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    Knife Party

  


  

     


    For Goose Lane’s diamond anniversary — an array of six scintillating stories, gems mined from sixty years of Canada’s finest publishing and polished to the brightest hues. This multi-volume collection includes the following:


     


    Famed poet Alden Nowlan’s A Boy’s Life of Napoleon, adapted from his first novel, The Wanton Troopers, posthumously published by Goose Lane in 1988


     


    Douglas Glover’s strange and affecting


    Woman Gored by Bison Lives


     


    The Three Marys, a Christmas story with a bite, adapted by Lynn Coady from her debut novel, Strange Heaven


     


    Simran, a twisting tour-de-force by


    Shauna Singh Baldwin


     


    Kathryn Kuitenbrouwer’s stunning


    What Had Become of Us


     


    Knife Party, a wild tale of an Italian vacation gone off the rails, from Mark Anthony Jarman’s highly anticipated new collection, forthcoming in 2015

  


  

     


     


    Fiction by Mark Anthony Jarman

     


    My White Planet (2008)


    19 Knives (2000)


    New Orleans is Sinking (1998)


    Salvage King Ya! (1997)


    Dancing Nightly in the Tavern (1984)
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    “Knife Party” will be published in 2015 by Goose Lane Editions in Mark Anthony Jarman’s forthcoming collection.


    


  

     


     


    Mistakes are part of the dues that one pays for a full life. — Sophia Loren


     


    My wife is from Florida and is moving out of my house on the cold Canadian river, while I stay in Italy. She takes the frisky dog down to the freezing river and hits a ball into the water with a tennis racket. The moving van comes and the moving van goes. The river moves, and the faithful dog swims to retrieve the ball again and again, the dog floating in a state of grace.


    Our train speeds into the side of an Italian mountain, and we have no eyesight, we knife noisily into black tunnels and then shoot out again, our new eyes viewing the patient volcano and ancient sea.


    Our noisy engine halts iron wheels at seaside towns where families alight with beach towels and fashionable sunglasses and sunburns that still have hours to flare into ripeness.


    We have entered the mezzogiorno, land of the midday sun, so close to Africa. The train’s exit doors have small windows, but they do not open, and the cars are furnace-hot. Tough kids from the exurbs stand near the exit doors in an alcove with no seating. They hail from the illegal neighbourhoods built up the sides of the volcano, the zona rossa. If the volcano erupts again their homes in the red zone will be wiped out. Ray-Ray and Eve are thirsty, are looking for a bar car; some trains have bars, and some do not.


    The ancient train moves into light and out. In the confines of a dark tunnel, something incredibly fractious and noisy grinds against our train car and the tunnel walls that hug us. The high windows are open to roaring air, open to relieve the hellish heat, so much noise already, but this new clamour makes all the passengers flinch and panic, metal debris bouncing and crashing and wrenching our heatstroke dreams. What hammer is hitting the curved bell of our train?


    In the darkened alcove, sketchy teenagers are moving shadows, and I see a lithe shadow leap to kick a window in the train’s exit door. In the heat the teens demand a breeze. When the train is in a tunnel, they attack the door’s sealed window, thinking no one sees them in the blackness.


    One kid swings nimbly on a high chrome bar, a true acrobat who, with both feet, hits the window hard, a human battering ram, and more fragments of glass and metal frame break away in the dark to clatter and bounce along the outer skin of the rocketing train.


    We burst out of the tunnel and they stop smashing the window to pose casually in mad light. In the next tunnel the kicking starts again.


    Wives look to their husbands: will you do something? Each Italian husband shrugs. Polizia ride many trains, but not today. Where is the stoic conductor I like so much?


    The Italian teens try to look cool in huge mirrored aviator shades, but their childlike faces are so thin and the aviator glasses so large — the effect is of Clownish Boy rather than Top Gun Pilot or Corrupt Saigon Major. I should wait, but I react primitively at times like this; I know they carry knives, but I’d like to trash them the way they trash their own train, our train, see how they like it. But I know we’ll all be elsewhere soon if we just sit and do nothing.


    Don’t engage, my wife always said to me, and it’s good advice.


    So why do I walk to the alcove and stand beside the cretins? My move was not well-thought-out. There are more of them in the hormonal antechamber than I realized, and sullen girls lean in the mix. I wish Eve and Ray-Ray were here beside me, I wish I was a more confident vigilante man with amazing eye-hand coordination and hidden weapons. Those in the group look to each other for guidance in child-thug matters, but no one steps forward to test my skill set, my tennis elbow. Uncertain moments hang, served to us like writs.


    The unruly gang (am I way too ruly?) clambers off at the next stop, shoving each other out the doors with high masculine spirits.


    Ah, youth; how I hate them.


    The damaged doors opened for the rabble, but now the doors won’t close. Now our arthritic train cannot move. The stoic conductor examines the damaged doors, tries to heal them in the heat. He wears a dark blue uniform of thick cloth but seems unaffected by the southern climate, while sweat falls from my sleeves. Father Silas said that men in Italy do not wear shorts, that shorts are for children only. The conductor and another Italian man work to coax the doors to close.


    On the station platform, I see my pretty cousin Eve and Tamika with the gang that smashed the doors. No sign of Ray-Ray, who can disappear for hours, days. Why are Eve and Tamika on the platform? For pancakes and syrup? Did they jump off at the wrong stop? Why do so many people think track suits are a good look?


    I leap from the carriage just as the afflicted doors finally close, and the train and stoic conductor shunt away without me. The suburban station sign and walls are crowded with Day-Glo graffiti faithfully imitating American-style tags, going for a Fort Apache, the Bronx look. A new empire paints over an old empire, and the rebels all agree on hairdos.


    “Hey!” calls my cousin. “I met these Italian guys at the beach this afternoon. Really. This is Giorgio and Pepino and Santino and I don’t know all of them yet. They invited me to a party. Want to come with?”


    Tamika is not sure. “Maybe I’ll go back to the hotel.” Tamika is smart and she is shy; we both try to avoid crowds. “The next train won’t be long.” Tamika has put something on her white sneakers and her feet glow like lamps as she moves away.


    “Well, then you come with me.” My cousin Eve drags me by the arm. “Please!”


    I have a sick feeling; I have no desire to go to this party, but I worry about her going there alone. She likes to move, likes to jog and dance, is enthused by the world, where I am reticent, hesitant.


    My cousin says, “We can buy beer right here at the station.” Eve is betting that cold beer will appeal to me; she knows me well.


    “You will come?” says Santino from the beach. “It’s a very nice apartment for real in a very nice freaking party. Yes, you may also enjoy it.”


    . . .


    In a line we pass the military base and rows of monochrome flats, a line of pedestrians in a drab herniated Italy, walking to a party and party to an Italy that has little to do with tourist brochures and silk suits and Bernini’s genius marble limbs and asses.


    We walk inland, away from the sea, around a dun hill and heartbroken canal (Oh, what gummy toxic sludge dumped there?) and a cluster of Chinese factories and a military base with dark green tanks, World War II-vintage tanks like hunched guardians either side of the gate. A fat bee accompanies us for a few moments, some kind of Mother Nature fugue I enjoy, then the rotund bee rejects us for greener pastures. Odd to think of all the centuries of history here, but to a local bee it means little, does not alter its minutes.


    Outside, we can hear the party before finding stairs like a ladder into a crowd, a crowd spilling into a dim hall from the main rooms. In the living room leans a pole lamp with blue light bulbs, so we all look reasonably unhealthy, and every surface crammed with glasses, ashtrays, vats of red wine, cloudy Ouzo, grappa, tins of German lager, and green bottles of Italian beer.


    Past the pink sofa hides an invisible but loud stereo: Jesus and Mary Chain ply distorted fuzz-box ditties. Are Jesus and Mary Chain still churning out discs? I liked them when I was younger; funny to hear them buzzing in this other world. A circle is smoking dope, and a young woman is coughing up a lung. The fuming joint finds its way to us. Of course I feel nothing at first, and nothing will come of nothing.


    A man flashes a glassine envelope of coke to the young woman. A neighbour, we are told by Pepino and Santino — Eve can tell them apart. The neighbour lives across the hall, a party crasher attracted by the crowd, the women. The neighbour is not invited, he is not welcome, he does not carry himself well.


    “Come stai?” asks the person who is Pepino or Santino.


    “You are from America?” asks the other.


    “I
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