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      For Anne Jaquet Holtz, whose love for her adopted children is an inspiration.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        We are such stuff as dreams are made on.

        
          
            The Tempest, 
            WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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      In the middle of the night, at Jomo Kenyatta International Airport, a seven-year-old boy kisses his mama goodbye.

      And then he slips his fingers into the hand of the man who’s going to fly him across the sky to his new home.

      In London, in a small flat above a laundrette, a flat with low ceilings and thin walls and windows that rattle when the wind blows, a social worker sleeps, her head heavy against her pillow. She’s been working hard: so many children and so many families and so few hours in the day to bring them together.

      But today is Christmas. Today, she will sleep all day if she wants.

      A little further on from the laundrette, in a grey office block, a Detective Inspector sits at his desk and sips from a mug of cold black coffee. His computer screen casts blue shadows over his face. The office is empty now; no one will be in today.

      He puts his arms behind his head and looks at the coloured lights blinking through the window. Soon, they’ll take them down and the year will begin again.

      He sits up and clicks his computer back to life.

      In Bridgeford, a town cut in half by a railway line, a man sits in his garage working at a piece of driftwood – the nape of a horse’s neck coming to life between his fingers. He doesn’t sleep. And so he sits there through the night, sanding pieces of wood to life until the birds sing the world awake again.

      Inside the railway cottage, the man’s wife stands in their bedroom, putting on her midwife uniform. She checks her phone again: The baby’s coming…

      Her first Christmas baby, she thinks.

      Before she gets up, packs her bag, makes her flask of tea and heads to work, she sits for a moment on the edge of her bed. She strokes the small hill of her stomach and imagines what it must be like to feel a life stirring inside her.

      In a hotel in Nairobi, the young mother picks up an envelope full of money, which the man left for her on the bed, and checks out of her room. Then she goes and stands by the pay phone in the lobby. She wants to hear her little boy’s voice, and to know that he made it safely. He isn’t going to land for a few hours yet, but she’ll wait here all the same.

      Up in the sky, the little boy grips his arm rests and looks out of the plane window. He looks past the slits of sideways rain that fall against the glass, at the grey sky and at the grey clouds, and wonders what the world will be like when he lands.

      He reaches into his backpack for the photograph of his mama: she’s standing on the beach in Lamu, wearing a yellow dress, the sun bouncing off her dark hair and water lapping over her feet.

      She leans forward and whispers to him: One day, Jonah, you’ll come home. I promise.
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      Seven-year-old Jonah looks at the people holding cardboard signs and bunches of flowers: old people and mamas and papas and children. His heart jumps, like the dolphins that shoot up out of the sea back home.

      ‘I made it, Mama,’ he whispers.

      He scans the smiling, wide-eyed faces at the arrival gate and wonders whether maybe they’ve all come out to see him, like back home when everyone runs out onto the beach singing and waving to greet visitors stepping off the boats.

      Welcome to England, Jonah, the people’s faces say.

      Or maybe they’re Mister Sir’s family, come to greet them after their long journey through the sky. Only, once Jonah and Mister Sir are standing on the other side of the metal gates, in amongst the people with their flowers and cardboard signs, no one’s looking at them any more.

      Jonah’s head starts to hurt, like there are elephants stomping around in it. There are too many lights and too many screens. And the stomping in his head clashes with the Christmas music booming out of the walls.

      It’s the same music that was playing last night, when he sat in the corridor of the hotel waiting for Mama and Mister Sir to finish having their chat.

      A whoosh of cold air sweeps past his legs and goosebumps rise on his arms.

      Mama told Jonah there would be snow in England. White, sparkling and beautiful. ‘Much more beautiful than sand,’ she promised.

      Jonah looks through the big swishing glass doors at the end of the arrivals room: he can’t see any snow, only the lights of cars, buses and vans rushing past under a night sky. Thin rain spits against the glass doors. Maybe there’ll be snow at Mister Sir’s house, Jonah thinks.

      He closes his eyes and remembers what it’s like to feel the sun on his face. In Kenya, even when it’s raining, everyone knows that the sun’s just playing hide and seek – that any moment, it will pop out again and the world will come back to life.

      ‘People in England like to talk about the weather, Jonah,’ Mama told him. She said it was because the weather in England changed its mind every two seconds. So Mama taught him to say things like:

      ‘It is positively tropical today.’

      ‘It is a bit chilly out there.’

      ‘It is raining cats and dogs.’

      ‘Hopefully, it will be sunny tomorrow.’

      Jonah can’t wait to try the words out on Mister Sir’s family.

      Opening his eyes, he puts his hand in front of his mouth and yawns. He couldn’t sleep on the plane: Mister Sir was snoring too loudly. And even when Mister Sir stopped snoring, Jonah couldn’t get rid of the blinking from all the screens – the pictures played behind his eyelids and stopped his brain from resting. At home, when Jonah can’t sleep, he listens to the sea or looks at the pictures in the book Mister Sir brought him from England. Or he sits outside his and Mama’s hut and counts the stars flashing across the dark sky.

      Mister Sir stops by a Christmas tree covered in coloured balls, silver string and twinkling lights. Sometimes, they have Christmas trees at Kizingo bar, where Mama likes to have drinks with her Mister Sirs, but Jonah’s never seen one as big or bright as this one. Christmas is Mama’s favourite time of year: she spends more time praying and singing to Jesus at Christmas than at any other time, and that’s saying something, because Mama prays and sings to Jesus all the time. ‘We have to tell him how much we love him,’ Mama says. Judging from all the people who go to Mama’s church, Jonah thinks that Jesus must feel pretty loved already.

      Mister Sir puts Jonah’s bag down and clicks closed the handle of his suitcase. Then he gets out his phone. He jabs his fat fingers at the numbers on the screen and then holds the phone to his ear and says, ‘It’s me, love. I’ve just landed.’

      Jonah looks up at Mister Sir. He seems taller and further away than he did in Kenya.

      ‘Is it Mama?’ Jonah asks him.

      Mister Sir called Mama ‘my love’, so it must be her. Jonah’s been waiting for ages to talk to Mama on the phone.

      ‘Shush,’ Mister Sir flutters his fingers in front of Jonah’s face like he’s swatting away a fly.

      Mama said she’d call when the plane landed so that Jonah could tell her all the details about England. But maybe she got tired and had a nap and lost track of time. Mama’s been napping lots lately. Only Mama did promise they would talk – and Mama never breaks her promises.

      ‘I’ve been held up…’ Mister Sir continues. ‘No… nothing to worry about… I’ll see you soon.’

      Soon? Jonah’s tummy does a flip. It would take another plane journey across the whole sky before they could see Mama. And Jonah knows that neither he nor Mister Sir is going to see Mama for a long, long time.

      So, who is Mister Sir talking to?

      Mister Sir ends the call and looks around the room. Jonah does the same. He thinks of the anthills on the beaches back home. Millions of arms and legs and bodies scrabbling around, passing each other crumbs, twigs, leaves, shells: more insect than sand.

      Jonah catches a glimpse of himself in a mirror that runs along a tall pillar. The day before they left, Mister Sir took him to a shop in Nairobi. Jonah had hoped that maybe Mister Sir would buy him a suit like all the Mister Sirs from England wear: trousers, a jacket, a waistcoat, a tie, a white shirt, cufflinks, shiny black shoes and maybe even a hat. But the shop did not have any of those things.

      When the shopkeeper came back with a pile of clothes, Mister Sir said perfect, though Jonah didn’t think there was anything perfect about the woolly green jumper that itched where it touched Jonah’s skin or the brown corduroy trousers that were too long or the pair of shoes with thick rubber soles that pinched his feet.

      The shopkeeper also gave Jonah a red woolly scarf that’s longer than his whole body and a red woolly hat. Jonah couldn’t ever imagine it being cold enough to wear all those clothes.

      When he tried them on, he couldn’t breathe. And when he looked at his reflection in the changing room mirror, he thought: I don’t look anything like an English Gentleman.

      Jonah told Mama this when they got back to the hotel but she said to stop being so ungrateful and that he should go to Mister Sir and say, thank you very much for the lovely clothes. So he did.

      Maybe, now that they are in England, Mister Sir will take him to an English shop and buy him proper English clothes.

      After taking him to the clothes shop, Mister Sir bought him a backpack from a market stall. Jonah chose a yellow one because it’s Mama’s favourite colour. Then Mister Sir took Jonah to the barbershop and a man cut off all of Jonah’s curly hair, which had made Mama cry when she saw it. Now his hair is short and tight on his scalp. Here in England, without the sun, his head feels like an ice cube.

      He takes out the red woolly hat from his backpack and pulls it down on his head.

      I look tiny in this big anthill, Jonah thinks.

      ‘May I ask a question, Mister Sir?’ Jonah asks.

      Mister Sir nods but does not look at Jonah.

      Do not be a nuisance, Jonah, Mister Sir is very busy and has very important work to do, Mama had warned him. Mister Sir will look after you, that is all you need to know.

      Not being a nuisance means not asking too many questions. But Mama doesn’t understand that sometimes Jonah’s brain hurts it’s so full of questions, buzzing and crashing into each other.

      Maybe if he asks the question politely, with one of his special phrases, Mister Sir will not mind.

      ‘Please excuse my ignorance, but what are we waiting for, Mister Sir?’

      Mister Sir stares at Jonah. He has bluey-black smudges under his eyes and there are lots of red veins on his eyeballs. He looks like a different Mister Sir from the one who danced on the beach with Mama.

      ‘You’ll see,’ Mister Sir snaps.

      Mister Sir has been snappy ever since they left Mama at the airport in Nairobi.

      Before, when Mama and Mister Sir were together on the beach and then in the hotel in Nairobi, and all the other times Mister Sir has visited Mama, Mister Sir would make jokes and let Jonah wear his Arsenal football shirt. He and Mama would swing Jonah round on the edge of the water until he was dizzy and then they’d throw him into the waves and Jonah would drag them in with him and the three of them would end up wet and sandy and laughing.

      Sometimes, Jonah even pretended Mister Sir was his papa.

      Mama knew many Mister Sirs but she called this one, ‘My special Mister Sir’.

      Jonah’s legs are tired; he wishes he could sit down, but Mama has taught him to wait for the grown-ups to sit first. Just as Jonah is about to point out to Mister Sir that there are two spare seats next to the shop with all the books and newspapers, Mister Sir’s face lights up.

      ‘Here we go.’ Mister Sir says, his voice bouncy.

      He picks up Jonah’s bag, clicks up the handle of his suitcase and walks off really fast.

      Jonah struggles to keep up and is grateful when, at last, Mister Sir stops in front of a woman who is holding a baby in a sling. They both have black faces, which makes Jonah think that maybe they come from Kenya too.

      Mister Sir holds out his hand to the woman.

      ‘Aunt Igwe – pleased to meet you.’

      Jonah heard Mama and Mister Sir talking about Aunt Igwe last night at the hotel. But he doesn’t know whose aunt she is.

      Aunt Igwe looks at Mister Sir and blinks.

      ‘I think you’ve got the wrong person,’ she says.

      ‘Oh… I’m sorry,’ Mister Sir mumbles. And then he scans the room again and shakes his head.

      The woman, who is not Aunt Igwe, looks at Jonah with the same eyes Mama uses when he’s gone off on one of his walks without telling anyone beforehand. Jonah wants to tell the woman that it’s OK, that he’s with Mister Sir and that he’s come to England to learn to read and to be A True English Gentleman.

      ‘Come on,’ Mister Sir says to Jonah and starts walking away from the woman who is not Aunt Igwe. ‘Shit,’ says Mister Sir as he walks. ‘Shit, shit, shit.’

      Jonah has never heard Mister Sir use that word before. Mama would not like it. She says that the words you use on the outside show people who you are on the inside.

      At last, Mister Sir drops the bags and slumps into a chair. Jonah’s happy to finally sit down. He slips his feet out of his shoes, which have been squeezing his feet ever since Mama told him to put them on before they left for the airport, then pulls off his socks. On Lamu, he always went around in bare feet. He wriggles his toes and, for a moment, everything feels better.

      But once they’re sitting, they keep sitting. They sit for hours and hours and hours.

      More people come out of the gate that Jonah and Mister Sir walked through. Hundreds and hundreds of people. Jonah cranes his neck and looks over to the doors, which lead to the outside world, hoping he might spot the sea, but there’s nothing but rain and cars and more rain. Along with snow, Mama promised Jonah that, no matter where he was in England, he would be able to see the sea, because England was an island, like Lamu, and islands have sea all the way around.

      Jonah looks at Mister Sir and considers asking him whether he can go outside to check. Maybe if he stands on a bench or climbs a tree he’ll be able to see it. Only Mama’s words fill his head again: England is not like Kenya, Jonah. No wandering off and getting lost.

      As the hours go by, more people arrive with cardboard signs, flowers and smiles and then leave together through the glass doors. The jingly Christmas music plays on a loop. An old man in a red suit with a big belly and a beard, a beard that is longer and woollier and whiter than Mister Sir’s, walks past them saying, ‘Ho! Ho! Ho!’

      Jonah tries to sleep, but every time he closes his eyes and slumps in his chair, his stomach growls. He didn’t eat any of the food on the plane because his stomach felt all choppy. Then he starts singing a lullaby that Mama used to sing to him when he was a baby: Kabanyola- Barua ya Mlomo… Mama’s lullabies are the only thing guaranteed to get Jonah to sleep but now she is too far away to sing to him.

      Mister Sir sucks his teeth and jiggles his leg up and down. He scans the room and then checks his fat gold watch. Back in Kenya Mister Sir sometimes let Jonah wear his watch. When Jonah has a job and is a Gentleman, a gold watch is the first thing he’s going to buy. And he’ll buy one for Mama too.

      When he stops looking at his watch, Mister Sir takes his phone out of his jacket pocket and jabs at it again. Maybe he’s writing a message to Mama to say that they’ve arrived safely. Only Mama doesn’t have a mobile phone, she was going to wait by the pay phone at the hotel.

      Jonah wishes he could talk to Mama.

      ‘Pardon me, Mister Sir, but when are we going home?’

      Mister Sir does not answer.

      ‘Mister Sir?’ Jonah asks again.

      But Mister Sir isn’t listening.

      Jonah tugs on his sleeve. ‘Will we be going to your house soon?’

      Mama told Jonah about the houses in England. An Englishman’s house is his castle, she said. And unlike the huts on Lamu, even the biggest winds and the biggest waves could never sweep the castles away. In England, people’s homes stay forever, Jonah.

      Jonah looks forward to living in a forever house.

      ‘I would very much like to see your house…’ Jonah goes on.

      Mister Sir drops his phone.

      Always be helpful, Jonah… 

      So Jonah bends over and picks it up. Before he hands it back, he stops to look at the screen: a woman and a little girl. Freckles. Orange hair, like the sunsets back home.

      Mister Sir snatches the phone away. He doesn’t answer Jonah’s question about seeing his house.

      Then Mister Sir sits up, his back and neck as straight as an arrow. He looks across the room and his eyes go wide like he’s spotted a fire.

      Jonah follows his gaze. A man in navy uniform, with a navy hat and shiny black shoes, is walking towards them.

      Mister Sir bites the nails on his right hand, then he jumps up quickly.

      ‘You hungry, Jonah?’

      Jonah thought Mister Sir would never ask.

      ‘Yes, please.’

      ‘I’ll get you a sandwich and some juice.’

      All of a sudden Mister Sir is being nice again, like he was when Mama was with them.

      Jonah looks around at all the people and worries that maybe Mister Sir will get lost on the way back to him or that he won’t be able to find Jonah because Jonah’s small.

      ‘Would you allow me to come with you?’ Jonah asks, standing up.

      Mister Sir puts his hands on Jonah’s shoulders and pushes him back into his seat.

      ‘No, you’d better wait here and keep an eye out.’

      ‘An eye out for what?’

      Mister Sir looks back over at the man in the uniform. He’s speaking into his phone.

      ‘I won’t be long.’

      Mister Sir clicks up the handle of his suitcase and walks towards the row of shops at the far end of the room.

      Jonah’s used to being on his own. And he’s used to waiting. But back home, waiting meant sitting on a chair outside Mama’s hut or diving for shells while Mama had important talks with her Mister Sirs. It doesn’t feel the same here.

      Be brave… A gentleman is always brave… 

      But when Jonah looks at the man in the uniform, he wants to bite his nails too. Whenever men in uniform came snooping around their hut, Mama packed up their things and said it was time to move on to a new place. Mama said that men in uniform were trouble.

      ‘Mister Sir!’

      Jonah’s words get swallowed up by the music and the squeak of trolleys and people’s voices on their phones and the ‘Ohs’ and ‘Ahs’ at the arrivals gate.

      ‘Mister Sir!’

      Jonah has lost track of where Mister Sir is; he stands on tiptoes, his feet still bare, and cranes his neck.

      And just then, he notices Mister Sir’s head bobbing up and down. Mister Sir is not going into a shop, he’s going past the shops – past all of the shops.

      The man in uniform is so close now that Jonah can see the guns slotted into his belt. Men with guns sometimes came onto the beach and that always meant trouble too.

      Even though it’s cold, sweat runs down Jonah’s back.

      For a second, there’s a clearing between all the people in front of Jonah, and that’s when he sees Mister Sir dragging his wheelie suitcase through the big sliding doors and out into the whooshing world.

       

      Jonah’s head spins. The screens and lights blink at him, so bright they make his eyes blur. He can’t hear himself think from the music and shouting and the grinding of coffee machines and the ho-ho-ho of the Father Christmas.

      He stands up. His legs feel like they’re going to buckle but he forces them to move.

      The man in the uniform walks towards him. He’s so big that Jonah can’t think of a way to get round him.

      But big means slow.

      Jonah darts forward and veers to the left.

      ‘Watch out, young man.’ The man with the white beard and the red suit holds out his palms.

      ‘Sorry,’ Jonah says.

      Jonah notices that the man in the blue uniform has turned on his heels.

      Jonah takes off again, zigzagging between the crowds of people in the terminal.

      When he gets to the doors, Jonah steps out.

      The cold concrete shoots up through his bare feet.

      ‘Mister Sir!’ Jonah cries out at the grey sky.

      Raindrops fall on his cheeks.

      People with their trolleys rush past him.

      A bus crashes through a puddle.

      People call after taxis.

      ‘Mister Sir!’ Jonah scans up and down the road.

      He must be here somewhere.

      Maybe he went out for a cigarette.

      Maybe he went out to find them a car to get home.

      Maybe he went back into the terminal while Jonah wasn’t looking and can’t find him.

      ‘Mister Sir!’ Jonah calls again.

      And then, out of the corner of his eye, Jonah sees the blue uniform again.

      He bends his legs, ready to dart forward again, but before he has the chance to move, a heavy hand lands on his shoulder.
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      ‘Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.’ Rosie slips her hand into Sam’s. ‘I think we should go home.’

      Sam gives her hand a squeeze. ‘We’ve just got here, my love. And remember what Cathy said, this is our golden ticket.’

      Cathy is their social worker. She’s become such a part of their lives that sometimes it feels like there are three people in their marriage.

      ‘Don’t say that, Sam.’

      Rosie hates this way of talking about the adoption process, like it’s filling out a scratchcard. But Sam’s right. Over sixty couples applied to come today, sixty whittled down to thirty that were deemed good matches for the children. And after that, it was a lottery – literally: Cathy explained how their names had been pulled out of a hat.

      ‘I’m just saying we’re lucky to be here,’ Sam says.

      Rosie scans the room. She spots a girl with the name Lucy printed on a sticker stuck to her back. Cathy had explained that they put stickers on the children’s backs because they were more likely to stay on. Children like to pick at things, she said.

      There’s no number next to Lucy’s name – the children who have numbers on their stickers are part of sibling groups. Rosie’s heart sinks. She likes the idea of adopting more than one child. If she’d been able to have babies naturally, she’d have a people-carrier full of them by now. Before the miscarriages and the failed IVF, she’d imagined herself as Maria from The Sound of Music: dancing through the streets followed by a tribe of singing, dancing children. Even though Sam and Rosie’s tiny railway cottage can barely hold the two of them, and even though they can’t afford to have a big family, given half a chance, Rosie would take home every child here today.

      Sam adjusts Rosie’s lion headband and smiles. ‘Your ears are crooked.’

      Rosie keeps her eyes focused on Lucy.

      ‘Maybe we should have come as monkeys,’ she says. ‘Monkeys are fun.’ She spots the two gay guys they met as they walked in: they’re dressed as monkeys. ‘Children like monkeys…’

      It turned out that adoption parties always have a theme. Toy Story. Disney. Under The Sea. Or Jungle, like this one.

      For the last month, Rosie and Sam have watched every animal-themed film they could get their hands on. Rosie took notes in her special adoption notebook. Because they have to be ready for all eventualities. Which includes talking to children about fictional animals whilst trying to remember whether Baloo was the bear and Bagheera the panther, or the other way round, and the difference between Marlin, Dory and Nemo or whether Scrat is the sloth and Sid the squirrel, or Sid the sloth and Scrat the squirrel.

      And then Rosie got worried that the films they’d watched were out of date.

      And then she’d fretted about which costume to go for. What would the children like best? Or rather, which ones would give the best impression to the children’s social workers and foster parents who, Cathy warned them, have a lot of power?

      If there’s anything Rosie’s learnt about the adoption process, it’s that everything is a test.

      You can’t go wrong with lions, Rosie, Sam’s mum, Flick, had said when they asked. Think of The Lion King. It’s about a cub working out his place in the world – isn’t that what adoption is about?

      Flick always says the right thing. And she understands kids. And so, although Rosie had worried that The Lion King was even more passé than the other films they’d watched, she decided to go with it: a mane for Sam; soft ears for Rosie; and lion onesies, rented from the fancy dress shop in Bridgeford.

      ‘You look beautiful,’ Sam says. ‘Elegant and warm and strong.’ He kisses her cheek. ‘The perfect mother.’

      Sometimes, it makes Rosie nervous, how much hope Sam invests in her. What if there’s a reason she can’t have children? What if it’s not just about biology, about her ovaries failing to release eggs as they should? What if someone, somewhere, has weighed her up and decided that she isn’t cut out to be a mother? What if they know that she’ll muck it up?

      Maybe the world is divided up between people who should and shouldn’t be allowed to have children and Rosie just hasn’t woken up to the fact that she’s on the shouldn’t pile.

      She blinks away the thought and takes a breath. ‘Let’s go and play with one of the children.’

      ‘That’s more like it,’ Sam says.

      Rosie spots a little girl sitting on the carpet, playing with jungle puppets. Her blonde hair is gathered into wispy pigtails.

      Rosie’s chest tightens. Cathy has told them over and over to avoid imagining an ideal child. And Rosie has tried to follow her advice, to shake off thoughts about age or gender or ethnicity. But she can’t help it. And she can’t help remembering how, when they started trying for a baby, Sam would stroke her stomach and say, A girl… a little Rosie, that would be just perfect…

      Perfect. Again.

      The little girl’s T-shirt is covered in pink and white sequins and she has wings on her back: she’s a beautiful, shimmering butterfly.

      They should have come as a more delicate animal, Rosie thinks, a hummingbird perhaps – do hummingbirds live in jungles? Something a little girl would like, anyway.

      Rosie guesses Lucy must be about five. At the briefing, the organiser of the adoption activity day said that they kept the ages off the children’s profiles to help the adopters remain open-minded. ‘You might think you want a child under the age of five,’ the organiser said, ‘but once you meet a real, in the flesh nine-year-old, trust me, you’ll be won over.’

      Rosie doesn’t need a label to tell her how old a child is. Over the last ten years, children have become her specialism: her friend’s children, the children who pour out of Bridgeford Primary, the children she sees in the supermarket, at the hairdressers, in coffee shops, on the bus, on the train, at the park near their house. And she’s read hundreds of books on child development – she’s determined to be prepared for the day when they have a child of their own to care for. So she can tell a child’s age within a few seconds of meeting them. Lucy is definitely about five. Which means she’s still young enough to become theirs.

      There’s another adopter looking at Lucy, a single woman. Rosie noticed her at the briefing: leopard-print tights, a leopard-print shirt, gold eye shadow and gold glittery heels.

      Rosie glances around the room and then whispers to Sam, ‘Is it me or is everyone looking at Lucy?’

      ‘Lucy?’

      Rosie nudges her head towards the little girl dressed as a butterfly.

      ‘Oh…’ Sam shrugs. ‘Maybe… I don’t know. ’

      But Rosie knows. If being here is their golden ticket, Lucy is the golden child. And every adopter here has worked that out.

      Don’t be deceived by appearances. All the children will have significant issues, Cathy had told Rosie and Sam in their meeting last week. That’s why they’re coming to the adoption party. This is their last chance.

      And it feels like Rosie and Sam’s last chance too. They’ve been trying to adopt for two years and they still haven’t found a match.

      But Lucy doesn’t look like a child who’s on her last chance. She looks like a happy little girl with rosy skin, a delicate mouth and eyes that sparkle as she makes her giraffe puppet fly through the air. The kind of child that anyone in their right mind would love to call theirs.

      Sam puts his hand on the small of Rosie’s back and guides her to where Lucy is sitting. They crouch down beside her.

      ‘I didn’t know giraffes could fly,’ Sam says to Lucy.

      Lucy looks up at them and smiles. Rosie’s heart swells. Sam’s right: it’s good that they’re here. This is what they’ve been waiting for. Their golden ticket.

       

      
Jonah

      ‘They always go for the girls,’ says the boy next to Jonah.

      They’re sitting at the craft table making animals out of Play-Doh. The boy’s in a wheelchair.

      Jonah follows the boy’s gaze over to the little girl dressed as a butterfly; she’s sitting on the lap of a woman in a lion costume. A man in a lion costume makes a zebra puppet dance in front of her. The little girl laughs. There are lots of other grown-ups with green badges standing around the little girl too. Jonah’s social worker, Trudi, explained that green badges meant the grown-up was an adopter.

      Your Forever Family might be here today, Trudi said to him earlier as she squeezed his hand.

      Trudi still hasn’t understood that Jonah doesn’t want a Forever Family – or any family at all for that matter.

      ‘They always focus on cute kids first,’ the boy in the wheelchair says.

      Jonah thinks the boy must be quite a lot older than he is: he seems to know about everything and he keeps using words Jonah hasn’t heard before.

      ‘They’ll get bored of her soon.’ The boy picks up a red feather that’s dropped onto his lap and smacks it back onto his chest. He’s covered with feathers – reds and yellows and greens, all Sellotaped onto his black T-shirt. ‘Stupid costume,’ he mumbles.

      ‘At least there are parrots in the jungle,’ Jonah says, helping the boy stick one of the feathers back onto his T-shirt.

      The boy looks Jonah up and down and laughs. ‘Yeah, you’d have to be a pretty magical starfish to survive in the Amazon.’

      Jonah nods. ‘Julie, my foster carer, thought the theme was Under The Sea – like the last one she went to.’

      Jonah doesn’t really mind about having the wrong costume: maybe it’ll put the adopters off and then Trudi will stop trying to find him a new family.

      ‘This your first activity day, then?’ the boy asks.

      Jonah nods. It’s something else Mama left out when she told him stories about England: that there were parties for people without children and children without parents.

      He looks over at Trudi talking to Julie, his foster carer, by the buffet table. Julie’s holding two-year-old Mimi in her arms. Mimi’s straining forward, trying to reach one of the fairy cakes. Mimi isn’t fostered or adopted: she’s Julie’s real little girl. Apparently, Mimi’s papa went away when she was born and then Julie wanted to have more children, but she didn’t want to get married again, which is why she looks after other people’s children instead.

      Jonah’s glad that he’s met Mimi. She’s the only one he really ever talks to. And because she can’t say many words yet, it’s not like she’s going to tell anyone his secrets.

      Jonah is quite happy living with Mimi and Julie, which is another reason why he doesn’t want to be adopted.

      Julie and Trudi keep looking over at Jonah, which means they’re talking about him. They’re always talking about him, their faces frowning like he’s a knot they’re trying to undo.

      Jonah pulls his red woolly hat further down on his head and then shapes the wodge of blue Play-Doh into a dolphin. He misses watching the dolphins shooting in and out of the water off the coast of Lamu. He misses lots of things. He’s started a list. Jonah misses:

      Swimming to his special rock, with Mama.

      Holding his breath under water until his head goes light and dizzy.

      Feeling the warm sand under his feet.

      Going for walks on his own without anyone telling him off.

      Snuggling up in Mama’s bed and making up stories from the pictures in the book Mister Sir gave him.

      Feeling warm, and not just on his skin but right down to his bones.

      And he misses all these things even more because of how things have turned out in England. If he were living with Mister Sir in his castle, like he was meant to, then he’s sure everything would feel better.

      He still can’t believe what Trudi said: that Mister Sir never wanted him to begin with.

      Jonah looks out at all the men and women milling around trying to find a child.

      ‘Have you seen any adopters you like?’ Jonah asks the boy.

      ‘It doesn’t work like that.’ The boy pounds his fist into a bit of orange Play-Doh.

      ‘How does it work then?’

      ‘Did they tell you that you get to choose your family?’

      Jonah nods.

      ‘Well, it’s not true.’ The boy makes a pyramid shape with the bit of Play-Doh and pushes his thumb in the middle to make it look like a volcano. ‘The adopters have to be interested first. They pick you.’ He pauses. ‘And adopters don’t really want children like me.’

      ‘Why not?’ Jonah asks.

      ‘Seriously?’ The boy leans over and taps the wheels on his chair. ‘I come with too much equipment.’

      Jonah looks at the boy’s legs. They end, suddenly, at his knees; there’s a knot on each side of his tie-dye trousers.

      ‘They’ll even go for a black kid like you over a kid in a wheelchair like me.’

      Jonah cheeks burn.

      ‘We’re the difficult cases,’ the boy adds. ‘And adopters don’t want difficult cases.’

      Jonah had decided that he didn’t want to be adopted. But he hadn’t thought that maybe no one would want to adopt him.

      ‘How do you know all these things?’ Jonah asks.

      ‘I’ve been to loads of these days.’ The boy scans the room. ‘This is my last one.’ He punches the air like he’s just won something.

      ‘Why is it your last one?’

      ‘I’m getting too old.’

      Jonah’s eyes widen: ‘Too old?’

      ‘Depends how long you’ve been in the system. For me, they’re going to cap it at nine.’ He pauses. ‘It’s my birthday in two weeks.’

      Jonah will be eight on the 15th of August, in three months’ time. Which means it’s ages away until Trudi and Julie give up on finding him new parents.

      He wonders how old he’ll be before he gets to see Mama again. She said that he couldn’t come back until he’d learnt to read and to become a True English Gentleman – and until she’d had a good rest. Jonah worries that might take a long, long time. He’d hoped that maybe he could persuade Mister Sir to sneak him back for a visit when he goes to Kenya on one of his holidays. But that was before he found out about Mister Sir.

      ‘I’m Max,’ the boy says, holding out a hand. His fingers are crooked and Jonah doesn’t know whether he should shake his hand in case it hurts him, but then he probably wouldn’t be holding it out if that were a problem, so Jonah takes it.

      ‘I’m Jonah.’ Jonah smiles. ‘I am very glad to meet you.’

      ‘Jonah? That’s a cool name.’

      ‘It’s from a story.’

      Jonah thinks about the small red bible and the page Mama asked the minister from her church to fold over so that they could find the story of Jonah and the Whale. Sometimes, Mama would ask Mister Sir to read the bible story out loud to both of them.

      Jonah’s never liked the idea of being swallowed by a big fish and having to live in its dark, smelly belly for three days and three nights – and then being spat out again. But he’s never said that to Mama because she chose his name and it’s her favourite story.

      ‘Jonah and the Whale, now that’s real magic.’ The magician who’s been setting up a stage at the front of the room is suddenly sitting beside them. He balances Jonah’s Play-Doh dolphin on his hand and then covers it with a red silk handkerchief. When he lifts the handkerchief away, the dolphin has disappeared.

      ‘How did you do that?’ Jonah blurts out. Every bone in his body tingles. The magician just made something disappear in thin air: Jonah would love to be able to do that. Sometimes, he wishes he could make himself disappear too. Maybe then everyone would stop fussing over him and trying to get him to have a new mama and papa.

      ‘Here.’ The magician pulls something out from behind Jonah’s ear. It’s the dolphin.

      ‘Wow!’ Jonah says.

      He wishes Mimi had seen the trick, she would love it.

      ‘Seen it all before.’ Max rolls his eyes.

      The magician ruffles Max’s hair. ‘Good to see you again, Max.’

      ‘Haven’t you been adopted yet, Danny?’ Max grins.

      ‘Afraid not.’ The magician gives Max a wink and then walks on to a little boy in a zebra outfit lying on the floor looking up at the ceiling with wide eyes.

      ‘You know him?’ Jonah asks.

      ‘Yep. Danny does magic shows at all the activity days.’

      Jonah looks over to Danny. The zebra boy is sitting up now and he’s asking him to pick a card from a pack. Maybe Danny could help Jonah to magic back Mister Sir. And maybe he could ask him to magic away Mama’s headaches and tiredness, because even though Mama is on the other side of the world, if Danny is a true magician, he should be able to do that, shouldn’t he?

      The grown-ups in blue bibs have been talking to the grown-ups standing around the little girl and now they’re all moving away from her. The man in the lion outfit walks towards Jonah and Max, smiling. The woman with the lion ears hangs behind him.

      ‘Here they come…’ Max says under his breath.

      The lion woman looks from Jonah to Max. She’s got frizzy hair and a chubby face with pink skin and freckles on her nose and cheeks. Mama used to make jokes about tourist women like her, the ones who get burnt easily in the sun and who don’t have any shape to their bodies. African women are the most beautiful women in the world, Mama would say. Jonah remembers thinking that if African women are the most beautiful women in the world then Mama must be the most beautiful woman in the universe.

      Only Max is wrong, the lion couple don’t come over. Instead, two men in monkey outfits jump in front of them before they have the chance. The lion man’s face drops and he turns round to the woman who must be his wife and they walk off to the buffet table.

      Jonah can’t get used to all the grown-ups dressed like children. He didn’t think that English people would do that. But then he’s found out that there are many, many things that English people do that he hadn’t expected. Sometimes, he wonders whether, if Mama had known what it was really like in England, she might not have sent him here in the first place.

      Jonah looks at the two men: one of them is very tall and one of them is really small, which is kind of funny.

      Would you mind having two dads? Trudi asked him the other day.

      That’s an interesting question, Jonah had answered.

      Mister Sir had taught Jonah to say that if someone asked him a question he didn’t know the answer to.

      ‘Hi,’ the taller man says. ‘I’m Will.’

      ‘Hi,’ Max says and smiles back.

      ‘It is good to meet you,’ Jonah says, holding out his hand.

      Will takes his hand and gives it a shake.

      ‘That’s quite the handshake for a little guy,’ Will says, blowing on his hand like it hurts.

      A gentleman always gives a firm handshake, Mister Sir had taught Jonah. They had practiced until he could squash Mister Sir’s fingers so hard that he had to pull them away and blow on them.

      ‘And this is Simon.’ Will points to the shorter guy.

      ‘I hear there’s a sensory dance room,’ Simon says. ‘Want to check it out?’

      Then Simon looks at Max’s legs and goes as red as the lobsters the fishermen pull out of the sea on Lamu.

      ‘Oh Christ!’ Simon smacks his hand over his mouth. ‘I mean – I’m sorry.’

      ‘It’s a cool room,’ Max says. ‘I’d like to see it.’

      ‘You sure?’ asks Will.

      ‘Sure,’ says Max. ‘If you don’t mind giving me a push.’ He looks over to his foster carer again. ‘And you’ll have tell her where we’re going.’

      Jonah follows Max’s gaze to a corner of the room and sees a woman with similar tie-dye trousers to Max’s. She has long, straggly hair and a million bracelets on her arms and every few minutes, she laughs really loud.

      Will and Simon walk over to her.

      ‘Your foster carer looks nice,’ Jonah says.

      ‘Amber got an award for being Best Foster Carer of The Year,’ Max says. ‘She specialises in taking on difficult cases. There are five of us at home: wheelchair, autism, ADHD, Attachment Issues and Violent Tendencies. You should come round for tea one day, it’s pretty entertaining.’

      Amber winks at Max from across the room and then blows him a kiss.

      Jonah looks over to Julie and Trudi again. They’re facing away from him. It wouldn’t take a second to get to the door of the conference room and to disappear into the London crowds. Maybe if he runs away and Trudi and Julie get worried, they’ll understand about him not wanting to be adopted.

      But before he has the chance to move, Will and Simon are back.

      ‘We’ve got the all clear. Let’s go,’ Will says, pushing Max’s wheelchair down the corridor. And then he stops and looks at Jonah. ‘Where are your shoes?’

      Jonah looks at his bare feet.

      ‘They’re in my backpack,’ he says, tugging on the straps at his shoulders.

      ‘Aren’t you cold?’ Simon asks.

      Jonah shakes his head. ‘I’m OK.’

      He’s cold. He’s always cold. That’s why he wears his red woolly scarf and his red woolly hat all the time, even inside. But he’s not going to put his shoes back on.

      Will smiles. ‘Right then, let’s go.’

      As Jonah follows Will, Simon and Max, he looks over at Trudi and Julie. They’re talking to the lion couple now. He decides not to tell them where he’s going in case they try to force him to find a Forever Family.

      The sensory room is a room with the main lights switched off, a CD player in the corner and coloured beams projected onto the ceiling.

      Simon spins Max in his wheelchair and for the first time, Jonah sees Max smile. Will starts dancing on his own. And then he holds out his hand to Jonah. Jonah used to dance with Mama, jumping around the hut or swaying in her arms to the slow songs they sometimes played at the bars in Shela. Jonah takes Will’s hand and then closes his eyes and lets himself get swept up in the music. He imagines that he’s with Mama, that she’s holding him in her arms, like when he was little, and that she’s singing to him under the big Kenyan moon.

       

      
Sam

      Sam stands outside the ladies’ toilets, waiting for Rosie. She’s been in there for half an hour.

      He looks back out at the conference room. On a chair, in the corner, a foster parent cradles a sleeping toddler in her arms.

      Sam hadn’t prepared himself to see the affection these kids have for their foster parents. And he wasn’t prepared for how it made him feel: like a villain, waiting to scoop up some poor child and steal him away from everything that was safe and familiar.

      Children have the most astonishing capacity to adapt, much more so than we do as adults, Cathy told him when he’d asked her how a child goes from being a stranger one minute to your son or daughter the next.

      Maybe she’s right. Maybe children do just adapt. But still, these kids love their foster parents. That can’t just be switched off.

      Sam gets out his phone and sends Rosie a text.

      You ok? 

      He’s been trying to hold her together all day, but he’s barely coping himself. It’s not just seeing the kids with their foster parents. It’s registering the sheer number of people involved in this whole process: kids, adopters, the kids’ social workers, the adopters’ social workers, foster parents, the foster parents’ other kids, the adopters’ kids, volunteers – and the magician – all of them dressed up like jungle animals, navigating the green streamers and the life-sized toy tigers and baboons.

      So many people. And more or less every one of them will have a say in whether Sam and Rosie get to be parents.

      A picture flashes in front of him: a row of people with clipboards stand at the foot of their bed in the railway cottage. Sam and Rosie are lying in their pyjamas, propped up against the pillows, as the clipboard people fire questions at them and make notes.

      Not for the first time, he wonders how normal people would cope if they had to pass a million tests before they were allowed to make a baby.

      A dull thumping sets in behind his forehead.

      Cathy walks down the corridor towards him. She’s in her fifties and always looks weary with something more than tiredness. Sam wonders how many hundreds of families she’s stitched together over the years – and how many of them have worked out.

      ‘Everything OK?’ Cathy asks.

      Sam nods. ‘Fine.’

      Rosie would hate for her to know that she was upset: she’d see it as a black mark against her name. We mustn’t give her any ammunition, Rosie told him, as they sat at the kitchen table filling out the first round of adoption forms.

      He remembers how that word had hit him right in the sternum.

      Ammunition for what? he’d asked her.

      Not to pick us, she’d said: simple and clear and pragmatic.

      So it was war, of sorts. An offensive. Or rather an election campaign in which keeping skeletons well buried in closets was part of ensuring that their adopter profile sparkled.

      Rosie’s low spells had started when the IVF failed. They’d been through so much already and she’d pinned all her hopes on the miracles of science. Everyone they knew who’d tried IVF had been successful. There were two sets of IVF twins at the bottom of their road: several times a day, the mothers pushed their double buggies past the window of the cottage, bursting with joy at their good fortune.

      After a third round of IVF, Sam and Rosie ran out of money.

      And when a baby still didn’t come, Rosie retreated even further into herself.

      She’s better now, but the lows come back whenever she hits a speed bump: when a colleague goes on maternity leave; when another schoolfriend replaces her Facebook profile picture with the beaming face of her newborn; when a checkout assistant praises Rosie for leaving the kids at home.

      Or worse – when there’s a problem at work. When one of the home births don’t go to plan. Rosie sees not being able to have children as some kind of failure. And being a midwife, bringing other people’s babies safely into the world, is her way of redeeming herself.

      What makes it all worse is that Sam can have children. There’s nothing wrong with his fertility. Sometimes, he wishes that he were the one with the problem – at least carrying the burden of that would make him feel like he was doing something to help; at least then she could have someone to blame other than herself.

      Just think about it, Sam, Rosie said in one of her more self-destructive moments. You could just walk out onto the street and sleep with just about any random stranger and have a baby.

      Only Sam didn’t want to have a baby with any random stranger. If he wanted a baby at all – and he’d never been as desperate to have children as Rosie had – it was with her: his darling Rosie. The Rosie who was made for him. The Rosie who, until only a few years ago, had been filled with more light than anyone he’d ever met. The Rosie he fell in love with when they were kids.

      And that’s why Sam is willing to go along with all this adoption business: because he’s convinced that, once they have the family she dreams of, he’ll get his old Rosie back.

      ‘I meant you,’ Cathy says. ‘How you are bearing up, Sam?’

      ‘Oh… right… fine, yes, fine…’

      Cathy tilts her head to one side and frowns. ‘You look pale. And tired.’

      He taps his forehead and smiles. ‘Oh, just a bit of a headache.’

      They hadn’t told Cathy about his insomnia either. There wasn’t a box for it on her form. And anyway, he’d lived with it for so long that it didn’t matter, not really.

      ‘Here, have some food, it’ll help.’ Cathy holds out a paper plate filled with crisps and sausage rolls. ‘I’ve had too much already.’

      Sam’s not hungry but he takes a sausage roll anyway.

      Both of them look back at the conference room and Sam’s sure that Cathy is looking at Lucy too, the little girl Sam and Rosie played with until the other adopters made them feel like they’d had their turn and that they should step aside.

      Lucy’s with the leopard-print, glittery heels woman. They’re dancing to a song from Frozen. Sam’s glad Rosie isn’t here. She’d had a premonition about Frozen: It’ll come up, she’d said, like it was a question on a test they were swatting up on. Children love it. We should learn the words to all the songs. She’d found the sing-along versions on YouTube. But this was the point at which Sam had drawn a line. Surely, he argued, there wouldn’t be music from an animation set in eternal winter at a jungle-themed party.

      But of course Rosie had been right.

      Like she’d always been right about the questions that came up in the exams they studied for together at school. And if Rosie was here now, she’d be standing beside him, dead quiet and biting her lip, feeling that, once again, they’d fallen short.

      The magician holds his microphone to Lucy’s mouth. Her small voice floats through the room: ‘Let it go… Let it go…’ The leopard-print woman claps her hands and then spins Lucy around the room. Sam feels sick. What if Lucy decides she wants a cool, glittery eye-shadowed mum rather than his practical, forward-thinking Rosie with her tomboy clothes and her lists and her insistence that everything can be tackled if only you have a plan?

      He knows Rosie would want him to do something. For a second, he imagines himself charging across the room and rugby-tackling the woman out of the way.

      Does anyone ever get violent at these events? Sam wonders.

      ‘It’s sometimes the children who look perfect that you need to be most careful of.’ Cathy says.

      Sam gulps down his sausage roll and wipes his mouth.

      ‘Lucy has attachment issues,’ Cathy goes on. ‘When I saw you and Rosie playing with her, I spoke to Lucy’s social worker to get some background.’

      Sam has lost count of the number of times he’s heard the phrase attachment issues. He and Rosie had learnt that children who’d been in care would struggle to form a bond with their adoptive parents, in the first instance at least. They understood that there would be challenges to work through. They’d gone on the courses. They’d read the books (Rosie had read the books and given him summaries). All these years of jumping through hoops has made them experts.

      ‘She’s got a complex background,’ Cathy adds.

      Complex. Another word that’s become part of their adoption vocabulary.

      ‘I understand.’

      What Sam understands is that Cathy is warning him off. But Rosie has her heart set on the little girl. Which means it’s Sam’s job to do everything in his power to make adopting Lucy a real possibility.

      ‘Have you spoken to any of the other children?’ Cathy asks.

      ‘Sure,’ Sam lies.

      ‘If you cast your net a little wider,’ Cathy goes on, ‘you might be surprised. Children who you wouldn’t see as a good match – on paper, I mean – might turn out to be just right for you. Maybe you can sit next to a child you don’t know yet at the magic show?’

      Sam feels like he’s back in school, being told to mingle with other boys and girls, when all he wants is to sit alone in the corner and chisel at bits of wood he’s found on the beach.

      ‘Will do,’ Sam says.

      Though Sam’s plan is to do the exact opposite. He’s going to get this one right. He’s going to make sure that their expression of interest for Lucy is the strongest – and that means Lucy remembering them too.

      ‘Time for the little kids and the big kids to do some magic,’ Danny the magician’s voice booms over the microphone. ‘Come and join us down here on the mats.’

      ‘I’d better go and find Rosie.’ Sam looks at the door to the ladies. ‘Think anyone will mind me going in?’

      ‘I thought you said she was fine,’ Cathy says.

      ‘She is… she is. Just a bit tired. You know, all that nervous energy gearing up for today.’

      Cathy nods. ‘Sure.’

      ‘We’ll be there in a minute.’

      He waits for Cathy to leave and then pushes open the loo door.

      Rosie stands by the sink.

      ‘Come here,’ he says and holds out his arms.

      She walks to him and buries her head in his chest.

      ‘Ready to go out again?’

      He feels a faint nod.

      ‘It’s the magic show. You’ll love it.’

      When they were kids growing up in Wales she was always the one to drag him to a visiting circus and fairs and touring musicals. She loves the magic of performance.

      Rosie looks up at him. He takes the pads of his fingers and wipes at the smudged lion-whiskers on her cheeks. ‘I love you,’ he whispers.

      He kisses her lightly on the lips.

      ‘Do you think…’ she whispers, her breath warm on his face. ‘Do you think it will work this time?’

      It’s a phrase that always makes his heart sink. A phrase she’d used when they were first trying for a baby. When they started taking fertility drugs. When they had IVF. Ever since they were children, Rosie has wanted him to promise the impossible. And it’s always made him feel completely helpless.

      But, still, he gives her the answer she needs to hear. Because he loves her. And because he doesn’t have the courage to say anything else.

      ‘Yes, it will work this time.’

      The corners of her mouth lift. ‘You like Lucy too?’

      He nods.

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Really.’

      She sniffs, glances in the mirror and smooths down her hair.

      ‘Ready for the magic show?’ Sam asks.

      She smiles, a proper, big smile this time. He takes her hand, kisses her palm and guides her to the door.

       

      A group of children and adopters spill out of the sensory dance room. Rosie and Sam file in behind Will and Simon, the gay couple they met at the briefing. They’re with the boy in the wheelchair (yellow sticker: Max) and a little black boy with short woolly hair and big eyes and a wide mouth (yellow sticker: Jonah). For some reason, Jonah’s dressed as a starfish – a starfish with a red scarf and a red hat. And he’s not wearing any shoes.

      As they move forward into the room, Sam catches the boy’s eye.

      ‘Rosie…’ Sam puts a hand on her arm and tries to draw her attention to Jonah.

      But Rosie is already charging towards Lucy.

      Then he notices Jonah looking around him and a second later, he’s walking towards the front door of the conference room. Sam blinks and Jonah’s outside and heading across the courtyard and towards the gates.

      What’s he doing?

      Sam looks round the conference room for someone to alert, but everyone’s too busy finding seats for the magic show to notice that Jonah’s slipped out.

      ‘I’ll join you in a minute,’ Sam says to Rosie.

      She doesn’t hear him; she just keeps walking towards Lucy.

      ‘Jonah!’ Sam calls out as he steps into the courtyard outside the conference centre.

      Jonah spins round.

      Sam catches up with him. ‘Don’t you want to see the magic show?’

      Jonah looks from Sam to the main road beyond the gates of the courtyard. He drops his head and stares at his bare feet.

      ‘Did you lose your shoes?’ Sam asks.

      Jonah shakes his head.

      ‘It’s all a bit mad in there, isn’t it?’ Sam nods his head back to the conference room.

      Jonah doesn’t answer.

      ‘I don’t like crowds either,’ Sam goes on.

      Finally, Jonah looks up. ‘I want to see London.’

      ‘You do?’

      Jonah nods.

      Rosie and Sam moved to Bridgeford, a small town on the outskirts of London, so that they’d be close to the city art galleries. It was Rosie’s idea. She understood, better than he did at the time, that if his work as a sculptor was to gain any attention, they had to be near London.

      But he misses home. The music in people’s voices. The air. The sea. His mum.

      ‘Why don’t you come back in?’ Sam asks.

      He’s worried that Jonah’s going to make a run for it – and Sam’s not sure he’d be fit enough to catch him. And then he’d really be in the doghouse with Rosie. And Cathy. An adopter who lets a kid escape in London. That would ruin their chances of ever getting a kid. But then he’s the only one who noticed Jonah leaving the room – that should count for something, shouldn’t it?

      ‘The magic show is about to start.’ Sam stretches out his hand. ‘And they’ve put out chocolate doughnuts for after.’

      Jonah looks up at Sam. ‘I like chocolate.’

      ‘So do I.’ Sam stretches out his hand. ‘So, you’ll come back in?’

      ‘You won’t tell anyone?’ Jonah asks. ‘That I came out here?’

      Sam had planned do to exactly that: take Jonah back in and hand him straight back to his social worker or foster carer. Because that was the responsible thing to do.

      ‘As long as you promise not to run away again without telling someone,’ Sam says.

      Jonah looks back at the road, hesitates for a moment, and then slots his palm into Sam’s hand.

       

      When they get back into the conference room, Jonah goes over to sit next to the boy in the wheelchair. Sam looks across the room and spots Rosie, who’s managed to get really close to the stage where the magician is setting up for the show. Lucy’s in touching distance. But just as Rosie reaches Lucy, leopard-print woman steps in front of her and sits down next to the little girl.

      Rosie freezes.

      Sam walks up to her and puts his hand on the small of her back.

      ‘Why don’t we sit down here?’ Sam points to a space near Jonah and guides her to sit down next to him.

      A little girl totters over to Jonah. She sits on his lap and Jonah puts his arms around her and holds her tight.

      ‘This is Mimi,’ Sam hears Jonah say to Will, Simon and the boy in the wheelchair.

      ‘Me – Mimi!’ The little girl shouts out, her eyes shining.

      ‘Now, I’m going to need a very brave volunteer,’ Danny the magician says.

      Lots of small hands dart into the air.

      Danny scans the room. Then he smiles and points at a podgy little boy dressed as a zebra.

      Although the zebra boy had put his hand in the air, it was probably more because he was imitating the other children rather than because he understood he was volunteering for something. His foster dad has to guide him up to the stage. And then the boy starts crying.

      Danny kneels down in front of him, takes a coin out of his pocket and says, ‘See this?’

      The boy looks at the coin and nods, sniffling.

      ‘The Queen of England has one of these. And if you’re a brave boy and you help me with my magic trick, you’ll get one too.’

      ‘Will we get one?’ A boy in a bear outfit shouts out.

      Danny gets to his feet and holds up the coin for the children to see.

      ‘Yes – every one of you can take a coin home. You can keep it in your pocket or put it under your pillow and every time you rub it, you can make a wish.’

      The spotlights above the stage bounce off Danny’s white-toothed smile.

      ‘It doesn’t matter what your wish is, whether it’s a little wish or a big wish or a crazy old wish: if you believe in it, it will come true.’

      As Sam looks around at the children’s beaming faces, their eyes fixed on the coin in Danny’s hand, he feels a pang of sadness. Promising these kids that their wishes will come true doesn’t feel right.

      Danny closes his fist, blows on it and then opens his palm. The coin has gone.

      Sam hears Jonah gasp; the little boy’s eyes are as wide and shiny as Danny’s gold coins.

      He knows he’s meant to be focusing on Lucy, but his attention keeps being drawn back to Jonah.

      ‘You like magic?’ Sam whispers over to him.

      Jonah nods quickly.

      Through the rest of the magic show, Jonah doesn’t take his eyes away from the stage once. His eyes shine and his mouth is set in a massive grin. He believes it’s real, all of it.

      ‘Hey, Rosie, look…’ Sam says, nudging her.

      Rosie doesn’t move.

      ‘That kid, his face, it’s priceless.’

      Rosie still doesn’t react.

      ‘Rosie…’

      But she doesn’t hear him. Her eyes are fixed on the front row of children where Lucy is nestled in leopard-print woman’s lap.
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