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Tiny Sunbirds Far Away




For Moyo who swallowed all the goodness of the world, and for Kike, who he loves like the world has never known love.








ONE



Elijah, my lovely son,


I want to tell you your life. Everyone has a story inside them, which begins before they are born, and yours is a bigger story than most will ever know. They say I shouldn’t tell you some things, and that words can hurt little ears, but, son of mine, there are no secrets between a mother and son. A child has seen the insides of its mother’s body, and who can know a secret bigger than that? And they say a lot of things, those English. What they call ‘child abuse’, us Nigerians call ‘training’. So don’t mind them.


Your story begins in Nigeria, which is a place like Heaven. There is continuous sunshine and everyone smiles and takes care of each other. Nigerian children work hard at school, have perfect manners, look after their parents and respect the elderly. Nigeria is brightness and stars, and earth like the skin on your cheeks: brown-red, soft and warm.


I am full up with proud memories from Nigeria. Most of all I remember my family. Mummy – your grandmother – was famous for shining cooking pots and shining stories. ‘Long ago,’ she would tell me and my sisters, ‘a woman, so full of empty, sold her body as if it was nothing but meat for sale at the market. She travelled all over Nigeria, that woman, looking for something to fill up her insides, and learnt many languages, searching for words to explain the emptiness. And people liked this empty, clever woman: she was made of starlight; her heart glowed silver. They listened when she spoke her many-language words, telling the places she’d seen: of Jos, where the sky rained diamonds, and the North, where men disappeared inside walls of sand, and the Delta creeks, dancing with river spirits. And so the people made her king. And the land filled her up, and the emptiness was sky. Nigeria is a place where women are kings. Where anything is possible.’


All my childhood she cleaned her pots while I watched, listening to her stories, to her songs, contented as any woman who ever lived. Mummy’s singing was loud, which was a good thing as my sister, your Aunt Bukky, from whom you inherited that beautiful skin tone, had the kind of voice that reached inside your face. I remember one day her begging Mummy to share secrets. The sun was only half risen, yet we’d been up for hours, listening to Mummy sing and Baba snore.


‘Please,’ Bukky whined. ‘Please, Mummy. I won’t tell a soul.’


‘I’ll never tell you my secret ingredient.’ Mummy shook her head until her beaded plaits clicked together. She laughed. ‘Never. You can pester me all day and my mouth will be closed tight as Baba’s fist on pay day!’


‘Please,’ Bukky said, looking at the cloth with which she was wiping the pots. ‘It could make us rich. Imagine, a formula that cleans pots that well for sale on Express Road!’ Bukky was always looking for ways to make money, and she was foolish. Once, she’d nearly been arrested after a man told her he’d give her one hundred U.S. dollars to carry a bag through airport customs. If Baba hadn’t driven past and seen her out of school and hanging around with a bag that wasn’t hers, she would have been thrown in prison. And if it had been Mummy who’d driven past, then Bukky would be dead, for sure. And who knows if the gates of Heaven would open for such a crime, even if it was born of foolishness? But the things that sit in my heart are not Bukky’s foolishness, or our parents’ exasperation. Rather, the light in the compound, dancing on those cooking pots, making a thousand diamonds in the dust and on Bukky’s pillow cheeks; Mummy’s laughter; Baba’s snoring. The tiny emptiness, where you would grow. A place where women are kings.


I remember the house, with broken stairs and a leaking roof, was centred around a middle courtyard where Mummy washed rice in one of those pots; I swear our rice was the cleanest in all of Nigeria. My sisters, Miriam, Eunice, Rebekah, Bukky, Esther, Oprah and Priscilla, spent their time looking in Mummy’s other shining cooking pots, examining the thickness of their eyebrows, the distance between their eyes (Bukky always said you could have parked a car between Esther’s eyes), the shape of their lips, the curl of their eyelashes. Baba chuckled with laughter whenever he saw them looking in the pots, and patted me on the head. ‘Lovely Deborah,’ he said. I never looked in a cooking pot. I knew, even from such a young age, that it was sinful to be vain. I was a clever child, Elijah. Gifted. I knew the Bible so well that I could recite Psalms from the age of one year. I’m not sure if it was my not looking in a cooking pot or my willingness to study the Bible that made me Baba’s favourite. But I knew that I was. And every daughter who is her father’s favourite grows up blessed, as I was.


Really, we were all blessed. We loved school and attended The Apostle of Christ Coming Senior Department, which was only a fifteen-minute walk away. But we loved coming home from school even more – to eat dinner together and talk through the day, and read the Bible, or the other books that Baba bought for us from the store near his work, or books given to us by Mummy, which were so well read that they stayed open, as if their stories were alive and wanted to be heard. We lived on the outskirts of Lagos, in the suburb of Yaba, near the bus stop on University Road towards the cemetery: me, Mummy, Baba, my seven sisters, aunts, grandparents, and my brothers, Othniel and Immanuel – although Othniel was busy training to be a pharmacist, and always out at work or the university library, and Immanuel spent all his time with his girlfriend, who lived on Victoria Island. Immanuel’s girlfriend was even more of a top secret than Mummy’s cooking-pot paste; she had starred in a music video and her parents were separated and never attended church.


Church was always a big part of our lives. When you live in a place like Heaven, you cannot forget to thank God. And we had another reason to love God: our uncle, Baba’s brother, was born with the voice of God in his heart. Uncle Pastor performed miracles. He could make a dying man live, and turn around a family’s bad luck to make them the most fortunate family in all of Lagos. I’ve witnessed it with my own eyes. I’ve seen many things. One man prayed for the miracle of financial security and returned to church a week later with a winning Lotto ticket, a new Rolex watch and a girlfriend with breasts so large that Baba could not help commenting on them, and Mummy made him put all the naira from his pocket in the offerings bin. How we laughed, Elijah! Our church was a place of happiness and laughter, and your little face led me back to it, back to our parents’ laughter. We’d all watch the way Mummy and Baba teased each other: his pretending to choke on her cooking; her calling him ‘big-belly man’. Their laughter. The way they looked at each other, and at us. It was such a happy home. A family. There is nothing sweeter than that.


Mummy and Baba had strong foundations to their marriage, so, when the winds blew too hard, nothing fell over. They were friends first, for so many years, and when I became friends with Akpan, I remember Mummy and Baba looking at each other and the smile they shared. They wanted strong foundations for me, too. They were so happy when your baba led me under the palm tree, producing from his trouser pocket a ring that shone like a midnight star and must have cost six months’ salary. They knew something of how marriage can work. They felt happiness, but also relief. Even in a place like Heaven, life is difficult for women. If it hadn’t been for your baba, Akpan, asking for my hand in marriage, I do not know what would have become of me. And, son of mine, that is the situation for women the world over.


I was lucky. Akpan became my friend. He visited all of the time, and every time he visited I liked him a little more. He had a kind face and he believed in things, and often had a Marks and Spencer carrier bag full of gifts for us: a matching gold-plated jewellery set for my sisters and me, a travel alarm clock for Mummy, though she never travelled further than Ikeja and didn’t have any AAA batteries, anyway.


Sometimes, when I was a child, I heard God in my ear – heard His voice as clear as the colours of morning. When I told him, Akpan said I had a spiritual gift. He said God had chosen me to whisper secrets to, because I was so beautiful. He called me his angel and my heart swelled so much I struggled to breathe. It was so many long years before we were married, and before Akpan got a visa for himself and a spouse visa for me so that we could leave our home and come to England, to the flat in London where we made you on the first try. The stars were bright that first night, Elijah, as though the Nigerian stars had travelled over to Deptford to light up our lovemaking. You were born from love and Nigerian stars and secrets believed.


You are loved, little Nigeria, like the world has never known love.





TWO



Disgusting dirty horrible evil. Elijah heard the voice of the wizard all of the time. It told him to do bad things. Elijah knew he was bad. A disgusting boy. He wished the wizard would choose another boy, or just use superpowers for only good, like climbing really high or flying. The wizard could do anything. It could use superhuman strength to lift heavy things, and read people’s minds. It could turn into an animal, become invisible and fly through the night sky catching sticks of lightning in his hands. Elijah could use the wizard inside him to think right inside someone’s brain. If Elijah could control the wizard, he could make it only do good things, like superpowers, and then Elijah would not be so afraid of it. Of what it might do next. Of what it might make him do.


Elijah was staying with Sue and Gary in a house that was filled with signs telling you what to do. He couldn’t read, so he had to ask what each sign said, and Sue and Gary were bored with telling him. That is why it was lucky he could remember everything:




Keep Calm and Carry On


If It Isn’t Broken, Don’t Fix It


A House with Love Is a Home





They lived in something called a cul-de-sac, which was a place where every house was big and looked the same, and where no black-skinned people went. The neighbours were always washing their cars, or cutting their hedges, or weeding their front gardens whenever Elijah went past. But he knew they were really waiting to get a look at the wizard. Elijah wanted to warn them. He looked at them and opened his mouth to tell them to run from him but, whenever he did so, no words came out. They’d better go inside their houses at night, he thought, and pray to God. Please pray to God, he thought. And he prayed so hard himself that they too would pray. They would have to pray every night to protect themselves. Or the wizard might melt their houses with acid. Or eat them up.


Sue and Gary’s house was very tidy and smelt of cabbage. They had no pets. They let Elijah play football on the grass outside but they didn’t let him go out of the garden on his own. The living room was where they spent most of the time, watching a big television that was hooked on to the wall. He liked to watch Spiderman and Superman and, once, when Sue was at bingo, Harry Potter, which was about a boy wizard who had a matching scar on his head. But Elijah’s scar was not the same shape: instead of being a zigzag it was a straight line, and Harry Potter was a good wizard and Elijah was the evil type. He sat on the sofa, which had cushions with writing on them:




Grandmas Are Angels in Disguise!


An Old Rooster and a Young Chick Live Here


Welcome to the Nuthouse


Life Is Too Short to Drink Cheap Wine





Elijah had made Sue read them out to him.


Everywhere, there were pictures of children, all of them smiling, some with missing teeth. None of them looked like Sue or Gary. Sue and Gary had white skin with brown spots on their hands and hair you could see through. Sue was very short – Elijah came up to her shoulders – and her fingers were swollen and red all the time. Gary had glasses and wore slippers that had Mickey Mouse on them. They gave Elijah baths without oiling his skin afterwards and he felt dry and itchy and scratchy. The children in the pictures had different colours and different eyes and different hair. They must have been very itchy too. Elijah was so powerful he could read their minds, even in photos. They wanted their mamas.


‘All those kids we’ve fostered.’ Gary was behind him; Elijah could see him without turning around. ‘So far, twenty-two emergency placements.’ He laughed. ‘And eighteen who stayed for quite a long time: one of them, until he was sixteen. They still come at Christmas, pop in and see Sue, bring their washing sometimes …’


Elijah wouldn’t be staying for a long time. They wanted him to leave before the wizard killed them, and he couldn’t blame them. He liked living with Sue and Gary but they didn’t like living with a disgusting wizard. Gary kept talking to the air but Elijah blocked him out. All he could hear was the message sent directly from God. God sent messages sometimes. Twenty-two and eighteen. He had been told, and told to remember it well.


22:18 Exodus. Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.


It was night when Sue made Elijah brush his teeth. Even with the minty toothpaste, all he could taste were the boiled vegetables they forced him to eat. He looked at Sue. Since Ricardo had left, she’d been watching him closely. She tried to hug him but Elijah managed to pull away from her arms. She was watching him now in the mirror but he knew that she couldn’t see him because he didn’t show up in mirrors. Sorcerers had no reflections or shadows. That’s how you could tell if a sorcerer was living inside you. Sue was looking hard but she couldn’t see Elijah at all. He couldn’t believe she forced him to eat a vegetable called swede, which was orange and tasted of spit. Mama would never make him eat vegetables. Mama would never give him food that tasted like spit. Mama had no evil inside her at all. Mama was an angel. She was so kind that if a baddie were dying, she would save them, even if they were a real baddie. She would never give boiled vegetables to anyone, not even the worst baddie in the world.


‘That’s right, Elijah. Brush for two whole minutes. You’re doing a great job. You are such a clever boy, and you’re so good at brushing your teeth.’


Elijah watched Sue looking at the empty mirror and pretending she saw a seven-year-old boy brushing his teeth. He used his laser eyes to steam the mirror up.


After brushing his teeth, Elijah followed Sue into his bedroom and climbed into bed. Sue pulled a blanket over him. ‘Stop wriggling,’ she said. ‘You’ll never drop off if you wriggle around like that. Maybe you’re feeling a bit frightened today? You know you can always talk to me about anything at all.’ Sue laughed and sighed at the same time. She looked at Elijah and patted his body. ‘Are you feeling a bit unsafe? Because I want you to remember all the things that I told you: you’re completely safe here; nobody will hurt you.’ She lifted her head and pulled the blanket down to see more of Elijah. He wanted to pull it back up. He wondered if Mama had a blanket or if she felt cold.


Sue rested her head on her hand. ‘I tell you, these social workers don’t tell us half of it. Even Ricardo, as lovely as he is. Probably just as well, I suppose. Anyway, hun, you know you can always talk to me. It might help to talk it out. You know, share your problems.’ Elijah looked at the brown spots on Sue’s hand. The wizard was probably poisoning her.


Instead of looking at Sue’s hands and thinking about things, he looked around the bedroom. There was a wardrobe with a picture of a bear on it that she said was called Winnie the Pooh. Sue read Elijah lots of stories. On the wall was a shelf with a lot of books, including the book about the bear. The book was Elijah’s second favourite thing in the room.


His first favourite thing was next to his bed: a photo in a wooden frame. In the photograph, Mama had her hair in millions of tiny plaits and she was smiling, holding a King James Bible that her Uncle Pastor had given her. The colours of Nigeria were behind her: dark red, bright yellow, and green. And she was smiling.


‘You have contact tomorrow, so we need to be up extra early.’ Sue kissed the top of his head before he had time to move his head backwards. ‘Sleep well.’


Elijah watched Sue walk out of the room and shut the door behind her. He touched the place where she’d kissed and pretended it was Mama who had kissed him instead.


*

Elijah stretched his hands, rubbing his fingers over a table scratched with a thousand pen marks, the light of day catching the dusting of glitter embedded into the wood, causing sparks as though the table held memories of children playing. Other children. It was morning and Ricardo had come to take him to the contact centre, but only after they’d had a chat. Elijah had sat down at the kitchen table while Ricardo spoke in a low voice to Sue outside the door. Then he came in and smiled and Elijah knew that he’d have to speak. Elijah didn’t much like talking, and the sooner he started talking the sooner they would leave for the contact centre, which was like a sort of prison where they were keeping Mama. He closed his eyes and forced the words out one by one. ‘Satan was here in the beginning, just like God.’


He opened his eyes widely and looked up at Ricardo, who had leant back in his chair and crossed his long legs in front of him. Wafts of Ricardo’s aftershave travelled towards Elijah’s nose, something fruity, and spicy. Ricardo had told Elijah once that he owned over fifty different aftershaves, and Elijah had imagined them all, bottle after bottle, lined up on a neat shelf. Ricardo shuffled Elijah’s drawings, which were piled up in the middle of the table between them: dozens of penguins, a long branch of a tree with a line of marching ants carrying leaves across it, a butterfly wing in every colour possible – that had taken days – and a chalky white page that was meant to be a polar bear in the Arctic in the middle of a snowstorm. Elijah didn’t like looking at that picture, even though he’d drawn it; it was so empty and secret. But he kept it, anyway, with the others and told Ricardo that it was important.


I am a wizard. Elijah wanted to tell Ricardo about the wizard inside him, but his promise to Mama, never, ever to tell about the wizard, echoed in his head. ‘I’m a wicked boy,’ he whispered instead. ‘Full of evil and badness.’ Elijah pushed the words out and thought of Mama waiting for him, of the way her mouth curled into a smile on one side and into a sad face on the other side.


Elijah reached his hand up to his face and touched the scar on his forehead with his fingertips. It felt lumpy and was the size of a matchstick. ‘Look at my scar,’ he whispered to Ricardo. ‘Only baddies have scars on their face.’


Ricardo shrugged as if Elijah had said something uninteresting, or untrue. Elijah opened his eyes even wider until they began to fill with water and sting. He tried to ignore the stinging, looked down at the floor and took a big breath of Ricardo’s aftershave. ‘I don’t want to be wicked. Can you help me?’ Elijah’s voice changed into a younger boy’s voice. It moved in all directions as if the words didn’t know the way into Ricardo’s ears. He closed his eyes and listened to his insides: Wizards bring sickness and bad luck and misery to anyone near. At night, they creep out of your skin and fly into the air before choosing a victim and eating their flesh, sometimes their very soul. I am full of evil spirits.


‘I am wicked, under the direct control of Satan himself. Bishop told me so.’ Elijah began to sob, a large tear rolling slowly down to his jawline before falling to the table. He touched it with his thumb and rubbed it on the table until dry. ‘I don’t want to be wicked.’


‘Who is Bishop? Is he from your church?’


Elijah opened his eyes but not his mouth.


Ricardo frowned. ‘Well, whoever he is, you should know that you are not wicked in any way. You are a lovely boy who deserves to be happy and safe and playing.’


Elijah knew that Ricardo didn’t believe he was evil. He tried to speak to him telepathically, which is when you think straight inside someone else’s brain. It is true. Look at my eyes. It is true. ‘I am Elijah,’ he said, ‘but I’m also full of evil. I bring sickness and bad luck and misery to anyone near me. I am full up with badness.’


Ricardo put his hand on top of Elijah’s. ‘It sounds very confusing. I’m so glad you managed to talk to me. Can you tell me about the Bishop?’


Elijah blinked quickly. ‘He is a man of God.’


Ricardo squeezed Elijah’s hand and then wrote something in his notebook. ‘I’ll try and get in touch with him: can you remember his name? Or the name of his church?’


Elijah shook his head.


‘Don’t worry. But, meanwhile, you must understand that, whatever anyone has ever said to you – even a man of God – you are a good, good boy. Anyway, everyone’s a bit naughty sometimes. Even me, believe it or not!’ Ricardo laughed deep from his stomach. ‘And I’m sure that Bishop would never say that you are wicked. Sometimes, in Brazil, where I come from, the priests talk about heaven and hell and God and Satan. Is that what your Bishop was like?’


Elijah stopped blinking. His head nodded before he could stop it.


‘Well, if your Bishop is anything like the priests I know, he will know that children are good and not wicked.’


Elijah felt his head begin to shake but he managed to stop it in time.


‘And maybe if things weren’t very good at home with Mummy then it was easy to get confused during church and think about bad things.’ Ricardo lifted his head. ‘It must be awful to think that you’re bad inside.’


Elijah blinked slowly and pushed tears back inside his face by making his stomach twist tightly into a knot. Ricardo was wrong about everything. Things were always good at home with Mama. Always. He looked down at Ricardo’s feet, stretching out in front of him under his side of the table.


‘Thank you for telling me about Bishop; as I’ve said to you before, you can tell me anything at all. You’re completely safe with me.’ Ricardo put his hand across the table on top of Elijah’s hand, but Elijah felt his hand shaking. He didn’t want to risk touching Ricardo. Grown-ups said that he was completely safe with them but he was only completely safe with Mama.


Mama.


Even thinking of Mama changed everything. When he thought of Mama, the table moved and shook and the ground fell away.


There was quiet in the kitchen for a short time, apart from the clock ticking above Sue’s cupboards. Elijah looked at the window, and the plants lining the windowsill, which Sue had told him were called orchids. They only needed a tiny bit of water every few weeks and the flowers were the pinkest pink. One of the flowers was white with dots on it and crept up a thin green pole. He had felt a petal earlier that day with his thumb, and he couldn’t work out if he was the petal or the thumb, both were so soft.


‘How long have we known each other?’ Ricardo smiled the smile he saved only for Elijah. Ricardo’s face was usually square, his mouth flat, and when he smiled he showed his teeth. But the special smile he saved for Elijah was when his eyes twinkled. Elijah had never seen him use that smile on anyone else. It was like a secret between them. ‘This is the first time you’ve told me properly that you feel like you’re bad – and mentioned Bishop – with more than a sentence here or there. I know Mummy used to pray a lot and she’s very religious. It’s good that you’re talking to me about things, Elijah. Talking is always good.’


But Elijah didn’t feel good or safe. His heart was running across him and his stomach had moved. He looked past the orchids and out of the window into the daylight.


Ricardo smiled again but Elijah could see his thoughts. Inside Ricardo’s head he was running fast away, all the way back to Brazil where he could hide from such an evil wizard in the jungle that had neon-green frogs and spiders as big as a hand and you could keep lizards as pets in your living room.


‘Do you want a biscuit?’ Ricardo reached down into his bag and pulled something out. He waved a packet in the air: custard creams. Ricardo always brought custard creams.


‘Wicked boys don’t eat biscuits,’ Elijah said. He sighed. ‘You don’t believe that I’m evil.’


‘No, I actually know for sure that you’re a good boy. I want to help you, and I can. We’ve got you to a safe place, and I’ve lined up some therapy. Now that you’re settled with Sue and Gary, we can help you properly. Play therapy and art therapy, a nice school for you to start. I want you to see a special lady, Chioma, who helps children just like you. She’s very nice. I think we can all help you, Elijah.’


‘Nobody can help me. Even Mama couldn’t help me.’


After the hospital, where he couldn’t see Mama at all but could hear her howling like a wolf from somewhere far away, they had told him he had to stay with other families for a while. Elijah had stayed with many strange families in many strange houses. At first, when he had moved in with Sue and Gary, he had been allowed to see her three times a week, and she’d held him and whispered into his ear, ‘I love you so much, and I promise everything will turn out well,’ and pulled him close to her body, close enough for him to smell her skin, and everything was strange but bearable. But then the weeks went on and on, and he was waiting and waiting; they told him he had to stay with Sue and Gary for a while. Nobody told him when he could go home with Mama. Not even Ricardo. ‘I want to go home.’


‘I know you do, but it’s our job – my job – to keep you safe. You deserve to be loved and to be safe.’


‘I want to go home. I don’t deserve anything.’


Ricardo opened the biscuits. ‘You deserve so much, Elijah. But why don’t you start with a biscuit, for now?’


I feast on human flesh. Elijah looked at the packet for a long time before reaching his small hand towards the biscuits, taking one, and putting it into his mouth whole.


Ricardo smiled, the special one. ‘I think you’re making real progress, Elijah. I’m so glad you’re feeling settled enough here to talk about how you feel. And nothing has gone wrong for a long time. You’re doing really well.’


Elijah shrugged back at Ricardo. He wanted to climb on his lap and go to sleep. Once, Ricardo had picked him up and carried him, and Elijah had liked it, the sense that Ricardo might be strong enough to carry a wizard, or even fight a wizard. Maybe Ricardo had special powers too. He felt close to safe. Almost. After Mama, Ricardo had known Elijah the longest in the world.


‘Before we go for our visit today, I have to tell you about your Mama,’ said Ricardo. ‘There’s some things we need to talk about. She’s not doing so well, Elijah, I’m afraid. She’s still being assessed for a while, but we need to talk about the future …’


Elijah ate his biscuit and closed his ears. Being a wizard could sometimes be useful. If he wanted to close his ears, he could, like they had tiny shutters that came down whenever he commanded. He didn’t hear another word that Ricardo said.


*

The contact centre was a low building with windows that didn’t open. There were children’s pictures on the walls next to more notices telling you what to do. Elijah asked Ricardo to tell him what they all said. ‘Nothing exciting,’ he said, but then Elijah made him talk with mind control. Ricardo sighed, then read:


‘In case of fire, assemble in car park.’


‘Please ensure door is closed on way out.’


‘C.C.T.V. in operation.’


Elijah followed Ricardo down the long corridor. Ricardo’s flip-flops that day were green. Sometimes Elijah looked very closely at Ricardo’s toes. His toes were smooth. Mama had hairy toes and so did Sue and Gary. Ricardo must have shaved them. ‘Do you shave your toes?’ Elijah asked.


Ricardo laughed. ‘You’re very funny, Elijah. You make me laugh a lot. That’s such a good skill, to make people laugh.’


Elijah felt his stomach turn when Ricardo said he was good at something. He knew it wasn’t true. He wasn’t really good at anything at all, except evil. They went into a room where there was a table in the middle and two sofas. On the other side of the room there was another door. They sat on a sofa. Elijah tried to see through the door but his eyes were wet. He wondered what Mama would look like today, what she’d be wearing, what she’d whisper into his ear. He felt the wizard push down low inside his body. Whenever Mama was near, the wizard got smaller, like it was scared of Mama.


It had been bearable when he saw Mama regularly, but when the visits became less and less, the wizard flipped around inside him and sometimes did something dangerous, like eat human flesh or cause sickness and misery. Elijah sat up straight and focused on the door without blinking, in case he missed the first look of her. He imagined exactly what she’d say to him: Little Nigeria, you are the best thing that ever happened to me, or, My lovely son, I’ve missed you so much I can barely breathe.


Ricardo tapped his foot on the carpet. The door they’d entered the room through opened, and the head of an old white man with a beard popped around the corner. ‘Word, please?’


Ricardo looked at Elijah very quickly. ‘Back in a minute, OK?’


Elijah smiled. He might get time on his own with Mama. Maybe they’d let them cuddle, or even take a nap like they used to, tangled up in a ball until it was impossible to move and felt so safe and they both had dreamless sleep. Mama must be waiting the other side of the door. Elijah could smell her: slightly burning plantain and old library books.


He looked at the door and held his breath until small dancing lights filled his head. The other door opened. ‘Elijah,’ said Ricardo, sitting down on the sofa. ‘Mama isn’t here yet, I’m afraid.’


Elijah let out all of his breath in a rush. ‘Where is she?’


‘I’m afraid it’s bad news, Elijah. It doesn’t look like she’ll be coming today.’ Ricardo’s voice sounded full of danger, like it was on a tightrope at the top of a circus tent, walking across very slowly.


‘She will come,’ said Elijah. He felt the wizard laugh inside him, a kind of rumbling in his belly. ‘We just need to wait.’ He started crying and let the tears spill down his face, no longer bothering to try and hold them in. ‘She will come. She probably missed the bus.’


Ricardo pulled Elijah towards him and brushed his face dry with the palm of his hand. ‘I’m sorry, Elijah. I did tell you this might happen.’


‘We need to wait.’ Elijah looked up at Ricardo and into his eyes. ‘Please can we wait?’


Ricardo looked at his watch. ‘We’ll give it ten minutes, OK? But I really think that she won’t make it this time.’


Elijah let Ricardo hold him while he watched the door. He prayed inside his body and inside his head. Open the door! his insides screamed. Open the door. He used all his powers until he felt empty.


The minutes ticked by and the door remained shut. Elijah became smaller and smaller and the wizard grew. The wizard laughed in Elijah’s ear so loudly Elijah knew Ricardo must have heard it. But Ricardo just loosened his grip on Elijah. ‘We have to go now, Elijah. I’m sorry Mama couldn’t make it. I’m really sorry. She loves you very much.’ Before Ricardo turned his head away and stood up, Elijah saw that Ricardo’s eyes were wet. ‘We better go before they kick us out,’ said Ricardo.


But Elijah couldn’t move. He just looked and looked at the closed door.


*

That night, it was so dark when Elijah woke up that he felt dead. He had to move his fingers and toes to know he was still alive. Elijah died once, the first night he had been away from Mama. He was so dead then that he couldn’t move anything. Not even one toe. Being dead was like living inside a dream. Only some things were real, but you didn’t know which ones.


It was quiet, but not too quiet. Elijah heard the snoring of Gary. Gary snored loudly and, before Gary, Marie never snored and, when Elijah stayed with Linda and Pete, Pete snored in bursts and then it went terrifyingly quiet, like Pete was dead, but then a sudden snore would come and Elijah knew he was all right, which was good because he liked Pete. He liked Pete so much he’d put a force field around the house to protect him from evil spirits. Before Pete and Linda’s was Olu’s house and, even though Olu’s son, Fola, was only fourteen, he snored the loudest of all.


Listening to Gary snoring made Elijah think about all the other snores he’d heard in his life. He tried to focus really hard on the sound but he felt the badness inside him come alive like the snoring was waking it up. He felt the wizard grow bigger and bigger until he couldn’t hold it down any more and the feeling made everything close in like the world was folding in half. He felt the wizard inside him wanting to get out. He knew the wizard would use its powers for evil but he had no fight left.


Creeping out of little boys’ skins took a lot of effort, even for experienced wizards. First, it had to push Elijah’s insides far down until it could sneak up his back. Then it moved itself up towards Elijah’s head. When it was nearly there, it had to look for the nose or ear. Then was the tricky bit: getting itself really small – small enough to fit through a nostril. It pressed and pushed through and then it was free.


Elijah could feel the wizard crawling out of him and flying around the room, faster and faster. He shut his eyes tight and tried to keep them closed but something forced them open. He could hear the wizard slithering out of the door then swooping down the stairs. Elijah’s heart was thumping like it was trying to get out. He thought of Sue and Gary asleep, and forced his legs to swing out of bed. Elijah walked down the stairs as quietly as possible with his thumping heart. The kitchen was quiet except for his heart and the clock, and everything was locked and closed. Even the fridge had a small lock on it. There was a sink with a washcloth hanging over the tap, the brightest yellow colour of the sun in Nigeria.


The wizard climbed back inside Elijah and filled him up until his stomach burnt and twisted. It picked up the dishcloth with Elijah’s mind and made the cloth dance in the air. It danced all over the kitchen and above the cooker. The wizard liked making people sick and angry and mad. It liked the smell of things on fire. The cooker had tiny buttons on the side that Sue used to turn on the fire. Elijah had seen her do it. She cooked pasta for him sometimes, which was not so bad as swede, and she turned the buttons and fire appeared. ‘Don’t go near the oven,’ she said, ‘it’s dangerous.’ But it wasn’t dangerous for the wizard. The wizard was laughing and Elijah was crying and crying. It felt like a belt on his tummy was pulling too tight. The wizard was squeezing. The fire made a sound like puff! and a tiny corner of the cloth started to turn black. Then there was orange on yellow. Elijah wanted to close his eyes and lie down and cry and cry, but the wizard didn’t let him. It made him watch as the fire grew and grew. He watched the sun burning hot, and the fire rising and running, and the cupboards melting.





THREE



‘Right, now this is going to be a challenge for some of you, but it’s very important we can talk about loss in an open way, in order that we are comfortable talking with our children about their losses surrounding the adoption process.’


Nikki found herself closing her eyes. She felt Obi’s arm against hers stiffen. His leg twitched. They were sitting on plastic chairs, set out in a circle. A circle of childless couples, thought Nikki, and pushed her leg towards Obi’s.


‘I’m going to come around the room with this marker pen and clipboard, and I’d like you to list all the losses you’ve experienced – particularly in the last ten years, as time is ticking on –’ the social worker flicked his head towards the clock – ‘in chronological order.’


A couple to Nikki’s right put their hands up at the same time, then laughed. ‘We just have a few questions,’ they said, also in unison.


‘Yes? What is it, Sandra and Chris? It’s good that you feel able to ask any questions, and that you’re comfortable within the group to do that.’


‘Do we list every loss? Sometimes Chris loses his keys, for example, or his temper. Or is it only major losses that we should write down? I mean, sometimes it does get him down, losing his keys.’


Everyone in the room tutted and shook their heads, except Obi, who Nikki could feel holding in laughter. She pressed his leg with hers. If he laughed out loud, she’d kill him. His laughter had always got them into trouble.


But he didn’t laugh. Instead, the social worker, whose name was Ricardo, started laughing loudly. Then he coughed and pressed his mouth closed. ‘Well, we like to leave it open to how it affected you,’ he said. ‘If you consider it a major loss, regardless of the cause, then write it down. Whatever led you to the adoption process.’ He looked at the clock again, then clapped his hands. ‘Right, let’s get started; we have fifteen minutes before moving on to resolution.’


As Ricardo moved around the room, handing out marker pens, he hovered in front of Obi and Nikki until his aftershave filled the air between them and Obi coughed. Ricardo wore a pair of jeans and flip-flops, and a checked shirt with four undone buttons. There were two strings of beads around his neck. What was it about social workers that they had to dress like teenagers? And they were always late. Since starting the assessment process, Ricardo had been late every visit. Once he had not turned up, and e-mailed two days later to send his apologies and explain that he was on a last-minute holiday. Very good offer – too cheap to miss. Obi wanted to ask for a different social worker, but Nikki managed to talk him out of it. ‘They’re probably all the same, anyway,’ she’d said, but really, she liked Ricardo and felt relaxed around him. He was simply normal – like someone they’d have a drink with in the pub: friendly and unassuming, a normal, everyday man who made her feel relaxed enough to talk about the most private things, or the very worst of things. Perhaps that was a prerequisite for social workers – like hairdressers or taxi drivers – they had to be able to win trust, to get people talking to them, spilling their problems out in public. She had reminded Obi that the social workers were a means to an end. ‘He’s just doing a job. A very stressful job. There’s a child at the end of this,’ she’d said. ‘Or a baby.’


Nikki held the marker tightly as she wrote her list:


Miscarriage aged 28
Miscarriage aged 30
Miscarriage aged 31
Miscarriage aged 32


She paused with the marker pen floating above the page. Then she forced her hand down and wrote the words


Stillbirth aged 33.


Nikki closed her eyes. In a second, Obi was behind her eyelids, pacing the room as she sat on the sofa and told him, for the fourth time, that she was bleeding. He had not worried at all after the first miscarriage, told her it was common, and even after the second; although he rushed her straight to hospital, he’d seemed relaxed, bought her a book about nutrition and a box of exotic fruits Nikki couldn’t even name. After the third, he’d kept her doctors appointments in his diary and found her a specialist. But after number four Obi’s expression had completely changed. He had that determined look on his face that meant he would fix things. He’d made sure that the G.P. had her referred to a team of experts, and another team of experts, and another he’d found himself. After their daughter was stillborn, he’d whispered that they would never ever go through it again. And after they eventually found what was wrong inside her – antiphospholipid syndrome, an autoimmune disease that meant her clotting was deranged – Obi took care of her. ‘I will never ever put you through that pain again,’ he whispered, and he’d thrown himself into researching adoption. ‘We will be parents,’ he’d whispered. ‘But there will be no more loss.’ And he was so certain that he made her feel certain.


Ricardo stood in front of them for a long time. He had very soft eyes, kind and caring, and his teeth were whiter than any teeth she’d ever seen. There was a tiny hole in his left ear from a long-ago earring, and sometimes Nikki noticed him touch it. He’d been speaking to them for so many months already about their experiences, and watching them closely too. It unnerved Nikki, made her feel as if Ricardo knew everything about them, things that they weren’t aware of. Nikki prayed that Obi would look directly at him. Maybe Ricardo was checking to see how well they could give eye contact. Was it a test? He stood in front of Obi for a long time before taking the pen. He was not sure about Obi. Nikki could tell. She wanted to tell him everything she knew: about how Obi was the best of all men; how he was proud and strong and soft and how the world simply was Obi. How he would be a father that a child would look up to. A constant: unchangeable in a world that changed too quickly. How Obi would love his child. How he held her after it happened, all night, and that, every night since, he’d put his hand on top of her chest and looked at her with such sadness in his eyes.


Her arms felt so empty. Too light.


‘Now,’ said Ricardo, after replacing the marker pens in a box and locking it with a tiny key. ‘I’d like you to read out the losses you’ve experienced. And after each loss, describe how it made you feel.’


Obi shifted in his chair and crossed his long legs in front of him.


‘You first,’ said Ricardo, smiling and pointing directly at Obi.


Nikki closed her eyes. There was a long silence. When Nikki opened her eyes, Ricardo was still smiling, and looking directly at Obi.


‘I don’t mind going first,’ said Nikki.


Obi was breathing deeply. He hated talking about his feelings. She could tell from the way he was breathing how much he wanted to run from the room, from the whole process. It was simply too important to him. ‘We can help a child,’ he’d said over and over. ‘Really help someone.’ And Obi’s entire life had been about helping people. All his university friends had gone into private practice, and made a fortune in property or divorce law. But Obi worked for a much lower salary, often giving up time for free, as he felt so passionately about immigration, the rights of all people. She remembered when they’d first met, how different he was from anyone she’d ever known. Her previous boyfriends had not been conversationalists, or if they were they’d talked only of football, or the latest action film, but Obi had talked for hours about humanitarian issues and international affairs and opened up such a world to her. And now he would help a child in care. They would.


Nikki looked around the room at the mumsy women wearing court shoes and elastic-waisted trousers, and their husbands, quietly sitting beside them, at their lists written in marker pen – short, much shorter than theirs. She looked down at her jeans and wellies that she’d worn straight from her work at Battersea Dogs’ Home; she’d been doing rehoming assessments all morning and had come straight from work and, because she’d stupidly forgotten her shoes, she was covered in mud and probably worse. She looked at Obi’s three-piece suit and shining shoes from his court date, his cufflinks – how they mismatched. Him, a lawyer with an extensive publication record and a masters degree in ethics, and her, a helper in a dogs’ home with an N.V.Q. level three. They would never get through it.


‘OK, well, time is of the essence. Any loss in the family? Parents?’ Ricardo looked at his watch. He seemed stressed. Nikki didn’t envy him. Rehoming dogs was hard enough, but children? She couldn’t imagine. ‘I hate to rush everyone, but we are already cutting into resolution time.’


Nikki thought of her parents. She imagined her dad, his shuffling backwards and forwards between the kitchen and the living room, carrying cups of tea on a wooden tray, her mum with her legs stretched out in front of her on a pouffe, her feet spilling over her slippers, the look that always passed between them, even now, despite shuffling and puffy feet. ‘Both of my parents are fit and well,’ she said. ‘They had me older, so it’s something I will have to face in the future, but for now they’re both fine.’


‘Anything else?’ said Ricardo ‘Any losses that may have led you here – particularly from the last ten years?’


Nikki took a deep breath. ‘I had four miscarriages. I don’t know if that counts. I mean, it was early on, really, so I’m not sure if it counts as loss. I’ve been quite lucky, I suppose.’


She could feel all eyes on her but she couldn’t look up. Stupid tears. Now they would think she couldn’t even cope. How could she adopt a baby? She couldn’t even speak without crying.


‘And then I had a stillbirth.’


People held their breath. Nikki heard them all inhale.


‘I’m very sorry to hear that.’ Ricardo looked at Nikki. ‘What was the baby’s name?’


She swallowed. Gulped. ‘Sorry?’


‘What did you call the baby you lost? I can see you’re finding it hard, Nikki. But it’s very important we can talk about loss in an open way. I can see, Nikki, that this is really difficult for you, talking about the stillborn.’


The stillborn. Still born. She was. The. Her. The wetness of it all. The smell of blood and dead things. Those things she could talk about. But saying her name, a simple name – that was impossible.


‘Rosy,’ said Obi. And then he whispered, ‘Ify.’


‘Tell us. Tell us. You need to be able to talk about these things. Imagine a child and the losses they would have suffered. If you can’t talk about and resolve your own grief then how can a child talk to you? Especially if you want to consider the possibility of adopting an older child …’


A child. An older child. That was Obi’s idea. But still: a child.


Any child.


Nikki pressed her leg into Obi. She took a breath.


‘What was her name? The baby you lost? You need to say her name. We need to hear it from you as well as Obi.’


Nikki turned her head from Obi, let her leg move away from his. There’s a child at the end of this, she told herself. A baby. Or a child we could really help. She remembered Obi’s face when she’d agreed, how he’d held her, the sadness in his eyes completely lifted. ‘This was meant to be,’ he’d said. ‘We are meant to help children, and that’s right for us.’ And she’d let her arms imagine holding something tightly. The weight of air.
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