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Rise like lions after slumber
In unvanquishable number –
Shake your chains to earth like dew
Which in sleep had fallen on you –
Ye are many – they are few.

‘The Mask of Anarchy’, Percy Bysshe Shelley




PART ONE

Glasgow – Florence

November 2002

It was deadead good they let me go. I’ve never went abroad before except Majorca or Tenerife. And only in the summer to lie about on the beach and that. This was November and I’m like, will I take my big coat or will it still be warmer than Glasgow? My ma didny know. My da says, Oh aye, Italy can be cauld this time a year. Willy Bauld. And he showed me the world temperatures in the Herald: Venice 6 degrees Celsius, Rome 9 degrees, Florence 8, Glasgow 10. Like it was football scores. Aye, hen, take your coat, he says.

I goes, Puck, puck, puck, puckeck and flap my elbows, cause I don’t like it when he calls me hen, and I dodge behind the sofa before he can swipe me with the paper. A right comedienne, he says.

My daddy’s alright really. He wasny that keen at first when I says I wanted to go on the demo. Och, Da, it’s no like it’s for a daft holiday; it’s a good cause. Anti-war, anti-globalization! I bet you’d have went if you were my age. It’s everything you’re always goin on about.

You’re too young, he says, sixteen’s too young to be gallivantin about Europe. Like I’m still a wean!

But I says, Danny’ll be there, he’ll look efter me. He’s organizin the bus and runnin the Glasgow end a the trip.

Oh aye, my da says, that’s reassurin; couldny run a menodge, that brother a yours.

That’s no fair, my ma says; you’re too hard on the boy. And that pure sets my da off on wan.

Hard? Listen, when I was twenty-four I was bringin in a wage tay keep my wife and family… blah blah blah… and the vein’s standin out on his forehead and he’s went pure puce. And my ma’s at the sink with her back to him, but you can see she’s mad cause she’s rattlin the dishes and clashin them ontay the drainin board an shakin her head. My da keeps goin on about Danny no havin a job. Like it’s his fault he got his books fae the Call Centre. They’re always arguin. My da givin it, When ye gonny grow up and shoulder your responsibilities? At least the Call Centre was a job.

Danny used to say nothin, but since he joined his group he’s more able for my da and he gives it, So where’s your politics now? The big socialist, eh? The Big Red Clydesider. That kinda work’s crap and you know it. You’re no even allowed out for a pish. Some a they boys in there have never even heard of a union.

Aye, well, my da says, if they didny turn the colour a biled shite at the mention of the word work, mibby they could get off their arses an form wan. And Danny’s went the same red as my da by this time and just swears under his breath and goes through to his room and turns up his stereo dead loud.

Anyway, to cut a short story long, as my da would say, he eventually says I could go. I think he felt like… guilty about Danny. Or maybe my ma’s went on at him. I don’t know. But when Danny and me are just leavin to catch the bus, my da’s went, Here, son, there a wee contribution. For the vino. Mind an look efter my lassie. And he hands a few notes to Danny. See he is alright my da, when it comes down to it.

But for a minute I think Danny’s no gonny take the money; he just stands there lookin my da in the eye. And my da’s like, Suit yersel, son. And I’m just away to say, I’ll take it, Da, when Danny puts it in his jeans pocket and says, Thanks, dead low and goes out the room.

I looks at my da and his face is like deadead hurt and I goes, Thanks, Da, and I hug him hard.

He pats me on the shoulder and says, You look efter yoursel now, hen, and keep outay trouble. And I’m like nearly greetin and I think my da is too.

Danny comes back in then with his rucksack over one shoulder and says, Right, we ready to rock an roll, Wee Yin? And I’m glad he’s makin an effort so I goes, Who you callin Wee Yin, Big Yin? And my da laughs and says, Away yous go, the paira ye. Have a good time. Say hello to the comrades for me. And come back in wan piece, will ye.

I hug him again and I burst my coldsore on his stubbly cheek and I’m like, See what you’ve went an did now! So he takes his hanky out an dabs my mouth dead gentle. And Danny says, She’ll live – come on, Clare, or we’ll miss the bus. Say cheerio to Ma for us. Tell her we’ll text her when we get to Florence.

You and your mobile phones! Da says.

When we gets to the square there’s buses standin and a lot of folk millin about smokin. There’s this guy with amazin dreadlocks tied back and one a they black and white Arab scarfs round his neck with the tasselly points hangin down his combat jacket. Danny flings his rucksack on top of a heap of other bags at the back of one a the buses and shouts over, Hey, Julian. And the guy with the dreads looks at us, takes a draw on his roll-up, makes his eyes into slits, says somethin to the guy next to him and comes over dead slow. He doesny even smile nor nothin. I’m thinkin, Who is this guy?

Alright? Danny says.

And the guy Julian says, I’m good. Who’s this then? And he’s got like this posh voice, definitely no Glasgow. It sounds dead funny with the dreads. He’s lookin at me with these huge blue eyes. Lookin right at me. And I feel my face gettin hot and my coldsore’s pure lowpin. I look down and his fag’s burnin away in his hand. The ash is blowin off in wee grey flakes.

This is my wee sister, Clare, Danny says, and I could’ve kicked him.

Delighted to make your acquaintance, the guy says. And he flings his fag onto the red tar stuff they’ve went an covered George Square wae. Red Square, my da calls it. And he slaps the heels of his boots thegether and sort of like… bows and holds out his hand, keepin his big blue eyes on me the whole time.

Clare, meet Julian, Danny says.

I try to think of somethin clever to say but I can’t so I just goes, Hi, and keep my hands in my pockets and look across the square. Folk are startin to move towards the buses now and I’m dyin to get on and get movin.

So how’s things? Danny says to Julian.

Bit fragile this morning, he says. Mouth like the inside of a vacuum cleaner.

Vacuum cleaner! A vacuum cleaner.

Bit of a dodgy old tum, he says. And he rubs his belly under his green jacket.

Well, just as long as you don’t spew your ring aw ower me on the bus, Danny says and laughs.

No way! Was this guy goin to be sittin next tay us? Great! I flings Danny a look and hope the guy Julian doesny catch it. But Danny’s all over him and he ignores me.

Did you see the report in the Guardian, Julian says, about Firenze’s preparations for the Social Forum?

No, Danny says, I’ve already telt you I don’t read that bourgeois rag. Oh God, is Danny gonny go off on wan?

Well, terribly sorry, your Supreme Proliness. I forgot, the guy Julian says. God, sir, you jocks don’t half have the old chip on the shoulder. The old deep-fried Mars Bar and chips. Mahz Bah, he says it like.

I’ll give you a Mars bar. Anywhere you like, Danny says, I’ve taen my chib. Come on, Jules, drop the English Upper-class Twit act, why don’t you, or you’ll put my wee sister right off her Irn Bru.

Wot? Julian cups his hand round his ear and leans forward. Some of his dreads swing round over his shoulder. They smell of smoke and somethin else. They look that matted way my hair used to go at the back when I was wee. I would like to touch them, see what they feel like. A bit clatty but. Could be introduced to a bar of soap, my ma would say. Wot’s that you say? Class act you say? Well, of course. And he staggers towards the bus with a kid-on walkin stick and his hand shakin like he’s an old old man. When he gets to the door he straightens up and turns his lamps on me. Ladies first, he says.

Come on, the driver says, what’s the hold-up? He’s in a right bad mood! I take my rucksack off, hold it in front of me and climb on. The driver’s a wee fat man with greasy black hair. He draws me a dirty look.

It’s already half full, the bus, and I don’t see anybody I know. It’s a shame my pal Farkhanda couldny come with us; her da wouldny let her. I was dead disappointed when she telt me. We would a had a good laugh. Everybody’s older than me and they’re all dressed kinda… weird. Like students and sort of like… hippies. Well, no really hippies, cause my da says they were a sixties phenomenon, a product of post-war affluence in the West. He uses a lot of big words, my da. His mates at work say, You swally a dictionary, PK? They never call him Peter. Just because I don’t read the Record or the Sun, my da says. Rot your brain, they rags.

So I’m lookin for two seats thegether for me and Danny, and suddenly he’s right at my back and says, This’ll dae for the three of us. And he swings his polybag fulla books and leaflets up on the rack and goes to take my rucksack off us and stick it up too. But I’m like, I want to keep it on my knee the now. And I squeeze into the window seat.

Suit yersel, Danny says, like he knows I’m pissed off, but isny gonny ask me what it’s about. There’s a seat for you, Jules, he says, and he points at the one across the passage. Then he paps hissel down on the seat next to me.

Great, Julian says, and sits in the seat next to a lassie with dyed purple hair. I’m tryin no to watch him but it’s dead hard no to. He keeps movin his head up and down against the back a the seat, like he canny get comfortable for his dreads. So he sits up, pulls the black scrunchy off at the back, holds it in his mouth, and pulls all his hair up on top of his head, twists the scrunchy on and lies back against the seat. Ah, that’s better, he says. I’m tryin no to laugh. All the ends ay his dreads are movin about like fingers growin out his head. The guy’s a pure weirdo.

Danny does laugh. You look like a – thingmy, whatdyecallit – sea anemone.

Yes, creature of the deep, that’s me. Hidden depths… still waters and so on.

I get my CD player out my rucksack and feel about for a CD. The bus is full now and the driver’s arguin with a couple a guys that are tryin to get on.

I don’t care if you’re wae the official party of the fuckin Queen of Sheba, yous are no fuckin gettin on my bus.

The door hisses shut and he starts the engine. And the two guys are like bangin on the window and shoutin and givin him the finger.

Danny laughs. Dickheads, he says. Should’ve got here on time. And he leans over me, chaps the window and points to the bus behind. There’s still spaces on that wan, he says, talkin quiet but makin his mouth big so they can read his lips.

And next thing we’re off, up the big hill at Rottenrow, headin for the motorway.

Time to knit up the old ravelled sleeve of care, Julian says. And he yawns and closes his eyes. The tentacles on top of his head waggle about a minute and then go still. His face is awful white but, kinda like… seethrough. Well, no really, but you know what I mean. He’s got purply bits under his eyes that I’ve no noticed when his eyes are open. And he’s got a wee kinda beard – no exactly a goatee – more straggly. More blondy than his hair too.

I take my Coke and my book and my crisps and my M&Ms out my rucksack and stuff them in the stretchy net pocket on the back of the seat in front and I stick my rucksack down at my feet.

Here, gie me that, Danny says, and he lifts it up on the rack for us, gets his own book out his polybag and plonks hissel back down. I plug my earphones in and switch on the White Stripes.

I wake up when somebody at the back a the bus shouts, Florence… at fuckin last! It’s gettin dark and I’m achin all over. I look out the window, but I can’t see much; just lights streakin past and a faint reflection of the seats at the other side. And my own face starin back at me with really big eyes. Like a slow loris. I’m burstin for a pee too; the toilet at the back of the bus has been disgustin since Newcastle.

Danny, I says. Danny. I poke my elbow in his side. Danny, we’re here I think. Somebody up the back said it. Just now.

Danny sits up and blinks. What? Where are we?

We’re here. Florence, I says.

Oh, yeah. So we are. He peers out the window.

Hey, Clare, there the Duomo, he says. And he’s pointin to this huge church we’re passin that looks like it’s all white marble with coloured patterns and a big round red tower. Magic, I think, can we just get to a toilet afore I pee myself? I’ve been bitin my lip tryin to hold it in, so my coldsore’s burst again. I can taste the blood.

When we eventually get off the bus and start walkin, my rucksack feels like twice as heavy as it did before we left Glasgow; the straps are pure cuttin into my shoulders. We leave Julian talkin to a bunch a guys outside the bus station, but Danny says he’s stayin at the same B&B as us. Great! Just what I need.

The pensione Danny calls the place, but it says B&B on the door. The first thing I do when we get there is run to the toilet. It’s all white tiles with a shower and a – whatdyoucall they things? A bidet. And it’s pure Baltic too. My da wasny kiddin. The water’s cold when I wash my hands and my teeth are chitterin. I look in the mirror above the basin. My face looks as if it’s shrank. And my coldsore has went fae the corner of my mouth halfway across my top lip. There’s this big red scab on it too. At least I’m no goin out clubbin this Saturday.

By the time I’ve came out, Danny’s tryin out his Italian on the couple that owns the B&B. I’ve no got a scooby what they’re sayin but they’re smilin and they seem quite friendly. The woman looks at me and says, Fa freddo. And she rubs her hands thegether and shivers, so she must be feelin the cold too. I put my hands in under my oxters and nod at her and smile. She must’ve thought I’ve understood what she says, cause she comes out with a pure torrent of Italian. I looks at Danny but he’s no got a clue either. I wish I’d’ve took Italian instead of Spanish at school. The man says somethin to the woman and she shrugs. She looks totally Italian – like they old women in the Olivio adverts. The guy turns to Danny. He’s black and thin with a wee face, and he seems to be always smilin. He starts to speak dead slow in English.

We hope you OK here. Breakfast eight o’clock. Dining room downstairs. On ground floor. Beside reception. And they both smile and go out the room.

I’m like, Phew, and I fling myself on one a the beds. It’s totally hard and doesny bounce and it’s got a white duvet on top. In fact the whole place is white and more or less bare except for a picture of Our Lady on wan wall. Nay TV. Cheaper end a the market, Danny had said, but we’re no goin for a luxury weekend; we’re there to demonstrate, show Bush and Blair the error of their ways. Oh aye, I think, like they’re really gonny be waitin with baited breath tay hear what Danny Kilkenny has to say! But I keep quiet. Danny can seem so old sometimes. When he’s givin it, The Means of Production and Globalization and The Changing Economy, he sounds just like my da.

Well, whatdye think? Danny says. He’s grinnin all ower his face and he looks dead chuffed with hissel.

I goes, It’s brilliant. Great. I sit up on the bed and plant my feet on the floor. A kinda marble it looks like. Or no really marble but just as hard and cold. Kinda black and grey with a few orangey flecks. And there’s a black border round the edge. It’s like… pure Italian, I says.

Yeah, he says. Great, intit? Right, I’m just gonny text Ma and let her know we’re here. Then it’s out to see the sights of la bella città.

Good, I says, cause I’m starvin; wearin away tay a shadow. I’m holdin out the band of my jeans when the door goes and Julian walks in. Afore anybody even answers. He’s taen his scrunchy off and his dreads are movin around all over his head.

Mmm, he says, a navel piercing. Well, you are full of surprises, young Clare. I try to pull down my top but it’s too short. I look over at Danny but he’s in the middle of texting my ma. Tell me, he says, and his eyes are lookin right through me, Is any other part of your body pierced? And he flicks my belly button stud. I’ve got like a pure riddy by this time. I can smell his hair too, the cigarette smoke and the other sweet kinda smell. Waccy baccy I bet it is, and patchouli.

Hey, Jules – Danny’s lookin over now – leave her alane, she’s just a wean.

No I’m no, I says.

No, I bet you’re not, Julian says. I feel as if his eyes can see right inside me.

She’s strictly off limits, Jules; I promised my da I’d look efter her.

Stop talking about me like… like I’m no here, I says to Danny. And Julian gives a wee laugh. I can feel my face burnin; I must have even more of a riddy.

Well, if Comrade Kilkenny’s decreed that his peach of a daughter’s not to be tampered with, who am I to stage a coup? Wouldn’t want to end up in a gulag now, would I? He’s smiling at me when he says this, so I smile too, a wee smile so I don’t split my coldsore again. Danny isny smilin but. He looks pissed off.

He’s no a Stalinist, my da, so keep your fuckin insinuations to yoursel.

Hey, man, only joking, Julian says, and he holds his hands up and jiggles his dreads. Come on, let’s go eat. Some of the other guys are meeting up in the trattoria round the corner … ah – Giovanni’s, I think it’s called.

Danny’s like, Aye, right. Still in a bad mood. Julian’s lookin at Danny, then he winks at me and taps the side a his nose with his finger. I put my big coat on and kid on I don’t see him.

*

There’s loads a people in the restaurant. I know some of the faces from the bus but there’s a lot I don’t know. Danny and Julian seem to know like… everybody and Danny’s in a good mood again, huggin the lassies and clappin the guys on the back. It’s funny, he’s no the way he is at hame, Danny. There’s candles in red glass holders on the red and white checked tablecloths and all the faces are glowin.

… This is Clare, Danny’s wee sister, Julian’s sayin to a lassie. Clare, meet my very good friend and compañera, Laetitia. Titty to those lucky enough to be admitted into a degree of intimacy with her.

I’m thinking, Titty! What a name!

Hi, she says, and she switches her roll-up into her left hand and holds out this wee white hand to me. She’s got short black hair and big dark brown eyes and she’s like… dead cool. No cool cool. But just… cool. Do come and join us, she says. She must come fae near Julian, cause she speaks the exact same way. She kinda like does ballet dancer hands at the empty chairs and Julian sits down beside her. I look around for Danny. He’s sittin at a crowded table across the other side talkin to the guy next to him, givin it, Kyoto Agreement, fuckin American Isolationism, arms wavin, hand choppin down on the table – the full works.

The waiter’s goin round takin orders. I sit down next to Julian, take my arms out my coat and let it fall over the back of the seat. Julian goes, Here, let the waiter hang that up for you. And he starts to pull it out from under me.

No you’re alright, I says, I’ll keep it in case I get cold. And I pull it round me a bit so it hides my belly. The fur round the hood tickles my back on the bare bit between my top and my jeans.

OK, Eskimo Nell, he says and he’s got this kind of look in his eyes like he’s laughin at me. I wish Danny was sittin next to us.

The waiter’s reached us now and he’s standin with his notebook and pencil and he says something to us in Italian. Le — Le — Titty or whatever her name is says, I’ll have the fettuccine al pesto Genovese, per favore. The waiter writes on his wee pad and says,Sì, signora.

Julian turns to me: What about you, Clare?

I’m like dead flustered. I’ve no even saw the menu yet. I – I… I’m just gonny say I’ll have a pizza when Julian says, We’ll have the spaghetti vongole. That alright for you, Clare? And a carafe of house red, un litro di vino rosso della casa, per favore. Sì, signore, the waiter says. I just smile up at him and say, Thanks.

Grazie. Grazie, my dear, Julian says. It sounds like graahtsee-ay. He does a conjuror’s move with his hand. Twice. I canny be bothered to tell him I know the Italian for thank you; it’s dead like the Spanish. When in Rome, he says…

Julian, don’t patronize the girl, Titty says. She takes a draw on her fag and blows the smoke up over the heads of the two guys at the other side of the table. Her neck’s dead white and smooth. She looks like she should be smokin thin black cigarettes out a cigarette holder instead of roll-ups, and wearin a long string a pearls with a knot in to swing in her other hand. And a shimmery silver dress with fringes. Like somebody out an old, old film. But she’s wearin a black jumper with like holes in it and there’s a green camouflage jacket and a brown scarf over the back a her chair.

I look round the room. Some folk at the side nearest the counter are finished eatin already. They look a lot older – my da’s age mibby, some even older. They’re all talkin fast and wavin their hands about. One woman’s dead loud. She says, Mais il n’est pas VRAI! And I’m like, I know what that means! Cause I did French for two years at school. It’s not true, she’s sayin. Then a wee old guy gets up and taps the side a his wine glass and starts to speak. I canny make out much of what he’s sayin, but the folk at his table are all listenin and clappin every now and again. He looks a dead nice wee old man. Then he starts to sing:

Debout les damnés de la terre,

Debout les forcçats de la faim.

La raison tonne en son crateére,

C’est l’éruption de la fin…

And I’m nearly joinin in cause my da learnt me that song when I was ten: … Du passé faisons table rase, Foules esclaves, debout, debout. Le monde va changer de base…

Julian turns to Whatserface and says, Fucking French fucking communists! And I’m like dead shocked! My da’s a communist. Then he stands up and shouts out, What did your lot do to us in the Spanish Civil War, eh? Shot us, didn’t you, eh? Didn’t you? Fucking wankers!

Julian, sit down and shut the fuck up, Whatsername says, dead low, and she pulls at his sleeve. He sits down. His face is white. Terribly sorry, old girl, he says, don’t know what got into me.

My da’s a communist, I says. He wouldny hurt naybody.

The folk at the French table haveny noticed anythin and the wee guy’s still singin in a quavery voice. I look over at Danny, but he’s stuffin forkfuls of pasta in his mouth and talkin to the guy beside him.

Sorry, Clare, Julian says, I wasn’t talking about your father, of course. It’s just the old enmities. Trots and Tankies. He turns right round and looks at me and smiles.

I look right back. I don’t smile. I keep lookin right in his eyes.

Well, I thought we were all supposed to be marchin thegether themorrow for like World Peace, I says. And anyhow, they’re having mair fun at that table, if you ask me. I keep starin at him. He looks surprised.

The waiter comes up then with a tray of plates and a funny-shaped bottle fulla red wine. Fettuccine pesto, signora? he says to Titsy. Grazie, she says. And he sets hers down in front of her. She’s got nay tits anyhow, as far as I can see. Due spaghetti vongole?

Here and here, Julian says, and he points to me and hissel. Grazie. I’m lookin at my plate. There’s spaghetti and a sorta pinkish sauce over it, some onions and… like these wee kinda grey seashells. The waiter flicks his cloth over his arm and goes back to the kitchen.

So she has opinions, the young Clare, Julian says. I like a woman who knows her own mind.

Leave her alone, Boobsy says. Clare, pay him no heed. Eat up. And she like leans across Julian, pours some wine into my glass and flashes me a really nice smile. That’s a nasty coldsore you’ve got there; I’ve just the thing for it in my bag. I’ll find it for you when you’ve finished eating. Buon appetito.

I look at my plate again and my stomach turns over. I’m starvin but, so I’ll have to eat some of it. I poke about in the spaghetti and try and wind it round my fork without touchin any of the shell things. I put a wee bit in my mouth. It’s no as bad as I thought. A bit fishy but no too bad. I eat some more. I’m managin to keep away fae the shells pretty good considerin, and then suddenly there’s this like… thing in my mouth. It’s rubbery and kinda squashy and it’s pure bowfin. I think I’m gonny be sick. I hold my napkin up to my face and put the thing out with my tongue. Julian’s watchin me and he’s got that wee smile on his face again.

Vongole not to your taste? he says. You don’t know what you’re missing. I sling him a deafie. I reach for a piece of bread out the basket in the middle of the table and spread it with butter. It tastes that good I want to cry.

Me, I love every kind of shellfish, he says. So does Laetitia, don’t you?

Laetitia, Laetitia, that was it! I’m no gonny forget it this time.

Tell Clare what you compared oysters to.

Shut up, Julian, Laetitia says. She’s only ate half her pasta and she’s rollin a fag again. I’m looking at her plate. I think she must have saw me lookin, cause she says, Would you like some of mine? I can’t finish it. And I’m like, Yes please.

Oysters, Titty, what did you say they’re like when they slip down your lovely throat? Julian says.

Shut up!

A tongue in one’s cunt. That’s what she said. A tongue in one’s cunt. What d’you think of that, young Clare?

You are an arsehole, Julian, Laetitia says.

I don’t believe Laetitia had really says that. I mean like… use the c-word like that.

Why are you behaving like such an arsehole? She says it like aahs -hole.

Steady on, old girl, Julian says. Clare will begin to suspect you really like me.

Laetitia gets up. Clare, would you like to come to the loo with me and I’ll dig out that coldsore lotion?

She leaves her fag burning in the ashtray, picks up this bag with sequins and ribbon and bits of lace all different colours and with like badges pinned on it and she starts to squeeze out past Julian. He grabs her arm as she passes and looks up at her. His eyes are kinda shiny and he’s lickin his top lip, then bitin his bottom wan. Laetitia stops and turns to him and her eyes are black in the dim light. She takes his hand off her arm.

You’re pissed, she says. And right enough, he’s drank most of the bottle a wine hissel.

I get up, grab my bag and follow Laetitia. At the corner afore the lavvies I turn round. Julian’s sittin with his head down and his dreads all spillin forward onto his plate.

Hey, Clare, Danny shouts across. Alright? He’s dead happylookin and he holds up his glass of wine to me.

I’m fine, I says, and wave at him.

When I get in the toilet, Laetitia’s already in one a the cubicles.

That you, Clare? she shouts.

Aye, I says. I go in the other one. I wait till Laetitia flushes afore I start to pee.

By the time I come out she’s leanin ower the basin lookin into the mirror, puttin lipstick on, a sorta dark browny pink colour. She rubs her lips thegether. Then she clocks me watchin her in the mirror and smiles.

Lipstick revolutionary, that’s me I’m afraid, Clare. Here, look. She rummages in her bag, takes out a wee tube of ointment and holds it out to me. Great for coldsores this stuff; I swear by it.

Thanks, I says. I take the tube, set it next the basin and wash my hands. I don’t see any towel so I just shake them a bit in the sink. Then I unscrew the top of the tube. A wee white worm starts to ooze out the nozzle. I rub it on my finger and look in the mirror. My coldsore’s even worse in the fluorescent light – dead scabby. I smear the cream quick onto my lip, screw the top on again and hold out the tube. Thanks, I says.

No, no, she says. You keep it.

Thanks a lot, I says.

She smiles, No need to keep thanking me. She’s dead pretty. Like really beautiful.

What d’you think of Julian? she says, out the blue.

I’m like, I don’t know. He’s a bit… kinda weird… is he no? Laetitia’s leanin back on the basin with her mad bag in front and her arms crossed over it. And she’s lookin… sorta into the distance, except she’s really starin at the toilet door. That stuff he says about you and like… oysters… I mean, that was pure… mental.

She turns to me then and smiles. Yeah, she says, pure mental. Only she says pyaw. Come on, honey child, better get back out there in case they start the revolution without us. And she pushes open the door into the restaurant.

It’s dark and like dead noisy and hot and folk are singin. We walk over to our table. Everybody’s standin up singin. I know this one too. ‘Bandiera Rossa’. I looks over at Danny; he’s givin it laldy, punchin the air. The waiters are standin with their arms folded, watchin. Julian’s no at our table but. He’s over with the wee French guy, arm in arm and they’re like conductin the whole thing with their other arms. Baith of them thegether. Julian’s dreads are hittin the baldy head a the French guy so the wee guy stops conductin and grabs a bunch of them and holds them on top a his head like a mad wig. I looks at Laetitia and she looks at me and we both start laughin. And then we sing too.

… Avanti o populo, alla riscossa,

Bandiera rossa trionferaà.

‘Bandiera rossa la trionferà,

Bandiera rossa la trionferà,

Bandiera rossa la trionferà,

Evviva il socialismo la bella libertà…

Julian and Danny are still singin on the way back to the B&B. Different songs I don’t know. They’re walkin in the middle a the street but it’s dead quiet; there’s no traffic. I’m walkin behind with Laetitia. She’s got her arm through mine and I’ve got my hands in my pockets tryin to keep warm.

Julian starts up a new song, ‘50 Ways to Leave Your Lover’. Danny joins in.

Oh Christ, here we go, Laetitia says. I look at her but she says nothing.

Julian’s dancin about the road, wavin his arms.

… slip out the back, Jack

Make a new plan, Stan

What’s the next bit?

… Don’t give a fuck, Chuck…

Naw, that’s no in it, ya bam!

Get yourself free…

There’s a squeaky metal noise and then a bang. A guy up above has just threw open a shutter and he’s shoutin something at us. Julian stops in the middle of the street and holds his arms up to the guy. Buona sera, signor. Che bella città! The guy looks like he’s in his vest; he shouts again then goes away back into the room. Julian’s shoutin, Signor, signor… and Danny’s tryin to pull him away. Suddenly the guy’s came back and he like… flings this water out the window. I see it kinda in slow motion, shining against the streetlights like melted gold. It just misses me and Laetitia. It splashes onto the cobbles and spatters onto our shoes and the bottoms of our jeans.

Fucking bastard! Julian shouts. But we all start walking again. Faster this time. And Julian and Danny have stopped singin.

The big heavy outside door of the B&B is still open, but there’s only one wee light on in the reception bit, so we talk quieter. I didny know Laetitia was stayin here as well.

Where’s your room? she asks.

Third floor, Danny says.

I’m on the second.

Come on up to ours, Danny says. There’s nay weed, but at least we can finish the wine.

What wine? Laetitia and me says at the exact same time.

This wine! And he pulls a full carafe out fae under his jacket like he’s doin a magic trick. It’s got a couple a red napkins stuffed in the neck so’s it willny spill.

You clever old thing, Laetitia says.

A man of many talents, Julian says.

Swiped it off the French table, Danny says. It would just a went to waste otherwise. So what d’you say… your place or mine?

Well, you’ve got the double room… lead the way.

Yes, lead on Macduff.

It’s ‘lay on’, Julian, Danny says.

Well, rap my knuckles! Never could get to grips with the Scottish play. Not one of the Bard’s best, if you ask me.

The stair’s getting darker and narrower. Laetitia’s in front. She presses a sorta round button on the wall and a light comes on.

You’ve got an answer for everything, ya know-all cunt.

Boys, boys! Laetitia says. Let peace break out, for goodness’ sake. Make love, not war.

Is that an offer? Danny says. He’s got the key in the door now but he’s stopped and he’s turned to Laetitia. It’s funny but, when I’m lookin at him lookin at Laetitia, it’s like he’s no my brother. He’s quite handsome. My pals at school say that: Your brother’s gorgeous. And I laugh, cause… well, he’s my brother. Now he’s lookin at Laetitia as if there’s naybody else there. He’s got my ma’s green eyes with like dead long dark lashes. My ma used to say, It’s no fair, they lashes are wasted on a boy. But she was always smilin when she said it.

The stairlight clicks off. Come on, let us in for Christsake! I’m dying for a smoke, Laetitia says. You can just see her face kinda whitish in the dark.

Danny opens the door. Welcome to the humble Kilkenny abode, he says, and we all pile in. The room looks dead neat and white except for my bed. The duvet’s crumpled and my book and my big red T-shirt for sleepin in are lyin on it.

OK, let’s see what we’ve got for drinkin outay, Danny says, and he goes into the bathroom. Two here. He comes out with the toothbrush glasses from the metal circles above the sink. What else?

There’s this, I says, and I pick up my empty Diet Coke can.

Great, and one ay us can drink out the bottle. What d’you say, Clare, shall we give the best crystal to our guests? He sounds just like Julian. I look round at Julian but he’s went dead quiet. He’s sitting on Danny’s bed wae a face like fizz. His dreads are spread out over his shoulders and he’s no even took off his jacket yet.

Danny pours some wine into one of the toothbrush glasses and hands it to Laetitia. She’s sittin on my bed on top a her jacket with her bag on her knee, rollin a fag. She takes the wine off Danny and sets it on the wee table beside the bed.

Roll one for me, will you? Julian says.

Roll your own, Laetitia says, and clicks her lighter. A yellow flame comes up from the end a the wee thin roll-up, then settles down. She leans back on her elbows on the bed with her fag in her mouth.

Here, Danny says, and he pours wine into the other toothbrush glass and hands it to Julian. Get that down you. Then he takes the Coke can off us and sits down on the bed beside Laetitia. I don’t know how he does it, but he manages to pour a thin stream of wine from the wide neck of the carafe into the hole on top a the can without spillin any.

Bravo! Laetitia says. Only it sounds more like Vravo! with her fag still in. She sits up and claps her hands and takes the roll-up out her mouth.

Here, Clare, Danny says, and hands me the Coke can. I wish it was Coke in it instead a wine – I’m thirsty. And the wine’s no sweet like the kind I’ve drank afore at parties in Glasgow. But I take it anyway. There’s nowhere for me to sit except on Danny’s bed. Beside Julian.

He must’ve saw me standin wonderin what to do, but he doesny budge; he’s still takin up most of the bed, leanin back on his hands, his legs spread wide, his eyes starin straight ahead. Danny and Laetitia are sitting close thegether on my bed. He’s pourin more wine into her glass. I looks at Julian again and I sit down on the end a the bed. Danny and Laetitia are lookin into each other’s eyes singin: ‘Little Old Wine Drinker Me’.

I get a fright when I open my eyes cause it’s pitch-black and I don’t know where I am. I’m lyin there tryin to figure it out when I hear the snufflin noise in the room like somebody wae a bad cold.

Danny, I says, is that you? No answer. I remember there’s a light above my bed, so I feel about for the cord and pull it. The room comes on like a headache and Our Lady’s lookin down fae the white wall. Danny, I says again. But when I look over it’s Julian’s dreads I see on the pillow. It’s Julian makin the funny noises. He’s cryin.

I get out my bed. I don’t even remember taking my clothes off last night. I just remember gettin dead tired and closin my eyes when Danny an them were drinkin an talkin. I don’t remember putting on my big T-shirt either. I pull it down over my knickers and go over to the other bed.

Julian, I says, you OK? Julian? All I can see are his dreads like a big tangled nest. I touch his shoulder. Julian? He turns over with his dreads all over his face and he shades his eyes and looks up at me.

Clare, I’m … I’m… I just… And then he bursts out greetin really loud and he’s sobbin and snotters is comin out his nose. He’s a pure mess.

Julian, what’s wrong? I says. But he can’t stop cryin. I go over and get my rucksack at the end of my bed and pull out a big wad of paper hankies.

Here look, I says. And he takes some and rubs his nose but he just spreads the snotters all over his face. And there’s a line like a snail trail across his dreads. Julian, wait a minute. I sit down on the bed beside him and wipe the mess off his face and dab at his dreads.

What’s the matter?

Oh Clare, Clare… He reaches up and grabs my wrists. I drop the hankies on the floor. Clare, oh Clare, oh Clare… he says. And he puts my hand up to his mouth and kisses the palm. His moustache tickles me. Clare, you won’t tell Danny or Laetitia about this, will you? Please. He’s still heavin in between words.

No, I says, I won’t tell them. And he pulls me down on top of him and he buries his face in my hair.

Oh, Clare, you’re an angel, he says, and his voice is dead thick. He’s still got his combat jacket on and all his clothes.

It’s OK, Julian, I says. You’re alright. It’s OK. And I try to get up.

Don’t leave me. Please don’t leave me.

No, I won’t, I won’t. But look, you would feel better wae your jacket off. And your boots.

Don’t leave me, don’t leave me.

I struggle out his grip, get off the bed and go to his feet. See, I’ll just get your boots off. I undo the laces and pull the big scuffed brown Docs off his feet.

Pooh, I say, smelly socks! But they areny really. It’s just what I used to say to my da when I was wee every time I took his boots off when he came in from work. I thought it might make Julian laugh, but he’s still lyin there moanin. I set the Docs on the floor quietly.

There, is that no better? Sit up now and we’ll get your jacket off. And he does sit up. I’m amazed. I unzip it and start to ease it over his shoulders. Come on now, you’ve got to help me, I says. And he starts shufflin his shoulders, shruggin it off.

Clare, will you stay with me tonight? he says.

I take his jacket and lay it on top of his boots. Well, I’m no goin anywhere, am I?

No, but will you stay with me? Here? And he lays the flat of his hand on the bed.

I look at his face. His eyes are even bluer in all that red puffiness and the dark bits underneath are like bruises. I sit down beside him.

Aye, I’ll stay.

He gives a wee kinda gulp like you do when you’ve been cryin a long time and says, Clare. You’re an angel! A beautiful red-haired angel. He pulls me down onto the bed beside him. His face is right close to mine now. The most beautiful red-haired angel in a red T-shirt in all of Florence. And he puts his hand up inside it and touches my navel stud.

Aahh, he says. His breath smells sorta sweet and sorta sour and I’ve got a funny feeling in my belly. He slides his finger down and hooks it in the top of my knickers.

Wait, Julian, I says. I’ve never did this before.

Oh, my sweet, sweet Clare. He starts kissin me all over my face, on my eyes and my nose and my mouth. His dreads fall onto me and it’s like lookin through the branches of a tree. And then he lets go the band of my knickers and puts his tongue in my ear. And he moves his hand up and plays with my stud. Then further up and touches my nipple. Then he takes my breast in his hand and like, just holds it. And strokes it. Oh, Clare, let me see you, he says. And he starts to pull my T-shirt up. He leans on one elbow and his dreads are fallin down so I can’t see his face. He folds my T-shirt up over my belly and over my boobs.

Ohhh, he says, you’re so lovely. And he holds me again, first one, then the other. And then he starts to kiss me and lick me. No on my face this time, but like on my breasts and my nipples and my belly and I don’t know where else. All over. I don’t remember where.

Then…

I feel his tongue inside me, right inside me, and I’m all wet and swollen and I want him further in. I can hear moanin and it must be me, it must be me. And then I don’t know what happens. He’s took his tongue out and he’s lickin me down there and lickin and lickin. I stuff the sheet in my mouth and then it happens, oh God it happens and it’s…

When it’s died down I’m cryin and shakin and Julian’s came back up beside me and he’s saying, Shh, Clare, it’s alright, it’s alright, in between kissing my tears.

That was…

Shhh…

That was so… Oh my God… I’ve never…

And I put my arms round him and hug him tight.

You’ve got such a sweet cunt, Clare. Do you know that? A sweet, sweet cunt. He untangles my right hand from his dreads and puts it on the front of his trousers. It’s hard. He moves my hand up and down. I know what to do now. I unzip him and put my hand inside his pants and hold him. I’ve never had one in my hand. Only felt it pressin against me when I was snoggin some boy at the club. It feels dead big. And hard. A bit scary. But I keep holdin it and Julian takes my hand and moves it up and down. I get a fright cause I feel like the skin might come off, slide off like the doobies you see lyin in the lane at the back of the scheme. But Julian keeps my hand there, movin up and down. He’s startin to groan and then suddenly he holds my hand tight and stops it.

Clare, can I come inside you? he says. Please?

And I’m like, Yes. I want him to do that to me again.

He slides his jeans and pants down past his knees and pushes them and his socks off the rest of the way with his feet. I look down at him. His thing is standin up dead straight in front of his belly. It looks funny. The top is red and shiny with like this wee hole. His balls are red too and kinda sore-lookin under the hair. I can’t believe I’m doing this. I reach down and put my hand round it again and I open my legs.

We both hear the voices outside on the landing at the same time and Julian dives on top of me and pulls the sheet up over us.

Shh, he says.

I don’t breathe.

The voices get louder. A man and a woman. I can’t hear what they’re sayin, but I don’t think it’s English.

It doesny sound like Danny, I says, whisperin. He’ll be sleepin in Laetitia’s room.

Oh Christ, Julian says. Oh Christ, oh Christ, oh Jesus fucking Christ! He sits up. The voices go past the door.

What’s the matter? I say.

Nothing. Nothing… Everything.

I sit up too. Julian’s shakin his head. Everything, everything… His dreads swing round and hit me on the face, like skippin ropes hittin your bare legs in the playground. I hold his head and stop it movin.

Julian, what is it? He looks at me a long time. His eyes are still red.

Oh fuck! He takes my hands off him and jumps off the bed. He’s only got a shirt on and a T-shirt. I look down at him, at his thing. It’s wee now and pink and sort of crumpled. Peepin out at the edge of his white T-shirt. I think I’m goin to cry again. He grabs his clothes from the end of the bed and pulls on his pants. And then his jeans. Then he sits on the bed, unrolls his socks and plunges his feet in. He reaches round for his boots, sets them in front of him and swivels them on like he’s stubbin out a cigarette. He stands up. He’s no even did up the laces and he’s pickin up his jacket and walkin to the door. He opens it. Then he turns.

It’s not you, Clare. It’s just… I can’t… He stops and looks at me. You’re a lovely girl, Clare. It’s not you, believe me… and if… I’m sorry, Clare… I’ve got to go.

And he’s went.

I sit looking at the closed door for ages.

When I wake up, I’m scared. There’s a key really loud in the lock. The door opens and the light goes on. But it’s only Danny.

OK, kid. Breakfast, he says, and he claps his hands and rubs them thegether. I keep my eyes half closed. He looks dead happy. You never see him this happy at home.

What time is it?

It’s twenty to nine. Time to rise and shine. Here, I’m a poet! He walks over to the window and bends the shutters back. Sun comes pourin in. It’s a crackin day! Chilly, but. Good demo weather. The gods are smilin on us.

You been out already?

You’re rootin tootin I have. Come on. Cappuccino and brioches await you.

What’s bree-osh?

They learn you nothin in that school these days? It’s like croissants. Some with jam in, some with chocolate. All mouth-wateringly delicious! He’s talkin like Julian again.

Where’s… everybody else?

Laetitia’s in the dinin room on her fourth espresso. Julian’s no appeared yet. Come on, come on. You’ll miss the best of the day.

You sound just like my da. I fling the duvet off and head for the bathroom.

I’m goin to have a shower.

You and your showers, Clare. Too much washin can be bad for you.

You sound exactly like my da. I close the door behind me.

Danny shouts through it, See you down the stairs. Don’t be long; breakfast is only on till nine thirty.

I’ve never saw Danny like this.

I look in the mirror over the sink. My coldsore’s a lot better. It’s shrank quite a bit. My hair’s a mess, but. I pull some of the red tangles out with my fingers and smooth it down. I’m glad it’s grew again; maybe I’ll let it get really long this time. One of the toothbrush glasses is back in the metal bracket with a circle of dried red wine in the bottom and browny-pink lipstick marks on the side.

Or maybe I’ll get it cut like Laetitia’s. She just runs her fingers through hers and gives her head a wee shake and it falls back into place. As if she’s just walked out the hairdresser’s. It’s worth payin extra for a good cut, my ma says. Saves you in the long run.

I pull my T-shirt up over my boobs and tuck it under my chin. I hold one boob in one hand and one in the other and look at them in the mirror. Even though they’re no that big, they feel heavy. I think about Julian. My face gets hot and I turn away. I pull my T-shirt off over my head and step in the shower cubicle.

The white tiles are cold. I lean my cheek against them and close my eyes. The things we done last night come back dead strong and I get a warm melty feeling low down in my belly. I turn the shower on quick and the water’s pure freezin. I gasp but I stay under it till it gets warm. Then I let it run and run over my head and face for ages. I’ve forgot to take my shampoo in with me, but there’s a wee bar of soap on a dish inset in the tiles and I take the waxy pink paper off. It smells like roses. I run it under the water and rub it between my hands till it gets lathery. Then I rub the suds all over my hair and my body and I think about Julian. The feelin in my belly turns into a kind of an ache like period pains and I want him to touch me down there again. I put my hand on my pubes and I curl my finger round. I don’t like the feel of it but. All the wee bits. Heather McLaren at school says she’s saw hers. Looked at it in a mirror between her legs. Farkhanda and me didny believe her at first, but she says, Honest, it’s true; her mother told her how to do it. They are a bit weird, right enough. Live in a bought house and it’s pure manky. And her ma has straggly grey hair and wears like long purple skirts with bells and embroidery on. Find your clitoris, she says to Heather, and you’ll never need a man for sexual
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