Chapter 2

The next day at school was pretty much the same as ever.  There were a few kids, the nerdy ones mostly, who tried to ask me what happened.  So I told them.  Not really, though.  I had this gag I thought was pretty good.  They’d come to me at recess and ask me what the lady in the suit was there for, and first I’d say, “Nothing,” which just got ’em worked up to ask me more. And they would, believe me. Then I’d act all “aw shucks” embarrassed and tell ’em that I’d gotten selected for this special art contest, but I wasn’t supposed to tell because no one else was picked.  I’d tell them not to tell because we’d all get in trouble if any teachers found out other kids knew.  They’d get wide-eyed and serious like they were in on some secret mission.  After that, if it looked like someone else was coming I’d quickly change the subject with a wink and we’d all go into this huge charade of trying to look like we’d been talking about something else all along.  Dumb kids. It’s a good thing I’m so good at keeping a straight face.  Anyone else would’ve been hollering.

That kept me amused most of the school day.  Afterschools were a different story.

The place they’d put me was on the opposite side of the school from my house.  It wasn’t really any farther.  It was just, you know, unfamiliar, unnatural-feeling.  Instead of walking along the sidewalk, I had to cut across the field, which on rainy days was kind of mushy.  It got pretty gross sometimes.  Seemed appropriate though, considering where I was going.

“BRI-an, your shoes!” Sheila barked, after I had already tracked mud halfway down the hall.  Sheila Olsen was my first foster-mom.  A tight woman with stringy grey-blonde hair, her sleeves always pushed up ’cause she was working at something.  Her husband Ralph  was the laziest tub of goo you ever saw, always a day late shaving, with greasy hair and a pot-belly that poked out from under his plaid shirt.  He would usually be sitting in his ugly old snot-green recliner, reading the paper.  He’d put it aside to glare at me if I screwed up, though.

“Sorry,” I said.

“Didn’t you ever learn to take your shoes off when entering a house?” she said with a look of disbelief.  I didn’t say anything, just looked around, avoiding her stare.

Fact is, is I wasn’t taught that.  I always came and went from my home shoes on.  Sometimes it got dirty, so I’d clean it, vacuum or whatever.  I didn’t know there was a shoe rule people are supposed to know from birth.  You’d think she’d ’ve been more understanding, having different kids coming to her place all the time, but no. And that was just the first day.  She always got me to do weird stuff, cleaning-wise, like cleaning windows with a spray bottle, or waxing furniture, stuff like that, that I wasn’t much good at.  She’d let me know it, too.  I knew how to wash dishes and put them away; I knew how to water the plants when the leaves started getting saggy; I knew how to sweep up dirt.  Do you think she ever asked me to do those things?  She had this way of always making me feel like a giant piece of dirt—or worse!—and that I was constantly filthing up her nice place.  I took my shoes off, put them back at the door, and went to my room.

There were four bedrooms in the house, none of them too big; one was for the Olsen’s, then one each for foster kids.  Mine was at the end of the hall.  It had some really cheap ugly wallpaper from the eighties, with a pattern of red, blue, and yellow smears that were supposed to look like wide brush strokes, but really just looked like cheap ugly wallpaper.  Little holes were all over the wall where kids from before had put up posters, then taken ’em down when they left.  I didn’t own any posters.

There was one window that looked out into the back yard.  Decent amount of grass, though pretty worn out, and a garage.

I didn’t have much to do when I got to the foster home.  Even though I was one of three kids there, the others were older and had been there longer, so they didn’t have to come home till 4:30.  I was new, so I had to come home right away.  I spent my time doodling, mostly.  When I’d heard loud bangs coming from the direction of the garage, I knew the other two had come home and had set up their street hockey stuff in the alley.  I didn’t have any of that stuff either, but I thought I wouldn’t mind watching.  I wish I’d never left my room.

I’d got their names my first night there, but not much else, because I just wanted to stay in my room alone.  That first day when I heard them playing, I poked my head over the fence.  They stopped and looked at me.    They were both older, Josh about 12 and Ricky 10 or 11.  They were intermediates.  I was still in grade 3, primary.

“Whuddup, new kid?” Josh sneered.  He was a tough-looking kid with stringy blonde hair and a raspy voice.  Not tough like full of muscles, just tough with a mean bite in his eyes.  The kind of kid that wouldn’t overpower you, he’d just swing his hockey stick at you.  At the moment, he was only leaning on it.  

“Yeah, my name’s—”

“I know your name.  Brian.  I heard ’em talkin’.  You got a stick?”

“No.”

“Well you better not touch mine if you don’t want to get your face smashed in.  Same goes for his, right Ricky.”

“Right.” Ricky was just silently staring at me the whole time, not saying anything, with these hollow black eyes.  He was naturally smaller than Josh, but looked like he had just as big a chip on his shoulder.  Ricky was obviously a follower, but that didn’t really make me feel better.  Just meant I needed to keep this jerk on my good side, avoid being double-teamed.

“You have to be goalie, ’cuz you got no stick.”  With that, he turned and started flicking the ball around, you know, stick handling with his back to me.  It’s like he didn’t have to watch me move to the net because he expected it.  What was I going to do?  Look like an idiot and just stay there watching?  So I got in net.  Wish I hadn’t.

They played one-on-one, and I was goalie for both.  It was kind of like one-on-one basketball, where you have to clear the ball out after every play.  At first I wasn’t really doing anything because they were just trying to deke each other out with their fancy moves.  Even though I didn’t know much about hockey, I could see that Ricky was a much better player than Josh.  He was more, I don’t know, graceful in his moves, had better control, good fakes and all that.  Josh was just bigger and liked slamming into Ricky, using his butt to block him, using his foot to step on the ball until he felt like he could get the ball past somehow.

Eventually he did, or Ricky kind of gave up to get the game moving.  Either way, here comes Josh with the ball trying to fake me out, saying “Better stop me, new kid.  Betcha’ can’t stop me,” and stuff like that.  But he was just so slow and dumb looking with his moves, I just watched the ball and when it got close enough I kicked it away.  Too easy.

“Aw man.  My friggin’ stick slipped,” he said, but I knew he was just saving face.  Now Ricky had the ball, and with a quick move and a bump of the shoulder he got past Josh and flicked a nice little backhander up at the corner of the net. Which I caught.  No kidding, bare hands and everything!  It wasn’t that hard a shot, but still.  I didn’t even play hockey, but I was starting to feel pretty good about myself now.

A couple more saves, a couple of shots wide of the net, and then the stupid jerk calls, “Penalty shot!”  Can you believe that!

“What?!” yells Ricky, but Josh has already picked it up and started marching to this imaginary “penalty spot” or something, and there’s no way Ricky’s going to wrestle the ball from him.

“You high-sticked,” Josh said.  Which was complete crap, but what are you going to do?  Josh starts his approach, but this time, instead of trying to deke me out he just makes a few taps, then totally winds up.  I winced and without thinking tightened my whole body, turning my back to protect myself.  That’s when I felt the sting.  Did I mention that we were playing with that orange street-hockey ball, not tennis balls?  Whoever made those had a weird thing for pain.

The pain wore off pretty quick when I realized the ball hadn’t gone in, though.  I kicked the ball out to Ricky.  Not that he was on my team, but whoever wasn’t Josh seemed okay by me right then.

Ricky soon scored, which was inevitable, because he really was pretty good.  This just made Josh madder and madder.  I couldn’t tell if he was mad at Ricky for scoring or mad at me for stopping him or mad at himself for being such a useless hockey player.  He just seemed mad at everything, and really started muscling his way through Ricky to get to the goal.  He finally tied the game by backing his way to the goal, then hip-checking me out of the way—which doesn’t take much when you’re only eight—and then kicking the ball through the net.  Totally cheap goal.  Then he goes streaking up the alley like he’s got all these adoring fans who are so awed by his incredible skill.  What a loser.  I felt like puking.  Especially since the butt of his stick had somehow caught me in the gut and knocked the wind out of me.  I wasn’t quite prepared for Ricky’s next shot, and although I stopped it with my foot, he was there for the put-back and the score was 2-1.   That’s when disaster struck.

Sheila called to us to come to dinner.  Ricky had a pretty big grin on his face.  “That’s it.  I won.”  

But Josh looked pretty grim.  “Next goal wins,” he said.  Which was pretty stupid for Ricky, because he’d already won.  I don’t know. There’s just something about saying “next goal wins” that drives kids crazy for sudden death.  Worked on me.

I didn’t want the dumb lug to “win” so I jumped back into the goal.  He shoots.  I stop it with my foot.  He’s coming, so I reach to grab the ball to safety.  But too late.  He’s wound up, and takes a slap shot at the ball just as my fingers close around it.

Pain.

Burning pain.

The last three fingers on my right hand opened up like Ziploc, but bled only slowly because the wound had gone right to the bone.  I was jumping around sucking air in as deeply as I could to keep from screaming out.  Of course I had dropped the ball and the oaf had put it in, then strutted off to dinner.  Ricky glared at me with a why’d-you-drop-the-ball-you-baby look on his face, then hung his head in shame and followed.


*



*
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The really bad part was that I couldn’t draw for a couple of weeks.  I tried using my left hand, but it wasn’t any good.  Took me way longer, and the lines were never very straight.

The good part was, I didn’t have to do any written work in school for about a month, because the cut was so deep it had actually torn some of the tendon running across my middle finger knuckle.  Another good thing was that I had my hand all splinted up so that my middle finger was always in the up position.  That got to be a pretty good joke, giving the finger to everybody.  Till Josh squeezed it.  Still, I was giving him the finger a full three days before he even knew what was I was doing.

I also got a whole set of hockey equipment, which was kind of dumb because I couldn’t even hold the stick in my bandaged hand, but hey—new stuff; who’d argue?  When Social Services came around a couple of days later and saw my hand, Sheila and Ralph explained that the problem was that I didn’t have hockey equipment and that they thought that I was just watching the other two.  That seemed to satisfy the lady.

“He was trying to hit me,” I protested.  “I want to go home.”  But both Josh and Ricky said, with these big, sincere, truthful-looking eyes, that they were really sorry and that it was just an accident ’cause they weren’t used to playing with someone without equipment.  She believed them.  And everybody in Foster care wants to go home, and they don’t just give you something ’cause you want it.  What could I do?  Nothing.  At least I got to give her the finger.
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Things didn’t get much better with my new hockey equipment, just rougher.  And to be honest, once I got the bandages off, I wanted to draw rather than play hockey with those guys, if you could call it hockey.  I stayed in my room mostly, just doodling.  I thought that would keep me safe from Josh.  Nope.  Just safe from his stick, not his mouth.

“What’re you doing?” He poked his ugly face into my room one time after he was done playing hockey.

“None of your business,” I said, and covered up my drawings.

“None of your business.” He mocked me with a high-pitched girlie voice.  I tried to ignore him.

“You know, if you act like a baby in middle school, people are just gonna want to beat you up.  And if you run and tell momma, it just gets worse.”  He had my attention now.  “People on the block already think you’re weird.”

“No they don’t,” I said, but I don’t think I sounded sure, because I wasn’t.  How did I know what other people thought?

“Yes, they do.  I hear ’em talking about you all the time.  They think you’re weird ’cuz you never talk and just sit there and never say anything.”  Moron. “I try to tell them to lay off you ’cuz you’re, like, a really messed up kid and it’s not your fault.”  He had this sly grin on his face, and I gave him a look like I’d like to cut that smile off with a pair of scissors. Snip. 

“Go ahead and tell them what you want.  Who’d listen to a big brainfart like you anyways?”  His grin turned sour. Snip, snip.

“You’re the brainfart, Brain.”  I hate that name.  He’d obviously learned about the spelling, probably from Ricky because I doubt if he could ever read his own name. “That’s your real name isn’t it, Brain-job?  Pretty stupid name.  What I can’t figure out is how come someone with a name like Brain could be such a mental case?”

“Yeah, I know,” I said. “Usually they’re called Josh.” I usually tried to stay out of things like this, but I was cornered and really mad.  Frightened too, to tell you the truth.  Using a good joke is always risky with stupid people.

“You’re dead, you know that?  But not now.  Later, sometime when no one’s home.”  He knocked a book off my dresser to show he was serious, then left.

I wasn’t afraid of getting beaten up.  Well, I was, but I was more worried about people talking about me behind my back.  But I didn’t give Josh enough credit.  He did something worse than either of those things.  He’s pretty mean.

When I came home from school the next day, Ralph was home watching t.v. as usual.  That was good, because it meant I probably wouldn’t get hurt.  Other than that, the place was quiet.  I went into my room to start drawing and… maybe they’re under the bed… in the closet… under my clothes pile… gone.  All my drawings, a huge stack, were gone.

I ran out the back door to the alley, fists clenched, expecting to…well…I don’t know what I was expecting, but I was going to get my drawings back one way or another.  But when I got to the alley there was no one there.  I was puzzled. Maybe I’d been wrong.  I turned to go back in, wondering where Josh could be, where my drawings were.  Then I saw them.  Piled up in the alley, next to the garbage cans.  They’d gotten all wet.  I walked over and picked them up.  They were dirty and they smelled.  Then I heard a snigger coming from the fence.  You know who.  Both of them.

I walked toward them slowly, clutching my papers tightly, expecting them to try to push me around.  I wasn’t going to let them go twice.  I’d have to unwrinkle them later and air them out.  They really did stink.

Instead of hitting me, though, they just backed away, giggling.  I took a step, they backed up a step.  I didn’t know what they where up to and I didn’t care.  I walked past them and started up the back steps.

In my room, I laid the papers out as best as I could and opened the window.

Well, to make a long story short, this is what happened.  My papers dried that afternoon, and I just stayed in my room.  I started not to notice the smell after a while, and when they were dry I picked them up.  At dinner Sheila and Rob gave each other funny looks, then told me I was having a bath that night. The next night they came into my room while I was drawing, and decided I needed my sheets changed.  This kind of thing kept happening for three days, then finally they tried to have a special “talk” with me.  You know what they thought?  That I’d been wetting the bed!  Can you believe it?  But just then it hit me.  The wet papers.  The smell.  Like I say, I didn’t give Josh enough credit.

“Josh and Ricky!  They did it!  They pissed all over my drawings!” I was almost hysterical.  I mean, punch me in the face—okay.  But humiliation like that?  I don’t think there’s anything worse.

“All right, calm down,”said Ralph, “and don’t say ‘piss.’”  Then he proceeded to say how Josh wasn’t really a bad kid and that he needed compassion because he’d been hurt before and that when he does mean stuff to people it’s just because he’d had mean stuff done to him and not to take it personal.  You’re kidding me, right?  Then he said that I’d get more paper and pens but that the smelly stuff had to go, and Josh and Ricky would get their hockey stuff taken away for a week if they ever went in my room again.  Sure.  That’d stop them.  That’s when I learned to hide my drawings.

“Hear that, you two?  No more!”  His voice was stern, and they turned silently with their heads low to leave.  I knew they’d just be laughing outside, though.
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I hated that place, and even though I was only there for five months, it’s like I was there forever. Ricky and Josh and I learned how to stay out of each other’s way, or rather I learned and they stopped caring, but so what?  It’s like you’re living on the moon or something, when you don’t have anyone around to talk to.  I guess it wasn’t too different living with mom, but even if she was asleep I had the idea she liked me.  Not here though, not with Ricky or Josh, not even with Sheila and Ralph.  It was a different kind of silence here.  Even if they weren’t talking, they were thinking you were a problem for them.  You learn to read people when they’re silent. Nobody wanted me there.  Trust me, I could tell.

Like I said, though, I was only there five months, then Ralph goes and has a heart-attack or something and us kids all get sent to different homes.  Not a real shocker, the heart-attack I mean.  All he ever did for exercise was walk to the kitchen to get another bag of chips and a pop.  I mean, I like chips too, but not all the time.  Even good stuff you can get sick of sometimes.  Not that I’ve had a lot of good stuff to get sick of.  Ralph didn’t like sharing his chips.

Luckily I didn’t have to live with the other two anymore.  Good riddance, I said.  Well, I probably didn’t quite say that, ’cause I was only eight or nine, and nobody talks like that when they’re eight or nine.

I got put into another home as a temporary for the summer—I don’t even remember the names of those people—and then moved again to what was supposed to be a permanent place in the fall.  Well, guess what.  Nothing is permanent, you learn that pretty quick.

At the start of grade four I was put into this lady Sandra’s place.  She never married, so I guess she wanted to take kids in for that reason.  She had a bunch of kids there—all girls except me—but she was all business. She didn’t even have a job except taking care of us. Her cell phone was constantly ringing and she was always making appointments to see the social worker, the teacher, the hairstylist, the car mechanic—honestly, you’d have thought she was the president of some country or something.  Anyways, I was there about a year, then her house burned down.  Hey, I didn’t do it.  I’m just saying.  Then the older girls—I think they were, like, seventeen or so—they were put out to live on their own, and I got moved to these people Jeff and Ellen’s place while Sandra sat on her phone with the insurance companies and tried to put her life back together.

Jeff and Ellen had different last names, but still called each other “wife” and “husband”.  I was always trying to figure out if they were married or not.  About eight months with them and I found out they were really married…because they decided to get a divorce!  Good thing Ellen never changed her name, I guess.

Then it was this couple the Harpers. The Harpers started taking in foster kids after their daughter moved out to go to university.  I guess she got pregnant or something and wanted to move back in, so once again I got bounced.

Then I was with Mr. and Mrs. Callister, who insisted on being called Mr. Callister and Mrs. Callister.  They had me and one other kid for quite a while, then decided they were retiring and were going to sail around the world.

Then I went back to my mom full time for about a month and a half because she had supposedly been working and had gotten herself together, but that fell apart pretty quick.

So on it went.  One reason after another.  The Kuypers inherited a place on the sunshine coast and moved.  The Geoff and Lucy Foster decided Geoff was going to go back to school—in England.  (You’re probably shaking your head like me.  Foster parents named Foster! Too weird.  They’re named Foster, and I’m named Brain.  Seriously, names are too screwed up.  They should just give us all numbers at the beginning and let that be the end of it.)  Tony and Gina Gratz got pregnant; I guess they thought they couldn’t have kids when they asked for a foster kid.

I would see my mom on Saturdays from 2 to 5, sometimes a little longer.  Not at first, when I was living with Sheila and Ralph, ’cause my mom took it pretty hard.  But she calmed down after a while.  Like I said, she even had a job for a little while.  They fired her, of course, ’cause they weren’t understanding enough about her “condition”. That’s what my mom said, anyways.

In all, I lived in ten places in five years.  I remember Sheila and Ralph’s pretty well, like you remember a nightmare you had even years after.  But they all start to spin together in a blur, kind of like when you’re on the carousel, and all these people are just spinning past you.  Like that.  Not that I’ve been on a carousel, but they always have them in movies and stuff, so I pretty much know what it’s like.  I’ve got a pretty good Bri-an.  That’s a joke.

