My Name is Brain

Chapter 1

Actually, it’s pronounced “BRI-an”, but that’s not what it says on my birth certificate.  “Brain      Job      Cleaver.”  Not jawb—jobe.  That’s how it reads.  Pretty dumb, huh? Only nobody knows, because I don’t tell them.  You only see “Brain-Job” on official stuff that uses my birth certificate.  Other times people just ask me, “What’s your name?” and I just say “BRI-an” and they write it down like they’re supposed to.  Sometimes, if they’re nice, and they’re looking at your birth certificate, they just correct it for you on their own forms—not always.  The real official types have to put down what it actually says, letter by crazy letter, the way it looks on the original, and then they have to look at you like you’re a pretty stupid kid to have a name like “Brain”.  Yeah, like kids really pick their own names.  Like I was just born, all small and crying and gooey, and they all asked me, “What’s your name?” and I puked out “BRAIN” all over their stupid smiling faces, and they just shrugged and wrote down what I told them to.  Right.


I guess if I’m going to tell you the whole story about how I got to live here and get the opportunity to tell you about all this, I should start at the beginning.  Not that beginnings are always easy to remember exactly, you know.  And where does one thing begin and another end? You might just be sitting there and stuff’s happening all around you.  You don’t know what details to pay attention to and what ones not.  Then, WHAM! something happens and you can’t figure out what it was. Or how. Or why.  You’ve just got to make the best of it, that’s all.


I guess that’s what happened when I was born.  Actually, I guess that’s how everybody feels when they’re born.  You’re in this dark, quiet place—not dark in a nasty way, just dark in a nice, private way—and then you’re thrust out into a noisy light where everybody’s poking and prodding you, and what are you going to do about it?  Nothing, that’s what.  You’ve got to get someone else to do it for you.  And you know what they’re going to do to help you?  Not much more than you would, that’s what.  Not that I really remember it all, being just a baby.  But I’ve seen some TV shows about babies and stuff and that’s pretty much what happens.  I know how it goes.


So there I was in the hospital, just new and soft, smelling for the first time (probably being smelled, too—pheoo!) and stuff was already happening to me, stuff I might have changed if anybody’d bothered to ask me.  They never do, though.  Not when you’re a kid.  Not adults.  They just do what they think is best when it’s convenient for them.  But sometimes I think they don’t think enough about the consequences.  Of course, now that I’m a little older myself, I know that it’s not always easy to make perfect choices.  Still, someone else goes and makes a decision—or doesn’t—and you’ve got to spend your whole life trying to make up for it.  


So there I was, lying in my little tiny baby bed in the hospital, everybody crying, or sleeping, or just looking around, and all I’ve got to identify me is a last name, and a number to match, stuck to my crib.  No first name.  Not yet.  Not that I actually remember that part.  But that’s what it was probably like, I’m sure.

No first name.  Not until the nurse comes into my mom’s delivery room for the third time to see if she’s filled out the papers for the birth registration.  She hasn’t, of course.  So the nurse asks her for a name, thinking she’ll just do it herself.

“Brian.  Brian Job Cleaver,” says mom out of one half of her face, the other half mashed hard into the pillow, desperate to return to sleep.

“How do you spell that?” asks the nurse.  Even though mom’s eyes are closed, she rolls them with that annoyed, I-just-went-through-hell-giving-birth-and-now-I’ve-got-to-teach-the-whole-world-how-to-spell expression on her face.  “I mean,” says the nurse, “do you want it spelled with an i or a y?”

“With an i of course,” says mom. Then she rolls over in the bed and turns her back on the nurse.  I’ve seen her do it a hundred times.

Then something happens—I don’t know what.  Maybe the nurse is just stupid.  Or maybe she’s been working in a hospital so long that all she thinks about are body parts.  But whatever the reason, what she does is she writes down B-R-A-I-N in the part where it says ‘first name’… and begins the ruin of my life.

“Okay, BRI-an it is.”  She’s trying to act cool and professional now, so as not to get upset herself.  They always get like that around my mom. “Someone will be bringing him in to you again in a moment for his next feeding.”  And my mom pulls the covers up tight over her shoulder and winces with that I-just-gave-birth-and-need-rest-and-all-you-people-want-to-do-is-hassle-me expression.  I’ve seen that one before too.  It’s like the first expression, only more painful, to make you think you’re jabbing little daggers into her, really hurting her.

Later, when they bring me back in for my feeding, she’s out cold.  I mean out.  Really out.  So out that no amount of shaking or screaming at her is going to get her up.  Once she gets sleeping she’s like a rock that you just end up breaking yourself into bits on.  In the end you have to give up, which is what the nurses do, I bet.  Eventually they just roll her back over like a big log and give me a bottle instead; and I eat while she sleeps and sleeps.  Not that I know she was sleeping then, but she’s always sleeping like that. I’ve seen it a million times before.
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My mom stayed pretty skinny while I was growing up.  Still is.  It’s probably because the she doesn’t eat that much, sleeping all the time.  Me, I tended to eat simple things that I could just grab and eat, like apples or carrots.  I bet you’d think I’d get sick of them, eating them all the time, but no.  I think you get a taste for things, you know.  Like you have something so much that you don’t really know or appreciate other things.  I never really ate a lot of sweet things because they either took a lot of effort to prepare, or cost money that I didn’t have.

See, mom was on welfare.  That’s where the government gives you money because you don’t have a job or any money.  She isn’t always jobless.  I mean, sometimes she has one, but she usually quits because the boss is a jerk to her, or they don’t pay her enough, or the work itself is beneath her.  I know that sometimes bosses can be jerks, not that I have a job or anything myself, but everybody knows that about bosses. I also agree that sometimes you get a job and don’t realize what all it’s going to involve—again, I’m just saying.  But the one about not getting paid enough?  Looking back, that one was complete crap.  We hardly had any money when she was getting welfare cheques, but when she got a job we suddenly had money coming out of our ears.  Mom’d get a first paycheck and she’d take me out to dinner in a cab—not the bus—and we’d order steaks with all the trimmings like we’d just made it to the big time.  I loved it when she got a job.  Working made things happen; when she wasn’t working, I could spend hours just watching the dust settle on her peaceful face.

Not that I did.  I tried to find things to keep me busy.  First thing I’d do, usually I’d clean.  No kidding.  Pick up a pizza box or a dirty cup, wipe the cup-rings away. Wipe the shelves I could reach to dust.  Get a chair up to the sink and wash some dishes.  Never vacuum.  Too loud.  Not that she’d hear it or wake from it.   I just got used to the silence, you know.  I kind of didn’t want to disturb it.  Sounds weird when I tell it, but it didn’t seem weird.  Just quiet.

She didn’t really teach me to clean. Didn’t ask me to either.  I mean, she didn’t come up to me one day and say, “Brain, this is how you wash dishes: first you put the plug in, then turn on the water, then add the soap.  Now you try.”  Nothing like that.  I just sort of started doing it because I thought she’d like it.  She did.  She’d wake up and I’d be colouring on the floor—on paper on the floor, I mean—and she’d wake up and look at the clock on the VCR and then see that everything had been put away and smile at me.  Sometimes, if it looked like I’d done a lot she’d say, “Thank you Brian. You’re a good cleaner!  How about getting your mom a glass of water?  I think I overslept.”

I’m pretty careful about how I clean now.  I learned the hard way. I broke dishes lots of times climbing onto the counter to reach the high shelf.  I wouldn’t be looking and I’d kick a glass off the shelf.  SMASH!  Snore.  Nothing.  Like I said before, when she’s out, she’s out.  Once I cut my foot walking on it before I could clean it up.  Tiny piece of glass, but did it ever hurt!  I left everything in the kitchen and went crying into the living room, but she wouldn’t get up no matter how much I wailed.  Eventually I fell asleep, glass still in my foot.  When I woke up she was storming around the house muttering under her breath something about how she just couldn’t get any peace.  She’d apparently cleaned up the broken glass and was a little cheesed at the small blood stains on the carpet.

“I’m sorry, mom,” I said.  I always called her mom, never mommy, as far back as I can think.

“I know you’re sorry, honey, but I don’t want you climbing like that again.  This isn’t a jungle gym for you to play in.  If you’re bored, why don’t you go to Johnny’s house and play?  I don’t know how I’m going to get these stains out, now.  Let me see your foot.”  She wasn’t mad mad, she was just all business.

She fished out the piece of glass with a toothpick; it was a big enough piece of glass and a small enough toothpick, I guess.  I had to put on a couple pairs of socks if I wanted to walk around, because we didn’t have any bandaids handy at the moment.
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Another thing I’d do to keep myself entertained, once I made sure everything was clean, is draw.  I didn’t draw on the walls or anything dumb like that; well, maybe I did when I was two are something, but not in my memory. 

 I didn’t read too much, though we had a few kids books.  I think the neighbours gave them to us, I’m not sure.  I read pretty well considering, but I’m not really sure why.  As I said, I never really had a great number of books around before I was in kindergarten.

We had a television, but I never watched it.  We only got the one channel that came free with an antenna, which didn’t always come through and usually only showed news anyway.  I never wondered why it was free.

Sometimes I’d watch a movie with my mom on the VCR.  That was seldom.  She had a few movies from her highschool days—The Breakfast Club, Thelma and Louise, Dirty Dancing—and one she’d got for me, The Lion King.  We’d watched them all many times, but I never really thought about other movies.  We didn’t go out much so I didn’t really know there were other movies.  I just associated watching movies with watching those movies.  Those were fun times, and once I’d memorized all four of those movies, I still liked them because watching them meant that mom would stay up and I could sit on her lap and eat microwave popcorn.  It was something we would do together.  But like I say, most of the time I’d draw.

I don’t think I started out drawing.  Colouring mostly.  We didn’t get a newspaper but we’d get flyers and the local community papers, you know those ones that tell the “big local news” about some guy that caught a fish or a small fry politician saying he’d approved an extra garbage can for the park.  That kind.  Mostly I’d colour in people’s faces and their clothes and the background in the pictures.  I didn’t colour the text too much, unless the picture was boxed with words.  Then I’d give my picture a stripey frame out of coloured words.  That made my colouring look really sharp, so I always got excited about articles like that.  Maybe I learned how to read colouring all those words.  Who knows.

As I got more sophisticated I started colouring the flyers.  I know, you’d think I’d have better material in the newspaper, but no.  I didn’t just colour the flyers, I’d turn them into comics.  I especially liked the ones from Safeway when they had a whole bunch of different groceries all on one page.  Sometimes the ones from the drugstore were okay, but usually they grouped too many of the same kind of things together on a page; you need variety for something like this.  I’d colour them and box them off just like a real comic.

There was this one I did that I kept for years.  This roasted turkey is looking across at a grilled steak with the black Xs charred into it. “Shall I finish him?” the turkey says.  There’s a face drawn onto the chest, and the turkey legs are made to look like enormous ears.

“No! Please!  I’ll give you what you want!” pleads the charred steak.

Then three jugs of milk (75 cents off) with spears in their hands say, “What do you want us to do with him?”

Another speech bubble comes off the turkey: “Slice him up!”

In the last frame on the page, where bread is on sale, the poor steak (well, bread now—use your imagination) is chopped into little bloody pieces.  “Now we’re rid of that trouble-maker forever!” says a jar of mayonnaise for $2.49.

Flip the page.

“Not so fast, turkey-man!”  It’s a set of pork chops, $3.49 per pound, and he has the rest of the meat section with him!  “We will have our revenge!”

“I’ll get you back for what you did to my face!” yells ground beef, $1.69 per pound.

“Yeah! Let’s get him!” says Ukrainian Garlic coil sausage, who shoots a missile made of small breakfast sausages, $2.49 a pound, at turkey-man.

“Uggh!  You got me!  I’m sorry I did all those things to you!” says turkeyman, as he gasps his last breath.  Actually it’s chicken on this page, but it looks like turkey, so for my purposes, it was turkey-man.

“It’s too late to say sorry,” says bacon, with a frown.  “You can’t fix what you did to me with sorry.”

“Come on, guys.  Let’s leave this turkey to die,” says blueberry pie, $2.99 each.  “I nominate Super Pack Danishes (package of 8) to be our new leader!”

“Thank you,” says the Danish pack.  “And from now on we will live in peace forever, and no one will be sliced or chopped!”

“Hooray!” says the potatoes, $1.99 for a 5 lb bag, who are made to look like all the people of the land.  

The End. 
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I had that one for years in my room. 

Then, one day, while I was at school, this woman I’d never seen before appeared at our classroom and started talking to my teacher.  I think I was in grade three.  The woman was wearing one of those female business suits, you know, the ones with a jacket on top and then a skirt at the bottom.  Burgundy.  She looked pretty official, not like a teacher. Everyone was watching them; in grade three, any visitor makes for a pretty exciting event.  But at one point the teacher glanced over at me, just briefly, and my heart really started to beat.  Not in a good way.  I knew they were talking about me.

“Bri-an, honey,” said Mrs. McCluskey, my teacher, “Would you please go with this lady to Mrs. Morrison’s office?” Mrs. Morrison was our prinicipal.  “You don’t have to be afraid.  She’s just going to talk to you for a little while.”

“Is she going to talk to all of us?”  That was my friend, Johnny.  He didn’t mean to be cheeky, he just doesn’t figure things out very quickly.  He was still a nice kid back then though.

I got up slowly from my desk and walked to the office with the burgundy lady, who smiled at me like a grandma.  But she wasn’t my grandma and she didn’t come to my school to bring me cookies.  Never trust someone that smiles at you like your grandma and pats your back like they’re glad to see you and says they want to talk.  You know why?  ’Cause they’re not your grandma and they’re not glad to see you because they’re only there to do their job, which isn’t any more fun for them than it is for you.

“BRI-an,” she said to me, “You know how sometimes you hurt yourself putting dishes away?” I looked over at Mrs. Morrison. “You wrote about it in some of your journals.  Remember?” I took to staring at my toes, not wanting to admit anything.  “Or when sometimes you don’t always have food to make a lunch with?  Well, BRI-an, your mother is having some difficulties and she just isn’t able to take care of you right now, so you’re going to live with another family in the neighbourhood for a little while, until your mom can catch her breath and get back on her feet.”  Still silent, still staring.  “I know this is a pretty big shock to you, but hopefully this will just be for a short time, and you’ll get to stay here in this school where your friends are at least.  I’m going to take you home now to get your things and bring you to your foster home, and then you can come back to school tomorrow.”  

I waited for them to ask me how I felt, what I thought, whether I wanted to go to a new house or stay with my mom.  But they didn’t ask.  So I didn’t speak.  I just went along with it.  But I was mad at myself for writing about home in my journals.  It was my fault for not thinking ahead.  That’s when I resolved to stop telling personal stuff in class, and started drawing instead.

Toothless. Pencil on paper.  A gaping mouth opens to the page, lips stretched wide, tongue tucked back in the throat.  Inside the mouth, two curving ridges, the gums, are revealed.  There is one solitary tooth jutting from the lower right jaw.  A hand reaches toward the mouth.  In the hand is a pair of pliers, squeezing around the tooth and pulling it out.

Grade and comments:  5/5   Very detailed!  Did you go to the dentist recently?
