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Once upon a time, in a country just as beautiful as the one
where you live, there was a king who had a wife and a little
daughter. | am not sure whether it was really true, but the
inhabitants of that country thought that their King was the
most intelligent, their bread and wine the most delicious,
their springs the coldest, their sun the warmest, their sky the
bluest and their land the richestin greenery. That country was
called The Greenest.

The Greenest was small, but it had an illustrious past. The
King craved for a son, an heir to the throne who would reign
and look after his country in succession to his father. They tried
every possible method to achieve this: they ate a magic apple,
prayed in holy places, invited the most famous fortunetellers,
but all in vain — the Queen could not have another baby. She
didn’t worry about it though, as she had lots of other things

to think about or to occupy herself with: she browsed through
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the fashion magazines, gave directions to cloth merchants and
seamstresses and ordered the cooks to make special meals.
She had a massage twice a day, weighed herself on the scales
three times a day and changed her dress four times a day.
Her seamstress, her cook, her masseuse and several maids
accompanied her everywhere as they didn’t know beforehand
what the Queen would like and when. Even if they left her,
she would call them back in five minutes, so they preferred
staying with her to interminably racing back and forth.

The King, it is true, was longing for a son, but he was very
fond of his wife too. He couldn’t bring himself to divorce her
and marry again; so he was gradually coming to terms with his
fate and tried not to think about his problem.

The King was a real king and the Queen a real queen.
He was imposing and magnificent, and she was beautiful
and graceful, but the little princess was not pretty at all.
Moreover, she was, well, not quite ugly but... in a nutshell
she was just an ordinary child. The palace historian, whose
father and grandfather had been historians too, repeated
over and over again that such an ordinary child had never
ever before been born in the palace. “The princesses of The
Greenest have always been beautiful and full of pride,” he
used to say, carrying a thick handwritten book to confirm

what he said.
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“Such a child may be found in every family in our town,”
he often whispered to the noblemen, shaking his head
regretfully.

The behaviour of the little princess was considered weird
because she didn’t like playing with toys adorned with jewels
or observing the spick-and span guests. She never rejected
her food and never demanded the preparation of another
dish. She never cried without reason, asking for something
or someone in particular. When she was a baby she used to
play in the sand with a small spade, or water flowers and
play with puppies. Ultimately she would return home filthy,
and when her parents saw her, they would utter: “Oh God,
who does this child take after!” Oh, by the way, the princess
had a rather strange name too. When she was born and
they asked the Queen “Your Majesty, what would you like
to call the child?” she thought for a while and then suddenly
remembered the new perfume that she had got from abroad
and so called the girl by its name, the name that nobody else
in the country had — Paloma.

Time passed. Everyone had their own problems. The
Queen’s duties kept increasing. She paid daily visits to the
noble families, and sometimes she went to the parties held
in the neighbouring kingdoms. She always looked ravishing

and drew everyone’s admiration. Even when she was at
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home she didn’t have time for her daughter; she read in her
magazines how to look after her skin so that she wouldn’t
develop wrinkles and she also read what colour and style of
clothes were coming into fashion. Her seamstresses worked
all day long as it wouldn’t become the Queen to wear the
same dress more than once. So every second of her life was
occupied.

The King had his business too. The Greenest had a large
neighbouring country that had won the war which had occurred
between them long ago. Since then The Greenest had been
loading carriages and carts with various foodstuffs and
valuables and sending them to the victorious king. This was
repeated every year, and although the King of the Greenest
— Demetrius — called this a gift, it actually had a very sad
name: “tribute”. Paloma’s great granddad had ceased paying
the tribute to that country, because he had had a strong army
and wasn’t afraid of anything. His portraits were in almost
every room in the palace. The King admired him and swore
by his name.

Like any other princess, Paloma had a nanny, who was
very kind and caring. She went for walks with Paloma, fed
her, put her to bed, told her fairy-tales and about everything
that happened beyond the palace garden. As the cooks

had to prepare special dishes for the Queen the whole day,
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nanny cooked for the child. One day, when she was carrying
Paloma’s meal on a tray to her bedroom, she quite by chance
collided with the Queen in one of the turnings of the hall and
spilt the soup on her dress; and of course the dress was new.
The Queen was furious and she screamed that she didn’t
want to see that woman in the palace again. One of the
maids accompanying the Queen reminded her humbly that
the woman was Paloma’s nanny, but the Queen frowned and
repeated that the woman should leave the palace.

So Paloma was left without a nanny. Although the servants
cleaned for her, bathed her and washed her clothes, she was
still alone and often cried. After the nanny the old gardener
was the person who cared about Paloma’s fate the most.
The princess spent most of the day with him. She watered
the flowers, looked after them, and dug out the weeds. The
gardener even joked with her that she would soon take that
business from him and leave him unemployed. Paloma knew
the names of every plant in the garden and how to look after
them. Every morning she made beautiful bouquets from roses
and wild flowers and put them in a vase in her mother’s room.
The flowers had an amazing scent and the colours were
chosen in such a way that they would surprise anyone who
saw them, but the Queen took it for granted and never ever

praised her daughter or thanked her.
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Yet Paloma loved her mother very much. She constantly
saw her in her dreams. They walked and talked together, and
her mother held her in her arms and kissed her. Her mother
was smiling at her, only at her, and was thinking about
nothing else. The saddest thing was that Paloma’s dreams
never came true. If by accident her mother passed by her and
noticed her, she would exclaim “My God, why do you stick
to that dress!” and before the daughter could answer, she
was already going towards the door, accompanied by her
entourage, to where the harnessed carriage awaited her.

Time passed. The King was becoming more and more used
to the idea of never having a son and of not being able to
solve a lot of problems. More and more often he used to sigh
and look at the portrait of the great king.

The princess studied a lot, read a lot, painted and played
the piano beautifully. All her teachers were content with her.
They came to see Paloma in the palace every day and once a
month they would talk to the King about Paloma’s progress.
At such times the King was checking the palace accounts or
was working on a map of the country, so he didn’t listen to
the teachers very attentively. He just smiled and nodded his
head as a sign of approval and half an hour later he couldn’t
remember a word they had told him. He didn’t do this because

he didn’t love his daughter, he was just too busy.
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Meanwhile Paloma was growing up. You wouldn’t say
she wasn’t pretty, but her behaviour never resembled that of
other princesses. She never appeared at the parties given in
the palace. The people didn’t know her, as at celebrations she
was always standing somewhere in the background where
nobody could see her. Whenever the Queen was asked about
her daughter she would say one or two meaningless general
phrases and then would change the topic of conversation.

The historian wrote: “God must be angry with our kingdom.
The only princess and such a weird one! Sometimes she
greets and talks to the servants so amicably.. Well, well,
this is certainly the wrath of God”. Once he left the book
near the grand piano open at this very page. It happened
that the old man carried the book and a pen with him all the
time, so whenever he thought of something he would open
it and continue writing. He had to record everything: what
was standing where, whose picture was on which wall, the
description of the palace, so that the following generations
would know every detail. His father had done the same job,
his grandfather had done it, and, if I’m not mistaken, his great
grandfather too. So he left the book in the very room where
Paloma went every day. When she finished playing the grand
piano and stood up, she saw the open book. “Maybe | left

it here,” she thought, and went to it. She caught a glimpse
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of the beautifully written lines. She read just one paragraph
and sat down. No, she wasn’t hurt, on the contrary, she felt
guilty because she wasn’t up to their expectations. Suddenly
she wanted to go somewhere far away, but Paloma was very
considerate and didn’t want to hurt her parents’ feelings.
So she ran to the kitchen, took some food and went to the
top floor of the palace. Then she went up the little winding
staircase that led to the attic. Here Paloma used to play when
she was a child. When the servants decided that the princess
didn’t need some old dolls, they took them to the attic and
put them in a big chest in the corner. But Paloma often used
to visit her dolls and had a good time playing with them until
someone remembered her and started calling her.

From the attic window there was a wonderful view of the
courtyard, the garden, and a bit further off the streets of the town
and the houses. That night Paloma stayed in the attic. She spent
the next day and night there too. In the courtyard the servants
were pottering about as usual. They were bringing in food on
carts and were emptying them right at the kitchen door. An
ornate royal carriage passed through the gate and then returned.
The gardener was doting over the flowers. In short, everything
was the same as usual. At the time the princess was on holiday,
so her teachers didn’t come. Paloma’s absence wasn’t noticed by

the servants either: for quite a long time now she hadn’t admitted
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