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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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​Everyone Needs a Mother
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Faye and I decided that taking care of kids was a mom’s job; dads weren’t good at it. 

My mother died ten days after my birth. My father engaged staff to take care of me, but sometimes, when he was out of town on business, they didn’t look after me that well. That was why, when I was six, he sent me to live with his Aunt Jane in Exeter. 

On my very first day at Bowman Primary School in Exeter, Faye and I became friends. She was a new girl like me. Faye had lost her mother to illness three years ago. Her father struggled to take care of her. Whenever he couldn’t find a sitter, he left her at Aunt Jane’s. He was a bad cook, too. Faye had lots of funny stories about the disasters in their kitchen. 

That’s how we knew dads couldn’t look after kids. 

Gary was another friend. He lived two houses away from Aunt Jane and traveled on the same bus as Faye and me. He said that moms were good with food and stuff, but dads were great with other things. Gary didn’t have a dad. His parents were divorced. He lived with his mother and spent weekends with his father. He said mothers fussed a lot and didn’t allow kids to have fun. They worried too much that kids would get hurt.

Faye and I didn’t agree with Gary. We argued until we decided that the best thing was to live with a father and a mother.

At first, I was not happy that Papa had sent me to Exeter. But within a week, I liked living with Aunt Jane; she was my father’s aunt, but I called her Aunt Jane too. Her two-story house was on a quiet street lined with ancient oaks. It was very small when compared to the house in Hampstead, but that only made it cozier. I loved my room. It had a slanting roof that I could touch if I stood on the bed. 

When I was eight, first Gary’s mother and then Faye’s father remarried. My friends couldn’t stop praising their new parents. I met them and had to agree that they were wonderful. 

Faye’s new mom was kind and loving, and also fun. She had two children of her own, a boy and a girl, so now, in addition to a mom, Faye had a brother and a sister.

I decided I needed a mother, too. “Aunt Jane, I want to ask Papa to remarry,” I said.

“I’ve been telling him that for years. It’s time he stopped running away,” she said.

“Running away?”

“Your father was never so busy with work when Annie was alive. All this traveling is only an escape.”

“What about his companies in other countries?” I asked in surprise. I knew my father’s business was spread all over the country and even in Asia and Europe.

“He has people to look after those companies and report to him. That’s how he used to manage his business when your mother was alive.”

Talking to Aunt Jane made me even more determined. If Papa married again, he wouldn’t be lonely, and I would have a mother. We would stay together as a family in the Hampstead house. It had so much room that Aunt Jane could live with us, too. Though she never complained, I knew she found it a little difficult to take care of the shopping and the household chores.

From then on, every time Papa came to visit us, I told him I needed a mother. He always refused. “Lisa, I can’t find anyone to take your mother’s place. Annie was special.”

But I didn’t give up. I kept telling him how much better life would be if he married again. 

“Faye says having a stepmom is like having more family. Her mom loves her from heaven, and her stepmom loves her here. It’s like a double dose of love. Faye says her stepmom helps her with her lessons. She takes them on picnics. Did I tell you that Faye now has a stepbrother and a stepsister?”

“Girls need a mother, Andrew,” Aunt Jane would add. “I’m too old for that role.”

Eight months later, Papa called from a mountain resort in Switzerland to tell us he was married. He sent a picture of my stepmom. 

“What do you think of her?” Aunt Jane asked.

I didn’t know what to say. Cora was too thin, too fair, too everything. Her lips were too red. I knew it was lipstick, but I hadn’t seen anyone with such bright red lipstick. Her hair was the color of polished silver. Her eyes were so pale that they matched her hair. 

“She reminds me of someone, but I can’t remember who,” I said. “But she doesn’t look like Mama at all.” 

I only knew my mother from photo albums and pictures hanging on the walls in the Hampstead house. Mama had the loveliest smile. Her hair was a riot of red curls, and her warm smile shone through her eyes.

“He may have married Cora because she doesn’t remind him of Annie,” Aunt Jane said.

From that day, I waited for my father and stepmother to take me back to Hampstead. Aunt Jane had already agreed to go with us when Papa had asked her. We expected him and my new mother to surprise us on Christmas and then on New Year’s Eve. But Papa called to say he and Cora were in Japan.

Two weeks later, we received a call from Japan from someone named Roger. He told us that he was a lawyer and informed us that Papa had died in an accident and Cora had arranged the funeral for that very morning. 

A month later, Roger arrived with a letter. My stepmother had sent him to bring me back to Hampstead. I didn’t want to go without Aunt Jane, but she insisted that I should go and she would join me later. She said she felt a cold coming on.

Roger had come in a big silver car. He was in a tearing hurry to get back. I barely had time to pack my books and a few clothes, and had to leave without saying goodbye to Gary and Faye. 

Five hours later, I was in Hampstead. As the car entered the gates, my eyes filled with tears. My home would never be the same without my father.
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Roger took me into the drawing room even though I wanted to go up to my room. “Wait here,” he said. “Madam will see you when she is ready.”

I didn’t understand who he meant. “Where’s my new mom?”

“I told you. Mrs. Cora Adam will see you when she is ready,” he said, and noiselessly walked out. 

It felt strange to sit in the drawing room like a visitor. I looked up at the familiar spot on the wall for my mother’s portrait. A gilded mirror hung in its place. The framed family photographs had also disappeared from the mantlepiece. I walked over to see the glass sculptures that stood in their place. They were mostly alligators and snakes with mouths open. Why would anyone want to display such terrifying objects?

“Come away from there! Don’t touch anything!”

Cora stood in the center of the room. I hadn’t heard her come in. 

“I didn’t touch them. Where are the photographs?” I asked.

“Children should not ask questions.”

“But ...”

“I abhor children who disobey me.”

I stared up at the tall, thin woman with a marble-white face and hair the color of polished silver.  

“Don’t stare at me. Didn’t anyone teach you it’s rude to stare?”

My ears burned as I looked at the floor. I wanted to ask what I had done to annoy her. But Cora had told me not to ask questions.

“I can’t tolerate untidiness. Go and braid your hair. If I find it hanging loose again, I’ll cut it short.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“You will call me Madam except while speaking to the trustees.”

I didn’t know who or what the trustees were, but again, I didn’t ask Cora.

“Now, go to your room.”

I ran up to the first floor. When I turned the handle and pushed open the door to my room, I was stunned. Gone were the cream-colored walls and paintings of summer flowers and the rose-patterned curtains. The bookshelf, the cupboard with the rows of dolls, and every piece of furniture I knew and loved had vanished.

The walls were covered with mirrors from floor to ceiling. Whichever way I turned, my reflections crowded upon me. The room split me into hundreds of parts. I was lost in a crowd of myself. I took a step forward, and the images surged at me from all directions. I screamed and backed away until I fell on the bed. 

The bed was made of shiny steel. The mattress was hard. The bedcover and the pillows matched the silver of the curtains. The table and chair were also made of steel and glass. The carpet was gone, and in place of the wooden floor were polished tiles that reflected the furniture.

I shut my eyes tightly to avoid looking at the reflections. Tears rolled down my cheeks. I missed my old room. Losing it was almost as painful as losing my parents. The bookshelf had belonged to my father when he was a boy. The dolls were my mother’s. The other toys and books were my treasures. Papa had brought them from his travels. 

I couldn’t live in this room or house. It was no longer home, and Cora scared me. She wasn’t like Faye’s stepmother. I instinctively knew that Cora wouldn’t let me go back to Aunt Jane. I suspected that Aunt Jane would not come to Hampstead either. She had made an excuse that she felt a cold coming on. Perhaps Cora had not invited her or forbidden her from coming.

I was hungry. I had skipped breakfast and missed lunch. I slowly opened the door and went out. Even the passage had changed. The potted plants were gone, and the bright length of carpet that Papa had got from Morocco was missing.

A young woman was wiping the door next to mine. “Who are you?” I asked.

She looked around as if afraid to speak. “I work here.”

“I’m Lisa Adam. Are you new here? I don’t remember you.”

“All the staff are new, Miss Adam.”

“Mrs. Meg must still be here,” I said. 

“Who, Miss Adam?”

“Mrs. Meg, the cook.”

“She is no longer here, Miss.”

“How is that possible? Mrs. Meg has been here since Papa was a boy.”

Once again, the woman looked around. “Miss, I can’t talk. I have work to do.”

As she picked up her
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