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Lucky Dip

by Clare
London

 


“We’re not
moving.”

I didn’t mean
it to sound so aggressive. Really, I didn’t. Poppy and Benedict
from 2C, plus Poppy’s little brother Tommy were working on the
school hall floor at my feet, sitting cross-legged in a tangle of
white crepe paper that was meant to be the basis of a snowy,
Pyrenean mountain range but, at the moment, looked more like
bandage supplies at the battle of the Somme. The rest of my team
were working on the other side of our display table, bickering or
giggling in turns. I’d only been allocated half a dozen of the
younger pupils to help me out: the challenge had been in keeping
them gainfully employed in creating separate scenes for Foods of
the World.

Mrs Warren
cleared her throat. “Mr Jackson, I welcome the full participation
of all teachers, especially the newer members of staff, but as
Head, I’m in charge of the Christmas Fair. It’s our major
fundraiser every year, and as such, it’s important that tomorrow
runs smoothly.”

“Of course it
is.” I wished I didn’t blush every time she peered at me like that,
like I was still one of her pupils.

Out of the
corner of my eye, I could see Tommy’s big, round blue eyes
flickering between us. I knew how it must look: two teachers, face
to face over the top of his head. Our voices were raised and one of
my fists had clenched with the tension. And Tommy hadn’t even
started school yet.

“Mr Jackson, we
need this area for the Lucky Dip barrel.”

“I’ve been
setting up the display here all morning,” I said. “With 2C’s help.
It’s their turn to be on duty for this display. They told me it’s
always in this corner of the hall. Every year.”

Out of the
corner of the other eye, I saw Amy nod her head quite firmly, as if
she were part of the adults’ discussion. Poppy frowned, and the
Sophies A and W both sniggered nervously. I suppose my tone may
have sounded a little hysterical. It had been a very long Friday
and it wasn’t even lunch time yet. Tommy stared at the girls around
him, but then turned swiftly back to his task of peeling his
fingers off the safety scissors. It looked like they’d been dipped
in the pot of glue. I had no idea if that had been an accident or
otherwise. I didn’t even remember agreeing to babysit Tommy for
Poppy’s mother while she worked on Arts and Crafts, though between
her and the Head, it seemed to be a done deal.

Elvira Warren’s
gaze drifted to the crown of my head. She reached up and took a
long strip of shredded paper out of my hair.

“Weeping
willow, Chinese culture. Recreation of,” I said. I wasn’t making
much sense, but 2C and I had been working on the papier-mâché
backdrop of the world in miniature since early morning.

“They eat
chicken’s feet in China, you know.” Amy brandished a garishly-pink
plastic chicken and groped for the scissors. In the confusion of
transferring them from Tommy’s sticky hands to Amy’s, Sophie A
somehow stabbed her thumb and started up a wail.

Mrs Warren
glanced down and grimaced. “I think the children need
direction.”

“I think,” I
said, not thinking first, “they need reassurance.”

She raised an
eyebrow. “Thank you for your input, Andy. I’m not sure you should
always take what 2C says as entirely accurate.”

“But sometimes,
I should.” I winced. God. How to impress the boss in two
clumsy lessons. “Sorry. I mean, if I sounded…”

But Mrs Warren
smiled. “It’s all right, I take your point. 2C may keep this corner
for the Fair. But you’ll have to share it with the Lucky Dip.”

I was sure I
heard a whispered “yay” from Tommy, though hard to say over the
level of background noise in the school hall. “I’m sure we can
manage it as well…”

“Which will be
run by Mr Canbury, like last year.”

I swallowed
hard. “He’s not exactly a parent.”

“He’s in loco
parentis, Mr Jackson. An uncle, and a volunteer. And we’re very
grateful for them, aren’t we?”

“Of course. But
I’d rather not…” I took an awkward step backwards, knocking against
the box of plastic fruit and vegetables on our display table.
Helplessly, I watched as it toppled off the edge and tipped over on
to Poppy’s head. A bunch of neon green grapes landed on her
shoulder and a baguette the colour of a pumpkin thumped into her
lap. She and Sophie W, inseparable at the best of times, started up
a joint wail this time, hopefully more from shock than injury.
Tommy started giggling.

By the time I’d
scooped up the box, Mrs Warren was on her way across the hall to
the Fancy Dress stall. She called back over her shoulder. “You and
Mr Canbury have worked events together many times, haven’t you? I
remember last summer’s Jamboree, then Firework Night, although you
unfortunately had to leave early when you singed your hair. And
that Quiz Night when you…” She paused.

I groaned
inwardly. “I just gave the tea urn a little knock. The tap seemed
to be stuck. And no one was burned that badly.”

Mrs Warren was
distracted by another member of staff, beckoning her over. “You and
Greg Canbury work well together. You make a good couple. I’m sure I
can leave it all in your capable hands.” She paused again and
glanced back at me. A small frown line appeared between her brows.
“Well, Mr Canbury will be over soon, I hope.”

“Mr Jackson?”
Amy tugged at my jacket. “Benedict’s got his finger stuck in one of
the onions. Are you in trouble with Mrs Warren?”

“No, Amy,
there’s no trouble.”

Her little nose
wrinkled. She looked older than her almost-seven years and
decidedly unconvinced. “Tommy says he has to pee.”

“That’s fine,
Poppy can take him —”

“Now,” she
interrupted. “He says he has to pee now. He’s going to do it
in the top of your model of the Eyefully Tower.”

“What? Tell him
to stop that right n—”

“Too late,”
said a low, male, and very adult voice at my ear, a flicker of
amusement in its tone. “But I’m on my way to save France’s national
treasure.”

I turned my
head to see Greg Canbury smiling at me, his expensive designer,
I’m-a-city-trader shirt tight across his chest, his skin smelling
faintly of expensive aftershave, and—rather incongruously—a large
dishcloth and bucket in his left hand. He stuck the right hand out
in front of me, demanding I shake it.

“Good to see
you again, Andy.” He gripped my palm and leaned in closer. “And
sharing such close quarters.”

God knows why
it made me shiver: the hall was far from cold. “Look, Greg…”

“On our
Christmas stalls, I meant.” His laugh sounded nervous. He didn’t
let go of my hand.

“Sir,” Amy
cried in the background. “Tommy says he’ll do the Targy Marl
next.”

Greg looked
puzzled.

“The Taj
Mahal,” I explained. “Took me three evenings’ work and a month’s
worth of empty cereal boxes to create.”

“Sir, Mr
Jackson, sir!” Amy shrieked.

Both Greg and I
leapt into action, me grabbing Tommy who was just pushing down his
shorts, and Greg waving the cloth, ready to clean up any spillages.
For the next few minutes we were kept busy either scolding or
scouring, no time for any other conversation. After all, my only
concern was in guaranteeing tomorrow’s smooth-running school event,
wasn’t it?

I sneaked more
than a few sideways looks at Greg Canbury as we brought things back
under control. Trouble was, I suspected if I had to share a stall
with him, even for a couple of hours, this corner of the hall would
need more than crepe paper bandages to deal with the wounded.
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I never found
time to break for lunch, though one of the school office staff was
kind enough to bring me a sandwich. Class 6A had made them,
apparently; pity none of them was studying Food Technology.

“What country
is that from?” Amy peered into the triangles of bread on my paper
plate. She seemed to have voted herself in as class leader for this
project.

“The one called
Supermarket,” I said, finishing them quickly before she launched
into more inquisition. “Amy, the stall’s just for fun, you
know.”

She sniffed.
“If you don’t give it your whole effort, it’s never going to work.”
It sounded suspiciously like a parent’s quotation, but I didn’t
challenge her. She was right, after all.

“Thanks for the
reminder,” I said, and popped my empty plate in the rubbish bin.
“So what’s next? Who’s working on the Southern hemisphere?”

“Poppy and
Eddy. But Eddy is building a garage with the lumps of soochy.”

“Sushi,” I
corrected absentmindedly. “Never mind, we still have Mexico and
Australia to finish off.” I’d had some trouble with the dried
kidney beans swelling when they fell into my coffee—and Mrs
Warren’s as well, unfortunately—but I was quietly confident the
plastic beef joint borrowed from the local butcher’s display would
make an impressive stand-in for kangaroo steak.

I glanced over
at the rather chaotic mess on our too-small table and wondered if
it’d be ready in time, let alone compare to my ambitious plans on
paper.

Over at the
Lucky Dip, Greg seemed to be struggling as well. He had a small
group of helpers who were meant to be sorting and wrapping the
gifts, then filling the barrel with wood shavings. They were a
couple of years older than my team, but their attention was already
waning: being let off lessons was all very well, but only if they
could spend the time on their Gameboys. Greg held a large sheet of
paper which looked like a checklist, but as his team’s chatter grew
louder and more restless, his expression looked more frustrated
than festive.

“Mr Canbury
needs help,” Amy said, rather unnecessarily, I thought.

“He can manage
just fine.” Had I sounded too sharp? Amy peered up at me, nose
wrinkling in that way she had. “Okay.” I sighed. “I’ll go and see
if I can help. If you’re sure I can leave the stall for a
moment…”

“Poppy poked
Eddy in the knee with a chopstick. He’s paying attention now.”

I rolled my
eyes and made my way to the Lucky Dip barrel.

“Andy,” Greg
said, breaking into a smile.

My heartbeat
really shouldn’t have quickened at that, but it’d been a while
since anyone except my mother had smiled at the mere sight of me.
“Do you need me for anything?”

He hesitated,
for the slightest fraction of time. His gaze flickered down my body
then back up. He blushed, and I think I may have, too.

“Yes,” Charlie
from 4B announced loudly, standing at Greg’s heel. “We’ve lost our
balls.”

I blinked, and
for a moment I thought I heard Tommy’s giggle behind me. No, it
couldn’t be. I’d left him behind at the stall, untangling the twine
we were using as spaghetti, in the hope of keeping him—and his lack
of bladder control—out of mischief.

Greg cleared
his throat but there was no mistaking the smirk on his lips. Or the
way he quickly licked them, the moisture glistening under the hall
lights.

I cleared my
throat, too. “Problem with deliveries? There are a few parcels in
the Parents’ Association room that haven’t been claimed yet.”

Greg nodded and
smiled. “We’re missing the Glitter Jet Balls. Also…” He glanced
down at the paper in his hand. “The Santa Whoopee Cushions.”

This time, I
was sure I heard Tommy’s gasp of excitement in the
background. I nodded to Greg and said, “I’ll go and see what we
have in there.”

“Wait, I can
help you.” Greg took a step so he was toe to toe with me. I could
feel the heat from his body. We were all pretty sweaty from working
all morning, but he smelled very good. Must have been the expensive
aftershave. He took my arm and drew me away from the barrel. “Maybe
we could find a quiet moment to talk. Andy, please…”

“I’ll help Mr
Canbury,” Charlie announced.

“Me, too!” came
the chorus from a group of boys behind him. They all appeared to
have a similar disrespect for any job that entailed nothing more
interesting than wrapping odd-shaped novelties in snowflake paper
for hours on end.

“No thanks.
None of you children is allowed in that room, remember?” I tried
not to snap, but I didn’t seem to be able to think calmly with
Greg’s hand on my arm. “Besides, Mr Canbury needs help here.”

Another,
smaller figure pushed its way behind the Lucky Dip barrel, too
quickly for me to see who it was, but a shiver of premonition ran
down my spine. I pushed closer to Greg to try and see better. Our
hips brushed, and he caught his breath. His fingers tightened on my
wrist.

“Andy…?”

“Tommy!” I
shouted.

I was never
going to be in time: I just couldn’t move as fast as a toddler bent
on release. All the other boys spun around, following my horrified
gaze. Greg gave me a single, startled look then turned in one fluid
move that showed how quickly he’d grasped the situation. What he
actually grasped was a bucket, at the same time as reaching
for a small, irrepressibly giggling boy who’d launched himself off
a chair, on to the relatively soft landing in the top of the
barrel, and had started to pull down his shorts.

None of
us was ever going to be in time.
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After
arrangements had been made for Tommy to be taken home by a friend
of his mum’s, Greg and I pulled the barrel into the Parents’
Association room, just off the hall, and set to work cleaning it
out. It was always going to be an unpleasant job, even though Greg
had caught Tommy quickly, but I’d never thought it was going to
take so long.

Now I
straightened up with a groan and wiped the sweat from my forehead.
I’d already taken off my shirt in order to cool down, and I was in
the thin T-shirt I’d worn underneath. Greg watched me as I wriggled
to get comfy in the small gap between the barrel and the wall. He
was strangely still as his gaze ran over my damp hair and creased
T-shirt. He didn’t look cool at all.

There wasn’t a
lot of space to manoeuvre. The room was larger than a cupboard, but
smaller than a classroom. It was really only used for storage:
behind me was a pile of boxes full of anything from drama group
costumes to musical instruments to giant chess sets. There were a
couple of crates of mulled wine in a corner, and a teetering stack
of budget-priced mince pies, all ready for tomorrow’s
refreshments.

I glanced up at
the half-open skylight, but all I could see outside was darkness.
The room was quiet apart from our breathing, and the light from the
single, rather dusty, light bulb seemed to be getting dimmer by the
minute. “What time is it?” I realised I’d left my watch at home
today, just like I’d let my mobile phone battery run down. My only
defence was that the Christmas Fair event was very stressful, and
I’d had a lot of other things on my mind.

“It must be
near midnight.” Greg didn’t seem to have a watch either. “Everyone
went home ages ago.”

How had it got
so late without me noticing? I’d been totally concentrated on
saving the Lucky Dip, shuffling around this small room, digging
through the barrel, trying not to break or crush anything else,
squeezing past Greg every couple of minutes, coughing from the
dust, laughing when we trod on each other’s feet…

Dammit. Elvira
had been right. We did work well together. Dammit. I looked
down at the thin layer of wood shavings at my feet. “Is that the
last of it?”

“I wouldn’t
have believed a kiddy’s pee could reach to such devastating depths.
We must have sifted through almost all the barrel until we reached
the dry layers. And most of the Pop-Up Hedgehogs didn’t make it.”
Greg reviewed the pile of crumpled Lucky Dip gifts that would not
be returning to the barrel, his voice almost wistful.

“We should go.
Long day tomorrow.” I turned my head. The door to the Parents’
Association room was wedged open a few inches, and I could see back
into the hall. The shades were down and the lights were off: all I
could see were heaped tables, covered now with dustsheets for the
night. I could make out the stepped arrangement of the jam, pickle
and cake stall, and the dark bulbous shape of the tombola, ready
for the raffle ticket draw. A sliver of moonlight crept in through
a gap in the shades and lit up the tinsel on the large Christmas
tree that had seen better days. The kids had loved decorating it. I
could identify the spikes of toy swords; an occasional glint from
royal crowns in dressing-up outfits. Tomorrow there’d be bright
lights and cheesy Christmas music piped through the room, and
hordes of visitors, determined to buy all the homemade gifts and
have fun, despite the room being too hot and noisy, and the
children over-excited as they showed their families around. I
wondered who’d finished off my stall and whether it was as good as
2C and I had hoped. Judging from my past track record, I had my
doubts.

“Andy?” Greg
moved a step nearer me, on the other side of the barrel. “Just hold
on a minute. Now we’re alone, I want to explain about Quiz
Night.”

“Please,” I
said, wearily. “I apologised to the School Governors. I bought your
sister a new sweater. To be honest, I was under some pressure that
night.”

Greg flushed.
“Not you, you idiot. I want to explain about me.”

“You?” The room
seemed even smaller right now. “All I remember about you, is you
finishing with me.”
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Into the
sudden, shocked silence, Greg gave a small groan. “That’s what I
want to talk about.”

I stared at
him. He’d got much closer, but I was only a few steps from the
door. I should make a run for it. I didn’t think my emotions—let
alone my pride—were up for a repeat performance of it’s been
really great, but it was only ever a casual thing, wasn’t
it?

Obviously it
had been for him.

“And I’d rather
not talk about it,” I said. My voice sounded pretty steady,
considering. “Let’s move on with fond memories of the last few
months, you said, and I think that’s a damned good idea.”

“You do?”

Of course I
bloody didn’t, but I wasn’t going to make even more of a fool of
myself. We had had a good time. We met at the summer
Jamboree, where he introduced himself with his sister Emma, a
parent at the school. He was in Business Development for an
investment bank, working from home, so his flexible hours meant he
could help her out, Emma being a single mum with shift work to
juggle. The minute I saw him, I liked him. That feeling just kept
growing. He said later he felt the same way, but he didn’t want to
make a move that day until he knew I was off duty: as it was, we
spent the afternoon at each other’s side, and went out to dinner
afterwards. He stayed over, too. We were, as Elvira had so
ironically said, a good couple. For many months, we enjoyed the
same movies, shared our favourite restaurants, got sweaty together
in bed—very satisfactorily - and laughed a hell of a lot.

Then Greg also
attended the infamous Quiz Night. Where he dumped me, apparently
because he wasn’t really looking for a “serious” relationship, and
all I could do was gape like a shocked goldfish. We were taking a
break between the Sports and Natural Science rounds. I probably
shouldn’t have offered to get the hot drinks for the table,
distracted as I was by Greg’s bombshell. I struggled with the tap
on the urn in my usual clumsy way and spilled almost-scalding water
under three nearby tables and over the coats and sweaters of half a
dozen parents, including Emma. And—what was worse, according to my
team mates—got us disqualified just before they were due to score
in Popular Music.



The Tea Urn
Incident—as they embarrassingly typed it up in the school
newsletter - relegated the small matter of my heartbreak into
second place. I hadn’t seen Greg since that night, hadn’t wanted
to. Six weeks and three days. Hell, I’d known this working-together
thing would be torture.

“Andy? I’m
really sorry. I was wrong.” he said. He looked very disturbed. He’d
also sidled around the barrel, getting closer.

“You didn’t
think so at the time.” I took a step back. I caught my heel on
something that wobbled behind me.

“But it’s
different now…”

“No,” I
said.

It all happened
too quickly, but then, that’d become my personal mantra. Greg
reached for me and I jerked away, determined not to give in to that
warmth and desire any more if my feelings weren’t returned. The
barrel caught my shins and I flung out a hand to steady myself. The
wobbling behind me turned into a full topple of at least four
boxes, and set up a domino effect from the shelves. Greg yelped as
a tennis racquet hit him in the ear, and I stumbled back to avoid a
spillage of gym mats. I fell against the junction of the wall and
the door, my foot dislodged something that slid across the floor
with a loud, metallic screech, and I went down on to my arse.

The door
slammed shut in front of me. The overhead bulb buzzed, and the
light dimmed.

“Andy, are you
okay?” Greg crouched down beside me. “Let’s get out of here.”

“No,” I said
again.

“Don’t be like
that —”

“No, as in we
can’t get out,” I said. I was wheezing from the dislodged dust.
“There’s no handle on the inside of the door.”

He stared at
me. Glanced over at the closed door then back to me. “You’re
joking.”

I started to
laugh but it sounded borderline hysterical. “I wish. It fell off
yesterday and the caretaker’s meant to have fixed it by now. He’s
just been busy elsewhere.”

“But what about
the kids? They could get…”

“Trapped, yes.”
My voice was sharp. “Obviously we’ve been very careful while the
children are in the building, but we needed access to the room for
the Fair. The door’s been wedged open in the meantime.”

“Been…?”

I’d kicked the
metal block out of place when I fell. It now lay against the bottom
of the barrel, heavy and redundant. We both stared at it in
disbelief.

Greg bit his
lip and let himself down on to the floor beside me. “Can’t you call
the caretaker to come and let us out?”

I remembered my
phone with no charge, and shook my head. “Can’t you call Emma?”

He flushed. “My
phone’s in my jacket, I took it off earlier. It’s probably still
behind the stall.”

We sat there
silently. Business as usual for me: crisis and disaster. I leaned
my head back against the wall and sighed.

“We just need
to keep calm,” Greg said. “I’m sure we’ll think of something.”

I glanced
around the room. We were sitting side by side on a floor covered
with wood shavings, surrounded by spilled boxes of sports
equipment, homemade costumes and strings of Mardi Gras beads, under
a fading light, with no prospect of anyone passing in the hall
until the early hours of tomorrow. I wondered exactly what he’d
think of that could be any consolation.

“What is there
to drink around here?” he asked.
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I hadn’t
realised how palatable mulled wine could be, even cold, and drunk
from a polystyrene cup. The mince pies weren’t bad, either, though
I was getting pretty sick of the taste after my first eight.

“So, how’ve you
been?”

I turned to
stare at Greg. “Fine, thanks.” I mean, that was what people always
said, even if they were limping into the doctor’s surgery with a
limb hanging by a thread, wasn’t it?

“Okay, no need
for that tone.” He frowned and took another gulp from his own cup.
Then reached over for the bottle and filled both our cups again.
Maybe it was the second bottle. Or third. We were drinking very
freely. “At least you’re a captive audience now.”

“What?”

He shifted on
the floor: his foot had probably gone to sleep like mine already
had. “I really messed up, Andy.”

“The Lucky Dip?
We’ll get it back up for tomorrow…”

“I mean with
us.” His face looked very red, even in the dim light. “For God’s
sake, are you being deliberately difficult?”

“I don’t have
good reason?” I snapped back.

“You won’t give
me a fucking chance —”

“And watch your
language.” It was an instinctive response, but one I usually
reserved for the children.

Greg groaned.
“So when the hell do you get off?”

“I…?”

He stared at me
and suddenly grinned. His anger bled away, as easily as the Lucky
Dip filling had trickled through our fingers. “You should see your
face. I meant off duty, so I can talk to you, explain some things.
Swear, without worrying that one of the kids will report me to
Warren.”

I remembered
that smile: the way he didn’t stay angry for long, encouraged me to
have fun, showed me the things in life I’d put on a back burner for
a long time—or been afraid to try. With Greg, my dread of disaster
had never seemed as overwhelming. I’d had more fun—and more
pleasure—than I’d ever had with anyone. I smiled back. For that
moment we were in accord.

Maybe Greg saw
his opportunity, because he rushed on. “I shouldn’t have broken up
with you, Andy. I lost sight of things for a while. I didn’t
realise what we had. What I had.” His face twisted. “You
were right.”

“I was…” I took
a gulp of my drink. “I was angry.” Hurt. “It was a bad
night.”

“You were
right,” he repeated, his voice higher. “Told me I was making a
mistake.”

Oh God.
It was so cramped in that room, I thought he might actually hear my
heartbeat speeding up. “Well, it’s all academic now.”

Greg was
inching towards me and his hand brushed my elbow. He didn’t seem to
have heard my comment. “You asked what had changed my mind, why we
couldn’t work things out. And I didn’t have an answer.”

Go, me. I was
ever the voice of reason. Even when every part of me was aching
with shock and misery. “No point dwelling on the past. Let’s just
be friends, like you said.”

Greg frowned.
“I did say that, didn’t I? What a prick. That, and…” He glanced at
me and coloured. I was holding my breath for some reason. “I was
scared, Andy. I’ve never… it was intense, the way I felt about you.
That’s why I couldn’t give you a good reason for breaking up. At
least, I realise that now. So I just…ran.”

Intense?
“Look. It’s okay. I understand. You don’t need to apologise.”

“Yes I do.”
Greg took my hand. The room suddenly felt much warmer. I wondered
if it was more airtight than we thought, if maybe the supply would
run out and they’d find us suffocated in the morning, slumped on
the floor among empty wine bottles and clasped in each other’s
arms…

“It doesn’t
matter,” I gabbled, pulling away from him, “because I do
understand. We had a great time, and that’s good enough. It
happens, we’re both grown men, we can move on. I’m sorry if I’ve
been …” What? Rude? Unhappy? “…awkward. It’s good to work
with you again. This Fair’s going to be the best ever.”

He looked
angry. And sad, all mixed up together. His hand was at my waist. I
didn’t want to wriggle away too obviously, but it was also a
comforting touch.

“Have another
drink,” he said, gently. “This could be a long night.”

“No way. I had
a few drinks at Quiz Night, and look what happened there…”

“That wasn’t
your fault,” he interrupted. “I behaved really badly. You were
pissed off with me.”

“Don’t tell me
what I was or wasn’t,” I snapped.

Greg grinned,
which I thought was an incomprehensible response, but it was
difficult to get aggrieved when you were squashed beside a pile of
Snowman Pop-a-Pens packaging, and had an Egyptian mummy’s
papier-mâché hand jabbing you in the ribs.

“You always
were a stroppy drunk, at least for the first few.” he said. “Pass
me another bottle, will you?”
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The bulb in the
room had gradually sputtered to a bare glimmer. It was taking
Elvira Warren’s energy-saving initiatives to a ridiculous length,
but it wasn’t as if I was in any position to complain.

My only worry
about drinking so much was in case I got caught short like Tommy
had. Greg had found a lidded bucket at the back of the room, but
when he produced it with a flourish—just in case, he said,
with a grimace—I started laughing and couldn’t seem to stop. It was
something about seeing him scrambling on his knees around the
barrel, his hair tousled, his expensive clothes creased and dusty.
Or maybe it was the wine. By the time he reached me, a rueful smile
on his face, I was the one ready to pass the bottle. Another
bottle. Whatever.

“How long do
you think before they come to find us?”

I shrugged, and
another box shifted behind me. The glazed eyes of stuffed toys
glinted at me from beneath the half-open lid, and a fairy wand fell
into my lap. I lifted it off quickly, but it still left glitter all
over me. “Isn’t Emma expecting you back home?”

“No. I said I
was going back to my flat tonight, I needed a good night’s sleep in
my own bed before…”

“…the onslaught
tomorrow.” I nodded. “Me, too. We’ll be fit for nothing now. And
the children need as much help as we can give.”

“Andy, do you
hate me?”

His expression
was odd. I laughed, but not as easily as before. “You sound like
one of the kids.”

“Perhaps that’s
what it takes.”

“Sorry?”

Greg knelt up
beside me. He’d given up brushing dust off his trousers, or trying
to keep things in order around us. He’d spilled some wine down his
shirt, and a small crumb of mince pie pastry on his chin glinted
white in the reflection off a Roman shield. “With you, it was
always difficult to compete with the job. The kids always came
first. That was tough for me, you know? You missed nights out,
rarely stayed over at my place, didn’t always answer your
phone…”

“Greg, it’s my
job, and I want to do it well. It’s never been a nine to five
one.”

“Of course, I
know that.” He was nodding but he looked unhappy.

“And that’s no
excuse…”

“No,” he said
quickly. “No excuse for dumping you. If I’d been honest with
myself, it wasn’t really a problem. I was happy with you. With
us. Stupidly so. I should have given it my whole
effort.”

All I did was
shrug again.

“Shit.” His
eyes darkened further, obvious even in the half-light. “If you only
knew how much I want you.”

Warmth flooded
me inside and I smiled. Couldn’t help it. “God knows why. The day
we met I nearly knocked you over.”

“Yeah. Not a
good idea for a grown man to try out a Bouncy Castle, even to
rescue a lost kid from kindergarten. Did you ever find your other
shoe?”

“No. And when
they banned me from clearing away the music system because of that
strange feedback problem…”

“That was when
we decided to cut our losses and go back to your flat. I especially
remember that.” Greg’s voice gentled.

I remembered,
too. There was a small silence between us.

“You see,” I
said slowly. “I believed you at the Quiz Night. Oh yes, I argued
with you! I didn’t want it to end. But in some ways…” My voice
dropped. “I was already resigned to the fact that it was
just casual fun, that it’d all come to an abrupt end, at any time.
I couldn’t imagine any other conclusion. I’m not really in your
class, Greg. You’re a high-flier, I’m a local primary school
teacher. To say nothing of the fact I’m such a klutz.”

“Klutz? What
kind of word is that?”

I laughed, a
bit sadly. “The Sophies said it, when I bumped into the edge of the
stall this morning for the third time. It sounded appropriate.”

Greg laughed
too, but not as long as I did. “I never saw you as a klutz, Andy.
Easily distracted, sure. But for all the right reasons, because you
concentrate on everything but yourself.” He shifted nearer and I
didn’t push him away. “You’re just as good as me, if not better.
You’re genuine, unpretentious. Witty. Easy-going. Devoted to your
job.” He leaned over and breathed close to my cheek. “Bloody
hot.”

“Yes,” I
whispered. “You said that when you caught me falling off the Bouncy
Castle.”

“Andy? I need
to know if there’s any hope.” Greg looked pained. “I’ll grovel, if
that’s what it takes.”

I was going to
laugh scornfully, but what actually came out of my mouth was, “You
always looked good on your knees.”

Silence again,
a little shocked.

“No,” I said,
swiftly, before either of us got mixed messages, but Greg just
grinned.

“More wine?” he
said, eyes sparkling.
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I had no idea
what time it was any more. The skylight was a slab of black above
our heads, and there was no clock or watch to consult. There were
no clues from outside the room, either: we never heard a sound
except very distant traffic.

“I could climb
up to the skylight,” I said, and hiccupped. “Wriggle out on to the
roof.”

“Like Mission
Impossible?” Greg sniggered. He sounded like an older version of
Tommy. Maybe I’d give him the job of untangling the
spaghetti as punishment. I sniggered as well and leaned my head on
his shoulder. We were sitting hip to hip against the wall. I nudged
an empty bottle out of the way with my socked foot and it clinked
against some others. Quite a few.

“It wasn’t
enough, Andy.”

“What?” Though
I was no longer startled by a non sequitur from either of us.

“You said you
understood why I dumped you. That we’d had fun and that was enough.
But it’s not enough. Never was. I wanted much more. For us
both.”

I felt
uncomfortable for more reasons than the fact I was sitting on a
plastic Barbie rain-cape. “Still dumped me.”

“Shit, yes.
Stupid bastard.” It was his turn to hiccup. “I mean me, not you.
Scared you didn’t feel the same, that I’d make a fool of myself.
Scared and bloody stupid. I’ve thought a lot about it, ever
since.”

“About being a
stupid bastard?”

With a nervous
laugh, he punched me on the shoulder. Difficult to judge strength
in the dark, I guessed, as I surreptitiously rubbed away the
oncoming bruise.

“I meant it,
Andy. I’d…like to try again. You and me.”

His face was
close to mine and a little out of focus. I could see drops of wine
on his lips. I wondered how different it’d taste from his mouth
rather than my chewed polystyrene cup. “Things have changed,
Greg.”

“You’re seeing
someone else?”

I opened my
mouth to say yes, as a matter of pride. “No,” I said. “Of course
not. I don’t want to.”

He sucked in a
breath. “Oh, Andy.”

I shrugged and
swallowed another hiccup. “I just don’t know if I…”

“Yes, you do.”
His voice was stronger, more determined. “The way it goes, you
either want to kick me or kiss me. So put me out of my misery, and
tell me which it is. It’s your decision. I’ll be fine with either.”
He winced. “No, fuck, I’m lying. But anyway. It’s in your hands. If
you want, I can get lost after the Fair tomorrow, and change my
Facebook profile to ‘was in a relationship and fucked it up but the
bloody man won’t give me another chance’.”

I stared at
him. “I never saw a status like that in my life.”

He started
laughing, much too loudly, and I laughed, too. God, that wine was
unusually strong. Actually, it must have been spiked with
something, because when he leaned in farther against me, I made no
attempt to pull away. And, as I’d suspected, it tasted really good
on his lips as I let him kiss me.

Well, I kissed
him back as well. With plenty of tongue. Fabulous taste, hot and
male and hungry and half-angry. Oh, but I’d missed him! When
I pulled him down on top of me, I somehow managed to dislodge a
pile of glow sticks above our heads.

“Klutz,” Greg
murmured, but his tone was fond. One of them caught on his ear and
snapped open, releasing its ring of unearthly glow. Just before he
brushed it off, I thought how it looked like a halo. Was that how I
saw him? Sexy and handsome, bright like the best kind of angel. But
disturbing my life, too. Demanding and selfish, sometimes, and
judging from the fun we used to have in bed…oh yes, more like a
devil.

I sniggered
again. And kissed him again. He slid his hand under my shirt and
played with my nipple. Amazing how hard your dick can get, even
after all that wine. How hard mine got. When Greg rolled
against me, I could tell he was hard too. He’d always been really
good in bed: I wondered what he was like in a Parents’ Association
room, with shavings in his hair and a witch’s wig twisted around
his ankle. Just as good, I expected. I don’t think either of us
knew what the other one was laughing about.

It wasn’t easy
to make out in that confined space but we kicked the rubbish out of
our immediate way without a break from the kissing, and when he
grasped me by the hair, I pressed up against him. I didn’t need to
adjust, we fit back together as well as we always had. One of his
hands gripped the nape of my neck, the other slid around my waist.
I groaned into his mouth and rubbed against him, belly to groin. He
made a strange strangled noise in the back of his throat that I’d
never heard from him before.

“You okay?”

He nodded
fiercely, I felt his hands tighten on me. He seemed to find it
difficult to speak, and his hips were jerking boldly against me.
Our cocks rubbed together through our clothes, my hands clutched
him so tightly I thought we’d meld into one body. No one had ever
made my heart race so fast, or made me grab so desperately, or made
me so excited that I…

“No,” he
moaned. “Not…oh…Andy, I…fuck.”

I’d have paid
more attention to him if I’d been able to catch my breath, or focus
properly, as my head swam and my hips shuddered against his. He
grunted, my name a whisper on his breath, and his teeth tightened
on the junction of my neck and throat. Then I came, totally
embarrassingly and totally fantastically, in my briefs.
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All I can say
is, thank goodness there was a supply of baby wipes on a top shelf.
With matching shamefaced grins, we cleared up as best we could,
then lay back down on the floor, clasped together in the shade of
the barrel. A smile was still stuck on my face, as if Tommy had
dropped it in the glue as well as the scissors, and I tried to
stretch my legs to get more comfortable. “Ouch. Stiff.” That
prompted another juvenile snigger from Greg, and I laughed in
reply. “Give a man some time to recover, will you?”

Greg tensed up.
“Look. Andy. That was…but…no obligation, okay?” His voice was
slurred: the words were garbled, and obligation didn’t sound
quite right. It made me smile even more. Thank goodness for mulled
wine, too. I hadn’t felt so relaxed for weeks.

“Not looking to
move in or anything,” he continued. “Can wait until you have time
for me. Realise you have to be able to trust me again, right?”

“Right,” I
said. The small bead of sweat at the base of his throat shimmered
in the remains of the light. I licked my lips. “No
obligations?”

“Hell, no.”

“Not even after
we just…?”

He smirked.
“Regrets?”

“Hell, no.” I
smirked back.

“So. Please.
Give me another chance. She said I was stupid to let you go, and
she was bloody right.”

“Emma?”

“Fuck, no! Uh.
Sorry.” He grimaced. “Little Amy, I mean. Kid’s got twenty years on
her passport age. Uncle Greg, she says, sounding just like
her mother. Hell, like my mother. Aren’t you and Mr
Jackson boyfriends any more? What am I meant to say to that,
eh? Andy? What am I meant to…”

I put my hands
on either side of his face and kissed him. To shut him up. Or
whatever, as 2C would say. When I pulled back, he was
panting, looking dazed. I gazed at him for a long while. His
features were model handsome, but I knew he put on weight too
easily if he didn’t watch his diet. He dressed immaculately on the
outside but wore novelty superhero briefs he pretended Emma and Amy
had bought. He bickered about the correct percentage tip when we
split a restaurant bill, but he’d saved my dad a fortune with free
investment advice.

And he’d dumped
me.

But who was I
kidding? He was the one I wanted. Always had been. He was smart,
determined, funny, sexy and…he was man enough to say sorry. He’d
wimped out for a while, but he wanted another chance. He played the
assertive businessman, trying to take charge, whatever we did
together, but he was the usual messy mix inside we all were.

“Ask me out,” I
said.

“Without
waiting for the end of term?”

I rolled my
eyes. “I can find time for fun as well as work, you know.” At
least, I would from now on.

“Andy, will you
go out with me again? Tomorrow? The next day? All —”

“Hey, one step
at a time.” But I kissed him again, whispering “yes” into his
mouth.

His eyes
flickered now with something I’d have called lasciviousness, though
I’d never have asked even 6A to spell it. “You didn’t do it on
purpose, did you? Locking us in. It’s a bloody cliché you
know.”

I laughed.
“Good God, no.” But maybe my clumsiness had finally paid its
dividend. I ran my hand through his hair and gently pushed his head
downwards. “About that grovelling…?”

Greg shifted
about quickly, his head dipping down into my lap, his hands clumsy
on the zip of my trousers. “Shit, Andy, but you’re something else.
When you let go.”

So I let go
again. Or let him take hold.

Whatever you
wanted to call it.
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We were rescued
early the next morning when everyone arrived to make last-minute
preparations for the fair, but we’d still had to sleep there the
night. Mostly sleep, that is. We’d made good use of the wipes, and
were dressed decently by the time someone opened the door. A clutch
of teachers looked in on us, including Elvira, and plenty of
children trying to peer around the adults. I grimaced, not sure I
was ready for pupil paparazzi.

I stumbled out
of the room, blinked in the bright light and let someone pass me a
hot coffee and some buttered toast. The staffroom was obviously
already up and running, even though the Fair wasn’t due to start
until midday. There was also a lot of fussing and shocked gasps and
apologies, even from Elvira, though everything she said had that
overtone of “without prejudice”. I glanced over at Greg, who was
getting similarly spoiled, and he winked at me. No, I wouldn’t be
making a formal complaint.
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