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  On the Third Day of Christmas




   




   




  Julia Upton pressed ‘send’ on the email she had been working on, crossed another item triumphantly off her to do list and decided to reward herself with a trip to the chocolate machine and a ten-minute break.




  It was the 27th of December, that dead time between Christmas and New Year, and the management wing of St Benedict’s NHS Trust was as eerily quiet as offices all over the country. Strange that, just along the corridor, one of London’s busiest teaching hospitals was operating just as usual – birth, death, pain, fear, hope, relief, good news, bad news – all life’s dramas being played out under the watchful and, at this time of year, perhaps slightly hungover eye of dedicated professionals.




  Most staff who weren’t in frontline roles had taken the opportunity to have a long break this week. Julia, however, was lucky enough to be the manager on call this Christmas. She’d had Christmas Day and Boxing Day at home, albeit with her phone surgically attached to her, but today she’d thought she may as well come into work and complete some of the never-ending backlog so that she could start the new year with a clean(ish) slate. Always supposing, of course, that the hospital didn’t fall prey to fire, flood, plagues of locusts or anything else that would necessitate Julia’s involvement in an on-call capacity.




  Chocolate supplies and a cup of tea secured, Julia sat back in her chair and allowed her full mind to dwell on what she had only permitted to hover around her subconscious for the last twenty-four hours. Toby Fenton. Tantalising flashbacks to what had happened, or perhaps it was more accurate to say, not quite happened yesterday had encroached on her thoughts all day, and although they were easily more exciting than her budget update spreadsheet she had sternly dismissed them. Now, though, she opened the purple wrapper, broke off a square of chocolate and relished the rich sweet creaminess melting on her tongue as she let her memory take her back over twelve years, to a crisp Oxford autumn, when she had first laid eyes on Toby.


   




  She’d probably been quite young and naïve for eighteen. The breathless excitement at having secured an Oxford place had given way to slight terror when her parents deposited her, complete with the two suitcases and four crates that constituted her worldly belongings, in the shoebox of a room that would be her home for the next year, kissed her goodbye and then left. The façade of grown-up independence she’d been trying to cultivate throughout sixth form vanished, leaving a scared little girl who just wanted her own house, her own bedroom, her mummy.




  It was ironic, she’d reflected during those first few days, that she, fresh from a fairly rough Manchester comprehensive, was so lacking in worldly wisdom compared to the posh pony-owners from expensive boarding schools. She’d certainly done her fair share of experimenting with alcohol; one of the boys in her form group had been able to get very realistic fake ID for the bargain price of £3 and a passport photo. She’d had a few doubtful puffs of the joint being passed round at parties, although truthfully the smell made her sick to her stomach. And, despite an on-off relationship (now firmly off) with Alex Turner through most of sixth form, and a good few snogs with other boys in the ‘off’ periods, she was still a virgin. These blonde, thin, tanned girls with their insane confidence and pastel pashminas, who seemed to think as little of a line of coke as she did of a bottle of WKD, and exchanged information about the best place to get the morning-after pill ‘no questions asked’, could have been a different species. Their mummies and daddies would have fainted with horror at the idea of sending their precious girls to a school like Julia’s, and yet their £30k a year seemed to have bought their daughters twin addictions to white powder and unprotected sex.




  Luckily – well, was it luck, or an unprecedented degree of sensitivity and perception on the part of the college authorities? – the two girls, Lizzie and Emma, she shared a bathroom and landing with were not like this. Both, like her, products of northern comprehensives and solid lower-middle-class family values, they thankfully seemed disposed to be friendly and, although at the moment she couldn’t imagine either of them as substitutes for Rose, her best friend since primary school, they were at least on a spectrum of femininity she felt able to relate to.




  They were all exhausted, as the thing with Freshers’ Week was that you felt you had to go to absolutely everything. Because you never knew, that party, or barbecue or JCR social or quick pint in the college bar might be the moment when everyone bonded, when everyone formed those fabled and sought-after lifelong friendships. And you really didn’t want to miss out on that because you were back in your room having a kip.




  It was during one of those quick drinks in the bar that she first met Toby. He’d come along with Lizzie – they were doing the same course – and although Julia had been practically asleep in the corner when they arrived, she woke up pretty quickly at that point.




  In later years she was accustomed to tell Toby that she just didn’t feel any physical attraction towards him, that there was no spark. Of course, that wasn’t really true. That evening in the bar there’d been sparks aplenty, on her side at least. How could there not be? Toby was tall – a prerequisite for Julia; being tall herself, she found men the same height as her or shorter made her feel ungainly and awkward, whereas with tall men she could enjoy feeling deliciously feminine. He had thick, unruly dark hair and a heart-stopping smile. Most attractive of all was his air of enthusiasm, of a passion and zest for life. He seemed to bounce rather than walk, his gestures were wide and expansive, his views and opinions emphatic and eloquently expressed.




  Lizzie had introduced him to Julia and they sat chatting for a while, Julia becoming more and more smitten with every minute. Then, suddenly, she felt slightly chilled as the warm beam of his attention was diverted. Following the swivel of his gaze, she saw that Amanda, the thinnest and blondest and poshest of the thin blonde posh girls, had just walked in. Her heart sank. If that was his type then slightly chubby, mousy girls with Mancunian accents probably weren’t going to pose that much of a temptation. Come to think of it, were chubby, mousy girls with Mancunian accents going to pose a temptation to anyone? It was a depressing thought, and one on which she continued to reflect as she and Toby ostensibly carried on the same conversation (he was far too polite and well-bred not to), but his eyes strayed continually to where Amanda was sitting with her posse.




  Poor taste in women aside, though, Julia liked almost everything else about Toby. He was very bright, very funny and, perhaps more unusually, very kind. The night in the bar led to a coffee, and then shared trips to the library and sitting together at lunch and before long Julia realised that she’d now found her substitute Rose.




  One night, after her painstakingly completed Anglo-Saxon translation had yet again been trashed by a tutor who fulfilled every worst fear Julia had harboured about Oxford University – posh, elitist, sexist and old-fashioned in every fibre of his being – Julia got more than a little drunk and maudlin.




  ‘The thing is, Toby,’ she’d ruminated ‘maybe I shouldn’t be here at all. Maybe I would have been better off going to Sheffield with Rose, staying up north where I belong. Where I would have been accepted. Where I would have been clever enough. Where I wouldn’t have bloody Dr Bentley making jokes about the fact I’ve never done Latin. And, of course, everyone else in the class bloody laughed, cos they’re just so relieved that if he’s having a go at me then they’re off the hook.’




  He’d smiled at her, his lovely, genuine, warm, Toby smile.




  ‘Yeah, I know. To be honest, it’s not doing me any good really. Being seen out with a girl who doesn’t even speak Latin. I mean, this is not what my parents expect of me.’




  She’d looked at him, confused, alcohol and self-pity having temporarily befuddled her so much that she couldn’t reliably recognise irony when she heard it.




  He’d laughed out loud then, and poured her another glass of the paint stripper masquerading as ‘house red’ they were drinking.




  ‘Don’t be such an idiot, Julia.’ He pushed her hair back from her flushed face in a clumsily tender gesture.




  ‘Anyone can see that you’re bright – far cleverer than all these public school kids who’ve been coached through the interviews but have never had an original thought in their lives. Your stupid tutor just feels threatened because you’re a woman, and cos you’re pretty, and fun and don’t have the same accent as him but you’re still bloody brilliant. And that calls into question his entire world order, so he takes it out on you.’




  A warm glow, which was nothing to do with the wine, had spread through her, and she’d felt, for the first time since leaving Manchester, a sense of belonging. Whatever else, she had now made a proper friend.




  Later that evening, Toby had further proved his friendship credentials as he held back her hair when she threw up, sponged her face with cool water and made her drink a pint of water and take a Vitamin C tablet.




  Given that episode, it was probably just as well that the brief attraction for Toby she’d felt on that first night had faded as Julia developed a full-throttle, no-holds-barred humdinger of a crush on an American graduate student called Trey. With chiselled jaw and dazzlingly white teeth, he was six foot six of musclebound all-American cliché, and Julia found him pretty much irresistible. She wasn’t at all sure he’d even noticed she existed, but she was young and optimistic enough not to care about that, and she and Toby spent many a companionable hour planning ways to get Amanda and Trey to fall into their respective arms. Julia figured that having a male best friend was her secret weapon – like having her own life-sized, walking, talking version of the Cosmo ‘What Men Really Want’ column. True, Toby showed a disappointing lack of subtlety in his advice, which mainly seemed to boil down to ‘Wear short skirts and low-cut tops’, but that in itself was helpful; it made her realise that perhaps she had been overestimating male subtlety. Julia had discovered that Trey’s MPhil thesis focused on Spencer’s Faerie Queene, and she became quite taken with the idea of learning chunks of the poem off by heart so that she could quote it at Trey should she ever find herself in casual conversation with him.




  Of course, given that her official work for the term was Victorian literature and Anglo-Saxon, this would have entailed quite a bit of extra study, so she was secretly pleased – albeit slightly embarrassed – when she mooted the idea to Toby and he snorted so hard that lager came out of his nose.




  ‘Don’t you think he’ll be a bit sick of the Faerie Queene, Ju? I mean, come on. And I’ve honestly never heard of a bloke falling for a girl cos she quoted poetry at him. I’ve told you, maximise your natural assets.’




  He made a vague gesture in the direction of her generous cleavage and then looked down into his pint, slightly embarrassed.




  Julia took his advice to heart, and after blowing her ‘for emergencies’ credit card on a clinging, very low-cut, black velvet dress and a Wonderbra, she was pretty pleased with her appearance as she surveyed herself in sections in the small square mirror in her room before the Christmas Ball. Back in the day, sometime in the early eighties, her mum had worn a poodle perm and used electric heated rollers to keep it suitably bouffant. These days, thankfully, she had a chic and simple bob, so Julia had swiped the rollers, suspecting that they might be the only things that could inject volume into her long, thick, dead straight hair. She was right. Another credit card purchase, this time of Charles Worthington Big Hair shampoo, an agonising hour or two rolling and re-rolling and detangling and half a can of Elnett, and she was the proud possessor of voluminous shoulder-length tousled waves. The Wonderbra’d cleavage was spectacular, and the dress did a wonderful job of highlighting her curves, but draping over the damage inflicted on her physique by eight weeks of carb-rich stodge at mealtimes, punctuated by essay-crisis Dairy Milk binges. Her normal make-up routine was concealer, blusher, mascara, but she’d pushed the boat out tonight with dramatic dark eyeliner and glossy lips.




  Toby was her official partner for the evening, and his reaction when he came to her room to collect her was all that could be desired. His jaw literally dropped, and he stood in silence for quite a few seconds before finally spluttering, ‘Wow . . . Julia. You look – oh wow – absolutely amazing!’




  Julia smiled, graciously accepting the compliment, and privately acknowledging to herself that Toby looked pretty good himself in his dinner jacket and black tie. She’d eschewed high heels in favour of simple black ballet pumps that she would actually be able to walk and, crucially, dance in, and Toby seemed enormous as she took his arm demurely and smiled up at him.




  ‘Shall we go?’




  He nodded acquiescence and they set off, Toby seeming brighter and more animated than he had for the last couple of weeks – since it had become clear that Amanda was, probably inevitably, dating the captain of the Men’s First Eight, and was most definitely not for him.




  Julia’s first ball was a triumph. The group of friends she was with had a real laugh together, and she actually had a long conversation with Trey. True, he was more than a little drunk, and admittedly he addressed ninety per cent of his remarks to her breasts rather than her face – thus possibly confirming the excellence of Toby’s seduction strategy – but the overall tone was distinctly flirtatious, and he took her number into the bargain.
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