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The Extra

Me and Rick, we rent a basement suite at the bottom of Baldev’s house. Actually, we only call it that to Welfare so they’ll give us the most amount of money for rent, but really it’s just a basement, no suite part. The walls are two-by-fours with cotton candy in between and there’s no toilet or sink and it smells bad like your wrist when you leave your watch on too long. We sleep on hunks of foam beside the furnace between an orange lawnmower and used cans of paint that Baldev keeps down there. We take dumps at the gas station down the street and pee in plastic jugs we pour down a drain in the alley. Then at the tap on the side of the house, we rinse them and fill them for drinking and washing our pits and crotches. We used to have different jugs but then we got tired of remembering which was which.

When I say we rent, I really mean I do because my disability worker, Linda, sends a cheque for five hundred dollars a month to Baldev because she can’t trust me with my money for the reason of my brain being disabled. But me and Rick and Baldev have this deal where Baldev gives us two hundred of the rent back in cash as long as we don’t complain about the basement and how it’s just a basement.

Rick needs my help. He can’t get welfare because years ago he got kicked off for not telling them he had a job while he was still getting cheques. But Rick says we’re lucky because I have a disabled brain and we get more money than the regular welfare pays anyway, so it works out, and we split the disabled money right down the middle. Without Rick I’d be starving with flies buzzing on my face or back in a group home. He says what we’re going to do with our money because I’m bad at numbers, and also he cooks me dinners and lunches on his hot plate. He sometimes cooks spaghetti or mostly different stews he gets out of a can. He always makes me wait until the stew is hot before we eat because I eat things cold because I’m bad at waiting. It’s just more proper, he says. Then he says it lasts longer in your belly if it’s hot. When I ask why, he says because then your belly has to wait for it to get cool before it can soak it up.

Rick could have any job he wanted because he’s sharp. He does our laundry and he made a copy of the key to the gas-station bathroom and he gives himself homemade tattoos with a guitar string and gets really mad whenever he thinks somebody is ripping us off. Rick is from Halifax but he never was a fisherman. He never set foot on a boat, he says, and besides there’s more fish at your average pet store than in the whole goddamn ocean these days because of those big Japanese fish-vacuums he told me about. But he’s not lazy. He’s been a roofer, a car parker, a painter, a tree planter, and he once worked at night mopping at a big twenty-four-hour hardware store. But now he just goes to WorkPower with me, which I’ll tell you about later. He even used to be married but his wife left him because she was a rotten witch. She got everything, he says. Everything was his house and his kids and all his stuff that he bought with hard-earned money. He even had one of those trucks with four tires on the back. He talks about it sometimes when he’s falling asleep after he’s had some cans of the beer with lots of X’s all over it. Rick says I’m lucky I can’t taste the beer. He named it swill, even though I can tell he likes it because it makes him a mix of confused and happy and tired.

Near the end of the month, when the disabled money and the money we get back from Baldev runs out, we get up at six in the morning. Then we put on our steeled-toe boots and bike to a place called WorkPower to stand in line to get jobs. Sometimes it’s unloading boxes from trucks, or tearing copper wires out of buildings nobody wants. One time we had to carry blocks of ice from a truck to a freezer in a fish market and the gloves they gave us were thin as the butt of an old pair of underwear. Rick wanted to tell them where to stick it so bad but if one of the bosses complains to WorkPower they won’t let us back. I like WorkPower because every time it’s different but Rick doesn’t like it because he thinks it’s shit work. I ask him what shit work means and he says anything that makes you feel or look like shit.

One day after me and Rick got back from a whole day of picking up cigarette butts on a construction site, Baldev came down the stairs from his part of the house, where at the top there is a door that doesn’t lock on our side but does on Baldev’s side. It’s always locked, I’ve checked.

Rick asked Baldev who the hell he thought he was. He said, You can’t just come down here without properly notifying us, it ain’t legal.

Baldev nodded like he thought so too and said he had a thing to tell us.

Rick stuck his hands in his armpits and told him to go on and say it.

I am changing, Baldev said. My friends I cannot be able to give you this money-back deal in the future.

Rick got the vein in his forehead that he gets when he thinks he’s getting ripped off. It’s shaped like one of those sticks that finds water.

So sorry, Baldev said. This is because the property taxes that we have, they are going up.

Well what if the city finds out this here ain’t exactly a legal suite? Rick said. But I didn’t want Baldev to get in trouble for the basement, he has three or maybe four kids who I hear stomping around upstairs and he has a wife who cooks food that smells good in a way like no food I’ve ever ate. I told Baldev we wouldn’t tell on him.

You must vacate if you are wishing, my friends, Baldev said, ignoring me and what I said. Then he went up the stairs and I heard the door lock.

Rick kicked some of our stuff around for a while but he wasn’t that mad because when I told him everything was going to be okay, we’d just work a little harder, he started laughing. Then he said we’d have to go back to WorkPower every day this week if we wanted to eat. I told him I didn’t mind shit work as long as my disability worker didn’t find out I wasn’t as disabled as I was supposed to be, that I could carry boxes and pick up cigarette butts, and then stopped giving me my cheques. Rick said they wouldn’t find out as long as I kept my mouth shut for the rest of the night. Then he rode his bike to go buy some beer with lots of X’s on it because he can’t go to sleep early without at least a few.

The next day, we were in our steeled-toe boots on our way back from cutting weeds as high as our heads at a place that sells motorhomes beside a highway. We had money in our pockets and we went to get some burgers because Rick said he was too damn tired to cook anything on the hot plate.

You eat your hamburgers too fast, Rick said, you can’t even taste them. I told him I taste them good enough, but we both know I can’t really taste anything too good because on account of my brain being disabled. But sometimes Rick acts like he’s too much of the boss so I have to set him straight. If you’re wondering why my brain is disabled it’s because when I was born it didn’t get enough air because there was some problem with my mom or the way I came out. My mom said they knew right after I came out because the doctor poked me on the feet with something sharp but I didn’t care. Then he put lights in my eyes but my eyes didn’t really care either. The doctor just frowned, she said. Most of the time I forget it’s damaged. Maybe it’s too damaged to know it’s damaged. Or maybe it’s not damaged enough for me to notice. Either way it’s not very bad.

Rick always leaves his burger wrappers and his tray on the table. He says he doesn’t want to take away the people’s jobs who clean up, but I throw his out for him because I think they’d still have jobs but just do less if everybody pitched in more. While I was at the garbage, a guy was talking to Rick. He had nice clothes like a disability worker and had one of those pocket telephones in his hand. He talked the same as Rick. Because Rick’s from Halifax, he says burr or guiturr when he tries to say bar or guitar, but he can turn it off when he wants. He’s really good at being me too, which is funny for a while then makes me mad if he acts too much like a retard because I’m not. Rick told the guy we were working in construction but I could see the guy looking at the long pieces of yellow grass still stuck in my hair. I got bored of their talking so I went to the bathroom and drank out of the tap.

When we rode our bikes home Rick said him and the guy had gone to high school together back in Halifax and the guy had gave Rick a card with his name on it and said he should call him if our construction jobs slow down because now he was working for the movies and they needed some extra people for a movie that they were making. It’d be a lot easier than WorkPower believe me, Rick said, but I didn’t believe him because bad things always happened whenever Rick got happy about something.

In our basement he said he always thought he might be in the movies then he asked me to grab him another of the beers that we keep in a bucket of water outside so they’re more cold. The rest of the night I had to listen to him practise talking normal, like not saying burr or guiturr. Then he put on the classic rock station, which is music that is older and everybody agrees is pretty good, while he did the kind of push-ups where you do the clap in the middle or just go on your knuckles.

After waiting three days Rick called the guy from the pay phone at the gas station where we take dumps. Rick came back and hugged me and said we were going to have a party because he had just got us both jobs as extras.

I asked him what extras were.

He said they were the people in movies who stood around in the background and made
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