

[image: Cover image: All My Mothers by Joanna Glen.]




ALL MY MOTHERS

Joanna Glen

[image: The Borough Press Logo.]




Copyright

The Borough Press

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers 2021

Copyright © Joanna Glen 2021

Jacket design by Andrew Davis © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2021

Jacket images: Shutterstock.com

Author photograph © Eva Tarnok

Joanna Glen asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Source ISBN: 9780008410629

Ebook Edition © August 2021 ISBN: 9780008410605

Version: 2026-04-20




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change of font

Change justification

Text to speech

Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008410629




Praise for All My Mothers:
﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿
‘One of those rarest of books: so beautiful I almost couldn’t bear it, and so moving I was reading through tears’

STACEY HALLS

‘Uniquely witty, beautifully observed, intricately woven’

MIRANDA HART

‘A truly glorious life-affirming book, in which love, hope and friendship trump sorrow’

DINAH JEFFERIES

‘Honest, heartfelt and hopeful’

MARIANNE CRONIN,
 author of The One Hundred Years of Lenni and Margot

‘A moving meditation on motherhood, family, friendship and love’

CELIA REYNOLDS

‘Beautiful’

ANNE GRIFFIN, author of When All Is Said

‘A beautifully human story of fragility and resilience’

GRÁINNE MURPHY, author of The Ghostlights

‘Worth every tear’

WOMAN & HOME

‘Both exquisitely tender and powerfully compelling’

SARAH HAYWOOD, author of The Cactus

‘A joy to read’

ANNE YOUNGSON

‘A love song to women everywhere’

ERICKA WALLER, author of Dog Days

‘A glorious journey into loving & longing, rich with colour & warmth’

ANSTEY HARRIS

‘Heartrending and heartwarming’

CELIA ANDERSON, author of The Secret Gift of Lucia Lemon

‘The most exquisitely written story of human love in all its forms’

JESSICA RYN, author of The Imperfect Art of Caring

‘A deep delight of a book that vibrates with love and longing’

HELEN PARIS, author of Lost Property




Praise for The Other Half of Augusta Hope:

‘A therapeutic dose of high-strength emotion’

GUARDIAN

‘This gem of a novel entertains and moves in equal measure’

DAILY MAIL

‘Keep the tissues close’

GOOD HOUSEKEEPING

‘An irresistible message of redemption and belonging’

RED magazine

‘Full of the reality of hope and despair in everyone’s lives’

MIRANDA HART

‘Heartening and hopeful’

JESS KIDD, author of Things in Jars

‘It’s going to be all over every book club in Britain before you can say Burundi’

THE TIMES

‘Mesmerizingly beautiful’

SARAH HAYWOOD, author of The Cactus 

‘An extraordinary masterpiece’

ANSTEY HARRIS

‘Gutsy, endearing and entertaining’

DEBORAH ORR

‘Absolutely brilliant’

GAVIN EXTENCE, author of The Universe Versus Alex Woods




Dedication

In memory of my beloved mother,
 Jennifer Simmonds.




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Praise for All My Mothers

Praise for The Other Half of Augusta Hope

Dedication

Part 1

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Part 2

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Chapter 78

Chapter 79

Chapter 80

Chapter 81

Chapter 82

Chapter 83

Chapter 84

Chapter 85

Chapter 86

Chapter 87

Part 3

Chapter 88

Chapter 89

Chapter 90

Chapter 91

Chapter 92

Chapter 93

Chapter 94

Chapter 95

Chapter 96

Chapter 97

Chapter 98

Chapter 99

Chapter 100

Chapter 101

Chapter 102

Chapter 103

Chapter 104

Chapter 105

Chapter 106

Chapter 107

Chapter 108

Chapter 109

Chapter 110

Chapter 111

Chapter 112

Chapter 113

Chapter 114

Chapter 115

Chapter 116

Chapter 117

Chapter 118

Chapter 119

Chapter 120

Chapter 121

Chapter 122

Chapter 123

Chapter 124

Chapter 125

Chapter 126

Chapter 127

Chapter 128

Chapter 129

Acknowledgements

Postscript

Keep Reading …

About the Author

Also by Joanna Glen

About the Publisher




 

 

 

 

 

 
   
To Beth from Eva – March 2008

From the beginning, there were bumps under the rug where things had been swept, which meant I couldn’t walk the way other people did.

Free and easy.

With a bounce in my step and my head held high.

That’s the way I want you to walk, Beth.

I’ve swept nothing under the rug in this story.

Our story.

The story of you and me and your mother.
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the present
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I followed Bridget into the classroom, anxiously.

There was a balloon for each of us, cut out of coloured card, blu-tacked to the wall, high up, underneath the Victorian cornicing.

Eva Martínez-Green, it said on my lime-green balloon.

31 January 1975, written underneath my name.

My birthday.

Always a strange nervy day, my mother’s eyes darting about worse than ever, my father over-cheerful and all of us nauseous with sugar-icing.

I could read by the time I arrived at St Hilda’s, Spanish and English: my father had started me off, and I’d kept going – there was nothing else to do. I had no brothers or sisters in my house to distract me. I asked my mother and father daily for a kitten. And daily they said no.

I was a bit disappointed that our teacher, Miss Feast, had chosen lime-green for my cardboard birthday balloon. I don’t think lime-green is anyone’s favourite colour, and it felt like a slight against me.

Miss Feast paused, opened a thin black hardback book and broke the silence with unfamiliar names, which would turn into girls, girls we would love and hate for seven years, who would run like ghosts through our memories.

‘Lily Betts?’

‘Yes, Miss Feast.’

With a little sob – she was still convulsing from the separation from her mother – like a newly dead fish.

‘Bridget Blume?’

‘Yes, Miss Feast.’

The happy girl from the playground, gorgeous as anything, all blue eyes, smiles and hope.

I smiled at her.

She smiled back.

Bridget Blume liked me.

My mother didn’t exactly seem to dislike me, but she skirted around me as one might an unpredictable horse. My father quite liked me and, when he was home, he hung me upside down from my ankles (as some men do) or else he read me storybooks, which I preferred.

Onwards we went through the alphabet.

‘Eva Martínez-Green?’

‘Yes, Miss Feast. And also,’ I started, in a very quiet voice, because there were eyes everywhere looking at me.

Miss Feast raised a dark eyebrow.

I stammered: ‘I hope you don’t mind me saying, Miss Feast. But it’s Eva as in ever. Not Eva as in evil.’

Miss Feast smiled at me, and the mole above her lip quivered.

‘I will remember that,’ she said. ‘Forever Eva.’

Forever Eva – a name made especially for me, by Miss Feast, the actual teacher!

The syllables seeped through my skin and circulated in my bloodstream, making me warm inside. Nobody else – at all at all at all – had been given a special name in the course of our first registration!

Oh, the untold joy!
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‘Are we ready to read?’ sang Miss Feast.

‘Yes we certainly are!’ we sang back, as we’d been taught, as Miss Feast didn’t like untidy words flying about on the classroom air.

She gathered us around her like a clutch of green chicks, and Bridget Blume wriggled over to me on her bottom and took my hand. My heart started racing. I looked down at our hands wrapped up in each other – my brown fingers and her white fingers. It was the nicest thing I’d ever seen, and the nicest feeling I’d ever had.

‘The Rainbow Rained Us!’ said Miss Feast.

We all listened, spellbound, as a small rabbit threw a stone at the rainbow from Noah’s ark (Miss Feast turned the page) and the rainbow broke apart into hundreds of multicolour mothers who repopulated the earth with their children (Miss Feast turned the page) because the original families – along with every living thing except the ones on the ark – had all drowned in the flood, though this unfortunate fact wasn’t mentioned.

Miss Feast let us pass the book around, and Bridget and I had to undo our hands. I remember running my finger, mesmerised, over the slightly textured splashes of gorgeous reds and blues and golds and greens, which were forming into mother-shapes, and I was shivering all over, and the saudade longing was making griping pains in my belly.

‘Please pass the book on, Eva,’ said Miss Feast.

The sound of my name made me blush.

‘Aren’t mothers wonderful?’ said Miss Feast.

The other girls all nodded – all nodded.

The wonderfulness of mothers was not a subject for debate in our classroom, and this was a terrible moment because I knew for certain that my mother wasn’t wonderful, and she was supposed to be.

(My poor mother, you’re probably thinking, and that’s right, but she’d made her bed – and now she had to lie in it. And she did love lying in bed.)

‘Turn to the person next to you!’ said Miss Feast in her sing-song voice. ‘And tell her about your mummy! Anything you like!’

My heart was trying to leap out of my chest because I couldn’t think of one thing to say. It was as if I didn’t know my mother, as if I’d never got beyond the surface of her. My panic rose as things came pouring out of Bridget’s mouth: her mother was an artist; she loved patchwork; and pinafores; and clompy boots; and telling the truth; and the sea; and making birds out of feathers; and cakes with butter icing; and on she went, smiling and sparkling, until Miss Feast blew her whistle and reopened the book. She held it outwards, so that we could see each different-coloured mother as she appeared on her own lusciously illustrated double page, with her happy, matching family.

There Blue Mother stood in a mesmerising cornucopia of blues, at the edge of the turquoise sea, laughing, the wind in her hair, surrounded by her blue family.

‘Blue Mother is free and open and speaks from her heart.’

She sounded exactly like Bridget’s mother – utterly perfect.

Miss Feast turned the page: Green Mother was serene and beautiful, barefoot in a glimmering field beside a mossy waterfall, her green daughters aloft in the grass.

‘Green Mother is full of hope and healing.’

Miss Feast turned the page: Gold Mother, standing by her gate, a little sinister, seemed to be welcoming children into her perfect golden garden for a treasure hunt with prizes.

I didn’t like her at all.

Grey Mother was soft-faced, wearing pince-nez glasses in a room full of rickety bookshelves, with a globe and an atlas.

Yes yes yes.

Pink Mother was sitting upright in a kind of fairy-tale bed, a bit like my mother and father’s, a four-poster, with a roof and curtainy droops around it.

No no no.

‘Pink Mother is delicate and feminine,’ said Miss Feast, explaining that delicate meant not strong.

Oh no – a stab between the ribs! – Pink Mother looked weak and pathetic like my mother. I didn’t know why she was always feeling faint, or anxious, or collapsing into bed as if she didn’t have enough strength to be a normal human being.

(I think that sounds mean, but take it from me that a fragile mother is a scary thing for a child – it feels like your whole life is made of paper.)

Miss Feast was on to Purple Mother, who was dutiful and proper, her tidy purple children standing in a line. Definitely not. Red Mother was dangerous and wild, holding a flaming torch against the night sky. Far too frightening. Yellow Mother had rows of beehives and shelves of honey and was anxiously tying yellow ribbons to a tree to welcome a loved one home, perhaps a soldier son.

‘Yellow Mother is busy and hard-working,’ said Miss Feast.

And a bit tense, I thought.

My own mother was so tense that when you asked her questions, her entire body stiffened up. Something seemed to be wrong at the heart of her.

Miss Feast closed the book.

She said that each of us had been made by our own mother and father, and that’s why we were all different shapes and sizes, and each of us just perfect for being ourselves. I wondered how mothers and fathers made children. I also wondered whether there was any chance that, in the process of the making, parent and child could somehow get separated, and a green could end up with a red, a blue with a pink.

Because – and this came like a punch in the stomach – my mother and I did not match. It was obvious. I’d somehow ended up with the wrong mother. This thought was both deeply shocking and deeply hopeful. It was a seed planted in the earth of me. It was the moment that my quest began. The quest to find out who I was and what my place was in the scheme of things.
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When the alarm clock on Miss Feast’s desk went off, we all nearly had a heart attack.

‘It’s dismissal time!’ she said.

We had absolutely no idea what she was talking about.

It turned out that the school day was over – a day that had felt like a year on a new planet – and there was my mother, all pink like Pink Mother in the book, wearing a tight pencil skirt and a pink silk blouse with a too-big bow at the neck. The mothers next to her were wearing darker colours than she was, and she stood out like a pale pink ice lolly, a strawberry Mini-Milk.

Miss Feast adjusted my beret from behind me, and my body fizzed with the touch of her hand.

I wished my mother hadn’t put on that big-bow blouse. I think she was trying to look nice for me. She loved clothes and she wanted me to love them too, so that I would look nice and we would understand each other.

But I was embarrassed by her.

I felt like crying at the sight of her.

Lily Betts started crying again because, although her mother was standing right in front of her, she wasn’t allowed to talk to her.

‘I know you’re all dying to give your mothers a lovely hug,’ said Miss Feast. ‘But first we have to learn how to do dismissal properly.’

A bubble of panic started to rise up my throat at the thought that my mother and I would be forced to hug each other in public. I swallowed it back down whole.

It wasn’t only that I wanted my mother to be different. I think I wanted me to be different too. Or perhaps, from the beginning, I wanted us to be different.

What Bridget’s father called our alchemy.

It was Bridget’s father who told me later on, when I was eleven, that, scientifically speaking, the energy in the universe is not held in each particle, as scientists had originally supposed, but in the space between particles, that is, the energy in everything is in its relationship to everything else.

This, he’d concluded, was the case for people too.

By then, I had a special Quest Book in which I carefully recorded his insight, underlining space between – underlining being a significant part of my quest before I was old enough to do anything more proactive about my suspicions.

The space between my mother and me was approximately two metres as Miss Feast demonstrated the way to do dismissal properly at St Hilda’s School.

I looked at her, and I felt no pull towards her.

We hadn’t, as far as I knew, spent a day of our lives apart.

But I hadn’t minded being away from her at all.

I’d even liked it.

She looked as if she was pulling in the muscles in her stomach and sticking out her little bosoms, well-padded in the bra she wore, which stood up by itself.

I remember wishing she didn’t look so uncomfortable being herself.

So awkward.

It made me feel awkward.

And that was our alchemy: awkwardness.

Bridget Blume’s mother scooped up Bridget, laughing, kissing her cheek with a big smacky noise and throwing her over her shoulder. Such easy-breezy alchemy. She was wearing a patchwork pinafore and leather boots with thick soles, and she looked exactly like Blue Mother in the book, happy and free, with the wind in her hair against the blue sky.

The looseness of her, that’s what I saw, and my mother’s tightness.

That, and the way she and Bridget completely matched each other.

The saudade longing came over me like a wave as Bridget walked away into what I supposed must be her fairy-tale life, holding the edge of a double buggy containing two identical sisters with dark hair in ribbons.

Oh, sisters, how I longed for sisters.

I looked back at my own mother, who extended her thin arms stiffly towards me. When I tried walking into her, like Bridget had walked into her mother, I crashed into her tight stomach muscles, as if she was a wall. She put her hands on my shoulder blades, and left them there for a second or two.

I reversed out of her stiff arms, awkwardly, with my eyes smarting.

She said, ‘How was your first day, darling?’

When she said darling, it always sounded funny, like she was trying it on but deciding against it.

I said, ‘Fine, thank you.’

She said, ‘Your father’s in the taxi.’

(My parents used London taxis like a private chauffeur service, avoiding the inconvenience of walking along the pavement, taking the double-decker bus or parking their large car.)

When I got into the taxi, my father held my nose between his two fingers (like he often did), and when he let it go, I asked if he could please buy me my own copy of The Rainbow Rained Us, knowing he’d say yes because he loved books – and we stopped three minutes later at the bookshop. We read the book together that evening, and it was only then that I noticed the different-coloured fathers, lurking in the background of the pages, just as my father lurked in the background of my life, coming and going from Spain with a cylindrical leather holdall which had his initials stamped in gold, above the zipped pocket: JMM for José Manuel Martínez.
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Miss Feast soon moved on from The Rainbow Rained Us to the life-changing saga of the baby photo.

‘We have to bring in a baby photo tomorrow,’ I said to my mother on the way home from school in the taxi, not knowing the impact that this would have on my quest, and indeed my whole life. ‘There’s a letter in my bag. Have we got one?’

A double-decker bus spewed fumes at us, and my mother closed the taxi window, making a strange little circle shape with her lips, like a cat’s bottom.

My mother said, ‘Your father’s already tired of the school run.’

Which wasn’t exactly answering my question.

The taxi meter went tick tick tick like the crocodile in Peter Pan.

As she hadn’t answered, I wondered how I could rephrase the sentence for greater effect.

‘Miss Feast says we have to bring in a baby photo tomorrow,’ I said, and when I said Miss Feast, I blushed, as if she were forbidden fruit, my feelings for her secret and unmentionable.

Again, my mother didn’t answer.

Then she did answer, but curtly.

‘I don’t have any baby photos of you here in London,’ she said.

‘You don’t have any?’ I said, feeling a cramping anxiety in my stomach.

She looked out of the window, away from me.

‘Not here,’ she said, drawing her hand over her sweaty upper lip.

Not here?

I wondered where on earth they might be.

The taxi stopped and started at the traffic lights.

When we got home, Mary had cooked macaroni cheese, which was too creamy, and made me feel a bit sick, though I didn’t say.

After I’d finished, I sat on the floor and read The Rainbow Rained Us again.

‘Wouldn’t you like to read a different book?’ said my mother.

I shook my head, and said, quite firmly, ‘Have we got a baby photo or not?’

She pursed her lips.

When my father came home, I ran into the hall, and he gathered me in his arms – he smelled of citrus cologne and sherry. He tipped me upside down and dangled me by my feet before turning me the right way up and patting my shoulder. My mother rushed into his study with him and slammed the door.

While my mother and father remained enclosed in the study, I stared with my eyes half-closed at the paintings on the hall walls, the orange circles on cobalt blue with stabs of buttery yellow, and they turned into sun and sky and fields of sunflowers – another world, appearing and disappearing.

My mother and father came out of the study, looking tense.

‘Eva,’ said my father. ‘Esta foto es un poco problemática,’ this photo is a little problematic.

We used to speak both languages at home, sometimes changing mid-sentence.

I smiled determinedly at my father to stop myself crying – I really badly needed a baby photo. Apart from anything else, it was our first ever homework, and I didn’t want to be told off.

‘Come over here,’ he said.

I walked towards him, watching my feet in their brown T-bar leather sandals.

‘Our albums – the ones with your baby photos in – were stolen from the beach house in Alvera,’ he said authoritatively. (This was a key point, underlined years later in the Quest Book.)

‘Stolen?’ I said to my father, a bit shaken. ‘From the beach house?’

‘It must have happened when we were back in Jerez,’ said my mother, staring into my father’s eyes like she was trying to hypnotise him. ‘Mustn’t it?’

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ said my father.

‘So a thief got in?’ I said quietly.

My mother looked at my father, flushed and tense, and they both nodded.

‘I thought thieves stole money,’ I said, thinking of stories. ‘And treasure.’

My father laughed, though it didn’t seem to me a laughing matter.

‘Do thieves steal photo albums?’ I said.

‘These ones did!’ said my father, swapping (alarmingly) from singular thief to plural.

‘So what will I take to school?’ I said, trembling inside.

‘You will take a photo of your mother,’ said my father, smiling tensely. ‘Nobody will know.’

My mother, looking doubtful, handed me a photograph of her as a rather fat and very pale baby, with no hair on her head.

‘They’ll know that’s not me,’ I said, looking down at my not-pale knees. ‘We don’t match.’

My mother was sweating; my father was laughing rather awkwardly, hahaha.

‘Well, you can have a photo of me then!’ he said, giving me a nudge in the arm.

‘But you’re a boy, Papá,’ I said stiffly.

‘Babies all look the same,’ said my father.

They both went back inside the study, and when they came out, my mother was holding a photo of my father, in a silver frame, sitting up in an old-fashioned pram with a thick pelt of black hair.

‘You look like a boy,’ I said to my father, stammering slightly.

‘That’s only because you know,’ said my mother, her bottom lip trembling.

She said she was feeling so anxious that she was going to bed, even though it was only seven o’clock in the evening.

Mary took me to my mother’s curtainy bed to say good night, and she was all propped up like Pink Mother in The Rainbow Rained Us.

‘Why did the thieves want my baby photos?’ I said to her.

She didn’t answer, so I asked her again.

‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ she said in a small voice, letting her head flop to the right, as if she had no bones.

You’re like a dog with a bone, she used to say to me, making no attempt to hide her exasperation. I asked Bridget if I was like a dog with a bone, and she said I was more like a beautiful bay-coloured pony, brown with long black hair and knobbly knees, rather shy.

She said bay ponies were her favourite, and she asked me what animal she was like, and I said a koala bear because they were (still are) my favourite animals.

‘Except you’re not at all sleepy,’ I told her.

She said koalas weren’t actually bears but marsupials, which carry their babies in a pouch for six months, and she stuffed a small koala from the class toy box into the enormous green knickers we were obliged to wear over white knickers called liners.

Our music teacher, Mrs Snell, said, ‘Bridget Blume, what have you got inside your knickers?’

And Bridget said, ‘Oh, Mrs Snell! What a question!’
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Miss Feast put all the baby photos up on the display board, and it felt completely obvious that my old-fashioned photo with the faded frame-marks wasn’t me, and I still remember the empty shaky feeling I had inside me all through that day, as if I was falling out of myself into nothing.

Also – this hit me even harder – all the other photos had a mother in them, a mother holding her baby. I desperately wanted a mother to be holding me, with her soft lips against my scalp, like Bridget’s mother.

The other girls matched me quite easily with my father’s black hair in the photo, although Lily Betts said, not unkindly, ‘You look a bit like a boy.’

‘No she does not,’ said Bridget furiously, even though, obviously, I did.

Miss Feast asked us to say a bit about our life and our family, and, when it came to my turn, I had to concentrate very hard to find the courage to speak, with the other girls’ eyes looking at me.

Nothing came out of my mouth when I opened it, so Miss Feast had to nudge me along.

‘Do you have any brothers and sisters, Eva?’ said Miss Feast.

‘No,’ I whispered, feeling shuddery inside.

‘Or perhaps you’ve got a pet?’

‘No,’ I whispered.

Miss Feast moved on to Laura Stephenson.

But in the middle of Laura’s turn, I blurted out, ‘My father’s Spanish, and I was born in Spain.’

Bridget put her thumb up at me, which meant well done, because she knew I didn’t like speaking aloud. She knew a lot more about me by now and, gratifyingly, she still liked me.

Miss Feast, however, pointed to her right ear lobe, which was a sort of telling-off, and I knew that she hated me now that I hadn’t had listening ears, now that I’d interrupted Laura Stephenson whose father was a well-known journalist.

How desperately I wanted Miss Feast to love me.

At break-time, Bridget said to me, ‘You were a really nice baby, Eva. Probably the nicest of everyone in class.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, with a feeling inside me like drinking hot ginger. ‘So were you.’

This was my first ever friendship, and it would change my life, for good, for wonderful, for terrible, but I didn’t know that yet.

Bridget and I got on the seesaw, sending me shooting up into the air. It soon became clear that there was no way of getting me down without her getting off, which she did a bit too quickly, slamming my bottom (rather painfully) into the tarmac.

‘I think the roundabout might be better for us,’ said Bridget, taking my hand and making me feel like bursting with joy.

The Populars were on the roundabout, Sophia Carr cross-legged in the centre, the others orbiting her like planets around the sun. Bridget and I knew our place: we wandered about the edge of the playground, lifting up stones and looking for woodlice.

The woodlice girls, that was us – the lowest possible caste in the class!

But I loved the nervous lifting of the stone, the will-there-won’t-there moment, the sight of the woodlice squirming around and the way they rolled up into little balls, which Bridget then threw at the Populars when they weren’t looking.

‘Will that give them a headache?’ I said anxiously (always anxious, you see, even about woodlice).

‘No,’ said Bridget. ‘They can’t feel a thing.’

I didn’t stop to wonder how she knew this without being a woodlouse.

I believed her without thinking.

Because I loved her.

Already.
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When Miss Feast gave my mother back my photo at dismissal time, she said, ‘I love those old-fashioned prams.’

I blushed. My mother also blushed lobster-red, stuck out her little padded bosoms and made the cat’s bottom with her mouth, but no words came out. I wished she wouldn’t make that shape with her mouth, and I wondered if Miss Feast thought we had some sort of genetic blushing disorder in our family.

‘What kind of pram did I really have?’ I said to my mother in the taxi.

‘Oh,’ she said, biting her lip. ‘Just a normal blue one. You know, navy blue.’

‘Did I like being in my pram?’ I said.

‘Oh,’ she said again. ‘Yes, I think so.’

‘You think so?’

‘It’s hard to tell,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it? Babies don’t speak.’

‘So what’s the earliest photo you’ve got of me?’ I said to my mother when we got home.

She produced a pocket album.

I held my breath.

‘Do you remember the beach house in Alvera?’ she said.

‘I don’t know,’ I said, feeling wobbly with excitement that we were actually going to talk about my life before now, my Spanish life, which no one ever mentioned but which made me feel exotic and special, even though I couldn’t quite remember it.

Here were ten photos from the beach house in Alvera which seemed to have been taken on the same day – me under a palm tree; me by the swimming pool; me eating calamares from a large white plate, scowling.

I grabbed the album.

‘Was I born at the beach house?’

My mother didn’t answer.

‘Questions, questions!’ she said crossly, and I didn’t feel I could ask again.

I stared at the photos very carefully, noting my scared eyes, and I asked my mother if I could please have the album and keep it in my bedroom. She said no.

My mother’s hands were shaking.

They had eczema on them.

‘Did I know anyone at the beach house?’ I said to my mother. ‘Any children?’

‘Your cousins from Jerez visited one weekend,’ she said.

I looked for them inside my mind.

Nothing.

I must tell Miss Feast I have cousins, I thought.

I turned the pages of the album, backwards and forwards.

The beach house had a blue gate with a pool, and two hundred palm trees planted by my father for my mother, and a plate of small squid with tiny cooked curled-up legs. And maybe I did remember it a bit, the way you remember dreams.

‘How old was I there?’ I said.

‘Three and a half,’ she said, fast as anything. ‘It was June 1978.’

‘Three and a half,’ I said slowly.

‘Three and a half,’ she said quickly.

‘You really like making everything match,’ I said, in a slightly disapproving voice.

With my lilac dress, I was wearing a lilac bolero cardigan, lilac shoes and a lilac ribbon – as if I might be displayed in a shop window.

‘You were my best present ever to your mother!’ my father used to say, looking rather pleased with himself.

This made me think of cellophane wrap and gift ribbons, and when I lay awake in bed at night, I wondered if I was a strange mail-order child who’d arrived in Spain, three and a half years old, chosen by my father, a package, which my mother had unwrapped, like a doll, for dressing up. She did love to dress me up.

Perhaps I wasn’t even properly alive.

I checked my heart.

It was beating.

I crept along the dark landing, took the nail scissors from the bathroom cabinet and tried cutting my skin.

It bled.

I stared at the birthmark on my right thigh.

Perhaps I came from an alien race with birthmarks on their thighs.

‘Can I have this mark taken away?’ I said.

‘No, you can’t,’ said my mother. ‘It’s absolutely enormous.’

‘But perfectly shaped like the Iberian Peninsula,’ said my father, explaining that this meant the land mass of Spain and Portugal.

Eva from Iberia – it had the ring of a fierce female warrior, but I didn’t feel much like a warrior, lying in bed in the dark, running my fingers anxiously across the raised edges of my birthmark, wondering why on earth thieves would steal anyone’s baby photos, and then wondering if the thieves were lies, and the stolen albums were lies, and in fact, something more terrible than I could imagine had happened to me.
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My father was at home less and less, which made my mother more and more anxious.

The house seemed darker without him.

Not only metaphorically, but because my mother had an obsession with closing all the triple-lined curtains while it was still light outside (which my father didn’t allow when he was at home).

I remember lying in the dark, thinking that nobody cared properly about me.

Except Bridget.

And my father quite a bit (when he was here).

And Miss Feast (possibly). Miss Feast, with her long black plait, her tiny heart earrings and the mole above her lip. Miss Feast, who very quickly became Mrs Tomkins, though we never called her that. Almost immediately after changing her name, she was (to my mother’s alarm and consternation) pregnant. Like Mary in the school nativity play – a pretty girl called Julia in Class 6, with a pillow up her dress, ready to give birth to Jesus.

Bridget and I dreamt of being Mary when we got to Class 6.

For now, we decided to make do with playing nativity in the playground using the rocking horse as the donkey.

To my surprise, Bridget got on all fours mooing like a cow to allow Baby Jesus to come out of her bottom.

‘Do all babies come out of their mothers’ bottoms?’ I asked.

‘Yes, and there’s this big jellyfish thing that comes out with them,’ she said authoritatively. ‘Called the percenta.’

Wow!

I’d come out of my mother’s bottom with a big jellyfish thing.

The more you found out about life, the weirder it seemed.

I was filling up with questions every day.

‘Why was God a baby?’ I asked Miss Feast when she was on break duty. ‘Babies aren’t any use to anyone.’

‘Everyone starts off as a baby,’ said Miss Feast.

‘Are you absolutely sure?’ I said, thinking that this might turn out to be a significant quest conversation. ‘Every single person on the whole earth?’

She nodded.

‘Also,’ I said, ‘was Mary Jesus’s real mother?’

‘Yes,’ she said.

‘And was Joseph Jesus’s real father or was God Jesus’s real father?’

‘They both were.’

‘Can a baby have two fathers or two mothers?’

‘Not normal babies.’

‘Might I have been a not-normal baby?’ I said, thinking that this was hopeful, that there might be a second mother lurking about somewhere, maybe a lovely blue or green one.

She hesitated.

‘This is very important, Miss Feast,’ I said.

‘So many questions, Eva Martínez-Green!’ she said, bringing the conversation to an abrupt close and ringing the bell.

When I got home, I kept staring at my mother, trying to picture her on all fours mooing like a cow while I came out of her bottom.

It was very hard to believe that this had happened.

‘Did I come out of your bottom?’ I asked her in the end, concluding that it was the only failsafe way of finding out.

‘Who told you that?’ she started, before turning very pink, wiping her upper lip with a tissue and saying that these were not things anybody spoke about, and could I please not speak about them either.

If I hadn’t come out of her bottom, whose bottom had I come out of?

These questions were blasted clean out of my mind when Miss Feast cheerfully announced: ‘I will have to leave you all soon to go off and have my baby.’

Yes, cheerfully.

Did the poor woman know what was involved?

‘When will you come back to us?’ I whispered to Miss Feast.

‘I’m not coming back,’ she said. ‘Mr Tomkins and I are moving to Ireland.’

You’re not coming back to St Hilda’s, I thought, never in your whole life?

‘I’ll think of you all,’ she said.

I sat very still.

She’d think of us all – what was the point of that?

What about Forever Eva?

The woman hadn’t even lasted the full year.
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It was no sooner hello Miss Dixon and hello Class 1 than it was goodbye Miss Dixon because her mother had cancer.

Rumours swirled through the school that Miss Dixon had caught cancer from her mother, and now we were most probably all going to get infected too and die a mass death, slumped over each other under our desks, fighting for breath.

I’d spent my entire life worrying about my beginning, but I now started to worry about my end, and whether it might come far too soon, right there in the classroom – the classroom into which Miss Cracey, the headteacher, burst crossly to explain that cancer was not catching, so she didn’t want any nonsense spoken about it, or any histrionics. Cancer happens, she said, when abnormal cells grow and spread very fast. Normal cells, she went on, know how to grow and divide, and they also know how to stop and die. But the abnormal cells don’t know any of this, she said. They go on and on growing and dividing, and sometimes cause little traffic jams, or pile-ups, called tumours, which can be removed by surgeons.

‘I thought people died of cancer,’ said Annabel to Miss Cracey, bravely, as people didn’t as a rule speak to her.

The class fell silent.

Miss Cracey swept her head right to left, like the grey parrot in the pet shop in Fulham.

‘Of course not everyone dies,’ she said tightly. ‘The surgeons are very clever these days.’

Nobody spoke.

‘I don’t want to hear another thing about it,’ said Miss Cracey. ‘We have ten chicken eggs being delivered to your classroom on Monday. And if there’s any more nonsense from you, they will go to Class 2 instead.’

Nobody moved.

‘This is the end of the matter,’ she said firmly. ‘Do you hear me?’

Yes, we heard her.

That’s what ears do, and even if you put your hands over them, as I did when my mother had arguments with my father, they still went on hearing.

‘Not everyone dies,’ that’s what Miss Cracey said.

We were learning subtraction, using ten beach pebbles per table.

‘Not everyone,’ I said to Bridget, ‘means nearly everyone,’ and I took away nine pebbles, one at a time, putting them solemnly in the shadows under my desk.

‘All the pebbles die except one,’ I said.

We stared at the one alive pebble.

‘Let’s ask our parents about cancer tonight,’ said Bridget. ‘I’m sure it’s not as bad as it sounds.’

I nodded and said yes yes, acting like we had those kinds of big conversations all the time in our house, oh we never stopped talking about life and death and terminal diseases.

In the taxi home with my mother, I sat silently imagining cancer like a bird of prey, up above us with its wings stretched out, deciding who to pounce on. And it came to me that up in the sky, behind the clouds, there were probably lots of other horrible beasts we didn’t yet know about, all of them monstrous, with wings and hungry beaks, looking for prey.
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The next day, Bridget reported that her doctor-dad had confirmed that cancer was indeed a serious illness.

But, good news:

‘He says that there are treatments, which sometimes work.’

Well, good-ish news.

‘What are treatments?’

‘Medicine.’

‘Like Disprin?’ I said, trying to think of the names of medicines in my mother’s bathroom cabinet. ‘Or Prozac?’

‘I suppose so,’ said Bridget, looking a bit uncertain. ‘And he said just because we know there are wasps about, it doesn’t stop us going on a picnic.’

‘I like that,’ I said, repeating it in my head. ‘I’ll remember that.’

‘“Enjoy the picnic,” my dad said, “and if a wasp comes along, we’ll swat it away together.”’

It seemed to me – both then and as we moved into Class 2 with Miss Philips, in a whirl of seventh birthdays – that there were wasps everywhere: puzzles and uncertainties and unanswered questions, and during our visits to the King’s Road library, I avoided the fiction shelves and took out books about God and heaven (and occasionally UFOs) because books never said back at you, ‘Questions questions’.

Just before the autumn half-term, Miss Cracey announced that a woman called Sister Ruth was coming to visit us. Miss Cracey bigged her up like Sister Ruth was God himself, and said we could ask her any question at all, and she would know the answer. I could hardly wait.

Sister Ruth, when she arrived, had buck teeth, a pastry-coloured face and unusually large feet. She asked us if we ever thought about where we were before we were born and where we would go after we died, and not one person put up their hand. Nor did anyone ask her a single question about anything at all.

I went up to her on my way out of the classroom (as I still didn’t like speaking aloud in front of the other girls) and I said, please, if she didn’t mind, and if it was a suitable question, where was I before I was born, because I had no idea.

She gave me a bible and said the answer was in there.

By now, I was the best reader in the class, but it still looked like a very long and complicated answer.

I then asked her if it was true that all babies, without exception, came out of women’s bottoms. She said this was indeed the case, and very quickly asked if I had another question about something else. I asked her where I might have been from when I was born until I was three and a half, where there seemed to be a long and alarming gap in my life.

She smiled very kindly, and said: ‘In God’s arms.’

‘All that time?’ I said. ‘Wow!’

And she nodded.

I said, ‘Could I have ended up with a mother who isn’t my mother?’

She said, ‘That question is too difficult for me. Perhaps you should ask God.’

Which was disappointing, in view of Miss Cracey’s stellar build-up.

Sister Ruth took us on a very slow walk, and she told us to look around and notice everything, even flies and wasps and cracks in the pavement. As I walked along, solemnly and observantly, I remembered Bridget’s dad saying: If a wasp comes along, we’ll swat it away together. And everything felt very OK in the world, like it didn’t normally.

We all lay down and closed our eyes, and a big blob of peace fell on top of me.

‘This is the sacrament of the present moment,’ said Sister Ruth, and we paused, and the world seemed to stop and tremble, and her face lit up.

I wrote this in my diary and underlined it twice, with serious comments about the possibility that we had seen or at least sensed God’s presence on the school lawn.

Then I said loudly into my empty bedroom, ‘God, if I may please ask, have I ended up with the wrong mother?’

But, disappointingly, God didn’t answer.

I asked him again, a bit louder.

Nothing.

Zilch.

Zero.

I leafed through the bible to see if I could find out where I was before I was born, but it was full of very small writing and very long words, so I gave up.

I wrote in my diary, When I grow up, I want to be Sister Ruth.

The next day, Bridget said, ‘Sister Ruth was a weirdo.’

So I went home and crossed it out.
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It was after Sister Ruth’s visit that I started my Quest Book – subtitle, WHO AM I? – looking for some kind of a framework that might explain me. I wrote down important memories and underlined key phrases in thick black pen. Things like this:

Memory: my father calling me into his study and asking me to choose a name for my mother – Mum or Mummy or Mamá – and me saying I would call her Cherie, please, as he did.

Looking back, I wonder if I knew that this was a strange conversation, or that it was odd to call her Cherie unless you came from a very hip family like Laura Stephenson. Or, did I, a confused bilingual child, think Cherie was an alternative, mother-ish word?

These are things lost in the mists of memory.

I went back to The Rainbow Rained Us and noted key points in my Quest Book. I could now understand, with the aid of a dictionary, the section which dealt with the positive and negative aspects of each colour, but even the good things in the pink section – delicate and sensitive – seemed to me like bad things. And everything my mother did continued to seem pinker than pink.

From now on I shall think of her as Pink Mother, I wrote grandly, perhaps convincing myself that I was being clever and funny, but in fact making the distance between us even bigger in my mind.

Oh dear, Pink Mother is crying again, I’d think.

Oh dear, Pink Mother has taken to the chaise longue again.

It was as if I was trying to protect myself from the painful realisation that she didn’t seem able to love me.

My father seemed to love me, sort of, or at least to find me diverting when he was in the right mood, which often came after a glass or two of his favourite fino sherry, when I took to asking him apparently casual questions relating to our family’s past. I wrote any relevant answers he gave in my Quest Book.

He told me, for example, that Granny and Grandpa Green had chosen the name Cherie, which means darling, as she was their one and only darling, coming along, after ten years of waiting, when they thought they couldn’t have children. This went straight into the Quest Book.

1 – Some married couples can’t have children.

2 – Some have to wait ten years before they get them.

I felt sure these facts were relevant to the quest, but couldn’t think exactly how.

I also wanted to ask my father if I might be, in any way, his darling, but I couldn’t think how to bring it up, and anyway I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know the answer.

‘I met your mother when Granny and Grandpa Green brought her to Jerez on a wine-tasting holiday,’ said my father, out of nowhere. ‘I’d never met anyone called Cherie.’

Her name, spelled differently but pronounced the same, he went on, was the name for fortified wine – sherry – which was his favourite drink.

‘Perhaps that’s why I chose her!’ he said.

I didn’t bother to write that down because it was a stupid thing to say.

‘Your Spanish grandfather’s wine company,’ said my father, ‘makes sherry, and also red, white and rosé wine, and is the most famous in the whole of Spain. And now he’s too old to run it, he’s given it to me.’

Perhaps at the wine company, I mused in my Quest Book, there were fields of sunflowers and blue sky and orange sunshine like the paintings in the hall, and perhaps I was born there and put in a wine barrel, like Moses got put in a basket. Perhaps I floated down a river and Pink Mother pulled me out and kept me, like the Pharaoh’s daughter kept Moses.

After my grandfather gave my father the wine company, he started to offload his Andalusian property portfolio as well, and my father would leave gorgeous photographs of glimmering white buildings on his desk, which I described at length in my Quest Book.

I tried asking Pink Mother some leading questions about my Spanish family, in particular my Spanish grandparents.

‘Did they come to see me at the hospital when I was born?’ I asked.

‘I think they were too busy with the vineyards,’ she said, taking hold of the corner of her cardigan.

‘Were they picking grapes then?’ I said.

She laughed.

‘Not exactly,’ she said, pulling at the tiny bobbles on her cuff with her long nails. ‘Your grandmother was probably at church.’

‘I thought you said she was busy with the vineyards?’

She changed the subject.

‘When your father was a boy, your grandmother used to list his sins on a little blackboard and send him to confession.’

‘What? With a priest in one of those wooden boxes?’ I said.

‘He never went,’ she said. ‘He used to put the blackboard in his pocket and go fishing instead. And his mother never knew!’

‘That’s lying,’ I said.

‘Oh, your father always loved to tell stories,’ she said. ‘And that hasn’t changed!’

The truth was this: by the time my father was an adult, he’d made up so many stories about his own life, sometimes he couldn’t remember which one he was living in.

My father also loved stories in books, and that was perfect because English was my equal-favourite subject (alongside history, religious studies, and French, which Bridget was terrible at, and definitely not maths, which she liked best).

My father’s favourite book was Peter Pan (of course it was, he never really wanted to grow up). And like Peter Pan, my father just said anything that came into his head.

Peter Pan was my favourite too (though I longed to grow up), and I knew it almost off by heart.

My father used to let me stand on the marble table on our roof terrace so he could point out the different landmarks of London, and we’d make up stories where Peter Pan jumped onto the hands of Big Ben and stopped time, or where the tick-tock crocodile swam up the Thames and ate Albert Bridge.

‘If you think about it, Eva,’ said my father, ‘the Darling children were very boring before they met Peter Pan.’

‘Yes, but in the end,’ I said, ‘though they liked being in Neverland, they were homesick.’

My father looked at me strangely.

‘I think I feel sort of homesick too,’ I said, thinking that this might be a way into an important quest conversation, and he stopped very still, like he never did.

‘Homesick for what?’ he said.

‘I don’t know,’ I said, stammering. ‘Something. Somewhere. Before.’

‘But we’re giving you a wonderful life here in London, your mother and I.’

I shut my eyes and breathed deeply.

‘Can you explain what you mean, Eva?’ he said.

I wished I’d never got started.

I opened my eyes.

‘Come on!’ said my father.

‘I feel like …’ I said, hesitating.

‘You feel like what?’ he said.

I opened my mouth to speak, and he opened his in time with mine.

‘I feel like …’ I said.

‘Yes …’ said my father, his mouth trying to urge my mouth into action.

‘I feel like … when the thieves stole the albums, they stole a bit of me.’

I was hot all over, but at least I’d tried to find a way of saying what I felt inside.

I walked straight off the roof terrace, through the room with the wicker furniture in it and downstairs into my bedroom, where I couldn’t stop myself exploding into sobs. I decided it was a very bad idea indeed to let my thoughts out into real life.

The next day, my father brought me a wallet of photos.

‘This is your home in Jerez,’ he said, coming into my bedroom, speaking very quickly and stopping to clear his throat. ‘This is where you lived with your mother and me, and your Spanish grandpa, and some of your uncles and aunts and cousins. And hundreds of horses and fighting bulls. And fifty billion grapes!’

He laughed.

I had no idea why.

‘When I was a baby?’ I said.

He nodded.

‘Until we came here?’ I said.

He nodded.

‘What about the beach house in Alvera?’ I said.

‘That was for holidays and long weekends.’

I spent a long time looking at my supposed home and my supposed life: the horses, the cows, the fighting bulls.

‘You loved the horses best,’ said my father firmly.

‘Have you got a picture of me with the horses?’ I said.

‘Ah, this one was your favourite,’ he said. ‘Blanquita.’

‘Have you got a picture of me with Blanquita?’

‘I’m not sure I have.’

He moved to the photos of the vineyards.

‘This is where you ran about,’ said my father. ‘Up and down!’

‘I thought I was a baby,’ I said.

‘And here are the sherry bodegas, and look at all those wine barrels!’

I looked at the sherry bodegas and the wine barrels and not one thought came into my head.

Then I stared at the multiple photos of the many dark-eyed Spanish relatives sitting at the big shiny mahogany dining table, the inner courtyard with yellow stone walls and the long sandy driveway through the vineyards.

It was all very beautiful, but I wasn’t there.

Not in a single one of my father’s photos.
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‘Do you have any photos of me at the house in Jerez?’ I asked Pink Mother.

She stiffened, and said she’d have a look.

‘What actually happened in the first three and a half years of my life?’ I asked, firmly, as I’d had enough of my questions never being answered.

‘You’re like a dog with a bone,’ she said, backing away from me.

‘You already mentioned that,’ I said, trying to be a bit cocksure and funny like Bridget, even though I was feeling fragile underneath.

‘Nothing happens when you’re a baby,’ she said, adjusting her silk scarf, which had horse stirrups printed on it, I had no idea why.

‘Well, we must have done something,’ I said.

She moved across the sitting room and sat down in one of the upright velvet armchairs.

‘I’ve told you,’ she said. ‘We divided our time between the beach house in Alvera and our house in Jerez.’

‘With the vineyards?’

I took a step towards her.

‘Ghastly Jerez,’ she said.

‘Why was it ghastly?’ I said.

She made a gesture with her hand, which seemed to be a way of flapping me away.

‘What was I like as a baby?’ I said, heart thumping.

‘You were like all babies are,’ she said, picking up a magazine.

So there was nothing memorable or special about me at all?

I felt horribly winded, and then, a second later, horribly frightened.

Because perhaps she didn’t know what I was like when I was a baby.

‘Bridget’s twin sisters are going through the terrible twos!’ I said, and I tried smiling at her, to see if she might smile back. ‘Did I have the terrible twos?’

‘You were quite normal,’ she said, not smiling back.

Tears welled up inside my ducts.

She eventually found another of those pocket albums, this one with six photos of me – wearing a pistachio-green outfit, everything matching – at the house in Jerez, in the inner courtyard, which was totally bare except for a stone fountain with three stone basins on three levels in the centre and arched windows in all the yellow stone walls. The fountain had no water in it.

‘How old am I there?’ I said.

‘Three and a half,’ said Pink Mother briskly.

‘Papá says I liked a horse called Blanquita,’ I said. ‘How old was I when I rode Blanquita?’

‘You were three and a half,’ she said.

‘Was I always three and a half?’ I said. ‘My whole life?’

‘Maybe you were younger,’ she said, getting that red patchy rash under her pearl necklace.

‘Why can’t I remember Blanquita?’ I said, and the tears tried to come up my tear ducts again and my sinuses ached. ‘It feels like I would remember her.’

‘Children don’t remember things,’ she said.

‘Children do remember things,’ I said to her, squeezing my eyes shut and forcing myself to drag my inside thoughts out. ‘I have strange blurry memories. There’s
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