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About the Book

The brilliant new novel from Jenny Blackhurst, the #1 eBook bestselling author of How I Lost You, which Clare Mackintosh called ‘utterly gripping’, and Before I Let You In. If you love Louise Jensen’s The Gift or SK Tremayne’s The Ice Twins, you will love this.

When child psychologist Imogen Reid takes on the case of 11-year-old Ellie Atkinson, she refuses to listen to warnings that the girl is dangerous.

Ellie was the only survivor of a fire that killed her family. Imogen is convinced she’s just a sad and angry child struggling to cope with her loss.

But Ellie’s foster parents and teachers are starting to fear her. When she gets upset, bad things seem to happen. And as Imogen gets closer to Ellie, she may be putting herself in danger . . .


To Mum and Dad. I couldn’t ask for more.


Prologue

‘Imogen? Is that you?’ The voice on the other end of the phone is breathless, frantic and instantly recognisable.

‘Sarah, calm down,’ I instruct. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s Ellie.’ I hear Sarah Jefferson’s voice tremble. ‘She left school at lunchtime. I don’t know where she is.’

I sigh. Repeat after me, I tell myself. Not your circus, not your monkeys.

‘I’m not Ellie’s case worker any more, Sarah. I was removed. Her truancy isn’t really my remit any longer.’

‘You don’t understand.’ Sarah’s voice is urgent now. ‘It’s not Ellie I’m worried about. It’s Lily.’

My hand automatically flies to my stomach before I remember that the baby is no longer there.

‘What about Lily, Sarah?’

Sarah lets out a noise somewhere between a sob and a wail. ‘She’s missing. Ellie has taken the baby.’


1

Ellie

Ellie lies on the bed that isn’t hers, in the room that belongs to no one, listening to someone else’s family watching TV downstairs. Her thumb grinds against the sharp flint of the cigarette lighter in her hand. Orange flames spring up, then disappear as she lets go.

Flick, flame.

Flick, flame.

Flick, flame.

She runs her fingertips through the top of the flame, surprised to find that it doesn’t hurt. She tries again, letting her fingers linger a little longer. It feels hot this time, but it still doesn’t hurt. She pushes her finger into the blue of the flame and holds it there until pain sears through it, but it doesn’t feel bad. It feels glorious. Is this how her family felt? This pain, this release? She does it again, this time holding the flame under the heel of her hand, keeping it steady, waiting for the pain. When it comes, it’s more intense, and she lets go of the flint in shock. Her heart races, but she does it again . . . flick, flame.

Just as the smell of burning flesh licks at her nostrils, the bedroom door opens. Her foster sister, Mary, stands in the doorway. Her eyes widen and her mouth drops open like a cartoon cat when she sees what Ellie is doing.

‘Ellie! What the hell are you playing at?’ Mary grabs her hand roughly and pulls it away from the flame. ‘Are you crazy? You’ll hurt yourself.’

All of a sudden her hand burns white-hot with pain and she looks down to see pus-filled blisters forming on her skin.

‘I . . . I don’t know what I was doing. I was just playing. It didn’t even hurt.’ She looks down at her palm with mild interest. ‘It does now.’

Mary places her own hand gently on Ellie’s arm.

‘Come on, I’ll get you sorted out. Put some cream on it, wrap it in a bandage, and we’ll tell Mum you cut yourself helping me with lunch.’

Ellie stares at the blistered flesh, pictures it spreading up her arm, covering her shoulders and neck.

Mary shakes her head as though she can’t believe what she’s seeing. ‘I’ll keep an eye on it for you and change your bandages every day, and if it looks like it’s getting worse, we might have to make up a new story.’ She looks at Ellie kindly. ‘Why would you want to do this to yourself, Ellie? Do you think your mum would be happy if she saw you hurting yourself?’

‘But my mum can’t see anything, can she? My mum is dead.’

Ellie’s insides feel as though they’re full of pulsating green slime, like when an orange rots from the inside out, the peel still intact and the flesh toxic. She isn’t like Mary, she isn’t like anyone here. Some of them can tell – she sees it in people’s eyes when they spot her out in the street; they cross the road, hold their children’s hands a bit tighter without really knowing why. Ellie knows why, though. She knows what they can see inside her.

‘But she’s watching you, you know that, don’t you?’ Mary pushes. ‘In heaven your mum is watching everything you do. And she wants you to be happy, and she wants you to look after yourself, and she wants you to grow old and have a family of your own. That’s what she’d have wanted if she was here, and that’s what she would still want now. You have to try and fit in, Ellie. I know it’s difficult, I know we’re not your family, but you really need to try.’

‘And what if I don’t want to try? What if I don’t care about being part of your family?’

‘I know how hard this must be for you. I’ve seen a lot of children come and go in this house, a lot of angry children who have never known love. But you’re different. You know what it’s like to be loved and you know what it’s like to live in a home full of compassion and warmth. It might not feel like it now, but one day you will have that again. What you have to remember is that none of this is your fault. You mustn’t blame yourself, Ellie, whatever anyone else tells you.’

Ellie nods, but she knows inside that Mary is wrong. She may be older, and she may think she knows everything, but she doesn’t – she doesn’t know Ellie at all. No one does.


2

Imogen

A canopy of trees lines the road into the town of Gaunt, dappling the tarmac with sunlight where it breaks through the leaves, making me squint. It feels as though we’re driving through a tunnel of beauty to the last destination we will ever reach. The end of the road.

Thomas Wolfe said you can’t go home again, and maybe I should have remembered that before pressing send on my CV and setting in motion the chain of events that is leading me back to my home town after fifteen years. Maybe I should have known better.

Gaunt stretches out ahead of us as bleak and uninviting as its name suggests, hollowed out and emaciated. The place brings to mind a hall of mirrors, every angle skewed and off centre so that it doesn’t matter which perspective you look at it from, something always feels wrong. Grey-fronted houses sit abandoned and desolate. Population: dwindling.

To outsiders, Gaunt could have been great once upon a time; the odd glimpse of a stately home or a striking sculpture hints that someone at some time had plans for this strange place – plans that were abandoned a long time ago. Even as a child I felt fascination and revulsion for my town in equal measure. The same magnetic pull that lured the builders and property developers and the same uneasy, inexplicable air of dread and foreboding that drove them away telling tales of unusable land and untenable planning rules . . . because who wants to admit that they abandoned a development opportunity because of a feeling, sometimes losing tens of thousands in the process?

It’s a feeling I’ve almost forgotten. I’ve spent so long wrapped safely in the mundane haze of the city, actively forgetting my life here, that I can hardly bring to mind any parts of my former existence, even when I screw my eyes shut and the effort of remembering gives me a headache.

Despite the dazzling sunlight, a bitter chill hangs in the air. A fresh day for a fresh start, Dan said this morning. A good omen, a sign we were doing the right thing.

‘I don’t believe in signs and omens.’ I smiled. My face must have betrayed me though, because my husband put a hand gently on my elbow and said, ‘It’s going to be great. Like a holiday in the country. We’ll both have time and space to breathe.’ He didn’t mention what he was really thinking about – a family – and for that I was grateful.

‘Holiday? I didn’t think writers got a holiday. And I certainly don’t. I start a new job in four days.’

‘You know what I mean. A holiday from all of this.’ He gestured to the window, at the street heaving with people moving smartly past one another without looking up from their smartphones, a man in a multi-coloured patchwork cape handing out empty envelopes that I knew from experience contained ‘good vibes’, and drivers slamming the heels of their hands onto their horns if the speed of the car in front dropped below thirty-five miles an hour. ‘From people. And pressure. The daily grind. Just what we need after the crap you’ve been through.’ The crap I’ve been through. Like what happened in London can just be dismissed as bad luck.

The first houses come into view, the barn conversions and new-builds that sprung up when the building trade found its feet again and were nothing more than fields when I last saw this part of the country. It looks like someone wanted to give Gaunt a second chance. Dan nudges me and points.

‘See those? When we sell your mum’s house, we could buy something like that. Or build one.’

I grin. ‘What do you know about building houses? Apart from in your imaginary worlds. It’s not quite as easy as just writing them into existence.’

‘Spoken like someone who has never tried to describe a castle in the desert from the point of view of an Orc.’ Dan pretends to look stung, then grins back at me. ‘Okay, maybe we stick to buying for now. Something open-plan. And big.’

‘With a swimming pool and our initials embedded in a marble floor in the entrance hall,’ I laugh. ‘I’m not sure how much you think old Nanny Tandy’s house is worth. Not enough for my mother to ever bother selling it, anyway.’ The word ‘mother’ pulls at my insides. She’s gone, Imogen.

There is no swirling grey mist enveloping the approach to the town, no wizened old woman holding out a gnarled arthritic finger and warning us to go no further, no jet-black raven perched on the sign that pronounces Welcome to Gaunt muttering, ‘Nevermore,’ and yet I feel icy fingers of dread grasp my lungs, leaving me momentarily struggling for breath. The sign, weathered and rotting – letters so faded that welcome is the furthest feeling from your mind – seems to blacken in front of my eyes, like a spawn of mould is spreading over it as I watch. The turning to my mother’s house is just metres to the left. My chest tightens and the road ahead swims in and out of focus. I reach out a hand and grasp at Dan’s arm.

‘Don’t go down there.’

My voice comes out in a barely recognisable rasp. Dan glances sideways at me, concern shadowing his face, and he slows the car to a crawl.

‘Is everything okay, Im? Shall I pull over?’

I glance at the sign, still unwelcoming but clear now of black mould, and feel the colour return to my cheeks as they burn in embarrassment. What was I thinking?

Gaunt sits beyond, watching, waiting.

‘No, I’m fine,’ I lie. ‘It’s just that I thought maybe we could go to the high street for a takeaway before we get there. What if the electricity isn’t on yet?’

Dan gives a small nod, but the crease in his brow doesn’t disappear. He’s always worrying about me these days.

‘Good idea,’ he agrees, looking over his shoulder and indicating right. ‘I should have suggested it. Although we should have done a shop, I doubt the cuisine in your town is going to be varied and plentiful.’

‘It’s not my . . .’ I start, then shrug. At least the pounding in my chest has begun to subside. ‘There’s a fish and chip shop . . . at least there used to be.’

Dan misses the turn to the house and carries on straight ahead to the main street less than a mile away from the house. I remember walking the long, thin lanes with Pammy, convincing the older boys to buy us alcohol if we shared it with them, trying to get a Saturday job at the shop and not having a hope in hell against girls like Michelle Hoffman or Theresa Johnson. I wonder what those girls are doing now; hope meanly that they still have their corner-shop jobs.

‘I love that we’ll have the best of both worlds,’ Dan says, breaking the reflective silence that has filled the car. ‘Beautiful quiet countryside and a decent enough high street just up the road. I can still nip out in the morning for fresh coffee and bread . . .’

‘Still?’ I laugh at the image of my husband in a frilly white pinny picking up fresh bread from the bakery. ‘When did you ever do that? I’ve got to admit, I thought having a house husband would be a lot more like having a housekeeper than an overgrown teenager watching Netflix and eating all the good treats.’

‘There’s no need for that. I’m not a house husband, I’m an artist.’

‘Well, Mr Best-seller, while I’m knocking out all these children you’re after, fresh bread and coffee in the morning is the least you can do.’

Dan beams and I instantly regret being so flippant. I have to remember that every remark like that just reignites the fire in Dan to start a family as soon as possible. He doesn’t know how the word ‘baby’ makes my stomach cramp. I turn my head to stare out of the window, hoping that will signal the end of the conversation.

For a Saturday afternoon the high street resembles the early hours of the morning in London. I look up through the windscreen, my attention drawn to a couple of young girls facing one another on the pavement. One has long dark hair that hangs over her face, obscuring it from view. She looks as though she is frozen to the spot while the other, a pretty blonde girl dressed far older than she looks like she should be, leans in close to her. Maybe they are playing some kind of game, although something about the scene strikes me as odd. I’m about to point it out to Dan as we drive past when the blonde girl takes a couple of steps backwards towards the road.

‘Watch out,’ I warn. ‘She looks un—’

My words turn to a scream and I screw my eyes closed as the girl tumbles into the road in front of us. I hear the screeching of the brakes and a dull thud.

OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
THE

FOSTER
CHILD

JENNY BLACKHURST





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/author.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





