had long ago been painted an institutional
            yellow color, which was peeling in places to reveal fragments of old floral wallpaper underneath. Apart from the desk and
            its chair, the furniture consisted of a single bed, standard-issue chest of drawers, empty bookcase, armchair, and narrow
            closet. The original fireplace had been boxed in, and the only heat source was a meager two-bar electric fire.
         

         
         So what if her room was decorated like a sanatorium and colder than an igloo? It was her new home, and Ursula adored it. After
            putting her room key safely in the desk drawer, she unpacked her record player from her trunk, plugged it in, put on her favorite
            single—A-ha’s “Take on Me”—and started decorating. She draped a beloved old bedspread printed with lilacs over the bed, and
            put an ancient chintz cushion of her grandmother’s on the armchair. Then she set about organizing her desk. Opposite the wedding
            photo, she laid out her stationery—pens, pencils, folders, writing paper, diary—on the right-hand side before putting a reporter’s
            notebook in the center. She hoped she would fill it with ideas for articles for Cherwell,* the legendary Oxford student newspaper she longed to write for.
         

         
         It didn’t take Ursula long to unpack her clothes with A-ha’s music to egg her on. In any case, she possessed an extremely
            limited wardrobe since, like most English girls, she had been dressed in the same ugly brown school uniform pretty much since
            she was eleven years old. She had a couple of tweed skirts, a few kilts, some Viyella blouses, several warm sweaters, and
            a few pairs of jeans and cords. She had one smart velvet dress that she had made herself, but her pride and joy was her one
            proper black-tie ball gown. It was beautiful, even if it was a hand-me-down from her grandmother, and if she was ever invited to an Oxford ball (please-please-please, God, let me be invited to a ball one day! she prayed), she could go. The
            only “trendy” things Ursula owned were her pair of Dr. Martens boots, a stripy pair of fingerless gloves, and a black satin
            bomber jacket, all precious birthday gifts from her groovy London godmother. Unsurprisingly, all of her clothing fit easily
            into the narrow wardrobe.
         

         
         Ursula soon noticed a large white envelope addressed to her propped up on the mantelpiece. A mass of papers and notes fell
            out when she opened it. There were notices about matriculation, the Freshers’ photograph, and the Freshers’ Fair, which were
            all scheduled to take place over the next two days, Friday and Saturday. Her battels* for the term were to be paid immediately. A photocopied note from the captain of the Christminster women’s boat team invited
            her to try out for the college rowing Eight. There were endless details about college meal times and a list of required dress
            for Formal Hall. An academic gown, Ursula realized, must be acquired that afternoon if she was going to be allowed to eat
            anything tonight. She also needed a mortarboard for the Freshers’ photograph.
         

         
         At the very bottom of the pile of information, she found a small white card embossed with the college coat of arms—a shield
            illustrated with a stag at the bottom, a chevron in the middle, and three fleur-de-lis above—and handwritten with the words:
         

         
         Dr. David Erskine and Professor Hugh Scarisbrick

         
         At Home

         
         Thursday, 14 October

         
         Room 3, Staircase B, Great Quad

         
         7 p.m. Sherry

         
         Suits Gowns


         
         Sherry with her History tutors tonight! How thrilling, thought Ursula. Perhaps she could brainstorm with Nancy and Moo over
            lunch—they’d need something current to discuss with their dons. She guiltily hoped they wouldn’t be obliged to hang out with
            Claire Potter at lunch. There was something depressing about her.
         

         
         By the time Ursula had finished unpacking and wandered across the landing to Nancy’s digs to see if she wanted to go to lunch,
            the American student’s room had undergone a dramatic transformation. Her bed was now fluffed up with a squillion-tog duvet,
            encased in a leopard-print cover. There were matching cushions and even leopard-print pillowcases.
         

         
         “I brought my own bedding,” said Nancy, flopping down on the newly plush bed.

         
         The rest of the room was completely covered in clothes. As Ursula cast her eye over the sartorial chaos draped over the desk,
            chairs, and floor, she couldn’t help feeling slightly envious. There were party dresses and glittery shoes, skintight jeans
            and cropped tops, piles of sports gear, roller skates, hot pants, and several varieties of sneakers. There were jewelry cases
            bulging with tea-bag-sized diamanté earrings, ropes of faux pearls, and armfuls of bangles. There was even, Ursula noted,
            a pale vanilla-colored fur coat that glistened in the way that only real mink would. Nancy had a white vanity case, now open
            and with crystal perfume bottles and makeup spilling out of it, that took up almost the entire surface of her desk.
         

         
         Seeing Ursula looking longingly at the case, Nancy said, “You can borrow any makeup you like.”

         
         “Wow, amazing, thanks,” said Ursula, who had precisely one tube of mascara and one black eyeliner to her name.

         
         “Even with no closets and that really unhygienic twenty-thousand-year-old bathtub seven flights downstairs, I love this attic,” sighed Nancy. “The only thing I’m stressing about is how I’m gonna store my lipstick without a refrigerator.”
         

         
         Ursula opened the window that overlooked Christminster Passage at the rear of the college. “It’s cold enough out here,” she
            said.
         

         
         “Brrr! Freezing,” said Nancy, leaning out of the window and placing her most fashionable lipstick—Estée Lauder’s Russian Red—on
            the sill.
         

         
         The girls looked down. The narrow cobbled lane below was set between high stone walls. Two male students were walking along
            it, pushing bicycles. Their voices echoed up towards the girls’ turret.
         

         
         “. . . bloody good idea to get here in time for Freshers’ Week. More opportunity. Before the OEs get in there with the Freshettes.”

         
         “And the Freshers’ photo will be out tomorrow and then we can really get started.”

         
         “Do you remember that minger you snogged last time . . .”
         

         
         For a split second the girls didn’t know whether to be appalled or amused, but they chose the latter, collapsing into giggles.

         
         “I hope all the boys here aren’t that honest!” exclaimed Nancy, closing the window. Then she said, kindly, “Hey, I’m really
            sorry for asking about your mom and dad earlier.”
         

         
         “Don’t be,” Ursula replied. “I only know them from photographs. I was so young when they died. My grandmothers really are
            the best mum and mum. Anyway, come on, we need to get to lunch . . .”
         

         
         Just then there was a rap on the door.

         
         “A visitor! Maybe it’s one of those earls I’m planning on catching,” said Nancy with a wink. “Hey, come in.”

         
         A pert, bright-eyed woman wearing a floral apron and bright yellow rubber gloves bustled into the room. Despite the fact that
            she was lugging an industrial-sized bucket of cleaning materials, she had an exceptionally cheerful look on her face. She
            appeared to be in her midthirties, and had her cheaply peroxided hair half pulled back from her very made-up face with a giant
            glittery butterfly clip. Beneath the apron, she seemed to have a voluptuous figure. Perhaps not all cleaning ladies suffered
            as much as Mrs. Deddington, Ursula thought hopefully to herself.
         

         
         “Good morning, Miss—?” She grabbed a list from her apron pocket and looked at it, then smiled gaily at Nancy. “Feingold. I’m
            Miss Blythe, your scout. But I let all the undergraduates call me Alice.”
         

         
         “Awesome,” said Nancy.

         
         “I’ll be up here to clean your room and make your bed, miss,” Alice continued, smiling. She had traces of what sounded like
            a Northern accent. “Every morning at ten-ish. And yours, Miss—?”
         

         
         “Flowerbutton—I’m in the room across the hall,” said Ursula, thrilled. This was just too grown-up for words, having a college
            housekeeper to look after her.
         

         
         “Do you think,” said Nancy, reaching for her wallet and pulling out a crisp one-pound note, “you could do some extra tidying
            in here today? I just can’t seem to get my closet sorted.”
         

         
         Nancy beamed a persuasive smile at the scout. But Alice’s hitherto jolly face suddenly took on a worried expression.

         
         “I’m sorry, Miss Feingold. College servants aren’t allowed to accept money from undergraduates.” She sighed, gazing longingly
            at the one-pound note.
         

         
         “Gimme a break!” said Nancy, shoving the money into Alice’s apron pocket.

         
         Their scout patted the pocket with a wink and said, “I’m ever so grateful, Miss Feingold. It’ll help with . . . well, things,
            you know, bills and suchlike. Your room will be perfect. But don’t go saying a word to the high provost now, will you?”
         

         
         “Ssshhh,” said Nancy. “I swear I won’t.”

         
         “Nor me,” said Ursula.

         
         Suddenly there was another knock on the door. “I feel very popular this morning,” said Nancy as she pulled it open. There on the threshold stood India Brattenbury, holding a stiff
            white card in her hand.
         

         
         “Your golden ticket, Lawnmower,” she said, handing it to Nancy. “Wenty says he’s dying to meet you.”

         
         Nancy took the card and read out loud:

         
         The Earl of Wychwood

         
         At home for his

         
         Michaelmas Opening Jaunt

         
         Sunday, 17 October

         
         The Old Drawing Room, Great Quad, Christminster

         
         Dress: White Tie Pink Champagne

         
         8 p.m.–Whenever  Bonbons


         
         “A posh Oxford party, with a real earl! Oh my God!” she shrieked with delight. “My mom would be going crazy. If I could actually
            call her. She’s a real social climber—in a cute way, if you know what I mean. Just wants the best for me. Thank you so much, India, this is literally my dream. Hey, come in.”
         

         
         India stepped inside the room, looking straight through Ursula, but when she saw Alice, her face brightened. “Alice, I missed
            you all summer,” she cried, throwing her arms around the scout, much to Ursula’s surprise.
         

         
         “And I missed you, Lady India. Lovely to see you again.” The scout beamed at her. “Righty-ho, I’ll be going, don’t want to
            disturb you ladies any longer.” As she hurried from the room with her bucket, she added, “If you need anything, girls, you
            can always find me midmorning in the scouts’ mess by the Buttery having my tea break. Oh, and the washing machines are in
            the Monks’ Cottages. You need ten-p coins to operate them. I’ll do your sheets.”
         

         
         “Thank you!” Nancy and Ursula chorused as she left the room.

         
         “That woman is the best scout in college,” said India. “I tell her everything. She treats me like a daughter. You’re so lucky, Nancy, to have her. She’ll do anything for a few quid. I mean last term for the ball she even . . .”
         

         
         India whispered something into Nancy’s ear so that Ursula couldn’t hear. Nancy’s face registered slight shock before she started
            giggling.
         

         
         Ursula was starting to feel rather uncomfortable at this point in the proceedings. She liked Nancy so far, but the whispering
            had started to make her feel like she was back in the sixth form common room at St. Swerford’s with the ultra-popular girls
            excluding her. She didn’t need this at university too. She’d make her excuses and leave.
         

         
         “I’m heading down to the Buttery for lunch, Nancy, if you want to join me,” said Ursula.

         
         Before Nancy could answer, India informed her, “I’m taking you to Browns for lunch. They do a real American hamburger there.”

         
         “Okay, maybe see you later,” said Ursula.

         
         “Sure!” replied Nancy.

         
         Ursula exited onto the landing, where she found Moo and Claire Potter. It looked as though she would be having lunch with
            Claire, like it or not.
         

         
         “We came to get you to go to the Buttery,” said Moo. “Shall we get Nancy too?”

         
         “She’s going to a restaurant with India Brattenbury,” said Ursula, trying not to sound envious.

         
         Just as the three girls headed down the stairs, India’s voice rang out from behind Nancy’s door.

         
         “. . . and don’t you dare hang out with those History beasts I met downstairs. A lezzie, a Gopper,* and a scholarship girl. Your staircase is the saddest thing I’ve ever seen.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         After Ursula, Moo, and Claire had forced down the tepid baked beans and rock-hard jam roly-poly on offer in the Buttery, they
            stopped by Walton Street Cycles to buy secondhand bicycles and then flew down High Street on them. Their destination was the
            university outfitter.
         

         
         “Shepherd & Woodward Est. 1852,” read the gold lettering above the shopfront. Inside, the store was so crowded with Freshers
            all trying to buy their subfusc* in time for the matriculation ceremony that Ursula lost Moo and Claire almost immediately. It was rather a relief, she felt,
            to be without them for a moment. Moo had talked loudly about lacrosse and skiing nonstop at lunch, and Claire, well, her self-loathing
            radiated from her like a contagion. After one meal with her, Ursula felt as though she had been drowned in a cloud of melancholia.
         

         
         It took Ursula forever to jostle her way to the counter at the back of the shop. A harassed-looking man stood behind it. He
            wore a white coat and had a small badge on his lapel reading, “Mr. Hooker. Head Tailor.”
         

         
         “Commoner?!” he yelled at Ursula over the din of the other Freshers.

         
         “Er, gosh, I’m not sure . . .” she said, wondering what on earth he meant.

         
         Impatiently, Mr. Hooker gestured at two black academic gowns of different lengths hanging on the wall behind him. The longer
            one was labeled “Scholar”; the shorter, “Commoner.”
         

         
         Since Ursula hadn’t had any special academic awards bestowed upon her with her entry to Oxford, she realized she would be
            wearing the lowliest gown on offer.
         

         
         “I am definitely a commoner—”

         
         But Mr. Hooker didn’t hear her. He’d already started talking to another customer.

         
         “A very good afternoon, Lord Wychwood. Nice to see you Up so early,” he said, his voice taking on an unctuous tone. “How may I help
            you?”
         

         
         Ursula glanced around to see who had taken her place. There was no other way to describe the person now standing next to her
            at the counter as anything other than absolutely the most perfect cucumber-sandwich-type boy Ursula had ever seen. So tall
            he towered over the crowd, he had a mass of messy blond hair and properly azure eyes. He was dressed in faded jeans and a
            cricket sweater. “Wychwood,” Ursula said to herself . . . Wasn’t he the earl who was throwing the party Nancy was going to
            with India on Sunday night? Yes. That was it.
         

         
         Well, thank goodness she wasn’t going to his party herself. The boy had dreadful manners, pushing in like that in front of a girl. There would
            be other cucumber sandwiches, Ursula told herself, ones of far superior quality.
         

         
         “Good to see you again, Mr. Hooker,” said the boy, shaking the tailor’s hand and giving him a genuinely friendly smile. “I
            need a couple of Blues* rowing shirts, please, and shorts,” he said, “on my account.”
         

         
         Mr. Hooker said, “Right you are, Lord Wychwood. Congratulations on your Blue.”

         
         The tailor trotted off to fetch the items, clearly having completely forgotten about Ursula’s gown.

         
         Ursula tapped Wychwood on the shoulder, saying, “Excuse me, but I was in front of you. I’m in a rush.” 

         
         Wychwood glanced briefly at her. “God. Sorry. Mr. Hooker’s got a terrible crush on me, you see. It’s very embarrassing, but
            no one will get served in here till I leave.”
         

         
         What a ridiculous excuse, thought Ursula to herself. Wychwood was clearly as vain as he was rude. She glared furiously at
            him, but he didn’t notice—he was already waving at someone else over Ursula’s head.
         

         
         There was nothing to do but await Mr. Hooker’s return. Ursula turned her back to Wychwood, consoling herself with the thought
            that she was not just glad but thrilled not to have been invited to his party on Sunday. The young earl was probably a terrific snob with a dreadful character.
         

         
         Mr. Hooker eventually reappeared and started painstakingly wrapping Lord Wychwood’s rowing shirt and shorts in crisp white
            tissue paper.
         

         
         “I think you’ve forgotten about my gown,” Ursula told the tailor. “And I’d like to buy a Christminster scarf please,” she
            added, deciding to throw financial caution to the wind and break into her meager term’s allowance. The stacks of stripy woolen
            college scarves were irresistible. They were bound to be hideously expensive, but the chance to wear the Christminster colors,
            a scarlet stripe on a minty green background, was worth it.
         

         
         Clearly irritated to be interrupted while serving Wychwood, Mr. Hooker grumpily snatched a gown, mortarboard, and Christminster
            scarf from under the counter and chucked the lot in a bag.
         

         
         “Seven quid for that,” he snapped.

         
         Ursula handed over the cash, took the delicious scarf from the bag, wrapped it twice around her neck, and picked up her shopping.
            She was just turning to leave when she noticed India Brattenbury, sunglasses covering half her face, dashing up to the counter.
         

         
         “Wenty!” she called out. Wychwood turned. As his gaze landed on India, his eyes lit up. He enveloped her in his arms, and
            the pair indulged in an extremely long embrace. They were obviously a couple. When they had finally unfurled from each other,
            India said, “I just had the most hysterical lunch with that new American girl. She’s a scream. I invited her shooting.”
         

         
         “Good idea,” said Wychwood. “There’s nothing like a Yank to liven up a country weekend.”

         
         “Exactly what I thought. I’m so bored of everyone.” India pouted. She then turned to Mr. Hooker and said, “Darling, can you
            get me a lacrosse stick? Left mine in the country.”
         

         
         “I’ll order one in, Lady India. Should be here by the middle of next week, all right?”

         
         “Perfect,” said India, smiling at Mr. Hooker. Then she turned to Wychwood and said, “Walk me to rehearsals, baby?”

         
         “Course I will, bunny rabbit,” replied Wychwood fondly.

         
         Hand in hand, the pair left the shop. The Fresher girls, Ursula included, mercilessly scrutinized India as she walked past
            them. What was so special, their expressions seemed to say, about that pout?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         
            Thursday, 0th Week: Evening

         

         In his new role as Freshers’ liaison officer, Otto had offered to escort Ursula’s staircase of Historians to the sherry party
            that night. He had arranged to meet Ursula, Nancy, Claire, and Moo in the porter’s lodge a few minutes before seven. It was
            a chill, clear night, and walking from their rooms, the four girls could see desk lights glinting from the first floor of
            the Hawksmoor Library, which overlooked Great Quad.
         

         
         Ursula felt oddly serious with her new academic gown draped over her clothes. Until this very moment, she had loved what she
            was wearing—her homemade maroon velvet knee-length dress with puffed sleeves and white Peter Pan collar—but next to Nancy’s
            glitzy outfit, it seemed childishly twee. Nancy was dressed in a purple jumpsuit with a drawstring waist and such enormous
            sequined shoulder pads that her gown only just fit over them. Her pile of blond hair was held back on one side by an oversized
            silver bow, which matched her silver pumps and her generous coating of shiny eye shadow. Moo was dressed Sloane-style in a
            pleated skirt and a pink-and-white-spotted blouse with the collar turned up, while Claire Potter’s sherry-party look consisted
            of a calf-length navy frock that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a Sunday school teacher.
         

         
         Once inside the lodge, Ursula couldn’t help but notice that Deddington’s place at the porter’s desk had been taken by a young
            man. He had a pile of accountancy textbooks stacked on the desk in front of him, the top one propped open.
         

         
         “Evening, Freshers. I’m Nick Deddington, one of the night porters,” he said, getting up. Ursula thought Nick looked young,
            early twenties at the most.
         

         
         “Your dad never said you were some kind of JFK Jr. look-alike,” said Nancy, flashing a flirtatious smile at him. “May I call
            you Deddington Jr., as an homage?”
         

         
         The American talent for saying whatever the hell you thought, Ursula mused to herself, was one of Nancy’s many attractive
            qualities. Nancy was right: Deddington Jr. was far dishier than his parents’ ordinary looks would have led her to expect.
            Hair that was side-parted Kennedy-style, chocolate brown and thick, framed a chiseled, high-cheekboned face, and he was noticeably
            tall and athletic-looking. However, unlike Nancy, Ursula would have died before mentioning it to him. English girls just didn’t
            do that kind of thing.
         

         
         Taken aback, the young man said, “Er . . . okay . . . thank you . . . Um, ladies, remember that the college gate is locked
            at midnight. If you’re not back by then, ring the bell and—”
         

         
         “Will you be here at midnight?” asked Nancy, continuing to stare at Deddington Jr. with a decidedly lovelorn expression on her face.
            She wandered up to the counter and draped herself languidly across it.
         

         
         The night porter coughed and reddened. He was thoroughly embarrassed. “Yes. On duty, miss. As I was saying, if the door’s
            locked, ring and I’ll let you in.”
         

         
         Deddington Jr. sat down and turned back to his books, studiously ignoring Nancy’s presence. Finally, she removed herself from
            the porter’s desk. She winked at Ursula and whispered, “British boys are so cute. I could literally have sex with the accent.”
         

         
         Ursula stifled a giggle. Meanwhile, she noticed that Claire Potter had started industriously stuffing bright yellow flyers
            into each pigeonhole in the lodge. Seeing Ursula looking at her curiously, Claire handed her a sheet of paper.
         

         
         It stated, “Crosswords and Ice Cream Society. First Meeting Sunday, 17 October, 7 p.m. Junior Common Room, Staircase B, Great
            Quad.”
         

         
         “I decided to start my own society. Will you join?” pleaded Claire, who was suddenly much more talkative than she had been
            earlier. “I’m going to have a table at the Freshers’ Fair on Saturday where you can sign up.”
         

         
         Ursula’s main plan for the Freshers’ Fair was to sign up for Cherwell. The last thing she wanted to do was sign up for Claire’s crosswords club, but she knew she couldn’t get out of it without
            seeming mean. And one thing Ursula was not was mean. She nodded a reluctant yes to poor Claire. After all, it wasn’t as though
            she would have anything else to do on Sunday night. Nancy, peering over Ursula’s shoulder at the flyer, was all enthusiasm.
         

         
         “Crosswords and ice cream? How British! So eccentric! I’m there. I’ll come on my way to the earl’s party.”

         
         Claire managed a grateful smile, then handed Moo a flyer.

         
         “Thanks,” said Moo noncommittally.

         
         Just then, Otto trotted into the lodge, exuding an air of brisk efficiency. He had swapped his loden jacket for an immaculate
            tailor-made navy blue suit and navy-and-white-spotted tie, over which his gown hung elegantly.
         

         
         “Ready for a sherry hangover?” he said. The girls laughed and followed him out of the porter’s lodge.

         
         *  *  *

         Dr. David Erskine’s set of rooms was located about halfway along the eastern side of Great Quad, in Staircase B. To reach
            it, the four girls followed Otto through one of the many shadowy stone entrances that were dotted along each side of the quad
            and up a steep flight of stairs to the first-floor landing. Dr. Erskine’s door was on the right-hand side, opposite one labeled
            “Junior Common Room.”
         

         
         Ursula couldn’t have imagined a more heavenly place for her future History tutorials than Erskine’s set. The paneling in Room
            3 had been lacquered in a glossy Chinese red. Persian miniatures had been hung densely around the mother-of-pearl-framed mirror
            above the carved stone fireplace, which, she noticed thankfully, was roaring with flames. On the opposite side of the room,
            situated in front of a huge Gothic window looking onto Great Quad, was a large black lacquer desk piled high with books and
            papers. A huge taxidermied bird with a peacock-like tail sat proudly in the center. A backstage pass to a Smiths concert hung
            around the bird’s neck. Gosh, thought Ursula, Dr. Erskine was cool.
         

         
         “It’s a great argus,” Otto said, noticing Claire inspecting the creature on the desk. “It came from Borneo. Dr. Dave says
            it inspires his writing.”
         

         
         “Weird,” said Claire, unimpressed.

         
         “I think it’s lovely,” said Moo.

         
         Ursula, meanwhile, noticed that the far wall of the room, lined from floor to ceiling with books, had two “secret” doors within
            it. One, which stood partially open, led into Dr. Erskine’s bedroom. If she craned her neck a little, she could just glimpse
            an unmade four-poster bed and a groovy ethnic rug on the floor.
         

         
         “He lives here?” Nancy asked Otto.
         

         
         “Most of the dons live in college,” he explained.

         
         “That is so weird,” said Nancy.
         

         
         Various comfy armchairs were dotted around the room, and a large chesterfield sofa, upholstered in worn tartan, was positioned
            to the right of the fireplace opposite a peacock blue velvet-covered chaise longue.
         

         
         “Oh!” gasped Ursula, clutching Nancy’s arm with a shudder. The chaise longue appeared to hold a motionless body. But suddenly it snored.
         

         
         “That’s Professor Scarisbrick. Started here in 1937. He’s the world’s leading authority on Anglo-Saxon history. Secretly recruits
            for MI6,” Otto told the girls in a whisper. “Gives all his tutorials lying down. Only rises if a student says something interesting.
            He’s never got up in one of my tutes.”
         

         
         The sleeping don, his glasses slightly skew-whiff on his snoozing face, had thinning white hair and a hearing aid in his right
            ear. He was dressed in a thick brown wool dressing gown, beneath which there appeared to be a heavy tweed suit, checked woolen
            shirt, and a maroon-and-cream dogtooth-check bow tie. The dressing gown was slightly grubby and clearly had food stains on
            the lapels.
         

         
         Suddenly the secret door next to the bedroom opened, and Dr. Erskine made his entrance. He was tall, with swishy caramel-colored
            hair and light brown eyes. Tonight he was wearing a pair of stonewashed Levi’s 501s with a trendy rip on the left knee, a
            navy velvet smoking jacket, and a black cashmere turtleneck sweater. The finishing touch were his cream suede Gucci loafers, worn without socks, Continental-style.
         

         
         “Freshers! Salaam!” he said smoothly. “Now, drinks. There’s sherry for Professor Scarisbrick, but I’m assuming you lot would
            prefer Kamikazes . . . I try to stick to historical themes with my cocktails . . . Inspires more . . . reading,” he continued with a mischievous grin.
         

         
         “Awesome!” said Nancy gleefully.

         
         Ursula was perplexed; so far, her only experience of Kamikazes had been the odd mention of the suicidal Japanese pilots in
            books about World War II. But if a Kamikaze cocktail was some kind of educational beverage, she would, of course, try it.
            From a tiny refrigerator hidden in a bookcase the don produced ice, triple sec, vodka, and lime juice. While Ursula watched
            Dr. Erskine slosh everything into a cocktail shaker, Otto provided a running commentary on the Christminster History department.
         

         
         Dr. David Erskine, he explained, was so groovy and youthful that he insisted his students address him as Dr. Dave. Only twenty-nine
            years old, he had climbed the greasy pole of academia with staggering speed, and was admired as much for his brain as for
            his belief that it was his duty to keep the myth of the bohemian, pajama-wearing don alive. To that end, he attended many
            of the students’ grander parties and occasionally gave tutorials dressed in paisley silk nightshirts bought on “research”
            trips to Constantinople (as he referred to it).
         

         
         Dr. Dave’s specialty—the East—was as trendy as his look, and his first book, From Constantinople to Jerusalem, had become a must-read in political circles. According to Otto, the History don adored being on television and discussing
            Palestine, mainly because the makeup was so flattering. His most beautiful female students—of whom he was considered to have
            rather too many—were nicknamed “Dave’s Babes,” and it was rumored that he had “inspired” many of them with a good deal more
            than the partition of the Middle East.
         

         
         “No one thinks he’s creepy?” Nancy whispered to Otto.

         
         “Quite the contrary,” Otto told her. “He’s considered one of the most glamorous dons in Oxford. Bit of a girl magnet.”

         
         As he handed around the full shot glasses, Dr. Dave reminded himself of each girl’s name. The group was soon joined by four
            male History Freshers, all in suits and gowns. Never having socialized with a teacher before, the students didn’t have a clue
            what to talk about and stood sipping their Kamikazes in silence.
         

         
         “Guys, not like that, like this!” instructed Nancy, shooting her Kamikaze down her throat in one gulp.

         
         Ursula followed suit. The drink was sharp and strong, and suddenly she started feeling floppy and giggly. Meanwhile, the other
            students glugged down their shots, resulting in a lot of hiccuping and spluttering. They looked rather shocked when Nancy
            held out her glass to Dr. Dave for another drink, and he happily filled it—along with everyone else’s.
         

         
         “May I propose a toast, Dr. Dave?” asked Nancy boldly.

         
         The don nodded happily. “You may.”

         
         “Okay! To us!” she exclaimed, gulping her next shot down.

         
         The other Freshers consumed their next drinks enthusiastically. After her second shot, Ursula concluded to herself that she
            was absolutely, completely, definitely drunker than she had ever been in her life. It was lovely. The ice was broken, and
            the students were soon chattering away as though they’d known each other forever.
         

         
         “Grruugggghhhh!” The party atmosphere was shattered by a loud grunt coming from the chaise longue.
         

         
         “Sherry!” mumbled Professor Scarisbrick, sounding like an ancient growling dog. “The vintage one, not the bloody cheap stuff
            we give the undergrads. Where’s my wretched pipe?”
         

         
         Without getting up, the professor fumbled around on the Persian rug below the chaise longue. He located and lit his pipe with
            ease, considering that his eyes remained shut.
         

         
         “Professor!” yelled Dave as he took his drink over to him. “Imbibe!”

         
         With a great deal of clawing and moaning, Scarisbrick hauled himself into a seated position and finally opened his eyes. He
            took the sherry and between sips glared at each student. “Siddowwn!” he harrumphed eventually.
         

         
         The slightly tipsy, rather alarmed Freshers promptly found seats and turned their attention to the esteemed Anglo-Saxon expert.

         
         “There is only one rule in Oxford,” he barked, his deafness forcing him to speak far more loudly than he realized. “And that
            is to write your essay in time for your tutorial, when you will read it out loud to me or Dr. Dave, depending on which course you have selected this term. You will have one essay to write each week. You
            will all no doubt be wondering how you will get this wonderful essay written promptly—”
         

         
         He stopped and pointedly eyed each of the eight students. As his pale watery gaze came to rest on Ursula, she had the sense
            that, were the weekly essay in question not achieved, she would be hung, drawn, and quartered by the professor, a torture
            about which, as a historian, she was well informed.
         

         
         “Do you row, Mr. . . . ?” Professor Scarisbrick was scrutinizing a meek-looking boy with very curly black hair and a pudgy
            face.
         

         
         “Hunt,” replied the boy.

         
         “You hunt! Gah!”

         
         “No, I’m sorry, Professor, I mean my name is Mr. Hunt.”

         
         “So you don’t hunt?”

         
         “No. I’m from Sidcup. They don’t hunt in the suburbs.”

         
         “Marvelous. Do you row?”

         
         “Er?”

         
         “No? Good.”

         
         The professor turned his sights on Nancy next. “Young lady, do you act?”

         
         “I, well, sometimes . . .” Nancy started to explain.

         
         “Sometimes should be never,” ordered Scarisbrick. “All of you! The way to get your essays written in Oxford is simply to work. Don’t do anything else. At the Freshers’ Fair on Saturday, you will be seduced with invitations to scull, play hockey, write
            for magazines, act in plays, sing in choirs. Do not do any of it, or you will not have time to write your weekly essay. And
            whatever you do, do not join the Oxford Union.”*

         
         The students nodded, terrified.

         
         “I have been known,” added the professor, “to Send Down students who arrive at my tutorials without an essay.”

         
         Crumpets, thought Ursula. Being expelled for missing an essay seemed a harsh punishment, but the professor clearly meant it.
            She vowed to herself that she would write her essay every week, on time, come what may, if that was what it took to stay here.
         

         
         “Excuse me for asking, Dr. Scarisbrick,” interjected Nancy politely.

         
         “It’s Professor Scarisbrick,” he said crossly.
         

         
         “Jeez, I’m sorry, Prof, but does that rule about being Sent Down apply to the American year abroad students?”

         
         “Professor Scarisbrick, please, Miss America. What is the point of having a title if no one uses it?! To answer your query, yes, the
            rule includes particularly the year abroad students, who have tended, in my forty-six-year tenure, to be the sociological group most likely to appear at a tutorial without an essay and therefore the most frequently Sent Down. Does that answer your question?”
         

         
         Professor Scarisbrick did not appear to be expecting a response beyond a “yes,” but he got one anyway.

         
         “So how does a student get an extension?” asked Nancy.

         
         “Extension?” guffawed Scarisbrick. “There are no extensions in Oxford.”

         
         “No extensions?!” Nancy was horrified.
         

         
         “You’ve hit the proverbial on the proverbial,” said Scarisbrick.

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “Read some bloody P. G. Wodehouse before your tutorial with me, my girl,” snorted Scarisbrick before collapsing back into
            his prone position on the chaise longue.
         

         
         “Most informative, Professor Scarisbrick, thank you,” said Dr. Dave. “Now, let’s get down to logistics. Tutorial times. Miss Flowerbutton?”

         
         “Yes,” said Ursula.

         
         “I’m afraid you’ve drawn the short straw. You’re my first tutorial. I’ll see you here at nine on Monday morning.”

         
         “Excellent,” said Ursula, relieved she had been allocated Dr. Dave as her first tutor rather than Scarisbrick.

         
         Dr. Dave assigned the other students their tutorial times. Half the intake—Moo, Claire, and two of the boys—would study the
            Anglo-Saxon period with Professor Scarisbrick; the rest would take on the Reformation with Dr. Dave. Nancy was thrilled to
            learn she was in his group.
         

         
         He then added, “And all of you, if you get to your tutorial and I don’t answer when you knock on my door, just come straight
            into my rooms—you might have to get me out of bed. Whatever you do, please don’t waste valuable tutorial time waiting outside
            like a lemon.”
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