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			More Praise for Cordelia Strube

			
				
					“Cordelia Strube’s 11th novel hurtles out of the gate and never lets up . . . All the grief in this novel would be far too much to bear except that Strube has an absolute gift for humour. Stevie is smart, funny, and sensitive . . . a remarkably engaging character.”

				

				—Quill & Quire, starred review, on Misconduct of the Heart

			
			
				
					“[Stevie is] a prickly, self-aware narrator . . . Even as intimacy and affection slip into Stevie’s life, her gritty narration holds sentimentality at bay. Forget Canadian ‘niceness’; Strube’s angry, hard-boiled characters confront the same ugly problems found below the 48th parallel.”

				

				—Kirkus Reviews on Misconduct of the Heart

			
			
				
					“Strube is one of Canada’s more expressive and creative prose stylists. It is, at heart, a uniquely intimate exploration of the perilous fragility of the human body, and the indomitable strength of the human soul.”

				

				—Toronto Star on On the Shores of Darkness, There Is Light

			
			
				
					“Quietly elegiac and despairing, the novel keeps true to Strube’s singular vision.”

				

				—Maclean’s on On the Shores of Darkness, There Is Light

			
			
				
					“Strube’s true talent, which was as readily on display in her last novel, 2012’s Milosz, is for layering characters and situations and subplots on top of each other, one by one, until the entire Shangrila apartment building buzzes like a beehive.” 

				

				—Globe and Mail on On the Shores of Darkness, There Is Light

			
			
				
					“Canada’s best bet to succeed Alice Munro.”

				

				—Toronto Star

			
			
				
					“[Strube] describes Milton’s absurd predicament in smart, eccentric prose . . . And yet, while we wince at Milton’s blunders, we applaud his limping progress toward a true connection with others and a hard-won faith in his own capabilities.”

				

				—The New York Times on Milton’s Elements

			
			
				
					“Strube deftly navigates around the human heart in a way sometimes reminiscent of Carol Shields. The writing is so effortlessly accomplished that it makes me wonder where Cordelia Strube sprang from.” 

				

				—Books in Canada on Alex & Zee

			
			
				
					“Strube’s comic sense is like a perfectly mixed martini: exceedingly dry and potent.”

				

				—Toronto Star on Dr. Kalbfleisch & the Chicken Restaurant

			
			
				
					“Often witty and pointedly observant in the face of pain and absurdity.”

				

				—Newsday on Alex & Zee

			
			
				
					“Filled with wry and shrewd observations about the agony of growing up.” 

				

				—Chatelaine on Lemon

			
			
				
					“A remarkable literary feat.”

				

				—Maclean’s on Blind Night

			
			
				
					“Strube’s sure way with words, her mordant punchlines and equally sharp assessments of urban life on the edge of normal make this familiar story a compulsive read.”

				

				—Globe and Mail on Alex & Zee

			
			
				
					“[Strube] tells a loopy story in clear, unadorned prose and with gentle irony.” 

				

				—Montreal Gazette on Milton’s Elements

			
			
				
					“The Barking Dog is a rare achievement, an unstintingly honest, hilarious and dreadful delight.”

				

				—Globe and Mail

			
			
				
					“Her portraits of characters caught in urban angst are riddled with laugh-out-loud humour. . . . Strube’s rueful insistence on contemplating human darkness is tempered by a certain wistfulness, a yearning for something finer, a flicker of hope that is never quite extinguished. . . . A book that crackles with anger, righteousness and a strange kind of passion for living.”

				

				—Edmonton Journal on The Barking Dog

			
			
				
					“The bare-knuckled prose, reminiscent of early Margaret Atwood novels, is entirely free of metaphor or lyricism.” 

				

				—Toronto Star on Teaching Pigs to Sing

			
			
				
					“A heart-wrenching and daring subplot that leaves the reader shuddering . . . Strube knows very well those on the edge often have superior insight into what makes people tick.”

				

				—National Post on Blind Night
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			Epigraph

			
				
					They went to sea in a Sieve, they did,

					In a Sieve they went to sea:

					In spite of all their friends could say,

					On a winter’s morn, on a stormy day,

					In a Sieve they went to sea!

					And when the Sieve turned round and round,

					And every one cried, “You’ll all be drowned!”

					They called aloud, “Our Sieve ain’t big,

					But we don’t care a button! we don’t care a fig!

					In a Sieve we’ll go to sea!”

				

				—“The Jumblies” by Edward Lear

			
		
	
		
			
			One

			Lawyers, their anxious clients and cops in blazers block the corridor, peering over each other’s shoulders at the trial lists to see where their cases are being heard and by which judges.

			A Crown prosecutor I know to be unreasonably convinced of his own brilliance steps aside. “Good morning, Madam Justice.”

			“Let’s hope so,” I reply, inserting my pass in the judges’ elevator slot. I’m already late due to Armada, making breakfast with three-year-old conviction, dribbling Cheerios and milk all over the kitchen floor.

			In my chambers, a bouquet of blood-red carnations crowds the desk. The card reads, “Congrats for seeing through that bitch’s lies.” It’s signed by the lying husband, the star of last week’s gladiatorial Family Court trial. Both deceitful parents self-repped, weaponizing their children. I refereed while the vengeful spouses hurled accusations at one another. I am not against self-representation. Everyone has the right to represent themselves in a court of law, just as everyone has the right to perform brain surgery on themselves.

			Currently, a biker trial is causing the kink in the neck that results from watching witnesses beside me for hours. One can only assume the accused chose a jury trial with the hope that jurors, unlike a judge, would pity him given his troubled childhood. More than once Crown counsel has had to ask the defence what relevance the accused’s distant past has on his allegedly breaking the victim’s orbital bone, causing significant loss of the use of his mouth and right eye.

			I hurriedly suit up. In minutes Deputy Leeking will be at my door. The sombre septuagenarian hasn’t forgiven me for, on my first day, politely declining his offer to assist with my gown or carry my bench book. “As you wish, Your Honour,” he said, tight-lipped, eyes on his orthopedic shoes.

			The wing-tipped white shirt’s stiff buttonholes resist my fingers. Dry cleaners, like lawyers, rarely listen, starching shirts regardless of my pleas to press only. Anything tight around the neck makes me gag, probably because my little brother—to be released from prison this very day—tried throttling me when he turned fourteen and shot up a foot. I’ve been trying to push my disturbed brother from my mind, but he keeps appearing—not the current Forest but the skinny kid brother of bygone years, nibbling sunflower seeds, picking them out of his palm one at a time. The boy who believed in UFOs with glowing red lights. “The space people are among us,” he cautioned.

			When Forest last called from the detention centre, the prison bosses were forcing him to brew homemade alcohol from bread and fruit that he and other low-ranking inmates were obliged to donate from their meals. This illegal brewing took place in Forest’s already overcrowded cell, out of sight of the guards. “It stinks and there’s fruit flies everywhere,” he whispered, panicked. “There’s no way they won’t find it.”

			Forest had discovered Gandhi and consequently believed we are all students of the universe migrating through countless lives towards enlightenment. “Oh, Ray,” he sighed, “I’m so ready to migrate. I’m so done with this life.” He told me my previous life was on a barren planet, frozen solid. Apparently, I had driven civilization underground.

			In pinstriped trousers and black vest, I grab the judicial gown and fasten the slippery scarlet sash under the opposite arm. A glance in the mirror reveals that my bedhead has been made spiky by Armada’s sticky fingers. She wakes before me and treats my cropped hair like the fur on her stuffed animals, patting and twirling it. I suspect I am the only female judge in history with a pixie cut. There are days, this being one of them, when Armada’s sculpting leaves my hair looking like exclamation points beaming skyward. The geriatric deputies gawp, then look away, remembering the good old days when judging was a white-men-only affair.

			Deputy Leeking knocks on my door.

			“Come in,” I say.

			He enters and waits long-sufferingly while I attempt to flatten the exclamation points and grab my bench book. I dispense with the bloody carnations by presenting them to the secretaries.

			In the corridor I say, “Shall we take the stairs, Mr. Leeking?”

			“As you wish, Your Honour.”

			Last time Leeking was in my courtroom he nodded off in his box, which wouldn’t have bothered me if he hadn’t started to snore. I leaned over and nudged him awake.

			“Are you sure the stairs aren’t too taxing for you, Mr. Leeking?” I ask.

			“Not at all, Your Honour.”

			Huffing and puffing, Leeking precedes me to the judge’s entrance, saying loudly, “Order. All rise,” and stands aside as I step up to the deputy’s box through to the judge’s dais, feigning gravitas while inside remaining the little girl who dumbed herself down to be liked only to discover this made her despised. Katie Axler, the proud owner of Ray-Bans at the age of seven, flicked her finger into my forehead when passing me in the schoolyard. In retaliation, I threw a softball at her head.

			The registrar, seated below me, intones the prescribed greeting, “Oyez. Oyez. Oyez. Anyone having business before the King’s Justice of the Ontario Superior Court of Justice, attend now and you shall be heard. Long live the King. The Court is now in session, the Honourable Justice Ray Seawright presiding.”

			A silent rage compelled me to throw the softball at Katie Axler’s head, similar to the heroines’ wrath I would later encounter in the novels my mother read to me. Heroines unable to express themselves freely: Anna Karenina, Emma Bovary, Cathy of Wuthering Heights. Heroines whose ultimate escape from societal restraints, and themselves, was death. Inspiring reading for a nine-year-old.

			The softball missed Katie Axler’s head. Sadly.

			I nod and everyone in the courtroom sits. The show must go on, the harried Crown, Ms. Worrick, repeatedly tucking stray hairs behind her ears, and the ceaselessly coughing defence, Mr. Blizzard, in a gown that no doubt has been scrunched in the back of his car for days. All activities are noticed from the bench—eye rolling, nail biting, foot tapping, nose picking, crotch scratching—and can distract a judge from crucial testimony. Aside from the coughing, Blizzard constantly fidgets with the change in his pocket. A pop-psychology guide to body language would identify this change-jangling as an unconscious masturbation substitute. When not masturbating, Blizzard half-rises from his chair at the counsel table, hovering in a Spider-Man squat. I have requested that he either stand up or sit down. When wandering from the lectern, petulant due to an objection, he appears ready to scale my dais. Similarly, when questioning a witness, he seems keen to climb into the box with them.

			An additional annoying habit is his request for “a little more time” before starting proceedings. Mr. Blizzard seems to think sticking to schedule is old school and that it is counsel’s prerogative to alert the deputy when to summon the judge. I’ve walked out of the courtroom due to Blizzard’s disorganized paper shuffling. “I have it right here, Your Honour,” he’ll say, while clearly he hasn’t. Twice I have sent the jury out while he and Ms. Worrick wrangle over the fine points of evidentiary admissibility. Worrick, dumbfounded by Blizzard’s copious objections to evidence tendered by the Crown, fiddles with the hair escaping her twisted bun and grimaces in my direction, hoping for a shared moment of man-hating, which I don’t supply. In court I appear Botoxed despite almost everything about the proceedings irritating me. This was not always the case. I did, at one time, feel immediate empathy for those suffering at the hands of others. I concurred with philosopher Jeremy Bentham’s fundamental axiom: “It is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong.” Simple, I thought. With the greatest number in mind, justice must be done, and I would deliver it. What a joke. Armada’s nanny is a Bollywood fan and has inundated us with Bollywood movies. In one, an old Punjabi uncle’s only comment about the mayhem around him is “What a joke!” Armada picked up this phrase and uses it regularly, sounding like the old Punjabi uncle. I see myself in my daughter’s quirky spunk and it worries me. So much torment ahead.

			Katie Axler and her junta didn’t carry guns or knives but employed more subtle methods of torment, like smearing snot on the monkey bars and challenging me to swing across them. I did, pretending I didn’t feel the slick of their snot on my palms. When the Chernobyl nuclear disaster sent clouds of radioactive waste into the atmosphere, Katie Axler and her cabal smugly shielded themselves with She-Ra: Princess of Power umbrellas, which, when folded, became weapons. Although envious of the bright pink umbrellas, I knew they wouldn’t prevent Katie and co. from sprouting extra fingers and toes and brain tumours the size of grapefruits. I, personally, was feeling a grapefruit-sized tumour squeezing my grey matter. I lay awake at night rigid, dreading my impending death while hoping it would mean I’d be spared the nuclear apocalypse. If the TV was on in the living room, I’d creep downstairs in Cookie Monster slippers and stand between my parents and Johnny Carson.

			“When exactly is the world going to end?” I’d demand.

			My father, riveted to Johnny and some star—typically Burt Reynolds—would wave me out of the way. My mother, pressing her index finger against her lips while determining when exactly the world was going to end, would say, “Not in your lifetime, Cookie.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Mother knows best,” Dad would say while Johnny and Burt cackled. Mum would lead me back to bed, kiss my forehead and stroke my hair. “Don’t be kooky, Cookie,” she’d say.

			My mother, forever in denial, preached the nothing-is-impossible doctrine, yet for her, everything seemed impossible—cooking, cleaning, gainful employment. Her father called her a halfwit and her mother jettisoned burning cigarette butts at her to “sharpen” her up. Pam excused this abuse by insisting her parents were preparing her for “the real world.” “I’ve always kind of had my head in the clouds,” she’d say. Her charm, and downfall, was her indomitable belief in everyone but herself. She is the only person I’ve ever known who could truly forgive.

			“It’ll be different for you, Cookie. You can do anything you set your mind to.”

			My mother seemed to think I could be her saviour, yet I felt powerless to redeem.

			Armada has given me a second chance. At what, I’m not sure. Watching my irrepressible daughter jubilantly sing her ABCs off-key, I continue to worry about when exactly the world is going to end. Or, more specifically, human life on planet Earth.

			Another biker takes the stand, his girth crowding the witness box as he attempts to sit straight in a blazer with too-short sleeves he nervously tugs. His neck, as thick as his head, reddens while he lies and his carotid artery pulses noticeably. Witnesses tend to face the jury or the counsel questioning them, which means judges see primarily the right side of a witness’s face. We learn to read profiles while listening, which is why auditory distraction is irksome. Blizzard’s at it again. I instruct the registrar to hand him one of my lozenges.

			If only these lawyers knew how easily I can be swayed with a bit of competency and polish. Respectful, considerate behaviour is such a rarity these days I become almost subservient when counsel maintains decorum in a courtroom peopled with the violent and unhinged. In the absence of professional behaviour, I’m prone to carp and twitch. This biker trial has me developing a facial tic. Soon I will start to drool while repeatedly asking the registrar what day of the week it is.

			Fortunately, I don’t demonstrate this attention deficit with Armada. As she mashes Play-Doh or crayons lopsided circles, I tumble into a kind of trance. One of the phone-thumbing mothers at Funtime Drop-In remarked on my ability to “just sit there” watching the children play. “You’re very Zen,” she added, looking back at her phone. I didn’t admit that I am a judge who just sits there for a living, in a state far from Zen.

			Currently the Crown, using the slightly exaggerated gestures of a stage actress, is questioning a detective about a photo lineup of biker gang members from which a witness identified the accused. Detective Krutch, in a shapeless suit, nods constantly while being questioned. I refrain from shouting, “Stop bobbling your head, Krutch!”

			“He looks smaller now,” Krutch remarks of the accused. “He must’ve been working out back then.” He glances at the inexplicably shrunken biker in the prisoner’s box. “He definitely looks smaller now.”

			“No further questions, Your Honour,” Ms. Worrick says, giving Spider-Man the opportunity to hover above his chair.

			“Detective Krutch,” Blizzard blasts, “how is my client described on the arrest form?” More change rattling.

			“Umm,” Krutch looks down at his pudgy hands as though they might provide an answer.

			I say, “Please answer the question, Detective.”

			“It said 180 pounds, five feet eleven.”

			Blizzard holds out his arms as though expecting applause. “Which describes a considerably larger man than Mr. Falter. No further questions, Your Honour.”

			Bikers beating up bikers. Seriously? Armada’s nanny says this frequently. I’ll be bemoaning something inconsequential in the face of whatever horror is making news and Vitoria will say, “Seriously?” And I’ll recognize my self-indulgence and attempt to behave better. We could all behave better. As manmade disasters cripple the twenty-first century, Thomas Hobbes’s seventeenth-century words resonate: “The condition of man is a condition of war of everyone against everyone.”

			We have a Hobbesian five-year-old neighbour who possesses an arsenal of toy weapons and shoots his dad, who then flops about on their lawn in an effort to appear wounded. Papa Brad cries out in agony, and his wife, Molly, dresses his wounds with toilet paper. “All better,” Molly says cheerfully to violent-criminal-in-waiting Riley, who waves his guns and daggers maniacally. Father and son have remote-control toy cars and trucks they drag race down the street. They fly noisy drones around our rooftops and play violent video games. I don’t reveal to Armada how unsettling these activities are to me because she would immediately pose Socratic questions to which I would have no answers. On our way to FreshCo yesterday, after scrutinizing a bumper sticker, she asked, “What’s it say?”

			“It says, ‘Jesus Saves.’”

			“What’s Jesus?”

			“A man who lived a long time ago.”

			“Is he died?”

			“He did die, yes.”

			“Why?”

			“Some people didn’t like him.”

			“Why not?”

			“I can’t say. I never met him.”

			“Because it was a long time ago,” Armada conjectured.

			“Correct.”

			“Do you know anybody who is died sooner?”

			“Sage.” I watched Armada’s expression in the rear-view to see if she’d fully comprehended that Sage will never again show up with Timbits.

			Seemingly unfazed, Armada continued looking out the window and said, “Sage is died.”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“She had cancer, remember?”

			“Why?”

			“Nobody knows. Lots of people die for all kinds of reasons.” I didn’t get into how everybody dies, meaning I would die, as would Armada. Pulling into FreshCo I exclaimed, “Oh look, our favourite parking spot right beside the buggies. Do you want to sit in the buggy or help push?” As soon as she could walk, Armada demanded to push her stroller rather than ride in it.

			“Push!” she declared.

			Her current favourite word is kaput. Faced with shopping carts jammed together and immovable, Armada said, “Kaput.” Who knew she spoke German.

			Tonight she sits queenly on the plastic insert that prevents her small rump from slipping into the toilet bowl. Vitoria, a laid-off kindergarten teacher, brings Armada books, snacks, whatever the child requests, with the hope that she will defecate. Armada has the bowels of an old man, can sit on the toilet for what feels like hours surrounded by books and toys.

			Not feeling very Zen, I demand, “Do you have to poo or not?”

			The small Mayan nods sombrely while carefully turning the pages of her animal alphabet book.

			“Well,” I say, “I need to go too, so hurry up.” Our semi has only one bathroom.

			Armada furrows her brow as she concentrates on her mission.

			“Looks like you’re working hard,” I say.

			“Very hard,” she agrees. “I can do this by myself.”

			“I know you can.”

			“Don’t watch.”

			Vitoria signals that she needs to speak with me privately. I follow her into the hall. “What is it, Vee?” I live in fear of Vitoria finding a real job and abandoning us.

			“Armada has been hitting things with a ruler,” she says.

			“What things?” I ask.

			“Her stuffed animals.”

			“Is that bad?”

			“Seriously?” Vee balances her fists on her hips. Heavily bangled, she jingles when she moves. “Haven’t you noticed she’s acting violent? I think maybe we shouldn’t let her watch Looney Tunes anymore.”

			“What’s wrong with Looney Tunes?”

			“Are you crocodile kidding me?”

			“They’re just cartoons,” I protest.

			“Violent ones. Daffy Duck or Sylvester or Elmer Fudd are always getting creamed.”

			“I grew up on Looney Tunes,” I say, realizing this may not be the best argument in their favour. I did, after all, throw a softball at Katie Axler’s head.

			“It’s a lot to think about.” Vee frequently uses this phrase when referring to people, or incidents, she would prefer not to think about.

			“I made a mountain!” Armada announces. “Come see.”

			Both servants rush to her attendance.

			“See,” Armada says proudly.

			“I do see,” I say. “That’s impressive.”

			“Did you wipe your bum from front to back?” Vee asks.

			“Of course.” Armada uses both hands to press the flush lever. Fascinated, she watches her large turd swirl in the bowl and vanish.

			“Wash your hands, Mada,” Vee says, turning on the tap and handing Armada the soap. Vee pushes the footstool against the vanity and Armada steps daintily onto it to wash her hands.

			“Good job,” Vee says, handing her a towel.

			“Mummy needs to pee now.” Armada sits on the footstool and watches as I unzip my jeans and sit on the toilet. I’ve given up expecting privacy in the bathroom.

			“I know a bad word,” Armada says.

			“Really,” I say. “Would you care to share it with us?”

			“No. It’s bad.”

			“Okay.” I pee, wipe, and pull up my jeans. “Where did you hear it?”

			“What?”

			“The bad word.”

			“I forget.” She’s a terrible liar.

			I say, “I hear you’ve been hitting things with a ruler.”

			“What things?”

			“You know what things,” Vee says, sliding her hands into her hoodie pockets.

			“I don’t hit anything.” Suddenly, Armada seems unduly interested in the floor tiles beneath her feet.

			“You hit Boofy Bear and Floppy Bunny,” Vee says, “and Owly and Duddy Doggy.”

			Armada appears momentarily struck with remorse, as though the act of hitting was completely involuntary and only just remembered. In court I would describe this behaviour by the accused as bad acting.

			“Kaput,” Armada says.

			We lie on my bed reading Making the Moose Out of Life. A cautious moose learns to take life by the antlers and throw caution to the wind—not sure this is a good message for a child. Have we not all suffered at the hands of kings, queens and politicians who have thrown caution to the wind?

			“Uncle Forest called,” she tells me. “He’s funny.”

			“You talked to him?”

			“Of course. He’s coming to see me.”

			“When?”

			“Soon. He’s bringing a present.”

			Forest brings her gifts to ensure his popularity. “Ray, you’ve got to let me have a relationship with Mada. I’ll never have a kid of my own. I’m too fucked up.” The sweet side of my brother surfaces in these vulnerable moments, and I’m reminded that Armada has no one but me, and Vee on payroll. For this reason I allow Forest into our lives when he surfaces between benders, freakouts, blackouts and breakdowns. He makes Armada giggle with his walking-finger man strutting on tables, chairs, along Armada’s arms and up to her chin where she’s ticklish. They play endless games of I Spy; Red Light, Green Light; and Simon Says. But when Forest is strung out—or crashing post drugs—he smashes our world.

			I’m convinced he suffers from ADHD and the only way to stop the ground spinning beneath him is with drugs or alcohol.

			He was released today because the Crown dropped the drug trafficking and possession charges. This may be due to the fact that Forest was found asleep in a stranger’s car and has no history of trafficking. I don’t know the details of his arrest because I steer clear of my brother’s altercations with the law. For the first time, our father refused to post a surety. “Clearly, he has to learn the hard way,” Reid said from distant Calgary, no doubt at the urging of his pallid, blond wife eight years my junior.

			Waiting for trial, Forest spent months in a cell designed for two inmates but occupied by three, the weakest (Forest) forced to sleep on the floor. His cellmates called him shitbird, faggot, turd, maggot.

			Every second day, the prisoners are permitted to wander a small concrete courtyard for half an hour. Physical abuse is common, not only from inmates but correctional officers who advise new inmates to obey the prison bosses because they, the guards, can’t protect them. Lockdowns are frequent and welcomed by the guards because lockdowns mean less work. Detention centre staff conveniently forget that prisoners held in remand are presumed innocent of their alleged crimes regardless, in some cases, of prior convictions. If inmates are not drug addicts when arrested, they likely will become drug dependent in detention.

			During one phone call, Forest, under the influence, spoke as though fearful of being overheard. “I’m slowly coming to terms with my why,” he whispered. In a previous conversation I’d shared Nietzsche’s line, “He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how.”

			“So what’s your why?” I asked.

			“You wouldn’t understand, you’re part of the system.”

			My mother, Pam, described Forest as “the creative one.” He painted his moods while Pam played Philip Glass. They danced around the living room, flinging arms and legs Martha Graham style. Meanwhile Reid was teaching me to box in the driveway.

			Years later, during a sparring session, my father asked me if Forest preferred men. “Why don’t you ask him?” I said, dodging a hook. But Reid didn’t ask Forest because he is afraid of him. And Forest is afraid of Reid. In our house, left cold and hollow without Pam, father and son looked everywhere but at each other.

			Who’s to blame? Or is ascribing guilt, thereby absolving ourselves of culpability, counterproductive? Aren’t we all to blame? Daily I must adhere to the process of proving guilt beyond a reasonable doubt or, in civil court, on a balance of probabilities, and daily I find the process more and more nonsensical. It is not one person who is to blame. We all neglect individual responsibilities that contribute to the dysfunction of the whole. Finding the shrunken biker guilty of assaulting another biker will not solve anything. Bikers will go on thrashing bikers. And we will blame their violent behaviour on the tribalism of bikers, like we blame much of the world’s violence on some form of tribalism. No wonder the demagogues who conjure up the crowd-pleasing foe of race and tribe continue to win our votes.

			Wittgenstein posited that our understanding of the world depends on how we interpret the silence around us. Forest has misinterpreted the silence around him for years, treading water in the murky depths of the human psyche where greed, envy and fear dominate. Most of us can contain, or at least disguise, these impulses in our daily lives. Not Forest.

			The boxing rules my father taught me:

			
					Tighten your fists so much they hurt.

					Strike from the shoulder, aim for the temple.

					Never punch backing up.

					Tuck your chin in but keep your eyes open, even when your opponent hits you in the face.

					Step forward when you hit. When your opponent starts to fall, hit him again.

			

			This is how I’ve lived my life. This is how I became a superior court justice.

		
	
		
			
			Two

			Sage rarely drank, never smoked. Liver cancer burned through her in months. I took her to doctor’s appointments, entered what Sage called the Land of the Sick. “It’s a place healthy people can’t understand,” she said.

			Before cancer, Sage often coerced me into going to documentary film festivals featuring what she described as “People making a difference in small ways that add up.” Sage worked for a harm-reduction organization that promotes health among drug addicts and sex workers, providing condoms and clean syringes along with training in overdose reversal. She drove around in a van supplying such essentials to addicts, and delivering addicts to shelters or hospitals. We met when she delivered Forest to my door. He was losing control of conversations, joining sentences together in endless loops then toppling to the floor. Sage said, “He is totally unaware and violently allergic to whatever is really going on. I can’t help him.” Forest crawled to the couch and passed out.

			“Aren’t all addicts resistant to shaking their addictions?” I asked. “Aren’t you trained to counsel them?”

			“Forest thinks counsellors are to be outwitted. I don’t have time for that.” She turned to go, but I asked her to stay for tea and she did and we discussed how we would rule the world.

			Forest belched, regaining a squinty-eyed consciousness, and claimed he was examining us from “the other end of the telescope.”

			“If you ever decide to help yourself,” Sage told him, laying her card on the coffee table, “call me.”

			“FYI,” Forest shouted after her, “I’m a rock star in bed!”

			I have tickets to a documentary Sage and I were to attend. “We’ll grab a bite afterwards,” she’d said, although she’d lost her appetite and could barely walk. Twelve days later she died. A seemingly healthy woman who had laboured humanely in Latin America, returning rejuvenated. “There’s lots more to do,” she’d say. “But it’s a start.”

			Like my mother, Sage told me I could do anything. I hadn’t realized her cheerleading kept me afloat, hadn’t thought I’d taken it seriously. Sage was like that with everybody, I told myself, which may have been true, but did that matter?

			Sage convinced me to have Armada despite my apocalyptic fears. “Life will go on,” she said while hers was imperceptibly ending.

			Six years ago, she was ecstatically eight months pregnant (courtesy of a gay friend donor) and scheduled for a routine ultrasound. She texted me from the hospital, “my baby has no heartbeat.” An hour later I applied a cool cloth to her forehead while she pushed out a perfectly formed dead baby. When it was all over and Sage had allowed them to pry her daughter from her arms, she curled into a fetal position and begged to die.

			My accidental pregnancy two years later, resulting in Armada’s birth, was miraculous to Sage. In my will, she is Armada’s guardian. Sage’s death has left a vacancy impossible to fill.

			Vee hands me a glass of wine. “Are you ready for a Brad and Molly update?”

			“Does it involve their gun-slinging child?”

			“Nope. The cat. It’s on antidepressants. I asked Molly how she knew the cat was depressed and she said the vet could tell just by looking at it. She said the vet bills for the depressed cat and the one-eyed Mexican rescue dog are burning through their savings.”

			“What ails the dog?”

			“Diabetes. They give him insulin injections twice daily, grab him by the scruff and stick him.”

			“This begs the question, did the one-eyed Mexican dog want rescuing?”

			“Oh my god,” Vee says, “if they tell me one more time what they paid to save that dog, I may lose it. It’s like they think they deserve a medal or something.”

			“The mutt probably pines for Mexico. Sun and sand, garbage-strewn streets where he is free to fight and fuck.”

			“Totally,” Vee says, “like I doubt the dog thought, ‘Gee, I want to go to Canada, get stuck with needles and have my balls cut off.’”

			“One wonders what the Latino mutt makes of Brad and Moll collecting his shit in little plastic bags.”

			We say in unison, “It’s a lot to think about.”

			I drain my glass. “How did Funtime Drop-In go? Did Mada play with anyone?”

			“Just parallel play as usual.”

			“That’s developmentally normal though, right?”

			“Sure,” Vee says without conviction. “You know, you could put her in daycare if you want her to socialize more.”

			“I don’t want her in daycare. I want her with you. The drop-in gives her the opportunity to socialize.”

			“She stared at the old woman with no hands again.”

			The old woman with no hands was once a German girl of eight. Russians threw a grenade at her and her siblings. As the eldest, it was her responsibility to protect her brothers and sisters. She grabbed the grenade and attempted to throw it back at the Russians but tripped over rubble. The grenade exploded, shredding her hands, which hours later had to be amputated—without anaesthetic. Currently an impressively mobile nonagenarian, Mrs. Vogel cheerfully divulged this childhood trauma on the first day she showed up at Funtime Drop-In with her two great-grandchildren.

			“I suspect Mrs. Vogel is accustomed to stares,” I say.

			“Usually she keeps her stumps in her sweater pockets, but today she was doing embroidery.”

			“How?”

			“She holds things in place with the stumps and uses her mouth. Her stumps are calloused.”

			“Sounds like you were staring at her.”

			“I wasn’t.”

			“You noticed her stumps were calloused,” I say, “and that she used them and her mouth to embroider, which means you were staring.”

			“Not for long. Mada stared at her for, like, fifteen minutes.”

			“Little kids stare.”

			Vee sits in a half lotus on the couch. A yoga enthusiast, she has the ability to fold her legs under and around herself in seemingly painful ways. “Mrs. Vogel plays darts, clamps the darts between her stumps and throws, hits bull’s eyes, she says.”

			“Impressive.”

			“Anyway, talk to Mada about staring. It’s rude.”

			“Better that we stare at our phones.”

			Sage wanted us to put down our phones and face one another. “For millions of years,” she said, “humans evolved to look each other in the face and use facial expression to create connection. Now we can’t take our eyes off that portal of porn, violence and fake news.”

			“Vogel means bird,” Vee says. “Mrs. Vogel raised three kids. Without hands. When her husband took off, she had to find a job. Guess what kind of work she did?”

			“Manual labour.”

			“It drives me nuts how you always know everything.”

			“Sorry.”

			Vee is important to me in a way I don’t really understand. It has to do with her lack of pretense. She speaks simple truths that I complicate because the ambiguous business of language has always given me a place to hide.

			“Isn’t that wild?” She waves her glass around, jingling her bangles. “An eight-year-old survives a war, gets her hands blown off, somehow makes it to Canada, finds some guy who’ll marry her and produces three kids then raises them on her own, without hands.”

			Mrs. Vogel’s worldview, revealed to me at Funtime Drop-In, is limited and racist, a reminder that tragedy does not necessarily enlighten. Which raises the question of whether it is better to be exposed to the harsh reality of one’s circumstances, or to be anaesthetized by ignorance.

			Vee twirls the end of her long side braid. “FYI your brother called.”

			“I heard.”

			“He makes me nervous. You never know what he’ll do.”

			“It’s his tenuous fuse box of a mind,” I say.

			“Mada loves him, says she can’t wait for him to give her piggyback rides.”

			“Did he tell you where he’s staying?”

			“He’s probably shelter-surfing as usual,” Vee says. “He was on the phone with Mada for, like, half an hour, giggling away.”

			“Well, be prepared for him to show up unannounced.”

			“Do I let him in?”

			“If he’s drug-and-alcohol-free. Text me first. I’ll reply as soon as I’m able.”

			When I was ten and Forest was five, I blindfolded him on his tricycle and pushed him into walls. He thought this hilarious, had no idea I was trying to hurt him because I blamed him for our mother’s disintegrating health. She’d been fine until he was born.

			The why of our actions.

			When my mother died, the air changed around me. Breathing became arduous. I feared losing the part of my right lung the surgeons left behind.

			On hearing of Pam’s death, acquaintances treated us differently, as though we had a virus they feared catching. Little was known about fibromyalgia except that it was hard to spell and not a respectable disease like cancer or heart trouble. There were rumours of suicide, which Reid quashed. A police investigation transformed our home into a crime scene for a few hours. Ultimately, Pam’s death was ruled accidental. I wanted to believe this.

			Months before, I’d overheard Mrs. Bitz, our diet-pill-addicted neighbour, describe my mother as lazy, and the difficult-to-pronounce illness “all in her head.” I’d thought maybe Bitz was onto something. Pam was lazy. Reid constantly complained about her lack of organizational skills. “How do you expect to raise children in this pandemonium?” he’d ask.

			“I don’t expect to raise children,” she said. “Children raise themselves.” Which is what we’d been doing as the fibromyalgia worsened.

			Pam combatted her pain with cannabis. With a blunt between her fingers, she became embarrassingly affectionate, demanding cuddles. “Come snuggle, Cookie.” I hated the smell of pot on her grasping fingers, the feel of her stick arms around me. Forest climbed on her lap. He hadn’t known her before fibromyalgia when she’d chased me around the house, both of us shrieking with glee, until my father shouted, “Pipe down, you two.” Reid had loved Pammy’s girlish wackiness—feeding us butterscotch ice cream with Corn Flakes for breakfast, talking to birds and squirrels, noticing a particular blue of the sky. She wasn’t like the other mothers in the schoolyard in tasteful casuals, impatiently glancing at their watches. Pam was a blast of colour. In winter she wore bright pink pyjamas under what she called her tapestry coat—a mix of scarlet, purple, blue and gold.

			Chronic, debilitating pain consumes the sufferer. Year after year there was less of my mother and more of the excruciating pain. Her small world darkened. Blue skies became spiteful. Glorious sunshine filling the home she could no longer escape mocked her. She shut the blinds.

			Weeks after the cremation, when the stench of rotting food could no longer be ignored, I attempted to create order in Pam’s kitchen and discovered weed hidden in the waffle maker. I wanted to cry over this, imagining tears would make me human, but instead I silently fumed at her for abandoning me. I yanked old takeout containers from the fridge—takeout Pam inevitably burned in reheating attempts—and jammed them in the garbage. Forest, twelve, came into the kitchen and stood very still, as though balancing a teacup on his head.

			“Go play fucking Nintendo!” I snapped.

			Even now I feel the absence of my mother’s touch and look for it in all the wrong places. If someone says “cookie,” I think they’re talking about me.

			We never discuss her death. It is a hermetically sealed subject. Forest refers to her drowning, not her death. “After Mum drowned,” he says, or “Before Mum drowned.”

			“Mrs. Vogel,” Vee tells me, “keeps sticky notes and markers in a Ziploc bag in her purse. She opens the bag with her teeth and stumps.”

			“What’s she do with the sticky notes and markers?”

			“Labels things. Like, if the kids are fighting over something, Mrs. Vogel will mediate and make decisions about who plays with what and for how long.”

			“Do the kids comply with her rulings?” I ask.

			“Totally. She sticks a marker in her mouth to write them down. The kids can’t take their eyes off her.”

			I should try this in the biker trial.

			“Mrs. Vogel,” Vee continues, “wears a T-shirt that says Believe in yourself and you will be unstoppable. I’ve never bought that believe-in-yourself line.”

			“It’s hard to do.”

			“You must have.”

			“What?”

			“Believed in yourself, going to law school and becoming a judge and all that.”

			“I didn’t believe in myself. Teachers believed in me.” Giving me a false sense of importance and a penchant for condescension. I considered it juvenile that my mother dotted i by sketching a tiny flower.

			“I want to be more like Mrs. Vogel,” Vee says. “I wonder if her parents were Nazis.”

			“Probably.”

			“At least the Russians didn’t rape her.”

			“I suspect her shredded hands were an antaphrodisiac.”

			“She paints landscapes with her mouth and feet and sells them at the church bazaar,” Vee says. “All I do is sit around whining about not having a real job.”

			“I have a real job and I whine.”

			“What’s wrong with us?”

			I don’t know but Vee’s awaiting an answer and, trained to provide them, I say, “Existentialists believed the only way to deal with the meaninglessness of life is to create your own rules. Mrs. Vogel creates her own rules. You and I play by other people’s rules.”

			A low, incessant whirring outside the window means Papa Brad and violent-criminal-in-waiting Riley are flying drones.

			“Living at home is such a drag,” Vee says. “My dad keeps wanting me to be his little girl, keeps doing stupid tricks to bring back my younger self. I’m like, hard pass.”

			“I think all parents miss the children their grown offspring once were. Those happy days when the kids obeyed.”

			“I’ve decided to quit trying to explain things to my dad that have no explanation.”

			“Explaining less is a good policy,” I say.

			Vee twirls the end of her braid. “Mada is still calling mice mouses and fish fishes.”

			“Is that a concern?”

			“No, it’s cute.”

			“Do you have any idea if she has a concept of death?” I ask.

			“Doubt it. She thinks mummies are alive even though a picture book at the library explained about dead pharaohs and all that.”

			“I guess that’s good, isn’t it, for a kid her age not to understand death? I mean, for Armada everything is about living. The nullity of death, all that electricity leaving a body. It’s hard for anyone to grasp.”

			“You’re thinking about Sage again.”

			I nod. “She’d want me to move on. She was all about moving on. Shit happens, move on.”

			“So, she’s moved on.”

			“Doesn’t feel like that to me.”

			“You need Catholicism.”

			“That works for you, does it?”

			“Nope.” Vee tips her head back against the couch and twists a leg around her waist. “Speaking of devout Catholics, my grandmother in Portugal fell and broke her hip plus a couple of ribs.”

			“Is this the one who talks to her lemon and fig trees?”

			Vee nods. “She can’t stand quiet. She used to yak constantly at my grandfather, but he went and died on her. She’s made a shrine to him, had all these photos of him framed. She talks to the pictures and her BFF God. Anyway, my mom wants me to go look after her.”

			“When?”

			“Now.”

			“You can’t go now.”

			“Why not? It’s not like I’ve got job interviews lined up.”

			“Vee, seriously, we can’t manage without you.”

			“Don’t freak out, I haven’t decided yet. Mafalda’s still in hospital. Everybody in the village knows her so, when she’s back home, they’ll help out as much as she’ll let them. She got super independent after Grandpa died because she wants him to be proud of her. ‘Eduardo would be so proud of me,’ she says when she does something like clean out the basement. My mom’s like, ‘He wouldn’t give a shit about you cleaning out the basement.’ Whatever, it keeps Mafalda going. Just like all the other widows in the village, she talks non-stop about her dead husband. When the husbands were alive, the wives hung out in the flytrap café to complain about them. Now they go to romanticize them.” She drains her glass and stands. “I gotta split. Talk to Armada about hitting. She knows it’s wrong.” Vee plants her fists on her hips again. “You should know that your brother got handsy with me before he went to prison.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that. Let me know if it happens again, but sometimes I think that heterosexual stuff is a ruse.”

			“If he’s bi, whatever, I don’t want him touching me.”

			“I’ll speak to him.”

			“He’s been in trouble with the law before, right?”

			“Just minor offences.”

			Forest phones at 2 a.m. “I’m working on a screenplay,” he tells me. “I want Rob Lowe to star in it. I’m writing it for Rob. He’s this twentieth-century icon kind of past it in the twenty-first century. All his twentieth-century values are like, quaint now, right?”

			“Where are you, Forest?”

			“At Agro’s.”

			Nate Agro has been a nefarious influence on Forest since they dropped out of community college eighteen years ago.

			“What is Agro up to these days?” I ask.

			“Working on his music, still hasn’t sold out.”

			Selling out, according to Agro and Forest, is getting a job, any job. Real artists, like Agro and Forest, don’t sell out. They live off their parents. Forest has been siphoning funds off my father for years, well aware that Reid feels guilty for being unable to save Pammy, for leaving us motherless, for finding a new wife eight years my junior—a legal assistant with anxiety issues. “Morgan needs me,” he said. Where was he when Pammy needed him?

			“Is Agro still dealing?” I ask.

			“Nope.”

			“Was it his car stashed with coke and fentanyl that you fell asleep in?”

			“Fuck no. If they’d traced it back to Agro, he’d be in prison. Anyway, why are you so interested? I thought you didn’t want to talk about my run-ins with the law.”

			“I want to prevent further run-ins,” I say. “Where’s Agro living? He was evicted, wasn’t he?”

			“He’s back at his mom’s. Can I come by tomorrow and see Mada? I miss her so bad.”

			“I’d like to see you first.”

			“What do you mean ‘see me’?”

			“I’d like to talk to you in person first,” I say.

			“Why, because you’re scared I’ll hurt her? I would never hurt her. I’d rather die than hurt her. And I’m clean, totally, a hundred percent.”

			Armada stirs beside me. Fearing she’ll wake and ask questions about Jesus or death, I take the phone into the hall.

			“You’re judging me,” Forest says.

			“I’m not judging you.”

			“You judge everybody. You fucking judge for a living. Like, what kind of psycho wants to play God? It’s sick.”

			This may be true.

			He chews gum rapidly. I hear it clicking. He says, “You’ve been judgey ever since you hung out with the cool kids.”

			“What cool kids?”

			“In high school. They liked your ‘offbeat’ humour and political ranting. All that yapping about how you can’t have a democracy when wealth is in the hands of a few, yadda yadda. They thought you were intellectual.”

			This is typical Forest—spinning off on a tangent.

			“You used the word ‘intuited’ a lot,” he says. “You were intuiting your ass off. And ‘evolving,’ always evolving. The cool kids were like, ‘Wow, what a genius.’”

			I vaguely remember this, talking the talk while uncomfortably walking the walk. A boy in a Nirvana T-shirt groped my breasts and wormed his tongue into my mouth. It felt wrong but I allowed it because he was cool.

			“You wore Mum’s Mexican poncho all the time,” Forest says. “And big sunglasses. You acted like you didn’t see me.”

			“Forest, it’s almost three in the morning. Let’s meet outside the courthouse tomorrow at five. Can we do that?”

			“You don’t trust me with Mada,” he says.

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“I love you more than anything, Ray, please don’t be mean.” This is what he’d say on recognizing the cruelty of my actions.

			“If we keep talking,” I say, “we’ll wake her. See you at five outside the courthouse.” I end the call.

			From my dyspeptic view from the bench, it seems our beginnings determine our ends. In between, we believe our beginnings can be erased, our ends redrawn. I made Forest jump off the porch roof into a snowbank. He landed hard on the driveway. When he didn’t burst into tears—or move—blackness smothered me. When he finally squealed, “That hurt,” the blackness vaporized into brightness and I held him so tightly he told me I was squishing him.

			One of my greatest fears is that other people are as secretly iniquitous as I am.

			The Crown, Ms. Worrick, has dancing eyebrows. Because I know how life-sacrificing a career in law for a woman can be, I manage to ignore this. Clicking her pen compulsively is a more grievous annoyance. I spoke to her about it yesterday and, today, she has come to court equipped with a Bic Round Stic. Result: no clicking!

			Mr. Blizzard, who shows his disapproval of court proceedings by slamming files on the defence table or looking to the heavens for divine intervention, is hot on the cross-examination trail, attempting to discredit witness after witness. In cross-examination, the inexperienced and psychologically vulnerable are at risk of being proved liars. The more practised witnesses know to avoid inconsistencies. But who, of the rest of us, can remember exactly what we did/saw where, when and at what time months ago? I barely remember what I did/saw where and when yesterday. Blizzard proceeds at a numbing pace, quizzing witnesses about the house where the alleged assault took place, who was in the house, how intoxicated etc. Minor discrepancies in testimony cause Blizzard to wrinkle his forehead, signalling surprise or disbelief. If I had a gavel, I’d throw it at him but, sadly, Canadian judges aren’t armed with gavels.

			My usual practice is to say little while witnesses are being examined, even if I think the lawyer’s approach is misguided. As I don’t know what the lawyer’s ultimate plan of attack is, it would be unfair to interfere. In a judge-alone trial, I take a more active role, asking questions and testing theories put to me during submissions, which tends to improve a counsel’s game. As this is a jury trial, I can do little while Blizzard examines witnesses in a disorganized fashion. Despite my hints that he should get on with it, he fails to make the point of the evidence effectively and pouts when I rule against him.

			Falter, the shrunken accused in the prisoner’s box, has taken to sliding down his chair and staring at the ceiling. Has Blizzard’s relentless carping caused Falter to lapse into a coma? Is he having a seizure? His mouth gapes slightly, but I see no foam. Perhaps his chair is uncomfortable. Speaking as someone with chronic back pain caused by chronic sitting, I am sympathetic. One of my elderly colleagues, Justice Heck, has multiple back problems and insists that sitting is the new cancer.

			But wait, another forty-three minutes of testimony have passed in which I failed to steadily take notes. How fortunate that this is a jury trial and my mental presence of limited import. I must remember to ask the court reporter for a transcript of those forty-three minutes. The jury, bless them, also appear bludgeoned by Blizzard’s minutiae. When Spider-Man draws attention to discrepancies between a burly, bearded witness’s testimony in court versus earlier statements the burly, bearded witness made to the police and discrepancies between each line of the transcript of the burly, bearded witness’s prior testimony at the preliminary inquiry, the jurors fidget, muzzling sighs. When will this end? Mr. Blizzard has not yet learned that nitpicking can leave the jury more sympathetic to the witness, blinding jurors to the discrepancies Blizzard has taken pains to elucidate.

			Alas, I am powerless to combat what I can only assume is a mama’s boy sense of entitlement. Whether witnesses’ statements are directly relevant or not, Blizzard has the right to elicit any inconsistencies in cross-examination. His hope is that the jury will conclude that the witness lacks credibility.

			Finally I hear the magic words: “No further questions, Your Honour,” and Spider-Man swings back to the defence table. Time for a recess.

			In the lounge I swig coffee in an effort to stay alert. As a rule, I avoid coffee klatches with judges, some of whom suffer from judge-itis, their self-importance making them intolerable. When interaction is unavoidable, it’s prudent to avoid talking politics or discussing topics that might come before us as judges.

			At our courthouse the judges, like many twenty-first-century earth dwellers, are increasingly divided into camps of the left and right. Identifying as being left or right is impossible for me as I veer in both directions on a variety of issues. Consequently, my colleagues puzzle over my position on the political spectrum, often concluding that I am a centrist. If I keep my mouth shut, either side can infer that I’m in agreement with their views. Justice Heck, dressed in olive-green corduroys, a mustard turtleneck and a rumpled navy-blue blazer, plays for the left while Justice Damphouse, never seen out of pinstripes and wearing a permanent expression of mild disapproval, plays for the right. Both habitually hover by the coffee machine, holding forth about current governments, past governments, laying heated blame on prime ministers, premiers, ministers, councillors, with no awareness of how they, Damphouse and Heck—like the rest of us—continue to enable the long con of politics.

			Justice Heck, who regularly frets about “our mass enslavement to digital minds,” spoons sugar into his Best Grandpa mug. “We’ve surrendered our free will,” he says, “in favour of blindly allowing AI to make decisions for us.”

			Damphouse scouts around for cookies. “Just wait till you get your first self-driving car, Heck. You’ll never look back.”

			“In the twentieth century,” Heck continues, “we fought government control. Now we’re up against a controlling power we can’t even see. This willingness to submit to algorithms instead of thinking for ourselves means we’ve surrendered our free will.”

			“There is no such thing as free will, Heck,” Damphouse says with a crimped smile. “Free will is an illusion.”

			“The point is,” Heck continues, “young people today only know what they want when AI tells them what they want.”

			“Now, now,” scolds Justice Mercy Foss, a rare non-white female justice. “Don’t start with that young-people-today diatribe.” She points at the space between Damphouse and Heck. “That is fear speaking, brothers, right there. Fear.”

			Brothers Damphouse and Heck look worriedly at the space occupied by fear.

			When Justice Mercy Foss enters the lounge, I try to blend with the butt-dented furniture and drab walls. Disagreeing with Justice Foss inevitably devolves into a one-sided conversation about systematic racism. I merely nod around Mercy and consequently she considers me a good conversationalist.

			Justice Heck, stuck in a groove like a needle in his beloved vinyl, says, “The question we have to ask ourselves is, what’s the difference between artificial and human intelligence? Human flaws are obvious—attention span, endurance, laziness, short-term thinking, greed, envy—”

			“Lady troubles,” Damphouse interjects, who is on his fourth divorce. “No PMS with bots. And no accusations of sexual misconduct.” He chuckles feebly, running his hand over what little hair remains on his head. Justices are not required to retire until seventy-five. Once called to the bench, short of finding his or her Honours’ hands down the pants of a minor, it is impossible to get a judge off it.

			“You are a sad man,” Mercy says. She has declared Damphouse a sad man before. He merely rolls his eyes and snorts like a bewildered, emasculated bull.

			“Think about it,” Heck says, as though any of us want to think about it. “Human frailty doesn’t exist with AI. It’s indefatigable and limitless. Seawright, what do you have to say on the subject? You’re young, you must have an opinion.”

			I attempt to smile benignly.

			“Come on now,” Heck says. “We need to hear from whatever generation you are. What are you, generation X, Y or Z?”

			“Millennial,” I say.

			“Ah, the entitled generation. So how do Millennials feel about AI replacing humans?”

			I shrug and say, “AI can comprehend syntax but not semantics. Computers can’t laugh at themselves. They don’t care about finding meaning and purpose in existence.”

			Heck looks puzzled. “Are you saying that’s a good or a bad thing?”

			“AI has no moral compass,” Mercy proclaims. “No conscience.”

			“Sure,” Heck agrees, “but is that critical to progress? Absolutely not. Morals get in the way of progress.”

			Damphouse takes chipmunk bites of a chocolate chip cookie. “Are you suggesting human intelligence will become obsolete?”

			“I’m not suggesting anything,” Heck insists. “I’m saying, think about it. What do humans bring to the table?”

			“Humanity,” Mercy says as though this were obvious, which I guess it is.

			“Yes, but what is humanity?” Heck asks, looking in my direction again, making me feel like I’m back in philosophy class with Professor Benchmark, who sported a goatee and a thatch of steel-wool hair. Benchmark was so commanding that after a lecture you felt slightly pummelled. He seemed to relish alarming his students by killing off God and pitching us into the meaninglessness of existence, and I’m sensing Heck is headed in the same direction. “Think about it,” Heck says again, tapping his index finger against his temple. “What makes us human?”

			I consider telling him I tied my little brother’s hands and feet together and bounced balls off him, which, at the time, felt decidedly human.

			“Compassion,” Mercy says. “Empathy. The ability to feel the pain of others. To love and be loved. To care and to nurture. To suffer and sacrifice for the sake of others. That is what makes us human.”

			The biker trial beckons—all that inhumanity suddenly inviting.

		
	
		
			
			Three

			Predictably Forest arrives late at Starbucks, or Starfucks as he fondly calls it. His wavy blonde hair that I have always envied has been shorn, revealing a receding hairline and small scars that may have been there for years, hidden, or are the result of more recent injuries incurred in detention. I don’t ask. He has put on weight due to the centre’s high-carb diet combined with minimal exercise. In saggy jeans and a faded tie-dyed Grateful Dead sweatshirt, he carries the blight of someone who has been incarcerated, beaten, shat upon and violated, whose self-loathing is a bad odour he can’t shake.

			“Why do you dress like a bag lady?” he asks, immediately on the offensive, a familiar tactic when he’s wrangling with insecurity. Sometimes, unprovoked, he would hurl his child fists at me, baffling my parents whom I made sure never witnessed my sisterly acts of cruelty.

			“Seriously,” he adds, “why do you dress like shit?”

			“Says the style icon.”

			“I just got out of jail. You put people in jail.”

			“Not today,” I say.

			“I don’t get why you never spend money on clothes.”

			“So the accused, or relatives of the accused, won’t recognize me. Nobody pays attention to bag ladies. Plus, I have to pay something called a mortgage.”

			He wraps his hands around his cup, presumably to warm them. Combined with his sudden silence, it looks as though he is praying. “Do you know what happened to Mum’s sculptures?”

			“Why?”

			“I’d like that one of the naked woman twisted around the base of a large penis.”

			“It probably broke. Most of them broke.”

			“What do you mean ‘most of them’? Where are the others?”

			“I don’t know, Forest.” This is a lie. I salvaged Woman Masturbating on Frog Soon to Be Prince? It’s in a box. I loathe it but can’t live without it.

			“Why’d she stop making those?” Forest asks.

			“She got sick. Working with clay hurt her hands.”

			“I wish you hadn’t been so mean to her. You were always judging her. Just like Dad. Did he ask about me?”

			“I haven’t spoken to him for weeks.” I texted Reid two days ago to remind him of Forest’s release. He did not reply.

			“He knows I’m out though, right?”

			“I assume so. Ask him yourself.”

			He pries the lid off his cup. “He shouldn’t have bought Mum that snowblower.”

			“He wasn’t around to shovel.”

			“She knew she’d lost him then,” Forest says. “I saw it on her face.” He absently turns the plastic lid around and around. “Remember when he bought her the sewing machine and she tried to sew curtains? What a shitstorm.”

			Pam leaned over the sewing machine like a kid at a piano struggling to play the right notes.

			Forest glances about as if someone might be sneaking up on him. “The new wife doesn’t like me.”

			“You sat on her garage naked.”

			“It gets hot on the prairie.”

			“You turned her car into scrap metal.”

			“Not on purpose.”

			At a nearby table, a man in his twenties draws intently. He has an assortment of drawing pencils bound with a rubber band. His hair shines, his jeans and T-shirt look clean. How proud his mother must be of her artist son who can take care of himself. My mother knew “the creative one” could never take care of himself. “That’s why he has you, Cookie,” she’d say, smiling like she was giving me a present. “You’ll look after him.”

			Forest’s attention is waning. I snap my fingers in his face and say, “Do you want to talk about what happened in detention?”

			“You mean like socios making batons from shampoo bottles and magazines, pencils and toothpaste and beating the shit out of you in the toilet?”

			“If that’s what you want to talk about,” I say.

			“They make knives from Tupperware. Fucking creative geniuses.”

			“How badly were you hurt?”

			He shrugs and looks away. “Elephant tranqs. Cut that shit with heroin and you don’t feel a thing.”

			“If you want to see Armada,” I say, “you have to get clean.”

			“I am clean. Totally. A hundred percent.”

			“You just said you’ve been taking elephant tranqs cut with heroin.”

			“In detention. Not now.”

			“You’ve been out of detention a day.”

			Forest stares into the distance as if at a vision. “The guards break up fights with pepper spray. That shit burns.”

			“Maybe you should avoid getting into trouble with the police so you don’t have to go back to detention.”

			“I’ll never go back there,” he says. “I’d rather die than go back there.”

			“Is Agro’s mother okay with you staying with her?”

			“If I can’t stay with you, Ray. Please let me stay with you. I’m totally clean. A hundred percent.” The unfiltered need on his face causes an upwash of dread to roll in.

			“You know I can’t do that,” I say.

			He flicks his coffee lid at me. “All the things you can’t do. Tell me something you can do.”

			“Walk away if you don’t behave. Vitoria told me you were handsy with her.”

			“If I was, I was just kidding around.”

			“Don’t touch her. If you touch her again, we will not let you into the house.”

			“I’m not going to touch her. Jesus.”

			The artist pulls something blue from his backpack—a Walmart smock—and folds it carefully before tucking it into a side pocket. He supports his artistic passion by working in retail, another reason for his mother to be proud. Forest considers minimum-wage jobs beneath him.

			“What about Diego?” he asks.

			“What about him?”

			“Have you heard from him?”

			“Why would I hear from him?”

			“Because he’s your kid’s father, duh.”

			“How could you possibly know who her father is?” I ask.

			“Because she looks Mexican. How many Mexicans have you screwed?”

			“Diego isn’t Mexican.”

			“Whatever, South American.”

			“He isn’t South American,” I say.

			“Whatever. He’s a good guy. We went bowling.”

			“What?”

			“Agro and me were going so we invited him. Diego said all his life he’d seen bowling in American movies and wanted to try it. He scored a turkey. I couldn’t believe it.”

			My ability to stand back and recognize my obsession with Diego as an obsession did not lessen its impact. My dreamed-up version of Diego long outlasted the real one, who left one morning without a word. I lay in bed, eyes closed, listening to him shove his belongings into a backpack. He closed the door softly. I was forty-two, chagrined, defensive and, unbeknownst to me, pregnant.

			I reach across the table and grab Forest’s chin covered in stubble. “Don’t say his name ever again. Do you understand me? Never. If you say his name again, you will not see me or your niece again.” Forest’s face loses its angles and the wide-eyed child emerges.

			“Okay,” he says, “I get it. But please believe me when I say I’m clean, a hundred percent. Seriously, I haven’t even had a beer.”

			This may be true because his eyes are not red ruins and he’s able to sit properly. Under the influence he has the posture of an animal skin thrown over a chair. He slumps, drapes and dangles.

			I say, “Stay clean for a week and you can see her.”

			“That’s like forever away.”

			“Take it or leave it.” I grab my recalcitrant umbrella that’s been fighting me all day.

			“I love you more than anything, Ray, please don’t be mean.”

			“Morgan invited us for Christmas. Dad must have pressured her. I guess she’ll up her Xanies.”

			Forest sits at attention like a kid who’s been told he’ll get ice cream if he behaves. “Dad said I can go? Man, that’s awesome! You gotta go too, Ray. We have to go. So he’s not mad at me?”

			“Apparently not.”

			“Am I still allowed to go if you don’t?”

			“Presumably.”

			“Man, that’ll be so great. I can’t wait to see the new house.”

			“Her teenagers will be there,” I say.

			“Tim and Tess, right? They were little last time I saw them. Cute. Hair like poodles.”

			“You frightened them when you sat naked on their garage and crashed their mother’s car.”

			“That’s ancient history. I’m a totally different person now. A hundred percent.”

			My father made this meagre Christmas offering in way of penance for refusing to post a surety to keep Forest out of prison. It is Reid’s way of assuaging his guilt. I want no part in it.

			Diego was an unceasing warm wind, soothing yet ominous, foreshadowing the hurricane to follow. He spoke of love as incredible and fantastic although, thankfully
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