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Author’s Note

This is a work of fiction. Caerphilly is a real town, a town I know well, but, at times, I’ve taken some liberties with its geography and certain locations in the interest of the story.

Pilgrim Through this Barren Land is the first volume in The Hymn Book series. More stories from the same town will follow.

There are birds, but it’s not all about birds, not at all...


Chapter 1: Saturday, Hilltop

It is late afternoon, slipping into early evening. A mostly sunny day. South Wales, at the top of a hill. It’s always about the views and how the birds frame the landscape.

The light which reflects off buildings and cars and windows and even people, is a silver contrast to the fat and buttery orange yellow blob now caressing the horizon.

This is a horizon of rolling hills topped with fence-post forests laid out in neat rows. In some of the lower farm fields and in little roadside nooks great oaks manage to fasten themselves to the landscape in patterns known only to their roots, their below ground world. And, from there they watch the land and the strange and remarkable goings on of the people down the decades and the centuries, and probably the lost time before that.

This is one mountain to another. A group of people, all smiling as the wind launches fresh spring air into their scarf swaddled jaws and their exposed noses and cheeks and eyes.

And, even then, they all still smile, the rush from the hike along the moorland, the common, the trudging through the heather and the ferns, the air reeking of themselves and the fresh decay of all that nature.

It is vast, from this hilltop, the main hill looking over Caerphilly, where, if you turn around, you can still see Cardiff and even a misty haze of England beyond the Bristol Channel.

But, right now, no one needs to turn around for more than a second or two, just so they can get firmer footing, or lean in to talk. Cardiff is not why they are here. They are here to see the town they live in, the town which means everything. 

They’ve seen it before, of course. Up close when they’re immersed, encased within its concrete, or wrapped, like an actor, in its green screen long and wide patches of grass, or far too snug within the stones which built this town. Gray, and black brown stones, almost as immovable as the land far below their feet. No one stops to think about depth though, there’s generally no need, it’s enough to simply try to keep your head up and puzzle over the intricacies of the mundane and fundamental.

The wind means that it’s difficult to talk. They have to huddle close, so close it almost feels intimate, but most of them are wearing kagoules of one sort or another. None of their clothing, hiking boots, plaid shirts, quick-dry synthetic trousers, a few warm sweaters, (some of them with the shirt or the sweater wrapped around their bellies) seems designed to generate any sort of excitement. One or two carry sturdy varnished walking sticks as well, and funny hats with badges sewn on showing where they might have been, and bags like rucksacks, same thing again, more badges, even a few dangling objects, mascots with smiley faces, or with teeth and big buggy eyes.

There is a vibrancy, the smiles infecting the air, so you can hear it in their voices as they rush to speak, all the words forming in fragments, bursts of light and volume, no coherence, no narrative which an observer could grasp. And, that’s all fine. And, anyway, you would have had to have been there earlier to catch the nuances, unspoken, unscripted, and ephemeral. You would probably have to have been there since the start, but that’s not possible. And, really no one was anyway. 

Not even them.

There are five people in the group. They call themselves the Caerphilly Warblers, or just, The Warblers if they do a pub quiz, or write on Facebook. But, on their website and in fliers, they use the full name.

Malcolm is an older man, used to be a pharmacist, retired, his old pharmacy is now a vape shop. They often joke that no one could have seen that coming, but to be fair, it’s doubtful that any of them would have seen it coming before the fact, because who knew? 

Sure, now every little high street up and down the UK has a veritable plethora of these garish fronts, but really, no one could have really seen it, no matter what they might say now. 

No one wanted it. No one wants it now. 

Ask them, they might huff and hem and evade the question, but what they all really think underneath is that there is something not altogether right. Each of them holds the same thought. Vape shops, a front. For drugs. And, that’s as far as an individual’s mind might go. Beyond that, are the confronting questions of far worse possibilities, and the slippery question of just who on earth these vape shop people are anyway. And, that’s a whole other rabbit hole.

As it stands though, Malcolm does a good job of talking up the past and shrugging off the present. All in the name of progress, better than smoking, probably, might not be true, a little racist even to suggest..., got to be careful what you say… 

But in his own mind—when the time gets real quiet, and he’s at home by himself, curtains drawn, photos of dead Cynthia on the mantle undusted, untouched, and unwatched, the smell of something not altogether food, but labeled as such pinging out of the microwave—in these moments, he does exactly everything he can not to think about the past, or the ramifications of the present and the future.

He is at a stop sign, and he has stopped.

Abigail has a scar on her upper lip, which is not as bad as it could be according to her research. Research accumulated in the years after the incident, sometimes through books, mostly through an endless and incessant stream of unanswerable questions posited to people who could never grasp why it mattered so much, and never knew the answers.

Later on when the web was available, she even found other people’s stories. And, she still has a little leftover guilt and doubt from those encounters. Discovering that others survived, and so many others at that, dented the sense of unique placement within the society structure she’d inhabited to that point. She was not so special, and on the forums the stories just kept pouring out. People, in other countries not just in Britain, with facial reconstruction, losing an eye, a shattered nose bone, orbital bone, skull fractures, loss of speech, severe impacts on the nerves and brain functions. It went on and on. 

In the end, Abigail ghosted the forums. It took a little time, but she could breathe again afterward, and no one from the forums ever tried to track her down, keep in touch, or ask how she was doing.

As she likes to tell the story, most people would be dead after being kicked in the face by a horse, and it happened to her when she was only six years old. 

No, don’t really remember it as such, more like snippets, the farm, my friend’s mother was posh, they had a big car, German... 

It was another world in every way possible. Distant, that was the word which best described it, like there was a whole other way of speaking, and Abi had neither the code book, nor the cultural background to recite the words even if they could be deciphered, uncovering the rich source of beauty those people evidently enjoyed.

Her thoughts are taut, elastic, and always snapping back to the horse and the scar, and the lack of memory of the actual kick no matter what else is going on in the here, the now, in the outside world, or in her own quiet dark pools of emotion. 

The wind is not so cold, but it changes direction every few seconds so it feels like it envelops, rather than just pushing through. Malcolm is blinking rapidly as though something is irritating his eyes, but it’s probably just the wind, which carries a hint of rain, but whether that’s rain gone or rain to come remains unclear. 

Abigail works, and tomorrow morning, a Monday, she will head into town, the town she sees laid out before her, weirdly silent save for a few car horns or a dog barking, sounds which cut through the wind-air with almost perfect clarity. 

In town, she will park her car at the back of the estate agent she works for, the same broken concrete, the same tufts of grass and weeds near the old red bricks which had once served as an external wall for the old theater, a theater which had hosted all the music hall greats before and after the war. Even Tom Jones had sang there once. She has days where she stops as she gets out of her car, walks the few paces toward the wall, kicking away loose stones, and just touches the crumbling red brick. Dancers, laughter, an alcoholic cigarette haze, a welcome in the hillside, all of it cascading, events she’s never seen because she hadn’t been born yet, but she knows, she can imagine, and yes, she knows.

She reaches out a hand to steady another woman in the group, who slips on a wet tuft of grass. Rhian giggles, something she often does when nervous, or when someone says something nice, or even if someone just comments on the weather. No one mentions the giggling, of course, not even when she’s not around, at least mostly. 

It’s that strange space where people know she’s got the affliction, but they like her just enough that no one feels the need to chatter behind her back. Not now, at least. Except, that’s not quite true, it’s more of an Abigail perspective, a framing built upon the fact that she doesn’t tend to comment on it, but it sits firmly in her own mind. Others might, but that’s on them, and she’s never heard it, so...

She has assembled her sense of Rhian based on this nervous laugh and a shifting assortment of other elements, far less defined than the laugh, which is easily portrayed and mimicked, again, only in her own head.

Rhian’s hair is a tight mass of black curls, unshaped, at random lengths. Not obvious at first glance, but Rhian cuts her hair by herself













































