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  Useless Children


  To ChatGPT:


  “Write me a poem about useless children.”


  “I cannot write a poem that considers children useless. Every being, big or small, has their own value and deserves respect. If you have another idea for a poem, I’d be happy to help you express it in a positive way.”


  I was barely four years old, and the world thrilled me. I couldn’t understand how anyone could see it as burdensome or hard to live in. That evening, I was thrilled.


  On the ground floor, a large room usually ruled by clutter—the storage area—had been cleared out. My grandmother, with the help of a few postal workers, had emptied it to set up a long table and make way for the party.


  It wasn’t common to see so many people at our house. We never had any guests, friends, or visitors. Never. My sister and I weren’t allowed to invite classmates over after school. “You’re too young,” was the unchanging response, always the same, tirelessly repeated whenever we asked.


  So, I was over the moon, thrilled at the idea of meeting new faces. About thirty guests were coming to honor Albert, the young retiree. I adored Albert, and he adored me. For over forty years, he had served the postal service, starting as a simple mailman, but for many years now, he had been the head of the post office. Albert was proud, but his kindness was unmatched, always respectful and attentive to everyone’s needs.


  He had explained everything about his job to me. This little old man gave me attention that few adults ever did, and I treasured our shared moments as if they were gold. As soon as I came home from school, I’d toss my schoolbag into the dusty vestibule on the ground floor. I’d push open the old post office door and find him there, sitting behind his desk in the middle of the large room. He seemed so small in that big space.


  At the back, a double counter made of aged, dull wood opened through a framed glass window toward the reception area, the entrance, and the customers. Along one long perpendicular wall were the employees’ desks, neatly aligned, topped with impressive shelving units filled with pigeonholes.


  It was there that my grandfather and his colleagues sorted all the mail and newspapers intended for the whole town.


  When Albert wasn’t there, I’d wait for him, often on Saturday mornings. I’d study a painting hanging right in the middle of the pigeonholes. A reproduction of René Magritte’s The ­Therapist. I was fascinated, mesmerized. I knew nothing about the Belgian surrealist; no one had told me anything about him. No one even remembered who had hung the replica there, not even Albert. I wondered how it was possible to replace a man’s torso and head with a birdcage. The figure didn’t move me, nor did the landscape. Only the cage, the mysterious cape—surely a magician’s—and the birds captured my imagination. Doves, everyone confirmed. Even my mother. Yes, I have a mother. She’s the one who says “no” to everything, but sometimes she says interesting things, like when she talked about the doves. Sometimes. It’s rare. Especially with my mother. I also have a father. He’s not often home, and when he is, my sister and I have to go to bed. Even at seven o’clock. They have grown-up things to do, and it’s none of our business. We just cross paths, that’s all.


  When Albert arrived, I’d sit on his lap, and we’d chat and tease each other. I especially loved running my fingers through his crew-cut hair. It was soft, and that amazed me. How could something so soft exist on such a bristly brush? I’d repeat the experience endlessly, so delighted by it. Albert probably laughed more at seeing me so astonished by such a simple thing than at being petted on the head by a girl my age! I called him “Little Hair.” Everyone called him “Little Hair” after that.


  Since he took the time, we’d talk not only about his hair but also about the painting. I thought it was cruel to cage birds, but these ones could do whatever they wanted because the cage was open. One of them preferred to stay inside. That was the shy one, my sister Diane’s bird, even though she didn’t care for it at all. Mine was outside, of course, and I imagined it flying even farther. It would leave the painting and flutter above our heads, Albert’s and mine. We’d make up stories about how it soared, darted under the yellowed ceiling, or brushed past us. We’d pretend to hide under the desk and laugh even harder.


  All those happy moments were over. Albert had retired. At four years old, you don’t brood. You don’t really think about tomorrow. I just wanted to enjoy every moment, taste everything on the table.


  All I cared about was the party.


  I had sneaked down from upstairs where we lived. We were staying there while our new house was being built. It wasn’t a great place to live, being above the post office. No one had lived there for a long time. The faded wallpaper and worn-out vinyl flooring hadn’t been changed. But for my parents, it was free, and that was all that mattered.


  At the end of the table sat Alexandre and Andrew, Albert’s nephews. I didn’t know how old they were, but they were already adults. They seemed bored. How could anyone be bored at a party? That was a concept I couldn’t grasp. It was easy to talk to them; they had nothing else to do. Alexandre was the nicest; I could chat with him and sit on his lap. There was no seat for me at the table. I had to find a place to sit. ­Alexandre’s lap was perfect. It didn’t have hair like his uncle’s. To me, that was his biggest flaw. He laughed at my silly remarks.


  “Albert is acting strange,” I said, turning to face him. “He’s not walking straight anymore.”


  The boys explained that he had drunk too much. Alcoholic drinks were for adults, but they made them act ridiculous. If it was so fun, why couldn’t I have some too? I decided to try my luck.


  “Can I have a sip? Please!”


  “That’s not something a child should do.”


  “Why not?”


  “It can be dangerous; your body is too small to handle it.”


  “That’s not fair. Come on, just once!”


  Alexandre smiled at me. He had been drinking too.


  “Éléonore, I can’t.”


  “Yes, you can. Sometimes, Mom lets me wear her high heels, and she doesn’t say anything. High heels are for grown-ups, right? So please!”


  “You really want to do something ‘grown-up’?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ll think about it, but you’re not drinking beer. Your grandfather wouldn’t approve.”


  “He’s not even watching us.”


  The evening went on, and I didn’t leave. I wanted to know everything about Albert’s family and what he would do now that he had retired. His two nephews didn’t know. They had come because they had to. Had to. How could anyone be forced to do something? My mother often said “no” to us, but she never forced us to do anything. She didn’t care much about what we did, and it was easy to slip away from her. She was almost always asleep.


  We had covered the topic thoroughly, and I wanted to find Albert. I tried to jump down, but Alexandre held me back.


  “Stay! Can’t you see he’s not himself anymore? He might fall on you.”


  Since I insisted, he offered to give me a big teddy bear, the one that always stayed in the back seat of his car. He was sure of it tonight; he was bored. Andrew confirmed that they had brought it to the party.


  “Let’s go see him,” Alexandre said. “You’ll see, he’s huge!”


  Andrew nodded, laughing. “Teddy” seemed to impress him.


  “And if you like him,” he continued, “I’ll give him to you. Promise. You can put him in your bed; he’ll be very happy.”


  It was decided. Since we weren’t having much fun here anymore, we’d go play with “Teddy”. The boys got up, with Alexandre carrying me in his arms. We left the storage room. We were in the hallway when my grandmother came rushing down the stairs.


  “What are you doing here? And where are you going?” she scolded me. “It’s very late. Off to bed!”


  “But Grannie “Teddy” is waiting for us; he’s bored all alone.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “He’s not far; we’re just going to get him from Alexandre’s car.”


  “That’s unnecessary! Off to bed!”


  “Is Dad home yet?”


  My mother had just gone upstairs in tears and collapsed on her bed. She wanted to hide, but I had seen everything. I had tucked myself into the darkest corner of the staircase leading to the bedrooms, on the landing. A few rolls of carpet propped against the wall kept me out of sight. We were keeping them for the new house.


  I had listened to everything, barely daring to breathe, without understanding the turmoil. It was serious. My parents’ concerns were far beyond my understanding. Yet I was always intrigued by adult conversations. Their world captivated me. I’d watch the news from a corner of the living room when my father had it on the black-and-white TV. I pretended to play so as not to arouse suspicion or get kicked out of the room. I was outraged that people could fight with shells or napalm bombs while I wasn’t even allowed to argue or defend myself in the schoolyard. The images shocked me, but I couldn’t look away. Important-looking men in shirts and ties took turns on the screen to talk about it. The Vietnam War had just ended, while hostilities were breaking out in Angola. I didn’t know where these countries were, but they were somewhere on Earth.


  My mother had explained the solar system and the planets to me because I asked too many questions and annoyed her. That’s how it was—if she wanted peace, she’d tell us a beautiful story or teach us something incredible. Inspired by her own tale, she had decided to make a planetarium for her students. She enlisted the whole family for several days. It fascinated me, and all of our conversations revolved around it. I was heartbroken when she took it to her classroom. Meanwhile, I was with Mrs. Anne.


  Imagining that the world extended far beyond Tenneville, our little Ardennes village split in two by the highway, or even beyond Liège, the city where I was born, captivated me. I imagined leaving for those faraway places and trying to convince those penguins to stop killing each other. What was the point, after all? It was utterly useless. I wanted to understand and made it into my game. It really was a game to me, even if it was a difficult one.


  My parents never talked about current events or village gossip. They rarely discussed us either. Sometimes, my father would ask my mother if she had taken good care of the little ones. She would shout louder than necessary that she was a teacher and knew how to handle children. Who did he think she was? No, they didn’t argue about those things. They insulted each other because they loved each other. My mother would scream that my father was the love of her life and that it couldn’t be otherwise. He didn’t seem to understand, and her anger would flare up even more. None of it made any sense. He loved her too and told her every day that he would never leave her. Why argue when they had promised each other that?


  This time, it was about boys rather than girls. Diane and I weren’t enough. My father claimed that he was incapable of conceiving a son, blaming hormones. The proof was right there. My mother raged, insisting that they had to try again, just one more time. She was convinced he was full of Y chromosomes; there was no reason to think otherwise, but he was keeping them to himself on purpose.


  She had already won one battle by having a child—two, in fact.


  “See, I was right,” she had once thrown at him on the subject.


  But it didn’t seem to be enough. A boy, and his Y chromosome, had become a necessity. I didn’t understand what my mother wanted to prove by having another child, or what it would bring her.


  Sometimes, she called me a tomboy—me, who had kicked so much during her pregnancy, climbed trees, and lingered at the construction site of the new house, watching the masons at work. But that wasn’t enough. The stakes of their conflict were beyond my understanding. My father seemed satisfied, so why wasn’t she? One day, I overheard her colleague saying that:


  “It’s a shame you have two girls. If one of them were a boy, it would feel more equal.”


  I thought my mother would agree with this statement. But no, she had lashed out at Anne, declaring war on her. It was a different kind of conflict, unlike the one she waged against my father, but I still didn’t understand it. I concluded that Mom was a great warrior.


  Since then, they hated each other, and she had relayed the old teacher’s foolishness one evening at dinner. I had deduced that the warrior loved her daughters, and that night’s argument confused me even more.


  She loved children, spending her entire days with them at school. She took care of the youngest, three- to four-year-olds. She had secured a class in the village’s small school, which pleased the whole family. She had been happy for a while, then slipped back into her usual depression. She would get up sluggishly every morning, just minutes before school started. Diane and I had to be ready, dressed, groomed, and have eaten breakfast. Since there was almost nothing in the cupboards, breakfast was barely a question. A crust of bread with chocolate spread was an uncertain daily staple. The best days offered leftover waffles or a sugar tart from Grannie. In our morning rush, I was always ahead and sometimes helped my sister finish getting ready or find her pencil case. She had just started first grade, and her teacher terrified her.


  I jumped when my father pulled me out of the corner where I thought I was invisible. One of the carpet rolls nearly toppled over, but he caught it just in time.


  “What are you doing here, Éléonore?”


  “Nothing, I was looking for Mousie.”


  I’ve often been impressed by my father’s sharp instincts, as if he could sense my presence even with his back turned. It was impossible to fool him. “Occupational hazard,” he’d say. “When you’re a cop, you spot the smallest clue from ten meters away,” he’d add with a sly smile.


  “It’s late. You should go to bed.”


  “We always go to bed,” I pouted. “I’d like to tinker with you, you know, hold the boards while you saw them.”


  “I’m not tinkering right now, and it’s really late.”


  I thought he was lying. On his days off, he’d lock himself in his workshop for hours, and we’d hear hammering when we came home from school. He’d stop quickly when he realized we were back. He’d leave the room quietly and lock the door behind him. He fueled my curiosity but never satisfied it. These lies and secrets weighed on me, obsessed me, frustrated me. I wasn’t the kind of child you could lie to or hide anything from. I must have been a detective in another life.


  He carried me to my bed and tucked me in.


  “Do you love me, Dad?”


  “Of course I love you. And you? Do you love me?”


  I threw myself into his arms as an answer and whispered in his ear.


  “I’d like a little brother, please.”


  Even though he suspected I had overheard their argument, he asked why.


  “I don’t want to be the youngest anymore, the littlest. It’s no fun being the littlest.”


  “So it could be a little sister?”


  “No. I’d like to have toy cars, and Mom doesn’t agree because they’re for boys. I don’t care; I want to play with bulldozers and trucks too. Without a little brother, I think it’s impossible.”


  My father looked at me with a puzzled expression. Did he find my argument convincing? I pressed on.


  “Do you want a little boy too?”


  “Boy or girl, it’s all the same to me. That said, if I could choose, I’d prefer a girl.”


  “Why?”


  “Because they’re more clever, like you!”


  I smiled with delight.


  He kissed me and went to join my mother in the next room. Their voices erupted again briefly, then gave way to a silence punctuated by muffled sounds. Diane tiptoed in. She was always curious to witness the spectacle of our parents’ nightly activities. Her room was too far away to hear them, and they did it every night. She waited patiently for them to lock themselves away together before sneaking over to me. We didn’t know what they could be doing and imagined the most fantastical scenarios. That night, they were tasting strawberry ice cream and waffles with whipped cream, cotton candy, or filled with syrup from the fair in Liège. We mimicked the gestures of the voices we heard. Then they’d quietly come back downstairs, and Diane would finally go to bed.


  The next evening, when he came home late, my father came to kiss me in bed and slipped a tiny orange excavator with a movable bucket under the covers. It fit entirely in my hand.


  “Don’t tell Mom or Diane,” he whispered before disappearing.


  I stayed awake for hours, playing with the little machine and summarizing the situation in my head.


  My parents love each other so much that they argue all the time to make the other understand that they love them.


  My mother wants a boy because girls aren’t enough and don’t have a Y chromosome.


  My mother hates Anne because she thinks having two girls is unequal.


  My mother considers me a tomboy and doesn’t want me to play with toy cars because they’re for boys.


  My father prefers the cleverness of girls and gave me a tiny excavator with a fantastic bucket.


  My mother is a warrior.


  Wars are useless.


  I replayed these observations over and over and found no logic in them. Then I remembered Aunt Margaret, my mother’s sister who stayed in Liège. Maybe that’s why she hated Mrs. Anne. If having two girls wasn’t unequal, that was in reference to her own situation and her sister’s, not ours. She hadn’t defended our case, only her own. She had always missed having a boy in her life..


  Diane was crying. She sniffled over a page where she kept writing the same letters over and over. The paper warped under the weight of her tears.


  “You’ll have to start over if you keep this up!” my mother yelled.


  She shoved her violently, grabbed the notebook, and tore out the freshly filled pages.


  “You’re useless. Now stop crying, and then you’ll start again. You should be ashamed of making me work more after school. I’m drained. You drain me.” She left us at the kitchen table and went upstairs. We didn’t see her again until it was time to prepare dinner for our father.


  “Teach me how to write,” I asked Diane. “Then I can help you.”


  Diane smiled again.


  Preschool bored me to no end. We never did anything interesting with Mrs. Anne. She didn’t have a planetarium. Every week, we punched shapes out of cardboard or styrofoam. I worked diligently, my tongue sticking out between my lips. I punched tiny, neat holes. The perforations were perfect. I was always the first to ask for something else to do. Mrs. Anne would get mildly annoyed and suggest I sweep the hallway, a sly smile on her face. I obeyed, which let me wander around outside the classroom.


  Diane taught me all the letters. Very quickly, I could help her with her homework or punishments. I didn’t want to see her cry anymore. Making others cry was pointless, just like war.


  It was also around this time that I began to love words, to play with them so they formed beautiful sentences. I loved writing about nature, which amazed me, the kind I could watch for hours. No one cared about a child’s words scrawled in uneven letters on scraps of paper, except Grannie. I salvaged my writing materials from my mother’s craft scraps. Needless to say, the office trash can often saw the tip of my nose. When I was proud of my work, scribbled on the back of a glittery piece of cardboard, I’d run to my grandmother and share my treasure. She’d read it, moved, and stored the words in a secret notebook. It was our notebook.


  The clouds, light, wander high in the sky, white cotton, vaporous, they flock across a blue meadow.


  Happy, I imagine touching them, discovering them softer than the taste of honey.


  It was even prettier when it rhymed.


  Sometimes, my mother would tell us fabulous stories or teach us poems. She used words we didn’t know and explained them to us.


  “It’s important to have a rich vocabulary,” she’d say. “There are no words a child can’t understand.”


  I agreed with her on that. I fell in love with alexandrines, a kind of verse, and learned to count by twelves.


  That evening, my father came home with a bird and a large cage. When my mother saw it, she grew worried.


  “Is that really Fifi?”


  She must have recognized the cage.


  “Yes,” he replied gravely.


  Then he knelt in front of me and handed me the small perforated box where I could feel something wriggling. He placed the aviary in front of the large window in the hallway and asked us to take care of Fifi. They locked themselves in the kitchen.


  The bird was a Yellow-fronted canary, small, scrawny, and khaki. It fit in my hand, like the tiny excavator. We settled it in the cage, where it stayed at the bottom, in a corner, the whole time as we busied ourselves around it. In a bag, there were two plastic trays to attach to the bars and the remnants of a seed packet. I quickly figured out how to place them. Diane poured the mix meant for it into the first tray. She then grabbed the other one. She wanted to fill it with water from the kitchen tap. I stopped her. We weren’t supposed to disturb our parents.


  We went downstairs hand in hand in the dark, crossed the storage room, and turned on the bulb in the small utility room that served as our bathroom. It had a bathtub, a sink, and a toilet, but the place was dirty, poorly arranged, and freezing. Going there was always unpleasant. Walking through those spaces in the dark was oppressive. The only light switch was on the bathroom side. We could never cross it except in darkness. The shadows behind the windows terrified us. The only light came from outside, a faint orange glow. The noise of cars and trucks speeding down the highway echoed our fears. We hurried. I grabbed the toothbrush cup to have a backup supply of water. I didn’t want to come back if Diane spilled the little tray she had just filled. Precaution and foresight—I knew my sister inside out. She stumbled on the last step just as the kitchen door opened.


  “What are you doing here?” our mother snapped.


  “Leave them be, they’re taking care of Fifi.”


  Immediately, her expression shifted. She took my hand and led us into the living room. My father picked up the tray and the cup of water, finished feeding the still-cowering bird, and joined us.


  A new story was about to begin. Mom had regained her storyteller’s air. She launched into a long description of life’s trials. Draining work, a violent or alcoholic husband, the loss of a child, an accident that left someone unable to use their legs—or worse, their sight. My mother cherished her vision above all else; losing it was her greatest fear. She often spoke of it. She continued with a flood of details that left us confused. We couldn
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