
 
 

They Treat Parents Like Children 
 
The mud, the scorching heat in the shantytowns... 
It’s like living in a goldfish bowl, 
where anyone can come in 
to hand out advice, blame, threats...  
Where anyone sticks their nose into our business: 
How do we work; clean up; spend our money? 
How many kids do we have? 
Where total strangers think they’re in charge of our bodies, hearts, and souls. 
 
A child watches the world  march through the house 
scolding father, advising mother, 
threatening first one, then the other: 
“You’ve got someone living with you.”  “You spend too much.” 
And they almost always add, 
“Of course, it’s not my problem; 
I’m only thinking of your children. 
If you go on like this, we’ll have to take them away...” 
 
Now, the child feels involved...  
A threat is hanging over its head. 
And just to dispel any remaining illusions, 
a hand comes to rest on this head and a voice asks, 
“Would you like to be sent to a foster home?” 
 

*** 
 
That day, the child looked on 
through eyes swollen with fright 
flooded with pent-up memories 
of fateful words and sights...  
The child didn’t cry.  This kid doesn’t cry anymore. 
Besides, isn’t this child too old to cry? 
Doesn’t this child know that it’s always the same 
when grown-ups talk to your parents? 
But there is one thing the child doesn’t understand: 
How come no one ever talks that way to the grocer, 
the teacher, the baker, or the preacher? 
One day, the child heard someone say 
that its parents act like children...  
Is this perhaps why people treat them that way? 
 

*** 
 
The child was playing ball...  
The child is Elisabeth, an eight-year-old. 
She fell down, but did not cry. 
 



Even when they touched her arm, she still did not cry, 
but her moans were so deep 
that they could tell her arm was broken. 
Her terrified grandmother picked Elisabeth up 
and a neighbor rushed her to the hospital. 
Not once during the trip did Lizzie cry. 
Eight-year-olds don’t cry. 
 
The hospital...  A white room...  A lady in white... 
It’s clean!  So very clean! 
A few kind words from the lady in white, 
“What’s your name... ?  And where do you live... ?  Oh, I see...” 
Silence. 
Then all of a sudden, she notices Elisabeth’s hands, 
the hands that her bewildered grandmother 
had forgotten to wash before rushing to the hospital. 
The hands that had gone unnoticed 
until the nurse learned 
that Elisabeth lived in the nearby shantytown. 
Now the lady who had begun so pleasantly changed her tone: 
“My goodness, you’re dirty! 
Really isn’t it a shame to have such dirty hands!” 
“Humph!” put in another lady in white who had just come in. 
“They’re all the same out there, all filthy. 
Isn’t it awful to have parents like that?” 
 
This time, Elisabeth 
who hadn’t screamed or shed a tear since her fall 
began to sob...  
Her young age, the pain in her arm, 
the startled-sparrow look in her eyes, 
all of this disappeared 
when they saw a shantytown child’s dirty hands. 
And since the girl was crying anyway 
they patted her head and said, “Poor little thing!” 
But Elisabeth is not really unfortunate. 
She has a mom and a dad who love her very much. 
They do everything they can to make her happy. 
 
For Christmas, 
her daddy repainted an old carriage for her doll, 
and sometimes, on payday, he brings her chocolate. 
Often, her mother went without things for her. 
Once, when her father was in the hospital, 
she heard people saying that her mother went hungry 
so that she and her brothers could have meat, 
because her mother was afraid they would get sick too. 
So why did she overhear a lady 
talking about her parents the other day: 
“Oh, you know people like that! 
They keep on breeding litters of  kids just to get money.” 



Elisabeth didn’t understand 
how her mother could go hungry for her 
and get money because of her at the same time. 
 
When her father was sick, 
Elizabeth heard someone else call him lazy. 
Her father hadn’t answered back, but that night 
he stormed home late, yelling at the top of his lungs. 
Her mother shouted back just as loudly 
at their neighbor from Algeria 
saying he should have stayed there, that he made her husband drink. 
 
The next morning, Lizzie’s friend told her 
that her father had stayed very late at their house the night before 
and that the two men had cried. 
That was something--to know grown men could cry. 
She thought only children cried. 
So maybe her father really was a child? 
 
How confusing!  He is a man--and he is a child. 
He makes sacrifices for his children... 
and he gets money because of them. 
 

*** 
 
Another time, two women were talking behind a fence, 
and bits of their conversation floated over Lizzie. 
“Those people!  They don’t really love their children 
The only bond they feel is physical attachment, 
the way animals love.” 
All day long, people looked for Elisabeth. 
At dusk, she came home silent, her forehead furrowed. 
Once again, she kept everything in. 
Then, in bed, she heard her mom telling her daddy, 
“No, remember how awful it was for you, 
growing up in foster care! 
Our children have their own mother. 
I don’t want them being sent off to summer camp...” 
And then, her real fear surfacing: 
“What if we never get them back...?” 
Elisabeth fell asleep. 
She dreamt she was looking for the face of a real mommy, 
because the lady had said that hers wasn’t real. 
 

*** 
 
Elisabeth went to summer camp after all. 
On her way back from England with the other children, 
she refused to eat in the train all day, 
saving the sandwiches, cakes, and candies-- 
these will be for mom. 



The train slows on a long stretch of track, 
stops with a jolt. 
Piled topsy-turvy in Lizzie’s arms 
are all the bits of her meal...  
“Mommy!,” she cries, “Mommy!” 
The other children are already hugging their mothers. 
Elisabeth starts forward, and then stops. 
Suddenly she grows pale--her mother isn’t there. 
Her mother, in fact, exhausted and weakened by her sixth pregnancy, 
has gone to the hospital for two months, her heart numb with anguish. 
But Lizzie doesn’t know this. 
So she holds out her candies, cakes, and sandwiches, 
all she has set aside for her mother, 
and says to the counsellor, 
“Here, take them...” 
 

*** 
 
Home in their trailer, Elisabeth and her mother 
were visited by a lady 
who confided to me a little while later, 
“It’s awful how that child hates her mother!” 
I did not answer.  What would have been the point? 
Some things are so hard to understand! 


