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Part One:


When Sorry is the Hardest Word


There are so many good-looking men at Nice airport; I stand and watch as they stream through the stuttering automatic doors – a bizarre male beauty parade.


There are young guys in trendy two-tone sweatshirts, and smooth businessmen in luxurious suits. Dreamily I imagine dating them, imagine being the person waiting for the guy with the bleached highlights, or the high-flying executive with the shiny briefcase – and wonder, how would that be?


And now, here he is, the one I’m waiting for. He’s hiking his bag over his shoulder and looking around, scanning the room. He hasn’t seen me yet – and for a moment I am able to see him dispassionately – just a man in the crowd.


Not the best looking of the bunch, I decide, not the best dressed, nor the most athletic. But there’s something about him all the same – an optimistic bounce in his step that makes him look less bored than most of the others, maybe more alive.


And now he sees me, and when our eyes meet we break into matching grins, and that, I realise, is the thing that makes him the special one. The fact that simple eye contact makes us grin so broadly, stupidly even.


He pushes through and drops his bag at my feet. “Jeeze that’s heavy,” he says.


I laugh. “It’s a big old bag. What did you do? Bring a friend?”


Tom smiles and hugs me. As he does so I feel him shrug. “It needs to be big,” he says. “A month is a long time.”


I heave on the steering wheel and pull out onto the Promenade Des Anglais.


“Are you sure you want to head straight off?” I say. “I mean there’s no reason at all why we can’t go home first, have a cuppa with Jenny, even spend the night there.”


Tom shakes his head. “Nah, I like this idea,” he says. “Take a bus to get the train to get the plane, and then, hop! We’re away. The only thing missing is the Arab man.”


I frown at him. “I’m sorry?”


He starts to sing Oleta Adams’, Get Here.


“Oh right, yeah,” I laugh. “Sometimes your musical references scare me.”


“And I’ll see Jenny and Sarah when we get back,” Tom continues. He raps the dashboard. “So, just drive baby.”


I lean over and peer in the side mirror.


“Isn’t it hard driving this thing,” he asks. “I mean, here, in France?”


I shrug. “It’s not the easiest thing,” I say. “I’d rather have a left-hand drive… But you get used to it.” I click on the indicators and swap lanes then settle back into my seat.


“The worst thing is parking it,” I say. “Especially in Nice. It’s been a bitch trying to find any spaces big enough.”


Tom pulls some chewing gum from the pocket of his denim jacket and offers me a stick. “She’s keeping it then?” he asks.


I glance at him briefly and frown. “Oh, Jenny? I really don’t know,” I say. “She intended to… I mean, that’s why she brought it here, but I think now she’s driven all across France with it… well she’s had enough really.”


“Good for us.” Tom strokes the door. “I love these old things.”


“Yeah,” I agree. “Good for us.” I smile at Tom and then glance back at the road. “Only don’t ever say that to her, will you?”


“Say what?”


“Don’t call her beloved van an old thing,” I laugh. “It may look like a 1960’s hippy bus, but it’s almost new.”


Tom chats to me a while as I drive east into Nice, then out north towards the Autoroute. He tells me about his new job in foreign exchange.


“It’s weird really,” he says. “My uncle only reappeared on the family scene last month… I don’t remember ever having met him before – I mean, I did when I was tiny – and now, suddenly I’ll be working for him. Anyway, he’s almost doubling my salary,” he tells me excitedly.


But I can hear that he’s tired, and I’m not surprised at all when I glance across a few minutes later and see his head lolling forwards.


At the Italian border I have to lean across him to grab a ticket from the tollbooth – one of the disadvantages of having a right-hand drive car – and he briefly awakens, giggles and pecks me on the cheek before falling back to sleep.


The Brazilian-built VW drives like a roller coaster, inexorably gathering speed on the downhill runs, and then chugging its way reluctantly through the climbs. It may be nearly new, but it drives like a sixties’ original.


The sky is unusually grey for the beginning of June and I worry about the dark tint along the northern skyline, wondering if we’re going to get early summer storms. It’s amazing how like England just about anywhere can look when you replace azure blue with blanket grey. At least with the van we don’t have to sleep in a tent.


As I drive, Tom shifts and stirs as he tries to get comfortable. I’m feeling really happy – all my favourite things are rolled into one: travelling, driving, camping, Italy, Tom … A wave of love – for Tom, for life – sweeps over me, and my vision mists. It’s all just too perfect.


I stop that thought in its tracks. “Yes, things can work out,” I tell myself, “even if only for a while.”


Tom drags me from my reverie. “I need a piss,” he says.


I turn and see him notice the look in my eyes. I see him register right where I am right now. He smiles broadly and winks at me.


“No problem,” I say. “I need petrol anyway. This thing drinks more than …” I shrug searching for a comparison.


“Liza?” Tom laughs.


“Liza?”


“Yeah, Liza with a Zee,” Tom says.


“Yeah, she’ll do,” I laugh, “though I hear she’s on the wagon now, so that’s maybe a bit unfair.”


The service station is as Italian as a service station can be, the long standing-only bar filled with a boisterous rabble of Italian lorry drivers jostling for service. Everyone is knocking back microscopic doses of caffeine served by the waist-coated barman.


“Madness,” Tom laughs.


I nod. “I’m so glad everything′s not the same though,” I say. “I love all this.”


Tom nods as he looks around. “Yeah,” he says. “Give it ten years and this’ll be a Little Chef.”


“Or a McDonald’s,” I say, bleakly.


*


The campsite at Bonassola is a disappointment, but we’re both too tired to care. We accept the proffered square of muddy turf set amongst random caravans that look, for the most part, as though they will probably never move again. The guy at the check-in desk is ugly too – a spotty adolescent with a thick top lip and a spluttering lisp.


I put a pan of water on to boil and peer out at the desolation.


“Not a good start to the holiday,” I say.


Tom rubs my shoulder as he squeezes past. “A night in a camper van, snuggled up with you,” he says. “Sounds okay to me.”


He starts to fold out the cushions that form the sleeping area. “Anyway, we can always move on tomorrow.”


I pull a face. “Erm, hello?” I say. “We’re definitely moving tomorrow!”


We sit on the side step and eat bowls of pasta with tinned tomato sauce, then dump the bowls in the tiny sink and crawl into bed.


“It’s actually really comfortable,” Tom says, snuggling to my back.


“Mmmm,” I agree. “I’m so glad we’re doing this.”


We listen to the sounds of Bonassola: an Italian TV from the caravan behind us, a main road far away to the left, and the ubiquitous Mediterranean moped buzzing up some distant hill.


As the first wave of sleep drifts over me, I hear someone snoring, and the last thing I realise is that it’s me.


I wake up early; the sun has returned and is pushing through the deep orange curtains. Somewhere on-site a baby screams.


I snuggle against Tom and he groans and stretches, then pushes back against me. I move and push my morning hardness against his buttocks and he makes an “um” noise and wriggles still closer. I reach round to touch him but he intercepts my hand with his own and pulls it up around his chest with a mumbled, “Sorry.”


The dozing ends suddenly when Tom leaps from the bed and starts pulling on his jogger bottoms. “The time has come to check out the local plumbing,” he declares, pulling a face.


I grimace, roll over and watch him leave. “Good luck,” I say. “It’s grim.”


When Tom returns, I look up from the kettle which is just starting to whistle. “God I love all this,” I tell him.


“I’m not loving the toilets,” he says.


I grin. “No, all this,” I say sweeping my hand over the mini kitchen. “I can’t explain why, but every bit of it, from the smell of the butane gas to the taste of plastic cups. It just all leaves me ecstatic.”


“There’s something about the sound too,” Tom says. “The dull echo in here that makes it sound like camping, you know what I mean?”


I nod and pour the water. “I do,” I say.


“It’s all a bit girly I guess,” Tom says. “Maybe that’s why we gay boys like camping so much.”


I frown, indicating non-comprehension and fiddle in the tiny drawer for a teaspoon.


“You know, like a wendy-house,” he explains. “Play tea-sets and all.”


We settle for cornflakes with long-life milk and promise each other that we’ll buy proper Italian food just as soon as we can, and then – my favourite bit of all – we close the side door, climb into the front seats, and drive our home right out of there.


Bonassola is a beautiful little town – it turns out to that we missed the centre completely last night. Nestled against the azure sea it’s truly tempting, but after a moment’s hesitation we drive on through. Tom has his heart set on Cinque Terra, five seaside towns linked by rocky walkways, which his ex, Antonio, told him are amongst Italy’s most beautiful tourist spots.


The road swoops and climbs back up into the sumptuous greenery of the vine-covered hills, hills that echo and throw back the spluttering sound of the rear, air-cooled engine.


Zigzagging down the hillsides are networks of seated lawnmower contraptions mounted on flimsy steel monorails. We figure out that they must be the grape harvesting solution in this difficult terrain.


“I’d love to have a go on one of those,” I tell Tom.


“Yeah,” he laughs. “I wonder how fast they go.”


Just after Levanto, I pull over to a siding and we buy ripe, red tomatoes and deep-green lettuce along with the smallest most vibrantly coloured courgettes I have ever seen. While Tom boils eggs and prepares a tuna salad, I sit and peer out through the sliding windows at the glimmering sea. A gentle breeze flutters the roped-back curtains and makes the cooker flame flicker and spit.


Tom leans down and peers out over the rolling blue. “It’s a great spot,” he laughs. “Can’t we just stay here?”


By the time we get to Monterosso, the first of the Cinque Terra towns, it’s already gone half-past eight.


“The light will be fading soon,” Tom comments glumly. “And it ain’t gonna get any easier to find another campsite in the dark. We should have left earlier.”


It’s true we had a long lunch – I even dozed off in the sun – but the road was unexpectedly slow, a veritable obstacle course of hairpin bends, tractors, mopeds and other, more leisurely camper-vans.


“Oh I expect we have another hour,” I say already noisily accelerating back up the hill. “There’ll be another campsite soon enough.”


“If it’s not chock-a-block as well,” Tom says.


We’re both feeling grumpy and tired. I’m starting to wish we had stayed in the car park.


“Yeah, well,” I say. “Let’s wait and see, eh?”


*


Tempers finally fray as the last light fades.


“So where are you going now?” Tom asks.


I know that it’s just run-of-the-mill holiday stress, but Tom’s negativity is starting to wind me up.


“Where does it look like I’m going?” I retort, pointing at the muddy track in front.


“Okay, let me rephrase that,” Tom says. “I can see where you’re going…” he says. “You’re driving me into the middle of a forest. What I don’t know is why.”


“Probably to slit your throat,” I mutter.


“Sorry?”


“Nothing, look…” I slow to a stop and put the handbrake one. The forest looks eerie and dangerous, the night overpoweringly present.


“Tom,” I say, keeping my voice as measured as possible. “We’ve been driving for hours… I’ve been driving for hours. We’ve been told that there are three campsites around here, and we’ve found two, both of which are full. The third one clearly doesn’t want to be found, and I’m frankly sick of going up and down looking for the fucking thing. Especially with the love of my life – who is fast turning into Lucifer himself – barking in my ear.”


I glance across at him. He does a slow blink, duly admonished. I reckon it’s as close as I’ll get to an apology tonight.


“So I thought I would just drive along this track here,” I continue, “into the middle of the woods and find a spot to sleep. Then we can sort out a better plan in daylight, okay?”


Tom sighs and nods.


“Now if you have a better plan,” I say, “Please, I mean, per-lease… take the wheel, and put it into action.”


Tom blows through his lips. “Sorry,” he says, “it’s just… whatever… That’s fine.”


The “Sorry,” calms me, but the “it’s just,” doesn’t. I am about to ask what he means when headlights sweep through the cabin. A vehicle is bumpily heading down the track.


“Shit,” I say. “Now I’ll have to reverse this fucker all the way…”


I crunch the gears into reverse, but the second we start to move, the car gives us a blue flash and emits the tiniest hint of a wail.


“Oh great,” Tom says. “Polizia.”


The policeman who steps from the car is the short, dark, fantasy kind you only really find in Italy. His impeccable Italian police uniform, red-striped trousers-and-all, does nothing to lessen the effect.


“Hello!” I mumble as he heads, naturally, to Tom’s window.


He rattles off a bout of high-energy triple-speed Italian.


Tom glances at me with raised eyebrows and says, a hint of sarcasm in his voice, “He wants to know where you’re going as well,” before turning back to the policeman and starting, hesitantly, to reply.


He’s stuttering and stammering and playing up his foreignness, but even so, I only really catch about one word per sentence. The gestures though are clear enough. The policeman is pointing back the way we came.


“He wants the passports,” Tom explains, digging into the glove compartment.


The policeman studies my passport briefly then flips it shut and hands it back to Tom. “Mark,” he says giving me a nod as he opens Tom’s.


“Tom,” he reads. “Tom Gambino.” His voice rises so noticeably as he says, “Gambino,” that I turn back to study his expression.


“Gambino?” he repeats. “Italiano?”


Tom shakes his head and nods at his passport. “Inglese,” he says, nodding his head for emphasis.


“Un momento.”


The policeman walks to his car, leans in and reaches for the walky-talky.


“What’s that all about?” I snigger. “Is there something you haven’t told me?”


“Don’t!” Tom says.


“Is it Italian?” I ask. “I never really thought about it.”


Tom nods and shrugs. “Yeah, grandparents, well, one of them anyway. Never met him though. He died before I was born, came over in the thirties…”


“I always knew you were exotic,” I say.


Tom raps his fingers on the armrest and pulls a face. “Yeah, sure am,” he laughs, nervously glancing at the policeman. “Born and bred in Wolverhampton.”


When the policeman returns, he rattles off an even longer bout of Italian, hands Tom his passport and winks at him. “Buona Notte Signor Gambino,” he says, a definite smirk on his face. Then he bangs the side of the van, and spins sharply back towards his car.


“Okay… So he says the third campsite is full …” Tom tells me.


“Shit!”


“But he says there’s a farm he knows where we can camp.”


My skin prickles with relief. I was actually thinking he might book us for trespassing. “So, you escape the law once again, Signor Gambino,” I say.


“Don’t!” Tom admonishes. “There’s a siding or something a few meters behind you. He says to reverse into it.”


“And then?”


“He says to reverse a bit into the bushes so he can get past and then turn around and follow him. It’s not far…”


“Oh,” I say, the stress now falling completely away. “Cool.”


Tom frowns. “Yeah,” he says thoughtfully.


“And?”


Tom shrugs. “I’m not quite sure, but I think he said he’ll tell him…” he pauses and shakes his head.


“Yeah?”


“Sorry, I’m just thinking about the words he used. Carino.”


“Carino?” I repeat.


“Yeah,” Tom says dubitatively. “I think it means cute.”


“Cute?”


“Yes. I think he said he’ll tell his friend – the one with the farm – tell him how cute we are,” Tom says.


“Oh,” I say, starting to reverse again. “Was that both of us then, or just me?” I ask with a chuckle.


“Well actually, I’m the one he winked at,” Tom laughs.


The police car squeezes past, and I turn in the clearing and head back down the track.


“At least we have somewhere to stay. Quite a result, considering …”


“Hum,” Tom says mockingly. “What would you do without me? I mean, cute or not, I can’t help but wonder how you manage when I’m not around.”


“I’m not sure either, Signor Gambino,” I say.


*


Tom is snoring, oblivious to the shifting shadows of the countryside around us, dead to the chilling noises in the distance. I try to resist the urge to peer out through the curtains again – it only makes things worse – but I can’t help it. We may have been told to camp here by a friendly cute policeman, but I’m freaked.


The overhanging trees are moving spookily in the cold blue light, casting twisting shadows from the nearly full moon. Every few minutes a metallic scrape breaks the rustling quiet of the forest, followed by a dull thud. I try to imagine what could make such a noise in the country at 2 AM.


A guillotine being raised, and then repeatedly dropped? “Ridiculous,” I tell myself.


I snuggle to Tom’s back, hoping that he will awaken and reassure me, but he just groans and rolls away, so I prop myself up on my elbows and peer out at the night.


Grate – thud. The guillotine falls again.


It seems that I will never get to sleep.


Tom’s arm pulls me towards him until we’re as snug as spoons in a drawer. I open one eye and squint at the orange brightness. The air inside the van is stifling. The roof of the van is so hot I can feel the heat radiating from it.


“Hot,” I mumble.


Tom reaches behind and slides open one of the small windows letting in a welcome gust of oxygen, and then slithers and snuggles back against me.


“Morning gorgeous,” he says. “You sleep okay?”


I laugh. “Not really,” I say. “I got spooked about noises outside.”


“Noises?” he says with a yawn. “You should have woken me; I slept like a log.”


“You slept like a log because I didn’t wake you,” I mumble.


Tom rolls away with a grunt and, worried that I have offended him, I follow his movement and enlace him with my arms.


“Sorry,” I say. “Bad night.”


Tom shrugs and yawns. “Sunny,” he says. “Again!”


I nuzzle the nape of his neck, and reach down for his dick but he pushes my hand away again with a simple, “Nah, not now.”


Behind his back, I frown and sigh. “Is something wrong?” I ask.


Tom strains to look back at me. “No,” he says. “Why?”


“It’s just you didn’t want to yesterday either,” I point out.


“I was knackered yesterday,” he says.


“And today?”


“Today you’re knackered,” he laughs.


I push against him. “Doesn’t stop me though; see?” I say pushing my dick against his buttocks.


Tom nods towards the window. “It just feels a bit public,” he says.


I laugh and push him over onto his front then roll my weight onto his back.


“We’re in the middle of nowhere,” I laugh.


A gust of wind ripples the tiny curtains so I reach up to pull them closed. And freeze. A face is staring back at me, mere inches beyond the window. Piercing green eyes, deeply tanned, maybe even a little dirty – jet-black dishevelled hair, late thirties maybe early forties. Good looking, but wild.


“Jesus!” I say.


Tom looks up. “Jeeze!” he repeats, tugging at a coat to cover himself.


“Buongiorno,” the man says. He lifts a small carrier bag to the window and waves it at us. “I bring eggs and milk. You English?”


Tom nods. “Yeah, thanks, but…”


“I scare you,” he says. “Sorry.”


“No,” Tom says. “It’s okay.”


“Sure scared the shit out of me!” I mutter.


“And you busy,” the man says with a wink. “I understand. Here.” He waves the bag at us again.


Tom glances at me and when I shrug, then he reaches out and takes it. “Thanks, sorry… Look, I’ll get up,” he says.


But the man shakes his head. “No, you have a fat morning,” he says. “You travel and tired.”


He gives us a little wave, before adding, “You come find me later, you come find Dante.” As he says his name he points to himself, then to the right. “In farm.”


And then, as though he is in a lift, his face slides downwards and vanishes from the window.


I take the bag and peer inside. “Fuck, he scared me,” I say, handing it back to Tom.


“Yeah,” he says. “Me too! Fresh eggs for breakfast though.”


“So there shall be buns for tea,” I say in my best posh accent.


Tom frowns at me and I shrug. “Never mind. It’s from the Railway Children.”


“Weird looking bloke though,” Tom says.


“Yeah,” I agree. “Cave man. Do you think he saw us, I mean…”


“Can’t see how he could have missed it really,” Tom says, reaching for his jogging bottoms.


“Hey, don’t get up,” I say, “I haven’t finished. I haven’t even started actually.”


Tom pushes me away playfully and kneels on the bed. “As I was saying,” he says. “It’s a bit public here.”


I step from the van and scan the surroundings; in daylight everything looks stunningly mundane. The headless man is a warped olive-tree trunk; the weird crop circle – nothing more than a flattened area where some farm machinery has stood. The eerie moonlight has been replaced by sunlight dappling the forest floor through vibrant green leaves.


Tom jumps down beside me and rests a hand on my shoulder. “Demons all gone then?” he asks, reading my mind.


I nod. “Looks that way,” I say. “Best to move on before they come back though,” I add.


“Eggs for breakfast then?” Tom asks with a shrug.


I smile at him. “Yeah, and those dry toasty things,” I say. “We’ve still got some of those.”


Tom brews coffee and scrambles eggs, and I fold out two deckchairs and sit and watch the swirling of the long grass in the summer breeze. Behind me the clattering of utensils and the opening and closing of tiny cupboards sounds familiar and reassuring.


“Milk?” I ask as Tom hands me the coffee pot.


He wrinkles his nose. “I wouldn’t,” he says. “It smells funny…”


“Funny?”


“Yeah,” he laughs holding the bottle towards me.


I shake my head. “Nah, it’s okay,” I say. “I’ll take your word for it.”


As we walk, I strain to peer over the straggling bushes at the farmhouse beyond. Tom, beside me, is studying the ground.


“You looking for tracks?” I ask.


He kicks a rusty beer can lying in the field and looks up at me. “Uh?”


“You look like you’re tracking someone,” I say.


Tom shakes his head. “Nah, mushrooms,” he says. “It looks like a field where we used to go mushrooming… near Brighton, but I think it’s too dry here.”


I nod towards the gate. “We just pop in, say goodbye and bugger off, okay?”


Tom shrugs. “Yeah,” he says. “I guess so.”


“I don’t want to get caught looking for a campsite in the dark again,” I say.


We push through the rusty gate, which creaks and grates – I realise that this is the noise I heard during the night – and cross the dusty farmyard. Chickens cluck and scatter around us.


Bits of disused farm equipment lie around and just to the left of the front door sits a sofa – it’s been covered with a mouldy tarpaulin.


We knock on the weather-beaten front door, and peer through the dirty windows into a functional, but threadbare kitchen – a worn wooden table and unmatched chairs, a black wood-burning range.


“Looks like he lives alone,” I say.


“How can you tell?” Tom asks.


I shrug. “Wives don’t let places look like that,” I say.


“Yeah,” Tom agrees thoughtfully. “A bit of a hermit by the looks of it.”


We walk the length of the building and peer down the side of the house. It’s exactly the same as the front – dusty ground picked dry by the hens, an old lawnmower, a rusty oil-drum, three car tyres piled up…


“Looks like he’s gone out,” I say, inexplicably relieved. “Maybe we should just leave a note.” I check my pockets for a pen.


“And maybe we could leave some cash for the eggs? He doesn’t exactly look rich,” Tom says.


“Hey,” I say, nodding at something on the ground. “Rainbow flag,” I say, pointing.


As Tom walks over and lifts one corner of the faded flag, I jerk my head sideways. “Come on Tom,” I say. “Lets just go.”


Tom nods, and I wonder if he too is relieved that we haven’t bumped into the wild-man. We turn to go, but freeze. I hear Tom take a sharp intake of breath.


“Again!” I say, laughing tightly. Dante is standing only a few feet away. He’s grinning broadly, madly even. And he’s covered in blood.


Tom too laughs nervously. “Oh, hello,” he says.


Dante nods and wipes his hands on the stained apron but says nothing.


“We came to say goodbye,” I tell him.


He shakes his head and continues to smile. “No,” he says. “Not goodbye. Not yet.”


Dante drags the tarp off the sofa revealing an unlikely leather chesterfield. “You sit,” he says, as he goes inside.


“He makes me nervous,” I whisper.


“We’ll have a coffee and go,” Tom says. “Relax.”


“Relax…” I repeat. “He’s too smiley.”


Tom snorts discreetly.


“He could be an axe murderer,” I whisper. “He’s covered in blood.”


“It’s a farm,” Tom laughs, as if this explains everything.


We sit and wait in subdued silence. Occasionally a gust of wind blows the tall grass beyond the fence, and then a few seconds later the dust of the yard swirls in delayed sympathy.


“Our lives are mad really,” Tom says after a moment. “I mean, you never really realise it, but there are loads of people still living like this.”


“Not sure I’d want to though,” I say looking around and wrinkling my nose.


Tom wobbles his head from side to side. “Sure, not exactly like this. But it would be good to slow it all down sometimes, you know what I mean?”


“Yeah, well, it’s certainly slow round here,” I say. “It’s still about, what, 1950?”


Tom laughs. “Yeah,” he says quietly. “It could still be the thirties really.”


“Allora!”


We turn to see Dante backing through the door. He’s carrying a tray with a hexagonal espresso pot and three mismatched cups.


“Breakfast is good?”


I smile. “The eggs. Lovely!” I enthuse.


Dante has changed his top and removed the apron, but his shoes are still bloodstained. He follows my gaze and looks down at his feet. He frowns, then says, “Pigs. I…”


He places the tray at our feet and looks up at us and then makes a slitting action across his throat.


Tom nods. “You killed them?”


Dante nods enthusiastically. “Yes, I kill them,” he says proudly.


He positions a plastic crate opposite the sofa, then sits on it and pours an inch of the thick black coffee into each of the cups. “You don’t like pigs?” he says peering up at me from beneath heavy brows, “Jewish?”


“Jewish?” I say wrinkling my brow quizzically.


“You don’t eat pig?” Dante repeats.


“No,” I say. “It’s not that… No not that at all… I don’t eat any meat, neither of us do.”


Dante pulls a face and hands me a chipped yellow cup.


“We’re vegetarian,” Tom explains.


The bitter scent of the coffee reaches my nose. “You have any sugar?” I ask.


Dante shakes his head. “Sugar will kill you,” he says. “No sugar.”


I nod. “We have some in the van,” I say, pointing. “Maybe I should just nip…”


Dante frowns. “No sugar,” he repeats.


I force a smile. “I’ll just have it without then,” I say, casting a nervous glance at Tom.


“So you don’t like to kill pig,” Dante says.


I shake my head, and wonder if he’s ever met a vegetarian before.


“Why?” Dante asks with a shrug.


I shrug back and smile dumbly. “I don’t like to kill animals,” I say.


Dante nods.


“There are lots of vegetarians in England,” Tom says.


Dante nods and sips his coffee.


“So you farm other things, or just pigs?” I ask.


He frowns, and seemingly ignores my attempt at conversation. “So if you are in the forest and you meet… Come si dice cinghiale?”


“Wild pig?” Tom volunteers.


Dante nods. “You meet cinghiale… So you kill or cinghiale kill you?” The question is directed at me.


I shrug again. “It never happened,” I retort.


Dante frowns.


“I never had to face wild pig in the forest,” I explain.


“We live in the city,” Tom adds.


Dante nods knowingly. “But philosophy is about the what not happen,” he says. “So?”


Tom shrugs and turns to Dante. “If I had to kill it to survive then I would,” he says.


Dante nods. “And then you eat? When you have kill it?”


“What is it about meat-eaters?” I think. “Why are they always so challenged by the presence of a vegetarian?” I force down another sip of the coffee and wonder if I will really have to drink all of it before we can get away.


“It’s not so much the killing,” I say. “It’s the way it happens, the suffering, the factory farming… That’s what I hate.”


Dante frowns and looks to Tom for a translation. “Fectory?” he repeats.


“Erm, allevamento?” Tom says hesitantly. “Intensivo?”


Dante nods knowingly. “So, not…” He sighs in frustration. “Not la sostanza,” he says. “la forma.”


Tom shakes his head indicating that he doesn’t understand.


“It’s like the French,” I say. “Not the substance, but the form… I can’t think how to translate it though.”


Dante nods and winks. “A very good philosophical point,” he says. “Because the form?”


We both nod.


“The form, is the sostanza.”


“The form is the substance?” I say adding an almost indistinguishable shrug to show Tom that I only vaguely understand what he means.


Dante tuts and shakes his head then sips his coffee. “So you never kill a pig?” he asks.


I smirk at the question and shake my head. “No,” I say, wrinkling my nose. “I don’t want to either.”
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