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Chapter One: The Arrival




The train slid out of the last proper town and into a geography that felt older than maps. Stone walls stitched the fields into neat patches. Sheep grazed like bits of dirty wool pinned to green. The sky hung low and white as if it had been washed and pegged up to dry. Mae pressed her forehead to the window and tried to keep a bar of signal on her phone. The bars came and went in a sulky rhythm and then vanished altogether. She watched the symbol spin and then give up.

Her aunt had said it would be peaceful. Fresh air will do you good, love. No tubes. No sirens. No sirens sounded like a nice idea when she had said it over WhatsApp voice notes, but on the third change of trains, and then the slow branch line that felt like it only ran for people who knew the guard by name, the idea of quiet started to feel like being wrapped in a blanket that kept getting tighter.

The conductor put his head round the door at the last stop. He had a soft accent that made words sound like they were being folded. He told her Elmbourne was next. Two carriages only. Mind the gap. The kind of gap she could step across in one stride.


She got off into a wind that smelt of wet leaves and woodsmoke. The platform was a single strip of stone with a small shelter painted a hopeful cream. A poster for a missing cat fluttered. Someone had written found across it in green marker and drawn a small smiley face. There was no station master. No coffee kiosk. No noise except for a rook calling from the trees and a tractor complaining somewhere beyond the hedge.


Her aunt waved from the car park like they saw each other every week. Helen had the same dark eyes as Mae's mum, but there were more lines around them now. She bundled Mae into a hug that smelled like washing powder and rain.

"Look at you," Helen said. "All grown. London suits you."

"Does it," Mae said, which was not an answer but would do. She hauled her rucksack into the boot next to a crate of apples and a sack of feed, and climbed into the front seat. The car was old enough to have a tape deck. When Helen turned the key, the engine coughed and then settled.

They drove out past a sign that said Elmbourne in flaking paint. The road dipped between hedges and rose again. Houses were stone with steep roofs and small windows. Some had thatch. Some had slate. All had the same look of having been there before people had decided what a village should look like on postcards.

"Half term," Helen said, cheerful in the way that people are when they are trying to fill a silence. "We will do the market in Stow one day. There is a book barn you will like. Poppy has been beside herself about your visit. She has made a poster for your room. Please be kind."

"I will be kind," Mae said.

They passed a green where a plastic slide stood tilted like a ship on a wave. A noticeboard displayed a jumble of flyers under a sheet of glass. Apple pressing on Saturday. Silver band practice. Parish council meeting. Festival Week, it said in large letters, with a drawing of a bonfire and childlike birds. Someone had stuck black feathers along the top edge and they quivered in the wind.

"Festival Week," Helen said, following Mae's gaze. "You are just in time."

"What is it," Mae asked. "Like a fair."

"Something like that," Helen said. "It is autumn. There is a bonfire. You will see."

They turned down a narrow lane where the hedges almost met overhead and the trees made a tunnel that felt older than the road. The light changed. When they came out the other side, the cottage stood close to the lane, as if it had been set there by a careful hand. Stone, honey coloured. A slate roof with a moss stripe. A front door painted a stubborn blue. Smoke curled from the chimney.

Poppy burst out before the car had stopped. She was nine, all elbows and fringe, in a jumper that had a crow stitched on the front in black wool. She ran at Mae the way small dogs run at people they like.

"You are here," Poppy said, breathless. "We made biscuits and most of them look like blobs. Come and see."

Mae followed her inside. The kitchen had a big table and a big oven and a smell like butter and sugar and damp tea towels. A tray of biscuits cooled on the rack, some bird shaped if you squinted. Uncle Dan came in from the back with soil on his boots and put the kettle on as if that were the one thing that kept the house standing.

"Good journey," he asked.

"It was long."

He nodded as if long were a kind of weather. "You will get used to it."

There was a poster on the wall drawn in felt tip. Welcome Mae in careful bubble letters with stars around it. A child's handprint had smudged one corner. Poppy tugged Mae to the stairs and up to the small room at the back where a window looked over the garden and beyond that the first line of trees. The bed had a quilt that looked like it had been made by someone's nan with patience and scraps. On the chair sat a mask.

Mae stopped in the doorway. The mask watched her with glossy black eyes. It had a long beak like the plague doctor pictures from history. The beak was painted a dull white, as if it had lived a hundred years already. Black stitches laced the edges like a mouth sewn shut. Two small slits were cut for breathing. A leather strap attached at the back.

Poppy picked it up with both hands and turned it round as if presenting a present. "It is yours."

"What for," Mae asked. She kept her tone light. She was a guest. She would be polite about weird village arts and crafts.

"For Festival Week," Poppy said. "Everyone has one. You cannot go out without it."

"The mask."

"Yes."

"Is this a joke."

Poppy frowned like Mae had said something rude. "It is not a joke. They will see you."

"Who will."

Poppy gave the answer as if it were obvious. "The woods."

Mae smiled because that was the sensible thing to do when a child said something dark. "Right. The woods have eyes."

"They do," Poppy said softly. "We do not whistle either. Or hum."

Helen appeared in the doorway with a stack of sheets that smelt of line drying and a faint trace of smoke. "Let her breathe," she told Poppy, but her eyes went to the mask and stayed there. "Put that on the chair, please."

Poppy obeyed but did not take her eyes off Mae. "You will wear it later when we go to the green."

Mae opened her mouth to say no. Then she shut it. London had taught her a list of ways to keep the peace with adults and small children and the fragile routines that families lived inside. She nodded. "Later then."

She unpacked while the kettle boiled and Helen called up to say tea and biscuits, and the house made small noises that said this was a place where people tried to keep things steady. When she went back down, Poppy had put on her mask. She had a black cape as well that looked like it had been cut from an old curtain. Dan had strung a feather on a bit of red thread and tied it round her wrist.

"Do not stand in the doorway," Poppy said to Mae through the beak. The voice sounded hollowed out, masked by the mask. "It is bad luck."
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