SEAN WAS THE CHILD SHE NEVER WANTED, THE SON
OF A SUBSTANCE-ABUSING SISTER TOO MESSED-UP TO BE A GOOD
PARENT. ONE WOMAN?’S TALE OF FIGHTING THE AUTHORITIES
—AND LEARNING TO LOVE HER TROUBLED NEPHEW.

B8Y COLLEEN FRIESEN
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atiend any more if he continues to live with
his mom. The neglect is 100 profound. My
nexx call is to the ministry. You and your hus-
band have been involved—ocouldn't you
take him?*

If life is what happeas while you're busy
making other plans, my husband, Kevin, and
1 had were about to experience life. Ous
plans had not included raising my addicted
sister’s very, very angey 11-ycar-old boy. We
were living a carcfully constructed dream.
Seven years earlicr, when Kevin was 39
and | was 36, we'd reticed. This was not the
retirement of mutual fund ads with their
2 62S-squarc-foot cottage on leased ocean-
front First Nations land in Sechelt, a small

/

!

/

“Auntie, is crystal meth a compound word?”
My 12-year-old nephew, umcompumswmkmtheoakchm
10 await my answer. At the counter, I turn to sce his sky-blue eyes,

widening and narrowing repeatedly. I will the espressomaker to go
faster.

“I'm pretty suse they’re two sepasate words.” | can't believe we're
discussing compound words; a year ago he couldn’t spell
c-a-t. *Do you know how ¢o spell crystal?”™

The chair squesks. *Uh-huh.” He's back at the keyboard.

“You know meth is a short {orm of methamphetamine?” | con-
tinue casually, as if conversing about crystal meth is part of my
morning routine,

“Yesh...” He's engrossed in his morning chore of writing in his jour-
nal before school. Months lacer, he'll et me read it.

and | woka up with the cell phome not under me and Jim
ordering crack on it and | spaczed out on Jim and | attacked him
swith a bat because everything be said to me was building upon
me 50 | said in mmy mind fuck it an 1 wens bizerk...

in February 2004, Scan had been in sixth grade at an alternative
school in Mission. His Grade S atteadance record showed 110
absences. His list of suspensions, expulsions and behavioral prob-
Jems was extensive. With the many acronyms behind his name—
ADD, ADHD, ODD—he could have had a very official-looking
business card.

According to Sean’s principal, chis was his last stop on the cdu-
cation crail, This was the place they send kids who don* fit anywhere
else. Sean wasa™ fieting chere, cither. In face, he was walking our. But
not before he gave the finger to his teachers and screamed expletives
at the other kids.

One day the principal phoaed me in Sechelt to say, “Sean can't
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A apartment in Vancouver, and trips with

\ backpacks. We had each lost a parent to can-
cex, his dad ac 49, my mom ar 63. We'd
decided making more time was more ismpor-
tant than making more moaey. I'd discov-
ered travel writing and the world it openod.
Kevin was living three days a week in Van-
couver as he completed his maseers in eco~
nomics at SFU. The end was in sight.

[ spoke to my sister’s social worker in
Abbotsford. “My supervisor has approved an order to remove yous
nephew,® she said. “But we're sure if we put him in foster care, he’ll
run back to his mother, Can’t you and your husband take him2®

Kevin and | talked. This was not what we’d worked and saved and
planned for. There are foster families. Sean was not our responsi-
bility. We'd doae onr part raising Kevin's sons, and besides, I'd cho-
sen not to have children. We were happy to help pay foe schools filled
with other people’s kids, for other women's matemity leaves. We liked
it that our taxes paid for hospital beds whether we needed them or
not. We called oursclves small 1™ liberals, Besides, 1 was just one
aunt. There were other aunts and uncles. And what about Sean’s con-
struction worker dad?

Yer I fele guilty. For various reasons, the other relatives were unsuit-
abic. Docsn't family have a prinary obligation to take care of its own?
Docs that responsibility end just because your sister is a substance
abuser who made her child slecp on a tiny outdoor balcony while
she “rented out™ his bedroom? It takes a village to raise a child—
didn't we want 1o build 2 world where there is less dependence on
the state, where the extended family takes care of its own?

Kevin, the economist, burst my dubble. in facy, he assured me, those
countries where carc is left up to the family have a poorer quality
of life. Productivity falls as the burden on famibies lcaves them unable
to cope. Apparently, the closest we have to utopia is those northern
European nations with their low crime rates, Jow unemployment and
strong social safety nets. In the end, our discussions amounted to lit-
tle more than an intellectual exercise, The state was involved—and
now, we decided, 30 were we.

As instructed, T went to the Sechelt courthouse and filled our a
form. lts simplicity was deceptive. After I'd declared nvy sister unfis,
I found myscif staring at the wall, trying to understand how we’d
got here. I'd shways belicved we were like every other family—or
at keast every other Mennonite family. Dad was an clder at the church



and ran a wood-products brokerage business. Zero tolerance was
invented at our house in Mission. Life was strict. Piano lessons, for
instance, were mandatory, and 30 was up to four bours of daily prac-
tice. Every spring Mom insisted that we all scrub our house from
top 10 bottom—on the outside.

I sat in an orange courthouse chais, letting the images come flood-
ing back. Rhonds leaning against Mom in the front scat of our 1965
Laurentian, her long brunette hair falling over the dark green
vinyl. She's 14 years old and beautiful. At 10, in the back, I'm in awe
of my big sister, honoured to be brushing her hair until it shines
brighter than her horse's mane. Or Rhonda, tanned and grinning,
with those perfectdy white and newly seraightened teeth, the sum-
mer she was the lifeguard at Aldergrove Lake. She saved 2 man'slife
that year. That was about the time the rebellion started, the fight-
ing with Dad, the experimenting with drugs.

Three weeks after | filled in the form in Sechels, [ saw my sister ag
the Abbotsford courthouse, The woman
less of Rhonda than of the shivery addicts
1’d seen on East Hastings. She tooked wasted
and ill. Her pale wrists poked out of her
slecves. Her tocth looked like they'd been
soaked in black tea.

The social worker said that Rhonda had
agreod to Jet us take Sean; we dida't even
need to go into che courtroom. Kevin
headed back to SFU, and [ drove the VW
van to pick up Sean from his 28-year-old sis-
ter in New Weseminster. He'd made his way
to New West fromn Mission, by himscif, and
had been staying in her home for three
weeks. He had one small daypack.

Scan was cven more withdrawa than
when P’d last seen him, months eardier,
He didn’t tatk. He didn't smile. His cyes
were flat. Later, it would be explained
that he was a *child who has no affect.”
He'd complctely shut down.

AT DAVIS BAY ELEMENTARY in Sochelt, a
10-minute walk from our bouse, | met with
the principal. He’d already talked 10 the prin-
cipal of Scan’s last school. “We've reccived
his file. 1% bad. We can™ afford the incvicable
disruption, and funding for an aide for him
would have stayed at his last school. With
a child like this, we can only allow him to
attcnd two hours a day.” So Kevin and |
became full-time home school wachers for
a child in Grade 6 who did not know the
months of the year.

It quickly became apparent that we
needed help; 1 went to the Ministry of
Children and Family Development in
Sechedt. They weren't sure why | wasthere.
Becsuse Scan hadn’t been officially
“removed” from Rhonda, there was no file.
The ministey now simply had onc less
*child in care.” The only person gualified
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to have a ministry worker, [ was told, was Scan's mother. Kevin and
T couldn™t be foster parents bocause we were related 1o Sean.
We'd entered an Alice in Wonderdand world. But wait: children with
this many behavioural problems would be assigned a once-a-
week visit from someone from Project Parent, which consulted to
the ministry. So there was no file, but maybe chere was? The min-
istry worker sent me across the hall ro Human Resources.

“We'll give you $357.82 2 moath for Sean'’s care,” said the
HR worker.

“Welfare? We cerrainly don't qualify for that.”

“This has nothing o do with youe income or assery—this is money

for Scan’s needs.” 1 had oo idea how it all worked, but I was too over-
whelmed to pursue the burcavcratic maze further.

1 woke cach moming thinking of ways to occupy Sean. Our friends
dropped off a basketball hoop. We shot baskers. I chased after him
down the beach. 1 shopped for socks, shires, gnmboors and groceries.
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i couldnt leave him alone and had no one to keave him with. 1 walked
him to echool for his two-hour stint and cried on the way home.

1 got duo-tangs filled with simple exercises from the school's
resource room teacher: spelling, grammas, comprehension. Kevin
focused on math. Sean knew nothing. How could a child live on
the planet for 11 years and know so little? I printed the vowels on
the fridge blackboard. Repeat this: A, E, 1, O, Uand sometimes Y.
[ took 3 biank red duo-tang, filled 1t with lined pages and told Sean,
*You arc going to write onc page in this journal every day.” His
rage was magnificent.

“There will be consequences,” | wamed, “a reaction to every
action.” [ realized | was running my fingertips over the hives that
aow covered my throat and chest.

Fiaally, he began copying words from a book. “1 am the king of
cool. am cool. | am no fool." His printing was stiff and large. P's
interchanged with B's and Ds. It was a long and arduous task to fill
a line, another, a page. Tears dripped onto the _
ink, blurring line after stumbling line of his
new favourite sentence: "I wantmy mom.”

“Yes,” | said, “you must really miss your
mom."

At g, he screamed violentdy, *Why can't
i go home!”

I stroked his sweating forchead, We were
oa the Boor of our den where he lay on a bed
of inflstable camping pad, sheets and duvet.
Our one-bedroom comage wasn't built for
threc. There was a tiny cabin in the backyard
but it was uninsulated and it was February.
Sean shuddered, began to whimper; finally,
he slept. 1 fell into our bed around the cor-
net. | could hear his breathing, this poos, ter-
rified, terrifying incrudes | wanted Kevin o
be home. I haced my sister.

During the day, it was worse. | imagined
wearing a T-shirt that said, “This s NOT my
child!® Clerks with their tighty rightoous lips :
glared their disapproval. Sean was every- Sean's Grade

them, “You dont know the whole ssacy. Quit
judging mel® Scan yelled for me every few minutes. He had no bound-
aries, no limirs.

1declared inviolable zones: *When ! am in the bathroom, you will
never, ever yell for me or bang on the door unless the house is burn-
ing t0 the ground.” I ran the tub and sat on the floor in my new quiet
space, unable vo take off my clothes.

Kevin explained the dining rules. *You mzuse si¢ at the table o cat.®
*You cannot run back and forth.” “This is how you usc your kaife.®

1a onc area there way no argument: bedtime was 9 p.m. He grew
to love it. [ read ro him every night and encouraged him with end-
lesa variations on the same theme: * You’re smart and it’s not your
fault, but because you’ve missed so much school you need to work
hard to carch up.” I massaged his back through his T-shire—be insisted
on weanng his clothes ¢o bed.

At the end of March 2005, we met in Mission: the Ministry of Chil-
dren and Family Development and their lawyers, my sister and her
lawyer, Kevin and L Rbonds agreed to counselling, parenting
courses, Narcotics Anonymous and ather programs to enable her
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6 Photo from September
where, grabbing things, yelling, ruoni 2003, when he was still in his mother's
rhmn;h&t‘hcirmﬁleadylmumd?; custody and exposed to tife in the raw.

1o be a bester mother. We all signed & kith and kie agreement, by which
a family member who's not the parent is granted custody of a child
for 18 months. We would reccive $450 a month whilc it was in place.

‘The woman assigned from Project Parent, Chris, was invaluable,
firm and seraigheforward. “This boy long ago learmed that, in oeder
to survive, he has to be an adult—g0 he speaks ro adules as peers, or
worse. Adults are not worthy of any respoct. Power will not be wvested
from this child. After all, it has kepe him alive.”

.. the last fighs | bad swith Jim be thretned 10 kill me
but 1 said 1 soould rather kill myself before he kills me so 1 went
crazy on James Hayward Sutton stepid guy thank God for
the tool box that is in the back of a pick up sruck,

Chris’s next words were more hopeful. * You noed to repareat this
child. A1 first you will have to negotiate with him as an equal—most
__ likely about everything—but as be feels
safer and sces you in control, he will give
some of this up. Les him be as childiike as pos-
sible. If be wants a ceddy bear or a blanker,
let it happen. He needs the chanceto have a
safe childhood. Speak in absolute terms of
black and white with coasequences and
rewards. Structure is key.”

And 50, s few moandw later, Kevin held Sean
down on the new plywood floor, The screams
were incredible—*I hate you! You can's
make mel”

I'd asked him to rake the wood scraps to
the pile outside. It was summer. We had
ripped off the old roof to add another storey.
Sean would be getting our old room and
moving in from the newly insulaced cabin, a
nice step up. But spparently I would not be
telling him what t0 do. He threw the garbage
can down and began to kick and teream,

*Hit me!* he screamed. “I know you
want o hit me!™ How far down the beach
could they hear this?

When we weren't silently exhausted, Kevin
and 1 argued. The renovation was way over
budges. Life was sawdust and unfinished mess and Sean's incredi-
ble anges. 1 stifl vesented the nights I'd handled on my own, and Kevin
resented the interruptions 10 his studying. We could only get away
by covering each ather. I felt beaten down, numb. When my oldest
sister and her husband came for three days to give us a beeak, Kevin
and 1 left on separate trips.

‘THE KITH AND KIN AGREEMENT ended last September. It's
intended as a temporary arrangement uatil the child can be returned
to his pareat, but it's also a clever way for the ministry to offload a
problem child. What relative would voluntarily resubmit a child to
dysfunction snd chaos? The Human Resources funds had ended 2
moath carlies; we were phoned and told we'd been receiving those
monies in error. Apparently you can’t get help from Human
Resources while in a kith and kin arrangement. We’ve been
informed we must repay all the moncy we'd reccived.

In October 2005, Kevin and I met with the ministry social
worker and her team feader in Abbotsford to see about other cus-

Courtesy Coifton Fepsen



tody options for Sean. “You could become restricred foster par-
cnts,” they said, though they made clear their discouragement.
“You need to understand, there would be a stigma on Scan
because he was in care, and you’d have the ministry involved in
every move you make.” They said they'd let us know the options
by the end of October. Wee beard nothing, Then, in November 2008,
our dentist's invoice for Sean’s teeth-cleaning was returned with
a handwritten note: “The ministry informed us that Scan’s cov-
erage was cancelled.”

1tried again o clarify our custody options. MCFD Abbotsford
responded by asking us to attend a family planning meeting. Drive
all the way from the Sunshine Coast for yet another meeting? What
was this mesat 1o achieve? The e-mailed reply was to the poine: “The
purpose is to see if family, and other supports, can come up with
a long term plan for Scan that excludes MCFD.*

Scan was allowed t0 atend Grade 7 fuli-tisne, though he never
did get an aide worker. He received the Most Impeoved Student
award for Grades 1 through 7. He passed the Grade 7 spelling test
only afeer he begged his teacher to test him at 4 p.m. on the last day
of school. Grade 8 presented a different problem. The Davis Bay
principal felt that Sean’s outbursts could be bandled within an cle-
mentary school, but high school would be a different story. And
home schooling, Kevin and 1 knew, was not an option. Not if we
wanted to stay married.

So we found a private school in Alberta. St. John's, near Seoney
Plain, emphasizcs personal accountability, one-on-one tutoring and
lots of physical exercise. There are only nine other boys in Sean’s
Grade 8 class. He has camed the most merie points of any new boy.
He's leamed to snowshoe and dogsied, He plays hockey on an out-
door rink he helped flood. He doesn’t get in trouble at his new
school. He understands the rules and expectations. We're hope-
ful he's learning the study skills and self-discipline to make the next
five years of school casier for him. He calls almost every day, often
with specific requeses: “Please rub Maggies ears and el her it's from
Sean.” We fly him home on the breaks. His room in Sechelt has flan-
el shoets with fish and is filled with all the junk a kid collects. He
wants to be 2 writer.

My sister made her last trip to Sechelt in August 2004. She's quit
all the programs she agreed 1o take. She has moved at Jeast five times,
one eviction notice accusing her of ronning a crack house. She has
no phonc; her calls are infrequent now. Sean went 10 see her last
Christmas. It wasn’t a visit he plans to repeat. I saw her, too, and
am surprised that she’s made it to 50. Iris not easy wasching a slow-
motion train wreck, knowing there is nothing you can do.

We've filed 2 human rights complaint against the Ministry of Chil-
dren and Family Development for discrimination based on famil- |
ial starus. Our claim asseres that Kevin, Sean and | are being deniod
the help to which we'd be entitled if we were unrelaced foster par-
ents. We have lirtle idea of what 10 expect as Sean moves into his
teens, Having never been permitted acoess to his filcs—medical or
otherwise—we have no diagnoses, no test resules. At some poins,
1 expect, the future will include intensive therapy.

Though the renovations continue, Kevin and | are lsughing more
than we have in a long while. We look forward t0 travelling togethes
again between Sean’s breaks. The neighbours all adore him and pay
him to mow their lawns. They miss his whistle and ask when he'll
be back home. I miss him, t00. Somewhere in all of this I've come
10 love him, | hope that my love will help sustain him through what
lies ahead. 1 hope it will be enough.@
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