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You know the story of the generous tree. The one that gave and gave until almost nothing was left — and then they took that too.

That's not our story.

A Chinese butterfly once spoke of a different tree. A useless one. Which lives for a very long time.

Trees. They are always useful.

I'm sitting in the shade of a useless tree.

You know our society. It cuts trees. For paper. For wood. For real estate.

You tell me.

"You see," my father said, holding Maya up to the light like a piece of fruit he was considering buying, "this one is completely useless."

"Dad."

"No, listen. Useless in the best possible way. She produces nothing. She contributes nothing. She demands everything." He turned Maya around to face him. Maya regarded him with the solemn suspicion of the very young. "We are going to get along perfectly."

My daughter — his daughter, I mean — leaned against the doorframe with her coat still on, keys in hand, that particular smile she'd inherited from him and spent thirty years pretending she hadn't.

"Good for nothing," she said. "Almost."

He didn't look up from the baby. "Almost," he agreed, very happily.

She took the elevator down and stepped into the morning.

The street was unhurried in the way streets had been for a generation now — people moving without the particular tension she'd seen in old footage, that forward lean, the jaw slightly set, the eyes already at the destination. Nobody here was late for anything that would cost them something. A man sat on the steps of the building opposite, reading. A woman painted on a canvas propped against a recycling unit, badly, with great concentration. Three teenagers were doing nothing at all with complete commitment.

She remembered her father saying once: the hardest thing abundance did was make loitering respectable. Took all the romance out of it.

She smiled and kept walking.

She didn't have to work today. She rarely had to work, in the old sense — had to. But she went anyway, to the community archive, where she spent her mornings cataloguing testimonies from the transition years. Voices of people who remembered scarcity. Who remembered needing to be useful.

Her father's voice was in there somewhere. She hadn't listened to it yet.

He set her on the rug in the way he'd learned — supporting the head, remembering that part — and sat down across from her with some difficulty. His knees. Always the knees now.

Maya looked at him.

"So," he said. "Just us."

Maya offered no objection.

"I should tell you," he said, settling, "that I have no idea what I'm doing. With babies, I mean. Your mother will tell you I had no idea what I was doing with her either, and she's not entirely wrong." He paused. "She's mostly wrong. But not entirely."

Maya blinked.

"The thing is," he said, "nobody really knows what they're doing. This is one of the great open secrets. The useful ones — the ones who seem to know — they're just better at hiding it. Or they've convinced themselves. Which is its own kind of talent, I suppose. Not one I ever had."

He looked at her seriously.

"You don't have it either. I can tell. You have absolutely no idea what you're doing right now. You're just... here. Existing. Completely confident in your right to do so."

Maya made a small sound.

"Exactly," he said. "Now let me tell you about a man I knew."

"There was a man named James," he said.

Maya stared at the ceiling with great interest.

"James lived near the harbor. Or rather — James lived at the harbor, more or less. He had a room somewhere nearby, I think. He mentioned it occasionally, the way you mention a storage unit. Somewhere to put things. He himself was always at the harbor."

He shifted, adjusted a cushion behind his back.

"Now in those days — this was still scarcity time, you understand, before all this—" he gestured vaguely at the comfortable room, the quiet street outside, the whole abundant world "—in those days a man at a harbor was supposed to be doing something. Loading, unloading. Catching. Selling. Arriving or departing. The harbor was a place of tremendous useful activity and James was in the middle of it, every day, doing absolutely none of it."

Maya had found her hand and was regarding it with scientific focus.

"He watched," he said, more quietly. "That was James. He watched the boats. He watched the water. He watched the men working, and the men leaving, and the men coming back. He knew every boat by name. He knew which ones came back heavy and which ones came back light. He knew the weather before the weather knew itself."

He paused.

"He was completely useless to all of it."
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"I met him on a Tuesday. I remember because I was having a terrible Tuesday. I had gone to the harbor to think, which is what you do when thinking at home becomes impossible — you go somewhere large and moving and hope it loosens something."

He glanced at Maya, who had now transferred her scientific attention from her hand to her foot.

"You'll understand that eventually," he said. "Probably."

"James was sitting on a bollard. You know what a bollard is? No. It's a heavy iron post they tie the boats to. Not comfortable. James sat on it like an armchair. He had a coffee in a paper cup and he was looking at nothing in particular, which is to say he was looking at everything."

"I sat nearby. Not next to him — I didn't know him yet. Just nearby, on a low wall, doing my thinking, which wasn't going well."

"After a while he said, without looking at me: you're thinking too hard."

"I said I wasn't thinking at all."

"He said: that's what thinking too hard looks like from the outside."

He smiled at the memory, the particular smile of someone revisiting a room they loved.

"I didn't know what to say to that. So I said nothing. And James said nothing. And we sat there together, the two of us, being useless at the harbor, and after a while the thing I'd gone there to think about became somehow smaller. Not solved. Just smaller. The way things do when the water is moving and you stop pushing."

He looked at Maya.

"That's how I met James," he said. "That's the whole story of meeting him. Nothing happened. Isn't that something?"
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"We met like that many times after. Not planned — you couldn't plan with James, not exactly. But the harbor has its rhythms and James was part of them, as regular as the tides, which he would have found funny and accurate at the same time."

"I learned things about him slowly, the way you learn a place rather than a person. Not in conversation — James didn't explain himself, which was refreshing. You picked things up. Inference. Observation. The way he knew things."

"He had been, at various points, a sailor, a fisherman, a night watchman, a cook on a vessel whose name he could never remember correctly, and briefly, inexplicably, a translator, though he claimed to speak only one language and a half. Every one of these occupations he had drifted into and drifted out of without apparent regret or intention. He didn't quit things. He just... became elsewhere."

Maya had fallen into that particular stillness that might be sleep or might be profound thought. The grandfather wasn't sure there was a difference, at that age.

"The thing about James," he continued, quietly now, "was that he remembered everything. Not facts — facts he was careless with. Dates, names, details, he shuffled these like a bad card player. But he remembered texture. He remembered what the light was doing. What the air smelled of. Whether people were leaning toward each other or away. He carried the world in some other way than most people do."

He looked out the window for a moment.

"Once I asked him what he'd done with his life. Not cruelly — we were past that, James and I — just honestly, the way old friends can ask terrible questions."

"He thought about it seriously. James always thought seriously, even when he answered lightly."

"He said: I've been a good witness."

"I said: to what?"

"He said: everything. Nothing in particular. The whole thing."

He turned back to Maya.

"I've thought about that answer for forty years," he said. "I'm still not done with it."
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"James died on a Tuesday. I like to think he chose that, somehow. He would have appreciated the symmetry."

"He died at the harbor. Of course he did. They found him in the morning, sitting against a bollard — not the same one, but the same kind — with his paper cup beside him, empty. The doctor said his heart. I said yes, obviously his heart, what else would it have been with James."

"He hadn't been sick. Or rather — he had been sick for some time, and had told nobody, which was entirely consistent. James didn't burden people with his interior weather. He observed yours, carefully, generously. His own he kept."

"I found out three days later. Someone at the harbor knew I'd known him and left a message the old way, written on paper, which felt right."

He was quiet for a moment.

Maya slept, or thought, her small chest rising and falling with complete commitment to the task.

"Here is what James left behind," the grandfather said, to her sleeping face, to the room, to nobody in particular. "He left behind: one room, nearly empty. Some clothes. A coffee maker of no distinguishable brand. A notebook, which I was given, and which contained not words but drawings — small precise drawings of boats, hundreds of them, every vessel he'd ever watched, rendered in pencil with extraordinary care. Every one named, in his careless way with names, some correctly, some approximately, some clearly invented."

"He left behind: the memory, in perhaps a dozen people, of sitting near him and feeling the day become larger and slower and more bearable."

"He left behind: nothing useful."

He paused.

"He left behind: everything."

He looked at Maya for a long time.

"The notebook is in my desk," he said quietly. "Someday I'll show you. When you're ready to be a good witness yourself."

––––––––
[image: ]


The archive was a long low building that had been, before the transition, a distribution warehouse. You could
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