
“No one can explain exactly what happens within us when the doors behind which our childhood terrors lurk are flung open.”
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About the Author


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.

The Pretty Lily is the third volume in The Hymn Book series. More stories from the same town will follow.

There are flowers, but not all of them are lilies, not at all...


Chapter 1: Monday, 8th June

Today, the sun rose at 4:54 am. Bethan knows this, because she had sat there, and she had watched it happen.

Now, at the kitchen window, steam from her instant coffee rises towards her face, the cat slips in and out of the cat flap, birds flit to and fro from the garden, and a faint smell of burned toast fills the air.

She eats the toast anyway, with a slathering of butter and some strawberry jam she got from a farmer’s market which the local vegetarians put on once a month in the old Twyn community center. 

She stares at the hand-fixed label, and written in cursive script, it says, Jams by Arabella and Aisha, and on the back of the ultra-minimalist label it also says, foraged berries, ethical sugar. And though she’s not entirely sure what this means, or how it could possibly be a viable business, she does know that it tastes great.

It’s now nearly 5:30 am. She has a meeting at 9 am, and she has to be there as she’s chairing it, though she’d rather go back to bed.

No need to rush, she remains seated, coffee cupped between her two hands. She lives on the edge of town, in a modern housing estate, big houses with big gardens, each separated by high fences, lots of hanging ivy and other horticultural ornamentation. 

Bethan’s own garden started out as just a patch of simple lawn, widening toward the bottom end. Beyond the fence at the back is a steep drop, and at the bottom of that, a stream which flows and winds its way through the town, eventually joining the Rhymney.

The house was a new-build when they bought it twenty years earlier. They, being Rhodri and herself. The kids had still been quite young at that point, both of them gone away now, and anyway, the whole thing hadn’t really worked out well, and Rhodri’s also gone. Seven years since he upped and left, leaving things behind which lingered and bothered her for years after.

Since then, she started on the garden. She dug borders, planted herbs, planted small trees, flowers, a rock garden, leaving the back area of the grass to run a little wilder. Even got a compost bin and a shed full of spiders and worms, her daughter’s rusting bicycle still propped up between the shed and the back fence, weeds growing long and thick between the spokes, the seat rotted away years ago.

Primroses, geraniums, potatoes, courgettes, runner beans, basil, rosemary, rhododendron, azaleas, and to cap it all off, a small crab apple tree, and a birch. She read somewhere that birch trees have magical properties which help keep the garden in good health.

She doesn’t grow lilies. Someone suggested it to her once, and it stayed with her, but how were they supposed to know anyway? 

That’s what Bethan tells herself. They weren’t to know, but every time she thinks about it now, she carries two distinct thoughts. 

Yes, they would look beautiful, perhaps in the right hand corner, where they would get the morning sun. 

And, she would also always think of that girl in school. Lily Everett, and how she was different, and how they all said things, or laughed at her. She was what they called a spastic, at least that’s what they said back then. But, the kids never said the word in a good way. It never felt like it was possible to say it in a good way. Why though? Why be like that? Lily had nothing any of them wanted, Lily did nothing that any of them should have cared about. Lily had herself and she had her Mam, and that was it.

Maybe it was the way she moved, like a flower jittery against the wind, winding back time, stuttering, disjointed from the flow which all the other children inhabited. 

Maybe it was the metal leg brace, like a cyborg, a shift out of the basic human experience, or the way her voice sounded, alien, terrifying, especially when they mocked her.

Or, maybe it was the way she never cried, even though she should have done, because that was what they wanted to see.

Bethan shakes away these thoughts. The past has a unique ability to move with stealth within the dimpled folds of the mind. 

It’s not there, she’s thinking about a meeting, or what to have for dinner, or what to plant in the garden, and then it is suddenly there, in full color, in exaggerated memory, because she knows that memory is made up of curated events and embellishments. It’s not reliable, but it also speaks the truth of her experience.

She doesn’t want to think of Lily Everett right now. She never does. Because, she also knows she can’t erase the past, at least the past as her own mind has deemed reality.

She stares out the window instead.

Now, the sun sends beautiful slanted streaks of early summer honey yellow across the lawn, a few sparrows in, then out, then in again, and although she can’t see them, she knows that the worms are writhing and undulating as they turn over the soil. It’s a strange thought, but the earth is always moving. It’s not a static mound of soil and rock and debris which merely accumulates over millennia, it’s alive, it churns, it breathes, and it arranges itself. 

It knows best.

She finishes her coffee, then turns to face the living room. The TV is on, quiet enough that she can hear words, but she can’t discern meaning. It’s that boy again, Henry Nowak, and the riot in Southampton. It’s not nice, she doesn’t want to see it.

Some people in the office said they saw the video online, but she hasn’t seen it. She only knows about it because of the TV news, she hasn’t even seen anything about it online, not on Insta, or Facebook, or on Bluesky. It doesn’t make sense. If it was the way they said in the office, then surely it would be all over the news for weeks. 

She grabs the remote from the arm of her sofa, next to the unfinished copy of Taiwan Travelogue by Yang Shuang-zi, then switches the TV off.

Bethan glances at the book, and a weird off-balance feeling creeps through her gut. She should return the book to Joan, but it’s been about four weeks now, and she’s only read about three chapters. Each time she picks it up, she sits, plumping her cushions, a cup of jasmine tea next to her right elbow, no TV, no radio, no music. And, every time, she feels herself becoming restless. Whole passages go by, and she drifts, pages and pages turned until she realizes she recalls nothing. Then, she closes the book, places it back on the little stool, next to the jasmine tea, and next to the remote. And, sometimes, she just stares into the room, past the room, way past until everything she’s ever experienced pulsates and lives again all at once, and her breathing slows, and time slows, and she plucks out a moment from this great ocean and plays it again, only subtle insertions from her present self, perhaps a pause here and there to examine, re-examine, determine, even edit. Until, eventually, a sound or a flash of light as sun drifts from behind the clouds alerts her, drags her back to the here and now.

Other times, she places the books down, next to the jasmine tea, and the remote, then picks up the remote and switches the TV on, sinking hard and fast into the shared non-reality of the together experience. 

Even here, sometimes, she drifts out into that other world.

Why? She knows even as she asks, a slight murmur at the back of her mind, a scratch against her understanding of the way of things, the shape of nature. It’s an untethering. There is nothing wrong with the book, but it doesn’t speak to her, it can gain no mooring which excites.

She touches the cover. She will return it, say thank you, perhaps read a summary, then hope she can nudge the conversation in another direction. Joan is always happy to talk about work, though never details about her cases. No, absolutely not, except sometimes, of course. 

The national news segues into the local news. She turns the sound up. Looks like they’ve finally identified the body found by the old train line, another old man, ex-military, nearly ninety years old. Aneurin Griffiths. Turns out the nursing home had reported him missing, but the police kept that part quiet.

“We don’t know,” the officer is saying, not looking directly at the camera, eyes flashing this way, that way. “We just don’t know. Sometimes, it’s just so hard to know.”

She steps closer to the TV. He looks so scared, a young man, just so scared.

No news on Richard Grafton, still missing. That’s four dead, and one missing. It’s very strange, all very strange.

The sun pushes further into the garden, and into her house. It’s a big house, too big for her all by herself. She hasn’t been in the dining room for weeks, it just doesn’t seem necessary, she doesn’t have time. 

She assumes that Kathryn, her cleaner, does though, and the thought sits oddly in her mind. It’s almost like her lack of access and Kathryn’s steady routine is shifting the balance of ownership. For all Bethan knows, Kathryn might have set up a shrine in there, she could be inviting her friends over for tea and cake or daily rounds of yoga and meditation.

She’s a bit like that, Kathryn. All hoop earrings, and clanking hoop bracelets, and sometimes, her hair dangles at the side of her face in curled ginger ringlets. Hoops upon hoops upon hoops. She also likes to talk, though mostly, Bethan is either on her way out when Kathryn arrives, or the other woman just lets herself in with her key.

“You know, Bethan dear, you know something? You have an aura. It’s special, but it’s small, my dear, oh, it’s small.” And, then, she touches Bethan, and a look

















