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Summary of Thesis 

 

The Burning Bracken is a work of eco-fiction set in a fictionalised, contemporary Mid Wales. 

The novel is inspired by ‘new nature writing’ and represents a contribution to ‘new nature 

fiction’. Its narrative explores contemporary debates about the British landscape, examining 

tensions between conflicting and competing interpretations of how the landscape should be 

seen and used. The novel addresses tensions between country and city, environmental 

degradation and the ongoing collapse in British wildlife, arguments for rewilding, and the 

increasing pressures faced by upland farmers. The novel also addresses spiritual 

approaches to the environment, continuing to question what landscape means and how we 

should interact with it. The novel is situated within the traditions of Welsh writing in English, 

rural Welsh literature, and Welsh border literature, sharing concerns specific to each of 

these. The accompanying critical commentary takes an eco-critical perspective and is 

arranged under the following headings: New Nature Writing and the Novel, Landscape as 

Character, Anthropocentrism and the Sublime, Landscape and Identity, and The Welsh 

Context. 
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The Burning Bracken 

 

1 

 

When he was gone, Sarah held the mug of coffee away from her and began to tip its 

contents out slowly onto the living room floor. It spattered loudly on the carpet, 

forming a brown spume and spitting at the nearby sofa. She noticed the flecks of 

spray appearing on her dressing gown and stopped. Instead, she threw the mug and 

what was left of the coffee at the far wall. The porcelain shattered, leaving a dripping 

broth of liquid and coffee grounds and a satisfying rupture in the plasterboard. She 

reached a bare foot out in front of her and began to grind and smear the mess she 

had made, feeling the soggy warmth between her toes and working the stain deep 

into the thick and expensive pile of the formerly cream-coloured carpet.  

 She stood still for a moment, taking in the silence. The house was full of him. 

Whatever they were together, she was breathing it in now, in this room. Their lives 

had soaked into the walls.  

 She made her way upstairs to the bedroom and removed a large suitcase 

from under the bed. Unzipping it, she took out the plastic folder of documents from 

within. This was to be the fourth and final check she would make of them. She knew 

that her passport, her driving licence, her birth certificate and everything else she 

needed was there, but she could not help herself. Though she felt calm, almost 

detached, she was conscious of the significance of what she was doing, and if she 

suspected that anything were missing, she would take it as a terrible omen. 

 Satisfied, she replaced the folder within the suitcase and set about packing it, 

folding each item of clothing neatly on the bed before tucking it in with the rest. She 

chose very carefully, weighing up how necessary each item might be and how much 
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it reminded her of him. When she was finished, the suitcase held most of her jeans 

and T-shirts and some of her shoes, together with her underwear. The blouses, 

pencil skirts and maxi dresses were left still hanging in the wardrobes. With the case 

full, she pulled out the roll of bin bags she had secreted under the bed and stuffed 

them with the bulkier coats and jumpers. Taking another bag, she moved on to his 

clothing, selecting the most expensive shirts and cramming them in, together with his 

suits. When this bag was full, she took it downstairs and into the kitchen. She 

emptied the clothing into the sink and made sure that the plug was secure, then 

chose a large bottle of bleach from the cupboard under the sink and poured the 

stinking, viscous liquid out onto his best clothing. 

He had left late that morning, annoyed with the replacement phone he was 

having to use and pressing her lips with the usual kiss.  

‘You look like shit,’ he said. ‘Stay and have a sofa day.’  

In the night she had got up to go to the toilet and dabbed under her eyes with 

her darkest eye shadow until they were dull and ill-looking. It was unlikely he would 

have taken the care to notice but it gave Sarah a satisfaction in the assiduity of her 

plan.  

For Sarah, the time for emotion had passed. That day came when she first 

found out, three days previously. She had lain on the bathroom floor for what felt like 

hours, seeing the tiles blur then clear, then blur again through the rising tears. 

Retching into the toilet, she had dragged her fingers across her scalp until her nails 

were filled with freshly harrowed skin. When she finally stood up and washed her 

face, that was it; the last nine years were gone. She had left the bathroom 
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determined to cut him away from her and discard him, as coldly and precisely as a 

surgeon. 

 She grabbed the nearest chair from under the kitchen table, holding it up with 

both hands, before striking at the window above the sink. The glass trembled but did 

not crack. She tried again. Frustrated, she jammed the chair into the wall above the 

tiles instead. Pleased at the puncture it made in the plasterboard, she moved down 

the length of the kitchen and into the hall beyond, punching a chain of wounds into 

the wall. When she came across the picture of the two of them, hanging in the centre 

of the hall, she stopped and threw down the chair. She remembered the beach in 

Ireland. They were both smiling. Her red winter scarf was bunched beneath her neck 

and his head was close to hers, his forehead shape just beginning to change as his 

hairline receded. She wrenched it from the wall and made a tour of the rooms, 

gathering any other pictures she could find. She took the old memory cards from the 

desk in the box room and removed the one in use from the digital camera. Returning 

to the kitchen, she put on her slippers and carried her bundle out into the garden. 

 It was late autumn, and the morning sky was predictably, stubbornly, 

uniformly grey. From somewhere unseen, a jet could be heard making its way 

through the gloom, the sound reverberating between the houses. The tall slats of the 

fence which blocked out the other gardens had turned the colour of apricot flesh. 

Sarah went over to the shed and dumped the pile of pictures onto the grass next to 

the rotary airer. A lone spider was working its way across the washing lines, 

struggling amongst the glassy spheres of dew. She carried the barbecue out of the 

shed and went back to rifle through the shelves until she found the matches and 

lighter fluid. The barbecue was greasy and beginning to rust. She filled it with the 

pictures and the memory cards and gave them all a liberal soaking with the lighter 
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fluid. The fire burnt with a foul black smoke and was soon over. She went back into 

the shed, leaving the shrivelled and sooty remains still smouldering. Emerging with a 

toolbox and hand saw, she returned to the house.  

 At the foot of the stairs, Sarah readied the saw and began to drag it 

backwards and forwards across one of the rungs of the bannister. It was harder work 

than she had expected, and she gave up after the first rung, feeling a trickle of sweat 

running down her upper arm inside her dressing gown. She took the heaviest of the 

hammers from the toolbox and went into the living room to work on the television set 

instead. It left the screen with a crazing of savage and oddly beautiful cracks that 

reminded her of frozen puddles. She went back into the kitchen and took out the 

flour, sugar and the jars of pulses and scattered them around, opening a few tins of 

beans and chopped tomatoes and adding them to the mess. She threw the plates 

and bowls at the worktop one by one, where they smashed and spread across the 

floor in jagged white shards. She finished by upturning the cutlery drawer over the 

confused and multi-coloured landscape she had created. On her way up to the 

bathroom, she passed the toolbox and noticed the utility knife sitting amongst the 

screwdrivers. With a few gratifying slashes, the three piece suite was ruined and the 

snowy innards bulged out like some strange and alarming fungus.  

 When she had showered and wrapped her hair and body in twin towels, 

Sarah switched on the mirror light and began to cleanse her face.  

How long had it been? It was his phone that had given it away. He was 

spending too long texting, always saying it was for work, never once leaving the 

phone alone and taking it with him to the bathroom at night. It was only when he 

came back from a night drinking with friends and passed out on the sofa that she 
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was able to ease it from his pocket without disturbing him. He was too careless to 

have changed the code and too drunk to have noticed the sobbing from upstairs. 

Looking back, there must have been times when he had slept with both of them on 

the same day.  

She smoothed her eyebrows with the brush and began applying her mascara. 

When she was dressed, she sat on the bed and opened her laptop. Her gym 

membership was already cancelled, and she had taken care of all the bills and the 

council tax. The gym she hated anyway. Her accounts were a worry but there was 

nothing set to arrive at the house for a good while. The rest of her phone contract 

had been paid off and it was set to close at the end of the week. It was lucky the rent 

was in his name. Her manager had been startled when she had handed in her 

resignation, and she felt bad about feigning illness whilst she worked out her notice 

period. She did not want to think about her colleagues and friends. Gill had sent her 

a message that morning asking if she was feeling any better, to which she had not 

replied. Now she set to work on her online self, deleting her social media accounts 

and changing her email password just to be sure, whilst blocking him and his work 

address. When she was finished, she packed the laptop away with the rest of her 

things and collected her belongings from the bathroom, pausing only to tip his 

aftershave and the stink of him down the sink. 

 She vaguely remembered the girl from one of the office parties he had made 

her attend. She could not remember much, having spent her time as she usually did 

at such events, feeling uncomfortable and self-conscious in one of the cocktail 

dresses Michael liked her to wear and being led around the room for him to show her 

off to each of his colleagues. She had not slept well these last few nights, lying 
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awake with him asleep next to her, thinking of the evenings they had spent in each 

other’s arms on the sofa, his free hand texting just out of sight. 

 With the last of her things by the front door, Sarah hunted through the desk for 

a pen. She chose the chunkiest black marker she could find and pulled off the lid. 

There was an adequately pungent smell of solvent. As she walked down the stairs 

for the last time, she held the pen against the wall and dragged out a thick and wavy 

black line. Downstairs, she selected an untouched section of hallway wall and wrote 

‘Fuck you Michael’ in large and jagged letters. She then extracted his phone from 

where she had hidden it behind the corner cabinet and switched it on. It was still 

working. She had lied to him, telling him that someone had texted her saying they 

had found his phone and that they were coming round to drop it off with him this 

evening. Scrolling through the lurid messages to the girl listed only as K, she located 

the picture she was looking for. It seemed the girl had taken it herself for Michael. 

She could only be eighteen or nineteen. She was pouting at the camera, her eyes 

heavily made-up and her free arm cupping her exposed breasts. Sarah attached the 

picture to a new email and addressed it to Michael’s work email group, along with his 

manager. With the picture sent, she fetched the hammer from the living room and 

thumped at the phone on the hallway floor until the screen disappeared in a web of 

cracks and the frame began to warp. 

 Sarah’s Nissan Micra was parked outside in one of the numbered bays. She 

loaded her things into the car, stopping when she noticed a figure watching her from 

a window across the cul-de-sac. She stared back until the figure retreated from view. 

When she was ready, she closed the heavy plastic front door, slipping the key from 

her keyring afterwards and posting it through the letter box. Once inside the car, she 

adjusted the seat and rear-view mirror, out of ritual rather than necessity; she was 
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the only person who ever drove it. As she pulled away from the houses and signalled 

to join the road beyond, she turned over her preparations in her mind. She was 

anxious not to have missed anything. Her body operated the car unconsciously. She 

was vaguely aware of a roundabout, some other cars, a set of lights and then 

another roundabout. When she became truly aware that she was driving, she was 

already moving at speed amongst traffic along the dual carriageway. She watched 

the underside of a jet flying low over the road and began to count the concrete arcs 

of the bridges passing overhead. There was the familiar noise of the car engine and 

something else. There was another noise, seemingly louder and closer to her. Like 

the flooding back of awareness upon waking, she suddenly understood that she was 

crying. 

When she was seventeen, four years on from her grandma’s death, her 

grandpa had followed her grandma to the grave. Michael was twenty-three at the 

time. He was her first real, proper boyfriend. It seemed so natural considering; he 

made it all so easy. She never spent another night in her grandparents’ house after 

her grandpa died. It was Michael who held her as her grandpa’s casket was led 

away. It was he who threw her mother out of the house when she traced them 

through the Samaritans and turned up at their doorstep in tearful contrition, only to 

be later found upstairs in the bedroom, pocketing what valuables she could find. It 

was Michael who could deal with her one cold aunt – whom she despised – better 

than she was ever able to. 

 Turning on to the motorway, she felt it all beginning to grip her. For the first 

time, she felt doubt tugging at her like a snagged thread. She wanted to go to him. 

She asked herself what she was doing with a car full of clothes and a sleeping bag, 
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going who knows where. She drove on, moving closer towards no real destination 

but towards something else, something old and half-remembered. 

 

Sarah climbed the uniform grass slope of the bank until she could see out onto the 

motorway. The cutting pulsed with the movement of vehicles streaming left and right. 

The air was sour. Giant lorries were churning the grey sediment at the roadside into 

convulsions of dust. Nearby, directions were suspended from an overhead gantry 

above the passing traffic, and she read the names of the cities of the north and west 

which were picked out in white lettering on the blue boards. London and the Home 

Counties were behind her now. She stood for a while, watching the unknown faces 

moving in and out of her life, seeing the families seated together and imagining the 

words they were speaking. It was all too big to even begin to try and take in. She 

watched the cars passing instead.  

Sarah had never lived anywhere other than the garden city in which she had 

been born. She and Michael had taken a year out to go travelling, but otherwise her 

only experience had been administrative work at the same firm of consultants for 

whom she had worked since she was eighteen. She had planned to go to university, 

but her grandpa’s death came just before.  

Looking out over the moving traffic, she waited for it all to fit into place, to 

have a way written clear and safe in front of her. She closed her eyes, trying to see 

it, but nothing came, just an arbitrary memory of the estate she had lived in as a child 

and the passageway between the houses, echoing with her footsteps and sprouting 

with the sunburst heads of dandelions. 
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Back down the slope behind her, a woman was sitting at one of the picnic 

benches with her two children, the three of them wrapped tightly in coats and 

scarves. Sarah was aware of the woman glancing over occasionally. Seeing Sarah 

climb the slope must have set off some sort of maternal warning signal in her. It 

made Sarah uncomfortable, and she headed back towards the building. 

She was at one of the service stations on the motorway through the Midlands. 

Intending only to use the facilities, she had found herself unable to continue and had 

lingered there for what had now been over an hour. It felt as if it were all some sort of 

bluff; that she was just waiting for someone to break through, to tell her everything 

was fine and she should come home. She checked her phone again but there had 

been nothing from Gill since the message that morning.  

They had been seeing less of each other recently. Gill worked in an office two 

streets away from Sarah and they used to meet regularly for lunch or coffee after 

work. Six months ago, Gill had met Tony on a night out. He was a manager at one of 

the units at the business park on the edge of town, was a good number of years 

older and had a richly toned voice that sounded to Sarah as if he were advertising 

desserts with every sentence. He and Gill were gripped by the first flush of love and 

had become inseparable. Every conversation she now had with Gill would return 

eventually and inevitably to him. She was happy for her though. At first the four of 

them had gone out together at weekends but Michael would always drink too much 

and fall asleep at the pub table, while Gill and Tony, uninhibited through drink, would 

start to kiss and touch each other until the barman would say something to them. In 

the end she made excuses not to go out. When she found out about the affair, she 

instinctively wanted to go to Gill, but it felt wrong somehow, as if she would be soiling 

Gill’s good fortune with her own unhappiness. What once would have been natural 
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now seemed awkward and intrusive. She did not want to burden Gill with it all, to 

have the three of them sharing a bathroom, to be sleeping each night on their sofa. It 

was better to leave them alone. 

The concourse was crowded, and the automatic doors were kept open with a 

constant file of patrons coming in or going back out to the car park beyond. The 

place was as brightly lit as if it were midnight. The tables in the cafés and fast food 

outlets were mostly full. Those unoccupied were piled with used coffee cups and 

empty sandwich packets. Long, disgruntled queues of people stretched from the 

counters, and half-complete families waited outside the toilets, their children running 

between them or swinging from their parents’ arms. Unable to feel any hunger but 

conscious of the need for food, Sarah entered the one over-priced convenience store 

where she picked up a basket and joined the milling crowd of shoppers. Barely 

conscious of her decisions, her hand reached for each item and placed it into the 

basket. 

Gill was easily Sarah’s closest friend. They had known each other since the 

early years of secondary school, infuriating her grandpa with the many hours they 

spent on the phone. They had shared their first packet of stolen cigarettes together, 

the two of them had vomited Archers and lemonade across the patio at Dan 

Withershaw’s house party and they had both lost their virginity within a week of each 

other. Gill had been with her in the hospital as they watched her grandma slip away 

and had called the ambulance the day her grandpa collapsed. She was as much 

family as Michael was. It had not been easy these last few days, trying to keep what 

had happened from her. Without Gill, there was little worth salvaging. Better to scrub 

it out, to wipe the slate clean and start again.  
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‘Can I interest you in a loyalty card?’ the man said. 

‘Sorry?’ she replied. She was at the checkout and already had her purse in 

her hand. 

‘Can I interest you in a loyalty card?’ the man repeated. He smiled kindly at 

her. She could not remember getting to the checkout. A woman waiting next to her 

tutted loudly.  

‘No,’ she said finally. ‘No, thank you.’ 

When she was back at the car, she placed the plastic bag of shopping behind 

her seat and called Gill again. There was still no answer. She sat for a while, fiddling 

absently with the indicator stalk. London had been the obvious destination. She 

could lose herself there and still feel safely within reach of Gill and her other friends, 

but London was too familiar. She wanted something else, not just another place in 

her life. That was how the idea of travelling to Wales had returned. As a child she 

had holidayed there a few times with her grandparents, staying at the same caravan 

park, right in the heart of the country. They were happy times, and she vividly 

remembered the brown pony they kept there, the walk to the waterfall and the honey 

ice cream they sold at the park shop. Now, sitting alone in her car by the side of the 

M6, the idea of driving out to Wales based on a few holidays she had had as a child 

seemed ridiculous. She was anxious to be moving somewhere, though, and was 

thoroughly sick of the service station. Feeling that she had no choice but to continue, 

she reached over for the road atlas to double-check the junction she needed for the 

route west. Driving out of the car park and onto the slip road, she checked the fuel 

gauge again and began to pick up speed, ready to re-join the motorway. 
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She travelled on with the flow of traffic, trying the radio briefly before deciding 

it was too strange having voices in the car with her. The thin trees which lined the 

banks either side eventually gave way to rows of saplings standing neatly in their 

guards. Once, the road passed close to a line of pylons where wires sagged 

between towers of latticed steel. Buildings began to appear and soon the motorway 

rose above a sprawl of streets and suburbs. The houses cleared for a moment to 

reveal a cemetery crammed with the headstones of what must have been thousands 

of souls. As she drove above the city, tower blocks protruded from the mass of 

buildings and looked out at her across the many rooves. The road became busier, 

and the traffic slowed. Before the motorway headed to Manchester she turned off at 

her junction and drove on past the colossal hulk of a gasometer. When the city was 

gone and the land returned to winter fields, her phone finally sounded in her 

handbag next to her. She pulled it quickly from her bag and read the message, 

holding it out in front of her so that she could glance between it and the road. 

Hi hun. How you doing? Sorry for not answering. We’ve had clients in all day. 

Will call you when I get out tho could be a bit late. Speak to you soon. Love you. G 

xxxx 

The relief spread through her until her fingers trembled on the steering wheel. 

She would pull over as soon as she could. She could decide exactly what she would 

say whilst she waited for Gill. She could turn around then and head back. What did it 

matter if she had to stay with Gill awhile? The whole idea of leaving had been 

absurd. This was the end of it; she was going home. 
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2 

 

The annual race from the clock tower at Hen Gaer to the summit of the Fan was 

older than living memory, which for the people of the surrounding valleys, meant it 

was as old as a thing could be. Held during carnival week, the race took its runners 

from the valley floor, over the river and across the fields of Maesteg farm, before 

climbing steeply through the woods up the side of the mynd to the trig point on Fan 

summit and back. Evan’s father had run it and his father’s father and that was all the 

reason he needed to join in every year without fail. At his age, the men had grown 

used to being beaten by their sons and the young men all sped past him now. Of the 

farmers of his generation, he was the last from his valley still to run. He was 

unbeaten by the mynd itself at least, and in any case, he had no son who could run 

in his stead. Though it was many months until the race next year, Evan would make 

sure that he was ready. 

 The hills around were pale and chilled with the season’s light. The bracken 

had fallen into rust, leaving only the broken stalks still standing, covering swathes of 

the hillside like embers raked across the land. A cold wind was blowing from the 

mountains to the north. The flowers on the gorse clung brown and papery to their 

hosts like the moulted remains of insects. As he ran, Evan breathed bursts of vapour 

into the cold air. He was following his standard route up the bryn which served as a 

training run and which gave him the gratifying experience of being able to survey 

most of his land. His father had taken the same route when he trained. He 

remembered being carried some of the way on his father’s shoulders when he was 

small. More often he remembered him running with one of the lambs slung over his 
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shoulders instead, the two sets of legs gripped in each hand like the straps of a 

rucksack. Nearing the summit of the hill, Evan felt his throat sore with exertion, as if 

a piece of the gorse had been crammed down his windpipe. Farmers were not as fit 

as they were, he thought. Everything was done on quad bikes these days. Reaching 

the smooth roof of the hill, he felt the relief in his legs as the gradient slackened. To 

his left, the moor stretched blankly and steadily away into the distance. Looking out 

and across the valley, he could see the old castle mound, bare and silhouetted 

against the sky. Built by a king the people had long forgotten and whose name he 

could not pronounce, it held no interest for him, though it had looked down on his 

farm forever. 

 He began his descent, feeling the strain in his knees and the pressure 

building in his lower back. Hafod Farm opened up beneath him. He kept a close eye 

on the ground in front but afforded himself the occasional glance over and across to 

the clustered buildings of his fiefdom. The farm was dominated by two great sheds, 

whose mighty corrugated frames overshadowed the smaller and older buildings 

opposite. At the head of the courtyard was the farmhouse proper, a thin curl of wood-

smoke leaking almost invisibly from the aged chimney above it. On the other side 

from the sheds were the old barn and stables, at the end of which, plastic-wrapped 

bales of silage had been stacked high against the brickwork. At the far end of the 

farmyard was the track which led away from the farm and to the valley road below. A 

little way from the gate, under the shelter of the drovers’ pines, was a small white 

cottage that had once been the original farmhouse. 

 When he drew near the steep bank that dropped into the farmyard, the collies 

ran out and up the slope to meet him. Excited by his running, the two dogs kept pace 

at an even distance from him, their bodies keen and alert for his command. He 
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slowed as he drew level with the farmhouse and finally stopped, leaning against the 

wall with his palms pressed against it. His shoulders flexed with the force of his 

breathing, but he resisted any urge to sound his relief. He did not want Sioned to 

hear him exhausted; it was not worth the bother. The dogs watched him as he felt 

the stretch, deep and painful within his legs. He left them waiting and went into the 

house.  

Flushed with the exercise, the house felt uncomfortably hot to him at first. 

Sioned was busy loading the washing machine. The door was open to the utility 

room and he could see her at the other end of the corridor on her hands and knees. 

In the dim light of the windowless room, he could make out the length of her back 

rising and falling as she pushed each armful of clothes into the machine. She was a 

full inch taller than Evan, with slender but deceptively powerful limbs. Her hair 

retained some of its colour so that in certain lights it seemed youthful and flaxen and 

in others it was white with age. Strands of it had worked themselves loose from 

where she had tied it back and she was having to brush them behind her ears as she 

bent over to scoop up the clothing. She glanced up at him for a moment, then carried 

on with her work. He steadied himself against the coats hung up in the corridor and 

pulled off his trainers.  

 ‘Are you having a shower?’ she asked, directing the question into the drum of 

the machine.  

 ‘Is there water enough?’ he called back. 

 ‘Should be.’ 

 Evan went into the kitchen. Two places were laid at one end of the long 

wooden table. A bowl of fruit broke up the unused space at the other end, its 
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contents slightly withered. He picked up a couple of logs from the stack by the hearth 

and opened the door to the range. There was wood enough aflame in the hot, 

blackened compartment but he threw the logs in anyway and closed the door. 

Sioned had wanted the range converted to oil and it was true that this would likely 

work out cheaper and would certainly be more practical. Evan was too attached to 

how he had always known it however, and besides, he liked to feed its belly of fire. It 

seemed to him like the beating heart of the house, of the farm even. It always kept 

on going, burning without rest as they slept. Many a cold newborn lamb had been 

saved in the warm womb of its lower compartment. The fire filled the pipes with hot 

life and the water pulsed though the rooms of the house. 

  Sioned came into the kitchen. 

 ‘The Renault won’t start again,’ she said.  

 ‘Oh,’ he said.  

 She filled a glass with water from the tap and handed it to him. 

 ‘I’ll start it from the landy now,’ he said. 

 ‘It needs a new battery. Can you get one from Elwyn?’ 

 ‘They’re pricey.’ 

 ‘I know they’re pricey,’ she said, her tone changing. ‘Do you know why they’re 

pricey? It’s because the car’s so old they don’t make them like that anymore.’ She 

leant against the worktop and faced him across the table. ‘Evan, that car costs us 

more in repairs than a car twice the price would’ve done.’ 

 ‘We can’t afford a new car,’ he said without thinking. She stared back at him, 

and he looked away and at the fruit on the table instead.  
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 ‘Well, you know what I think,’ she said. ‘There could be easy money there.’ 

She nodded towards the window which looked out towards the cottage. ‘Talking of 

which, I’ve got some paint off Siân; it’s a nice enough colour.’ 

 ‘All right,’ he said. ‘It’s still a waste of time. Who’s going to want a cottage up 

here?’ 

 ‘Well, no one with the state it’s in. It could be a holiday let or something with 

some work. Where are you going?’ she asked him. He was making his way out.  

 ‘To have that shower,’ he said over his shoulder. She called to him as he 

climbed the stairs. 

 ‘Evan!’ 

 ‘Yeah, yeah,’ he shouted. ‘I’ll go and have a look at it in a bit.’ 

 

What light there had been was fading now. Above him, the trees were quiet and still 

and the branches looked down at him darkly from the pines. The cottage was a low, 

stone-walled building that had been set into the slope of the hillside so that the 

chimney was barely the height of the levelled out farmyard above it. Its rough, 

whitewashed walls glowed coldly under the trees. Evan picked his way down to it 

until he was out of sight of the farmhouse and its one illuminated window where 

Sioned was preparing the dinner. At the doorway of the cottage, he drew out a long, 

old-fashioned key from his coat pocket and let himself inside. 

 He knew how bad things were with the farm, but he could not see past the 

way he had always known it. It was Sioned that always came out with the ideas: 

renewable energy, free range eggs, or a stall at the farmers market in the Marches. 
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Some were working well; others had never got off the ground. In her mind the 

cottage was an untapped opportunity for extra income, sitting unused and gathering 

damp at the bottom of the farm. The place had been unoccupied for many years 

now. There had been little interest since it had first been advertised. One or two 

individuals had been up to look around, but none had returned. Evan’s nain was the 

last to have lived in it. She had died a few years back, well into her nineties. They 

had wanted to take her back into the farmhouse, but she would not leave the 

cottage. 

He stopped just inside and stared into the blackness, half expecting her to 

emerge lovingly from the ancestral dusk of the hallway. The lightbulb burst into life 

with the thump of the heavy switch next to him. It was colder than he remembered it. 

Age had turned the primrose patterned wallpaper into a smudgy, custard mess which 

was now lifting from the walls.  

Ever since the farmhouse had been built, generations of the Bowens had 

retired to the cottage. Each inheriting son had brought his new bride to live at the 

farmhouse until gradually, as the space grew cramped with the coming children, the 

elder farmer and his wife would move out and into the cottage below. Much had 

changed in the lives of the Bowens since this rite was fist established. Engines had 

arrived, new breeds had been embraced and the old language had vanished from 

their tongues. That the original builders had buried a horse’s head beneath the 

cottage doorway was remembered by no one. Evan’s nain had died knowing that this 

tradition of the generations had at last been broken. The knowledge of this returned 

to Evan now, certain and painful, as he stood there in the gloom. He needed to get 

out of the cottage. He would make an excuse, another one. The yellow corridor 

moved swiftly past him, and the key turned once more in the lock. He came away 
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from the building preoccupied, his mind working through what he would say when 

asked. He knew he could not hold out indefinitely, but for now at least, he was 

determined he would not go back inside. 

 

The following afternoon was calmer. The hawthorn on the hill’s summit was still, 

holding out its bare boughs and showing the wind-written curves of its branches. 

Ewes were grazing along the open slopes, feeling the first stirrings of this year’s 

young inside them. Evan was busy repairing one of the farm’s many fences. The old 

wire lay next to him, deformed and useless, rolled loosely together and sprouting 

locks of captured wool, like the cotton-grass which flowered on the moorland above. 

He had driven in a fresh line of fence posts and was squatting in front of one of them, 

hammering in staples to secure the final section of wire. He heard a mewing high 

above him and looked up. A kite was wheeling slowly through the still air, its 

crossbow-shaped body dark against the sky. He watched it for a while, gliding 

silently, making only the faintest of movements with its forked tail. Kites did not 

bother him. They took mostly carrion and the occasional rabbit kit, which was always 

a favour. A kite would often have to wait its turn to feed, needing the raven and its 

dagger-beak to break open the flesh of anything larger. Ravens were a different 

matter; he would shoot them on sight. A raven would set to work on a lamb or even 

an upturned ewe, starting always by pecking out the eyes. A further two kites now 

appeared. As he watched the first pass overhead, he leant back to steady himself, 

forgetting the handful of fence staples in his fist. He gave a yelp and scattered the 

contents of his hand. One of the staples remained, embedded in his finger. He pulled 

it out and the blood ran bright and smooth into his sleeve. Making a fist again, he 

watched the blood seep out from between his fingers and waited for the bleeding to 
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stop. He finished pinning the rest of the wire, using only the thumb and forefinger of 

his injured hand.  

When he got back, the kitchen was hot and steamy with the savoury smells of 

boiling vegetables and roasting meat. His insides began to fidget with hunger. 

Sioned looked round from the sink and at his hand. 

‘What have you done?’ she said. She was first to notice his injuries, 

sometimes even before him. 

‘My hand,’ he said and held it out for her. She dried her hands with a tea towel 

and took down the green medical box that was kept on top of one of the cupboards. 

They both sat down. The fruit bowl was gone, and the table was fully laid. He opened 

his hand for her, and she began to silently clean the wound. 

‘Smells good,’ he said. She was deep in concentration and did not answer. 

Her fingers looked pink and raw, and the backs of her hands were mottled lightly with 

age. She selected a dressing from the medical box and then there was the sound of 

a car stopping at the gate. 

‘They’re here,’ she said, brightening. He tried to look out, but the windows 

were too steamed to see them arriving. She wound a bandage hurriedly round the 

dressing. He began to protest but there was the slamming of car doors and the high, 

insistent voice of a child out in the farmyard. The door opened without a knock. 

‘Hiya, Mam, Dad,’ Ceri called from the hallway. Rachel ran into the kitchen, 

not yet table height, carrying a scruffy soft toy that had once been the shape of an 

animal but had since been worn unrecognisable. The kitchen was suddenly filled 

with greetings and kisses. Richard came in behind them and nodded. 

‘All right,’ he said. 
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‘All right, young Richard,’ Evan said. ‘I’ve got some cider for you. The good 

stuff.’ 

‘Cheers, Evan.’ 

‘What have you done now, Dad?’ Ceri asked.  

‘I’ve . . .’ Evan looked down at his hand. ‘What have you done, woman?’ His 

finger was now obscured in a thick sock of bandage. Sioned giggled. 

‘Your dad’s got himself a piercing,’ she said. ‘Thinks he’s trendy now.’ Evan 

held up his injured finger. 

‘And just how am I supposed to get any work done with this comedy bandage 

on?’  

The four of them laughed and Rachel looked up at the swollen, white finger. 

Evan wagged it at her. Sioned smiled at him. It seemed easier somehow with 

everyone here. They sat down to eat, and Evan carved from the joint as Sioned 

served the vegetables, his bandaged finger sticking out at an angle, unused.  

When the meal was over, they left Richard in the kitchen to drink his cider. He 

was a scrawny young man with an olive complexion that made him look more Italian 

than Welsh. Evan had never guessed his daughter would marry one of the Powells; 

the boys were known to get themselves into a bit of trouble every now and again. 

Richard was the better-looking one and could certainly turn on the charm when he 

needed to. Evan knew he’d had a good hiding once or twice from a few lads and he 

could guess the reason why. The Powells had a good farm though, and Ceri seemed 

besotted with him, which, as Sioned said, was all that mattered. 

Sioned sat down in the living room and lifted her granddaughter onto her 

knee. She opened a book with her, and Rachel pointed at the animals inside and told 

Sioned their names.  
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‘Let’s have a dance then, Dad,’ Ceri said. He complained, but she ignored him 

and went over to the record player. It was old and chunky, with a heavy lid made of 

grey plastic. 

‘You haven’t heard of iPhones then?’ she said, flicking through the worn 

records on the shelf. 

‘Rubbish,’ he said. ‘Those records are older than you and they’re still going.’ 

‘I know,’ she said. ‘How much was this one, two shillings and six pence?’ She 

pulled out the record and set it turning on the record player. Evan groaned. 

‘Not Spandau Ballet.’ 

‘Come on, Dad,’ Ceri said and took hold of his waist. 

‘I wish I’d never bought this all those years ago,’ he said.  

‘Slow dance,’ she said and mimed the lyrics exaggeratedly in front of his face. 

She was his brother’s build, ruddy and plump, but her eyes were her mother’s.  

The book had not lasted long, and Rachel was now wriggling and chittering on 

Sioned’s lap as she tickled her. Ceri rested her head on his shoulder as they danced. 

Her hair gave off the same fresh sweetness that had gone from her room upstairs. 

He felt the struggle go out of him, as if he needed nothing, only the nearness of her. 

All things became good and right in the farm, and the farm was the world. He pushed 

everything else away and went on holding her, warm and happy in his arms. 
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3 

 

 

Sarah tore open the sandwich packet and bit into the chilled bread. She could not 

remember being hungrier. Her phone was out and ready on the seat next to her. She 

had stopped the car not far from the motorway, next to a line of railings demarking 

what looked like the grounds of a country estate. Beyond the rows of black iron were 

smooth contours of grass and the neatly spaced trees of an avenue leading gently 

away. As she ate, she imagined how Gill was going to react. However kind and 

thoughtful she was, her temper was legendary and anticipating her fury gave Sarah 

a quickening thrill. She played out the conversation in her mind, planning how she 

would relay each detail and picturing how Gill would respond. When the sandwich 

was finished, she tilted back her seat and closed her eyes, willing the call to come 

soon. It was quiet but for the distant boiling of the motorway behind her and the 

vehicles that passed occasionally, rocking the car with their closeness. Maybe she 

could still go to London. Work would be relatively easy to find there. She wondered 

how she might get a reference for a place of her own. She was forming an image of 

what her flat might look like when the phone finally rang, making her start even 

though she was expecting it. The number was Michael’s temporary phone. She 

ended the call immediately, but the number called again. 

 ‘Shit,’ she said aloud. She had never had to block a number before and she 

tried searching how it was done, but the number kept calling and interrupting her. 

She switched off the phone and watched the screen go blank. Her throat pulsed with 

the quickening of her blood. She drank some water and tried to calm down, counting 

out seven minutes on the clock on her dashboard. When she was ready, she 
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switched on the phone. Several missed calls and an answerphone message came 

up in red, but it did not ring. She blew out her cheeks and wound down the car 

window for some air. A minute later, Gill rang. 

 ‘Oh, thank Christ,’ Sarah said. ‘Hi.’  

 ‘Hiya, hun, how you doing?’ Gill asked. Sarah felt herself welling up at the 

sound of her voice. 

 ‘Not so good,’ she said. 

 ‘Oh, sweetheart, are you really unwell? Have you been to the doctors? Do you 

want me to come round?’ 

 ‘No, no, no. I’m fine.’ 

 ‘You don’t sound fine. Where’s Michael, is he looking after you?’  

 Sarah drew in a deep breath. ‘I’m not at home,’ she said. The phone was 

quiet for a moment. 

 ‘What do you mean you’re not at home?’ Gill asked. 

 ‘I’m in Telford, or Shropshire I think.’ 

 ‘You what? Shropshire?’ 

 ‘Yeah.’ Again, there was a pause. 

 ‘What are you doing there? Is Michael with you?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘But . . . what . . . why?’ 

 ‘I drove here. I’m . . . moving out.’ 
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 ‘Moving out, why? Is it Michael?’  

 Sarah waited a moment before replying. ‘He’s been seeing someone else.’ 

 She expected the words to linger for a moment, like a bell reverberating, but 

Gill replied immediately. ‘That what’s-her-name from his work?’ she said. 

 ‘You knew?’ 

 ‘No, no, I didn’t know. So, he has been. The bastard. The little shit. I knew it.’ 

 ‘What do you mean? You did know or you didn’t know?’ she asked. 

 ‘Well, I had my suspicions. Oh, Sarah, I’m so sorry. After all this time.’ 

 ‘What do you mean your suspicions? When? How?’ 

 ‘Just something Tony said. Why are you in Shropshire? Why there? Why 

haven’t you come over?’ 

 ‘What?’ said Sarah. ‘What did Tony say? When? Why didn’t you tell me?’ Her 

voice was high and desperate. 

 ‘Oh, nothing,’ Gill said. ‘He just thought he saw something. That girl. God, 

have you got your stuff? What’s happening?’ 

 ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Sarah asked. 

 ‘What, there was nothing to tell, I just thought–’ 

 ‘You just thought what?’ she interrupted. 

 ‘Well, I didn’t know for sure.’ 

 ‘It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter. Whatever Tony saw, whatever it was, you 

should’ve told me!’ 
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 ‘Sarah, I didn’t know anything. It could’ve just been nothing.’ 

 ‘But why didn’t you tell me? What did Tony see? When?’  

 There was silence for a moment, then Gill began to mumble a reply. ‘It was 

just . . . I just thought I didn’t want to upset you if it was nothing.’ 

 ‘Well, did you find out? Were you going to tell me anything at all?’  

 ‘Yes, yes. Sometime. If I found out more. It’s just we’ve been so busy. I 

thought it might all be nothing. What was the point in worrying you if it was just 

nothing? Sarah? Sarah?’ 

 She had already taken the phone away from her ear. Slowly, mechanically, 

she switched it off and put it away in her bag, then sat there, very still. Twilight was 

coming. Rooks were clattering among the branches of the naked trees. It was some 

time before she restarted the car and drove away back to the motorway. She 

continued on her miserable course, aware only of the lights of the cars ahead, not 

noticing the knurled border of hills beginning to take shape in the distance. Before 

long the motorway came to an end and the road crossed a great river, moving coolly 

under the alders below. With the light fading, she passed close to the town of 

Penbury, and in the chain of roundabouts surrounding it found the road she needed 

into Wales, signposted simply to Powispoole.  

 Having spoken to Gill, she felt she understood now. It was a malicious and 

comprehensive betrayal, planned and carried out by those closest to her. Everyone 

was lying to her; they were two-faced cowards, all of them. Those moments when 

she felt most lonely, they were the truth. She did not need them, any of them. She 

knew if her grandpa were here, he would say you have to look after yourself in this 

life. From now on, that was all she was going to do. The dream of her father, 
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whoever he was, riding in on his white charger and scooping her up, was long, long, 

long dead. Her mother was the last person she wanted to see and was probably 

dead anyway, a needle hanging out of her arm or something similar. She understood 

now: she was alone. 

 Ahead of her, the land had distorted into long swellings of hills, standing blue 

and cold above the fields. A group of them had clustered together to form a ridge like 

the knuckles of a giant hand. The road was leading her towards them and began to 

undulate softly as the pastures folded themselves into ever higher mounds. The sun 

had passed out of view and the sky blushed behind the risen ground. When she 

came close to the cluster of hills, she saw woods like darkness painted onto the 

slopes, and the road turned away and began to descend towards a broad valley. She 

was surprised to see the road signs had changed. Each of them now appeared with 

what looked like an arbitrary cluster of consonants. She must have crossed the 

border and missed the sign. She had expected something more obvious. On the far 

side of the valley glowed the lights of Powispoole. Before it was the river, just visible. 

It had spread itself here and there across the floodplain, covering the fields and 

leaving trees stranded in pools of quicksilver. 

Sarah drove on for another half hour or so until the valley narrowed, and she 

found herself squeezed amongst the traffic of Marcherton. She made her mind up to 

stop and turned off for the town centre, parking under the lights of the main street to 

pore over the road map. The caravan park they had stayed in when she was a child 

was called something like Reedy Bennock. She had tried searching the internet for it, 

days earlier but had found nothing like it. The road map she had was too small a 

scale and when she tried searching for it again on her phone it loaded the same 

results, only very slowly. From a pub across the street came the regular thump of a 
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house beat. A pair of teenage girls clopped past her car in high heels, the bare flesh 

on their legs blotchy with the cold and their arms folded tightly across their chests. A 

group of boys dressed nearly identically in jeans and check shirts followed close 

behind. She got out of the car and went into the one convenience store that was 

open. What she wanted was a drink. As she had no choice but to drive, she bought 

some cigarettes and a lighter instead. The man serving was not what she expected. 

He spoke in a thick West Midlands accent and had the letters W.B.A. tattooed in 

fading ink on his forearm. 

‘Sorry, do you know where Reedy Bennock Caravan Park is at all, please?’ 

she asked. 

‘No,’ the man said, simply. 

‘Okay, thanks.’ 

Outside, she unwrapped the cigarettes and lit one. She had not smoked for 

years and would only occasionally get a craving, usually after a glass of red wine. 

The taste and sensation were both vile and not at all as she remembered. She 

carried on, but by the time she was halfway through had already begun worrying 

about cancer. She stubbed it out and threw the nearly full packet into the nearest bin. 

A man was eating chips in the open doorway of a kebab shop a few doors down. He 

paused for a moment to watch her cross back over the street, then went back to his 

chips. Except for the man, the street was deserted. The place seemed no different 

from any of the smaller towns back in England. It was just as dreary, only colder. 

She got back into the car and turned the heater to maximum. There had not been 

any hotels as she drove in, and it did not look like the sort of place that would have a 

youth hostel. Bed and breakfast was a possibility but she could not face going into a 
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stranger’s home. As she drove out of town, over a bridge and into the night, she felt 

she could not even cry. It took energy to be sad and she had none. There was 

nothing there save for the taste of stale tobacco in her mouth and the hedgerows at 

either side, lit by the sweep of the headlamps. 

 

Spending the night in the car was far more uncomfortable than she had imagined 

and much, much colder. She tried lying on the back seats but got a cramp in one of 

her legs. Instead, she took to slouching in the driver’s seat in her sleeping bag. The 

pedals and steering wheel were a nuisance, but she found she needed to switch on 

the engine occasionally for a blast of warmth from the fan heater.  She made it a rule 

to do this only when she could see her breath again in the light from her phone. The 

road map was somewhere in the passenger footwell, thrown there in annoyance 

when she had grown tired of looking up the names of the villages. They were mostly 

long, yet somehow all similar. After an hour or so of driving in the dark she had given 

up and had just continued on aimlessly. The roads had become smaller, the villages 

fewer and the last turning she remembered taking had been signposted ‘narrow 

mountain road’. They were all around her now, the mountains. She could feel them 

more than she could see them. In the end she had parked in a gravel car park, next 

to a concrete block of toilets. Hers was the only vehicle there. 

 At twenty to midnight, she could not hold on any longer and made a dash to 

the toilets again by the light of the phone. They were dismal and stinking and 

cobwebbed with daddy longlegs. When she emerged, she stopped to take a few 

breaths from the thickening mist. It was cool and sweetly moist in her nostrils. A fox 

called somewhere further down the valley, then something else that she did not 
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recognise. She clambered back into the car and shivered in her sleeping bag until 

she was warm again. They had reached the caravan park via a long mountain lane; 

she remembered that much. She tried to picture the turnoff leading to it, but her tired 

mind remembered only a vent full of flies near the floor of their caravan and Grandpa 

spraying something into it until the buzzing stopped. Exhausted, and with the heater 

still running, she finally fell asleep. 

 When she woke it was not as dark. In the ashen light, her sleeping bag 

seemed to have changed colour. She touched her cold face with the back of her 

hand. Her nose and mouth felt like they belonged to someone else. She went to turn 

the key in the ignition. Nothing happened. 

 ‘Oh no, no, no!’ she said, turning the key quickly forward and back and 

stamping at the accelerator through her sleeping bag. ‘Oh God, Christ!’ The battery 

was utterly flat. She pressed her face into her hands. Joining a breakdown service 

had not crossed her mind. They had never had one in the past, as Michael was good 

with engines and liked to think he could do without one. She checked her phone. It 

simply said No Service. Refusing to cry, she thumped the door next to her instead 

and reached down for her boots. 

 The mist had thickened overnight. She could only see a short distance ahead 

before the view dissolved into white nothingness, and from looking at it, there was 

nothing to suggest that the road beside her continued. Her fleece felt damp as she 

zipped it up. Before she locked the car, she stuffed a few cereal bars, a water bottle 

and some other items of food into her coat pockets. Wherever help was to be found, 

she was sure it would be a long while. She set off up the road, picking up from where 

she had stalled her journey last night. There was no sound, only the scuff of her 
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boots on the tarmac. To the side of her, the bank was steep and split open in places 

to expose rock faces, moist and crumbling with the wear of water. The road climbed 

steadily, and a crash barrier appeared on its far side. She went over to it and peered 

into the drop of blankness beyond. There was no way of telling how far down it went. 

The mist seemed to be brightening, though she could see little further. With the road 

still ascending, she came eventually to a cattle grid and had to pick her way carefully 

over the greasy rungs. The crash barrier had by now been replaced by a stone wall 

and as she stopped and leant against it there was a sudden change in the air. The 

mist lifted a little, just for a moment, revealing before her the black and angular form 

of a colossal structure of stone. She was so startled, and the sight so incongruous, 

that it took a few seconds for her to understand. Drawing closer, she could just make 

out the water, pale and still behind the monstrous body of the dam. The mist crept 

slowly along its surface. She felt suddenly unsafe; there was something inhuman 

about the dam. It was so vast and silent and seemed more like the work of a god 

than any group of people. Gripped by an unexpectedly urgent desire to get out and 

above the mist, she came away from the reservoir and continued along the road. Not 

far away, there was a wooden signpost that said Llwybr Prydferth - Scenic Trail 

which pointed a finger up the bank. She crossed over the stile and followed the path 

upwards that had been worn into the grass. It was hard going and more than once 

she had to stop and rest, leaning forward with her hands on her knees. At last, the 

mist began to disperse, and the blunt summit of the slope became visible against the 

dawn. When she was finally clear of the vapour, she turned to look back at the valley 

from which she had escaped. 

 ‘Wow!’ she said out loud. She was looking out upon an ocean of white. The 

mist spread out below her in a billowing, spectral blanket, broken only by the 
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humpback peaks of the mountains that rose like islands from the swell. The horizon 

was split with coloured strata, layers of fleshy pinks bleeding into the blue canopy 

above. She took some photographs on her phone, then stood for a while to eat 

something and to watch the mists moving under the island-hills. The air made the 

food taste good. She felt a little different, though the thinking part of her knew she 

was deeply, deeply hurt. All the bitterness of yesterday was still there, but there was 

a tinge of something else. Here on the mountainside, it did not seem so bad, though 

she did not know why. As she thought about it, she stroked the back of her own 

hand. She turned away from the view and continued along the trail. 

 

When the sun had finally cleared the last of the mists from the land, Sarah had been 

walking for some time. She had left the marked trail of the mountain walk and was 

now following a footpath that descended through woodland. There was still no signal 

on her phone and she had not yet met one person along the way. The path was 

strewn with a russet slick of mouldy leaves. To her side, a stream cut a jagged 

course between the trees, the water sounding over stones then quietening again into 

shallow pools. Looking ahead, she slowed her pace. A short way from the path she 

could see the outline of a person, standing quite still with their back turned to her, 

apparently absorbed. As she came closer, she could make out that it was a woman 

wearing a pair of baggy combat trousers, her long hair hanging loose and red 

against the green of her anorak. She seemed to be running her hand over the trunk 

of the oak tree, caressing the hairy moss and the rough bark above it. Sarah stopped 

a short way from her. 
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 ‘Excuse me,’ she said. The woman made no sign that she had heard her. ‘Do 

you know where the nearest garage is?’ 

 At last, the woman turned, very slowly, and revealed her freckled face spread 

with a blissful smile. She said nothing, continuing to smile at Sarah. 

 ‘Sorry to bother you,’ Sarah said. She turned away annoyed, then noticed that 

there were other people in the wood with them. A man was standing in the water, 

further along the stream. She saw him reach down to scoop out a cupped handful of 

the water, letting it run through his fingers before bending down again to take 

another. Another woman had hold of one of the bald branches of an oak and was 

rubbing it back and forth between her fingers. Taking up the path again, Sarah 

passed close to her. As she did so, the woman brought the branch up to her face to 

smell it. She felt she must have walked into some sort of collective drug-taking 

session. Perhaps they were all tripping on mushrooms together. She was glad to be 

away from them when the trees came to an end, and the path ran instead along a 

hedgerow towards a group of houses. For the first time that day, her phone 

displayed a signal. Civilisation at last, she thought, and began searching for a 

garage. The nearest was a disappointingly long distance away, so she tried 

searching for taxi numbers instead. The footpath joined a road and she walked on 

past a pair of pebble-dashed bungalows. A Jack Russell ran out to bark at her as 

she passed one of the gates. She found a road sign that gave her a name and sat 

down on a nearby grit salt bin to call a taxi firm. The woman answering asked her to 

read the name out again. 

 ‘Oh, Neuadd Clywedog. That’s a fair while away mind. Can you wait?’ 

 ‘I’ll wait,’ she said. 
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The taxi driver was a thick set man who drove with one hand loosely on the steering 

wheel, showing the chunky gold rings on all four of his fingers. At least three gold 

chains were visible where his shirt opened, and a crest of grey chest hair rode up 

between them.  

 ‘Where to then?’ he asked as she got in beside him. The car smelt strongly of 

aftershave. 

 ‘Can you take me to a garage please?’  

The driver thought for a moment. 

 ‘I can take you to Elwyn’s place at Hen Gaer,’ he said. ‘Don’t know if he’ll be 

in today though, love.’ 

The journey took a lot longer than she expected but the driver seemed nice 

enough. He told her the numbers of each of the roads and named the places they 

led to as they crossed from one valley to another. She asked him whereabouts he 

was from. 

‘Oh, I’m from Berriew originally. I live in Llanbadarn now.’ She nodded, having 

no idea where these places were. ‘Needed to be closer to my wife’s family see.’ 

‘Is she from there?’ she asked.  

‘No, she’s from Dolau. That’s why she’s mental.’ He laughed. ‘They’re all 

mental down there.’ 

Taxi rides were commonplace for Sarah, and she and Gill had become adept 

at getting their fares reduced. Gill used a combination of haggling and outrageous 
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flirtation, but Sarah had developed a tactic of asking each driver about their 

employer, or if that did not work, their families. It usually took just a few well-placed 

questions before they were reeling off a lengthy spiel of how unjustly they were 

treated by their bosses or how their children did not respect them. Having let off 

steam, there were many occasions when the driver would reduce her fare when the 

time came for her to pay. On this occasion, getting the man onto the subject of his 

wife had set off a protracted monologue. She continued to nod as he bemoaned her 

ill-treatment of him.  

‘It’s my own fault for marrying the daughter of Gavin the Glonc. He’s dead 

now but everyone had heard of him. Used to bite the ear of his horse to make it go 

faster.’ Sarah giggled. ‘He had a dog. Called it Fire. Imagine it right, all through the 

village this man’s shouting “Fire, Fire!” whenever he’s calling for him!’ 

When they arrived at Hen Gaer, she was pleased to find that the story of 

Gavin the Glonc had saved her three pounds fifty from the fare. 

 A bell rang as she stepped into the garage office. It was a small room with no 

seating and a counter at the far side where another customer was already waiting. 

The walls had a few shabby posters for car parts and several large charts with 

tediously long lists of numbers for something. She went over to stand with the other 

customer. 

 ‘All right,’ he said. 

 ‘Hi,’ she answered. He looked away, shyly. They stood in silence, waiting, and 

the man rested his hands on the counter. His sleeves were rolled back to reveal his 

bare forearms and there was an ugly scab on one of his fingers. She thought about 

saying something, but he began to drum his fingers on the counter. He was about 
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fifty by her reckoning, weathered looking and a little short, but not unhandsome. His 

lower lip ended in a purple mark at one side. 

 ‘Here you are, Evan,’ said a voice, and a second man appeared from the 

garage and entered behind the counter. He was in his overalls and carrying a white 

box. ‘Got here yesterday,’ he said as he put the box down. 

 ‘Tidy,’ the man said. She waited while he paid the mechanic. ‘Ta, Elwyn,’ he 

said and nodded to her before leaving with the box. Elwyn then seemed to notice her 

for the first time and a puzzled expression came over his face. 

 ‘Can I help you,’ he said. Hesitantly, she began to explain what had 

happened, growing more self-conscious as she did so. Elwyn’s eyes opened wider 

with every detail she related, until they looked like they were about to escape his 

head. When she had finished, he looked overcome, as if he were about to faint 

behind the counter. 

 ‘You walked all that way?’ he asked. 

 ‘Yes,’ she said, embarrassed.  

 ‘And you want me to drive to the dam and restart your car?’ 

 ‘Is that too much?’ she said. ‘Do you know anyone else that could help?’ 

Elwyn shook his head and walked away, back into the garage. She was about to 

leave when he re-emerged behind the counter holding a set of keys. 

 ‘We’d best get going then,’ he said. ‘I’ll lock up now.’ 
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Evan knelt to inspect the carcase. The flesh at the ewe’s throat was lacerated. The 

fleece around it was dyed with blood, spreading outwards from the wound in a stain 

the colour of spilt wine.  

 ‘Yeah, same again,’ he said. ‘How many more did you say there was Bri?’ 

 ‘Nine in all,’ said Brian. He agitated the plastic plug of his hearing aid. Evan 

had known him for as long as he could remember. There was something missing in 

the water at Brian’s farm, and the bones in his ear had not developed as they should. 

He was old now, even for a farmer, and had travelled no further than Powispoole 

cattle market in all his life.  

 ‘Definitely a dog,’ Evan said. A buzzard waited above them, its breast pushed 

forward in a mid-flight belly flop, its wingtips outstretched like splayed fingers.   

 ‘It’s that John Davies it is,’ said Brian. ‘He’s the one that has the kennels. It’s 

him that breeds them.’ He jabbed a finger towards the hillside, the other side of 

which Evan knew was Davies’ farm. ‘He’s done it before. I know he has. There’s 

others that’s seen him letting them loose.’ Evan stood up and wiped his hands on his 

jacket. ‘He’s no good that John Davies,’ Brian went on. ‘He’s done it on purpose. 

He’s never liked us being here. I fought with his father before him when he was 

alive.’ 

 ‘I don’t know,’ Evan said. ‘No one saw anything, I suppose?’  

 Brian shook his head. ‘Who’s here to see but me and the ewes?’ he said. 
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 ‘Definitely a dog.’ Evan said again. ‘Maybe two. Nine dead in one morning.’ 

He shook his head. 

 ‘I know it’s that John Davies,’ Brian said. He began to cry, silently at first, then 

in long, wheezy breaths, the tears spilling over the grooves of his face. ‘I can’t go on 

like this. Thirteen thousand pounds we lost last year.’  

 Evan patted him on the shoulder. Outward displays of emotion always made 

him feel uncomfortable, unless they were from Sioned or Ceri. He wished he had 

brought Sioned with him now. 

 ‘I’ll ask around,’ he said. ‘See if anyone knows anything. Maybe have a word 

with John. Let’s go back anyway and see Gwyneira shall we?’ Brian nodded. They 

made their way down the slope to where they had left the Land Rover and drove 

back to the farmhouse.  

Brian’s yard was littered with broken plastic tubs and half empty sacks. Old 

tyres and sheets of corrugated iron were piled against rusting machinery, and the 

outbuildings were bowed and sunken with age, the shingles on their rooves foaming 

with green and mustard-coloured mosses. Inside the house, a television was playing 

loudly. Evan removed his boots by the empty shell of a grandfather clock and went 

through into the living room. Gwyneira was seated under the dresser as always, her 

head slumped asleep against the backrest of her chair and her mouth open, 

revealing her irregular teeth. Light from the vacuum tube television flickered blue 

across her face. Brian grumbled at the game show that was playing and turned the 

volume down. Gwyneira woke up and stared at Evan in confusion for a moment 

before smiling. 



40 

‘Hiya, Gwyneira,’ Evan said. He fetched himself a chair and Brian left the 

room.  

‘Hello, Evan bach,’ she said. 

‘Come to see you, I have,’ Evan said, patting the back of her hand on the 

armrest. They spoke for a while, and she asked after Sioned and the other members 

of his family in turn. He talked about anything he could think of: the farm, jogging, 

even the biscuits they had bought from the new supermarket in town, growing fearful 

of the moment when the conversation would wither away into uncomfortable silence. 

The room smelt of aqueous cream and disinfectant. Brian shouted something from 

upstairs. 

‘Eh?’ Gwyneira called back. Brian said it again, something about scissors, 

then suddenly she was gasping and fumbling for the mask beside her. She grabbed 

hold of it and pressed it to her face, hurriedly twisting the dial on the cylinder next to 

her chair. Evan looked away so as not to embarrass her. That can’t be how you’re 

supposed to use it, he thought. He could not remember what it was that she had. 

Sioned knew. Whatever it was, it was terminal. It looked it, at least. He looked over 

at the smaller, still-working clock on the far wall. It had once been his father’s and 

had hung in the hallway when he was a child; but his dad had given it to Brian in 

payment for some work a long time ago. Evan said something about needing to go 

back and Gwyneira nodded behind the mask. 

‘I’ll be back again,’ he said. ‘You look after yourself and that Brian!’ She 

waved at him with her free hand.  

It felt good to be back in the Land Rover. As he pulled away from the farm, he 

looked in the rear-view mirror and saw Brian standing in the yard, watching him go. 
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Evan blew out his cheeks and sped away down the lane. Brian was close to the 

edge of something, poor bastard. He had seen it happen before. Brian had had 

some awful luck, but then so had others. The screw was always tightening on the 

farms; it never slackened. Whatever happened, you had to push against it.  

The sound of Gwyneira struggling for breath stayed with him as he made his 

way home. He needed to clear his head. There was still enough light left for a run 

and he decided he would stop by the old railway line. He would have to run in his 

boots but that could not be helped. Turning off and up the narrow valley, he pulled 

into a passing place and took off his jacket. He ran down the slope into the trees 

below. The railway had once run through these mountains, connecting the two major 

lines of Upper Powys and linking the north of Wales with the south. All that remained 

were the stone bridges leading nowhere and the tunnels, hung with bats. He jogged 

along the ghost of the line, between the twin rows of trees. In the river below, the 

salmon had finished their fight with the falls and had made their way up into the 

mountains. If he had looked, he might have seen the otter watching him from the far 

bank before it slipped back into the water and swam noiselessly away. Instead, he 

kept his eyes on the path ahead and glanced up occasionally at the slopes above. 

He could see the hedgerow that divided Jenkins’ land from Wozencraft’s. There was 

a field near here where Mike Wozencraft could not let his animals graze, as some 

protected flower grew there that was poisonous. With a sweat forming and with dusk 

setting in, he turned around and made his way back. 

It was nightfall by the time he arrived home. The scattered farms along the 

valley were lit against the darkness. It was comforting, seeing the others out there. 

Coming into the yard, he was surprised to see a car he did not recognise parked 

next to Sioned’s Renault. He drew up next to it. There were at least fifty number 
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plates he had memorised and this was not one of them. He took the white box from 

the passenger seat next to him and went towards the house, glancing back towards 

the strange car. From the hallway, he could hear Sioned talking with someone 

whose voice was unfamiliar. At the table in the kitchen, he found Sioned sitting with 

the same young woman he had seen at Elwyn’s earlier that day. They stared at each 

other, bemused. 

                ‘Evan, this is Sarah,’ Sioned said. Evan opened his mouth but did not say 

anything. 

                ‘Oh, that’s funny,’ said Sarah. ‘We saw each other at the garage this 

morning.’ 

                ‘There we are then,’ Sioned said. ‘You were meant to find us here.’ Evan 

just stood there, holding the box. ‘Evan, Sarah is going to be renting the cottage. I 

said that you’d help her with some wood.’ 

                ‘Oh. Right,’ he said eventually. 

                ‘Will you show her the wood pile then?’ Sioned asked. Evan looked again 

at Sarah. She was young, perhaps a little older than Ceri, with a slim neck and 

mousy brown hair in a short bob. Her skin was pale but healthy looking and her 

eyebrows grew thickly in dark, pleasing shapes. 

                ‘Right,’ he said and went out of the room. 

                ‘And if there’s anything else you need, please just ask,’ he heard Sioned 

say. 

                ‘That’s very kind,’ Sarah said. ‘Thank you so much.’ 

                ‘Not at all. It’ll be lovely to have you here, cariad. Make sure he gets you a 

barrowful of logs.’ 
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                Sarah hurried after him. When they reached the woodshed, he picked up 

an upturned barrow. 

                ‘Wood’s here,’ he said, picking up one of the logs and throwing it into the 

barrow loudly. He threw in another, and she joined in. The security light was on. It 

picked out the fine flecks of rain that had started to fall. When the barrow was full, 

Evan wheeled it wordlessly down to the cottage, with Sarah following. He upturned 

the wheelbarrow into the lean-to at the side of the cottage. 

                ‘They’re good logs those,’ he said. ‘They’re from my brother.’ 

                ‘Thank you,’ Sarah said. ‘I did offer to pay for them. Your wife said that I 

could do some jobs around the farm instead.’ 

                ‘Did she?’ he said blankly. It was too dark to see her face properly. He 

suddenly became conscious of how rude he was sounding. It was not the girl’s fault. 

‘Well, I hope you’ll be happy here,’ he said. ‘It was my nain that lived here last.’ 

                ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I promise I’ll look after it.’ 

                ‘There’s not much to look after,’ Evan said. ‘She shouldn’t be renting it 

really, with the state it’s in.’ 

                ‘Oh, I don’t mind. I can give it a coat of paint if you like?’ 

                ‘You do whatever you want. Don’t worry. I’ll probably see you in the 

morning then?’ 

                ‘Yes. Thanks again. Good night.’ 

                ‘Good night,’ Evan said and left. 

 

When Evan was gone, Sarah gathered up some of the smaller logs. The rain 

sounded faintly on the tin roof of the lean-to. She went inside and dumped the logs 

by the fire. Unbelievably, the cottage was now hers.  
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 She had arrived at Hafod Farm by chance. Earlier that afternoon she had 

ridden back to her car with Elwyn in his van. The car started fine but there was 

something about the way it was running that Elwyn did not like. She followed him 

back to Hen Gaer for him to have a look at it properly and wandered around the 

village while she waited. It was there she spotted the yellowing card in the window of 

the post office. The card was handwritten and gave details of a cottage to rent in the 

area for a fraction of the price she was paying back home. She called the number 

provided and a woman answered who gave her directions which she scribbled down 

on the back of a receipt. When the car was ready, she drove up to the farm to meet 

with the woman. As soon as she saw the cottage under the pines, she knew she 

would take it. The lady introduced herself as Sioned and showed her around, 

apologetic about the condition of the cottage.  

 There was a short corridor which ended on one side with a living room. On the 

other side of the corridor was the kitchen, with a small bathroom and a toilet leading 

off from it. There was no bath or shower, and the only hot water that was readily 

available was from the wall-mounted electric boiler above the sink. Anything more 

had to be heated in a pan on the log burner in the living room, or on one of the two 

gas rings next to the sink. The rings were connected to a red gas bottle and the 

kitchen and bedroom were heated by a pair of old storage heaters. The whole place 

was in desperate need of redecoration. The curtains and carpets were decades out 

of fashion, but it was reasonably clean, and the damp had not yet taken hold. Sarah 

loved the old chair in the living room, with its wooden arms worn smooth with use.  

Sioned was surprised when she agreed to take it there and then. With the 

cash she had on her person, along with that she had hidden in the car, she had just 

enough to cover the small deposit required. Once her bags were in the cottage, she 
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was shown up to the farmhouse. It smelt beautiful, of wood smoke and baking, and 

they talked together over tea and biscuits. She was a kindly lady and asked lots of 

questions about where Sarah was from. She skipped over the details of Michael and 

said that she had come into some money recently and wanted to spend a year or so 

in the country. This last part was a lie which she regretted telling, but she felt she 

had no other option. Luckily, Sioned seemed satisfied with this and went on to talk 

about her family and then the farm. She laughed at the questions Sarah asked about 

the farm, as if they were the first time anyone had thought to ask them. Her husband 

was much more reticent when he arrived but that was understandable. In her 

eagerness to please her new landlady, Sarah had offered to help out round the farm 

and she now worried what work Sioned and Evan might want her to do. The one and 

only time she had held a sheep had been at a petting zoo on the outskirts of London. 

 She placed some of the smaller logs neatly inside the wood burner. Sioned 

has given her some kindling and she laid it out lengthways on top of the logs. It 

would be the first fire she had lit on her own. She struck a match and picked up one 

of the kindling sticks and held the match up to one end of it. The end blackened a 

little but did not catch fire and the match burnt down until it hurt her fingers. She tried 

again with another match. The stick would not light, so she tried striking matches and 

dropping them on top of the woodpile she had made. They burnt themselves into 

black curls, but the wood did not light. After a while she grew sick of not being able to 

light the fire and went to rummage through her bag in the bedroom. She came back 

with a half-bottle of nail varnish remover which she sometimes used when she could 

be bothered to paint her nails, and she tipped the contents out onto the wood. She 

threw in another match and leapt back as the liquid ignited in a gust of flame. There 

was an acrid smell of singed hair. She felt a little stupid but was pleased to see that 
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the kindling was aflame and the fire just about burning. Next to the wood burner was 

a small stand with a little poker and a brush and spade hanging from it. She took 

down the poker and pushed the burning wood around for a bit before closing the 

glass-fronted door. This was her fire, her fire in her cottage. The wood ruptured and 

cracked and spat against the walls that held it. She stood up, looked around the 

room and laughed. 

 

It was still dark when she woke. She turned over to be close to Michael, but the 

sheets were empty. Her mind flooded with awareness, and she sat up quickly. There 

was only silence. She had thought she might hear owls or the wind moving through 

the trees, but there was nothing. The rain had stopped and there was no boiler 

noise, nor even the reassuring hum of a refrigerator. She would have to do 

something about both of those things. The room was freezing. There was a pile of 

blankets at the bottom of the bed, and she got out to spread them hurriedly in layers 

over the duvet before jumping back in. The bedsheets were old and fusty. She 

needed an oil heater, or an electric blanket or something. As for the fridge, that 

would have to wait for a while.  

 Once again, she asked herself what she was doing. Yesterday she felt as 

though the place had been built for her: her own rustic cottage. Homeless and alone, 

she had not given much thought to practicalities. She was fully awake now and 

turned the whole thing over in her mind. How far would it be to the nearest 

launderette? Did they even have launderettes here? She had never had to use one 

before. The only time she had ever been in one was to get away from the rain and to 

share a cigarette with Gill. Then there was the question of what she could cook, 
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especially without an oven. There were pans and other utensils left over at least. 

 Washing was not going to be fun either. Sioned had explained about the 

septic tank, so tampons and everything else would have to be bagged and binned. 

She told herself everything would seem better in the morning after her first cup of 

tea, then cursed herself when she remembered that she had no tea, nor any milk. 

There was no phone reception there either, not that there was anyone to call 

anymore. She lay awake, churning everything over, falling asleep only with the first 

light of dawn. 

 Someone was shouting. She was awake again. The room was yellow with the 

light that filtered through the chintz curtains. Those curtains are going for a start, she 

thought. In the distance she could hear a man’s voice barking something furiously, 

his calls going unanswered. She put her bra back on and threw on a jumper and her 

jeans from the day before, tying her hair back up in a stubby ponytail. When she was 

outside, she could finally see what all the noise was about. Away down the slope, 

Evan was calling to the dogs. They sprinted up and down the field in long wheeling 

arcs, turning abruptly at each command and racing in a different direction. The 

sheep moved together in a swell of bodies, the dogs racing to contain any that 

peeled away from the mass. She watched for a while, then became aware of just 

how hungry she was. There was no food left. Last night’s dinner had consisted of the 

fruit and crisps she had left over. She came away from the field and walked over to 

the farmhouse but slipped just as she reached the lower end of the farmyard. She 

landed on her side, soiling her leg and forearm in the muck that had gathered there. 

Cursing, she marched over to the farmhouse and knocked at the door. She tried 

several times but there was no answer. She turned back and headed for the field. 

She found a gate into the field and pulled the bolt back with a screech. Evan shouted 
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something to the dogs, and they flattened themselves into the grass. He came over 

to meet her. 

 ‘All right?’ he asked.  

 ‘Yes, thanks,’ she said.  

 He looked at the muck on her but did not say anything.   

 ‘Is Sioned in at all?’ she asked. 

 ‘No. Gone to her mother’s.’ He turned to bellow at the dogs. 

 ‘Where’s the nearest place I can buy food?’  

 ‘The supermarket’s in Marcherton,’ he said. ‘Are you hungry then?’ She 

nodded, feeling suddenly childish. ‘I wouldn’t touch anything in the larder, or she’ll 

have my guts for garters. There should be some eggs in the henhouse though. Take 

as many as you like.’ 

 ‘Thanks,’ she said. 

 ‘I’ve left you some milk now,’ he said and went back to his work. She thanked 

him again, but he was too preoccupied with the dogs. 

 She found the henhouse a little way up from the barns. The run was enclosed 

with chicken wire, and she stooped low to let herself in through a small door at its 

end. The brightly coloured hens clustered at her ankles as she made her way down 

the run and into the henhouse. She found a couple of eggs inside and brushed the 

straw from them. The hens stayed close to her as she left, clucking softly as she 

slipped carefully out. Back at the cottage, she collected the bottle of milk she had 

missed earlier and set the kettle to boil. Once she had cleaned herself and changed, 
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she selected a jug and pan, washed the dust from them and whisked together an 

omelette mixture with the eggs and milk. Omelettes were about the only thing her 

grandpa had been able to make; she had ended up doing most of the cooking. In the 

cupboard she found an old salt cellar, its contents hardened into a brittle cake. With 

a knife she chipped away some of the salt and added it to the mixture. There was 

some ketchup, but the sauce had congealed into a brown stain at the bottom of the 

bottle. She rinsed out the teapot that was out on the worktop and found an old tea 

caddy but there was only a pinch of dusty tea inside, along with a dead spider lying 

with its legs in the air. When her omelette was ready, she took it through into the 

bedroom with the milk and hot water she had made in place of tea and had them 

sitting up in bed, wrapped in the blankets. The tea substitute was undrinkable, but it 

was good that she was eating, and she felt a little better about herself. 

 She set off for town a short while later. The farm track led her down into a 

broad basin surrounded by a ring of hills, broken open in three places where the 

valleys entered. Blackthorn hedgerows lined the fields, which were small and 

studded with the ubiquitous sheep. The road led her past Hen Gaer and over the 

single-track railway to the far side of the basin where the hills closed in and the 

estates of Marcherton began. The supermarket was on the far side of town. It felt 

very strange knowing that this was now where she would shop, that this was not a 

holiday. The signs were all twice the size, being in Welsh too, though she heard not 

a word of it being spoken. She filled her trolley, choosing onions, garlic, red wine and 

anything else that might be good for one-pot meals. They had chillies, but Michael 

didn’t like spicy things and she walked straight past them, realising only in the next 

aisle what she had done. She went back and filled a bag with them. She found a 

coolbag that would do until she could afford a fridge. She also took some liquid 
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detergent for hand washing; she could dry her clothes by the fire, perhaps. Finally, 

as she was paying, she took one of the SIM cards from the end of the aisle. She had 

left the battery on her phone to go flat. It was time to start afresh. 

 She headed into town and parked up by a statue of a man in nineteenth 

century clothing with a child at his feet. Behind him, a man with a thick beard and 

dark glasses was sitting on a bench, swigging from a can of something. He nodded 

to her as she walked past. The town was full of shoppers. A group of women with 

pushchairs were standing outside the bakers’, eating pasties from paper bags. She 

passed them and went into an old wooden-fronted newsagents to look for a paper. 

Michael usually bought right-wing newspapers which she hated. Neither of them 

wanted to back down so they usually bought their own. Gill usually bought what 

Sarah called ‘gossip mags’ and she teased her for it, though she would find herself 

flicking through them whenever she was over at Gill’s. Again, she was thinking about 

them both. She bought what she presumed to be the local paper and went out 

quickly, as if she could walk away from the thought of them.  

 There was still roughly five and a half thousand in an account she had, left to 

her by her grandparents. They had never owned their home and were never able to 

save much thanks to their pair of selfish daughters. It was not a lot, but Sarah 

refused to touch the money. It was for emergencies only and she was determined 

that this would not be an emergency. She needed a job, soon. There was a small 

shopping precinct nearby and she found a bench inside and sat on it to look at the 

paper. It was called The Upper Powys Express and the headline read “Wind Farm 

Misery” and had a picture next to it of a lorry carrying an enormous white blade. 

There was a story about a library closing and underneath that, a story about stolen 

KitKats. She flicked through, turning over pages and pages of photographs of local 
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schoolchildren, until she reached the job page. There were adverts for courses and a 

vacancy at a local school, but otherwise there was only a single job advertised at the 

bottom of the page. It was for a kitchen assistant in a hotel somewhere. She folded 

the paper up and put it in her handbag. There had to be a recruitment consultancy or 

a Jobcentre somewhere. She asked a man walking past, who directed her to the 

park. The park was in the middle of town and was dominated by a pillared building 

belonging to the council. She walked around it and past a tree-sprouted motte until 

she reached the building that housed the Jobcentre. The automatic doors opened 

into a large and mostly empty open-plan office. It was quiet but for the tapping of 

keys coming from the few occupied workstations. There was a small waiting area 

where a young man was sitting, staring at his trainers. She took a ticket from the 

machine next to her which told her first in Welsh and then in English to sit in the 

waiting area. The man flicked his eyes at her and went back to staring at his feet. It 

dawned on her that there was going to be some sort of interview and she did not feel 

like answering questions. The whole place made her feel more miserable, and she 

was had a sudden urge to leave. She crumpled up the ticket and threw it in the bin 

as she went out. Unsure of what to do next, she remembered seeing an old-style 

phone box by the bridge in town and she went back to it and called the number of 

the hotel in the paper. The man who answered asked if she wanted to come for a 

trial and described what her duties would be. She was getting used to the local 

accent, with its pitch that rose and fell quickly, making each sentence sound urgent 

and earnest. He gave her a date for a trial in two days’ time and she thanked him 

and said goodbye. 

 There was nothing else she could think to do. She could buy a magazine and 

have a coffee somewhere to pass the time, but the thought of doing that made her 
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feel worse. There were steps down to the river and she followed them and stood 

under the bridge for a while. The high walls behind her were flood-stained and the 

bridge had been sprayed with graffiti. She watched the weeds moving in the current 

and the willows on the opposite bank bending over to brush against the surface of 

the water. The town clock struck one. She had a sudden urge to wade out into the 

river, just to feel the water around her ankles. Leaving the riverbank, she climbed 

back up into the town and made her way over to the car. 

 At the cottage she unloaded the shopping and packed it away, then 

immediately got back into her bed. She turned over to lie with the wall close to her 

face and stayed like that, unmoving, for the rest of the afternoon.  

 Sarah was not, and never would be, a normal person. It had been many years 

since she had come to this conclusion, and she thought she had accepted it. Normal 

people had normal mothers, who were loving, responsible caregivers, unlike the 

selfish, drug-addled bitch she had for a mother. Most had fathers too, and they all 

lived together in a house with siblings and pets and two cars on the drive outside. 

Growing up, this was how her friends had all lived. They did not have to be kept safe 

from their own mothers, left to be raised alone by ailing grandparents. Their parents 

knew what pasta was and could order Indian takeaways and take the family 

swimming or on holidays abroad; they could give their children all these normal 

things. Not having these things made Sarah a lesser person. She stood outside of 

the life that was reserved for most people. Her situation was unnatural, freakish. 

Unable to embrace this difference she felt from others, she instead internalised it, 

pretending on the outside to be normal like anyone else. Not even Gill knew how she 

really felt. It seemed to Sarah that this latest situation was deserved; it was a 
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punishment for trying to pretend to be normal for so long. This was the sort of thing 

people like her should really expect out of life. 

 When it was dark, she finally got up to light the fire. She had only half slept, 

her body seemingly asleep but her mind unrelenting. The food cooked quickly on the 

gas ring. She had to keep stirring the onion to stop it from sticking. Opening one of 

the bottles of wine, she poured a quarter of it into the stew, then filled a glass with it. 

She drank the wine and ate the finished stew by the fire and felt a little better. Her 

phone was now recharged, and she played some of the music she had stored on it. 

She started a second bottle of wine and sang along to the music as the fire burnt.  

The fire had nearly gone out when she woke. She was slumped in the chair 

and could not remember having finished the second bottle of wine. Feeling urgently 

sick, she ran to the toilet and retched into the bowl for a while. She poured herself a 

glass of water and took it to the bedroom. The feeling was awful; everything was 

awful. She curled into a ball on the bed, trying to stop the sickness, wishing all of it 

away.  
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Late the next morning she was sitting in the same chair, this time clutching a mug of 

tea. She kept getting up to refill the mug, hoping that the tea might somehow purge 

her of the acid sickness churning in her stomach. There was a knock at the door. 

She went to answer it and found Evan outside, holding a pair of wellies.  

 ‘Morning,’ he said. 

 ‘Hi.’ 

 ‘Sioned wondered whether you could help drench the sheep.’ 

 ‘Oh,’ she said. 

 ‘She’s got Rachel today, see,’ he said. 

 ‘Yes, yes of course,’ she said. ‘Give me two minutes.’ When she returned, he 

had gone and had left the wellies on the doorstep. She tried them on. They were too 

large, and she had to put on another two pairs of socks before they felt comfortable. 

Outside, the sky had hardened, and a black squall was moving over the hills. It 

looked certain to rain and she went back inside for her raincoat before setting off 

after Evan.  

The farmyard resounded with the noise of sheep. Evan let out a sharp, high 

whistle and waved her over. Michael could whistle like that; it always annoyed her 

that she could not. Her head felt like it had been packed too tightly and the inside 

was pressing against her skull. Her mouth was still dry, and the ropes of her gut 
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complained as she walked across the yard. Evan had the sheep penned in at the far 

end of one of the barns. 

‘Come and stand this side of the race,’ Evan said to her. He pointed to the row 

of railings leading out from the pen. He had on some sort of backpack and was 

holding what looked like a water pistol in one hand. 

‘What are we doing here?’ she asked him. 

‘Drenching the ewes,’ he said. ‘You hold them, I’ll do the gun, yeah?’ 

‘Ok,’ she said, looking over at the sheep.  

‘If you don’t do the gun right, you can put it right through the back of their 

throats,’ he said. 

‘That doesn’t sound good. What do I need to do?’ 

‘Over here,’ he said and raised the gate at the end of the race. He reached 

over and shoved at one of the sheep. The sheep came forward into the race, then 

squirmed as he took hold of a fistful of its wool at the neck and clamped it against the 

railings, holding it in place with his arm. He pushed the nozzle of the gun into the 

sheep’s mouth and squeezed the trigger. He let go and the sheep shook itself a little 

before trotting forward into the barn. 

‘That’s all it is,’ Evan said. ‘It’s easier with two though.’ Sarah nodded. The 

whole thing looked very rough. She went over to where the sheep were now moving 

forward into the race and leant over to take hold of the next one. It backed away from 

her hands. Evan came over and took hold of it with his free hand, holding it still until 

she had a firm grip either side of its head, grasping the damp, coarse wool between 

her fingers. The sheep rolled its eyes away, not looking at either of them. Its head 
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was short and broad and seemed ugly to her, looking more like the head of a bull 

than a sheep. She felt the strong, animal breath on her face as she held up its head 

and saw the pink tongue moving under the nozzle of the gun. Letting go, she lunged 

at the next sheep, determined to grab it unaided this time. It pulled away from her, 

but she wrestled its head upwards for Evan to spray. The next was easier, as was 

the following and they began to settle into a rhythm, Sarah breathing hard as she 

manhandled each of them into place and Evan stooping over to administer each 

dose. It began to rain, the first few droplets thumping against her coat and then the 

whole world erupted with the shattering of water, and she pulled her hood up over 

her head. The sheep that had gone through into the barn started to call. 

‘I don’t know what they’re complaining about,’ she said to Evan. ‘They’re in 

the dry!’ He smiled at her. Still a bit shy, she thought. He had a nice smile though. 

The rain came down hard, chilling her hands, making it harder to grip the sheep and 

plastering the curls of Evan’s hair flat against his head. She was thirsty again and 

her bladder was uncomfortably full, but she grasped the next sheep and then the 

next, and Evan stood patiently inserting and removing the nozzle each time, the rain 

running down the length of his nose.  

Her lower half was soaking, and the trousers were clinging unpleasantly to her 

knees when the last of the sheep went through. Evan removed the backpack and 

she followed him out of the rain and into the barn. 

‘That was good that,’ he said. 

‘Good,’ she said.  

He ran his hand through his hair and flicked the water away.  

‘So why do we do that?’ she asked. 
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‘Stops liver fluke,’ he said.  

‘Liver fluke?’ 

‘They come from snails. When they’ve finished with the snails, the ewes 

swallow them with the grass when they’re feeding and then they make their eggs 

inside them. Does some pretty nasty things to them.’ 

‘I bet,’ she said. ‘It sounds horrible.’ The rain was loud against the roof and the 

barn was filled with the close, musty livestock smell and the sound of the animals 

shifting amongst the straw. 

‘You’re doing your first shift at the Dolforwyn tomorrow then?’ he said. 

‘How do you know that?’ 

‘Everyone knows everything here.’ He looked away from her as he spoke, his 

eyes moving over the sheep. 

‘What else do you need me to do?’ she asked. She had pulled her hood back 

and the front of her hair stuck in wet strands to her face.  

He shook his head. ‘No, no you’ve done enough for today. Thanks, Sarah. 

Sioned should have some lunch ready if you want to go and have a look. I’ll be up 

there now in a minute.’ 

‘Okay, thanks,’ she said and pushed her way out through the sheep. 

‘I meant it about doing up the cottage,’ he said. ‘Just give me the receipts for 

paint or whatever.’ 
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‘Thanks, Evan.’ She ran out into the yard. The gravel clicked with the falling 

rain like the sounding of a thousand insects. She dashed to the farmhouse door and 

knocked. Sioned answered, holding her granddaughter in her arms. 

‘Come in, come in,’ she said. ‘There’s no need to knock. This is Rachel. Say 

hello, Rachel.’ Sarah said hello and Rachel buried her head in Sioned’s neck. ‘I’ll let 

you get your wet things off. The bathroom’s upstairs. There should be a towel for 

your hair.’ 

When she was ready, Sarah went into the kitchen. Rachel was busy on the 

floor with her toys. Sioned placed a bowl of hot soup on the table and invited Sarah 

to eat. She thanked her and sat down, and Sioned buttered some bread and cut a 

slab of cheese for her. The soup was good. There was tea as well and soon she was 

feeling much better. 

‘So how long have you lived here?’ she asked. 

‘Must be getting on for thirty years now,’ Sioned said. 

‘Did you come from a farm?’ 

‘Yes, from my father’s place. It’s a bit of a way from here. Up by Llanbrynmair. 

My brother’s had it now for years.’ 

‘Did you always want to be a farmer’s wife?’ Sarah asked. Sioned looked at 

her puzzled. It took a while for her to respond. 

‘What a funny question. Why would I want to be anything else? Your farm is 

your home.’  

Rachel made a noise as if she were about to cry and Sioned went over to her. 

Sarah wiped the bowl clean with the bread.  
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 ‘So, do your mam and dad still live where you’re from then?’ Sioned asked. 

Conversations always went like this. Each time, she had to decide whether to wait 

for the other person to ask about her parents or whether to just get it out of the way 

herself at the start. 

‘No, I was brought up by my grandparents. They’ve both passed away now.’ 

‘I’m sorry to hear that, cariad.’ She said it simply, without any awkwardness. 

Not everyone reacted like that. ‘I know I’m a lucky one to still have my mother,’ she 

went on. ‘Do you have anyone else?’ 

‘Not really. No one I like anyway!’ They both laughed. 

‘I know what you mean,’ Sioned said. 

‘So, do you get bad winters up here?’ Sarah asked. 

‘Sometimes. Not as much anymore. They can be bad though, that’s for sure.’ 

‘I’d like to see the place all snowy.’ 

‘Don’t tell Evan that. It might look nice to you but when you’re digging out 

ewes from the drifts it’s not much fun.’ 

‘I don’t know where Evan is. He said he was coming.’ 

‘He could be anywhere, doing anything. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s off 

killing himself running, as if he doesn’t have enough to do round here. He’ll come in 

when he’s hungry enough, you can be sure of that.’  

Rachel waddled over to Sarah and handed her a toy tractor. 

‘Thank you, Rachel. What’s in this soup?’  
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They talked about cooking for a while. Sarah was surprised that Sioned never 

used any herbs and Sioned was aghast that anyone could enjoy spicy food. She 

asked if they were friendly with the other families on the farms around and Sioned 

answered her by naming them and the connections between them, carrying on for 

what must have covered miles in every direction. Sarah tried to follow her, but it felt 

like there were a hundred couples and a thousand cousins, and she began to wish 

she had never asked. The door opened in the hallway behind, and they heard Evan 

taking off his wellies. 

‘Still here then,’ he said coming in. 

‘Don’t be rude, Evan,’ Sioned said. 

‘No, no, I didn’t mean that. She did a good job with the drenching.’  

‘She is the cat’s mother,’ Sioned said. 

‘Well, I’d better be off,’ Sarah said. The two of them protested and asked her 

to stay. ‘No, I’d better go,’ she said, putting her chair back under the table. ‘Things to 

do. Thank you for the food.’  

‘You’re welcome cariad,’ Sioned said, throwing an arm around her. She pulled 

her close and their cheeks pressed together for a moment. Sarah stiffened, then 

blushed with a warm embarrassment. ‘You bring up some washing for me to do 

now,’ Sioned said. Save for Rachel, it was quiet in the kitchen as she left the house. 

The cottage was cold again and it took some time to rekindle the fire before 

she could hang out her wet clothes. She could still feel the press of Sioned’s cheek 

against hers, as if the memory had imprinted on her face. Touch was something you 

took for granted when you had it. There had been her grandparents, then Michael, 
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and now, for the first time, no one. It was as if her skin knew this and hungered for 

closeness. She wrapped a blanket tightly around her and fell asleep listening to the 

fire, her eyes closed against the coming twilight. 

 

The Dolforwyn Castle Hotel was set halfway up the hillside, overlooking the canal 

and the main road below. Behind it was a broad thicket from which branches rose 

like broken fingers out of the castle remains. As she drove along the track towards 

the hotel, Sarah glanced up at the grey ruins above. She pulled into what she took to 

be the staff car park at the side of the building. It looked less like a hotel and more 

like a glorified inn. The windows were open to what must have been the kitchen and 

as she got out, she could hear a radio playing and a man singing along to ‘Wuthering 

Heights’ in a contrived falsetto. When she reached the main door, she found a man 

wedging it open with a doorstop. 

 ‘We’re not open just yet, sorry,’ he said. He was wearing a black shirt tucked 

into black trousers and what little hair he had left on his head had been shorn to a 

fine stubble.  

 ‘I’ve come for a trial in the kitchen,’ she said. The man stopped what he was 

doing. 

 ‘Sorry, course you have. Sarah isn’t it?’ He shook her hand. ‘I’m Malcolm. 

Come in, come in.’ He led her inside. As he walked, his bald head bobbed up and 

down and his red tie swung from side to side. She followed him through the lounge 

and into a bar dominated by a broad fireplace. The grate held the ghost of a fire in its 

ashes and the smell of wood smoke mingled with the odour of spilt beer. ‘Look at 

these,’ he said, pointing to the beams. Some were very worn and looked extremely 
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old, others looked more recent and most of them had visible sockets and circular 

cavities. ‘They took these beams from old ships they broke up at the end of the age 

of sail. Better than wasting the wood. Just imagine, these were probably sailing 

round the world a few centuries ago.’  

 She tried to take in what he was saying but found herself watching the odd 

way he walked instead. He took her into the kitchen. It was noisy with the fans going 

and the blare of the radio. Every surface was of the same stainless steel. In a corner 

underneath the window, a man in an apron and chequered trousers was inspecting 

the contents of a large chest freezer. 

 ‘John, this is Sarah,’ Malcom said to the man.  

 ‘Hello,’ John called, not taking his head out of the freezer. 

 ‘She’s come to help you out here in the kitchen.’ Malcolm turned to Sarah. ‘I’ll 

leave you in John’s capable hands,’ he said and walked his Jurassic walk out 

through the far door. John closed the lid on the freezer. 

 ‘Hello, I’m John. I’m the chef as you can see,’ he said, pointing to his swollen 

stomach. They shook hands. He had a short beard that began as pure white near his 

temples and moved through every shade of brown until it was practically ginger 

around his mouth.  

 ‘Well then, young Sarah. Do you think you could start by making up some 

garnishes for me?’ He showed her where everything was, and she put together a 

garnish of lollo rosso and curly lettuce with some sliced cucumber and tomato. ‘Nice,’ 

John said. ‘If you could stack them up over there ready for me.’ He sang as he 

worked his way around the kitchen, unloading the different fridges and fiddling with 
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the dials on the gas oven. ‘You’re doing a good job there, Sarah. We need an 

icebreaker, don’t we?’ he said. ‘Do you know any good icebreakers?’ 

 ‘Not really,’ she said. 

 ‘Okay, I’ll start then. What’s your favourite tropical disease?’  

 ‘My what?’  

 ‘Come on,’ John said. ‘What’s your favourite tropical disease?’ Sarah laughed. 

 ‘Um, cholera?’ she said. 

 ‘Nice, nice.’ John nodded. ‘Very Victorian. A good old-fashioned colonial 

disease.’  

 ‘What about you then?’ she asked. 

 ‘Oh, it’s got to be Ebola, hasn’t it? I mean, you’ve got it all there. You’ve got 

the grand slam when you’ve got Ebola.’ 

 The garnished plates stacked up as they talked and eventually the first order 

came through on a screen on the far wall. 

 ‘Chuck us one of those baguettes, young Sarah,’ John said. ‘I tell you what, 

you’ll have blisters on your blisters after today with all that chopping.’ When the first 

order was ready, a young woman dressed in a black uniform came to the hatch to 

collect it. She picked up the plates and Sarah saw her bare forearms marked with 

silvery lines of scar tissue. Sarah smiled at her. She did not smile back. ‘Emma,’ 

John said when she was gone. ‘One of those hippies.’ The screen rang out with 

another order and then another and soon Sarah broke into a sweat trying to keep up 

with them. The afternoon went on and John talked and sang, and the fryers bubbled, 
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and the plates came back in dirty stacks which she loaded into the face-steaming 

dishwasher. She gave up trying to elicit a smile from Emma and made her mind up 

not to like her.  

She was glad when the lunch shift was over, but it had gone all right and John 

had been great fun. He let her choose her own lunch from the menu before they 

cleaned down the kitchen. She chose fish which he cooked for her with lime and salt. 

He thanked her afterwards and she gave Malcolm her bank details and arranged a 

few more shifts with him. The pay was desperately low, and she drove away tired 

and stinking of oil. It felt good though, being around other people, and though the 

blisters were already coming up, as John had said they would, in no way did she 

miss sitting for hours at a desk with a screen in front of her. 

When she arrived home, there were two more cars parked in the farmyard. 

She changed her clothes and went through the cupboards until she found a large 

stock pot which she filled with water and placed on top of the wood burner. She was 

going to start heating the water she needed for washing on top of the fire. Her hair 

was greasy again and smelt of the fryers, and a pan full of hot water and a jug now 

felt like a treat. Before she lit the fire she remembered about the chickens. Sioned 

had asked her that morning if she could mind the chickens from now on and had 

shown her the bin where they kept the feed. She went back outside and collected 

some feed in a bucket and carried it up to the henhouse. The hens came noisily 

down the run and fussed at the wire, waiting for her. She undid the latch of the 

entrance and stooped over to get inside the enclosure. The birds gathered at her feet 

and pecked furiously as she scooped out the feed and shook it out over the bird-

combed ground. She felt good amongst the hens, watching their tails bobbing and 

their beaks darting down for the grain. The feed was almost gone when she heard 
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someone making their way up to the henhouse. She turned awkwardly in the run and 

peered over her shoulder to see who was there. A young man was approaching. He 

stopped by the entrance to the run. 

‘Hiya,’ he said. He was tall and quite thin, and his hair was thick and dark 

above his half-moon ears. 

‘Hi,’ she answered and began to make her way out.  

‘You must be Sarah,’ the man said. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘I’m Richard. Rachel’s dad.’ 

‘Oh right, yes. I’ve met her. She’s very cute.’ She was still stooped over and 

had to reverse out from the run so that she could pull the door closed. He watched 

her as she backed out and she sensed his gaze lingering on her thighs and rear.  

‘You’re staying in the cottage then,’ he said when she was out. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘How’s it going? You warm enough in there?’ 

‘Oh, it’s not so bad when the wood burner’s going.’  

‘Could do with doing up a bit,’ he said. He stood very close to her. 

‘Yes, I might do something about that,’ she said, stepping back a little. 

‘Well, let me know if you need a hand like.’ He winked at her. 

‘Okay. Thank you.’ 

‘Always willing to help.’  
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Someone called his name from the farmyard below. They both turned to see 

Evan standing there. He waved at Richard to come down. 

‘See you around, Sarah,’ Richard said, turning to her again. He walked down 

to where Evan was standing, and she saw the two of them speak for a moment 

before Richard left. Evan came up to her. 

‘All right?’ he asked. She nodded. 

‘We were wondering whether you wanted to come and have some tea with us, 

with all of us; most of the family’s here.’ 

‘That’s very kind,’ she said.  

He cut her off before she could go on. ‘There’s plenty to go round, you can be 

sure of that.’ 

‘Right.’ 

‘We’d really like you to come.’ 

‘Okay,’ she said. 

‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘Thanks, Sarah.’  

  



67 

 

6 

 

A cold sun scraped along the castle walls, bringing its short day into the valley. That 

morning the jackdaw colours of night had lifted to reveal a rime growing in milky 

feathers on the twigs of the trees. The ice was now gone, dissolving with the coming 

of the light. It was Christmas day, and the Dolforwyn Castle Hotel was shut. In the 

valley below, pike sheltered among the weeds of the old canal that cut its way 

upwards from the river. Just short of Marcherton, the canal ran dry, but the river 

continued upstream, and the festive lights of the town were mirrored in its water. The 

town clock, lit up in red and green, looked down upon the wreathed lampposts and 

the illuminations strung up between the houses. From behind the shop windows, 

saints and snowmen, swaddled in tinsel and fairy lights, looked out through snow-

sprayed glass. In Broad Street, a giant Christmas tree had been set up, decorated 

and switched on with much ceremony several weeks before. Further up the river in 

Hen Gaer, a roadside fan blew a tubular Father Christmas up into the air, and he 

waved and prostrated before passers-by as the current blew through him. Beyond 

the clustered lights of Hen Gaer, the hills were studded with the glow from the farms, 

each with its own window and its own Christmas tree.  

 Lambing time was coming, and the sheep had all been marked and 

separated. Fields of green leaves were now brown where ewes had been left to 

fatten, and the turned earth stripped of the beets that lay upon it like nodules of flint. 

The land was sodden, and moisture languished between the grasses of the valleys 

or ran noiselessly between them on the slopes. The cattle were wintering on silage in 

the sheds, having poached the ground into a smooth mousse. On the moors above, 
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water came down between the sedges or lay heavy on the stars of the sphagnum 

moss. Miles of spruce plantation erupted from the moors, the trees aligned in 

ordered rows, standing dark and still as always. The floor between them was a bed 

of needles, old and untrodden, but in the branches above, crossbills levered open 

the cones and eased out the kernels with their tongues.  

Away from the plantations, the uplands had been clear for centuries, save for 

the steepest and narrowest of the gills, on whose banks sessile oaks still sheltered 

from the axemen. Under these leafless trees, overlooking the chapel at Tan-y-Ffridd, 

were several figures, distinct against the landscape in the reds and blues of their 

outdoor clothing. A woman stood still and watched her own breath smoking in the 

branches. Deeper into the wood, a man pressed his face into the gnarled bark of an 

oak, first one side and then the other. In the centre of the cleft of forest, another man 

squatted amongst the roots, listening to the water sounding in the hollow. After a 

wordless walk up the hillside, the three of them had parted and wandered on silently 

through the trees.  

 Across the mountains in Hafod farmhouse, it was close to dinner. In the living 

room, Richard played with Rachel on the rug. He had pulled up her Christmas 

jumper and was blowing raspberries on her exposed belly. She squealed with 

delight, waking the old woman who had been asleep in the chair by the tree. Her dull 

eyes took in the scene, watched her great-granddaughter squirming for a moment 

and then closed again, her chin resting once more on her chest. In the kitchen, 

Evan’s brother, Rhys, was sitting in his usual chair by the door, sipping from a pint 

glass. He was shorter still than Evan, and broader, with thick, muscular thighs and 

hands like an animal’s paws, the palms wide and the fingers short and stubby. He 

was not yet forty and Evan had seen him nurse the bulk of his gut over the passing 
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years with the many pints at The Drovers Arms. Evan stood across the table from 

him and drank his beer next to the scalding range. Sioned was busy preparing the 

dinner and wore a new apron, a tea towel draped over one shoulder. Ceri’s paper 

decorations had been strung up between the beams and the far wall was plastered 

with Christmas cards. A choir sang carols from an old analogue radio that lived on 

top of the bread bin.  

‘Where does she come from, anyway?’ said Rhys. 

‘England somewhere,’ Evan said, swilling the beer round in his glass. 

‘I know that.’ 

‘It was Hertfordshire, or Bedfordshire, or somewhere like that, I think she 

said.’ Sioned drained another set of vegetables as she spoke.  

‘She’s planning on staying then?’ Rhys asked. 

‘I don’t know what she’s planning on doing,’ Sioned said. ‘She’s been doing all 

right at the Dolforwyn.’  

‘Well, it’s a posh place isn’t it,’ Evan said. He did not drink often, and the beer 

was making him heady. 

‘Funny thinking of her living in the cottage,’ Rhys said. 

‘Don’t know what Nain would’ve thought,’ Evan said. ‘Having some girl from 

off living there.’ 

‘She’s not a girl, Evan,’ Sioned said.  
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Rhys took another swig of beer. ‘Nain would’ve liked it, probably,’ he said. 

‘There was no telling Nain. She’d have been the same as her if she weren’t brought 

up on the farm.’  

Evan nodded. ‘There’s nothing soft about her, or nesh,’ he said. ‘You ask her 

to do something, and she does it. Never complains. And she helps Sioned out here 

no end.’ 

‘Yes, she’s a good girl,’ Sioned said. 

‘You just said she wasn’t a girl.’  

Sioned flapped the tea towel at him. ‘Come away from the oven, you.’ 

Ceri had been listening from the hallway and came into the kitchen carrying a 

box of crackers. ‘What’s she doing though, living on her own in there?’ she asked. 

No one replied. ‘Come on, it’s a bit weird though, isn’t it like?’  

It was Sioned that answered. ‘She’s done a good job with that cottage, 

chwarae teg. I was on at your dad for ages about that.’ 

‘Yeah, but Mam, what would you think if I went off and did what she did?’ Just 

then Rachel toddled into the room. She had a trickle of brown saliva coming from the 

corner of her mouth, which was spread in a wide grin. 

‘Ych a fi!’ Ceri shouted into the living room. ‘Stop giving her chocolate, she 

hasn’t had her dinner!’ She pulled a crumpled tissue from under her sleeve and 

wiped her daughter’s mouth. ‘I just think it’s weird. She needs to have a boyfriend or 

something at least.’ 

‘Maybe she doesn’t like boys,’ Rhys said. ‘Maybe she’s one that’s like that.’  
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‘Bloody hell,’ Evan said. The alcohol had warmed him, and he moved away 

from the range. 

‘No swearing, you,’ Sioned said. ‘It’s Christmas. Anyway, you all leave her 

alone; she’s only young and she’s got no mam or dad or anything.’ 

‘What happened to them?’ Evan asked. 

‘I don’t know. Maybe you should talk to her more. You can start now. Dinner’s 

nearly ready, why don’t you go and fetch her?’ 

‘Let me finish this first.’ 

 

In the cottage across the farmyard, Sarah was packing presents into a bag. She had 

finished each of them by fastening ribbon around the wrapped gift, tying the ends 

into a bow, then scraping the scissors along the remaining lengths until they coiled 

into neat little curls.  

 The cottage was much changed. She had abandoned finding the caravan 

park for the time being and had poured all her energy into her new home. The yellow 

wallpaper had been stripped and each wall given a coat of ivory white paint. She had 

cleaned the windows, bleached the mildew from the kitchen and had found rugs to 

cover almost all the floor space. There was new bedding and curtains, and a small 

low-energy fridge which she found online now rested on the end of the work surface. 

There were fresh lampshades from a lighting shop in the Marches, along with a new 

standard lamp, and in the markets of Marcherton and Powispoole she found two 

mirrors and a series of small watercolours by a local artist. She had the pictures 

mounted, and they now hung on the walls of her bedroom and living room. She was 
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pleased with the place. It made the time pass, watching the strokes of the brush 

clearing the old away. It was something like a hobby, one that was soothing and 

rewarding but somehow never fun. Fun needed someone else.  

It was different at the hotel. There was life and noise, staff drinks after shifts, 

crowds of red-faced customers. There were the stupid pranks John would play, such 

as battering and deep frying Malcolm’s keys, and the chorus of songs when Wales 

were playing. And there was Bobby the burner, always at the bar every day, with his 

temples scarred from his habit of placing his cigarettes behind his ears, sometimes 

too drunk to know that they were already lit. At the farm too, she was rarely alone. 

She had never known a pair of people work so hard. There seemed to be no break 

from scanning or spraying, marking or moving. The pens were being made ready for 

the lambs, and when she said she was looking forward to them coming, Sioned 

laughed and said ‘Oh, bless’ and patted her shoulder, as if she were a child that did 

not know what she was saying. She spent a lot of time with Sioned, who – as well as 

working on the farm – worked three days a week in an office for the council, ran the 

farmhouse singlehandedly and undertook all the farm administration. Though she 

could not match her husband in muscle, she more than made up for it with stamina, 

and if she was not outside then she would be indoors cooking or cleaning or at the 

kitchen table with VAT receipts and invoices spread out in front of her. Though she 

pleaded with Sarah to sit down, and told her she had done enough, there was 

always something to be done, and even if it was something Sarah hated, like ironing, 

it seemed fine if they could do it together.  

She listened to the radio a lot, sometimes leaving it on with the volume low 

when she lay in bed and could no longer stand the silence. There was no internet 

and no signal on her phone unless she walked up to the hawthorn on the hill. She 
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would not relent and buy a television. She was proud of all the things she had done 

without one, and could picture herself wasting hours sitting in front of programmes 

she neither liked nor needed if she finally gave in.  

Christmas brought a perspective she had never imagined. She missed Gill 

terribly and that was that. It was a blow to her pride, but the long hours had taken her 

from self-righteousness to forgiveness, to understanding and then finally to guilt. She 

could no longer convince herself that she had been right, but there seemed no way 

back in. There was no way that Gill could find her; she had made sure of that. 

Whatever there was to be done, it would have to be done by her. She prayed that 

Gill would reach out to her, that she would find a way across the distance to her. 

That was the worst part: being desperate for someone to pull down the walls, all the 

while knowing that she had built those same walls herself and made them fast with 

her silence and the many miles between them. She tried not to think about it and 

would get up some nights to walk the lane, as if she could somehow close the 

cottage door on the knowledge.  

The cottage door sounded now with the knock of Evan’s knuckles.  

‘Happy Christmas!’ he said as she opened it.  

‘Merry Christmas, Evan. I’ll be two seconds.’ 

They walked together up to the farmhouse. Evan chatted all the way, his 

tongue loosened by drink. Sioned kissed her and welcomed her into the hot, busy 

kitchen where the dripping windows had been flung open, and the room was filled 

with chatter and carols and the sound of chairs being scraped across the tiles. They 

chorused a greeting, which she returned, and Rhys showed her to her place. The 

table was crowded with serving dishes stuffed with vegetables and meats, along with 
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sauces, plates, cutlery, bottles, glasses, napkins and crackers, with the guests 

packed tightly around the whole spread so that they had to hold in their elbows as 

they began to eat. It was hard to relax in front of so many people and she felt her 

appetite wither with anxiety as they piled more and more food onto her plate. She 

drank deeply from her wine glass as the others talked, until the tightness inside her 

began to unknit. The food was good, and as they pulled the crackers and read the 

awful jokes – and Rhys’s paper crown split as he tried to force it around the 

formidable circumference of his head – she laughed with them. For a moment it felt 

as if the past was gone and there was only the farm and the family here, sharing this 

table. She felt the stalking approach of emotion, as if the moment had betrayed her 

to the tears that hunted her, but she would not break. She told herself that she had 

been drinking, and however nice this was, it was not home.  

‘Presents!’ Sioned said, as the pudding dishes were cleared away. She 

handed Sarah a small, wrapped box. ‘This is from me and Evan.’ 

‘Oh, thank you very much!’ The others were silent as they watched her 

unwrap it. She felt her throat going pink and blotchy as it did whenever wine was 

joined by self-consciousness. Inside was a necklace and a pair of earrings made 

from delicately twisted silver. ‘Wow, they’re gorgeous, thank you!’ 

‘There’s one from Rhys as well.’ Rhys handed her a misshapen package. 

Inside was a wooden carving of a hare, sitting up and gazing skyward. It was 

beautifully done, easily superior to any of the carvings she had seen at the market in 

Penbury. The head was extraordinarily detailed. It was not as if the wood had been 

made lifelike in form, but rather as if it had once breathed and run with the other 

hares and had now been made still. 
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‘Thank you. That’s really, really nice.’ 

‘Good bit of kindling that,’ Evan said. Rhys rolled his eyes. 

‘Carved it last week,’ he said. 

‘What, you made it?’ The others laughed at her surprise. It was difficult to 

ascribe something so fine as being the work of his thick fingers. ‘It really is lovely. 

Thank you.’ Rhys raised his glass to her, then drank from it. They began to clear 

away the table.  

‘Oh, I forgot!’ She went over to the bag she had brought and handed out the 

presents, then watched anxiously as they were unwrapped. She prided herself on 

choosing good presents, but it was hard when you had not known someone for long. 

‘It’s lovely. Thank you,’ Sioned said when her scarf was unwrapped. She 

kissed her again.  

‘Ah, that’s the stuff, that is,’ Evan said, clutching his newly opened bottle of 

single malt whisky. Ceri and Richard said thank you for the chocolates and for the 

collection of soft animal toys she’d bought for Rachel, clearly embarrassed that they 

had bought her nothing in return. Sioned’s mother was still feeding Rachel spoonfuls 

of pudding with her trembling hand and appeared to have missed the whole 

ceremony. Evan went off to find some glasses as the others began to clear up. Rhys 

helped Sioned’s mother back into the living room and though Sarah tried, Sioned 

flatly refused to let her help with the washing up. Evan came back and called her 

across to the hallway instead. 

‘Here we are then Sarah, let’s have us a taste of this.’ He poured two fingers 

of scotch into a pair of tumblers and handed her one. They clinked glasses. ‘So, 
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how’s it going at the Dolforwyn then?’ They talked standing up in the hallway whilst 

the others busied themselves. The whisky had softened Evan’s eyes so that they 

drooped blissfully at the corners. It was strong on top of the wine, and she found her 

attention drifting away from what he was saying to watch the purple mark on his lip 

moving instead. 

‘So where was it that you worked before?’ he asked. 

‘I worked for a consultancy. But I’m not a consultant. I was just support.’ 

‘What sort of consultancy?’ 

‘Well, when businesses found themselves in trouble financially, they would 

call us in and we would consult on how they could cut costs, improve income, make 

savings etc.’ 

 ‘We could do with that round here!’  

 ‘I don’t think so. You certainly know what you’re doing here.’ 

 ‘I wish we could cut some costs though.’  

‘Well, I wouldn’t know, she said. ‘Sadly, it’s cutting staff members that often 

helps. That’s why Malcom hasn’t opened today; it’s not worth it for the wage costs. 

You don’t have that here though. Sioned said you bring men in to do the silage 

though don’t you?’  

‘We can’t do without them. I can’t do everything,’ Evan said into his glass. 

They drank in silence for a moment. Rachel’s wailing joined the sound of the 

television coming from the living room. ‘Sioned’s thinking of going full time at the 

council,’ Evan said. 
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‘Oh. Right.’ Sioned had no time to spare for this and they both knew it. Sarah 

felt she needed something positive to say. ‘Ah, I was going to tell you – Malcolm 

says I can sell the eggs at the pub and John will cook with them.’ Evan nodded. His 

cheerfulness seemed to have ended. ‘Really, you should charge your tenants more,’ 

she said. 

‘You’re joking. I’ve only got one tenant. Charging more for that place? And 

with you doing it up yourself? And with everything you do on the farm as well?’ 

‘I don’t do that much,’ she said. 

‘No way. I should be paying you. We’d be worse off if you hadn’t have come 

here.’ He looked away, embarrassed. ‘Anyway, what am I doing talking about all this, 

it’s Christmas, let me fill us up.’ He poured out another generous whisky for each of 

them. ‘Iechyd da,’ he said and clinked his glass against hers. 

They went through into the living room and sat with the others and soon she 

felt her head nodding with the heaviness of sleep. She woke a while later and looked 

around at the scene, momentarily confused until her full consciousness returned. 

They were all facing the television, watching a sitcom Christmas special. Next to her, 

Sioned’s mother was asleep again, the tired folds of her chin resting on the front of 

her floral dress. Both Ceri and Richard were looking at their phones. Rachel must 

have been put to bed.  

‘Phew. Excuse me. I think it’s time for me to head back,’ she said, standing 

up. She had the beginnings of a headache. 

‘No, stay,’ Sioned said. ‘We’ll do some games in a minute. And there’s cheese 

and biscuits yet.’ 
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‘No, no. It’s time to go.’ It went on in this manner as Sioned and Evan and 

Rhys all tried to convince her to stay, but she politely and repeatedly refused and 

made herself ready to leave. She thanked Sioned profusely in the hallway and they 

parted after a long and firm embrace. 

 It was dark outside, and she narrowed her eyes under the harsh lights of the 

farmyard. She took another armful of wood from the lean-to and carried it into the 

cottage with her. With the burner re-stoked, she tried on the earrings in the mirror. 

She looked different here from how she did back home. Her skin was dewy with the 

soft water, and she had decided to grow out her bob. Looking in the mirror made her 

feel queasy and she was afraid she would fall asleep again if she sat down. She 

went back outside and walked over to the lane instead. It was a clear evening, and 

the sky was already heavy with the weight of a billion stars. She had seen more stars 

from this lane than she could ever remember seeing before. Her head throbbed 

painfully as she looked up at the night sky. It seemed so beautiful and yet so terrible 

at the same time. Then there was a cough behind the hedge next to her, and even 

though she knew it must have been a sheep, she found herself dashing back 

through the darkness to the safety of the cottage fire.  
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Sarah knew from Evan’s face that the lamb they had just pulled was not going to 

respond. They crouched over it together, the ewe next to them licking at its lifeless 

body. Around them, sheep rustled in the dry stalks that covered the barn floor. A row 

of them were trapped in the headbangers like criminals in the stocks and would stay 

there, pinned by the neck until they allowed their adoptees to suckle freely.  

 ‘This one’s had it,’ Evan said. He stood up and stretched, then rubbed his 

swollen eyes against the crook of his arm. His bare forearms were moist and stained 

from the birthing. Holding the ewe away, he picked up the limp body by the forelegs 

and held it out for Sarah to take. 

 ‘Can you ask Sioned to skin that one? She’ll do a lot better job. Bring it 

straight back when you can.’  

 They had told her about skinning but she had not seen it done. The ewe 

began to call for her lamb. Sarah carried it outside, glad at least to have the cool 

evening air in her nostrils. She went as fast as she could across the yard to the 

house, holding the lamb away from her as she carried it. An old table had been set 

out under the farmhouse window. It was dirtied with ancient smears of brown and 

black. She dumped the lamb on the table and opened the door. 

‘Sioned!’ she called. ‘I’ve brought a lamb for you to skin.’  
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 ‘Hang on. I’ll be there now,’ she answered. She came to the door carrying a 

tea towel which she then unravelled to reveal a small and bright blade. ‘How’s he 

doing?’ she asked.  

 Sarah shrugged. ‘Still going.’ She stood next to the table and watched as 

Sioned turned the lamb over and placed the tip of the blade below the bloody cord 

that sprouted from its belly. She slashed quickly along the skin towards each hind leg 

and took hold of the tip of the triangle she had made. Pressing the lamb into the 

table at the neck, she pulled back the skin with her other hand, tearing it away and 

exposing the raw, purple flesh beneath.  

‘Evan said you do this best,’ said Sarah. 

‘This maybe,’ she replied. ‘There’ll probably be a machine they’ll come out 

with that’ll do this for you soon’.  

Taking one leg at a time, she held each of the tiny hooves in her fingers and 

scored around them with the knife. Her slim arms swelled as her muscles laboured, 

the tendons bulging from them in ridges as she worked. She put down the knife and 

reaching through the opening at the belly, pulled each of the hind legs through the 

hide until the bony limbs were bare. She stepped back from the table. With one hand 

gripping both hind legs, she tugged at the loose skin with the other, peeling the lamb 

slowly naked until the coat gathered around its neck and obscured its head, like a 

child removing a jumper. Taking the knife once more she cut the coat free of the 

lamb and placed both back down on the table.  

 ‘There we are then,’ she said.  

 Sarah stared at the dead lamb, lying just away from its missing coat. 

‘So the mother’s love is skin deep?’ she said. 
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‘You what?’ Sioned said, wrapping the knife away in the tea towel. 

‘Nothing. What do I do now?’ 

‘Are you all right to take this to the dead hole?’ Sioned asked. Sarah nodded. 

The dead hole was exactly that: a dark place where the lifeless were 

forgotten. Evan had shown it to her the previous day. They were now illegal, but he 

said he was damned if he was going to pay twelve pounds fifty for every dead lamb 

to be taken away, so most of them ended up there.  

She picked up the lamb. It was smooth and clammy where the skin had been 

stripped from it. She trudged away from the farm and up the tractor-carved track, 

following the twilight that had gathered in its twin hollows. Dusk had driven the colour 

from the grass and the hillside was flecked with pale candles of glowing fungi. It was 

dark in the valley below save for the glow-worm lights of the farmhouses. As she 

turned off towards the dead hole, she took a deep breath and held it. Steering her 

way through the burgeoning nettles, she knelt next to a rusted sheet of corrugated 

iron, lifted it up and pushed the lamb into the dark hole beneath, trying to shut her 

ears to any sound that might come from within. Unable to hold her breath any longer, 

she dashed back to the track, inhaling a lungful of putrid air as she ran. On her way 

back to the barn, she picked up the lambskin from the outside table. It was limp and 

damp and felt like rolled dough in her fingers. She carried it down to the barn and 

made her way inside. The ewe was still calling for her lamb. She could just make out 

the figure of Evan, moving amongst the animal shadows deep inside the barn. She 

called to him, and he stepped out into the light. 

 ‘Great. Bring it here then,’ he said. He went over to one of the pens, reached 

into it and plucked out a live, bleating lamb. The two of them crouched together in 
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the straw once more. ‘Spread the coat out for me will you Sarah,’ Evan said, holding 

the lamb away. She laid the skin out on his lap. The lamb struggled and continued to 

bleat as the two of them pressed its back into the new coat. Evan held the legs still 

and Sarah helped slip the wriggling hooves through the leg holes until the coat was 

on. ‘Now then,’ he said, and she followed him across the barn. ‘Let’s see now.’ He 

set the lamb down near the still bleating ewe. The coat was a neat fit and left the 

iodine-stained umbilical cord dangling beneath it. The ewe stepped cautiously over 

to the lamb and reached her head around it to sniff at its tail.  The lamb trembled on 

its narrow legs but stopped bleating and instead reached up to the ewe and pushed 

its head underneath her and began to stab hungrily at her teat. The ewe continued to 

sniff at its tail. ‘Looks all right enough to me,’ Evan said, winking at Sarah. Relieved, 

she placed a hand on his shoulder. 

 ‘Will you come for some tea?’ 

 

Lambing season had come with snow on the mountains, away to the north where the 

far blue peaks moved in and out of existence. The hills were awake with the 

movement of beasts as they pawed at the ground in their millions, their udders 

swollen with a liquid love, knowing the life inside them, ready to emerge. In the 

floodlit barns, roles had reversed, and the farmers were now servile, the men 

treading sleeplessly through the straw like ghosts, moving from one mother to the 

next and kneeling in service to each of their wombs. Restless, and with wet 

hindquarters, the ewes lay down with their contractions, and the farmers helped free 

them of their young, patiently and devotedly clearing away the stiff mucus and 

releasing them from the swaddling membranes of their births. 
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Evan kept a near permanent vigil, with Sioned and Sarah, and sometimes 

Richard and Ceri, taking turns to help. Sarah felt her skin would never be clear of the 

scent of lanolin and silage. The work was exhausting, and Evan could not have done 

more than catnap in the last three days. He was asleep now, prostrate on the sofa, 

his legs dangling over the arm and his feet twitching in their sodden socks. Sioned 

and Sarah were sitting together in the kitchen.  

‘It’s just thinking about him hiding it from me that gets me,’ Sarah said. She 

had made no conscious decision to tell Sioned about Michael. She was tired and it 

just sort of came out there and then. They had been talking about it for some time. 

 ‘The way the danger of it all must have been exciting for him. I mean, don’t 

get me wrong, if he’d confronted me about it then I’d still have been so hurt. It’s like a 

rejection of everything you are. Like he’s taken a long look at everything about you, 

got to know you intimately, inside out, and then thought “I don’t like that”.’ 

‘It’s not like that,’ Sioned said. ‘Don’t think of it like that.’  

Sarah shook her head slowly. ‘All of it behind my back.’ 

‘Oh, I wouldn’t think much of that. A friend of mine, Jenny Morris, married Ian 

Hughes, Dai the butcher’s son. This was years and years ago. He used to have all 

sorts of women round. I mean it was no secret with him, he used to bring them home 

to the house when she was there. Girls from off, usually. And he used to hit her as 

well. Anyway, I went round there one day to see her, and she was crying, saying he 

had a woman upstairs again. Said she’d like to kill him. So we made him a cup of tea 

and we got together everything we could find: every painkiller, every tablet in the 

house, just as long as he wouldn’t be able to taste it. Then we mixed them all into his 

tea with a load of sugar. I can remember laughing. It was sort of funny. It was her 
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idea. She had to hold her hand over the top of the mug to stop the fizz brimming 

over. The amount that was in there! Must’ve been enough to kill a bear.’ 

‘Oh my God, what happened?’ 

‘She gave it him, lay next to him that night listening to his breathing getting 

deeper, then he just got up the next day and went to work.’ 

‘Jesus Christ!’ 

‘She did get away from him in the end,’ Sioned said, moving over to the sink. 

Evan was snoring in the living room. 

‘We talked about having children, you know,’ Sarah said. It was strange 

saying it out loud. It felt as if she had transgressed something within herself, as if she 

had uncaged something she was supposed to be guarding.  

‘You’re young, cariad,’ Sioned said. ‘There’s plenty of time for that.’ 

‘I’m not sure I do want them now.’  

Sioned came back to the table to sit with her. ‘It doesn’t feel like something 

you’ve decided when they come,’ she said. ‘It always feels like it’s just things 

happening to you. That’s what it felt like to me. And when they go . . .’ She looked 

away, without finishing. 

‘Was it hard when Ceri left the farm?’ Sarah asked. 

‘It was. Hard for Evan the most, I think. Not having a son to stay here. Going 

back to just us. These things are hard for him, I know. His mam died when he was 

very young. When his dad died, that was the worst. He was the apple of his eye.’ 

‘Would you have liked a son?’ 
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‘I had a son.’ Sarah stiffened but Sioned continued. ‘He died when he was 

very small, then no more came after that.’ She agitated her mug on the table as she 

spoke. ‘I knew something was wrong and I took him down to the surgery and carried 

him in in my carthen. The receptionist there, she said the surgery was closing, told 

me to come back tomorrow. I said that something was wrong with him. She just told 

me she couldn’t help me. He died that night. Do you know, that woman’s never 

looked me in the eye since. She goes into some back room when I go to the surgery 

now, lets someone else speak to me.’  

For a while there was only the sound of Evan snoring. Sarah though about 

saying she was sorry, then changed her mind. What did that even mean anyway? 

The time when she could have said something passed in silence.  

‘I wanted to ask you something,’ she said eventually. She felt cowardly, 

changing the subject. ‘I met some people in the woods when I had that flat battery, 

the first day I came here. It was weird. They were just sort of standing around and 

touching the trees and stuff.’ 

‘Druggies?’ Sioned said. 

‘Maybe. I’m not sure, though. They were kind of all spaced out and none of 

them would speak with me, they just went on acting strange.’ 

‘It doesn’t surprise me. There’s all sorts come to live here. Hippies a lot of the 

time. Sometimes I think people from England just see this place like it’s a blank piece 

of paper. It’s just a big empty space to them, for them to come and do with what they 

like, away from everyone else. Never mind us.’ 

‘I suppose I’m one of those,’ Sarah said. 
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‘You’re one of the nice ones. And it’s not as if people don’t leave. Feels like 

every youngster who’s not a farmer leaves. No one stays. Everything shrinks or gets 

old. You have to travel now to get anything. The kids that are left go miles to school. 

You can’t even be born here anymore; you have to go to England or Upper Powys. 

Why did you choose to come here anyway? I mean, here rather than anywhere 

else?’ 

‘It’s silly really. My grandpa and grandma took me on holiday somewhere near 

here a few times when I was a child. I liked it. We used to stay in a caravan park. Do 

you know Reedy Bennock?’ 

‘Rhyd-y-Benwch?’ 

‘Is that how you say it?’ 

‘I know the one.’ 

‘Can you show me where it is?’ 

‘Yes, of course. It’s a little way from here, though.’ She nodded towards the 

living room. ‘I’ve been chopsing long enough now. I’d better get his lordship up or 

he’ll be cross.’ 

‘I am glad I came here,’ Sarah said. ‘To the farm I mean.’ 

‘Yes. Yes, I’m glad too.’ 
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By the time the lambing had quietened down, Sarah was sick of talk of tups and 

theaves, Radnors and Texels. She felt restless with the lengthening of the days and 

had taken to walking the lanes around the valley. Daffodils were growing in the 

verges, and she gathered them and stood them in vases about the cottage, where 

their six-petalled collars quivered open to reveal trumpets of yellow. Sometimes she 

came across sheep that had broken free and were busy grazing the verges or 

feasting on the salt in the grit bins. There were cattle in the fields on the valley floor, 

and she watched how they sniffed at the grass before eating it and saw the great bull 

sidling up to his bride for the morning and nuzzling gently at her neck.  

 The shifts at the pub were hard work but John seemed fond of her and was 

not afraid to argue with Malcolm if he felt that he was taking advantage of her. 

Malcolm had found out about the bar work she had done as an older teen and had 

several times suggested she take over from him, but John always refused him. He 

waited until John was dealing with the weekly delivery before approaching Sarah. 

There was something he needed to do, he said, and he simply walked her behind 

the bar and pointed towards the taps and the fridge and then left. It did not bother 

Sarah, though she felt bad about leaving John. There were three men already at the 

bar. She recognised one of them. 

 ‘Hiya, Sarah,’ the thinnest of them said, winking. It was Richard, Evan’s son in 

law. He watched her as she served the other men. When they left, he rested his 

forearms on the bar and leant forward to talk to her. He bragged about some 
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business deal he had completed that morning and how much he had made. She had 

taken a strong disliking to him, but she was effectively cornered and had no choice 

but to nod and respond appropriately. He told her she looked good, and she felt 

pressured into smiling politely, which made her angry. Inwardly, she prayed for 

another patron to serve. The time passed painfully, and she kept glancing over at the 

clock. Three young women came in and asked for halves of cider and Richard went 

quiet. He watched them leave the bar and take their seats on the far side of the 

room, then two men entered, both in flat caps and check shirts. They came over to 

the bar. 

 ‘It’s Jimmy Rhubarb!’ Richard said to the one nearest him. ‘How’s it going 

Jimmy?’ The man ignored him and waited for Sarah to serve him. He was a 

generation older than Richard and breathed through an open mouth, permanently 

displaying his five remaining teeth. Sarah gave him his change. 

 ‘Prick,’ the man said to Richard before walking away. Richard winked at him.  

 ‘That’s Jimmy Rhubarb,’ he said to Sarah. ‘Friends with John Davies, that 

wanker with the dogs. Got into a fight once in the market garden. What happens is, 

he pulls up a stick of rhubarb and starts to hit old Preece with it, the twat. That’s why 

he’s Jimmy Rhubarb.’ He kept looking over at the three women who were laughing 

amongst themselves. John came out from the far door to the kitchen and caught 

sight of her. He came over to the bar. He smiled at Richard. 

 ‘Hello!’ he said. ‘It’s little Richard, Daddy’s champ. How you doing, champ?’ 

John threw an arm around Richard and pulled him close. ‘I know his dad,’ he said to 

Sarah. ‘Went to school with him. This is his champ. That’s what he calls him. Doesn’t 

he, champ?’ John was squeezing Richard tight. Richard looked furious and was 
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trying to wriggle away from John’s grip, but John had him pinned, effortlessly 

clamped against the bulk of his body by a single arm. Sarah suppressed a giggle. 

Rhubarb and his companion were looking over and laughing. ‘How’s Daddy’s little 

champ?’ John kept saying. Richard went red with embarrassment but could not free 

himself from the arm that held him vice-like against John’s dirty kitchen apron. The 

far door opened again, and Malcolm wandered absently back into the room.  

 ‘Right,’ John said, pointing at Sarah with his free arm. ‘That’s enough 

women’s liberation for you, get back in that kitchen!’ 

  

Sarah had a free afternoon the day after. It was bright and sunny, and she decided 

that today was the day she would drive to the caravan park. 

 Rhyd-y-Benwch straddled the Severn close to its source, on the eastern 

slopes of the five-peaked mountain that stood at the very centre of Wales. The river 

cut a narrow trench through the steep-sided valley, whose slopes funnelled sharply 

down to meet it. The ground levelled out at the site of an old ford where the caravans 

huddled along the riverbank and spread outwards from it in rows of gleaming plastic.   

For Sarah, arriving at the caravan park would be a homecoming. Her 

memories were of bright skies, the charcoal smell of barbecues and the sound of 

water falling on rock. She remembered the pony at the fence and her grandma 

tearing up a fistful of the long grass and handing it to her so that she could feed it. It 

was here she remembered feeling at her very happiest. She had clapped as her 

grandpa took hold of her grandma and waltzed the two of them around and around 

the caravan. For once, it had felt like there was no love missing in the world. It was 

how she imagined life must be for normal people. 
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 As she drove in through the main entrance, she was surprised to find that she 

recognised neither the sign welcoming her nor the office building, nor the timber 

cabins under the trees. The caravans were all skirted and a different shape from how 

she remembered. She parked in the visitor car park and walked over to a concrete 

bridge. The peaty water was the colour of black coffee. She thought she 

remembered it that way but could not be certain. The nearby pony field was empty. 

She walked along the road that led through the rows of caravans, following it round 

until it looped back and she was at the bridge again. Whatever she had been 

expecting, it was a shock to find she felt nothing at all. None of it was how she 

remembered, though it must be the same place. She had hoped it would stir 

something within her, that some deep-seated attachment would speak its name, or 

at least carry her backwards on a wave of memory. Instead, it felt empty. A television 

was playing in the nearest caravan, and she became conscious of herself suddenly, 

a visitor with no one to visit but the dark water. She came away from the bridge, 

embarrassed. Then she remembered the waterfall. If she could see that again, that 

might be something. She headed back to the bridge and found a path shadowing the 

route of the water, heading upstream. It led away from the park and opened out into 

a broad basin that was rimmed with trees and veined with several criss-crossing 

paths, the largest of which were route-marked with colour-coded posts. She counted 

four separate streams, any of which could have led to the waterfall. She chose the 

steepest and followed its sharp rise through a belt of strong-scented spruces. Next to 

her, the water fell at noisy intervals like stairs, showing white for a moment between 

the rocks. She was soon out of breath and stopped beside a break in the woods 

where the trees had collapsed and formed a spilliken mess of decaying trunks, all of 

them lank with green moss. The path then narrowed until it became a route worn 
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through the grass, barely more than a sheep track. The stream shrank as it went on, 

until she could no longer convince herself that this was the way to the waterfall.  

 It had all been a failure. She squatted down for a moment to rest and to try 

and think, but she found listening to the water was far better than trying to make 

sense of it all. Whatever coming here had failed to achieve, the walking was good, 

she told herself. If she could just carry on, she might outrun her own despair, or at 

least be too tired to feel it when it came. The trees had ended, and she decided she 

would climb the slope above her and look out from its summit. Her legs burnt from 

the exertion, and she ascended on all fours, pulling herself up by grabbing handfuls 

of sedge and glancing over her shoulder to look out over the tops of the trees. When 

the slope began to ease, she threw herself down on her back and gazed up at the 

sky, panting. She looked out over the land she had conquered, taking in the hillside 

scored jagged with water, the trees like growths of mountain hair, and in the 

distance, the tiny boxes of the caravans. This was not the summit, and she pushed 

on, moving upwards into the grassy mountains.  

The afternoon wore on. What had begun as a spontaneous walk became an 

interminable trudge across a featureless mountainside. At first, she tried to aim for 

the summit but gave up when it became clear that no real peak was going to emerge 

from the blunt swellings that rose in the distance. She was now following a contour 

across the mountainside, hoping to descend in a broad loop back to the caravan 

park when the slope eased off. There had been little, if any wind down in the valley, 

but there was a strong breeze here and she was glad of her walking coat. Looking 

out, the hills rolled away from her at an even height, showing the sunken valleys 

between them, their ridges picked out by towers of white turbines whose blades 

turned silently in the distance. She passed close to a flock of sheep and the nearest 
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stopped and lifted their heads to watch her before returning to the bitten-down grass. 

A way on from them, she came across the site where one of their number must have 

met its end. The strewn bones were as clean and polished as an exhibit.  

She had brought neither food nor water and when she came to a boundary 

fence, she made her escape by following it down the mountainside, accompanied by 

the song of the breeze through the wires. She reached the end of the fence and 

clambered awkwardly over it at the corner post, her coat snagging on the barbed 

wire. The whole afternoon had passed without her seeing another soul. She cursed 

herself for not bringing a map and for leaving her phone in her handbag in the car. 

Twilight was coming and she was thankful when she spotted a track ahead. She 

joined it, increasing her pace, stopping at the first culvert she came across and 

cupping her hand to drink from the cold, trout-tasting water. The track went on for 

another mile or so. The one building she passed turned out to be a ruined farmhouse 

with the words Cymru Rhydd painted on it, along with a symbol she did not 

recognise. A light became visible further along the track. This time the farmhouse 

was occupied, but as she peeled off from the track to approach it, the farmyard 

erupted with the baying of dogs and a trio of them tore out from the gloom towards 

her. Alarmed and exhausted, her mind forgot everything she knew about dogs, and 

she pelted away down the track, not slowing until the snapping around her calves 

ceased, the dogs stopping at an invisible boundary. Fighting to get her breath back, 

she heard a distant voice admonishing the dogs in Welsh.  

The sun drowned itself in the hills and the valley quickly darkened. She was 

desperate to get off the mountainside. What if she had to spend the night on the 

mountainside? What if she fell somewhere and could not get out? No one was 

expecting her, nor did anyone know where she had gone. Every ditch or boulder hid 
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a crouching figure, intent on harming her. A killer stalked the fields, just waiting for a 

woman alone to walk through them in the dark. Compared to this, the valley floor 

seemed like sanctuary. She had to descend quickly and find a road. Scaling the 

fence beside her, she left the track and plunged down the nearest bank, heading 

downhill as steeply as she could, her toes hammering at the front of her boots. She 

crossed the next fence and then the next, until the land fell steeply into a dense 

thicket. What little light was left barely followed her into the woods and she had to 

pick her way carefully down between the trees, steadying herself against them and 

stepping over their raised roots. She glanced around her after every few steps to 

check that nothing else was moving in the dimness, all the while reproaching herself 

for getting into such a stupid situation. After some time, the gradient eased, but the 

boles of the trees were still thick around her. She startled as she flushed a pheasant 

from the undergrowth, and it clattered upwards through the branches, sending its 

glottal alarm call reverberating through the woods. As it fell quiet again, she stood 

still, listening out for traffic noise or anything that might mean civilisation, but there 

was nothing. Carrying on, the slope began to level out and she thought she could 

make out what might have been a pathway between the trees. She stooped over, 

looking around to find its course, then jumped back, as one of the tree trunks moved 

in front of her. Then she saw that it was not a trunk, saw the furry limbs and tail, 

dead and dangling from a rope, the snout and long ears, head pointing downwards. 

Then she was running, crashing through the trees, branches striking at her head, 

charging down, down, running anywhere to get away. As the trees moved past her, it 

came to her: fox. Then her foot snagged against something, and she was suddenly 

falling, turning over and over, knees and elbows smacking against the ground, finally 

coming to rest, prone on the woodland floor, her mouth filled with dank earth. Her 
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ears rang and she lay still for a moment, fearful of moving, then she wiped her mouth 

and spat. Slowly she began to pick herself up. 

‘Are you . . .’ The voice spoke close to her, and she heard her own body erupt 

in a terrible scream. The man who had just spoken screamed also, then clutched at 

his chest as she backed away. 

‘God, you frightened the life out of me!’ the man said. 

‘You frightened me!’ Sarah screeched back at him. Fear came out as 

indignant rage.  

‘Who are you?’ the man said.  

She couldn’t answer him. He stepped forward and she froze as he took 

something from his pocket. It was a small torch, which he switched on and shone at 

her. She screwed up her eyes and held her hand up in front of her face. 

‘What are you doing here?’ he asked. 

‘I was just walking,’ she said. 

‘Walking?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Why here, in these woods?’ 

‘I was trying to find a way back to the caravan park.’ She answered him 

automatically, too afraid to do anything else.  

‘So you’re lost?’ he said. She nodded. ‘And you’re on your own?’ The man 

shone his torch over her body. ‘That was a fair fall,’ he said eventually. She said 

nothing. He pointed to her left hand. ‘Shall we have a look at that?’ Again, she could 



95 

not answer. ‘It seems we frightened each other. Your hand?’ He spoke with a clipped 

English accent. From what she could see of his face, she made out a long jaw and a 

heavy brow over high cheekbones. Unable to think any longer, she held her hand out 

in front of her and he shone the torch over it. It was mud-stained and two of the 

knuckles had opened, the wounds glistening red as berries. He was tall and had to 

stoop down to inspect her trembling hand. He held her wrist in his long fingers and 

asked her to try moving it. She winced. ‘Just superficial damage I think, but I’m not 

an expert.’ He switched off the torch. ‘The caravan park you say?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Rhyd-y-Benwch?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘That’s quite a walk away.’ She said nothing. ‘If you are lost then I’d better 

take you there.’ He turned around and began walking away through the trees, then 

stopped when she did not follow. ‘Come on. This way,’ he said.  
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The sun had crested the rim of the hill and shone down between the trees where the 

heads of the sorrel opened and turned their purple veins to the coming light. In the 

clearing below, bugles had broken the earth with their blue spears, spreading in 

formation across the exposed ground. On the slope, Evan began to ready himself, 

taking hold of the long handle of the winch with both hands and digging his heels into 

the woodland floor. The hill rose sharply, so that the roots of the upper trees grew 

high above the tips of their cousins below. As he dug in, he crushed the fat blades of 

the ramsons into the soil, releasing more of their pungent sweetness into the air. 

Across from him, Rhys bent over the chainsaw and yanked at the starter rope. The 

engine fired but did not start, and a pair of wood pigeons blustered away through the 

branches. He tugged again, and the woods throbbed with the violent rasping of the 

saw. He bent low next to the tree and began the first sink cut into the trunk. The 

blade bit into the flesh of the tree and the bright, white innards sprayed out in a 

heavy mist across the ramsons. Evan began to work the winch, feeling the rumble of 

the saw through the handle as he moved it back and forth. It was still cold and the 

streaks of sunlight through the trees shone on his steaming breath. Rhys moved to 

the rear of the tree and began the felling cut. Evan could see the trunk beginning to 

lean as he shortened the cable with the winch, directing the path of its fall away from 

the other trees. Rhys stepped away from the tree and called. Evan let go of the 

winch as the cable grew slack and moved quickly behind the anchor-tree next to him. 

The birch gave a bow then flung itself at the ground, fracturing branches and 

skidding a short way down the slope before coming to rest. With the chainsaw still 
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running, Rhys came away from the raw stump that remained and made his way 

down to begin butchering the tree.  

Evan watched him as he worked. His face was hidden behind the visor of his 

forestry helmet, but the delight was clear in his movements as he trimmed the 

branches away. Rhys loved his work and despite his stocky frame, skipped nimbly 

over the slashed and silvery trunk, methodically dismembering the boughs from the 

narrow body. Evan reached down and unhooked the strop from the anchor tree. He 

was about to fold it together when something made him look away and up the 

wooded slope. High above them, someone was moving amongst the trees. The 

figure vanished, then re-appeared, the outline dark against the sun for a moment 

before disappearing again. Whoever it was, they were making their way across the 

hill. Evan dropped the strop and started moving briskly up the slope, cutting a steep 

path through the woods. He looked upwards, trying to track the movement through 

the trees. The holly grew thick between the trunks and twice forced him off-course, 

so that when he felt he had drawn level with the stranger, there was no sight of them 

ahead. He stopped to listen but could hear nothing above the noise of the saw 

working below. There was only stillness. Alone amongst the trees, he leant against 

one of the slender columns to catch his breath, feeling the crisp body of the lichen 

beneath his glove. The woods came to an end a short way ahead and rather than 

pursue the stranger any further, he turned instead in the direction from which they 

had come. He traced what he thought must have been their path. When he reached 

the boundary of the woods, he examined the stock fence and found it bowed at the 

corner post. The staples were loose, and the wire deformed. 

By the time he made his way back, the sawing had stopped. Rhys removed 

his helmet, held up a gloved hand and sniffed one of the logs he had cut. 
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‘Having a moment, were you? Smell that,’ he said and thrust the log under 

Evan’s nose. ‘You can’t beat that smell. Lovely. This one’s good for carving as well. 

Look at that. Beautiful.’ 

‘There was someone up there you know,’ Evan said. ‘I saw them.’  

Rhys shrugged. ‘What are you going to do about it?’ he said. 

‘Who do you think it was?’  

‘I don’t know, do I,’ Rhys said, picking up another log. ‘Could be ramblers, 

kids, Scouts, anyone. Are you going to help me with this wood or not?’ Evan joined 

in, the two of them sorting through the wood and grading it into different piles. He 

kept glancing back up the hill. 

‘Why are you so bothered anyway?’ Rhys asked. 

‘Whoever it is, they’re wrecking the fence.’ 

‘I can let Gwilym know if it makes you feel better.’ 

‘What’s it to do with him?’ 

‘They’re his woods.’  

‘These were Dad’s woods,’ Evan said, putting down the wood he was 

carrying. ‘I thought they were yours now?’ 

‘No, no. Dad sold these before he went. They’re Gwilym’s now. He lets me 

take a tree from them when one needs taking out. Like this one here.’ 

‘He didn’t tell me he’d sold them. I thought all the woods went to you?’  

‘All the woods? There’s the pines at home and you’ve got them. No, the 

woods are long gone. Suppose he didn’t want to hurt your feelings. Besides,’ he 
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said, lifting the saw onto his shoulder, ‘you’d only have cut them all down if you’d 

thought it meant more grazing for your sheep.’ He carried the winch away towards 

the waiting trailer.  

Evan had found their father dead in the bottom field, lying on his back, as if 

asleep. A waxcap was growing close to his ear and the sheep were still grazing 

indifferently about him. He had felt the dampness of the dew in his dad’s hair as he 

held him and waved the flies away from his lips. He wondered now what else the 

man had kept from him before his mouth closed forever that morning and the fingers 

of grass stole his warmth away. 

‘We loading up then?’ Rhys said as he came over. ‘It’s not that good for 

burning. Leave it to season at least six months. Don’t try burning it before then. It’ll 

go quickly as well.’  

Evan adjusted his gloves and picked up the coiled cable, slinging it across his 

shoulder. Before he turned to head back to the trailer, he looked away again and up 

into the woods above. 

 He drove them back to Rhys’s place and they carried the saw and other 

equipment back inside. Rhys rented his flat and the workshop below it from Geraint 

Ty Gwyn. Evan waited in the workshop whilst Rhys went upstairs to change. There 

were several workbenches and a giant lathe, along with various tools and carvings 

distributed around the room. His nose caught the familiar tang of linseed oil and 

varnish, and the resinous, faintly singed smell of wood shavings. He picked up the 

nearest of the carvings. It was of a doe and her fawn. He ran his finger over its 

smooth surface, feeling the shape of the doe’s back before touching her at the ears 

and hooves with his fingertip. How Rhys could do what he did always puzzled him. 
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His brother had never held an interest for the farm and used to stay indoors to play 

when they were children, while Evan went out to work with their dad. Unlike Evan, he 

had wept and wet the bed for months after the cancer had taken their mother. Evan 

loved him and respected him, but he never understood him. They had fought only 

once, when he was twelve, an episode he could recall as lucidly as the day it 

happened. That winter, snow had turned the hills smooth and white, covering the 

fingers of the wasted trees and capping the hedges in a thick layer, like the peaks on 

their father’s brush before shaving. Though he could not recall why they had argued, 

he remembered with a stomach-stirring guilt, the bloody nose he had given Rhys and 

the hot liquid falling on the fine crystals of snow. He had held handfuls of the snow to 

his brother’s face, who cried as it turned into a red slush that poured through his 

fingers. When it finally stopped, Evan walked the two of them back with his arm 

around his brother, the snow creaking beneath their feet like the grinding of teeth. 

 He had promised Rhys and Richard a drink in The Drovers Arms. His 

brother’s drinking was another thing he did not understand but he had never 

challenged him about it, despite Sioned insisting he should, and he was not going to 

start now. They collected Richard on the way and parked a short distance from the 

pub at the old cattle market.  

The Drovers Arms was Rhys’s pub of choice. The building was a tasteless 

mix of pebble dash and old beams and was, as Evan often pointed out, in urgent 

need of redecoration. The sign outside was so badly weathered that the drovers 

were now featureless and appeared to be driving their sheep into an abyss. Tourists 

mostly passed over it in favour of the more attractive and more expensive Red Lion 

further up the road. Inside were a few tables and a pair of dark and cigarette-burnt 

booths. Copper kettles and agricultural paraphernalia clung to the walls or dangled 
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from the ceiling. With better care, the bar could have had rustic appeal, but glowing 

plastic tap handles had been affixed to the ancient wood and the prices were 

scrawled in chalk on blackboards displayed behind it. The smell inside was tolerable 

but the toilets were not spoken about, and the patrons re-emerged from them as 

quickly as they could. 

 The moment he saw Rhys, Will the landlord began pouring him his usual 

lager. Gwyn the Waun was drinking at one of the tables, holding his pint in two 

hands, his arthritic thumbs sticking out like stubby antennae. At the bar was John 

Davies and next to him, Jimmy Rhubarb. Davies was a large man with a distended 

gut and a fleshy neck that flapped about under his chin. His eyes were close-set, and 

his thick lips were partially hidden by the stiff, three-coloured quills of his moustache.  

 ‘All right,’ Evan said. Davies nodded in return. Richard scowled at the pair of 

them. Evan’s dad had hated Davies; he knew that much, but Evan liked to think he 

treated others fairly and would not let that colour his judgement. When Will poured 

the last drink, Evan paid him and carried his pint over to stand with Davies and 

Jimmy. 

 ‘All right. How’s it going?’ he asked.    

 ‘Not so bad. You?’ Davies said. 

‘Yeah, numbers are good this year. How are your Devonshires doing?’ 

‘Well. I’ve only got a few, but they’ve nearly all of them lambed three times in 

these last two years.’ 

‘Bloody hell,’ Evan said, putting down his beer. 

‘Yep. Only got to look a tup and they’re pregnant.’ They carried on, Jimmy 

sipping quietly at his pint and Richard coming over to listen. Richard had a history 
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with Jimmy’s eldest and had ended up in the back of a police van after they had 

fought one carnival night. He stood close by, scowling at Davies and Jimmy. 

‘I was going to ask you, actually,’ Evan said. ‘Brian lost a few sheep a while 

back. Reckoned it was dogs. I came to see, and it looked that way to me. Have you 

had anything similar?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Oh. Just wondering with those kennels you’ve got.’  

Davies interrupted him before he could continue. ‘There’s nothing wrong with 

my kennels,’ he said.  

‘No, no. I’m not saying there is.’ 

‘I keep my dogs well.’ He had straightened himself up and stood directly in 

front of Evan, his bristly moustache level with Evan’s eyes.  

Evan held up his palms. ‘I know. I was just wondering if one of them might 

have–’ 

‘That Brian needs to keep his mouth shut,’ Davies interrupted again. 

‘Everything that goes wrong with his farm he points the finger at me. It’s his own fault 

he can’t look after his ewes.’ He shook his head, sending the folds of his neck 

flapping. ‘Dogs tearing out throats! I’ve got ewes of my own. Why would I keep a dog 

that would do that?’ 

‘I wasn’t saying–’ 

‘You’d best mind your business, Bowen.’ 

‘Yeah, piss off Bowen.’ Jimmy had come away from the bar and was standing 

next to Davies. He rocked slightly on his heels, clearly feeling the drink more now 

that he was standing up.  

‘Fuck off, Jimmy,’ Richard said, drawing level with Evan. 
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‘What, you going to make me are you, you scrawny little shit.’ 

‘Hey, stop that now,’ Will said from behind the bar.  

Davies had fixed Evan with a stare and would not look away. Evan met his 

eyes with his own.  

‘Got your fucking rhubarb with you, have you?’ Richard shouted.  

Rhys came over to stand between Jimmy and Richard. ‘Hey, we’ll have less 

of the lip you two,’ he said, pointing at each of them.  

‘Outside then, is it?’ Jimmy said. 

‘No. We’re off, now,’ Rhys said, reaching an arm out across Richard and Evan 

and drawing them back. 

‘Good,’ Davies said. He and Evan were still staring at each other. 

‘Come on!’ Rhys said. They left their drinks where they were. Gwyn the Waun 

had not moved throughout.  

Outside, it was bright and fresh.  

‘For fuck’s sake boys. I drink in there. What do you think you’re doing?’ Rhys 

said.  

Richard was still looking back at the pub. ‘Tell you what we do,’ he said. ‘We 

get a load of his sheep into the trailer, and we drive them–’ 

‘No, leave it,’ Evan said.  

‘Come on,’ Rhys said. ‘I’ve seen enough to be honest. Nice quiet drink it is 

with you two like. Bloody hell.’ 

 

Later, Evan and Richard unloaded the wood into the old barn at Hafod Farm. 

Richard said he would go and see if Sarah needed a hand with any logs and Evan 

stayed to split some kindling. Sioned was in the lambing shed across the farmyard. 
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He could hear the high, whinnying call she made to get the sheep away from the 

troughs so that she could fill them. Picking up an empty disinfectant tub, he filled it 

with nuts from the feed bin and went inside to join her. Together they attended to all 

the pens, wordlessly dividing them between each other. The sheep jostled one 

another and butted at their knees to get at the hard, brown pellets they spilt along the 

length of each trough. Evan spotted a few with the beginnings of foot rot and went 

out to fetch the treatment. When he came back, Sioned was attending to a late pair 

of lambs that were just being born. He cleaned out one of the nursing pens ready for 

them, forking the rancid straw into a barrow and replacing it from a new bale. When 

both were out, they each carried a yolk-stained lamb to the newly prepared pen, 

holding them by the forelegs and feeling the pulse beating hot and high against the 

grip of their hands. As they walked, Sioned bleated gently to the new mother, making 

sure she was following. Evan left her to see to the rest of the pens. Holding the 

syringe between his teeth, he caught those sheep that needed treating by the back 

legs with his crook, then pinned them against the side of the pen to inject them. 

Sparrows wheeled around him, flying above the sheep and settling to pick amongst 

the straw before darting back out into the daylight. He looked over at Sioned 

occasionally. Two nights ago, he had woken her up by sleepwalking to the corner of 

the bedroom and holding onto her grandmother’s old dresser, saying ‘she’s got her 

head up, she’s sick to lamb’. They had laughed about if for much of the next day, but 

it had worn off now. Things were back as they were, with the two of them saying very 

little to each other. Well, she could take it or leave it, he thought. How could you fix 

something when you did not know how it was broken in the first place? 

 That evening the wind carried away the heat from his back as he ran. He felt 

stronger, as if the last of winter had been shaken from his bones. The fronds of the 
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bracken had not yet returned but the flowers of the gorse were a bright, wagtail 

yellow. The grass was raised in mounds where the moles had been feeding. The 

fields were plagued with these claggy eruptions, breaking out in rows like shingles. 

He would have to get the traps out again. When Ceri was a girl, he had given the 

dead moles for her to hold and to stroke and had even popped the occasional one 

into Sioned’s pockets for a laugh.  

He passed the hawthorn and looked over his shoulder at the farm below. 

Hafod was too small for a commercial hill farm, especially with the price of lamb 

these days, something he found hard to understand, as it seemed expensive enough 

at the supermarket. Before, farming had been mixed, but few could afford to do that 

now; it was cattle in the valleys and sheep on the hills. If he had been born in the 

drier east, he might have ended up as one of those posh English farmers with their 

rich agribusinesses. As it was, he had to work at least one day a week for someone 

else, just to make ends meet. It was a hard fight to get anything from the land. His 

dad put the sheds in, but he could never expand the farm and nor could Evan. 

Sometimes he spoke to his dad in his mind, and he did so now, telling him not to 

worry. However hard it was, whatever sacrifices he had made, the farm was safe. 
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‘Are you hungry?’ the man asked, closing the gate behind her. He walked very 

quickly, tackling every gradient at the same pace, however steep. Sarah was 

breathing hard and trying not to let it show. 

 ‘No,’ she lied.  

 ‘We’re out of the woods, literally and figuratively.’ She could see him a little 

better now. He must have been somewhere in his mid-thirties. He was wearing a 

dark fleece and hat and camouflage trousers and carried a small rucksack with him. 

They had covered a fair distance together already, following an indistinct path 

through the trees to a low stone wall which eventually ended at a stream. They had 

been hugging its banks for the last half hour. ‘Have some water, at least,’ he said, 

taking a metal bottle from his sack and unscrewing the lid. When she did not take it, 

he drank some himself then passed it to her. She rinsed out her mouth, then gulped 

at the copper-tasting water and thanked him. ‘I’m Rob by the way.’ When she gave 

no reaction, he took the bottle from her and packed it away. ‘And you are?’ 

 ‘Sarah.’ 

 ‘Well, nice to meet you, Sarah.’ His teeth showed in a smile. ‘Even if it is a 

rather odd way to meet.’ He looked around, checking for something. ‘Ready to move 

on?’  

They crossed over several long and mercifully empty fields; the last thing she 

wanted to do was to have to bypass a herd of cows in the darkness. Rob asked 

about her as they walked, wanting to know where she worked and how she had 
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ended up in Mid Wales. She was too tired to do much other than answer his 

questions as simply as she could. He said that he was a conservation officer on a 

wildlife reserve, the name of which she had seen on some tourist leaflets at the pub. 

She was only half listening to him when the cry of an animal came to them across 

the fields, a pained squawk which jarred her already frayed nerves. 

 ‘What was that?’ she said. 

 ‘Tawny owl,’ Rob answered and continued with his monologue about the 

reserve.  

 ‘I thought they went “twit-twoo”,’ she interrupted.  

 ‘They make lots of noises.’  

 He led them out from the fields, over a stile and down what looked like a farm 

track. The owl had started something, and Rob spoke all the way, telling her about 

owl behaviour and how their wings are serrated so they can fly silently, and how one 

famous wildlife photographer in Mid Wales lost an eye peering into one of their 

nests. He was midway through another owl anecdote when the track ended next to a 

bungalow and met with a tarmacked road. They stopped as a security light came on 

and they saw each other clearly for the first time. 

 ‘This leads up to the road to Rhyd-y-Benwch,’ Rob said. 

 ‘Okay. I’ll take it from here. Thanks for showing me the way.’ 

 ‘I’m happy to walk the rest of the way with you.’ 

 ‘No, that’s fine.’ 

 ‘Are you sure?’ he asked. 
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 ‘Yes. But thank you.’ 

 ‘You need to go left when you reach the other road.’ 

 ‘Okay.’ She waited for him to say goodbye. He put a hand up to the back of 

his neck and rubbed it. 

 ‘Look, I’m sorry if I was curt with you when I first found you. You can never be 

sure who you’ll come across, or what they’re doing.’ 

 ‘No, it’s fine. Don’t worry. Goodnight and thanks again.’ 

 ‘You might need to take that hand to minor injuries. I could go with you, if you 

have trouble driving.’ 

 ‘No, that’s all right.’  

 ‘How will I know you’ve got back safely?’ 

 ‘I will.’ 

 ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Well, goodnight, Sarah.’ 

 ‘Goodnight.’ 

 She remembered little of the rest of the walk back, only the rhythm of her legs 

and the smooth surface of the seemingly endless road. At Rhyd-y-Benwch, all was 

dark, save for the squat, toadstool-shaped lanterns that lit the driveway running 

through it. Her car was where she left it and she said an inward prayer to someone, 

to anyone, when the engine fired into life. She met only two vehicles on the drive 

home and when she was back inside the cottage with the door locked behind her, 

sleep felt like the only god worth praying to.  
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The next day she was too exhausted to do much, other than to walk up the hill to call 

Malcolm so that she could arrange to have her shift at the pub moved to the day 

after. It felt like she had worn all the cartilage away in her knees, and her legs were 

so stiff that she yelped whenever she went to sit down. When she set out to work the 

following day, she was glad she had changed her shift, as Richard had come over to 

help Evan in the yard. Despite being married, he was one of those irritating men 

whose inflated opinion of themselves leads them to assume that every female wants 

nothing more than to have their manly affections directed towards them. He was 

always coming to help her when she did not need it, ignoring her protests. Anything 

he had to say seemed to be directed at her chest and there was usually a comment 

about her appearance. Most of all, she was sick of his deliberately-accidental way of 

touching her, making sure their bodies met when they were working or brushing up 

close to her if he passed her in the corridor. 

 It was a Friday, and the pub was busier than normal. Malcolm ended up 

taking her place in the kitchen so that she could help Emma serving. Emma was not 

as bad as Sarah had first thought and she had warmed to her when she told her 

about her background, especially her useless mother. They talked quite a lot 

together and one night when they were cleaning down the kitchen, Emma confided 

she had been addicted to cocaine as a teenager and had taken money from her 

family and friends, insinuating that that taken from the male members of her 

friendship group had come at a price. She was part of some movement called the 

New Wilderness League who had converted the old chapel at Tan-y-Fridd to use as 

their centre, and she was always trying to encourage Sarah to go along to one of 

their meetings.  
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 The two of them had to squeeze past crowds of noisy drinkers to deposit the 

food at packed tables. Poor John was working as fast as he could, having little help 

from Malcolm, who was too busy ranting to be of much use. Sarah waited at the 

hatch for him to carry across the next meal. 

 ‘Bloody Cardiff,’ he was saying. ‘Why should we have to listen to them? We’ve 

got nationalists in the north, socialists in the south, and here’s us stuck in the bloody 

middle! Do you know what they want me to do now? They want me to print all my 

menus in Welsh as well. When’s it going to end? I bet that’s a nice cushy little 

translation job for someone. The whole thing’s ludicrous.’ When he finally brought 

the meal over, she carried it over the heads of the drinkers to a lone man seated in 

the corner.  

 ‘Here you go,’ she said, placing the meal in front of him. She was about to ask 

if he wanted any sauces but stopped when she realised: it was the same man from 

the other night. 

 ‘Hi,’ Rob said. 

 ‘Oh. Hi.’ She stood still, trying to reconcile his presence with the surroundings 

of the pub. 

 ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you a second time.’ He looked quite different in 

the daylight. She could see now that beneath the heavy brow, his eyes were a Baltic 

blue, despite his dark hair. His jumper was rolled back at the sleeves and his broad 

and bare forearms rested on the table. ‘You got back all right then?’ 

 ‘Yes. Yes, thanks.’ 



111 

 ‘Good.’ Neither spoke for a moment. ‘Is this nice then?’ he said, pointing to 

the jacket potato she had set down. 

 ‘I don’t know, I’ve never had it.’ 

 ‘That’s a great advert. Come to the Dolforwyn Castle Hotel – we’ve never tried 

the food.’ 

 ‘The cheese is award-winning,’ she said, softening. ‘You can have a refund if 

it kills you.’ 

 ‘That’s very generous. Well, I can see you’re very busy here, Sarah. I’ll leave 

you to get on. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.’ 

 ‘Thank you,’ she said. 

 ‘What time do you finish, if you don’t mind me asking?’  

 ‘Four-thirty,’ she said. ‘It’s busy today.’ Rob looked disappointed.  

 ‘Are you working tomorrow?’ he asked, putting his hand up to his neck and 

rubbing it.  

 ‘No,’ she said, suddenly conscious of the hairnet and dirty apron she had on. 

 ‘There’s a talk on at the reserve: ‘Bringing Back the Beaver’. Didn’t know if 

you would fancy it. Do you like beavers?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Doesn’t 

matter. You won’t see one anyway.’ 

 ‘Okay. What time?’ she asked. 

 ‘Two o’clock.’ 

 ‘I’ll see you there then.’ 
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 ‘Really?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘Okay. Great. See you then.’ 

 They both said goodbye and she left for the kitchen, smiling to herself, this 

time passing by the front door and pocketing one of the leaflets for Afon Twymyn 

Nature Reserve.  

 

Sarah had passed the turnoff for the reserve before but had never driven up the 

Twymyn Valley. She was joined in the car park by half a dozen other cars. 

Murmuring couples filed down the path towards the entrance to the reserve. She 

questioned whether this was really a good idea. Ahead of her, she could see the 

white scratch of the Twymyn falls like a seam of quartz through the mountainside. 

 She felt self-conscious arriving alone and stood reading the interpretation 

boards at the entrance before following the others. As well as the main building, 

there were several others marked, along with some cabins in the woods. The woods 

were veined with walking routes marked in red, green and yellow, and the reserve 

ended in twin pools close to the river. The trail from the car park led her to the main 

building, a large and elegant construction of timber called ‘The Ark’. Inside, people 

were helping themselves to hot drinks and some were already seated in rows in front 

of a projector screen. She took a glass of water and sat on one of the back rows.   

 Shortly afterwards, a man stood in front of the projector screen and clapped 

his hands. The room went quiet. He was a red-faced man with a quiff of white hair 

which stood stubbornly upright. He began the talk by playing a short video. She 

looked over at the few people who remained standing and saw Rob amongst them. 
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He was scanning the crowd and smiled when his eyes eventually met with hers. She 

returned the small wave he gave her.  

 The talk was better than she imagined it would be. She had loved anything to 

do with woodland creatures as a girl but had seen little wildlife beyond the country 

parks of the southeast. The man explained how beavers had been hunted to 

extinction for their luxurious fur, and for their scent glands whose musk made 

fixatives for perfumes. Without beavers, he said, we have had to coppice woodlands 

ourselves and rivers are more unpredictable and prone to flooding without their 

dams. The audoence emitted a collective groan when the man listed the groups that 

objected to their reintroduction. 

 ‘It’s the usual suspects, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘Farmers, landowners, 

gamekeepers and so on. People who don’t seem to understand that beavers will 

actually help them with their respective industries. I attended one community 

meeting run by the Wessex Beaver Project and one man stood up and said “That’s 

all very well but I won’t have them taking my fish!”’ The other attendees laughed but 

Sarah had to wait to find out beavers were vegetarians. After audience questions 

and a round of applause, the talk was over, and the room began to fill with voices 

once again. She went over to where Rob was waiting for her. 

 ‘Hi.’ 

 ‘Hi. Thanks for coming. Did you find it interesting?’ 

 ‘I did, actually.’ 

 ‘Good. We’re already scoping some sites in Wales. Hopefully we can have 

our first beavers here in the next few years, if we can get enough people on board, 

politically speaking. Anyway, as you’re here, may I show you around?’ 
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 ‘Yes. Sounds good.’ 

 Rob led her along the trail through the reserve, showing her each of the 

different areas and speaking excitedly throughout. The residential cabins they 

passed had grass rooves and tin chimney stacks. Close to the ponds was a bark-

covered ‘Bug Area’. 

 ‘We have school groups come here quite often,’ Rob said. ‘The kids love this 

area. We take them pond dipping as well. Look.’ He lifted a loose and rotted stump. 

Half a dozen startled woodlice scuttled away from the light, legs moving at speed 

under plates of grey armour. Rob looked disappointed. ‘Just woodlice today,’ he 

said, replacing the stump. ‘You know they’re crustaceans, like crabs and lobsters. In 

Welsh they’re called wood-pigs.’ 

 ‘I like that: wood-pigs. You know, I’d have loved this when I was a kid,’ Sarah 

said. ‘Especially pond dipping.’ He looked pleased. 

 ‘This way,’ he said. ‘The bluebells are just beginning to flower.’ He led her 

along one of the waymarked trails and into the woods. It took a moment for her eyes 

to adjust as they slipped under the trees. 

 ‘Oh my God!’ she cried out. ‘They’re beautiful!’ For as far as she could see, 

the ground shimmered with ethereal violet, the heads of the flowers spreading out 

over a green world, in a swell of silent electricity. 

 ‘That’s not even all of them,’ Rob said. ‘There’s plenty more coming to join 

them.’ 

 ‘It’s so lovely.’  
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 ‘They’re very old these woods. Atlantic oakwoods like this are very rare now. 

Once, most of the country would’ve been covered with trees of some sort, from one 

end to the other.’ They moved deeper into the woods, following a narrow path 

amongst the bluebells. 

 ‘Listen,’ Rob said, raising his index finger. From a distance she could hear 

short bursts of sound like the crackle of fireworks, only deeper. 

 ‘A woodpecker!’ 

 ‘Yes, I’ve seen him. A very handsome Great Spotted.’ 

 They talked together, following the long trail through the woods. This time 

Sarah directed questions at Rob, asking about the centre and his role there. He was 

a Cambridge graduate and had been a working resident of four different reserves 

across England and Scotland. He had had research published in several well-

respected journals and a number of his articles had been featured in a famous 

wildlife magazine. He said he had twice been consulted on camera for BBC 

documentaries. It was clear he was deeply passionate about the natural world, to the 

extent that he was once arrested for obstructing the building of a bypass. He was 

now entering his third year at Afon Twymyn, he said. As they neared the end of the 

trail, he stopped. 

 ‘I’ve got one more thing to show you: some early arrivals.’ He led her over to a 

nesting box on one of the trees, taking care to tread between the bluebells. He lifted 

the lid of the box for her. Inside was a tangled heap of translucent skin which she 

stared at for a moment before realising she was looking at a brood of recently 

hatched chicks. Their eyes were closed beneath large, dark lids and their frail bodies 
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sprouted puny tufts of what must have been the beginnings of feathers. ‘Pied 

flycatchers,’ Rob said. 

 ‘That’s amazing. How many of them are there?’ 

 ‘I don’t know. Let’s count them.’ He pursed his lips and made a sucking 

sound. In a second, seven tiny mouths were in the air, open and ready for food. The 

two of them smiled at each other. 

 

Rob’s cabin had the woody smell of a warm shed and the same sockets of gossamer 

spun into every corner, where the spiders nested undisturbed. There were various 

maps and charts pinned to the walls, marked with coloured stickers and pins. Above 

the bed was a large print of an osprey, taking a fish from the Dyfi as Rob explained, 

his friend having taken the photograph. Rob sat cross-legged on the bed. Sarah 

continued to look around the room as they talked.  

 ‘So, are the rest of your family into conservation and the environment like 

you?’ she asked. 

 ‘God, no. No, I’m definitely the black sheep of the family. A terrible 

disappointment to them, I’m sure.’ 

 ‘Oh, come on,’ Sarah said. ‘You’re an Oxbridge graduate.’ 

 ‘Yes, but that’s par for the course. It’s expected in the circles in which my 

family moves. Perhaps if I’d read PPE or set my sights on the City, then they would 

be a bit more understanding. We’ve had some pretty heated debates, shall we say, 

in the past.’ He shook his head. ‘You wouldn’t believe it, having to sit at breakfast 

with my father checking the FT. Do you have any siblings?’ 
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 ‘No.’  

 ‘Well, my brother’s high up in some consultancy firm, making him the favoured 

son.’  

‘Which consultancy firm?’ 

‘Talbot & Russell.’  

‘Ha! That’s funny. I used to work for them.’ 

‘Really?’ He described his brother for her. She had not met him, though she 

thought she may have seen him visiting the office. She sat down on the bed. 

‘Isn’t it funny,’ she said. ‘All the connections it turns out we have?’ Take any 

two people and I bet you’d find a connection. There must be so many millions there 

that people never discover. You could live your whole life and not find them out.’ 

‘I suppose that’s the nature of chance,’ he said. 

‘Not fate then?’ 

‘I don’t believe in fate, only coincidence.’  

Sarah said she was not so sure, having the habit of reading omens into things 

she found significant. She was about to give the example of them meeting together 

in the woods but thought better of it. The conversation ended in a mildly 

embarrassed silence. Just to break it, she pointed at a framed photograph that stood 

on his desk, from which a formidable looking woman looked out at them, smoking a 

large cigar. 

 ‘Who’s that?’ 

 ‘That’s Grandma Sinclair, my mother’s mother.’ 
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 ‘She looks great.’ 

 ‘She was,’ Rob said. ‘She kept a menagerie of animals in her garden. It was 

called a garden, but it was more like an estate. She had so many plants and used to 

teach me the names of all of them. She didn’t really do that with anyone else but me. 

There was no one else like her. I must have been about thirteen when she died. 

Once, we had a family party on a yacht in Poole Harbour. It finished all too quickly 

for Grandma Sinclair’s liking and she rowed a dinghy to the mainland in her high 

heels, with her Martini glass, hoping to carry the party on somewhere else!’ 

 ‘So it was her you got your love of wildlife and nature from?’ 

 ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that. Yes, I suppose she was. It’s not only love 

though, it’s a very real duty and responsibility that all of us share.’ He pointed a 

finger in the air as he made his point. ‘We’re the ones that are suffering for not taking 

care of our planet. Anyway, before I start lecturing, shall we go and get a drink and 

say hello to some of the others?’ 

 They left the cabin for the kitchen at the rear of the Ark, meeting a man 

emerging from the compost toilets on the way. The man looked at Sarah and raised 

an eyebrow at Rob. Rob introduced the man as Sean and Sarah shook hands with 

him, making a mental note to wash her hands once she reached the kitchen. He had 

a worn face, with gums shrinking back from long teeth, though he spoke with the 

soothing voice of a therapist. Rob explained afterwards that Sean was manager at 

the reserve, although he did not live on site as his wife did not like the damp. She 

was a yoga teacher and she said it muddied her chakras or something similar. 

Before they entered the kitchen, they greeted a very tall woman called Sally who was 

carrying a corrugated iron sheet to attract reptiles. Sarah admired her loose, waist-
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length grey hair as she walked past. In the kitchen were the remaining staff 

members, who fell silent when they saw Sarah enter with Rob. Rob introduced her to 

Julian, Lucy and Pete and set about making tea.  

 ‘So, what brings you to the reserve?’ Julian asked. He had been introduced by 

Rob as Sean’s son. He was wearing combat trousers spattered with a green, messy 

substance Sarah could not make out. She explained that she had been asked there 

by Rob. Julian and Lucy exchanged a smirk. 

 ‘Rob doesn’t normally bring friends back here,’ Lucy said, loud enough for 

Rob to hear. He ignored the remark, or else pretended not to hear it above the noise 

of the kettle boiling. Lucy and Pete had been introduced as a couple. Lucy was fair 

and looked younger still than Sarah. She was sun-freckled along her bare shoulders, 

showing either side of the straps of her top. Her boyfriend Pete had his dreadlocks 

tied up out of the way and held his mug in both hands. As Rob’s guest, Sarah felt like 

a curiosity, and Julian and Lucy wased no time in questioning her as to where she 

was from and where she worked. The round of questioning was stopped by Rob who 

came over with the tea. 

 ‘You don’t have to answer these reprobates,’ he said.  

 ‘We’re just interested in your new friend,’ Julian said. 

 ‘Exactly,’ Lucy added. 

 ‘Well, I make it a rule never to answer questions from botanists, and neither 

should you, Sarah. Anyway, you were all talking about something before we both 

arrived. What was that?’ 
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 ‘The government’s just confirmed they’re planning to expand fracking into 

national parks,’ Lucy said, suddenly serious. The news clearly disgusted everyone in 

the room.  

‘It’s just insane,’ Julian said. ‘They think anything to do with the environment is 

just wishy-washy, left-wing bullshit. As if caring that the countryside you live in isn’t a 

lifeless shithole is for weak, airy-fairy hippie-types. It’s all about money. Trash the 

landscape, rip it all up. As long as it makes a dollar it’s good. I’m sick of it.’  

‘I know,’ Lucy said. ‘These people talk about ‘responsibility’ and ‘making 

difficult decisions’ but they’re ultimately the most irresponsible of them all. This 

country is obsessed with wealth, power, arrogance, winning, greed. It’s all about 

beating the next guy. “I’m better than him. I’ve made more money. I’m more 

powerful”. These people don’t need all these billions. It’s just about ego. They hated 

losing as children and now we’re all going to suffer for it. They say they love this 

country; they don’t, they love a myth. Our real country is being destroyed by them, 

because it’s not the land they love, it’s the money they can make out of it.’ Pete said 

very little but nodded in approval as Lucy spoke, still holding onto his mug.   

 ‘But it’s more than that,’ Rob said. ‘It’s already happened. We go around 

warning what will happen, what might happen, and that makes it easy for these 

people to stick their fingers in their ears and their heads in the sand because it 

doesn’t fit with their money-making ideology. We’ve already ruined the planet. We’ve 

deforested it, polluted it, overheated it, emptied the oceans, driven whole species to 

extinction. You name it, we’ve done it. Yet still we warn what ‘might’ happen. The 

whole planet has been trashed already. Sometimes I think making these wildlife 

documentaries does more harm than good. They painstakingly film what little is left, 
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and people think “isn’t the world wonderful” and feel happy to continue to sit on their 

arses doing nothing.’ 

 The conversation continued in this way for some time before becoming 

bogged down in the geological details of fracking. Rob turned to Sarah and asked if 

she wanted to go back outside. She said that it was probably time for her to head 

back anyway and said goodbye to the others. Julian made Rob promise in front of all 

of them that he would invite Sarah again. She knew that once she left, they would all 

be talking about her. Outside, the sky had dulled with the ageing of the afternoon, 

though the path back was still bright with the celandines that had crept out of the 

woods to meet it.   

 ‘You did enjoy yourself?’ Rob asked. 

 ‘Yes. Definitely. I really did,’ she said. 

 ‘And you’ll come again?’ 

 ‘Of course.’ 

 She gave him her mobile number when he asked and left him with a promise 

that she would visit again. As she drove away, she looked back at him through the 

rear-view mirror and watched him, watching her drive away. 
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“I know you better than you know yourself, Sarah Acton,” her grandma had said. As 

a young teen she had thought this ridiculous. It was surprising then to find herself 

acting in a manner she did not recognise as her own. She was used to this sort of 

attention from men, but it was different now she felt free, plus Rob was something 

new. Yes, he was good-looking, but more attractive than that was the intensity he 

had, the passion sharpened by intelligence. He messaged her in the evening 

following her visit. She walked out to stand in the lee of the farmhouse until she had 

signal and there it was. This began an earnest exchange between them, a rally of 

messages which went on day and night. She had a signal at work and the sudden 

explosion in texts did not go unnoticed, with John teasing her for ‘sexting’ during 

work hours. At times she felt stupid for acting like a teenager. Other times she told 

herself she deserved the excitement of it all after everything that had happened. 

Sioned encouraged her when she told her about it, saying she was young, and it was 

right that men were chasing after her.  

 On her second visit to the reserve, she helped Rob crome the ponds, standing 

waist-deep in waders that glued themselves to her body with the pressure of the 

water. Together they scooped out forkfuls of tangled pondweed with the four-

pronged cromes, leaving it in piles by the side of the water so that everything living 

could crawl back to safety. He took her to see the waterfalls and they saw a grey 

wagtail splashing beneath the falling water, its tail waving at them from the rocks. 

Later, Rob was called away by Sean, as a television crew had arrived and were 

filming for a rural affairs magazine. He kept apologizing to her as they walked back 
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to the car park. She stood close to him and waited for him to move towards her, but 

he only rubbed at his neck with his hand and said goodbye. When she arrived home, 

the messages continued just the same. 

 There is something else I wanted to show you, he wrote that evening. It is a 

secret though, really. 

 Ok. Is it a nice secret? x 

 Yes. Have you ever slept outside, under the stars? 

 No. Only camping. 

 Would you like to go further into the hills with me and spend the night there? 

Sounds fun. Would it be scary though? 

 It’s not scary. Can you get here Weds afternoon? Bring lots of warm clothes, 

bivvy bag, sleeping bag etc. 

 Ok. Will see you there. x 

 Looking forward to it. x 

 Desperate to talk about it with someone, she sat up in bed that night and 

wrote a long and sincere apology to Gill.  

 

On the Wednesday afternoon she found Rob in his cabin, still packing. He was 

stuffing a large expedition rucksack with cans of lager. A bottle of economy vodka 

disappeared inside with the cans.  

 ‘Jesus,’ she said. ‘Is that all booze in there? Are we having a party?’ 



124 

 ‘It’s not all booze. Anyway, this stuff’s not for us. I have wine, olives, cheese 

etc. for us.’ 

 ‘Classy.’ 

 ‘That’s me.’ 

 ‘Who’s all that for?’ 

 ‘You’ll see.’ 

 ‘You’re keeping me in suspense, are you?’ 

 ‘Something like that.’ 

 They set off together through the woods, Rob checking with her that she had 

brought everything she needed. She had had to look up what a bivvy bag was but 

had found one in the army surplus store in Penbury. He walked alongside her, at her 

pace, his binoculars at the ready, moving like a pendulum against his chest. She 

said she did not like surprises, which was a lie, but he would only tell her that they 

would be passing by a stone circle on the way to their destination. The fragrance of 

the bluebells ended with the woods, and they followed a footpath upwards until they 

met with a farmer’s track that pushed its way up and into the hills. The afternoon was 

hot and cloudless as they left behind the lustre of the valley. Beside her, the 

hedgerow frothed with blossom, sheltering the swaying heads of the cow parsley and 

the stitchwort that grew beneath them. St Mark’s flies blighted the air, coming too 

close to her with their dangling, unpleasant legs, so that she had to bat them away 

from her face. They left the hedgerow for another footpath and soon the tines of the 

mountains appeared on the horizon and Rob pointed out each of the peaks and 

named them for her. She liked how excited he was to show her everything, yet he 
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seemed unable to relax. She could sense how conscious he was, how he looked 

over at her when he thought she could not see. He spoke a lot as they walked, telling 

her how humans are evolved to live amongst trees and around fires, not in the 

lifeless concrete of cities. Silence agitated him, it seemed; he was too aware of her. 

It was only when he spotted a flying shape in the distance that his attention was torn 

away. He raised the binoculars to his face and mumbled something, then was gone, 

a giant rucksack on legs disappearing down the slope towards whatever it was. She 

stopped and waited for a while, but they had almost reached the stone circle, which 

she was impatient to see, and she went on a little further alone. There were a half 

dozen standing stones when she got there, protruding from the grass in what could 

only vaguely be described as a circle. The stones were stubby and reclined as if with 

a sickness, and their skins were disfigured with a vomit-coloured lichen. There was 

an interpretation board nearby, but it had been weathered unreadable, the laminate 

rising up in broad blisters and the writing bleached to a memory by the sun. She felt 

sad thinking how much it must have meant to people once, only for it now to be 

forgotten in a field, visited mostly by the indifferent sheep. The rucksack re-emerged 

and jogged up the path towards her. Rob apologised; the goshawk he was hoping for 

was just another sparrowhawk.  

 All things shone softly in the sun with the passing of the afternoon, and they 

walked for miles along the landscape of ridges that divided the uplands from the 

valleys below. Skylarks sang on the breeze above their invisible nests, and in the 

distance the white titans of the turbines harvested the same air. Sarah liked seeing 

them turning, but Rob told her that – amongst other things – they ruptured the lungs 

of any bats unfortunate enough to come near them. He asked a lot about her, and 

she ended up talking about Gill for some time, which felt good, though she changed 
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the subject when it got round to Michael. The hillside became more rugged as the 

evening drew in, and with the first of the trees, any semblance of a path evaporated, 

and they had to pick their way amongst the jagged crags that now sundered the land 

apart. Soon they were weaving through a mixed woodland and the deepening sky 

was lost in the spread of the many branches. Sarah was about to say that she could 

smell wood smoke when Rob spoke out into the trees ahead. 

 ‘Noswaith dda Rhodri!’ he called. They were coming to a small clearing where 

an outcrop broke apart the canopy above and from which a man’s face now emerged 

in reply.  

 ‘Noswaith dda, y Sais digywilydd!’ the man shouted back. ‘Iaith y nefoedd, ti'n 

trio siarad? Ble ti wedi bod? Mae syched arna i!’ He clambered up onto the rocks 

and watched them approach. ‘Mawredd Mawr! Ti di dod â hogan ddel i ddweud helo! 

Bobol bach!’ They rounded the rock face to where his bivouac was now visible. A fire 

smouldered gently in the clearing, surrounded by a ring of stones and a single 

camping chair. Behind the fire, the rock opened in a shallow cleft where the man’s 

posessions were stowed on a tarpaulin sheet. A short way away, another tarpaulin 

was strung up between two trees and pegged taught to the ground, the tips of a 

hammock protruding either side. 

 ‘Welcome one and welcome all,’ the man said, throwing his arms wide. He sat 

cross-legged on the rock and looked down on them like some sort of Cambrian yogi. 

He wore a jumper that looked as old and as green as the hills. The mound of his 

belly swelled beneath it, which, combined with the scattered beer cans, destroyed 

any air of asceticism he might have had. His skin was dry, and his eyes were dark. 

‘Sorry, I was having a little snooze when you turned up,’ he said. 



127 

‘You could clean up round here you troglodyte,’ Rob said. The man dangled 

his booted feet over the ledge on which he was sitting and jumped to the ground. 

Rob introduced the man as Rhodri. He took Sarah’s hand and kissed it with a 

theatrical flourish.  

 

Rhodri had dragged a log out of the woods and Sarah now sat on it, by the fire, 

listening to him sing. He was sitting in his camping chair and had taken his boots off. 

They sat next to him like a loyal dog, greasy with dubbin, whilst he steamed his feet 

over the fire. He was singing ‘Wichita Lineman’ with surprising beauty. Rob had been 

gone a while now; he had work to do, he said. They had eaten earlier, at twilight, and 

Sarah now finished the last of the wine, pouring it out into the mug from Rob’s flask. 

When she looked back from the fire into the blackness of the woods, her eyes still 

burnt with its light and she could see almost nothing. Rhodri sang into the fire, then 

up at the space above them. The cup-holder in his chair held his fourth can of export 

strength lager. When he finished singing, there was only the crackle of the wood as it 

burnt and the faint scream of boiling sap. 

 ‘You have a lovely voice,’ Sarah said. The giddy pleasure of the wine had 

spread to her legs.  

 ‘It was my mam that taught me to sing,’ he said. ‘Beautiful voice, she had. 

Best in the choir, always.’ 

 ‘What sort of stuff did she sing?’ 

 ‘Oh, all sorts. Chapel stuff mostly.’ He pointed at her. ‘You can’t be full, you 

know. All that wine and olive stuff. Let me make you something.’ He had a way of 

leaning in conspiratorially as he spoke. 
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 ‘No, I’m fine, thank you.’ 

 ‘Come on,’ he said, getting up very cautiously from his chair. He looked like 

he was over-compensating, moving with the deliberateness of someone trying not to 

appear tipsy. ‘I’ll do you some bacon and egg.’ He carried over a large stone and set 

it down by the fire. Its surface was dipped in the centre, forming a shallow well. He 

brought over a handful of small sticks and a larger one, the end of which he rested 

amongst the embers. ‘She was wonderful, my mam,’ he said. ‘It felt like it was just 

me and her against the world, growing up.’ When the stick was burning, he moved it 

onto the stone and began a small fire on top of it. ‘People pick on you, you know, 

when it’s just you and your mam. The kids at school, they see how the other grown-

ups are towards her, so they go for you. It’s like they can smell weakness.’ 

 ‘Did you get into fights?’ Sarah asked. Her own experience of school had 

been one of invisibility. She had managed to avoid trouble mostly by working hard 

not to stand out.  

 ‘Yeah,’ Rhodri said. ‘Lots. Got kicked out of a lot of schools. I supposed that’s 

why everyone wanted me to join the army. Discipline or whatever. Once, I ran away 

from school and caught the bus all the way to the coast on my own. Wanted to see 

the sea, see.’ 

 ‘I bet your mum was proud though, when you did join,’ she said. He had 

already told her several stories from his army days.  

 ‘I don’t know, really.’ The fire on the stone was going strong now and he 

added a couple more sticks to it. ‘She went into hospital when I was still young, as 

her jaw was all locked up. They said it was malnutrition. She gave all her money to 

the chapel see, and she fed me well, but she didn’t leave anything for herself. They 
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ended up breaking her tooth before they got the feeding tube in. After that, they put 

me in different people’s houses, and I didn’t see her for a long time.’ He went over to 

his chair and took a couple of large swigs from his can, and the two of them watched 

the fire quietly for a while. Rob could be heard, moving somewhere in the woods. 

Rhodri fetched an egg and some bacon and selected another stick. He swept away 

the fire on the stone in a spray of sparks and dropped the rashers onto it. They 

seared loudly and with a powerful smell, and he knelt down to crack the egg over 

them.  

 ‘How did you end up here then, after the army?’ Sarah asked. 

 ‘There was a lot that went on between the army and here, and I was in the 

army a long time,’ Rhodri said. The egg and bacon were already done, he gathered 

them in some bread and handed it to her. The bread soaked up the salty, wood-

smoked yolk. She was certain it was the best thing she had ever tasted. ‘I ended up 

here because old lanky legs over there found me face down drunk in the Twymyn. 

Another minute or so and I’d have been dead. He asked me to move camp up here. 

Keep an eye on his rodents for him.’ 

 ‘They’re mustelids.’ Rob’s disembodied voice came out of the darkness of the 

woods. ‘And you’re spoiling the surprise.’  

 ‘Well, maybe I’ll catch one and have it on the fire,’ Rhodri shouted into empty 

space. ‘Then I’ll tell you whether it’s mustard or pine they taste of.’ 

 By the time Rob returned to sit with them, Sarah was wearing her sleeping 

bag and bivvy bag over her legs to keep warm. Rhodri poured a vodka for each of 

them and covered himself with a blanket.  



130 

 ‘Well, I might as well tell you now,’ Rob said. ‘I wanted you to see the pine 

martens, if we can.’ 

 ‘Pine martens?’ She had heard of them but had no idea what they looked like. 

 Rob nodded. ‘There’s a project to bring them back. The recovery team 

reintroduced a small population from Scotland here. Few people knew what, if any, 

population remained here and so they contacted me, thinking it still might be a case 

of reinforcement, rather than reintroduction of the species.’ 

 ‘Rewilding,’ Rhodri said, looking a degree drunker now. ‘He loves it.’  

 ‘I was one of the only people who knew whether a native population remained 

in the Cambrian Mountains.’ 

 ‘And do they?’ Sarah asked.  

 ‘Only just.’ He told her all about the project, how they captured martens in 

Scotland and brought them to Wales and started them off in release pens. The 

translocated martens were all fitted with radio collars and monitored by members of 

the project. He said hisrole was mostly advisory, describing himself as an 

ambassador for the last of the native martens. ‘It might sound silly, but secrecy is 

important for custodians of wildlife. There are few people that know about this and 

now you’re one of them.’ She moved along the log to sit closer to him.  

 ‘To the last of the marticans and the return of the natives!’ Rhodri said, raising 

his mug of vodka. The talk went on about the martens, Rob saying how they were 

good for the red squirrel population, then he moved onto the beaver project, and they 

started discussing what else could be brought back. Sarah said she would like to see 

the wild horses return, but Rob said there was not much hope of that. He had 
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pocketed a pinch of spruce needles and every now and then he popped one into his 

mouth to chew out the spicy flavour. 

 ‘He’ll have wolves living up here with me next,’ Rhodri said. 

 ‘And why not?’ Rob said. ‘They’re a keystone species. If people only knew 

what benefits they would bring. We’re happy to devastate even more of the land, just 

for the sake of our pet dogs, and don’t even get me started on cats. But wolves, why 

they’re bloodthirsty killers aren’t they, not the shy, unassuming creatures zoologists 

make them out to be. It’s like they embody all of civilisation’s fears about the wild and 

people just want rid of them. They think turning everything into a giant garden will 

make it paradise but they’re wrong; they need the sublime, or else it’s not paradise. 

What is paradise without the wolves?’ 

They talked on until Sarah could no longer stay awake and she lay down and 

fell asleep, looking over at Rob, with Rhodri still tending the fire. 

She woke in the night to find her face cold and wet, pressed as it was against 

the trampled earth. The rest of her body was cocooned in the soft swaddling of her 

sleeping bag, itself protected by a plastic shell. Rob was asleep close by, but Rhodri 

was still awake. The fire had burnt low, and he sang softly in Welsh as he watched 

the dying embers. His song was sad and strange and tender, and she tried to fix it in 

her memory whilst the dew gathered steadily about them. As she listened to him 

sing, her mind moved in and out of consciousness and in that liminal world of near 

sleep, the unknown syllables became somehow familiar, as if she knew the words 

herself, and it seemed then like she was remembering, as if she had spoken it all 

herself, a long, long time ago.  

 



132 

Rob woke her at dawn, whispering her name and shaking her lightly at the shoulder. 

Rhodri was asleep in his chair, his head back and his mouth open as if collecting 

rainwater. The fire was out. Though still weak, daylight had entered the glade, 

pushing strongest through the trees where it showed in bands of glowing haze. Now 

was the best time, Rob said, and he asked her to come quickly. She pulled her boots 

back on and excused herself whilst Rob waited for her a short way into the woods. 

Squatting down amongst the mosses and the dripping ferns, she heard the life of the 

morning throbbing in the throats of the birds and felt the dew that soused the green 

earth, damp against her naked thighs. Rob led them deeper into the thickening trees 

which threatened to strangle out the dawn, then they broke into a clearing and had to 

climb a steep slope, steadying themselves by grasping fistfuls of scrub. 

Already exhausted, Sarah rested her hands on her knees and Rob signalled 

for her to be quiet, placing one finger against his lips before moving stealthily 

onwards, into the woods. He knelt in a patch of undergrowth and motioned for her to 

do the same. She waited as he scoured the woodland with his binoculars, before he 

pointed ahead excitedly and handed them to her. At first, she could make out 

nothing, then a flicker of movement made her to train the binoculars on a fallen log in 

the distance. A long, furry body was making its way across it. The creature stopped, 

looked around – she thought at her – and then sniffed at something on the log. 

 ‘Wow! Amazing!’ she whispered to Rob. She watched as it buried its head 

somewhere in the bark. It looked to her like a stoat or a weasel, but with a long, 

bushy tail like a fox. Suddenly the marten sat up, then scurried away along the log, 

out of sight. 
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 ‘It’s gone,’ she said to Rob. He frowned and took the binoculars back from 

her.  

‘I baited that log earlier,’ he said. He kept watching. A minute or so later, he 

pointed again. 

 ‘That’s why. It’s Scratcher, look!’ He thrust the binoculars at her again. She 

looked and saw another marten, bigger this time, moving assuredly onto the log. 

‘That’s Scratcher,’ Rob said again. She watched him whilst Rob whispered to her 

about Scratcher’s and the kits he had sired. He was clearly Rob’s champion. 

They stayed on after Scratcher left, pressed uncomfortably against the 

undergrowth, neither of them caring, only happy to be there together, watching the 

woodland stir itself awake. 

 

She arrived home by midday and ate ravenously, then slept for much of the 

afternoon before going to the farmhouse to bathe and scrub and to shave her 

armpits and legs. Rob had offered to come over to the cottage with some wine that 

evening, and she wanted to be absolutely ready. She washed, conditioned and blow-

dried her hair and used a body butter for the first time in months. She plucked her 

eyebrows, then cleansed, toned and moisturised her face. For her eyes, she used 

her standard curlers and mascara but with eyeliner added and a little eye shadow. 

She dabbed scent behind her ears and brushed her lips with a subtle gloss she had 

forgotten she owned. All her underwear seemed a little shabby, but she chose the 

best of them and wore a new top she had bought in Penbury, along with the tightest 

of her jeans. 
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 At the cottage, she riddled the wood burner, then opened the valve and built a 

small pyramid out of crumpled paper and kindling, followed by some thicker sticks. 

The pile was ablaze with a single match, and she added a few of the smaller logs, 

placing them strategically about the flames, ready for the big logs to follow. She 

spread some blankets out in front of the fire as the room began to warm. Sean had a 

four by four at the reserve, which Rob sometimes drove, and she listened out for the 

sound of it coming up the lane. She heard Evan coming in on the tractor instead and 

went to make a snack to distract herself. The knock at the door startled her when it 

came. Rob had to stoop low to enter the cottage. He handed her two bottles of wine 

and explained he had been dropped off and had walked the last part. She gave him 

a tour of the cottage and fetched some glasses and they both sat down in front of the 

fire. They talked for the next two hours about where Sarah was from and Rob’s 

family, the projects he had worked on, the places they had both visited. They talked 

about the animals Rob had seen, how ants farmed aphids and how fox hunting might 

return, and they told each other stories, like the time she had made a little classroom 

out of shells on the beach when she was a small girl. Eventually the wine was gone, 

and the evening was dark, and he had still made no move to even kiss her. She 

grew more and more impatient and in the end announced she was getting ready for 

bed. Rob said nothing, he just rubbed the back of his neck with his hand as she went 

to fetch her wash things. She pulled off her top and scooped out some of the water 

that had warmed on the wood burner into a basin. Facing away from him in her bra 

and jeans, she wetted a flannel in the warm water to wash. 

 ‘Are you not getting ready?’ she asked. He opened his mouth to answer but 

did not speak. ‘There’s enough water here for the two of us.’ Still he said nothing. 

‘Suit yourself. I’ll just have to get undressed by myself.’  
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 She turned and brought the flannel to her neck, then stopped, as she finally 

heard him coming towards her. She felt his body press against hers and his face in 

her hair, and she reached round to meet his mouth with her own as he placed his 

hands upon her. He held her gently at the shoulder as they kissed, his other hand 

brushing tenderly over her waist and down across the silvery lines at her hip. Her 

skin, starved of the feel of another, delighted at his touch. They pulled at each 

other’s clothes, their mouths always returning to meet, until the last were gone, and 

they moved quickly together towards the bedroom. He ran back for his wallet, and 

she saw his trembling hands tearing open a wrapper, and as she waited, she stroked 

his back, running her fingers gently over the knots of his spine. She lay back and he 

moved over her, gathering her breasts in his hands and mouth, then they kissed as 

she guided him into her. Everything was new and different: the shape of his body in 

her hands, the feel of him. Her mouth opened in excitement as he moved against 

her, and with small noises she drank in the foreign scent of his neck close to her 

face. He lay on her afterwards and she felt the spent weight of him, holding him by 

the hips, unwilling to let him go. They did not speak. Shyly, he rolled away, then they 

held each other, naked and slippery, the two of them giggling like children.  
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The sap had broken through the scales of the countless buds, and the trees were 

now in full leaf. Sheep stretched up to the branches, plucking away everything they 

could reach. The bracken was good and green along the hills where the year’s new 

fronds had unfurled. At the front of the cottage, the honeysuckle climbed ever 

onwards, feeling its way with restless tendrils, and the same bullfinch fought itself 

each day in the kitchen window. 

Sarah and Rob now saw each other as often as they could and were texting 

each other continually whenever they could not. If they were not making love then 

they were walking the land together, and Sarah had learnt the names of medlar trees 

and crack willow and could spot red campion, nuthatches, cardinal beetles, orange-

tip butterflies and more. Rob was due to come over that afternoon but right now 

Sarah was waiting for someone else. 

 ‘No, don’t turn up that one, wait until you see the grit bin. Hello? Hello?’ The 

phone had gone silent again. She was standing in her usual spot below the 

farmhouse, trying to get a signal. The wind was strong and carried the sound of a 

vehicle climbing the lane. Between the gaps in the hedgerows, she saw a red-roofed 

car appear, then disappear. ‘That’s it. You’re here!’ she shouted into the phone. She 

ran down into the farmyard as the car shook the rungs of the cattle grid and came to 

a stop above the cottage. Then came the bizarre sight of Gill treading tentatively 

away from her car in her trainers, the wind buffeting her loose, long hair.  
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 ‘Hello gorgeous!’ she shouted. Sarah ran to her and the two of them 

squealed, throwing their arms around each other and swaying together in their 

embrace. ‘I’ve missed you, hun,’ Gill said. 

 ‘I’ve missed you too. I can’t believe you’re here. This is the farm,’ Sarah said, 

stepping back from her. Gill nodded and pulled the hair from her eyes. ‘Come and 

see the cottage.’ She held Gill’s hand as they came down from the farmyard, unable 

to let go of her just yet.  

 ‘I’m so glad I got through to you eventually,’ Gill said. ‘I didn’t know where I 

was. This is the middle of nowhere. How do you ever find the place again?’  

 They stopped next to the cottage. ‘This is it,’ Sarah said. 

‘Oh, wow. This is lovely. Look at the little windows. So sweet.’ 

‘Come inside.’ She showed her around the rooms and talked her through the 

colours she had chosen and why. 

‘So there’s no shower?’  

‘No.’ 

‘You just strip wash?’ 

‘Yeah, you get used to it. Don’t you like it?’ 

‘Of course I like it,’ Gill said. ‘It’s cute.’ They sat down to have coffee. ‘So, first 

things first. Rob,’ she said smiling. ‘Tell me everything.’ 

Sarah was glad to. She told her the story of how they met, where he was 

living and the work he did. She showed Gill a picture of Rob on her phone and Gill 

nodded approvingly. 
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 ‘Yeah, he’s hot all right. He went to Cambridge then?’ 

 ‘Yeah, you can see some of his research online.’ 

 ‘Wow. Why does he live in a shed though?’ 

 ‘It’s not a shed, it’s a cabin.’ 

Gill said that her and Tony had been thinking about marriage and they talked 

about possible venues. It was then that Gill mentioned Michael. She said he had 

finished with the woman from work and had gone to live with his mother.  

‘You’re sure it’s over between you and him?’ she asked. 

‘Yes, I’m sure.’ 

‘I mean it was eight, nine years?’ 

‘I know how long it was.’ 

‘I haven’t spoken with him,’ Gill began. Sarah could tell that all had not quite 

been forgiven between the two of them. ‘But if he wanted to get back at you, he 

would’ve done something about you trashing the house. Called the police or 

something. I bet you any money he would want to get back with you now. What do 

you think?’ 

‘I think I never, ever want to see him again.’ She said it louder than she had 

intended.  

Gill looked at the coffee in her hands. ‘I’m glad you’re happy,’ she said. Sarah 

said nothing. ‘You know you can always come and stay with me and Tony whenever 

you like. Actually, that was something I wanted to tell you. They’re looking for people 
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at Tony’s work. If you wanted, you could say you had a career break or something. 

Only if you want to. But, if you’re happy here?’ 

‘I am,’ Sarah said. 

‘It’s only that I miss you.’ 

‘I know. I miss you.’ 

‘Do you know what you’re going to do when you’ve finished working at the 

hotel?’ 

‘I’ll think of something.’  

They both tried to change the subject. Sarah wanted to talk about Rob, but 

Gill wanted to go over everything Sarah had left behind. In the end, Sarah suggested 

that she show Gill around the farm. She showed her everything from the henhouse 

to the hawthorn on the hill but had to suppress her frustration, as she could not get 

Gill to be excited about anything. Gill’s mind seemed to be elsewhere, the view even 

failed to impress her, and by the time they arrived at the farmhouse, Sarah was silent 

with annoyance. Sioned welcomed them in and sat them down in the especially tidy 

kitchen to have tea. She fussed over them, bringing them bara brith and butter on 

the best crockery.  

‘Now, there’s no spices in that,’ she said. ‘Only tea, as it should be.’ Gill 

thanked her. She sat opposite Sarah, her back straight and her elbows tucked in. 

She answered Sioned’s questions politely. ‘You’ve driven all this way and you’re 

driving all that way back again on the same day? Why don’t you stay? We could 

have you here in the farmhouse if there’s no room in the cottage.’  
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‘No, I’m fine, thank you. It took less than four hours to get here,’ Gill said, 

looking at Sarah.  

Sioned talked about the hens and said Sarah must give Gill some eggs to 

take away with her. Gill said very little. She was not rude, but she mostly just sipped 

her tea through her plump lips. Sarah had always been jealous of Gill’s lips. Evan 

came into the kitchen, gave a short greeting, then left without whatever it was he had 

wanted. Sarah grew more and more frustrated, and when Sioned looked over at her 

appealingly, she suggested that they go back. She was embarrassed and moved 

quickly away from the farmhouse when they said goodbye. 

Rob had taught Sarah how to fold firelighters out of newspaper and she said 

she would show Gill how. The two of them sat on the living room floor of the cottage 

and quietly turned the paper in their hands, folding the sheets into concertina 

shapes.  

‘Tell me what you’re thinking,’ Sarah said. 

‘I’m not thinking anything.’ 

‘Yes, you are.’ 

‘Well . . . it’s just–’ 

‘What?’ 

‘You seem very friendly with the people here.’ 

‘They’re nice people.’ 

‘I know. They seem like very nice people. You get on with them well?’ 

‘Yes, of course I do.’ 
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‘It’s just funny, seeing you happy here.’ 

 ‘Maybe it is funny. I am happy here, though. In a way, it’s like I’m closer to 

what is “me” now, here. I can’t explain it. It’s like waking up for the first time.’ Her 

own words surprised her.  

‘You’d rather be with them here than back home with me?’ 

‘No, no, it’s not that.’ 

‘Really?’ 

‘Of course not. You know how much I care about you; you’re my best friend 

and you always will be.’ 

‘It’s just that I miss you, a lot.’ 

‘I know. I miss you too.’ 

‘I wish I had you back.’  

There was a knock at the cottage door. Sarah had forgotten that Rob was due 

to arrive. She apologised to Gill and went to open the door.  

‘Hi!’ Rob held a cotton bag and was beaming. He leant down to kiss her. She 

took him through and introduced him to Gill. They shook hands. 

‘Very nice to meet you, Gill. Sarah’s told me all about you.’ 

‘And she’s told me all about you.’ Gill said. 

‘Look what I’ve got!’ He opened the cotton bag and displayed its mucky 

contents. ‘Pignuts! Freshly foraged on my way here.’ He went off to the kitchen to 

rinse and salt the pignuts. The two of them went back to folding their firelighters.  
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‘Here,’ Rob said, coming back through with a plate carrying the newly cleaned 

pignuts. ‘Try one.’ Sarah took one of the chestnut-sized roots and bit into it. She felt 

she had to say something nice for Rob’s sake. She tried not to laugh at Gill’s 

reaction to her pignut. ‘Sort of a nutty, celery flavour,’ Rob said.  

Gill swallowed hers before it was properly chewed. ‘You don’t like celery,’ she 

said to Sarah. 

‘Oh. Really. Don’t you?’ Rob asked.  

‘Not really,’ Sarah said apologetically. 

‘Sarah told me you live on a nature reserve. I’ve never met anyone from a 

nature reserve before,’ Gill said. 

‘There are more of us than you might think,’ Rob answered. ‘But yes, I’ve lived 

in quite a few places actually. As long as it’s away from the city. I can’t stand being 

away from the country for long.’ 

‘That’s what’s good about living in a garden city, like us,’ Gill said. ‘It’s like 

being in the country, only you’re so close to London. Do you keep animals on the 

reserve?’  

Rob looked confused. ‘Not quite,’ he said. ‘We like to think of ourselves as 

guardians, caretakers, if you will.’ He started talking about environmental 

stewardship. Sarah went to make more coffee. 

‘What do you do if you want a night out?’ Gill asked when she came back in. 

Rob looked confused again. 

‘There are pubs, I suppose,’ he said. 
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‘I expect you have to book a taxi?’ 

‘Or walk.’ 

‘Walk?’ 

‘Yes, it’s probably about eight miles back from the nearest pub.’ 

‘You can’t walk that!’ Gill said, laughing. 

‘Why not? Anyway, one tends to make one’s own entertainment.’ 

‘And you do that without wi-fi?’ 

‘There was life before wi-fi.’ 

‘I know, but I couldn’t live without it. Do you think the two of you will come 

down to visit us soon?’ 

Sarah and Rob looked at each other. ‘We haven’t talked about it yet,’ Sarah 

said. 

 

Gill said that it was time for her to head home much earlier than Sarah had expected. 

The three of them went out to the farmyard to say goodbye and Gill and Sarah 

embraced once more. 

 ‘You better let me know straight away if you do get engaged,’ Sarah said. 

 ‘Oh, I will. Dress shopping. Bridesmaids. Yes!’ Gill hugged her again, then 

said goodbye to Rob. Sarah felt something like sadness as she climbed into the car. 

There was an awkwardness now that had never been there before, a distance 

between them that Gill’s visit had not shortened.  
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‘You’ll drive safely, won’t you?’ Sarah shouted through the open window.  

‘Of course, hun.’ Gill said. ‘Speak to you later. Love you!’ They waved to her 

as the car went over the cattle grid and disappeared into the hedgerows. 

‘Do you feel good having seen her?’ Rob asked. 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘You must do. I’ve been wanting to tell you – I have another surprise back at 

the Twymyn.’ 

‘I’m exhausted, Rob. I don’t think I’m in the mood for surprises. Can we just go 

to the cabin?’ 

‘No, this is a relaxing surprise. Honest. Have you a swimming costume?’ 

‘God, I’m not going wild swimming today. I said I wanted to try it and I do, but 

just not today. It’s not even a hot day.’ 

‘We’re not going wild swimming. You just wait and see.’ 

 

There was a bikini top and a pair of bottoms that Sarah had scooped up when she 

had emptied her underwear drawer before leaving for Wales. They were not 

matching but they were all she had, and she followed Rob in them now, wrapped in a 

large bath towel, walking barefoot beside the path between the cabins and feeling 

the wet lick of the still damp grass against her feet. They heard a screech, followed 

by a woman’s laughter up ahead. Rob looked back at her and grinned. She followed 

him around the back of the residential cabins to what she had assumed was a large, 

wood-panelled water tank, but when they rounded the corner, she found the tank 
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open and filled with faintly steaming water. Lucy and Pete were in the water, Pete 

with his dreadlocks tied up and with Lucy’s arms folded around his neck. They both 

cheered as Rob and Sarah approached, and Lucy ordered them to jump in. 

 ‘Wow! I didn’t know this was a hot tub,’ Sarah said. Rob pointed at the long 

roof of the residential cabin.  

 ‘A solar-powered hot tub, no less.’ They dropped their towels and clambered 

in excitedly. The water was blissfully warm, and she sank her shoulders into it, away 

from the cool air. Lucy leant over the side and brought her hand back holding a 

glass. 

 ‘Prosecco?’ she asked. ‘There’s raspberries as well.’ 

 They drank and talked and watched the light of the evening change. Lucy and 

Pete left before them, then Rob and Sarah were kissing and holding each other, until 

Rob said they had to get back to his cabin urgently. As she dried herself in the cabin, 

Rob sat on his bed and looked through his phone for something. He set the phone 

down as the first few bars of Marvin Gaye’s ‘Let’s Get it On’ began to play. Sarah 

stopped drying herself. 

 ‘You are joking,’ she said. Rob laughed and pulled her close. 

 Later, they lay naked on his bed, Sarah with her head resting on his shoulder 

and her arm across his chest.  

 ‘I am going to that conference, by the way,’ Rob said. 

 ‘The one in Scotland?’ 

 ‘Yeah, Stirling.’ 
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 ‘How long is it?’ 

 ‘Monday to Friday.’ 

 ‘That’s a long time.’ 

 ‘I’m sorry.’ 

 ‘No, it’s okay. I said I would look after Rachel at some point.’ 

 ‘Who is she?’ 

 ‘Rachel. Ceri’s daughter. You remember?’ 

 ‘I thought Sioned was her mother?’ 

 ‘That’s Ceri’s mother, Rachel’s grandmother. I have explained this to you.’ 

 ‘Oh. I’ve not met them though, have I?’ 

 ‘You haven’t met any of them. I’d like you to meet them. We’ve been invited to 

dinner anytime.’ 

 ‘Hmm.’  

 ‘Terrified of children, are you?’ She poked him in the ribs as she said it. 

 ‘No,’ he said indignantly. ‘I led a school group round here just the other week 

if you recall. I get on very well with children. That doesn’t mean I think there should 

be any more of them though.’ 

 ‘You’re just saying that.’ 

 ‘I am not. The best, most responsible thing one could do is to not have any 

children. There are seven thousand million people now on this planet. Think about 
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that. It’s insane. We need to do something radical about overpopulation, not add to 

it.’ 

 ‘But you not having any children isn’t going to stop other people from doing it.’ 

 ‘No, but I don’t want to be a hypocrite.’ 

 ‘So what happens if all the people like you don’t have children? Then the 

world keeps filling up with all the people who don’t care. Is that what you want? 

Wouldn’t it be better to breed more “custodians” as you call them?’ 

 ‘No, I think there should be some sort of blanket ban.’ He sat up. ‘There’s 

nothing inherently valuable about human life. Humans are parasites. I don’t care if 

that makes me a “species traitor”, or whatever. All we’ve done is drive extinction, 

reduce biodiversity, poisoned this, plundered that. And you can’t even blame that on 

systems of power. You can’t say it’s capitalism or some evil, controlling elite. It’s in 

our nature. Before we even had the first agricultural societies, we killed off most of 

the great megafauna. Drove magnificent species extinct. And that was just as 

hunter-gatherers, with clubs and spears.’ He mimed throwing a spear. 

 ‘Ssshhh!’ Sarah said. ‘So loud. They’ll hear us in the other cabin.’ 

 ‘Do you think anyone heard us earlier?’ he said, grinning. She slapped his 

bare chest.  

 ‘What’s the conference about anyway?’ 

 ‘Preserving the capercaillie.’ 

 ‘What’s that?’ 
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 ‘A big and very vulnerable bird. I’ll have to take you to Scotland sometime. It’s 

so beautiful. Not as beautiful as you, though.’ He reached down to kiss her.  

 Rob went straight to sleep that night, but Sarah lay awake in the darkness for 

a long time, thinking over everything Gill had said. 
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Talking to Rob had made her late. It was the first time they had been apart for more 

than two days and he was unable to call her as much as she would like.  

 Earlier in the week, Sioned had driven her mother to a hospital appointment in 

England and Sarah had looked after Rachel for the afternoon, taking her to the 

reserve to show her the minibeasts. She was counting down the days until Rob 

returned from Scotland. Emma from work kept on trying to persuade her to attend 

one of her group’s meetings, and Sarah finally agreed, if only to make the last few 

days pass faster. She followed the signs to the lead mines as instructed and turned 

off for Tan-y-Fridd, where a sign welcomed her to the Derwen Centre. Emma was 

waiting for her outside the old village chapel.  

 ‘Sorry!’ she said, winding down the window. 

 ‘There’s visitor parking over there,’ Emma said. ‘I’ll wait here for you.’ Her 

seriousness still irritated Sarah, who was not sorry and would rather have spent 

longer on the phone to Rob. 

 The village was unusual. There were farm buildings as standard and a row of 

terraced houses, all finished in slate, but all of them were painted in the same colour 

scheme of forest green and white, and as she walked back through the village 

towards the chapel, she passed signs naming each of the buildings or directing her 

to different parts of the centre complex, each of them neatly produced and finished 

with the same logo of an oak tree with the letters ‘NWL’ underneath. The chapel itself 
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looked magnificently done out, with its tall windows hand-painted with murals 

depicting mountains and forests. 

 ‘I got a bit lost,’ she lied to Emma. 

 ‘The hedgerow sermon is nearly finished,’ she said. ‘It’s Tamsin speaking 

today.’ Sarah resented Emma’s attitude but she went after her, following her through 

a gate and along a path beside a stone wall which led towards a field. There were at 

least thirty people in the field, nearly all of them sitting cross-legged in the grass. At 

the front was a woman standing and speaking. Emma sat down amongst the 

audience and gestured to Sarah to do the same. The grass was still a little damp, but 

this seemed to bother no one. Next to them, the congregation sat in enraptured 

silence. The woman before them had a powerful, yet soothing voice . She was short 

and plump, with a round face and a network of creases at the corners of her eyes, 

and had long, mostly silver hair which hung loose and brushed at the small of her 

back. Strangely, her feet were bare, as were those of many of the congregation, and 

she wore a simple burgundy fleece and baggy trousers, as did the others. 

‘You see, in the past,’ the woman said, ‘people huddled together in their towns 

and cities and were afraid of the forests. We’re all used to stories like Little Red 

Riding Hood. They saw the woods as dark and dangerous, home to fell beasts and 

black magic, full of wild, painted peoples who worshipped strange gods. Civilisation 

as a word, comes literally from the city dwellers. Cities, with all their noise and all 

their traffic and all their smells, were seen as mankind’s glorious triumph over nature. 

Nature was wild and irrational in comparison. So, in terror of the woods, men cut 

them back, as they do so today, bringing what they see as light into darkness. As 

crazy as this now sounds to us, nature was an evil to be fought. But as many of you 
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will know, the city takes over the life of man and woman. If you don’t believe me, join 

the commuters on the Tube in London for a day. You’ll see a million faces absorbed 

in the worries of the city. And so, to ease the nagging of their souls, city dwellers built 

buildings and huddled into them to worship. But it was no good. Over the centuries, 

as nature was destroyed and the wild places rolled back, people suffered on the very 

streets they had created, despite the churches they had built. Cut off from their own 

nature, inwardly they atrophied, and so it went on, so many of us continuing to 

subject our souls to continued misery. Yes, “civilisation” brought many benefits, but 

those benefits conceived in the cities came at a terrible price: the withering of our 

very Selves.’ 

Sarah was reminded of the few times she had been to church in her life. She 

had never taken any interest in religion, but this was different at least, and what the 

woman was saying was more interesting.   

 ‘Blinded by the distractions of the city, by the lights and screens, the sugar 

and fat that we cram into our faces, the billboards everywhere, distracting us with 

half-naked women, we forget who we are. We are no different from the land and the 

animals. We are inseparable from them. We are not in control, despite what the 

government and corporations will tell you. They would like you to think we are the 

masters of the birds and the beasts and the fowls of the air, but we all know from the 

unfolding environmental disaster that this is simply not true. And if we are to return to 

what we used to understand, before cities and “civilisation”, then we need firstly to 

engage in regular communings but also, we need to apply the knowledge we derive 

from them to our daily lives. It’s not good enough to have an experience which 

transcends the false dichotomy between man and nature during a communing and 

then just forget about it afterwards. The experience must transform us. We need to 
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carry our newfound understanding with us, to meditate upon it, to go back to it. Only 

through sustained practice can we arrive at true, lasting, experiential understanding.’ 

 The woman went on for some time and Sarah lost the sense of what she was 

saying. She was distracted for a while when she found an orb weaver spider making 

its way through the grass in front of her. A ripple of movement passed through the 

assembled crowd. They seemed to be preparing for something.  

‘In the Indian subcontinent,’ the woman went on, ‘they had the sense, 

traditionally, to associate trees with knowledge and wisdom. I hope that in today’s 

communings you discover your own wisdom, and if you are able to put this into 

words, that you will share it with us afterwards. For now, though, perhaps we can say 

together why we are here and recite our creed, leaving a minute’s silence afterwards 

to reflect.’ 

 Then everyone present bowed their heads and began to chant together. 

‘I am the sun’s fire in the coming of the dawn 

I am the splendour of the sky’s dominion 

I am the unyielding mountain, cleaving open the ancient earth 

I am the unending river, the forest’s steam, the brightness of the dew 

I am the flower that opens to the love of its creatures 

 

We are the light of stars in the fullness of the heavens 

We are breath and stillness and the currents of the air  

We are the skin of the land and its blood-hardened rock 

We are salt in the waters of the conquering sea 

We are the young grass, the knotted wood, the wisdom of trees 
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In everything is me and I in everything 

We are forged of the same stars and all of us undone in this earthly crucible 

I will cease to be sundered from the land, to be detached from its knowledge 

I pledge myself to go back to the earth, even as I live 

To be inseparable from its life, to be bound to its essence 

To feel its ineffable power, in the joy of this union 

To know the supreme principle, manifest in my Self.’ 

 

 The field became quiet and the congregation still. Heads were bowed and 

eyes closed. It was as if the words were settling into the ground. The blissful 

expressions on some of the faces made Sarah want to laugh, but she respected the 

reverence they had for the natural world. She wondered what Rob would think of 

them.  

 Heads lifted and eyes opened, and she wondered whether she should clap. 

She was glad she didn’t, as they started to get up and talk amongst themselves. 

 ‘What did you think?’ Emma asked her. 

 ‘Yeah, it was interesting. I liked what she had to say.’ 

 ‘That’s Tamsin. She’s the founder of the NWL. You’re very lucky to hear her 

speak today. She doesn’t really give hedgerow sermons anymore, but hers are the 

best.’ 

 ‘What is NWL again?’ 

 ‘The New Wilderness League. Come, I’ll show you around.’ 

 Emma led her through the village, pointing out the various buildings. There 

were members of the congregation already hard at work, a group of them plastering 
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an outside wall and another busy in the market garden. The whole village of Tan-y-

Fridd had been colonised by the community. Those that were not working stopped to 

speak with them, all of them very friendly and all of them seeming especially pleased 

that Sarah had come along for the day. Emma showed her around the chapel with its 

high and magnificent ceiling, ancient wooden pews and painted windows, now 

brilliantly illuminated by the sun. At the back of the chapel was the Derwen Centre 

shop, which sold books and artworks alongside a variety of whole foods. The room 

smelt strongly of incense and patchouli oil. On the wall was a rota marked with 

names and setting out shopkeeping duties for the months ahead. Sarah read the 

titles of the books on display. In pride of place were three works by Tamsin 

Montgomery entitled Nature: Our Nature, The Path through the Woods and Songs 

for a New Wilderness. A man entered the shop carrying a cardboard box. He was 

slender and middle-aged with thick-framed glasses. He apologised for his absence 

and introduced himself as Simon. He had a very firm handshake. 

 ‘How do you like the Derwen Centre so far?’ he asked. 

 ‘It’s very impressive,’ she said. ‘It looks like you’ve put a lot of hard work into 

it.’ 

 ‘We have indeed. So where are you from, Sarah?’ She told him but said how 

much she now liked Mid Wales. Emma waited at the shop entrance as they talked. 

Sarah explained that she was here with Emma and had already attended the 

morning session. Simon was very glad and said that she was lucky to hear Tamsin 

speak. 

 ‘I would highly recommend you read one of her books. They’re life-changing.  

Did you enjoy this morning’s sermon?’ 

 ‘I liked the poem everyone recited at the end,’ Sarah said. 
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 ‘That’s our creed. You might find it a little cheesy, along with some of the 

things we do here, but it was written by all of us, as a group effort. We do things 

communally here; there are no dictators. And as you can see, we have no dress 

code, no robes; we wear what we like.’ 

 As they were leaving, he pushed a copy of Nature: Our Nature into Sarah’s 

hands and told her that she should only pay for it if she enjoyed it. She thanked him 

and left with Emma.  

 ‘Simon used to be a marketing manager,’ Emma said outside. ‘But he quit his 

job as soon as he met Tamsin.’ She pointed at the book in Sarah’s hand. ‘And he 

helped pay to publish that, the first of her books. Are you hungry?’ She led Sarah 

into what must have once been a barn. It was now set out like a canteen with strip 

lights and rows of wooden benches, and the whole space was filled with the savoury 

smell of an organic café. A young man with a ponytail and wearing an apron 

whispered a greeting to them and seated them at one of the tables. The others 

present spoke to each other in subdued voices, as if it were a library, not a canteen. 

The woman nearest her finished what seemed to be a private prayer, opened her 

eyes and began to eat. The man with the ponytail brought them a light green soup in 

hand-carved wooden bowls. Emma closed her eyes, savouring the first spoonful. 

Sarah tried it. It was perfectly seasoned and felt nourishing. An old man waved at 

them from one of the other tables and they waved back. 

 ‘So how did you end up here?’ Sarah whispered. 

 ‘I’m from Penbury originally,’ Emma replied. ‘I’ve been here nearly three years 

now.’ It was clear she felt uncomfortable talking about the past, so Sarah asked her 

what she liked about the centre. 
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 ‘My life didn’t have any meaning before I came. I was unhappy, but everyone 

made me feel really welcome here. It’s like having a really big family, only every 

single one of them cares for you. And the teachings make you feel . . . I can’t 

describe it. People talk about being “at one” with nature but they don’t really know 

what that means. When you truly begin to understand and see yourself for what you 

really are in the world, all your problems seem like nothing. You finally have a 

purpose and a way to get rid of them all. But you should find out for yourself. There’s 

a beginner’s communing every week. You should go to it.’ 

 ‘What is it?’ 

 ‘You’ll find out. It’ll open your eyes. Trust me.’ 

 

It was better now that Rob was back. She had found it a torment to be left alone. As 

she watched him half-naked, sitting stooped over his desk and staring at his laptop, 

she worried. What was she to him? How had he been with other women, and what 

had ended it between them in the past? Would she be enough for him? Maybe he 

found her dull or disappointing, if not now, then in the future? Could she be sure of 

her own feelings for him?  

‘Robert Clare,’ she said, reaching a leg out from under the bedsheets and 

poking his ribs with her toe. 

‘Yes, lovely Sarah Acton,’ he said, without taking his eyes from the screen. 

‘What are you doing?’ 

‘I’m studying the latest tracking data. Seeing what Scratcher’s new chums are 

up to.’ 

‘Oh.’ She ran her foot over his bare skin. He had a dint in his nose that was 

just visible from this angle. She had asked him about it, but he avoided telling her 
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how it came about. ‘Did Jenny used to go with you when you were studying 

animals?’ She had managed to get the name of his ex-girlfriend out of him a few 

weeks ago. They had been together for seven years. Sarah was desperate to know 

what she looked like and had tried hard to track her down online. He had let slip that 

Jenny had done some modelling work, which made Sarah moody and snappish 

towards him for the rest of the day. 

‘Do we have to talk about this?’ he answered. ‘We went bird watching, as she 

liked birds. Okay? Come on.’ He shut the laptop. ‘Get your boots on and let’s go.’ 

Rob led her in a completely new direction this time, not leaving through the 

woods or via the track but crossing the valley floor and following a steep path that led 

into open moorland, where the heather was just coming into colour. There the path 

turned away, but they followed the breaks in the heather instead, treading between 

the yellow claws of bird’s-foot-trefoil that grew amongst the rocks. The air around 

them throbbed as if with some great, invisible engine, as insects fed amongst the 

purple flowers or perished in the sundew’s glistening tentacles. They rested in the 

lee of a jumble of rocks. Sarah told him all about her visit to the New Wilderness 

League, about the hedgerow sermon and the old chapel and the book she was given 

to read.  

‘I’ve heard of them,’ he said. ‘I knew they had the chapel at Tan-y-Fridd. I 

didn’t know they had quite so many people living there already.’ He stood up and 

strapped on his rucksack again. ‘It sounds harmless enough. I’m not sure what 

standing around looking at trees is supposed to achieve though, or whatever it is 

they do. A fat lot of good that is, buying up land just to stare at it. Look.’ He pointed 

out to where a wake of kites was circling.  

‘There’s loads of them,’ Sarah said. 
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‘We’re lucky we don’t have grouse shooting on these moors. That lot wouldn’t 

last long with the gamekeepers.’ 

They went on, leaving the moor and dropping down until the wiry clumps of 

heather dissolved and the ground underfoot became open grass once again. Rob 

was still talking about the kites.  

‘You know they sent the Gurkhas to guard the last kite nests here in Mid 

Wales from egg collectors. These were the last native British kites and . . . oh bloody 

hell!’ He stopped walking. Ahead of them was a line of freshly laid fencing. He 

mumbled something under his breath and marched over to the fence. Squatting 

down next to it, he removed his rucksack and pulled out a pair of compact bolt 

cutters, then began deftly to snip through the wire. 

‘What are you doing?’ Sarah said. 

‘This is a public footpath. Bloody landowners.’ 

‘You can’t do that, it’s someone’s property!’ 

‘It might be their property but it’s our right of way. He knew that whoever it 

was that did this.’ 

‘That’s not the point, Rob. You can’t just go round damaging things that don’t 

belong to you.’ 

‘What am I supposed to do then? They’re the ones acting illegally.’ 

‘Stop it, Rob!’  He took no notice. 

‘Look, this will never come down. They just hope that over time our legal right 

of way will become forgotten about. I can show you this one on the map, along with 

hundreds of other rights of way that are now completely inaccessible thanks to 

people who do this.’ 
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‘I don’t care Rob. It’s wrong to do what you’re doing! You should lodge a 

complaint or something.’ 

‘Well, it’s done now.’ 

‘Yes, it is, isn’t it?’ She rattled the loose wire. ‘Look at the state of it!’ He 

shrugged. 

‘I can contact rights of way next time if you prefer but I’m highly sceptical 

they’ll do anything.’ 

She followed him silently and at a distance afterwards. He gave up trying to 

start a conversation, as she would not respond. Eventually, he apologised to her, but 

she told him to apologise to the farmer instead. She was still angry, and there was 

silence nearly an hour later when they had to descend sharply down a scrubby 

hillside, lowering themselves on hands and rear. For a while after the slope, she 

thought she could feel something odd, and tried to twist herself around so that she 

could inspect her lower back, where her top sometimes rode up from her walking 

trousers, leaving a bare patch of skin.  

‘What is . . .? There’s something . . .’ Rob walked over to her. 

‘You’ve got a tick, look,’ he said. 

‘What!’ 

‘It’s latched on and feeding.’ 

‘Get it off me! Now!’ she shouted. Rob laughed. ‘Don’t laugh, get it off me 

now!’ 

‘I can’t get it off you now. I haven’t packed the tick tweezers.’ 

‘Tick tweezers?’ 

‘Yes, I didn’t bring them, sorry. I’ll get it off when we get back.’ He couldn’t 

help laughing. 
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‘Can’t you just pull it off now?’ 

‘No, it might leave the head in and that could get infected. You’ll have to wait. 

Come on.’ 

‘I can feel it moving!’ Sarah screamed. Rob nearly doubled over with laughter. 

‘No, you can’t.’ 

‘I can!’ 

 

When they were back at the cabin, Rob pinched the tick close to her skin and 

carefully pulled it out with the tweezers. 

 ‘There he is,’ he said, holding it up for Sarah to see. ‘They’re arachnids, look.’ 

Trapped by the head, she saw four pairs of legs waving feebly from a flat body. 

 ‘That is absolutely disgusting. Are you sure you’ve got it all out?’ 

 ‘I think so. You shouldn’t burn them like they used to, as they can regurgitate 

back into you in response. I’m surprised you were aware of it. You’re lucky it didn’t 

make its way up to your armpit.’ 

 ‘Have you got anything to drink?’ 

 ‘Yes, I have actually. You’re lucky you spotted it. Leave it to feed for a few 

days and you could end up with Lyme disease.’ 

 ‘What does that do?’ 

 ‘Tick fever? It can kill you, if you’re unlucky and don’t get medical attention.’ 

 ‘That’s nice to know. Thanks.’ 

 He laughed and opened some wine for her, then dabbed her tick bite with 

antiseptic cream. He rested his head in her lap. They sat together in happy silence, 

Sarah drinking the wine and running her fingers through his hair, stroking his scalp in 

tender circles. 
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In the upland country of Mid Wales, sheep were always and everywhere grazing, 

from the fertile valleys to the remotest and most inaccessible of the hillsides. They 

had no need to fear the barrels of the farmers, which were forever aimed towards the 

foxes and the crows with whom they shared the green landscape. In this way they 

were kept safe from vulpine jaws and the corvid’s beak, but they were also 

connected to an agricultural network that ran in lorries along roads, from field to 

market to slaughterhouse, a network which, through the giant ports, transcended the 

boundaries of the island itself.  

At one of these ports, a contaminated shipment had arrived undetected, and 

in one of the vast pig-fattening units in the north of England, the beasts devoured it, 

taking the particles of virus into their very cells which were forced to replicate it until 

they burst. As the pigs sickened with a high fever, their breath became viral plumes, 

spreading the pathogen to the neighbouring sheep, whose owner, in ignorance of the 

infection, loaded them into a lorry destined for the market at Carlisle. Before any 

alarm had been raised, the network was spreading the virus across the country, with 

live-transit lorry loads moving between the major livestock hubs and at least one 

infected consignment destined for the cattle market at Powispoole. In this way the 

damage was done, and a plague came to the hills of central Wales. 
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14 

 

Rob’s dismissal of the New Wilderness League only persuaded Sarah to return to 

the Derwen Centre as Emma had suggested. She was growing frustrated at always 

feeling inferior in knowledge and needed to do something away from him. Besides, it 

was not only about Emma’s persistence; Sarah had come round to liking her and 

agreed to attend the next beginner’s communing session.  

She made sure she was early this time and met Emma outside the old chapel, 

where a group was gathering in readiness for the session. The woman leading the 

group shook her hand and introduced herself as Ruth. She had a long nose and 

chin, and her hair was cut close to her head and tapered sharply into short stubble at 

her neckline. Though she was dressed in outdoor clothes like the rest, hers were 

meticulously clean and she had an overall neatness, as if she were attending an 

interview or inspection, rather than an outdoor gathering. She kept a stern 

expression on her face, of the kind Sarah imagined a Victorian schoolmistress might 

wear. At precisely two o’clock, she addressed Sarah, Emma and the five others 

assembled. 

 ‘Welcome all. It’s lovely to have so many of you here on this beginner’s 

session. I recognise a number of you but can see one or two new faces, so we’ll start 

with the very basics, try a little session indoors first and then we’ll go out into the 

woods, before coming back for a final indoor session and discussion. Is that okay 

with everyone? We’re not going far today, as it’s a beginner’s session. There are 

several wild spaces we’ve secured across the mountain but we’re best to keep the 
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initial walk short to start off with. Now, does anyone have any medical conditions I 

should know of?’  

 Ruth led the group inside the chapel and invited them to sit in the pews as she 

made sure the doors were closed and pulled the curtains shut across the small 

windows. She stood in front of them, below the pulpit and underneath the illuminated 

windows. 

 ‘So, what is communing?’ she said. ‘For the benefit of those of you who are 

new, have you ever looked out across an ocean and felt a deep sense of peace? 

Have you ever been bowled over by the beauty of a mountain range? Has the sound 

of a river moving made you feel supremely calm? Have you ever lost yourself in a 

wood until you’re overwhelmed with awe at the majesty of the trees that surround 

you? Once, I rode a camel with an adventure group into the desert and we were all 

rendered speechless when the scenery around us finally flattened, and there was 

nothing but sand in every direction. No one could talk, it was just too powerful an 

experience.’  

 The chapel reverberated with this new sermon. Motes of dust smoked around 

her in the coloured light. ‘What we are not told is that these are experiences that can 

be cultivated. And we don’t need great mountain ranges or endless forests. We can 

create them right here, in our very own wildernesses.  

So why would we want to do this? Throughout history, ascetics, hermits, 

yogis, have all gone to the wilderness to seek wisdom and experience. Only by being 

close to the natural world and experiencing its power does revelation come. Only by 

being able to still and calm our busy minds can we truly experience peace and 

develop any sort of understanding. And that is what we are going to do today. We 

are going to shut off the noise of our minds and concentrate our awareness. We are 
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going to ignore all else, until we are aware only of ourselves and the nature around 

us. Once we can effectively still our minds, we can become open to the truest 

understanding that comes from experience. Sure we can read books and watch 

programmes about how nature is connected, or what the world can teach us about 

ourselves, but this is nothing compared to the real, life-changing, transformative 

awareness that comes from experiential understanding, not intellectual 

understanding. Perhaps this all sounds a bit wordy, so the best thing now is for us to 

begin. By trying for yourselves, you might better understand what I’m talking about. 

So . . .’  

She went over to the window and took hold of a long pole that was resting 

against the wall. Taking the weight of the pole at her shoulder, she dragged across 

an enormous, heavy curtain that had been affixed above the windows, until the last 

of the light was extinguished. In a measured and markedly softer voice, she spoke to 

them through the darkness, directing them to sit with back straight, hands on knees, 

head slightly lowered, eyes loosely closed and tongue resting behind the teeth. 

‘We’re going to start by concentrating only on our breathing. Whenever our 

awareness wanders, we’re going to bring our awareness back to our breathing and 

we’ll do the same outside.’ 

She asked them to think first about the space outside the chapel, then inside, 

then starting with the crown of their heads, asked them all to run down the length of 

their bodies with their minds, relaxing each area in turn, releasing any tension.  

‘Now, just place your awareness at the edge of your nostrils. Watch the breath 

going in and out. Just concentrate on that sensation. Don’t try and control your 

breathing, just observe it. You’re going to start thinking of things in the past and 

things in the future. You’ll find your mind just doesn’t want to keep still. All sorts of 
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thoughts will try to interrupt your concentration. Don’t get cross when you find your 

concentration wandering, just bring your awareness back to your breathing. Every 

time you find yourself thinking about something else, calmly go back to your 

breathing.’  

She repeated something similar every few minutes. At first it seemed easy, 

and Sarah wondered what could possibly be the point of it all. Then she realised her 

mind was playing a tune over and over that had been on the kitchen radio at work 

the previous day. She went back to her breathing but found herself wondering what 

Rob was doing, then planning her meal for that evening, then remembering 

something funny John had said a couple of weeks ago. Every time she did as Ruth 

said, but even when she became aware that she was successfully sustaining her 

concentration, the thought of that small sense of achievement interrupted it. She 

tried to stop remonstrating with herself for letting her thoughts wander and then she 

found herself fighting sleep. After a while though, her mind became more still. 

Arbitrary images entered her consciousness unannounced: a corridor of the office in 

which she used to work, the inside of Michael’s car, the dandelions from her 

childhood, a hotel room in which she had stayed many years ago. Eventually, even 

these subsided and an intoxicating heaviness settled upon her as the last ripples of 

her thoughts became still, and there was only the slow, deep, in and out of her 

breath. Other unwelcome thoughts still intruded, but it became easier to let go of 

them and to go back to her breathing. Time seemed to dissolve and there was only 

stillness. Without knowing how long it had been, in the depths of her concentration, 

Sarah became aware of a voice and the drawing back of the curtain. She was 

enjoying her tranquil state and did not want to be stirred from it. Ruth said that she 

did not want to disturb their minds any more than necessary at this point, only to lead 
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them out of the chapel and into the woods together. They were to form a chain and 

try their best not to let their minds be distracted on the way. If they wanted to, they 

could change their object of concentration to their feet. 

The group left the chapel in a line, and for most of the time Sarah looked at 

the ground as they climbed the hill towards the nearby woods. It seemed 

astonishingly bright, and the air was scented and cool against her face. As directed, 

each of them had a hand on the shoulder of the person in front. Emma was behind 

her. It reminded Sarah of the pictures she had seen of soldiers that had been gassed 

in the First World War, but that was thinking about something else, so instead she 

switched her awareness to the steady rhythm of her walking. Like the in-out of her 

breath, she watched her feet as she had not done since she was a child, moving 

back and forth, one and two, over and over. They reached a clearing in the woods 

where Ruth arranged them in a circle. She told them to close their eyes and they 

went back to their breathing, as it had been in the chapel. 

‘In a moment we’re going to open our eyes and separate,’ she said. ‘Try to 

keep your minds free of all distracting thoughts. It is time to encounter the landscape. 

Allow your now heightened awareness to explore your surroundings. Look, touch, 

smell, listen, taste if you like, but keep your focus. Direct yourselves. See what 

understanding comes. If you find your awareness diminishing, close your eyes and 

go back to your breathing for a while. Go now, each of you. She held up a small 

whistle. I will call you when it is time to go back.’  

Sarah peeled away from the swiftly dissolving circle and moved under the 

nearest of the trees until her nose almost touched its trunk. The bark was raised in 

vertical ridges and the grey skin was dusted with green and encrusted with sage-

coloured frills of lichen. Its surface was cracked, like mud baked dry by the sun, and 
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she reached out to brush against its course texture with her hand. The trilling of a 

bird sounded in the distance. Wood warbler, she thought, then realised this was not 

concentrating. She went back to examining the tree, closing her eyes and drawing in 

the odour of the bark which carried a damp sweetness that was unlike the cut wood 

she had become used to. Sunlight pushed its fingers between the limbs above and 

broke upon the outspread leaves, leaving a mottled brightness that played about her. 

There was a captivating keenness to her own senses. Her mind was both playful and 

utterly absorbed, as if she were a child again, watching raindrops running down the 

car window next to her. It came to her then that the group of people she had 

happened upon on her very first morning in Mid Wales must have been NWL 

members communing in the woods. Strange that she should find herself amongst 

them now. As the thoughts came, she found herself losing focus and so closed her 

eyes, bringing her mind back from its wandering and drawing in the breath of the 

woodland once again. 

 

On the following Sunday, Sarah closed the door to the cottage and straightened out 

Rob’s collar for him. 

 ‘This is a nice shirt,’ she said. 

 ‘Are you sure I shouldn’t have brought some wine or something?’ 

 ‘No. It’s only lunch. Come on.’ 

 She had finally got him to come for lunch at the farmhouse with her, having 

refused any further walks together until he agreed upon a date. She ushered him in 

through the farmhouse door and into the narrow hallway where the air was fragrant 

with roasting fat. Sioned and Evan were waiting for them in the kitchen and rose from 

the table to greet them. 
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‘This is Rob. Rob, this is Sioned and Evan.’ Rob went to shake Evan’s hand 

but banged his head on one of the low beams of the kitchen ceiling before he could 

get to him. Sioned winced. 

‘Mind your head,’ Evan said, smiling. He shook his hand. 

‘Lovely to meet you both. I’m sorry I haven’t brought anything.’ 

‘No, don’t be silly.’ Sioned said. ‘We don’t need anything. Sit down, sit down.’ 

‘Now that’s a proper table,’ Rob said, knocking at the table top as they sat 

down. ‘Something smells good.’ He thanked Sioned as she served him first, placing 

a hot plate of roasted lamb and potatoes and boiled vegetables in front of him, all of 

it soused in a steaming, nut-brown gravy. Evan was first to start once they were all 

seated and served. Sarah glanced up from her food as she ate. She wanted Sioned 

to like Rob and was looking out for her approval. 

‘Mmm, lovely,’ Rob said. ‘This is the first meat I’ve had since that squirrel.’ 

Sioned and Evan stared at him. 

‘Yes, Rob’s new hobby is eating roadkill,’ Sarah said. 

‘Really?’ Sioned asked. Sarah smiled and nodded. ‘Well, I never! Eating 

squirrel, Evan. Have you ever heard?’ 

‘Squirrel!’ Evan said, laughing, then the four of them were laughing together. 

‘You should try it,’ Rob said. ‘It’s free, it’s an invader, what’s not to like?’ He 

gestured towards the window. ‘You have a lovely view from here, by the way’. Evan 

nodded, his mouth full of food. 
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  ‘Yes, you can see out to the clock tower at Hen Gaer from the top of the bryn,’ 

Sioned said. ‘There’s some more gravy here, Sarah, if you want it.’ 

 ‘Thanks,’ Sarah said. ‘Where did you go early this morning in the Renault?’  

 ‘It was my turn to visit Brian and Gwyneira, poor things. Gwyneira’s at death’s 

door. Brian’s still deaf as a post.’ 

‘No change there,’ Evan said. ‘Where is it you’ve come from today then?’ he 

said to Rob. Rob described the location of the reserve, talking them through the exits 

along the main road until they recognised the one that led there. 

‘Oh, it’s down by Pendinas, Evan. Have you met Bron then?’ Sioned asked. 

 Sarah did not know the woman, but Rob clearly did, though he looked 

surprised that Sioned should know her. 

‘You know Bron? Yes, she keeps us on our toes. I wouldn’t like to cross her, 

that’s for sure!’  

Evan pointed his knife at Rob as he chewed, nodding in fierce agreement. He 

finished his mouthful. ‘What is it then, pasture or woodland?’ he asked.  

Rob answered by describing the layout of the centre, not giving any acreage 

but listing its areas by habitat. He went on, talking about the conference facilities at 

the Ark and listing the famous names that had spoken there. Sarah tried to explain 

who some of them were, but it seemed that neither Evan nor Sioned 169ecognized 

any of them. Rob was still going even as Evan was close to clearing his plate. She 

wondered whether she should change the subject.   

‘Do they give you funding for that then?’ Evan asked. 
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‘Yes and no. We’re a charitable trust, so we try to raise most of the money to 

cover costs ourselves.’ 

‘The eggs are selling faster than the hens can lay them,’ Sarah said to 

Sioned, but she was too preoccupied with the men’s lunches. 

‘That’s great,’ she said with her back to her, readying more of the lamb. 

‘Yes, very nice they are too,’ Rob said before turning back to Evan. ‘Are all 

these fields yours then?’ Evan described the borders of the farm, though he left out 

the woods his father had sold.  

‘Oh, talking about funding,’ Rob said when he had finished, ‘they’re debating 

bringing in a new scheme as part of the greening of subsidies.’ He laid his knife and 

fork down together on his empty plate. Sioned looked pleased. He explained the 

proposed arrangements which involved altering payment of subsidies to encourage 

farmers to leave land aside, untouched. Evan was sceptical. 

‘Sounds all topsy-turvy to me. Why should they pay farmers to do nothing with 

the land? That’s like paying us not to farm.’ 

‘It sounds like a win-win situation to me,’ Rob said, sitting straighter in his 

chair. ‘Farmers are still in business, and we have a healthier landscape, greater 

biodiversity and so on.’ 

‘Doesn’t sound like my cup of tea,’ Evan said dismissively. 

‘Well, with all due respect, it might have to become your cup of tea. I don’t 

think we’ll be paying the farmers over the odds to keep sheep forever.’  

Sioned stood up and began to collect the plates. 
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‘I’d like to see what everyone’ll eat when there’s no farmers,’ Evan said. 

‘People like sheep anyway. Don’t you? They’re wildlife, aren’t they?’ 

‘Not really. They’re originally from Iraq. Hence why they’ve radically 

transformed our native landscape.’ Sarah scowled at him, but he took no notice. 

Sioned was readying the pudding. 

‘They’re Welsh now, though, aren’t they?’ Evan said, forcing a smile. ‘There’s 

nothing more Welsh than sheep!’ He was clearly finding this difficult. Sarah was 

already preparing what she would say to Rob later. 

‘But is it right they should be a symbol of Wales when they strip her hillsides, 

leaving everything bare and barren?’  

Sarah aimed a kick at his ankle under the table, but her foot jarred against his 

chair leg instead. This was not what she had expected. Even with her back to her, 

she could sense Sioned’s unease and tried to change the subject. ‘They’re saying 

it’s going to be a really hot summer,’ she said.  

Evan ignored her. ‘Farmers make a living off these hillsides,’ he said. ‘Having 

a load of trees and birds isn’t going to pay the bills.’ 

‘But this is the problem.’ Rob was becoming more animated. He gesticulated 

as he spoke. ‘People see it as all about money. How much money can we make 

from the land? What can we do to it to extract more money?’ 

‘Do we look rich to you?’ Evan countered, hotter now. ‘Where’s all this 

money?’  

Sioned poured custard on the last of the puddings and set a bowl before each 

of them. She kept her eyes on the table when she sat down. 
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‘This is precisely the point. The irony is it that most of you farmers are losing 

money. We pay you good money to keep these hillsides lifeless. And then when we 

try and find a solution so we can pay farmers the same not to abuse the landscape, 

you don’t want to know, do you.’ 

Sarah found her mark under the table this time, but Rob did not look away 

from Evan. 

‘Rob!’ she said. 

‘Farmers work hard for their money,’ Evan said. ‘Do you understand that? No 

one’s going to pay us to go tramping all over the countryside, all over people’s 

private property, just to look at some birds!’ His scalp had grown red under the thin 

curls of his hair. 

‘Evan! That’s enough,’ Sioned said, but Rob was in full flow now. 

‘It doesn’t matter how many furrows you’ve scranleted, or whatever. What 

matters is the sheep chewing the hills to nothing and the rain washing straight off 

them and the banks bursting further downriver and flooding half of England.’ 

‘Rob, shut up!’ Sarah shouted at him. 

‘And the countryside is for everyone, not just for landowners,’ he added, 

ignoring Sarah.  

Evan stood up sharply, sending his chair skidding across the tiles where it 

came to rest against the range behind him. ‘Do you think we have it easy? Do you 

think we don’t care about our farms and our land? You want us to all leave our 

homes to make way for people like you?’ 

‘Evan, sit down!’ Sioned shouted at him. The puddings were untouched.  
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‘No, I don’t think you care, if your idea of looking after the land is “keeping the 

place tidy”, ripping up shrubs and trees, killing the moles, putting down pesticides 

that decimate everything. What about sheep dips? They were a great idea, weren’t 

they? And don’t tell me it doesn’t still go on illegally.’ 

Sarah jumped up from the table and barged her way past him. Unable to bear 

the embarrassment any longer, she stormed away from the kitchen, stabbing her 

feet back into her boots and marching out into the farmyard beyond, her untied 

shoelaces whipping bursts of powder from the dry earth. She stood by the cattle grid, 

too ashamed to even bring herself to look behind her at the farmhouse. Soon, she 

heard the slow approach of Rob’s footsteps and whirled round. 

‘What the fuck was that?’ she screamed at him. 

‘I’m sorry.’ 

‘You’re sorry?’ 

‘Well, it pisses me off.’  

She cut him off before he could go on. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘You don’t 

do that. You don’t say those sorts of things to people! You’re their guest. Why can’t 

you just keep it to yourself? I can’t believe you’ve just embarrassed me like that!’ 

‘Sorry. It’s just . . . people don’t understand. It’s so frustrating this attitude. 

These hills should be full of goshawks, not crows.’ 

‘Stop. Just stop. What do you think gives you the right to behave like that? 

What is this enormous fucking privilege you have that means you can treat people 

however you like? Are they just ignorant peasants to you?’  
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‘No. Of course not.’ He looked away. He went to speak but at that moment a 

fighter jet tore down the valley, banking as it passed and revealing its triangular 

underside before disappearing. The scream of the jet split the air so savagely, his 

words were lost in its thunder. He waited for the noise to subside. 

‘I’m just always trying hard to do what’s right,’ he said. 

‘What’s right? And what is right, Rob? Is it feeling so justified, you . . .’ This 

time Sarah was silenced by a second fighter jet which followed the path of its sister 

aircraft, setting the valley trembling again for what felt like minutes.  

‘You know what?’ Sarah said when she was sure she could be heard again. ‘It 

doesn’t matter.’ She walked away from him towards the cottage, stopping once and 

turning around. ‘Goodbye, Rob,’ she said. 
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News of the discovery of the infection broke the following day. On television, in 

newspapers, online, the virus occupied every headline. Nationwide movement of 

stock was halted immediately, but the disease had already been spread about the 

country, and the number of reported cases increased by the hour. The news showed 

graphics of the progress of the disease. Multiple yellow skull and crossbones 

appeared, clustering in Mid Wales and other areas. Footage was shown of farm 

animals crowded into barns, interspersed with scenes of men emerging from 

vehicles, dressed head to toe in white coveralls. Infected animals were rendered 

useless as livestock, and in harbouring the contagion, represented a severe risk to 

neighbouring farms. Interviews moved from nervous farmers to furious union 

leaders. Epidemiologists began to speak of an epizootic and MPs were accused of 

paralysis. Areas identified as infected were sealed off with blue and white police tape 

and disinfecting stations appeared everywhere, with buckets and scrubbing brushes 

marking the previously invisible borders between lands. The footpaths were closed 

and all movement across the countryside other than that deemed essential for 

landowners was prohibited.  

 With the world around her in the grip of a fever, Sarah moved between the 

triangle of work, supermarket and home but otherwise did little else. She ignored 

Rob’s calls and messages; that was easy after Michael. She saw no way ahead, 

other than to cut him out as well. At first, she thought about leaving for home and 

staying with Gill as she had asked. Then, emboldened by her last escape, she 

thought about moving again, only further this time. She had proved to herself that 
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she could do it; it was just a matter of wiping the slate clean once more. The roots 

she had put down were far shorter this time and would be far easier to pull up. She 

thought about moving to Ireland, or to France, or buying a boat with her savings, or a 

one-way ticket to another continent. Life was a well of limitless experience. There 

were festivals to go to, drugs to try. She could learn a new language, or sleep with 

another woman, or live in an ashram in India. She might end up a croupier in a 

casino or a therapist helping others. She pictured herself living in a cave by the 

Mediterranean somewhere, catching fish for food and cooking them on a fire on the 

beach. Mostly though, she felt too tired to do anything. The weight of it all had 

exhausted her and it was as much as she could do to get to work and back. Work 

was something unspoilt at least and broke up the monotony of being in the cottage, 

staring at the same ancient walls. It was untrue what people said: there are no 

soulmates. It was just luck that brought people together, nothing more, and with her 

luck there was little chance things would ever go right for her. Perhaps she was just 

not the sort of person who should be in a relationship. 

John and Emma both said they were worried about her, and she herself was 

conscious of how slow she moved and how little she now spoke. Even Malcolm had 

asked her three times so far if she was all right. She felt distanced from her own 

body, which seemed to move in spite of her, and her gaze was almost permanently 

lowered, so she noticed little of what went on around her. In this way she was 

surprised when, returning from a shift at the pub, she nearly walked into Richard’s 

van, which was parked across her usual route along the farmyard towards the 

cottage. Both rear doors were open, exposing the jumble of contents inside. She 

could make out a covered shotgun and some giant lamps, but there was also a 

confusion of metal, of the kind displayed at the old ironmongers at Penbury. She 
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looked closer and saw devices there she did not recognise, some of them displaying 

serrated edges, like rows of rusted teeth. 

‘Having a nosey, are you?’  

Sarah started at the voice; she had not heard Richard approach. 

‘No,’ she said. 

‘Looks like it to me,’ Richard said. He grasped the open doors in each hand, 

trapping Sarah between him and the van. ‘Something I can help you with?’ 

‘No,’ Sarah said again.  

‘You been having some trouble with that man of yours? The lanky English 

one?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Cos if you were, I could help out, like. Always happy to help a girl.’ 

She refused to respond and barged against one of his arms to get past, but 

he resisted, gripping hard onto the door so that she found herself leaning against 

him. She stepped back and met his eyes, fixing him with her stare.  

‘Did you want something?’ he said. 

‘No. You’re in my way.’ 

‘You could ask me nicely to move out of the way.’ 

‘I’m not asking you for anything. You’re not letting me go.’ 

He let go of one of the doors and with faux graciousness, gestured towards 

her way out. As she moved past, he let his arm fall from the door so that his fingers 

brushed against her. She wanted to run towards the cottage but resisted in case that 

might gratify him in some way. She could hear him laughing but did not turn around. 

Energised with rage, she paced up and down the cottage, determined to do 

something about him. She had tried not to let him get to her in the past but right now, 
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on top of everything that had happened, she was furious with him. An idea came to 

her, and she tipped over the rubbish bin onto the lino floor by the sink. She 

rummaged through the putrefying contents until she came to a bundle of tissues near 

the bottom. When she had what she wanted, she went quietly out of the cottage and 

waited for Richard to disappear into the old barn before creeping over to his van. 

Slowly and as quietly as possible, she opened the passenger door. The door pocket 

was filled with sweet wrappers and other rubbish. She dropped one of the two empty 

condom packets she had with her into it and covered it with some of the wrappers 

and pushed the other one down the back of the seat for good measure. There was 

no way of predicting when they would be discovered but it was the best she could 

think of for the moment. Pleased with her work, she got back into her car and drove 

away from the farmyard. 

After a sodden winter, the spring had been unusually dry. Now the warmth of 

summer was setting in, with the dry spell predicted to continue. As the soil hardened, 

the earthworms retreated deeper underground. Lizards basked above them on the 

open rocks, readying for the hunt, and the once glistening molehills, now pale and 

desiccated, crumbled in the heat of the sun. Along the hedgerows that lined the 

roadside, the bindweed had opened into white bugles, and swallows flitted about 

Sarah’s car, unnoticed by its miserable driver. When she passed the giant dairy farm 

a little way beyond Hen Gaer, she paid no attention to the police tape strung along 

its perimeter, or the crowd of vehicles belonging to the valuers and others that now 

crowded the farmyard. The land around her was changing. The official advice from 

the government on containing the infection was unclear and many had begun to take 

matters into their own hands. In desperation, farmers were sealing themselves in, 

barricading the smaller lanes with bales of disinfected straw. Unable to lose herself 



179 

in the hills as she wanted to, either by car or on foot, Sarah thought she would visit 

Emma at the Derwen Centre instead. It was well removed from Afon Twymyn 

reserve and Hafod Farm, and she had been made to feel welcome there, plus Emma 

was neutral and a friend, and had offered to talk with her. The more she thought 

about it as she drove, the better the idea seemed.  

Emma lived in one of the converted farm buildings at the Derwen Centre. She 

had shown Sarah her room the last time she had visited. Sarah left her car in the 

official visitor parking and was greeted by several NWL members as she tried to 

remember which entrance they had used last time. She had no way of contacting 

Emma, as she had told her that mobiles were distracting and were discouraged at 

the centre, and there was no Wi-Fi available, other than that supplied to the senior 

members who ran the official office at the old chapel. When she found what she 

thought was the correct door, she knocked and waited. She knocked again and there 

was still no response, but as she came away from the doorway, the door opened, 

and an old man greeted her. 

‘Hello, my dear,’ the man said. ‘Can I help you?’ He had an estuary accent 

and wore a threadbare dressing gown over his clothes. His crepe paper skin showed 

at his neckline and his face was poorly shaved, perhaps due to failing eyesight, as 

his soft-looking eyes were magnified by a pair of chunky glasses.  

‘I was looking for Emma,’ Sarah said. 

‘Yes, she’s here. Come in. Come in love.’ 

‘Sorry to bother you.’ She stepped inside. 

‘Don’t be silly, love. I’ll take you through.’ 

She followed behind the man. He made slow progress, shuffling tentatively 

down the corridor in a pair of tattered slippers before stopping outside an open door. 
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Inside, several women were seated on sofas around a coffee table. One of them was 

wiping tears from her face and smiling as another two embraced her. Emma looked 

up at her from one of the other sofas and came over immediately. 

‘Hi,’ she said. 

‘I’m so sorry to turn up without any warning,’ Sarah said. 

‘No, it’s fine. Here.’ She closed the door on the room behind her. ‘We’ve just 

been on a communing. It’s been quite emotional for Julie. You’ve met Walter then?’ 

The old man was working his way further down the corridor. He turned around slowly 

and waved. 

‘Hello, Walter’, Sarah said. 

‘Do you want a tea?’ Emma asked. ‘Let’s go through to the kitchen.’ They 

caught up with Walter and waited for him to enter the kitchen at the end of the 

corridor. Emma opened one of the cupboards and Walter reversed into a soft chair in 

the corner of the kitchen. ‘What sort of tea would you like?’ She listed half a dozen 

different varieties. 

‘I’ll have rooibos, thank you,’ Sarah said. 

‘Tea, Walter?’ 

‘Usual, thank you, sweetheart,’ he answered. 

They sat together at a table with their tea. 

‘So,’ Emma said. ‘Did you end it, or did he?’ The question took Sarah by 

surprise. She hesitated a moment.  

‘I did,’ she said. 

‘What happened?’ 

She told her, reluctantly at first, skipping over the details, before eventually 

recounting everything that had happened. She told her about Michael, about Gill, 
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about her journey to Wales. She told her about the farm, about how she had barely 

spoken with Sioned since the day of the argument. Other league members came in 

and out of the kitchen, making their own drinks, or stopping to talk with one another. 

Walter snoozed in his chair as another man updated a noticeboard behind him. They 

drank another tea and then another. Emma told her about her parents splitting up 

when she was in her early teens, how she had hated her mum’s new boyfriend who 

moved in with them, that his moving-in ‘present’ to Emma was a box of 

contraceptives he left on her bed, which he found hilarious, and how she moved out 

shortly afterwards at sixteen. They talked until the sunlight from the window moved 

and fell upon the snoozing Walter and across the table before them, lighting up the 

grain of the wood, their steadily cooling drinks, and the silvery slashes on Emma’s 

arm. Emma excused herself, and another man entered the room and greeted her. 

‘Sarah! Lovely to see you.’ It was Simon, whom she had met in the shop 

previously. He shook her hand. ‘Do you mind if I join you?’ He asked how she was, 

and she pretended that all was fine out of politeness. She asked after the centre, 

again out of politeness, and Emma returned to find Simon talking about the NWL’s 

latest acquisition of land. 

‘It’s a meadow, not far from here and very beautiful. I can’t claim any credit for 

it. It’s all Ruth’s doing. She’s a financial whizz. Used to be a solicitor in her former 

life. Have you been to the meadow, Emma?’ 

‘Yes, for the first time today. It’s lovely. We had a communing that had a really 

powerful effect on Julie and in a very good way.’ 

‘Well, they can be very healing and empowering things, communings,’ Simon 

said. Have you been on a communing yet, Sarah?’ Sarah said that she had. He 

asked her to describe her experience. She remembered mostly how peaceful it had 
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felt but was amazed with herself for how clearly she could recall the experience. 

 ‘That’s great,’ Simon said. ‘We’d love to have you on another. I found it really 

helped me to work through all my hang-ups and bugbears. Just being able to talk it 

through with others afterwards is really cathartic. The Japanese do something similar 

called ‘forest bathing’.’ Sarah sat listening as Emma fetched some biscuits, offering 

one to Walter in his chair. ‘But this is what science is telling us,’ Simon went on. ‘That 

health and happiness are directly linked with immersion in the natural world. In the 

city we’re suffocated and bombarded by stimuli, and I think our lives suffer 

accordingly. They’ve found that in the countryside our attention improves, and our 

creativity is demonstrably better. There’s now a proven increase in energy and 

vitality, corresponding to the time we spent outdoors. Urbanisation has pretty much 

led to an epidemic of depression and mental ill health. Anyway, I’m going on again. 

I’ll shut up and leave you two alone now. Hope to see you again, Sarah. See you, 

Walter.’ Walter waved as Simon exited the room. 

Half an hour later, Sarah felt that the biscuits had just made her hungry. Her 

conversation with Emma had not been the same after the interruption, though it was 

clear that they shared an understanding that had not been there before. Walter 

groaned as he struggled to get out of his chair. 

‘Are you going for food, Walter?’ Emma asked. 

‘Starving,’ he said. 

‘Here, we’ll come with you. You ready for some food?’ she asked Sarah. 

They accompanied Walter to the canteen, opening doors for him and 

supporting him over a rough section of cobbles. The canteen was busier this time 

and the many subdued voices formed a constant murmur in the background. They 

were brought a cheese and pasta bake this time, which Walter devoured in 
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moments. Emma ate hers slowly and mindfully, concentrating intensely upon every 

mouthful. A woman with a shaved head walked past and sat down alone at a 

distance from them, further along the table. With his plate clear, Walter spoke to 

Sarah. He was a little deaf, speaking at a volume far higher than the other members 

present, although they did not seem to mind him.  

‘Course, we used to smoke in them days, keep the flies off. Where those 

fields were is all houses now.’ He was telling her about his time working in the fields 

as a youth. ‘We used to eat the celery straight out of the ground. Tasted beautiful. 

Not like the stuff they have in the supermarkets now.’ 

‘Is that why you ended up here when you retired?’ Sarah asked. ‘To be away 

from the city again?’  

‘I was retired a long time before I came out here.’ He paused for a moment, 

trying and failing to catch the attention of one of the servers. ‘Never had a wife or any 

children and my sister lives in a home in Plymouth. Why live a lonely old life when 

people look after you here? I’d rather my pension goes to something worthwhile like 

this place. Course I’ve always loved the natural world. Used to collect bugs as a 

nipper. We even used to go nesting, I’m sorry to say. There was one main reason I 

came here, though.’ This time his waving was noticed, and his empty plate was 

exchanged for a bowl of vegan ice cream, which he began as soon as it was set in 

front of him. The woman with the shaved head began to cry. No one seemed 

particularly concerned. Walter jerked his thumb in her direction and then tapped his 

temple. 

‘What was the reason?’ Sarah said eventually. 

‘What was the reason what? Oh. Death,’ he said. 

‘Death?’ 
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‘Death, my love. Comes to us all. Especially old fogies like me,’ he said, 

winking. ‘I could never bring myself to believe in God and heaven and all that. 

Doesn’t seem very likely. There was a boy that lived on our street when I was 

growing up. He got ill and his head swelled up like a balloon. He was dead within 

weeks. Now why would God go and do a thing like that? Poor little bloke.’ He threw 

down his spoon and patted his stomach. ‘What’s going to happen when you die? Do 

you think you’ll be a ghost? Where will you be without a body? What age will you be? 

Will you be well or ill? How long will you be around for? Will you be able to visit 

places, contact the living? It doesn’t make sense. There’s more questions than 

answers. I met Tamsin when she was giving a talk when I was still down in London. I 

said to her, “I’m terrified of dying, petrified!” She told me that deep within us all, when 

you strip everything away, there is the bit that’s essentially you. Raw consciousness 

she called it. It’s like our very selves. Not like a spirit that can float about without a 

body or anything daft like that, but like our very essence. And that essence, that’s no 

different from the essence in all life, in all living things, it’s just we feel like it’s 

different, and we spend our lives worrying about stupid things. When we die, our 

bodies will make more life and so will our minds. This raw consciousness will just be 

part of more life. It’s like our souls get recycled the same as our bodies. Isn’t that a 

wonderful thought? So you see, there’s no need to be afraid of dying.’ 

Emma tapped Sarah’s arm, as she had not noticed the person waiting to take 

her plate. She thanked them but when she looked back at Walter, his head was 

nodding with sleep. 

Sarah felt better on the drive home, as if some small distance had been 

placed between her and what had happened. She would start that book that Simon 

had given her on her first visit when she got back. Just as she thought this, she 



185 

passed the great dairy farm on her way back into Hen Gaer. There the cattle, whose 

mouths and hooves had broken out into angry blisters, were being prepared for 

slaughter. A colossal pyre had been laid, for the government had rejected mass 

vaccination and settled on a contiguous cull, and across the countryside the killing 

had begun on a massive scale. 
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Coming home from work later that week, Sarah was diverted across the river and 

had to use the back road home, along with all the other traffic. The crisis had 

escalated to the point where the government had been forced to draft in the armed 

forces, and the people of Marcherton had stopped to watch as convoys of dark green 

lorries passed through the town. Roads were closed off so that military engineers 

could help construct the pyres for the slaughtered animals and prevent smoke from 

drifting dangerously across the roads. Disinfecting stations were established, 

manned by squads of uniformed men, and drivers slowed as they passed the curious 

sight of camouflage on the narrow lanes of the hills. As she came into Hen Gaer, 

Sarah was flagged down by one of the soldiers. She wound down the window for him 

to speak. 

 ‘Can you tell me where you’re headed today?’ he asked. She told him. He 

looked surprisingly young and had a white spot under his chin, crying out to be 

squeezed. The men behind him held pump washers in place of assault rifles. He 

seemed satisfied and asked if his men could disinfect the car. She agreed gladly; it 

was tiresome having to wash it down each day. It seemed a futile gesture compared 

with the task they faced in trying to prevent the spread of the infection. The 

Cambrian Mountains stretched almost the entire length of Wales. Sarah had seen 

how isolated some of the farms were, and they sent animals to graze in gullies that 

could barely be reached. Whatever the government department had calculated, 

there was no mathematical model that could predict just how many sheep there 

were, deep within those mountains. 
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 When she arrived back at the farm, she dunked the scrubbing brush into the 

bucket of disinfectant that had been left out and scrubbed her shoes down as usual 

whilst the tractor went past. She started to make her way down to the cottage, but 

there was a loud shout behind her. 

 ‘Oi!’ Evan had stopped the tractor and thrown open the cab door. He jumped 

down, leaving the engine running, and came towards her. 

 ‘And the car as well.’ He pointed towards it. ‘Boots and wheels, every time in, 

every time out.’ 

 ‘The car’s been done already,’ she said. ‘Some soldiers cleaned it when I was 

passing through Hen Gaer.’ He looked taken aback for a moment, but his face 

hardened again.  

 ‘So do it again. You could have picked something up on the way back.’ 

 ‘It’s only a few miles Evan. I’m sure I wouldn’t have.’ 

 ‘You can’t be sure of anything.’ 

 ‘Okay. Well, the soldiers know what they’re doing,’ she said. 

 ‘How do we know that?’ he said. ‘They’re not from round here.’ 

 ‘I’m sure they do. I know what to do and I’m not from round here.’ 

 ‘No, you’re not, are you.’ For a moment there was only the diesel grumble 

from the tractor. ‘Do it again,’ Evan said and went back over to the tractor. Sarah 

watched as he drove out of the farmyard, the great wheels battering the cattle grid 

and throwing out clumps of dried-on sludge behind them. She saw Sioned leaving 

the farmhouse and waited for her to come over.  
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 ‘What did he say?’ she asked. 

 ‘Nothing.’ Sarah said. ‘How’s things?’  

 Sioned rolled her eyes. ‘Ceri’s in a foul mood and she’s not saying why. 

Richard’s got a mark on his face and he’s not saying how. And you know what he’s 

been like.’ She nodded towards the tractor making its way down the lane. ‘He’s doing 

my head in.’ 

 ‘What about the animals?’ Sarah asked. 

 ‘Fine, so far,’ Sioned said. ‘It’s the government that’s the problem. They’re 

saying they can’t compensate farmers properly for livestock lost. It could be the end 

for all of us.’ 

 ‘I’m sure it won’t,’ Sarah said. She was disappointed with herself for how 

unconvincing it sounded. ‘You’re all right though, aren’t you?’  

 Sioned gave her a weak smile. ‘I’m sorry Sarah. I’m sorry for everything.’ 

 ‘Don’t be,’ she said, putting her arms around her. It felt different hugging her, 

more of a farewell than a reassurance. They said goodbye and she climbed down to 

the cottage, closing the door on the landscape behind her where, in the far distance, 

the pyre at the dairy farm was ablaze. The smoke billowed and rose in a column, 

high into the air, so that all who lived in the three adjoining valleys could see the rise 

of that bitter pillar that was the colour of death. 

 

Sarah was enjoying Nature: Our Nature. Tamsin wrote well, breaking down her more 

complex, philosophical arguments into easy steps and providing many relevant, 

everyday examples. There was still some dense theology in there that she was not 
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used to reading, but it was much more engaging than the drier books on landscape 

management Rob had lent her; he had no time for arguments that were neither 

objective nor empirical. A good deal of the book seemed to be spent outlining the 

concept of the Self, which Tamsin described as the fundamental essence of each of 

us, upon which everything about us as individuals is based. Tamsin likened the Self 

to what other religions and movements describe as the ‘spirit’ or ‘soul’. She wrote 

that just like the Self, there exists a similar supreme underlying principle behind 

nature and the universe; what many might think of as God. Our greatest mistake, 

she argued, is that we think of ourselves as separate from nature, when in fact we 

are identical in essence to it. The essence of each of us and of the universe around 

us are one and the same. Tamsin called this ‘Natural Monism’.  

It was enough to bring Sarah back to attend a second hedgerow sermon. She 

found the communings she attended over the following weeks helpful as well. Her 

mind felt calmer and clearer. She felt more in control, as if she now had some power 

to direct her thoughts away from the worries and unpleasant memories which 

followed her. There was no need to dwell on the recent past. She bought up more of 

the books from the Derwen Centre shop and devoured them when alone in the 

evenings. 

 Spending time at the Derwen Centre, Sarah became aware of just how much 

the New Wilderness League had achieved within a relatively short space of time. 

The movement was growing fast, and the league held ambitious goals for the future, 

seeking to quadruple the number of ‘wildland’ sites it owned for communings and 

sermons within the next two years, as well as to establish two new centres beginning 

as satellite annexes to the Derwen Centre. This expansion was possible partly due 

to the continuing fall in land and property prices locally but mainly through shrewd 
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investment of the donations of its members, who themselves worked there in their 

free time, cooking, cleaning, coppicing, gardening and so on. Multiple buildings were 

being renovated at once, with the league counting builders, carpenters, plasterers 

and an electrician amongst its number, combined with an endless supply of labour. 

All of this was made possible under the directorship of Tamsin, Ruth and Simon, who 

ran the centre as a trio, though votes were held regularly to decide upon more 

mundane issues.  

 The spread of the virus had affected the league, but three of its wildland sites 

were at a sufficient distance from livestock to allow legal access, though this did not 

stop its members from being regularly challenged by farmers and other landowners. 

Frantic with worry, many farmers were spending days and nights awake patrolling 

their lands, desperate to keep away anyone or anything that could potentially be 

carrying the infection. For those whose animals succumbed to the virus, the 

sentence was bleak. Helpless to prevent the onset of its symptoms, they could only 

watch as eyes became unresponsive and lameness and dehydration set in, followed 

by lesions, blisters and a frothing at the mouth. They were asked to help with the 

slaughter of their own animals and the building of the pyres. Bales of straw were 

stacked, along with old railway sleepers and even coal, and all of it soaked in red 

diesel, whilst the men in their white coveralls did their grisly work. Vets stood by as 

the animals voided themselves in fear, before slaughtermen raised bolt guns to their 

heads, firing speeding steel into the creatures’ brains, then standing back as the legs 

collapsed to wait for the convulsions to subside, before driving a second rod, stained 

blue, into each bloody hole. Front loaders scooped up the blue-sprayed carcases, 

half skewering some of them in the process and loaded them onto the pyres. The 

larger cattle were carried in chains to the pyres and raised high into the air by 
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diggers, ready to be roasted. As the flames swaddled the stacked carcases, the men 

stood back from the terrible heat and watched the stiff-legged corpses blacken and 

burst. Some wept openly at the sight, others held back until the men had left. For all 

of them, even when the pits had been dug and the remains buried, that smell: the 

sickly, fatty, acrid, charred and calamitous stench of it all, would stay with them for 

life. 

 At work, Malcolm was morbidly obsessed with the unfolding crisis and would 

follow John and Sarah round the kitchen reading out articles from the local 

newspaper whilst they tried to work. There was to be a meeting held locally, open to 

the public, where spokespeople from the various communities could register their 

interest in speaking. Unable to attend himself, Malcolm asked Sarah to go, saying it 

was a ‘fact-finding’ mission but really wanting her to report back with all the gossip. 

She found the community hall at which the meeting was being held at the foot of yet 

another castle ruin and had to park by the church and walk up to it, as the car park 

and street were crowded with vehicles. The doors and windows of the hall were 

open, revealing the press of people inside. She was early, though clearly not as early 

as most, as she and the others now arriving had to squeeze their way through the 

packed bodies to reach a space inside. The rows of plastic chairs were all taken and 

there were many more people standing behind them. It was uncomfortably hot and 

smelt of the men’s waxed jackets. Despite the heat, a hatch to a small canteen was 

open on one side of the room, where a pair of elderly women were selling tea and 

coffee from a giant metal urn. The crowd faced a short stage on which a dozen 

people were seated in a semicircle. There was a woman wearing a chain of office 

and a man who was badly sunburnt. She recognised Simon from the Derwen Centre 

and, with her pulse suddenly racing, Lucy from the Afon Twymyn Reserve. She 
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scanned the faces in the room but was relieved not to find Rob’s amongst them. In 

the centre of the semicircle, a man, clearly the chair, was turning a pen nervously in 

his fingers and stuttering his way through an introduction. He could only be half 

heard through the coughing and the audience members talking amongst themselves. 

 The meeting was to start with a short speech from the woman in the livery 

collar, introduced as the mayor of Llanfair, which would then be followed by an 

opportunity for the audience to ask questions, before the person to her left then 

made their speech and so on. The mayor stood and addressed the audience. 

 ‘Prynhawn da pawb. Good afternoon, everyone. Thank you for coming to this 

meeting. We are here of course to discuss a very sensitive matter. I know how 

important this is to many of you and I’m sure emotions will be running high. It is my 

hope that we can answer some of your questions today and that we can agree upon 

what is best for our whole community. Everyone will have a chance to have their say. 

Let’s be respectful of each other and take the time to listen and to consider the views 

of others.’  

The mayor’s speech passed with little controversy and with few questions, as 

did that of the next two speakers, but when the time came for the sunburnt man to 

speak, the audience were alive with questions. The man represented the Farmers 

Union of Wales and the Marches and was forced to face one tirade after the other, 

as members of the audience stood up to voice their desperation and berate the 

union for its impotence. This went on for some time, with the chairman ineffectually 

trying to intervene. To Sarah, the whole thing felt like a waste of time. She would wait 

until Simon spoke then leave. To the union leader’s visible relief, the debate moved 

on to the next speaker. Only then did Sarah spot the man waving at her from the 
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crowd across the room. It was Evan’s brother, Rhys. She pushed and excused her 

way over to him. 

 ‘Hiya, love,’ he said softly. ‘You all right?’ 

 ‘Yes, thanks.’ She answered. ‘How are you?’ 

 ‘I’m all right. Things have been better though.’ He shook his head. ‘This virus 

– not good.’ 

 ‘How long do you think it will last?’ 

 ‘We’ll see what they say here. It’s how many it gets, and with compensation 

what it is, it’s the end for those that get it. I just heard about John Davies. He lost 

everything last Monday, waited for them all to leave, then went into the barn with his 

twelve bore and never came out. Funeral’s next week.’ 

 ‘God, that’s horrible,’ Sarah said. Rhys told her that he had done some felling 

work at the reserve. She hoped he would not ask about Rob. The speaker moved on 

to Lucy, who nervously read out her speech from a piece of paper, but she was 

shouted down before she had even finished.  

 ‘Our challenge is how we are to contain the virus without risking the lives of 

some of our most precious wildlife, or damaging their habitats,’ she went on. 

‘Containment is possible.’ 

 ‘That’s a load of rubbish!’ shouted a man sitting very close to the stage. ‘You 

don’t have any control over these animals. They come and go as they please and 

they take the virus with them.’ Lucy looked appealingly at the chair. The mayor 

spoke instead. 

 ‘Please sir, can you keep questions and comments until the end.’ 
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 ‘We understand the concerns of livestock owners and want to work with them 

to keep their animals safe,’ Lucy read on. ‘We are working closely with 

representatives of the ministry to minimise risk wherever possible.’ 

 ‘Yeah, I bet you are,’ came a voice from further back in the audience. ‘I bet 

you’re great mates, you and the ministry. I think it’s disgusting that you’re allowed to 

carry on whilst we all lose our livelihoods.’ 

Sarah felt sorry for Lucy. She tried to answer the men, and made every effort 

to try and justify the preservation of wildlife under the circumstances, repeatedly 

listing the various measures the reserve had taken to try and keep farmland safe. 

Nothing she said, however, could placate the overwhelmingly hostile audience. One 

man stood up from the row of chairs. 

 ‘We’ve got the worst infection rates in the whole country here!’ he spat. ‘I don’t 

care if it’s got two legs, four legs, a hundred legs; if it comes onto my land, it’ll get a 

dose of lead. It’s as simple as that!’ 

 Lucy looked understandably relieved when the chairman moved the 

discussion on to the next speaker. Simon stood up next. He started by explaining the 

purpose of the NWL and what they did at the Derwen Centre, then went on to 

address how they were responding to the virus. He was a good speaker, as Sarah 

had not doubted, but whereas Lucy’s speech was met with hostility, Simon’s was 

met mostly with indifference. Some got up to leave, others talked amongst 

themselves at full volume. When Simon had finished, the chairman asked for any 

questions and pointed to a bored-looking man holding his finger in the air. 
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 ‘Do you paint yourself up in different colours as well? I thought this was about 

people with a living to make. What use are you lot wandering around in trees like a 

bunch of savages?’ 

 The chairman said something about his choice of language but there were 

sniggers from the audience. Simon thanked the chairman but said there was no 

need for the gentleman to be reprimanded. 

 ‘We are proud savages,’ he said. ‘Savage originally meant people of the 

woods and that is what we are here. In the past, people like us were disparaged as 

heathens and savages, but we embrace these terms. This is Powys, land of the 

pagans, literally the countryside.’ Before he could go on, there was a shout from the 

audience. 

 ‘Why don’t you fuck off back to England!’ There were some cheers and 

clapping, but most had their backs to the stage by this point. The chairman could 

hardly be heard. 

 ‘Right, I think I’ve seen enough,’ Sarah said to Rhys.  

 ‘You take care now, love,’ he said. ‘And don’t go anywhere you shouldn’t go. I 

mean that. It’s not safe. You just stick to your business. And keep away from Evan. 

At least until the virus is gone.’ She nodded. 

 ‘Thanks, Rhys,’ she said, and he held his hand out for her to shake. 

 

Now that he was back on the reserve, Rob allowed himself to relax. The dawn 

chorus was in full voice and in the distance, he could hear the falls of the Twymyn 

calling through the trees. He had to be doubly cautious, times being what they were. 
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All movement across the land now had to be in darkness. This he was used to at 

least, having honed his senses through years of experience navigating in low light. 

There were the bilberries he picked and ate as well, though it was fanciful to think 

they improved night vision. He resented the virus as much as any farmer for having 

rendered his work effectively illegal overnight. He had a duty to continue, regardless 

of the danger in which it placed him, and had adjusted his routes after much careful 

watching and waiting in order to avoid the various patrols that had appeared along 

his way. Here, though, he was safe, and he felt he could descend through the woods 

with his eyes closed, guided only by the sweet scent of the dog rose that grew along 

its border. 

He was hungry and busy planning his breakfast when he emerged from the 

trees and stopped dead. He knew at a glance that something was wrong. The space 

around the cabins ahead was too frequently walked upon for him to make out any 

tracks, but he could tell that someone had exited the woods without using one of the 

established routes and had likely returned the same way. Looking ahead, he could 

see a dark patch had appeared on his cabin. He drew closer, until the dark patch 

began to take shape, then stopped when he realised what it was. The body hung 

limp in its impalement, claws still visible, fur still lustrous, the lifeless eyes still bright 

with the light of the morning. One paw was torn and raw, ruined by the bite of a gin. 

He looked around but he was alone, the only witness to the sight of Scratcher the 

pine marten, cold and dead and nailed to the door of his cabin. 
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The long days of summer brought back something of that feeling Sarah thought she 

had lost at Rhyd-y-Benwch. Under blue and bright skies, she joined the weekly 

communings in the meadow, where buttercups had broken out in a yellow haze and 

where the stalks of grasses shivered with the passing of the breeze, and the 

meadowsweet raised bursts of creamy flowers towards the sun. Just to lie there 

feeling the warmth on her skin, watching a thrips struggling through the hairs on her 

arm, stirred something inside her she could not describe. When John asked her 

about it at work, she could not explain it. She had been training her mind for months 

now, and the discipline allowed her to slip more easily into that state, a state that 

was at once blissful, hopeful and alive, and yet more than that, as if she were close 

to something like God or creation.  

 She viewed the current crisis with a growing sense of detachment. Her 

encounters with the landscape were now almost exclusively within the wildland sites 

of the NWL and she was oblivious to the closing of the footpaths, where the crows 

and rooks had become the new masters, and where foxes, badgers and deer now 

moved undisturbed. She drove past several pickets, including a large demonstration 

outside Marcherton town hall, and was followed once by one of the Land Rovers that 

had begun to patrol the roads by day and night, filled almost always with young men, 

armed and with dogs. Unbeknownst to her, and to Evan’s bitter disappointment, for 

only the second time in its long history, the annual race from the clock tower at Hen 

Gaer was cancelled. 
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They were always looking for help at the Derwen Centre and Sarah was 

happy to volunteer. She helped to coppice the woods and to gather sheaves of grass 

for compost when the meadow was scythed. Ruth approached her directly to ask for 

her help in clearing out an old attic space at the rear of the chapel. It was an 

unpleasant job for a summer’s day, hunched over in sour, muggy air, shifting boxes 

by torchlight. One of the boxes was full of what looked like old Welsh hymn books. 

They were tattered and yellowing and smelt quite strongly. Ruth told her to throw 

them out with the other rubbish they had removed, but it felt wrong to Sarah; the 

books were well-thumbed and must have been held by many hands in the past. She 

was more familiar with how the language looked now, with its fondness for the letter 

‘y’, but there was no hope of her being able to read them. She slipped one into her 

bag regardless, before the rest were thrown away.  

 Ruth made them both a nettle tea afterwards and they drank it outside in the 

sun, where the sparrows waited expectantly around them. There was a shout from 

the direction of the chapel. A woman ran out from the open door. Sarah recognised 

her as the woman with the shaved head she had seen crying in the canteen. Simon 

was following close behind her. The woman shouted something, ending with ‘liar’. 

Simon shadowed her out onto the road. Ruth shook her head. 

 ‘Sasha,’ she said. ‘Many people are able to find healing here. It’s just a case 

of cultivating the right mind. Sadly, that’s not something Sasha has been able to do. I 

think this is the end of the road for her. Probably for the best.’ 

 Simon left the woman to walk away and headed back towards the chapel. He 

stopped to speak with them as he passed. 

 ‘She’s trashed the shop,’ Simon said to Ruth. 
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 ‘I’ll help you in a moment,’ she said. 

 ‘Sorry, Sarah,’ Simon said. ‘Some people just don’t know how to let 

themselves be helped.’ She smiled and he went back inside. 

 ‘Will she be alright?’ Sarah said. Ruth nodded.  

 ‘So where are you living at the moment?’ she said. Sarah told her about the 

cottage. 

‘Are you happy there?’ Ruth asked. 

 ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Mostly. The rent is very cheap.’  

 ‘You know there are rooms available here if you’re interested?’ 

 ‘Really?’ 

 ‘I can show you around if you like.’ 

 ‘What sort of rent do you charge?’ Sarah asked. ‘I’m not earning a lot at the 

moment.’ 

 ‘We’re very reasonable,’ Ruth said. ‘Residents only pay what they can afford, 

and we help each other out when necessary. There is no deposit as such, but we do 

ask for a contribution of two thousand prior to arrival.’ 

 ‘I don’t know that I’d be able to afford that,’ Sarah said.  

 Ruth lowered her voice a little. ‘Have you had an audience with Tamsin yet?’ 

she said. 

 ‘No.’ 



200 

 ‘You know you can book an appointment to see her. I guarantee you it would 

be worthwhile.’ 

 ‘She’d see me on her own?’ 

 ‘Yes, of course she would. Would you like me to speak with her?’ 

 

Sarah was given an appointment with Tamsin the following week. She was asked to 

wait in the corridor outside Tamsin’s room. This was in the roof space of the chapel, 

at the top of a steep staircase, scarred by woodworm. There were voices coming 

from inside the room. Sarah bent down to look out of the short window in the 

corridor, which only came up to her knees and which looked out over the courtyard 

below. The door opened behind her, and she stood up. 

 ‘Tamsin will see you now.’ She recognised Julie, emerging from the room. 

Sarah thanked her and stepped inside. It was a lot smaller than she was expecting. 

There was little standing space, other than in the centre of the room, and what wall 

space there was available was stacked with books, at the top of which sprouted the 

ancient timbers of the roof which met directly above her head. Many of the books 

had foreign titles along the spine and displayed names like Shankara and Nāgārjuna. 

Tamsin was sitting on a mound of cushions at one end of a rag rug which covered 

almost the entire floor. She greeted Sarah and gestured for her to sit on the round 

cushion opposite her. Her silvery hair was lit from behind by the splendid circular 

window Sarah had seen from outside, set into the arch above the tall main windows. 

 ‘You must be Sarah,’ Tamsin said. 
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 ‘Yes,’ Sarah said, sitting down. Tamsin had her feet folded beneath her. 

Though she was short, she was very broad, and Sarah felt small next to her now that 

they were both seated. 

 ‘I recognise you. You have a lovely face. Julie says you’ve been working hard 

here, so I’d like to say thank you very much.’ 

 ‘It gives me something to do!’ Sarah said. She felt shy in front of Tamsin and 

could not meet her eyes for very long. 

 ‘I’m just glad that you find it worthwhile. Do you like it here?’ 

 ‘Very much.’ 

 ‘Good. I’m glad.’ There was a pause. It looked like she was waiting for Sarah 

to say something. ‘Is there anything you wanted to ask me?’  

‘About the centre?’ Sarah said. 

‘About anything.’ There was a knock at the door and Tristan, the man with the 

ponytail from the canteen, came in, carrying a tray with tea for them both. He set the 

tea on a footstool next to Tamsin and poured it out as they spoke. 

‘I did want to ask something,’ Sarah said. ‘You talk a lot in your books about 

“natural monism”. The way I understand it is that the spirit or essence of nature is 

kind of the same as us, deep down. Like we all have it inside us. And that’s what 

people talk about when they talk about knowing God and God being inside of us.’ 

 Tamsin nodded. ‘You can call it God, or the absolute, or the supreme 

principle: the result is the same,’ she said. ‘That which underlies nature, underlies 

our true Selves and the state of true wisdom is to experience harmony between the 

basis of nature and the basis of our Selves.’ 
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‘Right,’ Sarah said. ‘So how does “raw consciousness” fit in?’ She thanked 

Tristan as he was leaving and picked up her tea. 

‘Let me see,’ Tamsin said. ‘What is it, to be the essence of something?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘Are you your feet?’ Tamsin asked. 

‘No.’ 

‘Are you your arms, or your eyes? Are you your bones, or your hair pores? 

Are you the cells which make up your body? What about the particles which make up 

them? Or the atoms which make up the particles? Are any of these things you?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Then what are you?’ 

‘All of these together, I suppose.’ 

‘But what if we took one of these things away? Would you still be you?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Then what’s the part that is really you then?’  

Sarah thought for a while. ‘I see what you mean,’ she said. ‘It’s difficult.’ 

‘Precisely,’ Tamsin said. ‘Truly you are none of these things. It is the same 

when you think about your mind. True, you cannot dissect your mind and examine it 

under a microscope in the same way, but are you your thoughts, your memories, 

your worries, your dreams? When you strip all of these things away, physically and 

mentally, what is left? Raw consciousness. That is the essence of what makes you 

you. A very old analogy is that it’s like salt and water. If you think of the salt as being 



203 

your true essence, or your Self, and you think of the water as being all of the things 

we’ve just discussed, dissolve the salt in the water and you can no longer see it 

anymore. It’s like the salt has disappeared, but when you taste it, you know that it’s 

there, and that it pervades all the water, even though you cannot see it. That is what 

your true Self is like; it is raw consciousness, prior to any thought, feeling, any body 

part you have. Your body may age, your mind may change, but beneath it all, your 

Self persists as raw consciousness.’ 

‘I see. That kind of makes sense now,’ Sarah said. She had already finished 

her tea. ‘So how does that fit in with the rest of the universe?’ 

‘What works for you, works for the universe and everything in it,’ Tamsin said. 

She was as reassuring in person as she was during her sermons. ‘When you strip 

anything down to its most fundamental principle then you get the same result. Raw 

consciousness is the fundamental nature of all things; it beats throughout all matter 

and expresses itself in the eruption of trees, the life of the soil and so on. If the 

ultimate reality of the universe is the same as the ultimate reality of ourselves, then it 

follows we must look to nature to better know our own Selves. My belief is that we 

have atrophied inwardly by placing a distance between ourselves and the land. We 

feel disconnected, unhappy. For us to experience true fulfilment in our lives, we need 

to return to the wild and surrender ourselves to it.’ 

‘Do you mean like during the communings?’  

‘Yes, partly. But I think what a communing should be about is deepening our 

knowledge. You may have a pleasant experience during a communing and that’s 

fine. Great. But pleasant experiences are not going to truly change anything. We can 

read about raw consciousness and so on in books, and we can talk about it but how 
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much do we truly understand? We may understand intellectually but through 

communings we can begin to understand experientially, and those are two very 

different things. If we can experience understanding, true wisdom, then we will no 

longer see our lives as meaningless, we will no longer see ourselves just as blobs of 

flesh going around the world suffering without meaning. We can take that 

understanding down into our hearts and live with it with every breath, and truly we 

will be troubled no longer.’ 

‘You mean we will stop worrying all the time?’ Sarah said.  

Tamsin laughed. ‘Yes, precisely,’ she said. ‘We will stop worrying all the time. 

I’m not saying that all our cares will evaporate but they will cease to trouble us in the 

same way. Take even our most basic worry: death. We will be able to better accept 

death, understanding that our life has been part of all life. Raw consciousness 

cannot simply spring up from nowhere and disappear to nowhere. Everything exists 

in a chain of cause and effect. Take anything you like, any example at all and you 

will find that something came before it and something after it. It could be an object, or 

a thought, a planet or a star: anything. Now, I don’t have all the answers and neither 

do these people.’ She pointed to the books behind her. ‘Whatever consciousness 

you have at death, I cannot say where that will go, or where it was before your birth 

for that matter, but I cannot see it just disappearing out of existence. That 

fundamental principle is certain to express itself elsewhere. And by being here, doing 

what we do, we can ensure that this is peaceful, and we can approach our own 

deaths with understanding and meaning, and most of all hope.’ 

‘That’s amazing,’ Sarah said. She waited for Tamsin to finish her tea, which 

she drank carefully. She stared out of the round window when she had finished.  
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‘So, what was it that led you here?’ Tamsin asked eventually. 

‘I work with Emma,’ Sarah said. ‘She invited me to come.’  

Tamsin nodded. ‘You’ve come back since though,’ she said. ‘What I mean is, 

what do you hope to gain by being here?’  

Sarah thought for a while. ‘I don’t know. Happiness, I guess.’ 

‘There are often many old and ongoing obstacles in the way of happiness,’ 

Tamsin said. ‘Lots of the people who’ve arrived here have been deeply troubled in 

the past. Some have lived lives of unimaginable suffering. Here though, they’ve been 

able to overcome many of their difficulties and have moved on from the past. I count 

myself as one of them.’ When Sarah did not respond, she continued. ‘Whatever a 

person has been through, we can help each other here. We work hard to make it a 

place of togetherness and healing. Here we work to cut to the root of our suffering, in 

looking to our very Selves. So many here have suffered real trauma, and I’m glad to 

say they no longer see themselves as struggling around in a world of meaningless 

pain. Here we have a sanctuary and growth and healing at last.’  

Again, Sarah could not meet her eyes, with their fine creases at the corners. 

Tamsin apologised to her, as she had another appointment booked. Sarah thanked 

her, and Tamsin said she had enjoyed their conversation. She held out her arms and 

Sarah shuffled forward on her knees to meet her. It felt like Tamsin knew all about 

her; not that Emma had told her anything, just that she knew the sort of person 

Sarah was. With her face pushed up against Tamsin’s coconut-smelling hair and 

arms pulling her close and tight, Sarah felt her throat harden with emotion.  

She spent her drive home reliving the conversation. She had always felt deep 

down that she was ‘damaged goods’ with the background she had, and this 
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separated her from normal people like Gill. What Tamsin had suggested was that 

there was a chance to change this finally. The Derwen Centre was actually a place 

for people like her, for people who had no other place. She imagined herself living 

there, surrounded by others like her, all of them working hard to heal and change, 

looking after each other, applying the teachings, moving forward together towards a 

life lived painlessly, amongst mountains and trees, besides hedgerows and rivers, 

under the sky and stars.  

 

Evan looked down at the shotgun he was holding. His hands were white in the 

moonlight. It felt good, holding his twelve-bore with both hands. The moon shone 

along the barrels, glowing silver at the action and picking out the fine engraving. He 

looked ahead to the place where Richard had entered the woods. There was no sign 

of him, but it was dark, and Evan’s eyes were not what they once were. He kept 

watching for movement at the tree line. The other lad waited away to his left, 

Richard’s friend. He could just about make out the unlit cigarette jutting from the lad’s 

lips. The dogs waited with him on their leads, the two of them poised, muscle flexed 

under fur, every sense fixed on the woods ahead. They were squat, mean-looking 

things, most likely used for badger baiting and the occasional two-legged vermin like 

today. Richard knew some rough people and this lad was one of them. He was 

thankful, though, that Richard had brought him along. They might no longer be 

Bowen woods, but he felt no less a duty to defend them. He was confident that 

Protheroe was wrong and that this was the place where they would cut off the 

trespasser. Protheroe and the other lads were away up on top of the hill, flushing the 

man out, whoever he was. Most of the lads were spoiling for a fight with the heat of 

the summer. He could see them fighting each other if they came back empty-
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handed. There was always the chance this trespasser might meet with a nasty 

accident, but that would weigh very little on Evan’s conscience. Whoever it was had 

made a very big mistake. 

There was hope now that the virus was slowing. Fewer cases were being 

reported and other areas of the country had ridded themselves of the disease. 

Though the wave might have finally broken and begun to retreat, nothing could be 

taken for granted. The farms had to be defended, and there were rumours of 

trespassers everywhere. He did not think much of many of them, but here he had 

seen the evidence with his own eyes. When they received the confirmation of a 

sighting over the CB, he had guessed that it would lead them here.  

Evan spoke to his father under his breath, reassuring him, promising him it 

would all be fine. The race from the clock tower had been cancelled but the farm was 

all right. He was about to check his watch when Richard emerged again from the 

trees ahead. With the signal from Richard, the lad to Evan’s left set his dogs loose 

and they pelted towards the woods. He was here. They had him. Gripping his 

shotgun and with one last word to his father, Evan began to run, moving away from 

the moonlight and into the trees. 

 

Keeping himself very low, Rob stopped when he reached the holly and took cover. 

He crouched down, trying to give himself time to think. Things were bad. He was a 

long way away from safety. He had passed through these woods before but only 

once in darkness. Using a torch was out of the question, so he closed his eyes and 

tried to recall the layout of the woods, where he might be and what possible escape 
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routes he could use. He had to think several moves ahead or else they would trap 

him.  

 The data from the collars had been alarming. The pine marten project was 

now suspended and in danger of collapse. At this rate there would be no pine 

martens left to monitor. Sarah could have shared information about Scratcher and 

the others, but he did not believe that; he had enemies enough. He prided himself on 

his self-sufficiency, but thinking about her now in the darkness, crouched in hiding 

from these men, he felt miserably alone.  

He knew he was being hunted. The lookouts had forced him miles off route. 

These men were not trackers and had twice shown themselves to him. They were 

careless in always choosing the higher ground, probably so they could get a clear 

shot, but this left them silhouetted against the moon. He was confident he could 

outwit them, even on their own land, but although the men troubled him little, he 

knew he could neither run nor hide from the dogs they kept.  

He stood up carefully. There was no way he could find his way out now. He 

had to go back. Shortly after entering the woods, he had cut a waymark into the 

trunk of a birch which stood alone amongst sycamores. He tried retracing his steps, 

moving as soundlessly as he could, but he was having to guess for most of it. He 

was relieved to recognise the birch ahead but as he drew nearer to it, he heard a 

sound, high above him on the wooded slope. His eye caught a flash of movement. 

Someone was there. Stealth was useless now; he had to assume he had been 

spotted, and he dashed over to the birch and ran his hand along the trunk for the 

waymark he had cut into the bark. There was nothing there. He looked back, only to 

be met with the fearful sight of a pair of dogs moving rapidly through the trees, 
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running at speed down the slope towards him. He ran, every thought disappearing, 

thrashing wildly through branches, scuffing against roots, desperate only for 

distance. There was no time. Blindly, half falling down the slope, he crashed through 

the trees, bashing against them to steady himself, lungs roaring, eyes set to burst. 

He glanced behind him and there they were, right there, moving faster than any man, 

running him down, coming straight for him. He had three or four seconds before they 

would close. There was barely time to register the fence before he was upon it and 

at the last moment, just as he was about to collide with the barrier, he dove forwards, 

grasping the barbed wire in his hands, somersaulting upwards, his feet drawing an 

arc through empty space before crashing onto the ground beyond. 
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18 

 

 

With summer drawing to a close, official opinion was that the virus too had run its 

course. There were fewer new cases and the restrictions on movement were 

relaxed, with the exception of those areas deemed most vulnerable. Farmers began 

to count the cost. An emergency fund had been set up which attracted some very 

generous donations, mostly from outside of Mid Wales, though it could manage no 

more than token payments to those affected. Farmers left unscathed by the crisis 

could ill afford to supply financial help to those stricken, though they helped in many 

other ways.  

 Rosebay willowherb crowded the verges on Sarah’s journey to work, passing 

by her in a blur of lilac. In the fields, red-faced finches fed amongst the thistles left by 

the sheep, splitting open their downy heads and teasing out the shuttlecock seeds 

inside. Where she crossed the canal, dragonflies were hunting at speed, weaving 

through the Himalayan balsam that had worked its way along the banks, and at night 

the same water was haunted by the bats which came down from the woods around 

the castle to flit and feed along its length.     

 John had been taken ill with chickenpox and the running of the kitchen had 

fallen upon Sarah, whilst Malcolm managed to busy himself with things that were of 

little importance. It was hard work without John, but she and Emma made a quick 

and effective team. John always gave the impression that he hated the pub, but he 

was wedded to the kitchen, and telephoned in after less than a week away. He 

called during the afternoon lull, when Sarah was busy preparing a new round of 
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baguettes. She had a list of questions collected for him which they ran through 

together, John moaning throughout. 

 ‘I don’t feel well,’ he said afterwards.  

 ‘I know,’ Sarah said. 

 ‘I feel awful.’ 

 ‘I know, John. Would you like me to bring you anything round?’ she asked. 

 ‘Heroin.’ 

 ‘I’m not bringing you heroin, John. Would you like some jelly sweets?’ 

 ‘Are they going to get rid of my terrible pain?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘Oh, well. I’d like some anyway, please.’ 

 ‘Okay, I’ll bring them over this evening. You look after yourself and get well 

soon.’ 

 When she came off the phone, Emma was waiting for her. 

‘There’s someone here to see you,’ she said. ‘He’s outside.’ She gestured 

towards the open windows. Sarah could guess who it was. 

‘Give me a minute,’ she said. ‘Could you finish these for me please?’  

She went out through the side door, still wearing her apron. The earlier rain 

had left a mackerel sky and the cool air irritated her lungs, so that when she saw 

Rob waiting and went over to him, she broke out in a fit of coughing. 
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‘Are you okay?’ he asked. He was noticeably thinner and his eyes were 

bruised with tiredness.  

‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘So?’ He looked away. 

‘Look, I’m sorry for being a dick,’ he said. ‘I get a little carried away 

sometimes. I’m sorry.’ She nodded once in reply. He rubbed the back of his neck 

with his hand. 

‘What have you done to your hand?’ she said. He looked down at it and she 

took him by the wrist and turned his hand over. His palm was healing from two deep 

lacerations. There were smaller cuts as well. The skin was pink and tight around the 

wounds and the gouged flesh had scabbed over, forming a rugged crust of black. 

‘How did you get these?’ He lowered his hand without answering. ‘Where have you 

been all this time? Have you stayed at the reserve during this virus? I hope you 

haven’t carried on illegally across people’s land.’ 

‘There’s work to be done. Important work. Virus or no virus.’ 

‘For God’s sake, Rob. It’s people’s livelihoods!’ 

 ‘I know and I’ve been very careful. I’ve been using disinfectant.’ 

 ‘So you can do what, Rob?’ Sarah said. ‘What couldn’t wait until the virus 

passed?’ 

 ‘You know what I do,’ he said. ‘I check the camera traps. I remove snares. I 

disarm gins. There are plenty of things I come across which are illegal, but I don’t 

hunt people down with guns and dogs. Anyway, it’s pretty much over now. They’ll be 

announcing the all clear soon.’ 

 ‘Look, I’m working, Rob. I’ve got to go. What do you want?’ 
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 ‘Can I see you again?’ he said. ‘Please? When do you finish today?’ 

 ‘I said I would look after Rachel this evening. I’m sorry, I can’t see you.’  

 ‘Another time then?’ Sarah sighed. 

 ‘You don’t look well,’ she said. ‘Go home. Get some sleep.’ 

 ‘I can’t sleep.’ 

 ‘I don’t have time for this, Rob. I’ve got to go.’ He rubbed the back of his neck 

with his hand again. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said and went back through the kitchen door. 

  

Sarah had signed up to the new study programme that was being trialled at the 

Derwen Centre. The course was broken down into three modules, with both practical 

and theoretical elements, and meant that Sarah spent almost all her time outside of 

work at the centre. She had barely seen Sioned, so she had gone up to the 

farmhouse to offer to babysit Rachel again. She had bought Rachel a unicorn pencil 

case which was ready on the passenger seat next to her as she drove back from 

work. Coming into the farmyard, she was surprised to find so many vehicles she did 

not recognise. One of them was parked in her usual space, so she left the car near 

the cattle grid and used the disinfectant. She could hear voices coming from the 

direction of the old barn. Sioned was there, as was Evan and Richard and Ceri, but 

there were other men there she did not know. Ceri had hold of her mother, who was 

sobbing into her shoulder. The men looked round at her as she approached. Richard 

peeled off from the group and came towards her. 

 ‘What do you want?’ he said. 
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 ‘I was . . .’ Sarah looked over to the rest of them. ‘I was looking after Rachel 

this evening.’ Richard shook his head. ‘What’s wrong?’ she said. ‘What’s happened?’ 

 ‘What does it look like’s happened?’ he said. 

 ‘Not the virus? Surely? We don’t have it here?’ Richard shook his head in 

response. ‘Oh, phew,’ she said. ‘You frightened me for a moment.’ 

 ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Richard said. ‘Prosser’s farm has it.’ 

 ‘What? I don’t understand,’ Sarah said. 

 ‘It’s a contiguous cull, isn’t it. Don’t you know that?’ 

 ‘What does that mean?’ 

 ‘It means Prosser has it at the farm on from this one, and that means they’ve 

got to slaughter here as well as there.’ 

 ‘Oh, God! What, all of them?’ 

 ‘Yes, all of them. So you’d better clear off hadn’t you?’ Sarah went to say 

something but could not think. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘You’re not going to want to watch 

what happens.’ Sioned came away from Ceri and approached them. 

 ‘I’m sorry, Sarah,’ she said. Her face was bright pink. ‘You need to be 

somewhere else for a few days. I’m sorry,’ she sobbed. ‘They’re going to start today.’ 

 ‘Oh! I’m sorry, Sioned,’ she said. Sioned brought her hand to her mouth. A 

tear rolled across her fingers and landed just short of her shoe. ‘I really am.’ Ceri 

came over and held her mother again as she cried. Sarah looked from Sioned to 

Ceri, to Richard and then over to Evan and the other men. One of them placed a 

hand on Evan’s shoulder. 
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 ‘Okay,’ Sarah said. ‘I’ll call . . . ‘Okay . . .’ she said again. ‘Okay . . .’  

  

In the months afterwards, Evan was dogged by the feeling that he was a coward. He 

was ashamed that he had not helped the men with the slaughter when they asked 

him. Sioned had made good excuses for him, but it was his farm, his animals, his 

responsibility. How could he though? The ewes carried the bloodlines of the farm, 

stretching back generations and generations, so that his animals were the direct 

descendants of those his father had tended and his father before him, going back 

beyond all memory, into the unreachable distance of the past. 

 He had entered the barns once after the farm had been cleared and had kept 

away from them ever since. The silence was obscene. Everything that was good and 

right and natural had gone, and a terrible nothingness had taken its place. The air 

that had always been heavy with the breath of the flock was now still and sterile. 

Even the birds had gone from the rafters above. It was an abomination. He came 

outside doubled over and retched into the yard.  

 There was the compensation and some very kind donations from elsewhere, 

but he and Sioned never had to speak about it. It would have been impossible to 

pretend that they could go on as they had before. They spoke even less together, 

and Evan found work flailing hedges with the tractor mower. Each day he watched 

the mower engage and disengage, checking his speed and distance, looking back 

along the hedgerow to survey his work. He paid no attention to the trauma in his 

wake, noticing neither the exposed bones of the twigs nor the birds’ cries of alarm. 

He was oblivious to the ageing of the willowherb, whose white wisps danced in 

clouds around the tractor, and as autumn came, he saw neither the bead-like haws 
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that broke out in their thousands, nor the lozenges of the rose hips that joined them, 

nor the sloes, round and fat as blueberries, nor even the butterflies that came 

flickering along the hedgerow to lap at the brambles’ dying fruit. He saw only the flail 

working and heard nothing but the steady drone of the tractor. Though it was many 

hours alone, it was work, and they were hours spent away from his own thoughts. 

 Gwyneira died that autumn, though not before Brian had put the farm up for 

sale. She was buried in the chapel of her youth, in a village unknown to Evan, 

somewhere west of the middle mountains. He attended her funeral, though he 

understood little of what was said, save for the Lord’s Prayer in Welsh. What family 

she had thanked him in English. Then there was the pitiful spectacle of the auction, 

where the contents of Brian’s farmhouse were carried out into a nearby field and 

arranged in rows to be sold. Those that knew Brian were kind and made him good 

offers for the family furniture. Others were professionals at this sort of thing and they 

beat him down until only a paltry sum was exchanged. He gave the shell of the 

grandfather clock away for nothing. Evan bought back the other clock his dad had 

given Brian, intending for it to hang in the hallway again, as it had done when Evan 

was a child. Though it had been left in the farmyard, away from the items being sold, 

a second cousin offered Brian a fair sum for his Land Rover and drove it away that 

afternoon. Evan offered to drive Brian back over the mountains to where he was 

staying with Gwyneira’s relatives. 

 Coming home, he followed the meandering road that clung to the contours of 

the mountains, high above the valley below. The slopes were studded with the 

pinprick white of the grazing sheep, gathered in broad flocks close to the valley floor, 

then spread thinly as the land climbed steeply upwards and shed its greenness, until 

they were barely visible amongst the stiff brown grasses of the mountainside. On the 
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far side of the valley, they were burning the bracken, the white smoke billowing 

upwards like a cloud anchored to the hillside. Evan checked the clock on the seat 

behind him and rolled down the window for some air. The car slowed and pulled into 

a lay-by, coming to a stop without him realising. He saw his hand opening the door, 

then looked down at his feet as they crossed the tarmac. It was as if he were outside 

of himself somehow, watching his own body making its way across the road and 

onto the verge opposite. The body that was no longer his stumbled through the grass 

towards the fence, then he saw his hands gripping the wire, pulling it together in his 

fists and shaking it as if it would break. Then there was a noise like none he had ever 

heard. He felt his ribcage would shatter, or his throat burst open. The sound echoed 

through his skull and drowned out the universe. The scream came from beyond, 

from the deepest well of hopelessness that lay cold and black inside of him, drawing 

strength from every cell of his body, bursting out from him in a dreadful howl that 

sent the valley quaking with its terrible power, so that the men burning the bracken 

looked up from their work and listened above the noise of the flames to the wind that 

carried his despair.  

 

That evening the sickness began, starting with a sore throat before his skin became 

suddenly prickly and he could not bear the feeling of any pressure against it. He 

went to bed in Ceri’s old room and slept. When he woke, he was hot and damp, and 

he thought for a moment that he must have fallen asleep in the bath, then he 

realised he had soaked the bed with sweat, and Sioned was standing over him and 

saying something he could not understand. Time passed and he woke up feeling on 

fire, throwing the sheets away from the bed in desperation, then woke again 

shivering uncontrollably, having no memory of ever actually going to sleep. Time 
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went forwards, then backwards, then no direction at all. He remembered there being 

light at the window, but it was dark outside, and he looked again, and it was light 

once more. Someone held a cup to his lips and wiped him down, and then he was 

shivering in the bathroom, the light painfully bright on his pale thighs. He was back in 

bed, and then Nain was trying to feed him something that he did not like, and he was 

crying and asking for his dad. There was the wallpaper next to him in the bed and 

then eventually, he was no longer there himself, there were only thoughts, images, 

without anyone there to think them. Sometimes he was many people and sometimes 

none. Ceri was there and then a man he did not recognise. All around the bed there 

were men working on the clock tower at Hen Gaer, masons cutting the stone and 

men bent over under heavy loads. Somebody was crying and then there were men 

talking in Welsh, one of them holding a fish, and then there was the sea. Then the 

drovers arrived off the mountains with their thin cattle and the red dogs behind, and 

there was pipe smoke and ale and someone’s hand holding three dirty shillings. Now 

there were other men and there was the smell of fire and the bones of the ancestors 

buried in the long barrow. They were clearing the woods for grazing and were 

speaking a language that was not Welsh but something older still. The men had 

brought antlers to trade, which were bundled together and carried on their backs. 

Then the measurer spoke and looked up to the sky. The sun and moon and stars 

were there, all of them and none. 

 He came to, still in bed in Ceri’s room. There was a bowl and a jug and boxes 

of what looked like medicine, and a chair in place by the bed that he had no 

recollection of having been there before. He felt weak but his head had finally 

cleared. He drank thirstily from the jug, too desperate to bother with the cup next to 

it. When he set it down, the image of Sioned sitting in the chair came to him and he 
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knew he had to go to her. With a thirst greater than that he had just quenched, he 

dragged his aching body out of the bed and fumbled with the door handle. It was 

dark on the landing, and he bumped into the other bedroom door before he could 

open it. He heard Sioned say something beyond the door, and he wrestled with both 

hands to turn the brass handle and push his way in. Sioned was sitting up in bed. 

Her long hair shone like twilight on the shoulders of her nightie.  

 ‘Evan?’ she said. He moved towards her, whimpering childlike as he came, 

clawing back the bedsheets and clambering inside. ‘Evan?’ Sioned said again. He 

pulled her towards him, his arm around her shoulder, clutching her tightly, like a child 

starved of its mother, then still childlike, nuzzling into her, smelling her skin close to 

his face, bringing his legs up so they could be against her as well. She held him, and 

he pressed himself against her, running his hand over her back and thighs, wanting 

only this closeness, his body coming alive with feeling. He kissed her neck and 

cheek and her shoulders through the nightie. She cupped his head in her hand and 

kissed him back, then said his name again, softly. With their bodies remembering, 

they touched again, not daring to speak, stroking love into ageing limbs, mouths 

meeting, breath deepening, and the many years falling away, vanishing with 

heartbeats in the gloom, leaving nothing but this tenderness.  
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19 

 

For the first time since coming to Wales, Sarah felt she had a vision of the future. 

The NWL gave her structure, companionship and above all purpose. There was no 

loneliness at the Derwen Centre; no one felt like an outsider. She had paid across 

the two thousand pounds initial contribution and had arranged to move in at the end 

of the month. She was practically living there anyway, staying in the guest room 

when she had no shifts the next morning. It felt like a homecoming. She was excited 

about living with her new friends and completing the next stage of the study 

programme. Most of all she looked forward to a time when she might feel rid of the 

doubt that had always afflicted her: that sense that she stood apart from everyone 

else. Tamsin taught that self-affirmation was not only possible for her but that the 

NWL practised the most direct way to individual fulfilment. 

 The older buildings were being touched up ready for winter and she helped to 

varnish the window frames and held the ladder whilst the eaves were repainted. Up 

close she could see the dried plugs where the masonry bees had entombed their 

young for the winter in the interstices of the walls. They took care to paint around the 

muddy half-bowls of the nests that the martins had recently abandoned. The day 

was cold but clear, and she did not want to go inside when they had finished, so she 

decided she would walk up through the woods where she had been on her very first 

communing.  

The virus was over, for the most part. Though the rest of the country had been 

given the all-clear, in Mid Wales the virus lingered on, with several isolated cases still 
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appearing. Reasonable use of footpaths was now permissible, however, and Sarah 

picked up what looked like an old path through the woods. It could not have been 

walked much now the woods were used only for the directionless wandering of 

communings. The wood had yellowed with the wasting of the leaves. Some 

remained a defiant green, others ran with a coppery blood. Beneath the trees, the 

alien shapes of the fungi had appeared, breaking through the skin of shedded leaves 

or growing in strange formations from the fallen branches. The path climbed steeply 

and continued far longer than she had expected, and she was breathless when she 

emerged from the woods and found herself in a narrow cleft between two hills. She 

caught her breath leaning against a fencepost. Looking ahead, she could see the 

path became a road which followed the cleft between the hills and led away out of 

sight. There were no sheep around, so she thought she would push on a little further. 

When she drew close, she found that it was not a road but the beginnings of a deep 

tear in the landscape. As she rounded the corner, the fissure broadened, and a fine 

grey spoil began to bleed from its sides. She was now walking on loose stone, and 

as she pressed on, the land suddenly opened up like a leaden sea, and in the middle 

rose the ruin of an abandoned mine. The buildings were hardly recognisable as 

such, looking more like oversized gravestones set into the scree. Most were roofless, 

and one was little more than the suggestion given by a single remaining wall. She 

approached the nearest of them and entered tentatively through the cavity that would 

once have been a door. There was nothing inside but more grey stone. There was 

no sound save for the crunch of her own boots, and she felt afraid, as though she 

might disturb something best left asleep. She peered into the adjoining room, which 

was dark but for the narrow window space at its end. The light fell from the window 

space against the far wall and upon the orange and flaking remains of some ancient 
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piece of equipment, rusted beyond recognition. The silence was broken with the 

sound of an engine, faintly audible in the distance. She went over to the window 

space and looked out across the rest of the mine complex. The noise was getting 

closer. Her instinct was to get straight back to the centre, but she told herself she 

was being silly and decided she would wait and see what arrived, just to prove to 

herself that she was not afraid. The roaring grew loader, until finally a Land Rover 

came tearing around the hill and sailed noisily between the mine works in a spray of 

stone. The vehicle pulled up outside one of the buildings. It was white and Sarah 

thought she remembered it from somewhere, then two men got out and she saw that 

one of them was Tristan and the other another man she recognised from the centre. 

She felt relieved and went to call out to them, but the pair disappeared around the 

building closest to them. Coming away from the window space, she went back out 

through the other room to go and meet them, but when she got to the doorway, she 

stopped. Tristan and the other man were carrying something out from the building. 

There was no mistaking it was a sheep, even from this distance, but the sight was so 

unexpected, she was struck dumb and unable to move. The two men bundled the 

sheep into the back of the Land Rover and closed the doors, then got back in 

themselves. She watched them pull away, driving out from the mine and away 

around the hill. She stood in the doorway confused. What were they doing there with 

that sheep? Where were they taking it? 

The building from which they had emerged was the most intact of all the 

remaining structures. Approaching it, she found a door locked with a new-looking 

padlock and no other way inside. She listened at the door but could hear nothing. 

Not knowing what else to do, she walked away from the mine, slowly this time, back 

towards the woods. What had she seen? Why a mine? Why any of it? Coming down 
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through the trees, she tried to think what possible purpose there could have been. 

Why would two NWL members keep a sheep in an old abandoned mine and come to 

collect it in a Land Rover? Where were they taking it? 

When she arrived back at the Derwen Centre she tried searching for Tristan 

and the other man, but she could find neither, nor could she see the Land Rover 

anywhere near the centre. It was not parked along the road, nor was it amongst the 

residents’ cars in the courtyard. She met Ruth on the way to her own vehicle. 

‘Sarah,’ she said. ‘How are you doing? Not long until you’re here permanently, 

is it?’ 

‘No. I’m fine thanks. Listen, I wanted to ask you something.’ 

‘Of course.’ 

She told Ruth about everything she had seen. When she reached the part 

about the sheep, a visible change came over Ruth. She drew in a deep breath and 

pursed her mouth, saying nothing, even after Sarah finished talking. ‘Well, what do 

you think?’ Sarah asked. 

‘It sounds very unlikely.’ 

‘I know, but that’s what I saw.’ 

‘It must have been someone else.’ 

‘No, it was definitely Tristan and definitely the Land Rover from here.’ 

Ruth went to say something, then stopped. 

‘What do you want me to do about it, Sarah?’ she said eventually. ‘Even if it is 

true.’  
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‘I don’t know,’ Sarah said. Ruth shrugged her shoulders.  

‘I can’t go poking into people’s private business,’ she said. ‘Now, if you’ll 

excuse me, I’m very busy.’ She opened the car door and got inside. 

‘It’s not private business though,’ Sarah said. ‘The infection isn’t over yet. It’s 

illegal. And dangerous.’  

Ruth snorted in response and started the car. ‘Like I said, Sarah, I’m very 

busy.’ 

‘But . . .’ 

‘I don’t want to hear about this again. We’re a happy community and we don’t 

need people coming here to stir up trouble. Goodbye.’ 

Sarah felt the rising heat of anger as Ruth drove away.  

 

It was close to a week since Rob had last visited Rhodri. There had been a 

residential at the reserve, where teenagers from deprived backgrounds in the city 

would come to live and work with them from Monday to Friday. He welcomed 

anything that would help take his mind off Sarah and had done nothing but work 

since he last saw her, but the residential had put him in a bad mood. Sean had 

stopped him from supervising the attendees, as most were indifferent to the natural 

world, and this infuriated Rob who was liable to snap at them. Some were 

contemptuous of the reserve and complained about the food and the lack of Wi-Fi, 

and there was usually one at the back of the group who would imitate Rob’s accent, 

to the amusement of the others. Apart from some encouraging signs seen in one or 

two of them, he was glad to see the back of them by the end of the week. Thinking 
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about it made him angry as he made his way up to the clearing and Rhodri’s 

bivouac. He mouthed his own thoughts as he walked, chopping the air with his hand 

as if he were in a real argument with someone. They needed these young people on 

side to fight the wealthy and powerful that continued to destroy this country, to push 

against those same people that go all dewy-eyed over the Queen’s jubilee yet are 

happy destroy swathes of ancient woodland with the laying down of a high-speed 

railway, all in the name of making themselves even richer. It was more than just 

class that was the problem though, and that was even more depressing. The reality 

of the landscape just did not exist for most people. It was far easier for them to get 

behind a premier league football team than it was to be persuaded of the value of an 

endangered habitat or species. People did not want to engage with their landscape; 

they wanted myths: simple tribal narratives of belonging and struggle against a 

perceived enemy. He had once seen a man in an England football shirt fling his 

empty chip paper into a hedge. Rob had merely tried to point out to the man the 

contradiction between his actions and the love of country professed by his choice of 

clothing. That was how he got the dint in his nose. He rubbed at it with his finger as 

he ascended through the trees. Maybe Rhodri would get a punch on the nose if he 

asked what had happened to Sarah one more time. 

When he reached the bivouac, Rhodri was not there. The fire was out. He sat 

and waited for him to return. He grew restless after a while and started gathering 

sticks to pass the time. Rhodri was never away for this long. He checked the 

hammock just to be sure, but the grubby sleeping bag was empty. He went a little 

way into the woods and called for him, moving around the camp in a circle, not 

wanting to be so loud as to draw unwanted attention. It was then that he saw the 

familiar green jumper sprawled across the tangled roots of an oak, one arm 
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outstretched as if reaching for something and at the end of it, an open hand, with 

fingers white and rigid. It was Rhodri, lying prone and still. He approached slowly. 

Rhodri did not move. He bent down and turned him over at the shoulder, then 

jumped back quickly. The skin was blistered and the face frozen into a waxy rictus. 

Needing to vomit, Rob kicked the body back over then dashed away, retching. 

He had feared this day would come, but he had not expected it so soon. 

Rhodri paid little attention to his own safety. Though he had saved him from a watery 

death in the Twymyn, Rob could never protect Rhodri from the threat of exposure, as 

he seldom wore more than that stupid jumper, preferring to warm himself through 

drink instead. Once he had collected himself, Rob recovered the binoculars he had 

lent Rhodri, as well as any other items that might look suspicious, and stowed them 

in his rucksack; the martens had to be protected. He had to walk a long way before 

he was able to get a good signal to call the authorities.  

Afterwards, he waited near the gorge to meet with them. From where he was 

seated, he could see the footbridge across the gorge and would be able to signal to 

whomever it was the police were sending. He sat dejectedly amongst the mast that 

had fallen, his back resting against a tree. It was probably still illegal to be here but 

right now he was beyond caring. The stream prised the woods apart at the gorge 

and the water became bolder with the steepness of the land, cutting louder and 

deeper into the earth. He listened to the steady pulse of the stream and tried to 

concentrate on the sound, hoping to push away the thought of that lifeless face. 

There would be some difficult questions when the police arrived. For now, he would 

have a long wait. He closed his eyes but could not sleep, then remembering the 

bridge, looked out towards it. As expected, there was still no one. He lay back 

against the tree but then sat up; he thought he had seen movement. High above the 
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bridge, in the woods on the other side of the gorge, there was a flash of colour. He 

stood up and stared into the trees until he made out the broken but undeniable 

shapes of two people, far from the footpath, moving without speaking. He reached 

for the binoculars, but when he trained them on the woods beyond, the pair had 

disappeared from view. 
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20 

 

Sarah wished she had never strayed from the woods and into the mine. There was 

no doubting what had taken place, and it angered her that Ruth had refused to take 

her seriously. She preferred not to think about it. Though it still niggled at her 

conscience, she was willing to drop the whole thing, as she wanted nothing to come 

in the way of her excitement at the future life she was to have with the NWL. Let it 

go, that was what the teachings said. Why worry about the mundane when the 

sacred was all around her, when all her petty worries could be dissolved through the 

bliss of union with nature? There was no drug, no therapy that could compare with 

the healing practices of the Derwen Centre. There was companionship, solidarity 

and freedom from life’s sufferings. Here, beneath the trees, she had at last found 

peace.  

She had enrolled on the intermediate course for which Tamsin ran the 

communings. The course focused on breaking down the mental barriers that 

distanced the Self from the natural world. Most exciting of all was the individual 

instruction given to those enrolled on the course. When the time came for their first 

session, Tamsin led her by the hand into the trees, where a light rain was falling on 

the canopy above. She whispered instructions to her as they walked, then they 

stopped at the foot of an impressive oak that grew deep within the woods, far from 

the trails left by previous communings. 

‘Try not to think of the tree as other,’ Tamsin said softly. ‘Don’t think as you 

normally do, that there is a tree out there, separate from you. Instead, just 
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concentrate on the experience alone. There is no Sarah, there is no tree; there is 

only this tree-like experience. Let the experience unfold by itself.’ 

Sarah closed her eyes, the opened them, then closed them again. Rain 

dripped from the leaves, the droplets sounding as they struck her coat. The air was 

damp and fragrant. Soon she was conscious only of the tree that stood in front of 

her, yet it seemed to stand at the centre of her as well. She felt time melt away. She 

was conscious only of bark-skin and the fingers of branches, heavy boughs and 

questing roots, the taste of air and the flow of water, sunlight on hungry cells, the 

movement of insects. Then Tamsin’s hand was in hers again, waking her, taking her 

back into the world she had left. Dazed and happy, she found herself saying 

goodbye to Tamsin outside the Old Chapel. Tamsin hugged her and Sarah drifted 

away into the canteen. A mug of rooibos tea and a meal of brown rice and 

vegetables brought her mind back to something like normal. It was the deepest she 

had ever gone, and it felt wonderful. 

She spent the rest of the afternoon helping to clean down the canteen. Tristan 

was there, but she did not mention the mine. She thought she would go and visit 

what was soon to be her room again, before she left for the day. They had assigned 

her a spacious room in the house at the far end of the terrace, overlooking the 

market garden. She had fallen in love with it instantly. She let herself in through the 

rear entrance of the house and went upstairs. She was surprised this time to find the 

door open and two women inside, making up the bed. 

‘Hi,’ she said. 

‘Hello,’ said one of the women. They carried on fitting the bedding. 

‘Is someone staying here until I move in?’ Sarah asked. 
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‘No, Claire’s moving in here today,’ the woman said.  

‘But, I thought I was supposed to be moving in here?’ Sarah said. The woman 

shrugged. 

‘We were told Claire was to move in today.’ 

‘Oh.’ The women continued. The one who had not spoken gave her a 

disapproving look before turning her back towards her and plumping up the pillows.  

‘Who told you that?’ Sarah asked. 

‘Ruth did,’ the other woman said. ‘Today.’ 

Sarah came away from the door. It was so unfair. She had been so calm and 

happy earlier. She ran down the stairs and over to the Old Chapel. Ruth was not 

there but Simon was at his desk in the office at the back.  

‘Sarah!’ Simon said. ‘Lovely to see you.’ 

‘I need to talk to you,’ Sarah said. 

‘Certainly. Have a seat.’ He gestured to the chair the other side of the desk. 

Sarah stood behind it. 

‘Ruth has given my room to someone else.’ 

‘Yes, she did say something about that. Don’t worry though, Sarah. We have 

another room for you.’ He flicked through a notebook on the desk. ‘Ruth’s given you 

the room currently going spare in the old stables.’  

‘That’s Sasha’s old room.’ 

‘Yes, I suppose it is.’ 
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‘It’s the room furthest away from all the others. Why has Ruth changed her 

mind?’ 

‘I don’t know, Sarah. I’m sure she has her reasons. Now, can I tempt you with 

a stuffed date?’ He pushed the tray of dates on his desk towards her. 

‘I told Ruth what I’d seen,’ Sarah said. 

‘Oh, right. What was that?’ She could tell by his face that he knew. 

‘You know!’ she said. ‘You know already!’ 

‘Know what?’ 

‘I can tell that you know.’ 

‘I’m very sure that I don’t.’ 

‘Tristan and someone else from the centre have been moving sheep about,’ 

she said. She pointed a finger at him. ‘It’s illegal and dangerous and could spread 

the virus.’ 

‘I beg your pardon?’ Simon said.  

‘I’ve seen Tristan and someone else keeping and handling sheep and moving 

them around. Just what sort of business is this?’ she said. ‘What’s in it for them?’ 

‘Please sit down, Sarah.’ 

She sat down and he put his hands together and leant forward on the desk.  

‘Now I must admit, what you’re saying sounds very unlikely,’ he said. 

‘Don’t tell me that, that’s just what Ruth said. I saw it with my own eyes. I’m 

not an idiot.’ 
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‘Of course you’re not,’ Simon said. 

‘You know something, don’t you?’ Sarah said. ‘You know about this and so 

does Ruth.’ 

‘Nonsense,’ Simon said. He came out from behind the desk. 

‘Is everything all right? Are you a little apprehensive about moving into the 

centre? It’s a big thing to do.’ 

‘I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about the illegal moving of livestock 

being perpetrated by members of this community.’ 

‘Perpetrated!’ Simon laughed. 

‘It’s not funny!’ Sarah said, standing. ‘Do you want this infection to spread? 

What if someone’s animals get infected?’ 

‘You seem very upset, Sarah, and I’m very busy. Why don’t you go away and 

calm down and we can talk about it another time?’ 

‘Don’t patronise me! You do know something. That’s clear. People could lose 

their entire way of living!’ 

‘And what if they did?’ Simon said. ‘One fewer farmer, pointlessly taking up 

acres of land for their sad little animals. You of all people know the damage these 

people have done to this land and go on doing. What good are they doing? A way of 

life going out the window. The land is for the people. We make far better use of it 

when it’s in our hands. Why should a small number of stubborn people continue to 

hold this land and ruin it for no one’s benefit?’ 

‘It’s their land!’ 



233 

‘Is it? We’re doing people a favour, Sarah. The land is oppressed, and its 

people are oppressed. We are bringing freedom. We are the liberators of nature and 

the human spirit.’ 

‘People have taken their own lives over this!’ Sarah shouted. 

‘That is sad,’ Simon said. ‘But what value had their lives the way they were? 

Think how much happier these people would have been if they had come over to our 

way of thinking. But they won’t. These people are intransigent. I saw you at the 

community meeting and you saw yourself how pig-headed they all were.’ 

‘I’ll tell the police,’ Sarah said. 

‘And what are you going to tell them?’ 

‘That a bunch of mad people are infecting their animals.’ 

‘Think Sarah, just think. Imagine everything we could achieve here. 

Everything you could achieve here.’ 

‘What else have you done?’ 

Simon came closer until he was standing over her. She looked up at his face. 

‘Nothing is more important than the work we do here,’ he said softly. ‘What 

does it matter how we help things along? Dogs, disease, depression; we’re only 

speeding up a natural process. The time for sheep has passed and everyone knows 

it. They’ve had long enough, and it’s our time now.’ 

‘I’m telling Tamsin,’ Sarah said. 

‘What?’ 
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‘Tamsin needs to know.’ She moved quickly to the door. He tried to pin her 

against the doorframe, but he was too late, and she rolled away from him. She ran 

as fast as she could up the steps. 

‘Stop!’ Simon called. ‘Sarah, stop!’ He caught up with her just as she flung 

open the door to Tamsin’s room. Tamsin was at her spot by the window, with a book 

in her lap. 

‘I’m sorry, Tamsin,’ Simon began, but Sarah was already halfway through 

what she had to say. 

‘. . . and Simon and Ruth know about it, and they’ve been doing it 

deliberately.’ 

‘I tried to stop her, Tamsin, but she just pushed her way in here,’ Simon said. 

Tamsin raised her hand. 

‘That’s all right, Simon. If Sarah has something she needs to talk to me about 

this much, she can stay.’ 

‘But she doesn’t have an appointment!’ Simon said.  

‘I don’t care!’ Sarah shouted. 

‘That’s not a problem in this instance, Simon,’ Tamsin said. ‘I will speak with 

you afterwards.’ Simon glared at Sarah and slammed the door on his way out. 

‘Come and sit down, Sarah,’ Tamsin said. She sat as she had done before, on 

a cushion in front of Tamsin, still in her boots and overcoat. ‘What did you say was 

troubling you?’  
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Sarah recounted her story, adding that she had recognised the Land Rover 

number plate, which was not strictly true. Tamsin asked if that was everything. Sarah 

nodded. ‘I’m sorry this has upset you,’ Tamsin said. ‘But I’m not sure what I can do 

about it.’ 

‘Can’t you stop them? Have a word with them? They’ll listen to you.’ 

Tamsin looked out of the round window.  

‘It’s very difficult for me, Sarah. Ruth and Simon have done such a fantastic 

job here. From the vision we set out a little over ten years ago, we have come all this 

way. I could never have achieved all this on my own.’ 

‘I know,’ Sarah said. ‘But don’t you think they’re taking this a step too far?’  

‘Think about this centre,’ Tamsin said. ‘About this movement. We have a 

chance to create something unique here. Can anything compare to the value we’ve 

been able to bring to people’s lives?’ 

‘But what about what they’re doing?’ 

‘I don’t question Ruth and Simon’s methods, as they always get results. That 

is what is important. We haven’t revealed this yet to the rest of the members, but 

we’ve purchased a former farm, ready for a new centre. A further five potential sites 

have been identified, as well as more woodland and pasture. Isn’t that amazing? On 

top of all the land we’ve been able to acquire and turn back to the wild. Think how 

many more people could find peace and happiness here. We could become an 

example to the whole world.’ 

‘So you’ve approved this?’ Sarah said coldly. 

‘I wouldn’t exactly say that.’ 
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‘What would you say then?’ 

‘Please Sarah, for all of our sakes, try to see the bigger picture. The land we 

hold is devoted not to profit but to the spiritual fulfilment of everyone. It’s very difficult 

and expensive to purchase land, and it’s virtually impossible to acquire land that’s 

contiguous. There is no fairness here. We are a mere minnow compared to the 

powerful forces that have dominated this land for centuries. It is time to redress the 

balance, for the sake of everyone.’ 

‘You have no idea of the suffering you’ve helped to cause,’ Sarah said, 

shaking her head. Tamsin’s gaze returned to the window. 

‘Sarah, please. From virtually nothing we are now poised to have a network of 

centres. People have worked so hard. These other landowners, they’re fighting a 

tide; there’s pressure enough as it is. I know it might seem callous, but in the long 

run everyone will benefit. History will judge us as having been right, and human 

happiness and fulfilment will be greater than it ever has been. And think about what 

comes after. When the world sees what we have built in Wales, the world will follow 

suit. Imagine that! Wildlands and communings and hedgerow sermons being held all 

across the globe. How wonderful! We are lucky to have such dedicated people here. 

People like Tristan and Ruth and Simon.’ 

‘This is deranged. You can’t take over the landscape just by causing as much 

misery as possible. It won’t work.’ 

‘Eventually our vision will come true. This virus, it’s like the land expressing its 

need for change, for freedom at last.’ 

‘I want my money back,’ Sarah said. Tamsin shook her head. 
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‘That money was a gift,’ she said. ‘We had hoped willingly given.’ 

‘You’re cheats! And liars. You torment people!’ 

‘Sarah, think carefully,’ Tamsin said. ‘What is more important? Think what 

being here will mean for you and others.’  

Sarah pressed her face into her hands.  

‘Would you like some tea?’ Tamsin reached towards a bell which was set on a 

pile of books close to her. 

‘Nothing is more important to me than the people I care about,’ Sarah said, 

taking her hands away. ‘And you cannot speak for them.’ 

‘That is admirable, but we speak for people far better than many of them can 

for themselves. Countless people are floundering around in ignorance, not knowing 

any other way. We can finally help them to help themselves. We are creating a new 

beacon of hope, an example to the world. This is building the true Jerusalem, right 

here. More powerful than any religion.’ 

Sarah got up from the cushion and went towards the door. 

‘All of us speak for ourselves,’ she said. ‘And my religion is the people I love.’ 

Tamsin called after her, but she left the room and the corridor beyond, then 

the chapel itself, without even a glance back towards the round window above. 

 

Sarah pulled into a passing place along the narrow and high-hedged road on which 

she found herself, turned off the engine and drank from the water bottle that she kept 

in the car. Since leaving the centre immediately after her conversation with Tamsin, 
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she had driven directionless across the countryside, taking arbitrary turns and twice 

going back on herself. She could not think anymore, nor did she want to. She was 

back where she started, driving aimlessly across the landscape, alone and miserable 

again. She got out and left the car behind, carrying on up the lane on foot before 

crossing a cattle grid and passing close to a farm. The lights were on in the 

farmhouse, and she could hear dogs barking in their kennels as she passed. She 

clambered over a gate and carried on up the hillside. Behind her, the swallowed sun 

had left its wake of embers above the hills; ahead lay a cold dusk. The grass turned 

sepia, and the wind blew colder and stronger as she made her way upwards. 

 Everything was ruined. She was lost again, having no one and nowhere once 

more. There was nothing for her in this landscape. She wandered on, alone and 

ashamed, oblivious to the disappearing path. Time evaporated as the valley 

disappeared and she trod purposelessly through the twilight world, where the 

monstrous towers of the turbines ahead loomed black and terrible against the sky. 

She felt no comfort from the land, only a cold indifference. Alone in the gathering 

dark, there was only the pain of her own insignificance. The landscape stood apart 

from her, inhuman and uncaring.  
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21 

 

Sarah burnt Tamsin’s books in the cottage wood burner, along with every NWL 

leaflet and flyer she could find. It was too late; she had already given Sioned notice 

that she was leaving and saw no point in withdrawing it. Here she was, homeless 

again, directionless again, alone again. She ran her hand over the walls she had 

painted. She had made a good job of this cottage. The work had been a distraction 

at the time, a way to take her mind off her own unhappiness. Now she felt proud of 

this place; the cottage had been in a dire state when she was handed the keys. Here 

was something good she had done by herself and for herself, without help from 

others, without looking to anyone else, and now she was leaving it, and for what? 

She could not stay on indefinitely at the farm without any prospects for the future. 

She feared it would absorb her and in time she would become little different from the 

dogs or the buildings or any other fixture. At least Sioned was someone with whom 

she could talk it over. 

 She set out for the farmhouse, passing under the pines that spoke to each 

other with the passage of the breeze, and she imagined them passing judgement on 

her, marking her out as the undesirable she was. Everything was broken. Though 

she had not returned Rob’s calls, she still read the messages he sent and had learnt 

from him what had happened to Rhodri. Now Rhodri was dead, and all the animals 

were dead, and the pines knew she had brought her misfortune with her to this land. 

Evan answered the door. Sioned was at her mother’s, he said. The Renault 

was gone from the yard. He insisted she come in. 
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‘So, we haven’t got you for much longer?’ Evan said. She shook her head. He 

pulled out her usual chair and sat the other side of the table from her. ‘Sioned’s 

gutted you know. She’ll miss you. We both will.’ Sarah looked away. There was a 

small statue on the shelf above the range which had not been there previously. It 

looked like one of Rhys’s carvings. She had seen another in the hallway. ‘I’ll put the 

kettle on,’ Evan said. ‘Plans made then? Place to stay?’  

Sarah shrugged. ‘I suppose,’ she said. 

‘You’re welcome to stay here longer if you like.’ 

‘Thank you, but no.’ 

‘Alright then, forget about the tea,’ Evan said, switching off the kettle. He left 

the room and came back holding the bottle of whisky she had given him. ‘I haven’t 

touched this since we opened it at Christmas. Let’s have a goodbye drink, as you’re 

leaving. Doesn’t matter that it’s three-thirty in the afternoon.  

He took out two glasses and poured a generous measure in each. He raised 

his glass and drank. Sarah did the same. It was quiet in the kitchen but for the ticking 

of the clock. The clock was a new addition and looked like an antique. It hung on the 

wall opposite the window. Sarah drank the whisky. 

‘What will happen with the farm?’ she asked. 

‘Don’t worry about the farm. You look after yourself,’ Evan said. 

‘I feel responsible.’ 

‘Don’t be silly. It’s nothing to do with you.’ 
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‘I know, but still.’ 

‘These things happen,’ he said. ‘That’s life. And you have your own life to 

lead.’  

Sarah looked towards the window. She sipped her whisky. 

‘I don’t know that I have,’ she said eventually. ‘A life to lead, that is.’ 

‘Course you do. Everyone has. You have your own farm to look after, in a 

way. Even if it’s not a real one. We all do.’ 

‘I haven’t,’ she said. ‘Other people might, but I haven’t. Never have, never 

will.’ She swilled the liquid around in her glass. Evan did the same. ‘I’m just not that 

sort of person,’ she said. 

‘Who’s to say what sort of person anyone is,’ Evan said. ‘Sioned thinks the 

world of you.’ 

‘But I don’t belong here, Evan. You’ve said as much yourself. I don’t belong 

anywhere in fact. I should’ve got used to that by now.’  

It was a while before Evan answered. 

‘If I did say that, then I’m sorry. This farm has been my life. It’s everything I’ve 

ever known. I never dreamt what would happen would happen. I never imagined 

everything would be taken from me. I took it for granted that it would all go on 

forever, as it always had done. How could something like that be taken away from 

somebody?’  
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He finished his whisky and Sarah swallowed the last of hers. He poured them 

both another.  

‘Does the job, doesn’t it!’ he said. ‘What I’m saying is, who says any of us 

belong anywhere? In a way, I don’t belong here any more than you do. This place no 

longer belongs to me, and maybe I don’t belong to it. I don’t know how I’m supposed 

to go on now the farm has gone. But . . .’ He shrugged. ‘Sioned will think of 

something, always does. I’m not going to do what John Davies did. I couldn’t do that 

to her.’ 

‘Good,’ Sarah said.  

There was rarely a silence with Sioned, but Evan seemed comfortable with it. 

There was something different about him, but she could not think what. The clock 

ticked and they drank the second whisky.  

‘You still have a home here, though, in Mid Wales,’ she said eventually. 

‘There’s still a place for you, even if it’s not the farm.’  

Evan drank the last of his glass. He pointed his finger at her. ‘Yes, but no 

more than you, not really,’ he said. ‘You say you’re this sort of person, or that sort of 

person and you don’t belong anywhere. Thing is, I’m no different from you. If it can 

all be taken away, then this home you’re imagining doesn’t really exist. There’s no 

place for me anymore than there is for you. So I was wrong, Sarah. I was wrong to 

say what I said. We are the same, you and me.’ 

They finished the whisky in the darkening kitchen, both looking out for Sioned 

and the lights of the car returning. 
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Sarah stopped at the edge of the clearing and unshouldered her rucksack. Ahead of 

her was the outcrop of rock, a familiar shape amongst unfamiliar trees. Her 

shoulders were sore from the weight of the rucksack. She set it down and walked 

around and up to the bivouac. There was the same ring of stones, in the centre of 

which was a grey cake of damp ash. Rhodri’s tarpaulin was there, as was his 

hammock, but the rest of his belongings were gone. The bivouac was still littered 

with beer cans and other rubbish.  

 She had been worried she would take the wrong track and never find the 

place. The only real reference point she could remember was the stone circle and it 

had been a long walk from there. She was impressed by her own memory, especially 

as the trees had turned since she was last there. Relieved, she sat down to rest on 

one of the logs and listened as a robin sang.  

 ‘First things first, a fire,’ she said. She was sorry she had spoken out loud. It 

sounded strange here and she decided she would not speak again. There was 

enough wood already gathered to start a fire. She had brought matches and paper in 

a sealed plastic bag to protect them from damp. There was nothing quite like a fire, 

she thought, as the flames began to pulse, the smoke rose and the powerful scent of 

burning filled the clearing. She fetched her rucksack and unpacked her belongings 

onto the tarpaulin, standing Rhys’s carved hare on a ledge in the rock and carrying 

both her sleeping bags over to the hammock. Amongst the new items she had 

bought was a grill with folding legs. She stood it over the fire. There was a camping 

kettle as well, into which she poured water from her bottle and set it over the heat. 

She made tea in the cup from her flask, adding a little of the milk keeping cool inside. 
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It was too hot, but she sipped at it regardless, delighted to have it between her 

hands. 

 The light was fading already, and the woods were chilled and damp. She 

found the new hatchet she had bought, its head wrapped in an old tea towel. Evan 

had shown her how to keep the edge keen, using a file and vice, neither of which 

she would have out here. She spent a long time between the trees gathering wood, 

sometimes hacking at fallen branches when they were too heavy to move on their 

own. Once she had picked up all the litter and pushed it into a crevice in the outcrop, 

she graded the wood, stoking the fire with some of the larger logs she had gathered. 

Her belly moaned loudly; she had forgotten her own hunger. There were plenty of 

tins of various foods, but she wanted to save them. Instead, she took the largest of 

the set of billy cans she had bought and filled it with water. She would have to find a 

stream or other water source nearby. With the water heating on the fire, she emptied 

in the meat from the bloody plastic bag Sioned had given her. She cut an onion on 

the log with a folding knife and dropped it into the water, throwing the papery skin 

onto the fire. She chopped a carrot, a trimmed leek, and a few unpeeled potatoes 

and added them with a pinch of salt from a small container, skimming the surface of 

the soup and stirring in between. It was twilight now and the robin was quietening. 

She tasted the soup and added more salt. She wished she could remember what 

plants to forage for, like Rob. Perhaps there was wild thyme or garlic she could add. 

She sawed a clumsy slice of bread from the loaf she had brought, which had 

deformed in her rucksack along the way, and ate the soup from a mess tin, breaking 

off a chunk of the cheese she had had carried, wrapped in wax paper. 

 Full and satisfied, Sarah lay back on the ground next to the fire and looked up 

at the sky. The cloud of the day still lingered but where the shroud was broken, stars 
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were just visible in the deep, blue-dark of space. Something moved in the distance 

through the trees, then it was silent once more. She was not afraid. Lying under the 

night sky, she smiled to herself. She did not care what people thought. Here, she 

sought neither approval nor acceptance. This landscape was her home now, and 

why should it not be? It was hers as much as anyone else’s, meaning that really it 

was no one’s. Everyone had it wrong. If you made a mirror out of the land, you would 

see your own reflection. You cannot defeat the land, nor can you really protect it. It 

cannot be owned, shared or reasoned with. It had neither head nor heart, no ears to 

hear, and when spoken to, could not answer. It simply was: inhuman and 

unexplainable. The land stood apart from us, beyond our experience, unknowable 

and unreachable, closed forever to the human mind. She lay still, listening to the 

murmur of the fire and gazing upwards at the cold, incurious stars. 
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Critical Commentary 
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Introduction 

 

When I began work on what was to become The Burning Bracken, I had at the time 

only a vague notion that I wanted to write a novel which placed landscape at its 

centre and that I wanted this landscape to be the landscape of Mid Wales. As with 

most of my writing, my reasons for doing so were personal. Since leaving for 

England to pursue further education, I found myself dwelling increasingly on a 

nostalgic fondness for the landscape of my childhood, and finding myself living in 

English cities, began to define myself against them. It was when I began to write 

more seriously that this sentiment grew clearer, and through this form of 

introspection, it became obvious that I identified Mid Wales as my native landscape.  

I was still completing my Masters in Creative Writing when I moved back to 

Mid Wales. My stories were nearly all set there and I was reflecting upon what drew 

me to this and other rural landscapes. I knew that it was more than just an aesthetic 

appreciation and a love of encountering landscapes via outdoor pursuits, as I wanted 

to dwell within a rural landscape and not visit from a distance. I would later give my 

novel the working title of Hiraeth, that untranslatable Welsh term meaning something 

akin to a homesick longing for the landscape of Wales, simply because my own 

experience of hiraeth had instigated the project.1 Whilst exploring my relationship 

with landscape, my research led me to examine a number of landscape questions. I 

became fascinated by the multifarious ways in which people interacted with 

landscape and how landscape in turn interacted with them (the provisional title of this 

commentary was ‘landscape and consciousness’). I began to conceive of a thesis for 

my PhD that would take Mid Wales as the landscape in question, feeling that I knew 

                                                           
1 See ‘Dreaming in Welsh’ by Pamela Petro, Paris Review 
https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2012/09/18/dreaming-in-welsh/ 

https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2012/09/18/dreaming-in-welsh/
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the landscape intimately in one sense, yet also understanding that I knew it very little 

from the other perspectives I was researching. As my reading progressed, I began to 

grasp just how complex the relationships between human cultures and landscape 

are, and could see that in a sense, landscape functions as a cultural battleground, 

with Mid Wales being no exception.  

Being a writer of fiction, my way of exploring landscape questions is through 

the human stories of the landscape. This cultural battleground of landscape forms 

the backdrop of my novel. I had developed a number of characters whilst writing 

short stories for my Masters degree and some of these would serve as the basis for 

characters in The Burning Bracken. From the imaginary meeting of these disparate 

characters, I sketched out a few key scenes including the confrontation between 

Evan and Rob, Evan’s reconciliation with Sioned, and Sarah’s final revelation. The 

nebulous beginnings of a plot started to form, and I worked on the structure of the 

novel until the outline of the story took shape. With guidance from my first 

supervisor, I was able to strengthen the weaker areas of the plot. Once I had a vision 

for the direction of the story, I was able to work through each chapter methodically 

and chronologically, leaving larger adjustments towards the end when I had a 

finished draft. 

This commentary represents an analysis of the landscape questions touched 

upon in The Burning Bracken. It is by no means an exhaustive analysis of any single 

one of these questions, it is rather a justification for the manner in which the novel 

was written. It is intended to provide a little of my intentions and give an indication of 

the ongoing debates around landscape and their role in informing the spirit in which 

this novel was written. In doing so, I have tried most emphatically to be neither 

partisan nor tendentious, either in the novel or this commentary. The writing of fiction 
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conveys a particular, perhaps mysterious form of truth separate from other kinds of 

writing such as the truth claims of philosophy or the polemics of politics. With this in 

mind, I do not see it as the author’s role to instruct the reader how to interpret a 

work, or convince them of a particular argument, though it is inevitable that my 

sympathies will be evident in the text. There is no right or wrong party in this 

narrative, for no author owns the meanings or readings of his or her text.2 Whilst I 

am explaining my intentions here, I am not inviting the intentional fallacy, for my own 

conclusions are themselves uncertain and I would encourage readers to draw their 

own, equally valid conclusions from this text. I was most clear from the start of this 

project that I wanted this to be a ‘polyphonic’ novel, providing differing, sometimes 

conflicting perspectives on landscape through its different characters, and I draw 

upon Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of heteroglossia to this end later in this commentary. 

No one character is proved definitively right or wrong in the attitude they take to the 

landscape, and Sarah’s final epiphany lacks any such assertion, denying the 

possibility of a right or wrong attitude to landscape. 

The key term ‘landscape’ used in this commentary is difficult to define, and its 

plasticity is evident in subtle shifts in meaning contingent upon the context in which I 

discuss it here. The notion of the Dutch word ‘landskip’ as the origin of the English 

word ‘landscape’ has been taken up by Richard Mabey, Anna Pavord and others.3 

This definition of landscape as a (mostly pleasing) prospect derives from Dutch 17th 

century painting and persists in modern conceptions of the word landscape, 

especially in the visual arts, tourism and so on. However, the term landscape can 

encompass meanings which vary considerably from this. Raymond Williams wrote 

                                                           
2 See chapter on ‘The author’ in Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle, An Introduction to Literature, Criticism 
and Theory, 4th edn, (Edinburgh: Pearson Education Limited, 2009) 
3 See Richard Mabey, A Brush with Nature, (Croydon: Woodlands, 2014) p.143 and Anna Pavord, Landskipping, 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2016) p. 23 
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that ‘a working country is hardly ever a landscape’ in the sense of a prospect; a 

landscape painting is typically enjoyed without thought for the work undertaken 

within that landscape.4 The semantic range of ‘landscape’ has led others to point to a 

different origin in the German word ‘landschäft’, meaning ‘a bounded area of land’, 

thus tying landscape closely to the land itself.5 This sense of landscape is less visual 

or artistic and is more amenable to incorporating a ‘working landscape’, for here 

landscape can be seen as a physical area to which human endeavour can be 

applied. Both such definitions inform discussion under the heading ‘Landscape and 

Identity’ within this commentary. Additional semantic facets of the word ‘landscape’ 

will become apparent and I hope remain clear as discussion develops throughout the 

course of this commentary. Landscape is the key term here, though other 

terminology is used. In some cases, I am confident that there is little ambiguity as to 

the meaning of terminology; I use rural to mean of the countryside, and country and 

countryside are used in opposition to town or city. In more complex cases such as 

the word nature, perhaps the most complex word in the English language according 

to Williams, I endeavour to clarify my meaning within the text.6 

I am very fortunate in that my love of landscape and landscape literature has 

intensified during a period in which writing about landscape, place and nature has 

boomed within Britain and Ireland. At the time of writing, we are living through a 

golden age of nature writing, which has exploded in popularity over the last two 

decades under the umbrella of ‘new nature writing’. New nature writing informed my 

work as it developed, and writers such as Robert Macfarlane and Kathleen Jamie 

were major influences upon early ideas for my novel. It is by placing my novel within 

                                                           
4 Raymond Williams, The Country and the City, (London: Vintage, 2016) p.172 
5 See Wylie, John, Landscape, (Oxford: Routledge, 2007) p.21 
6 Raymond Williams, Keywords, (London: Fontana, 1988) p.219 
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the context of new nature writing that I begin this commentary. Looking first at the 

history of nature writing in Britain and Ireland, I then turn to new nature writing and its 

influence upon The Burning Bracken. In doing so, I examine some of the 

characteristics of this phenomenon of new nature writing, the inadequacy of new 

nature writing as a label, whether it should have a purpose and, if so, what that 

purpose should be, before concluding by looking at some of the limitations of new 

nature writing. 

Most new nature writing takes the form of non-fiction. Conceiving of The 

Burning Bracken as nature writing in novel form necessitates a discussion of the role 

of landscape in fiction. This takes place next under Landscape as Character, where I 

consider other works of fiction which go beyond using landscape as a mere setting 

or backdrop and look at the idea of landscape agency and its reciprocal interaction 

with fictional characters. In particular, I examine the spiritual, often pseudo-religious 

form these relationships can take. 

Discussion of this last aspect invites a deeper questioning of humankind’s 

relationship with landscape and how this is reflected in the novel and in fiction in 

general. Under the heading of Anthropocentrism and the Sublime, I explore the 

cultural matrix of landscape, beginning with attitudes held by the Romantics. 

Considering Romantic conceptions of the primacy of experience, landscape as the 

site of human experience, notions of the sublime, and landscape’s effects upon the 

individual, I again emphasise the spiritual element at work here. I argue that the 

spiritual quality to depictions of sublime experiences, or communion with nature, can 

be shown to be ultimately anthropocentric in essence. Broadly, this anthropocentrism 

(whether spiritual in essence or not) can take various forms, as depicted in the 

differing ways in which my characters conceive of landscape. I conclude this section 



252 

by arguing for the cognitive inevitability of anthropocentrism in respect of landscape 

and how this is reflected in Sarah’s final revelation. 

Considering the differing attitudes of the novel’s characters towards 

landscape, the next section moves the discussion on to questions about landscape 

and identity. I examine how this same landscape shapes the divergent identities of 

each of the key protagonists, from Sarah’s aesthetic, picture-postcard perception of 

her surroundings, to Evan’s relationship with a productive, working landscape, 

moving on to Rob’s perspective as custodian of the landscape’s wildlife. Identity in 

turn shapes the interpretation of and interaction with landscape, and I conclude this 

section by considering the allure of this region of Mid Wales in particular in attracting 

incomers with differing identities. 

My final section concludes by contextualising the novel within the wider 

literary tradition of Welsh writing in English. Here I look at the literary-historical 

context, considering why landscape features so largely in this tradition and in Welsh 

culture in general. I situate my novel within a Welsh border literature, noting the 

cultural heterogeneity of this literature and considering the concepts of hybridity and 

reinhabitation and how they apply to my novel and across the genre in general. 
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New Nature Writing and the Novel 

 

I would like to begin my commentary by considering the subset of writing which 

provided the initial inspiration for the novel. The genesis for The Burning Bracken 

came from a developing interest in the contemporary literary phenomenon commonly 

known as ‘New Nature Writing’. This modern interpretation of nature writing draws 

inspiration from the great nature writers of the past: William Wordsworth, John Clare, 

Richard Jeffries and so on, many of whom were key figures in the Romantic 

Movement. In his introduction to the 2008 Granta special on ‘The New Nature 

Writing’, Jason Cowley refers to this as ‘old nature writing’: the ‘lyrical pastoral 

tradition of the romantic wanderer’.7 In contrast, Cowley defines new nature writing 

as ‘heterodox’, ‘experimental’ and ‘voice-driven’. New nature writing often shares an 

emphasis on subjective experience similar to that of the old Romantic nature writers, 

however this new nature writing draws from an eclectic range of disciplines and 

places a particular emphasis on addressing contemporary environmental 

degradation. Deborah Lilley has said that ‘the new British Nature writing is new 

because the scale of environmental harm is new, and because British authors have 

written in distinctly new ways in response’.8 The inaugural Nan Shepherd Prize 

(named in honour of the celebrated author of ‘The Living Mountain’) was awarded in 

2019 with the aim of finding the next voice in nature writing and defines nature 

writing as simply ‘writing about the natural environment’. 910 Jos Smith traces the 

origins of this contemporary writing about the natural environment back to 1973, 

which saw the publication of Raymond Williams’s The Country and the City and 

                                                           
7 Cowley, Jason ed. ‘The New Nature Writing’, Granta 102, 2008, p. 10 
8 Lilley, Deborah, New British Nature Writing (Oxford Handbooks Online. 2017) 
9 Shepherd, Nan, The Living Mountain (Edinburgh, Canongate, 2011) 
10 ‘What is Nature Writing’ https://nanshepherdprize.com/resources/what-is-nature-writing/ 

https://nanshepherdprize.com/resources/what-is-nature-writing/
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Richard Mabey’s The Unofficial Countryside.11 Mabey is considered by many to be 

the godfather of the genre, which nevertheless only began to achieve true 

momentum in the late nineties with the publication of Roger Deakin’s Waterlog.12 

Deakin himself then became a mentor figure for Robert Macfarlane, whose trilogy of 

books on landscape, place and nature firmly established the genre of new nature 

writing, making Macfarlane perhaps its most famous exponent and helping to create 

a new subsection for nature writing in most British bookshops. Sales of natural 

history books went up 40% between 2010 and 2020, and the Wainwright Prize and 

Nan Shepard were established to recognise new nature writing.13 

 The qualities of new nature writing are varied, with many of its most famous 

works blurring the boundaries between genres, deriving inspiration from memoir, 

cartography, geology, natural history, field guides, poetry and more. In his The New 

Nature Writing: Rethinking the Literature of Place, Smith identifies certain key 

features reasonably common throughout the genre (Smith, 2018). One is a 

preoccupation with the local. Rather than applying world-encompassing theories 

onto landscape, many writers choose to write about personal experience of particular 

places. Smith also highlights the predominance of the essay within the genre. Poetry 

does feature, fiction to a lesser extent (I will address this later), but by far the most 

common format for new nature writing is the non-fiction essay. Smith points to the 

etymological roots of the word ‘essay’ in contemplating why this might be the case, 

explaining that essay derives from the Old French ‘to try’ (Smith, p.203). The writer 

                                                           
11 Smith, Ros, The New Nature Writing: Rethinking the Literature of Place (London, Bloomsbury, 2018, Mabey, 
Richard, The Unofficial Countryside (Dorchester, Little Toller, 2014), Williams, Raymond, The Country and the 
City (London, Penguin Random House, 2016)  
12 Deakin, Roger, Waterlog, (London, Vintage, 2000) 

13 See Lee, Jessica ‘We’re in a golden age of nature writing — and a more inclusive range of voices is bringing 
the genre to life’ in inews 2020https://inews.co.uk/culture/books/wainwright-prize-nature-writing-winners-
2020-new-diverse-voices-autism-640478  

https://inews.co.uk/culture/books/wainwright-prize-nature-writing-winners-2020-new-diverse-voices-autism-640478
https://inews.co.uk/culture/books/wainwright-prize-nature-writing-winners-2020-new-diverse-voices-autism-640478
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of essays makes various ‘attempts and approaches’ to try to render their encounters 

through language, whilst understanding the protean character of nature, place and 

landscape. There is also a contemporary recognition within the genre of the 

inevitable, experienced presence of the human within the encounters depicted. 

Indeed, new nature writer Kathleen Jamie has said that there is no such thing as 

nature writing if what is meant by this is a concern with the exclusively non-human.14 

Richard Smyth identifies this sort of nature writing as a peculiarly British 

phenomenon, with its publishing success failing to be replicated in other markets.15 

Its success has even been linked with the current resurgence in British folk horror. 

Andrew Michael Hurley has written that both genres respond to recent reports of 

Britain being one of the most nature-depleted countries in the world, and both are 

similarly concerned with a ‘conservation of particulars, engaging in a ‘deep mapping 

of place, connecting layers of history, ecology, folklore and memory’.16 Robert 

Macfarlane has remarked upon this himself in his article ‘The Eeriness of the English 

Countryside’.17 

 Macfarlane also raises an important point in terms of the inadequacy of the 

label ‘new nature writing’. Lilley writes that ‘nature writing’ has become something of 

a contested term for both writers and critics: evocative of a narrow focus at best and 

short-sighted escapism at worst’ (Lilley, 2017). As previously noted, many of the 

individual works display such a multidisciplinary character as to defy the narrowness 

of the term nature writing. In Macfarlane’s review of the first edition of Archipelago, 

                                                           
14 Cited in Smith 2018 p.67 
15 Smyth, Richard, ‘How British Is It?’ in Times Literary Supplement, 5955 (2017) p.15 

16 Michael Hurley, Andrew ‘Devils and Debauchery: Why we Love to be Scared by Folk Horror’ in The Guardian, 
2019 https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/oct/28/devils-and-debauchery-why-we-love-to-be-scared-
by-folk-horror 
17 Macfarlane, Robert, ‘The Eeriness of the English Countryside’ in The Guardian, 2015 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/10/eeriness-english-countryside-robert-macfarlane 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/oct/28/devils-and-debauchery-why-we-love-to-be-scared-by-folk-horror
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/oct/28/devils-and-debauchery-why-we-love-to-be-scared-by-folk-horror
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/apr/10/eeriness-english-countryside-robert-macfarlane
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he muses as to the naming of the emergent genre, discounting the old term ‘pastoral’ 

and dismissing the term ‘environmental’ as being too charged with politics.18 Here he 

describes ‘nature writing’ as a label as ‘sapless’ and ‘text-specific’. He has since said 

in interviews that he considers himself a writer of place. The term ‘place writing’ has 

recently gained more currency. In his introduction to Ground Work: Writings on 

People and Places, a collection which dispenses with the term nature writing, Tim 

Dee writes that ‘places are anthropogenic creations called into being by the meeting 

of humans and their environment’.19 This certainly seems to more accurately 

encapsulate much of the writing of this genre, in a way that ‘nature writing’ does not, 

however, before subdivision, nature writing is the overarching label which has 

become widely-accepted in respect of this movement within writing. Debates about 

naming this writing feed into wider arguments regarding what this writing should be 

for, as I discuss below. The politics around the term ‘nature’, perhaps one of the 

most complicated words in the English language as Raymond Williams noted, have 

led to high-profile debates within the genre.20 

 One question which has divided new nature writers, and one which was at the 

forefront of my mind when The Burning Bracken was being conceived and 

developed, is ‘what is the writer’s duty in writing about landscape, place and nature’? 

It is not merely a question of fidelity; it is a political question. What counts as nature 

writing? In the introduction to the Granta magazine special on new nature writing, 

Lydia Peelle is quoted as saying that new nature writing has to be: 

 

                                                           
18 Macfarlane, Robert, Archipelago, 1, 2007 
19 Dee, Tim, ‘Introduction’ in Ground Work: Writings on Places and People (London, Vintage, 2018) p.1 
20 Williams, Raymond, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (London: 4th Estate, 2014) 
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‘couched in stories…where we as humans are present…We’ve got to 

reconnect ourselves to our environment and fellow species in every way we 

can, every chance we have… it is the tradition of the false notion of 

separation that has…led to so much environmental degradation…our great 

challenge (is to) remake the connection’ (Granta: The New Nature Writing, 

p.12)21 

  

Here we have a reasonably explicit mission statement for new nature writing, one 

which prescribes reconnection between humans and landscape, place and nature, 

with the purpose of addressing environmental degradation. It was in response to a 

perceived failure to do this that Mark Cocker wrote his article in The New Statesman 

which openly criticised new nature writing. In ‘Death of the Naturalist: Why is the 

“New Nature Writing” so Tame?’, Cocker attacks what he sees as new nature 

writing’s ignorance of what he calls ‘the central story concerning nature in Britain’, 

namely the ongoing collapse of the country’s wildlife.22 He takes aim at the popularity 

of memoir in nature writing epitomised by Helen MacDonald’s hugely successful H is 

for Hawk, questioning how much the book really has to do with nature.23 He also 

critiques writers such as Macfarlane, with his focus on bringing back wonder and 

transcendence by ‘re-enchanting’ the landscape through his work. This notion of re-

enchantment has emerged in response to what has become known as the 

disenchantment thesis. Timothy Clark summarises this thesis as ‘the more the world 

becomes thoroughly mapped and understood in formalised scientific laws, the less 

                                                           
21 Peelle is the only contributor of fiction to this anthology. The issue of the relative paucity of fictional texts 
within new nature writing is addressed below. 
22 Cocker, Mark, ‘Death of the Naturalist: Why is the ‘New Nature Writing’ so Tame?’ in The New Statesman 
2015 https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/2015/06/death-naturalist-why-new-nature-writing-so-tame 
23 Macdonald, Helen, H is for Hawk (London, Vintage, 2014) 

https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/2015/06/death-naturalist-why-new-nature-writing-so-tame
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personally and immediately meaningful it seems to become’.24 For Macfarlane, 

landscape and literacy can produce ‘a kind of word magic, the power that certain 

terms possess to enchant our relations with nature and place’.25 In works such as 

Landmarks, Macfarlane attempts to redress ‘disenchantment’ with landscape by 

reinvigorating our relations with it through literature, reintroducing wonder into what 

has become mundane. Zoe Gilbert has been critical of such re-enchantment, as it is 

mainly experienced vicariously, for few of us have the resources to undertake the 

experiences Macfarlane and others write about.26 Cocker goes further; for him, the 

irony is that this sort of writing is quintessentially urban, with a primarily metropolitan 

audience. His implication is that ‘the new nature writing’ is an armchair literature, to 

be read predominately by city-dwellers (most of the population) who have lost touch 

with the natural world. It is therefore little more than a ‘memorial’ literature for nature. 

He argues that re-enchantment, such as that practised by Macfarlane, usually 

involves ‘clothing a landscape in fine writing’: 

 

The real danger is that nature writing becomes a literature of consolation that 

distracts us from the truth of our fallen countryside…with nature relegated to 

the background as an attractive green wash. (Cocker, 2015) 

 

To give an example from Macfarlane: 

 

                                                           
24 Clark, Timothy, The Cambridge Introduction to Literature and the Environment, (CUP, Cambridge, 2011), p. 
143 
25 Macfarlane, Robert Landmarks (London, Penguin, 2015) p.4 
26 Gilbert, Zoe, ‘Nature Writing is Booming - but Must a Walk in the Woods Always be Meaningful?’ in The 
Guardian, 2019 https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/may/15/nature-writing-is-booming-but-must-a-
walk-in-the-woods-always-be-meaningful 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/may/15/nature-writing-is-booming-but-must-a-walk-in-the-woods-always-be-meaningful
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/may/15/nature-writing-is-booming-but-must-a-walk-in-the-woods-always-be-meaningful
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What did I see that morning? Hot winter sun on the face’s brink, felt as red but 

seen as gold. Air, still, blue. Tremors at the edge of vision: quick dark curve 

and slow straight line over green, old in the eye. Intersection, shrapnel of 

down, grey drop to crop, flail and clatter, four chops and the black star away 

with quick wing flicks. (Macfarlane, 2015, p.139) 

  

Clark writes that this sort of ‘fine writing’ is problematic because ‘the natural world is 

verbalised into a glorious spectacle in the reader’s mind, one that implicates the 

reader only as a kind of detached connoisseur’.27 I imagine that the character Rob in 

The Burning Bracken would be in agreement. For Cocker, nature writing should not 

deviate from the central project of addressing the denaturing of Britain. Most notably, 

Cocker has himself published Our Place: Can We Save Britain’s Wildlife Before It Is 

Too Late?, an overview of historical and contemporary British conservation and an 

exhortation to Britons to act upon the threats to British wildlife. Paul Evans echoes 

Cocker’s concerns with new nature writing, arguing that the genre is yet to break out 

of the pastoral and may even end up harming its subject. 28 He argues that new 

nature writing is stuck in the pastoral through its nostalgic attachment to the land, 

and he challenges the purpose of detailed and passionate writing about wildlife if it 

does not protect it from extinction. In Macfarlane’s defence, a deep concern for the 

scale of environmental degradation is evident from his earliest work onwards. In a 

series of early essays for The Guardian, Macfarlane writes of the importance of 

attention in nature writing, not simply for human indulgence, but so as to ‘prime a 

space…within which those landscapes can be respected and can come to seem less 

                                                           
27 Clark, Timothy, The Cambridge Introduction to Literature and the Environment, (CUP, Cambridge, 2011), p. 9 
28 Evans, Paul, ‘Post-Nature Writing?’ in ECOS, 40 (3) 
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seizable and usable by the greedy human self.’29 He foreshadowed the idea of 

enchantment in 2005, identifying its use in protecting landscapes. Later, in 

Landmarks, Macfarlane describes the key role that the assembling of a landscape 

dictionary in Gaelic had in protecting a peat bog from development.30 Other articles 

in the Guardian series address environmental concerns directly, from the damage 

wreaked to the landscape by 4x4s to tackling climate change.31 

 Macfarlane’s direct response to Cocker’s article was to claim that, on the one 

hand, good writing about the natural world is often intimately linked with action in its 

defence, and on the other, that nevertheless, this should not have to be the case.32 

Macfarlane writes that ‘powerful writing can revise our ethical relations with the 

natural world’, and also that Cocker’s ‘suggestion that any literary engagement with 

nature must be noisily game-changing’ is wrong. The power of writing does not 

necessitate addressing the issue directly each time:  

 

Literature can lead to activism and can feed into policymaking… it need not 

explicitly ‘pronounce an ecological message’ to perform ecological work. 

(Macfarlane, 2015) 

  

My own response is one of agreement with Macfarlane. Though I admire Cocker’s 

work, I agree that his article was ‘a regrettable piece of policing’, as Macfarlane 

                                                           
29 Macfarlane, Robert, ‘Only Connect’ in The Guardian 2005 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2005/mar/26/featuresreviews.guardianreview33 

30 Macfarlane, Robert Landmarks (London, Penguin, 2015) p.30-32 
31 Macfarlane, Robert, ‘4x4s are Killing My Planet’ in The Guardian 2005, Macfarlane, Robert, ‘The Burning 

Question’ in The Guardian 2005 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2005/jun/04/featuresreviews.guardianreview32 

32 Macfarlane, Robert, ‘Why We Need Nature Writing’ in The New Statesman 2015 
https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/nature/2015/09/robert-Macfarlane-why-we-need-nature-writing 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2005/mar/26/featuresreviews.guardianreview33
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2005/jun/04/featuresreviews.guardianreview32
https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/nature/2015/09/robert-macfarlane-why-we-need-nature-writing
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writes, for it is not for writers like Cocker to dictate the content of other writers’ 

responses to the natural world. Would Cocker argue that ecocritical interpretations of 

landscape should predominate at the expense of Marxist or feminist interpretations? 

Would he argue that only ecofeminist and eco-Marxist interpretations are desirable? 

Like Macfarlane, Stephen Sidall suggests a similar riposte to writers like Cocker who 

insist that the scale of the threat to the environment is so great that it is timid and 

irresponsible not to address it. He writes that ‘ecology is not new’, that it is ‘older 

than politics itself’ and that creative writing can ‘take readers ‘home’, not in the sense 

of supplying arguments but through the deeper value of activating the imagination’.33 

This argument is partly why I consider fiction to be a valid and valuable form for new 

nature writing. In my novel, I have attempted to supply and critique arguments but 

also to ‘re-enchant’ the landscape to some degree through engagement of the 

reader’s imagination. Smith writes of the importance of imagination to new nature 

writing, for it contains within it ‘a modern tension between anxiety and uncertainty’ as 

to the environment, and ‘a new found sense of possibility and imagination on the 

other’ (Smith, 2018, p.22). Indeed, Smith refers to this very same exchange between 

Cocker and Macfarlane, arguing that imagination can still play a role in collective 

environmental justice and that ‘rather than retreat in fear of the lyrical quality of 

nature writing, we might be better served to ask what more it might do…the 

relationship between place writing and place activism has been one of mutual 

enrichment’ (Smith, 2018, p.207). This is perhaps rendered most succinctly and 

eloquently by Joe Moran at the end of his article ‘A Cultural History of New Nature 

Writing’: 

 

                                                           
33 Siddall, Stephen, Landscape and Literature (Cambridge, CUP, 2009) p.108 
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Using the human tools of language and meaning-making to relate to the 

natural world increases our attentiveness to it and potential for caring for it. 

The fundamental tension in the new nature writing lies in this sense that we 

need to find ways of being in the non-human world that are about cohabitation 

rather than ownership, but that our encounters with nature are necessarily 

language-filtered and human-centred.34 

 

I would certainly agree that a work such as The Burning Bracken has the potential to 

increase attentiveness to the natural world and arguably care for it; part of my 

intention in writing the novel was to draw the reader’s attention to landscape and the 

debates around it. The human-centeredness in the tension Moran describes I 

examine in the section Anthropocentrism and the Sublime within this commentary. 

 The overwhelming majority of contemporary works classed as nature writing 

take the form of creative non-fiction. I wanted to write The Burning Bracken as a 

novel, yet very little of what might be deemed nature writing currently takes a fictional 

form. Gregory Norminton expresses his frustration at this fact in his article ‘Rewilding 

the Novel’.35 Noting Melissa Harrison as an exception, Norminton posits that most 

contemporary novelists who do incorporate nature writing into their novels tend to be 

found abroad. His contention is that the novel as a form does not typically concern 

itself with environmental subject-matter due to its evolution alongside Humanism and 

the Enlightenment. For Norminton, the novel is traditionally anthropocentric in its 

scope, tending to disregard the non-human and concerning itself instead with ‘the 
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inner lives and motivations of socialised humans’ (Norminton, 2018). He also points 

to the origins of the novel as evolving to occupy the leisure time of the new 

urbanised middle-class. Similarly, Astrid Bracke points to self-referentiality, 

anthropocentrism, and an urban audience as reasons for the lack of ecocriticism 

incorporated into the contemporary English novel.36 Bracke argues that the novel, of 

all genres, ‘is most frequently judged to be unsuitable, or at least problematic, for 

ecocritical analysis’ (Bracke, 2014, p.424). She writes that the novel’s urbanised 

audience may not be receptive to environmental themes due to its lack of immediate 

connection with the non-human environment. The novel’s anthropocentric tendency 

to focus on personal development and social, rather than environmental matters, is a 

problem for her. Another issue Bracke identifies is that traditional novelistic plots may 

provide insufficient scale in representing environmental crises. In addition, Bracke 

argues that ‘the settings of novels often subvert attempts at referentiality, describing 

environments that are frequently (sub)urban, or even wholly fictional, and not striving 

for the kinds of factuality that nature writings and environmentally inflected texts 

demonstrate’ (Bracke, 2014, p.425). 

 Despite acknowledging these problems, both Norminton and Bracke are 

nevertheless optimistic about the potential for addressing environmental subject-

matter within novels. Bracke ends her piece with an exhortation to ecocritics to 

‘shake off old concerns about the novel and embrace the possibilities it has to offer 

the field' (Bracke, 2014, p.436). Norminton argues that it is imperative that novelists 

should incorporate the ecocritical: ‘if, in our time of moral and ecological collapse, the 

novel cannot find ways of encompassing the non-human as well as the human – if it 

                                                           
36 Bracke, Astrid, ‘The Contemporary English Novel and its Challenges to Ecocriticism’ in The Oxford Handbook 

of Ecocriticism, ed. Garrard, Greg, (Oxford: OUP, 2014), p.434 

 



264 

cannot broaden its sympathies in the way that we all, as a species, must do in order 

to survive – then it will have lost its claim to speak for the human condition’ 

(Norminton, 2018). I share Norminton’s view here. If novels are to scrutinise the 

human condition effectively, be it in an urban, rural or other context, then they must 

surely address the concerns regarding landscape and the environment which are 

currently the typical preserve of non-fictional nature writing. The current 

environmental crisis makes this all the more imperative. Rather than presenting a 

definitive message, novels can supply the wisdom of uncertainty. As Karla 

Armbruster writes, the novel:  

 

‘doesn't give us what are supposed to be solid, timeless answers about what 

nature is or how we should behave towards it. Instead, it directs us back to 

the human condition, questioning the "truth" of stories we use to make sense 

of the world, potentially making us more aware of the powerful effects those 

stories can have and on our responsibility for those effects.37  

 

Part of the mechanism by which novels interrogate ‘truth’ in this manner is through 

the use of multiple perspectives and voices. Armbruster goes on to state that the 

‘metafictional approach of the novel’ allows the author to question, deconstruct, 

juxtapose, and mingle all sorts of narratives’ (Armbruster, 2009, p.30). This aspect 

was especially important for me in what I wanted to achieve through writing The 

Burning Bracken, as I go on to explain.  
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265 

Much of the problem here has been how unhelpful the term nature writing has 

been, having led writers who share common values into enviro-political conflict. 

Macfarlane himself bemoaned the predominance of the term nature writing within his 

response to Cocker, calling it a ‘cant phrase, branded and bandied out of any useful 

existence’ (Macfarlane, 2015). In attempting to give a summary of my novel, I have 

elsewhere described the work as a ‘new nature novel’. Though I agree with 

Macfarlane’s disparagement of the term, it is nevertheless a useful one for me (as it 

is for Macfarlane), for it provides a means by which I can succinctly convey the 

essence of the novel as having been influenced by this evolving branch of literature. 

As a writer of fiction, part of my intention was to use fictional narrative to address 

environmental degradation head on, principally through the character of the 

conservationist Rob, but also to address responses to this from other communities, 

significantly in the case of the hill farmer Evan. By giving voice to contradictory 

preoccupations within the landscape, my intention was both to engage through story 

and to enrich environmental debates by addressing the fault lines between cross 

sections of people whose narrowness of vision has contributed to the intractableness 

that is a feature of many contemporary environmental debates. In writing a novel, I 

was able to deviate from much of new nature writing’s foregrounding of the individual 

subjectivity of the author-narrator and instead could draw upon the power of the 

novel to provide different perspectives. In discussing this power of the novel in his 

Discourse in the Novel, Russian literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin introduced the 

critical term ‘heteroglossia’. ‘Heteroglossia’, he says ‘once incorporated into the 

novel (whatever the forms for its incorporation), is another's speech in another's 

language, serving to express authorial intentions but in a refracted way’.38 The 
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‘polyphonic’ character of my novel, as I describe it, provides this ‘refraction’. Its 

heteroglossic nature has allowed me to go some way towards circumventing some of 

the limitations of new nature writing. By providing multiple voices in response to 

landscape, I believe the novel has a significant future part to play in the development 

of new nature writing. 

Whilst recognising the potential of new nature writing for my novel, I also felt it 

important to acknowledge some of its limitations. Richard Smyth penned an article in 

the TLS where he derided the work of writers such as Macfarlane and MacDonald. 39 

Smyth’s polemic rails against the lyricism of these writers, which he sees as 

‘mannered’ and ‘posed’ to the point of bordering on the self-parodic. Elsewhere, he 

identifies this as the predominate aesthetic in nature writing and describes this as 

‘stultifying’.40 He also attacks the ‘jargon’ and ‘namedropping’ of writers such as 

Macfarlane, which he interprets as an implication that the writer assumes that they 

are ‘better’ than their reader. In writing a novel, I felt myself insulated to a large 

degree from many of these objections, as the fictional narrative requires a different 

manner of writing, especially as there is a far stronger distinction between the 

narrator and author. Of more concern to me than Smyth’s rather captious article was 

Kathleen Jamie’s acidic review of Macfarlane’s The Wild Places.41 Jamie found 

much to praise in Macfarlane’s book, but one aspect of this sort of writing niggled 

her, which she expressed in the now oft-repeated lines: 

 

                                                           
39 Smyth, Richard, ‘Plashy Fens: The Limitations of Nature Writing’ in Times Literary Supplement, 5849 (2015) 

p.15 
40 Smyth, Richard, ‘Muddied Thinking?’ in Times Literary Supplement, 6019 (2018) p.27 
41 Jamie, Kathleen, ‘A Lone Enraptured Male’, in London Review of Books, Vol. 30, No 5, (2008) p. 25-27 



267 

What’s that coming over the hill? A white, middle-class Englishman! A Lone 

Enraptured Male! From, Cambridge! Here to boldly go, ‘discovering’, then 

quelling our harsh and lovely and sometimes difficult land with his civilised 

words. (Jamie, 2008) 

 

The phrase ‘lone, enraptured male’ has since become shorthand for a collection of 

criticisms of new nature writing. Oakley, Ward and Christie have identified these 

major criticisms as being the ‘the reproduction of class, gender and ethnic 

hierarchies, the emphasis on nostalgia and loss, and the stress on individual 

responses rather than collective politics’.42 ‘The danger of this writing style is there 

will be an awful lot of ‘I’’, Jamie writes of Macfarlane’s work, which, like much new 

nature writing, awards primacy to individual experience. Elsewhere, Jamie has 

complained of nature writing being ‘colonised’ by white men.43 Not only is there the 

preoccupation with nostalgia and loss, and the emphasis on individual experience 

within new nature writing which so exasperated Cocker, there is also the charge that 

new nature writing reproduces longstanding structures of class privilege and racial 

discrimination. Alice Vincent has said that the genre as ‘“white people go outside” is 

hard to deny’.44 There have been recent efforts to address this. The Forestry 

Commission has led an effort to find new writers-in-residence from underrepresented 
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43 Barkham, Patrick, ‘Interview: Nature Writing has been Colonised by White Men, Kathleen Jamie’ in The 
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backgrounds.45 The play Black Men Walking which links black British history with 

hillwalking has been met with critical acclaim.46 I feel that my own novel goes some 

way towards meeting this objection, but only in part. I am of course writing from the 

perspective of a white, middle-class male, but the heteroglossia described in writing 

a novel enabled me to write from perspectives which cross class and gender divides. 

I was not constrained by the perspective of the author as subject. Mindful of having 

set the novel in Mid Wales, an area of comparatively few people from ethnic 

minorities, I conceived of my characters as white, and as a consequence, the book 

lacks significant representation of minorities. A consideration for this will be important  

for my future writing, for gender, race and politics matter as Stephen Moss writes,  

‘because for people to engage with nature, as all authors surely want their readers 

to, those readers need to feel a connection with the subject matter and how the story 

is told’.47 

I am hopeful that the unique perspectives which fiction can bring to bear on 

new nature writing will begin to achieve more recognition and that we will see more 

‘new nature novels’ published in future years. My own novel is inspired by the 

success of novels such as Melissa Harrison’s All Among the Barley and Amy 

Sackville’s Orkney, which have themselves been described as ‘new nature novels’.48 

Reviewing Tom Bollough’s Addlands, Stuart Kelly wrote: 
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There have been a number of attempts to graft the style of the so-called new 

nature writing onto the novel: works such as Melissa Harrison’s Clay, for 

instance, or Amy Sackville’s Orkney. Tom Bullough’s Addlands is a very 

creditable contribution to this genre. The form does have an intrinsic problem: 

how does one dramatise seeing? The solution here is that the characters — 

the reserved Idris Hamer, his stoical wife, Etty, and their son Oliver, a 

principled bruiser — are farmers in the Welsh borders. Their livelihood 

depends on being attuned to changes in the environment.49 

 

Similarly, I wanted Evan’s character to dramatise seeing in The Burning Bracken, but 

I also wanted to dramatise other ways of seeing through characters such as Rob. I 

wanted to give not one definitive, authorial way of seeing, but a variety which would 

reflect the realities of the divergent factions of the Mid Welsh countryside. I discuss 

these divergent viewpoints later in the section Landscape and Identity. The novel 

does not restrict itself to a single point of view and therefore way of seeing. I chose 

instead to use a limited omniscience, third-person narrator. This allowed the 

narrative to draw close to a character so as to narrate their internal states, but also 

allowed for a wider, less restricted perspective, as well as the ability to focus on 

different characters. Most obviously this is arrived at through ‘hard breaks’ such as 

between chapters, but there are also ‘softer’, subtler shifts in perspective with 

varying success. 

I have been arguing for the novel’s advantages of polyphony throughout. One 

last advantage I would like to discuss is its usefulness in deconstructing myth. Smyth 
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has written of the persistent spectre of fascism which still haunts nature writing, 

linking contemporary eco-fascism with the ideas of celebrated figures of nature 

writing such as Henry Williamson, himself an open fascist.50 Indeed, Harrison’s All 

Among the Barley exposes historical parallels between contemporary Brexit-driven 

talk about Englishness and the far-right ideas which developed with respect to the 

British countryside during the 1930s.51 Smyth himself led the critical charge against 

The Dark Mountain Project’s Paul Kingsnorth, whose online response to the release 

of the archive film about the British countryside Arcadia provoked widespread outcry 

due to its perceived reactionary mythologising and questionable atavism, which was 

redolent to many of the ‘blood and soil’ ideas of Nazism. The post has since been 

removed.52 In The Burning Bracken, I was able to depict the New Wilderness League 

as being, in part, a group which mythologises the landscape to a dangerously 

fanatical extent. The novel shows how the NWL can take one conception of the 

landscape to a dangerous extreme, and how Sarah challenges this through the 

knowledge she has gained from other perspectives.  
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Landscape as Character 

 

In writing The Burning Bracken, I wanted to emphasise the significance of its rural 

landscape. My intention was to foreground the landscape by emphasising the 

interaction between landscape and character. Portrayals of fictional settings can 

portray landscape as passive and inert, subject to a one way interaction, with the 

characters having mastery of the landscape. Here landscape is a quantum of space-

time, having no agency of its own, forming merely an ‘ambient backdrop’ in the 

words of David James.53 Agency is located in the consciousness of sentient beings 

and landscape serves as the background of matter in which these beings inhere. 

This notion can be traced back to the Aristotelian metaphysical conception of place 

as a vessel in which bodies are contained.54 From Plato to Aristotle to Christianity, 

there developed what Timothy Clark has called ‘the hidden anthropocentrism of 

western thought, its unacknowledged projection of instrumentalist or technological 

modes of thinking upon the cosmos as a whole’.55 The continued development of this 

idea can be seen more recently in Jean-Paul Sartre’s distinction between Being In-

itself (Etre En-soi) and Being For-itself (Etre Pour-soi).56 Landscape is the Being In-

Itself, being inert and having no ability to affect its own future, whereas characters 

are the Being For-itself, being defined by their ability (or necessity according to 

existentialism) to act and choose.  

In his article ‘We imagine how it feels to be a character, why can’t we imagine 

how the land feels?’ Paul Kingsnorth made an exhortation to writers to portray a 

sensate landscape in order to encourage empathy with the environment, with the 
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ultimate aim of engaging more people in its protection.57 Kingsnorth referenced 

various writers, past and present, who have portrayed landscape in this manner 

within their work. I have a shared interest with Kingsnorth in fictional representations 

which subvert the form of representation of landscape and character outlined above. 

Another tradition is detectable in literature, one which reverses this one-way effect of 

character upon landscape. Often this influence is expressed obliquely but despite its 

subtlety, causality is still implied. 

As a means of examining this tradition, I will make reference to two key texts: 

D H Lawrence’s The Rainbow and Thomas Hardy’s The Return of the Native. Both 

of these works demonstrate a reciprocal relationship between character and 

landscape, one which was to significantly influence the writing of The Burning 

Bracken. These particular novels have been chosen as they exemplify both 

Lawrence and Hardy’s preoccupation with change within the landscape. Theirs are 

changing characters in a changing landscape, as is the case within The Burning 

Bracken. This feature of their writing connects these two writers across an evolving 

tradition of writing about landscape. In The Country and the City, Raymond Williams 

writes of the ‘centrality of change, and of the complications of change’ in Hardy’s 

novels (Williams, 2016, p.285). Williams rejects the idea of Hardy as being a regional 

novelist bound to a particular time period, emphasising instead the universality of the 

experiences he narrates, where characters struggle to reconcile an old, rural world 

with the enormous changes underway. This theme is echoed by Lawrence who 

writes of the changing face of the landscape, where collieries intermingle with 

traditional farms, and whose novels chronicle the resultant tensions in the lives of his 
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characters. The result of this is the depiction of a reciprocity between landscape and 

character by these writers, most evidently in The Rainbow and The Return of the 

Native. Margaret Drabble writes that: 

 

Lawrence’s feelings for the landscape are as mixed as the landscape itself: 

like his feelings for people, they pulse and throb and shift from love to hatred 

in a restless flux and swirl of emotion. At times, his characters are 

overwhelmed by the beauty of a summer night, an orchard, a lake: at other 

times they are repelled even by what they love.58 

 

For Lawrence and Hardy there is an emphasis on the mutability of both landscape 

and character, and the interplay between these two becomes a focus within their 

work.  

Lawrence’s The Rainbow opens with a detailed description of the novel’s 

principal setting, the Marsh Farm, giving an account of its geography and the 

differing ways in which the Brangwen men and women have responded and 

interacted with it. 

Whenever one of the Brangwens in the fields lifted his head from his work, he 

saw the church tower at Ilkeston in the empty sky. So that as he turned again 

to the horizontal land, he was aware of something standing above him and 

beyond him in the distance. 

…the limbs and the body of the men were impregnated with the day, cattle 

and earth and vegetation and the sky, the men sat by the fire and their brains 
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were inert, as their blood flowed heavy with the accumulation from the living 

day. 

The women were different…the women looked out from the heated, 

blind intercourse of farm-life, to the spoken world beyond. (The Rainbow, 

p.10) 

Here, the Brangwen men are absorbed in the rhythms of the farming year, dictated 

to them by the landscape of their farm. They are aware of a world apart from 

agriculture but it is the women who keep a distance from the landscape and are 

absorbed elsewhere in the ‘spoken world beyond’. Lawrence portrays the 

relationship between his characters and their landscape as an ongoing, reciprocal 

interaction, outlining the geographical changes humanity has wrought upon the land 

and how these have in turn affected the lives of its inhabitants. For Jack Stewart, 

writing about Lawrence, ‘Living in a place involves interaction and interdependence: 

there is a chiasmic relation between a specific locality and the human generations 

that inhabit and cultivate it’.59 The Brangwens’ landscape is a farming landscape. It 

has been cultivated accordingly by them, and in turn, the actions of the Brangwens 

are driven by the geography of their landscape and the changing seasons. This 

interdependence is disturbed as the landscape is changed considerably from 

without. Whilst the Brangwens remain outside of the new industries, their coming is 

nevertheless depicted as a disturbance to the farmer-landscape relationship: 

At first the Brangwens were astonished by all this commotion around them. 

The building of a canal across their land made them strangers in their own 
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place, this raw bank of earth shutting them off disconcerted them. As they 

worked in the fields, from beyond the now familiar embankment came the 

rhythmic run of the winding engines, startling at first, but afterwards a narcotic 

to the brain. Then the shrill whistle of the trains re-echoed through the heart, 

with fearsome pleasure, announcing the far-off come near and imminent. 

As they drove home from town, the farmers of the land met the blackened 

colliers trooping from the pit-mouth. As they gathered the harvest, the west 

wind brought a faint, sulphurous smell of pit-refuse burning. As they pulled the 

turnips in November, the sharp clink-clink-clink-clink-clink of empty trucks 

shunting on the line, vibrated in their hearts with the fact of other activity going 

on beyond them. (The Rainbow, p.14) 

With the coming of industry, the Brangwens become more aware of the world 

beyond the farmer-landscape interaction. This awareness increases with each 

generation, resulting in the later generations finding it increasingly difficult to attain 

the self-fulfilment of previous generations who were more bound to the land. This is 

especially the case in respect of the Brangwen women, upon whom the latter part of 

The Rainbow focusses. In writing of the Brangwen women as being at a greater 

distance from the landscape and having a lesser degree of intimacy with it, their 

efforts at attaining self-fulfilment are consequently more complex.60 

Lawrence’s portrayal of interaction between man and landscape in The 

Rainbow is central to the novel’s project. Del Ivan Janik writes that Lawrence’s 

landscapes ‘are not backdrops for human action so much as active shapers of 
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human behaviour’.61 Personal fulfilment is shown to be dependent upon a particular 

method of interacting with the landscape. In the past, fulfilment was attained more 

easily, with the Brangwens living a farming life in harmony with the land. They attain 

fulfilment through what Janik calls ‘organic intuitive awareness’ (Janik, p.360), a 

harmonious state derived from physical intimacy with the landscape, devoid of 

abstract thought. For Raymond Williams ‘the [Brangwens'] farming life is already a 

metaphor... given historical standing, for a particular kind of being: active, physical, 

unconscious: the body as opposed to the mind; inseparable from the processes of 

nature’.62 In the time period of The Rainbow, the characters find fulfilment more 

difficult to achieve with each successive generation as industrial development 

continues to encroach upon their lives. The rise of the machine places each 

generation at a greater distance from the land and the self-realisation it can provide 

for them. In Janik’s words, they are ‘drawn out of contact with the land and into 

uncertainty’ (Janik, p.361). The novel ends with Ursula, of the youngest of the 

generations, still seeking the fulfilment she craves, which seems further than ever 

now she has moved from the country to the city. Here the landscape manifests hope 

for Ursula that fulfilment is still attainable when she is presented with the image of 

the eponymous rainbow. 

Lawrence’s landscape accords in many ways with traditional representations 

of the country and the city. These literary traditions were traced assiduously 

throughout the history of English literature by Raymond Williams in his The Country 

and the City.63 The country is often portrayed as a place of simple innocence, 
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whereas the city represents progress but also vice. For Lawrence, individual 

fulfilment can only be achieved by turning towards the landscape. It cannot be 

sought elsewhere but is a boon which can only be granted by the land. Donald 

Gutierrez describes this as Lawrence’s ‘eco-monism’, he defines this as ‘an 

ecological sense of human unity with nature and the earth ... [involving] the 

recognition of a crucial interdependence between humanity and nature. 64 The early 

generations of Brangwen men are unified in this way with nature and the earth and 

do not need to look outside of this existence, for they are perfectly fulfilled within it. 

For the Brangwens, ‘It was enough for the men…they lived full and 

surcharged…dazed with looking towards the source of generation, unable to turn 

round (Lawrence, p.11). 

In The Burning Bracken, a similar notion of landscape affecting character in 

this way is shown in the beliefs of the New Wilderness League. The NWL abhors the 

machine in the manner of Lawrence, seeking to lead lives in close interdependence 

with the earth in the manner of the Brangwen men. They too reject the city and its 

concomitants and have founded a movement based upon spiritual fulfilment through 

contact with the landscape. 

 

Raw consciousness is the fundamental nature of all things; it beats throughout 

all matter and expresses itself in the eruption of trees, the life of the soil and 

so on. If the ultimate reality of the universe is the same as the ultimate reality 

of ourselves, then it follows we must look to nature to better know our own 

Selves. My belief is that we have atrophied inwardly by placing a distance 

                                                           
64 Gutierrez, Donald, ‘D. H. Lawrence's 'Spirit of Place' as Eco-Monism’, The Journal of the D. H. Lawrence 
Society (England) (1991): 39-51. 

 



278 

between ourselves and the land. We feel disconnected, unhappy. For us to 

experience true fulfilment in our lives, we need to return to the wild and 

surrender ourselves to it. (BB, p.203) 

 

Here, the NWL members seek a fulfilment similar to that of The Rainbow’s 

characters but believe it can be cultivated in a quasi-religious manner. Theirs is a 

form of eco-spirituality which takes inspiration from various occidental and oriental 

religious traditions as well as the environmental movement. Through the practise of 

‘communings’, the league’s members believe that in surrendering their 

consciousnesses to the landscape, the landscape will in turn reward them with 

spiritual insight. 

 

Throughout history, ascetics, hermits, yogis, have all gone to the wilderness 

to seek wisdom and experience. Only by being close to the natural world and 

experiencing its power does revelation come. Only by being able to still and 

calm our busy minds can we truly experience peace and develop any sort of 

understanding. And that is what we are going to do today. We are going to 

shut off the noise of our minds and concentrate our awareness. We are going 

to ignore all else, until we are aware only of ourselves and the nature around 

us. Once we can effectively still our minds, we can become open to the truest 

understanding that comes from experience. Sure we can read books and 

watch programmes about how nature is connected, or what the world can 

teach us about ourselves, but this is nothing compared to the real, life-

changing, transformative awareness that comes from experiential 

understanding, not intellectual understanding. (BB, p.163) 
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Like the hermits and yogis of other religions, the NWL believes that by ridding 

themselves of the trappings of civilisation, wisdom can be sought through immersion 

in the landscape. Its members take pride in etymological understanding in respect of 

their beliefs. The significance of the derivation of germane terminology was inspired 

here by Jay Griffiths’ Wild: An Element Journey, with civilisation explained as 

deriving from civis, a town dweller and savage from silva, or wood.65 The character 

Simon says that the NWL are ‘proud savages’ in this way (BB, p.195).  

The philosophy of the NWL can be seen as similar to some of Lawrence’s 

thinking in The Rainbow as well as other eco-spiritual philosophies, believing in a 

very direct and literal sense in the power of the landscape to provide individual 

fulfilment. Here this belief has been rendered explicit and formalised within the 

structure of a religious institution. 

In The Rainbow, the Brangwens respond to changes made to the landscape 

by others. The landscape itself does not force change, however there are other 

fictional portrayals of landscape which do not portray such passive agency. In 

Thomas Hardy’s The Return of the Native, landscape plays a more active role in 

affecting the novel’s characters. If we are to understand Hardy’s characters, it is 

crucial that we understand the novel’s setting: Egdon Heath. Not only does the heath 

receive the interactions of its characters, it has the ability to affect and influence 

them in turn. 

Hardy begins the novel with the first chapter devoted entirely to depicting the 

heath, the sole setting for the story to come. Hardy refrains from introducing any one 
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280 

of the characters until chapter two and the heath itself is instead described almost as 

if it were a character in its own right. 

 

It was at present a place perfectly accordant with man's nature—neither 

ghastly, hateful, nor ugly; neither commonplace, unmeaning, nor tame; but, 

like man, slighted and enduring; and withal singularly colossal and mysterious 

in its swarthy monotony. As with some persons who have long lived apart, 

solitude seemed to look out of its countenance. It had a lonely face, 

suggesting tragical possibilities. (The Return of the Native, p.11) 

 

The landscape here is personified. J. Hillis Miller characterises this entire chapter as 

an extended prosopopoeia.66 Though inhuman, the heath has an enduring 

physicality. Its persistence in time and space is dependent upon its own ‘lifespan’. 

The heath has its own ‘memories’, recording not only geological time but also acting 

as a palimpsest for past activity carried out upon it, most especially human. There is 

the tradition of ages of the lighting of bonfires, themselves sited upon the barrows of 

ancient Britons.  

 

The first tall flame from Rainbarrow sprang into the sky…It showed the barrow 

to be the segment of a globe, as perfect as on the day when it was thrown up, 

even the little ditch remaining from which the earth was dug. Not a plough had 

ever disturbed a grain of that stubborn soil. In the heath's barrenness to the 

farmer lay its fertility to the historian. There had been no obliteration, because 

there had been no tending. (The Return of the Native, p.20) 
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The barrow contains a memory of the landscape, gesturing towards the past, those 

that built the mound being long dead. In The Burning Bracken, we see the 

landscape’s memories recurring throughout the novel. There is the half-forgotten 

stone circle Sarah encounters, suffering from millennia of disuse, the abandoned 

mine and the many castle ruins. Evan runs along the route of a disused railway and 

a copse of pines still grows on his farm which would have once formed part of the 

drovers’ routes in the days of transhumance.  

Hardy’s heath does not act as a mere romantic backdrop. Anne Whiston 

Spirin notes that authors and artists use landscape to signify or reinforce mood, and 

certainly it can be argued that the storm at the climax of Hardy’s novel reflects the 

passions of its characters.67 Yet, the heath has an elemental power which goes far 

beyond mere scenery. Drabble writes that nature is often indifferent in Hardy’s 

novels but is occasionally actively malevolent, giving the example of Egdon Heath 

(Drabble, 2009, p.95). Eustachia and Wildeve meet their deaths at the hands of the 

elements on the heath. John Marks divides the novel’s characters into those either 

feeling at home or out of place on the heath.68 Those who accommodate the heath 

survive and those who do not, perish. For Merryn Williams also, the heath destroys 

people, and only those who have succeeded in forming the right relationship with it 

survive.69 Eustachia and Wildeve are destroyed by the heath. Clym however, moves 

closer to nature according to Richard Kerridge, and in Hardy’s description, is almost 

absorbed into the landscape: 70  
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His familiars were creeping and winged things, and they seemed to enroll him 

in their band. Bees hummed around his ears with an intimate air, and tugged 

at the heath and furze-flowers at his side in such numbers as to weigh them 

down to the sod. The strange amber-coloured butterflies which Egdon 

produced, and which were never seen elsewhere, quivered in the breath of 

his lips, alighted upon his bowed back, and sported with the glittering point of 

his hook as he flourished it up and down. Tribes of emerald-green 

grasshoppers leaped over his feet, falling awkwardly on their backs, heads, or 

hips, like unskilful acrobats, as chance might rule; or engaged themselves in 

noisy flirtations under the fern-fronds with silent ones of homely hue. Huge 

flies, ignorant of larders and wire-netting, and quite in a savage state, buzzed 

about him without knowing that he was a man. None of them feared him. (The 

Return of the Native, p.244) 

 

The creatures of the heath no longer fear Clym as a man; he has become one of 

them. Eustachia rejects the heath and seeks a life amongst people in the city, 

whereas Clym embraces it and brings his life into harmony with its nature. The heath 

rewards each character accordingly. Jonathan Bate sees this as Hardy valuing a 

word where people live in rhythm with nature.71 We return then to something akin to 

Lawrence. For Lawrence, intimacy with landscape is to be pursued and the industrial 

disregarded if self-fulfilment is to be attained. Hardy’s narration is less explicit, yet it 

can be argued that the message is starker than Lawrence’s: landscape intimacy 

                                                           
71 Bate, Jonathan, ‘Culture and Environment: From Austen to Hardy’, New Literary History, 30(3) (1999), p.541-
560 



283 

must be attained not only for self-fulfilment but for survival. Writing of Hardy’s Egdon 

Heath, Lawrence himself saw this as ‘the dark, powerful source whence all things 

rise into being’ and ‘learn what it is to be at one with the primal impulses that rise in 

[themselves]’.72 In The Burning Bracken, Sarah is aghast at the consequences of the 

NWL taking this ideology to the extreme. Whilst the novel is in some ways 

sympathetic to the idea of living in rhythm with nature, there is no one ‘correct’ set of 

values promoted in respect of the landscape. Neither does the Mid Welsh landscape 

display the malevolent, elemental power of Egdon Heath. What is continued from 

Lawrence and Hardy is the sense of landscape, if not as a character, then as an 

enduring presence, persisting in its ability to affect human consciousness and 

outlasting human effort towards it. Sarah’s encounter with the stone circle is an 

example of this: 

 

She stopped and waited for a while, but they had almost reached the 

stone circle, which she was impatient to see, and she went on a little further 

alone. There were a half dozen standing stones when she got there, 

protruding from the grass in what could only vaguely be described as a circle. 

The stones were stubby and reclined as if with a sickness, and their skins 

were disfigured with a vomit-coloured lichen. There was an interpretation 

board nearby, but it had been weathered unreadable, the laminate rising up in 

broad blisters and the writing bleached to a memory by the sun. She felt sad 

thinking how much it must have meant to people once, only for it now to be 

forgotten in a field, visited mostly by the indifferent sheep. (BB, p.125) 
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Like Hardy’s barrows, the stone circle records a memory of human interaction with 

the landscape. The landscape has outlasted the monument’s builders and reclaimed 

it with lichen and shifting foundations. Sarah is struck by the loss of meaning that the 

monument would have once held for people. This scene represents one of many 

landscape encounters Sarah has throughout the novel which demonstrate the power 

landscape has to affect human consciousness. It is to this relationship between 

landscape and consciousness in the novel that I will now turn. 
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Anthropocentrism and the Sublime 

 

The notion of landscape affecting consciousness is a key theme in The Burning 

Bracken. The principal means by which this is explored is through the experience of 

Sarah, the novel’s protagonist. Sarah arrives in Mid Wales and settles there without 

any significant experience of the landscape, other than fragmentary recollections 

from a childhood holiday. It is through Sarah’s initial experience of the landscape, 

followed by her subsequent interaction with it that the effect of landscape upon 

consciousness is largely explored and interrogated.  

 Sarah first arrives in Mid Wales in a state of significant distress. It is dark and 

she remains largely within the confined space of her own car. When morning comes, 

the landscape is shrouded in mist and is revealed to her indistinctly at first, before 

this veil is lifted and she is presented with her first, spectacular view. This initial 

encounter with the Mid Welsh landscape as a visual panorama is intended to provide 

a first impression of its effects upon an inexperienced individual. Subsequent 

impressions are influenced by the differing ideologies, or ‘ways of seeing’ with which 

Sarah comes into contact, which provoke her into re-examining her own way of 

interpreting the landscape.73 

 Sarah’s first experience of the landscape draws inspiration from the legacies 

of English Romantic thought. Key figures from the Romantic tradition, such as 

William Wordsworth, placed a strong emphasis upon individual experience, ascribing 

particular significance to experience of landscape. Sarah’s first encounter is intended 

to evoke an experience similar to that described in The Prelude, where Wordsworth 

rowed out onto a lake on a summer evening and became so overwhelmed by the 
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(London: Penguin, 2008) developed from the television series of the same name. 
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awesome spectacle of the huge peak towards which he found himself rowing, that he 

could not bear to row any closer and turned back.74 In the novel, Sarah is similarly 

overwhelmed by the spectacle of the dam: 

 

The mist lifted a little, just for a moment, revealing before her the black and 

angular form of a colossal structure of stone. She was so startled, and the 

sight so incongruous, that it took a few seconds for her to understand. 

Drawing closer, she could just make out the water, pale and still behind the 

monstrous body of the dam. The mist crept slowly along its surface. She felt 

suddenly unsafe; there was something inhuman about the dam. It was so vast 

and silent and seemed more like the work of a god than any group of people. 

Gripped by an unexpectedly urgent desire to get out and above the mist, she 

came away from the reservoir and continued along the road. (BB, p.32) 

 

There is an obvious divergence here from Wordsworth in that the dam and reservoir 

are manmade landscape features. This is deliberately suggestive of the degree to 

which the British landscape has been further engineered since Wordsworth’s day. 

This is not to say that the landscape as experienced by Wordsworth preceded 

human engineering; Kate Soper has argued that human mastery of the landscape 

was a necessary condition for Romantic experiences of nature, as they were 

effectively an aesthetic luxury.75 Significantly, it is not the landscape feature itself 

which could be said to be important for someone like Wordsworth. Karl Kroeber 

writes that Wordsworth’s literary originality lay not in his recording new perceptions 
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of nature, but ‘in his representing with acute self-awareness unique qualities of 

human responses to natural phenomena’ adding ‘he did not present himself in his 

poetry as an ‘objective’ observer’.76 Wordsworth was not recording his encounters 

with nature in the manner of an explorer’s journal; he was not a botanist or zoologist 

recording the discovery of new species. The encounters he described could be 

potentially be recreated by his readers. What was important for Wordsworth in these 

encounters was subjective experience. John McRae argues this point further, 

positing that the daffodils in Wordsworth’s ‘I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud’ could be 

satisfactorily replaced with birds without altering the import of the poem: that is, its 

emphasis on experience rather than flowers.77 Wordsworth’s readers can identify 

with the subjective element in the subject/object dichotomy of experience. Whatever 

Wordsworth’s intention was, it is the quality of the experience, rather than its content 

which is paramount. 

 My concern here is not to evaluate the mechanism by which landscape 

produces its effects upon the human subject. The scene at the reservoir was written 

to convey the continuity of this Romantic sensibility inherited from Wordsworth and 

others, which resonates still within contemporary writing about landscape. Sarah’s 

first landscape encounter reflects the continued significance of the notion of the 

Sublime in particular, which was originally of such importance to the Romantics.78 

The particular notion of the Sublime to which I am referring here is that which 
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involves a degree of ambivalence, where a cognitive dissonance is experienced on 

behalf of the subject, meaning that they are at once attracted to and repelled from 

the same sublime object. Matthew Brennan defines this as the positive and negative 

sublime, where in the positive sublime ‘a landscape raises the mind to sympathy with 

an overwhelming plenitude’ and in the negative sublime ‘a landscape humiliates and 

alienates the mind with its immeasurable power’.79 

 Having experienced what could be labelled primarily as the negative sublime 

at the reservoir, Sarah experiences something more like the positive sublime within 

the same landscape, after just a short walk: 

 

At last, the mist began to disperse, and the blunt summit of the slope became 

visible against the dawn. When she was finally clear of the vapour, she turned 

to look back at the valley from which she had escaped. 

 ‘Wow!’ she said out loud. She was looking out upon an ocean of white. 

The mist spread out below her in a billowing, spectral blanket, broken only by 

the humpback peaks of the mountains that rose like islands from the swell. 

The horizon was split with coloured strata, layers of fleshy pinks bleeding into 

the blue canopy above. (BB, p.32) 

 

Having now recoiled from the reservoir, Sarah this time takes out her phone to take 

photos of what she experiences as a spectacularly beautiful vista. This time she 
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does not experience the landscape as threatening but rather uplifting in its sublimity. 

The experience is evocative of that depicted in Caspar Friedrich’s famous Romantic 

painting Wanderer above the Sea of Fog.  

Later in the novel, following her embrace of the philosophy of the New 

Wilderness League, Sarah sets out to encounter the landscape on organised 

‘communings’ so as to seek out similarly potent experiences to those of her fist 

morning in Mid Wales. The experiences sought are not spontaneous responses to 

the Sublime, instead they are cultivated by the league’s members, as they are 

believed to be spiritually empowering. The NWL considers profound responses to 

landscape as being quasi-religious in nature, and this interpretation also surfaces in 

Wordsworth’s writing and continues down the ages. Jonathan Bate takes 

Wordsworth’s The Excursion as a prime example of this quasi-religious interpretation 

of landscape experience. He points to the beginning of book nine, when the 

wanderer of the poem, having encountered the landscape, theorises explicitly about 

the ‘active Principle’ that subsists ‘in all things, in all natures… and the invisible air’.80 

In ‘Lines Written a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey’, Wordsworth famously describes 

feeling a presence, ‘a motion and a spirit’ which ‘rolls through all things’.81 

This spiritual element to landscape contact persists within contemporary 

landscape literature, with mountain-experience continuing to feature prominently. 

Robert Macfarlane’s work is often characterised by accounts of his experiences 

encountering landscape as a lone walker. In his ‘loose trilogy’ of Mountains of the 

Mind, The Wild Places and The Old Ways, Macfarlane recounts the journeys he 
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takes and the subjective experiences supplied to him by the landscape.82 Neal 

Alexander has highlighted Macfarlane’s tendency to conceive of natural landscapes 

as sites of self-realisation and spiritual experience, regarding wild places in 

‘theological or quasi-religious terms’.83 In Macfarlane’s writing, contact with the 

landscape can be a source of revelation, as it was for Wordsworth. He writes of his 

experience walking mountains as being ‘more immediate, more authentic…in the 

mountains, you were a different you’.84 This Wordsworthian sense of having 

transcended ordinary experience has continued and still features within 

contemporary landscape poetry. To take an example from Mid Wales, Ruth 

Bidgood’s poem Hyddgen describes a Welsh mountain walk and the author 

somehow ‘hearing’ the ‘voice’ of the land: 

 

“Can you hear it?” 

asks one, and yes, it’s there, 

that almost-silence, not quite hum, 

not quite drone, so very faint, 

the voice of the land when nothing intervenes; 

too far away, too deep within 

to be understood, but never sounding 

like language of elegy or ending.85 
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This is precisely the quality of experience fostered by the NWL in which Sarah 

participates before her eventual disillusionment. For Bidgood, revelation comes 

through encountering the silence of the landscape, whereupon it can be discerned 

that the land itself has a voice. 

The portrayal of such experiences in literature has been met with criticism. 

Katheen Jamie has challenged this concept of personal revelation through 

landscape encounter. Whilst praising Macfarlane’s writing, Jamie states that there is 

something religious in his conception of the ‘wild places’ where he walks, whereas 

she describes the lone walker’s experiences as ‘solipsistic’.86 For Jamie, it is only 

through the material comfort we have now achieved that we are able to seek out 

these experiences ‘where we can be reassured, in some way, by something we 

fancy is bigger-than-us, and which, unlike the Christian god, is indifferent to our 

antics’ (Jamie p.26). In interrogating this concept of landscape experience, Jamie’s 

characterisation of the landscape’s attitude towards human subjects as one of 

‘indifference’ is an important one. Macfarlane himself writes of this, in his failure to 

experience revelation from the landscape when spending the night on the summit of 

Ben Hope. He instead experiences only indifference: 

 

If I could have safely descended from the summit of Hope in darkness, I 

would have done so. The comfortless snow-shires, the frozen rocks: this 

place was not hostile to my presence, far from it. Just entirely, gradelessly 

indifferent. Up there, I felt no companionship with the land, no epiphany of 
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relation like that I had experienced in the Black Wood. Here there was no 

question of relation. This place refused any imputation of meaning.87 

 

Whereas Macfarlane felt ‘accommodated’ by the Black Wood, here he feels nothing 

but indifference from the landscape; there is no transcendent sensation, no 

revelation or epiphany. This experience forces Macfarlane to review his expectations 

when encountering landscapes. Similarly, in The Burning Bracken Sarah 

experiences quasi-religious bliss when joining the NWL’s communings. However, 

she is disturbed to find the landscape no longer welcoming after she abandons the 

league. With her mood drastically changed, her subjective experience of the land 

also changes drastically, and as with Macfarlane, it is similarly disturbing in its 

indifference: 

 

Time evaporated as the valley disappeared and she trod purposelessly 

through the twilight world, where the monstrous towers of the turbines ahead 

loomed black and terrible against the sky. She felt no comfort from the land, 

only a cold indifference. Alone in the gathering dark, there was only the pain 

of her own insignificance. The landscape stood apart from her, inhuman and 

uncaring. (BB, p.238) 

 

Like Macfarlane, Sarah experiences revelation from the landscape but she also fails 

to experience it as well. In her communings, she experiences what she feels to be a 

form of union with the land, but her later experience is the exact opposite: one of 

exclusion from the land.  
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 In his Common Ground, Rob Cowen addresses the subjective character of 

responses to the same landscape.88 Describing the edge-land near his new home, 

with which he has become so familiar, he writes: 

 

‘Everybody loves nature, but I wonder if, deep down, what we really want is 

for nature to love us back. That’s the impossibility of our obsession. It won’t. It 

can’t…There will always be something elusive and indescribable about this 

place. Something removed and separate; out of reach. (Cowan, 2015, p.204) 

 

Yet just a few sentences later he writes: 

 

‘All my time here has developed a curious feeling of shared history, some 

tangible, emotional intertwining. It’s in my blood…When people talk of 

‘knowing’ or ‘belonging’ somewhere, this is what they mean. (Cowan, 2015, 

p.205) 

 

Cowan is describing just how different he can feel when contemplating this same, 

familiar landscape. He defines this subjective character as projection: 

 

‘We project all we are and all we know onto landscape. And, if we’re open to 

it, the landscape projects back into us. (Cowan, 2015, p.205) 

 

Similarly, the suggestion at the end of The Burning Bracken is that this success or 

failure to experience landscape revelation is contingent upon the subjective 
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character of experience. Encountering the objective landscape can provoke powerful 

sensations, however there is no guarantee that it shall do so, for these sensations 

also depend on the changing subject (plus the object may also change). It is a 

mistake to think of powerful landscape-experiences as being readily accessible by 

simply travelling to a landscape and encountering it, for this ignores the mutability of 

the subject-object experience. Sarah concludes that these sorts of appeal to the 

objective landscape to provide us with the subjective experiences we crave is a 

fundamental human failing, and is indeed one which is repeated, albeit differing in 

character, amongst the other factions she encounters. She comes to perceive this 

human failing as being located in the inescapably anthropocentric character of 

experience. 

Within environmental discourse, anthropocentrism as a term usually carries a 

narrow sense of meaning. Timothy Clark identifies this as ‘the view that human 

beings and their interests are solely of value and always take priority over those of 

the non-human’.89 Anthropocentrism in this sense is explored within the novel, most 

notably in the conflicting outlooks of the characters of Evan the hill farmer and Rob 

the conservationist. On the one hand, Evan takes a somewhat combative view 

towards the landscape. It is something to be beaten, something from which a living 

can be wrestled through hard work and determination. For Evan, ‘it was a hard fight 

to get anything from the land’ (BB, p.105).90 In this sense, Evan is acting in 

opposition to the landscape, thinking of himself as standing outside of nature. 

Though he is dependent upon the land, he is not shown to think of it this way. H P 

McDonald argues against a similar characterisation of the relation of humanity to the 
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environment.91 He criticises the idea that humans have ‘transcended’ their 

environment, an attitude arguably implicit within Evan’s thinking. For MacDonald 

‘every breath we take, every drink of water reminds us of our place in the world’ 

(McDonald, p.63). McDonald and others contrast this form of anthropocentrism as 

environmental transcendence with biocentrism and deep ecology, views which 

accord more with those of the character Rob. In opposition to Evan, Rob sees the 

landscape as valuable for its own sake and not for human ends, an attitude which 

might reasonably be ascribed to a deep ecologist. Deep ecology is discussed in 

depth by Eccy de Jonge, who emphasises the idea of ‘interrelatedness’, meaning 

that the deep ecologist extends the concern shown towards those closest to them 

towards all beings through realising our nature is interrelated to all others, human 

and non-human.92 Here interrelatedness is contrasted with the ‘human-centredness’ 

of anthropocentrism, which often means human superiority and separateness. Rob is 

opposed to anthropocentrism in this sense, indeed in his justification for why he does 

not want to have children, he is positively contemptuous of humanity:  

 

‘There’s nothing inherently valuable about human life. Humans are parasites. I 

don’t care if that makes me a “species traitor”, or whatever. All we’ve done is 

drive extinction, reduce biodiversity, poisoned this, plundered that. And you 

can’t even blame that on systems of power. You can’t say it’s capitalism or 

some evil, controlling elite. It’s in our nature. Before we even had the first 

agricultural societies, we killed off most of the great megafauna. Drove 

                                                           
91 McDonald, H. P., Environmental Philosophy: A Revaluation of Cosmopolitan Ethics from an Ecocentric 
Standpoint, Value Inquiry Book Series, Volume 273, (Amsterdam: Brill, 2014), p. 63 
92 De Jonge, Eccy, ‘An Alternative to Anthropocentrism: Deep Ecology and the Metaphysical Turn’ in 

Anthropocentrism Human, Animals, Environments ed. Rob Boddice, Human-animal Studies, 1573-4226; 12 

(Boston: Brill, 2011) 
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magnificent species extinct. And that was just as hunter-gatherers, with clubs 

and spears.’ (BB, p.147) 

 

Rob’s position is aligned with some of the more misanthropic interpretations of deep 

ecology, an environmental philosophy which ascribes intrinsic value to all living 

things. Jason Moore writes that humans have transformed environments on an 

epochal scale, with pre-civilisation ecocide of megafauna being an example, but also 

argues that capitalism accelerated environmental transformation beyond anything 

known before through a revaluation of the value of nature as ‘cheap’.93 For eco-

Marxists like Moore, capitalism is primarily responsible for the ongoing ecological 

catastrophe, yet Rob’s understanding is that there is something innately destructive 

in all human beings. Rob’s philosophy implies the attribution of an intrinsic value to 

nature which humans are constitutionally unable to observe. For Kate Soper, Rob’s 

view is problematic in that it involves a paradox, as value is a human ascription 

which is only made coherent ‘by reference to human utilitarian, moral or aesthetic 

interests and predispositions’.94 

The anthropocentrism identified by Sarah in the novel’s conclusion 

incorporates that exemplified by Evan and opposed by Rob; yet it also incorporates a 

subtler level of anthropocentrism from which neither Rob nor the members of the 

NWL are immune. Taken in its broadest, most literal sense, anthropocentrism is 

inescapable; all experience is necessarily the experience of a human subject. This is 

the content of Sarah’s epiphany, that even the experience of union with the 

landscape which NWL members enjoy is human-centred. However hard we try, we 

                                                           
93 Moore, Jason, Anthropocene or Capitalocene? Nature, History and the Crisis of Capitalism, (Oakland: PM, 
2016), p. 79 
94 Soper, Kate, What is Nature?, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995) p. 257 
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cannot escape the trap of anthropocentrism: the ineluctable reality that all 

experience is grounded in the locus of the human subject. David Pepper calls this 

‘weak anthropocentrism’ and writes that ‘it is impossible for humans not to be 

anthropocentric: perceiving nature from the perspective of human consciousness’.95 

Accordingly, the characters with whom Sarah comes into contact cannot avoid the 

mistaken habit of approaching the landscape from a human perspective and thereby 

ascribing human responses to it. Neither Evan’s bellicosity, nor Rob’s paternalism, 

nor the NWL’s reverence towards the land is justified. It exists outside of such 

concerns, is nonhuman and therefore cognitively closed to us.  

Success or failure in attaining ‘Wordsworthian’ experiences in The Burning 

Bracken is dependent upon the human mind and not just the landscape 

encountered. These experiences are not something to be found externally within the 

landscape, to be responded to by the human subject. This assertion can be found in 

early discussions of the sublime; Stephen Siddall writes that (Edmund) ‘Buke 

believed that a sense of the sublime lies less in the objective mountains, lakes and 

skies of nature and more in the objective imagination that perceives or remembers 

them’.96 Sarah’s experiences of the Sublime are located not in the character of the 

landscape, a landscape which cannot reasonably be ascribed human attitudes such 

as indifference; they are instead a consequence of her human subjectivity interacting 

with the landscape. Richard King writes that ‘the green fields and hills have no 

say…they remain mute in the presence of anyone who regards their existence as a 

means to an end, whether for good or evil’.97 This is the content of Sarah’s epiphany 

upon which the novel concludes: 

                                                           
95 Pepper, David, Eco-Socialism : From Deep Ecology to Social Justice, (London: Routledge, 2003), p.32 
96 Sidall, Stephen, Landscape and Literature, (Cambridge: CUP, 2009), p.66 
97 King, Richard, The Lark Ascending, (London: Faber & Faber, 2019), p.100 
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Everyone had it wrong. If you made a mirror out of the land, you would see 

your own reflection. You cannot defeat the land, nor can you really protect it. It 

cannot be owned, shared or reasoned with. It had neither head nor heart, no 

ears to hear, and when spoken to, could not answer. It simply was: inhuman 

and unexplainable. The land stood apart from us, beyond our experience, 

unknowable and unreachable, closed forever to the human mind. She lay still, 

listening to the murmur of the fire and gazing upwards at the cold, incurious 

stars. (BB, p.245) 
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Landscape and Identity 

 

Of the differing ways in which The Burning Bracken interrogates human relationships 

with landscape, the relationship between landscape and identity is perhaps the most 

important consideration in understanding the novel’s characters. This relationship is 

key to understanding not only the characters’ backgrounds but how character 

development is driven over the course of the narrative.  

The events of the novel take place over the course of one year which, for 

Sarah, constitutes a key period in the crystallisation of her identity. In part, Sarah 

represents the quintessential deracinated literary character. She is of an age where 

experimentation with self-identity is still relatively typical and her disrupted and 

comparatively unorthodox upbringing has lent her a sense of otherness; she feels 

different from other people, as if there is some sort of stain upon her character which 

marks her out from everyone else. Comparing herself to her best friend, Sarah feels 

placeless and unsettled. Having lost stability through the collapse of her relationship, 

Sarah is forced to re-evaluate her life and she finds herself questioning who she is 

as a person, where she should be, what she should be, what direction her life should 

take and so on. In this malleable state, she escapes to Mid Wales where she is 

pulled in different directions by the competing ideologies she encounters. Self-

identity is finally attained through disillusionment with the ideology of others.  

At the start of the novel, feeling that she has little other choice and with no 

real plan for the future, Sarah reluctantly begins a new life in Mid Wales and 

attempts to establish her identity within this new landscape. Her insubstantial 

reasoning for doing so centres upon a happy memory of a childhood holiday there. It 

is the bucolic, ‘picture-postcard’ perception of rural Wales derived from this 

fragmentary memory which compels her to seek out this landscape. In an effort to 
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identify herself with the pastoral vision she has created, Sarah seeks out and finds 

the beauty she yearns for, but her experience of the reality of rural living is sharply at 

odds with her vision. The experience of residing within the land is very different from 

the idea of a landscape she has in her mind. 

The fact that Sarah’s memory is from her childhood is significant in how she 

feels it identifies her with the landscape. Jeremy Hooker writes that: 

 

Place is that which we perceive with all our senses; in psychological terms it is 

associated with the mother, with a condition of original oneness. This is one of 

the reasons why childhood is so important in literature of place, because it is 

associated with the primary state of belonging, which is at once secure and 

the condition of absolute potential. 98 

 

Childhood memory is what drives Sarah’s desire to identify with the landscape, to 

feel the sense of belonging which she thinks it can provide. She is disappointed to 

return to the scene where she locates her memory only to find that the landscape 

had changed much from how she remembered it, and that she feels little of what she 

thought she would feel in response to it. She also discovers the stark contrast 

between holiday memory and material necessity, finding employment in the 

countryside to be limited and the practicalities of living challenging, with so much 

hitherto having been taken for granted in the city. Having idealised the rural 

landscape, Sarah then experiences the contrast between perceptions of landscape 

as a tourist and as a working resident, a contrast famously delineated in Raymond 

                                                           
98 Hooker, Jeremy, Writers in a Landscape, (Cardiff, University of Wales Press, 1996), p. 6 
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Williams’s Border Country.99 Here Williams’s character Matthew experiences Sarah’s 

revelation in reverse, as he returns to the landscape of his childhood and finds his 

perception of it changed: 

 

It was no longer a landscape or a view, but a valley that people were using. 

He realized, as he watched, what had happened in going away. The valley as 

landscape had been taken, but its work forgotten. The visitor sees beauty; the 

inhabitant a place where he works and has his friends. Far away, closing his 

eyes, he had been seeing this valley, but as a visitor sees it, as the guide-

book sees it: this valley, in which he had lived more than half his life (Williams, 

p. 71) 

 

Before coming to Mid Wales, Sarah has a naïve understanding of landscape as 

confection, where pleasing vistas are consumed by the tourist’s eye. This is then 

brought into contrast with Evan’s understanding of landscape and the identity he 

draws from it. There is a clear tension here between two ways of interpreting the 

landscape, with Sarah seeing the landscape in terms of consumption and Evan 

seeing it in terms of production. For Evan, his own identity is derived primarily from 

his role as a hill farmer in Mid Wales. The first part of this expression of identity is a 

qualified Welshness. Evan is from a fictionalised version of old Montgomeryshire, 

here known as Upper Powys, the name by which it was occasionally known in the 

period before Norman assimilation. As such, he belongs to ‘British Wales’, following 

the tripartite division of Wales adopted by John Davies and others.100 Under this 
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100 Davies, John, A History of Wales, (London: Penguin, 2007), p. 486 
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classification, the border counties and South Pembrokeshire make up British Wales, 

an area distinct from both Welsh Wales and Y Fro Gymraeg. Whereas Welsh Wales 

is centred around the Valleys and is stereotypically depicted as a socialist, 

Anglophone and rugby-playing area, Y Fro Gymraeg covers the old kingdom of 

Gwynedd and much of old Deheubarth, and is thought of as being nationalistic, 

Welsh-speaking, eisteddfod-holding etc. In contrast to both of these, British Wales is 

generally not ascribed such typical characteristics. For Cloke, Goodwin and 

Milbourne, British Wales: 

 

…is a region that has been described by Bowie (1993) as "neither the Welsh-

speaking north or west, nor the culturally distinctive valleys" (page 187). Here 

Welsh identity is weak, with the majority of people choosing a British identity, 

and British Wales remains the last bastion of Conservative Party political 

power within Wales (although only five of its sixteen constituencies elected 

Conservative MPs in 1992). Many of the eastern areas of the region are 

characterised (quite literally) as meeting points between Wales and England, 

the border country…101 

 

Evan’s identity is drawn very little from language. Typically for the area, his family 

have been monoglot English speakers for several generations, though a memory of 

the Welsh language resonates in the accent, syntax, idiom and other areas of his 

family’s speech (see BB, p.70). An aspect of Welsh identity which is so important to 

                                                           
101 Cloke, P, Goodwin, and Milbourne, ‘Cultural Change and Conflict in Rural Wales: Competing Constructs of 

Identity’ in Environment and Planning A 30.3 (1998), p. 465 
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the characters of How Green Was My Valley has little relevance here.102 For this 

reason, I have characterised him as Mid Welsh, for although the relationship 

between the Welsh language and rurality is elsewhere strong and ‘has come to 

represent the spatial manifestation of the Welsh language and its associated 

cultures’, here in British Wales this is not the case.103 

 Evan does not cleave to cultural characteristics often considered to be Welsh 

either. Eisteddfodau are not mentioned and rural sports such as shooting 

predominate over team sports in this Conservative-voting countryside. Non-

conformism is of little importance in Upper Powys within the novel, and the chapel-

going culture of Caradoc Evans’s My Peopleis set at a distance, with Evan having to 

drive over the mountains to attend Gwyneira’s funeral (BB, p.216).104 Nor does Evan 

feel an historical tie to the trajectory of Welsh history. His family have forgotten that 

the old folk practice of burying a horse’s head under the threshold of the house was 

undertaken on the old farmhouse and he cannot remember, nor even pronounce the 

name of the king at whose command the castle mound opposite his farm was raised. 

105 Instead, the second part of his identity, being a hill farmer, is of far greater 

significance than his Welshness. In this respect, Evan is closer to his counterparts 

who farm the uplands of England, though the geographical gulf between the Welsh 

hills and those of the Pennines or Cumbria has largely precluded meaningful 

solidarity in the past. The term Mid Welsh provides a locality, where, in his role as hill 
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farmer, Evan practises what I shall call landscape intimacy. It is through his 

connection with a local, working landscape that Evan derives his identity. Having 

accepted and bonded with Sarah, when the livestock virus comes, he later 

ostracises her, not because she is English and he Welsh but simply because he 

perceives her as an outsider and therefore a potential threat to his farm. 

 Evan’s intimacy with the landscape is the key to understanding him as a 

character. The descriptions of his perception of the landscape when running depict 

not only the way in which he sees the world around him but how he occupies that 

landscape as a hill farmer; his identity is drawn from how the landscape is 

meaningful for him and how he in turn makes it meaningful. By continuing to farm as 

his forefathers have done, he seeks to uphold what he perceives to be a natural 

order. The loss of his livestock is not merely a blow to his livelihood but a savaging 

of his very self, so intimate is his connection to the landscape. Having failed his 

father’s memory, he is stricken with a fever where his consciousness breaks down 

and he experiences visions of the landscape as it was throughout history and prior to 

the ephemeral tenure of his family at the farm (BB, p.217). Having lost his livestock, 

he loses his identity to a large degree but is able to empathise and reconnect with 

Sarah as a result (BB, p.239).  

 Landscape intimacy is evident from the moment the reader first encounters 

Evan as he jogs around the boundaries of his immediate estate, surveying his land in 

the manner of a ‘beating of the bounds’. His jogging route purposefully follows the 

borders of his lands, akin to an Anglo-Saxon perambulation and we later see him 

repairing a section of the fence he passes.106 Knowing the landscape intimately, he 
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can check all is in order for a sheep farm to function. We see him pass landmarks 

along the way, such as the hawthorn on the hill (BB, p.105). George Monbiot records 

one hill farmer in Mid Wales recounting how each of the rocks on his land had a 

name. 107 Knowing the land so intimately in this way lends a superstition to Evan’s 

anxiety for his farm. This phenomenon of farming superstition is brilliantly depicted in 

Cynan Jones’s The Dig, where, having suffered misfortune, the farmer returns a 

useless piece of scrap metal to where it was formerly sited on the farm.108 Similarly, 

following the loss of his livestock, Evan buys back the clock his father had formerly 

sold and repositions it where it had originally hung in the kitchen (BB, p.240). 

 Landscape intimacy is fundamental to Evan’s identity partly through the way 

in which it affects his way of seeing and therefore his experience of the world around 

him. He sees the red kite circling above him as he repairs the fence, as he is always 

on the lookout for corvids which pose a potential danger to his lambs (BB, p.20). 

When he jogs along the old railway line, he does not see the otter slip into the water 

from the opposite bank of the stream below, simply because he does not have to 

(BB, p.41). Instead, his vision is akin to a cadastral survey; he sees the boundaries 

between fields, marking off the property of one farmer from another. He sees the 

world as a farmer. More than just an occupation, it is intimately tied up with his being. 

Tom Bullough’s Addlands provides a good example of this in contemporary fiction, 

where a scholar requests the removal of a stone which was dragged into place on 

the farm by the farmer’s father and left there.109 The scholar has identified that the 

forgotten stone actually bears an Ogham inscription, unbeknownst to the farmer, 
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who understandably sees the landscape in terms of hill farming and not medieval 

history. 

 In summary, Evan’s identity is predicated on landscape intimacy, that deep 

sense of belonging born of a lifelong interaction with a landscape, in this instance as 

a livestock hill farmer. For Evan, meaning is derived from attending his ancestral 

lands and continuing the bloodlines of his livestock. This is in stark contrast to Rob, 

for whom a large part of his identity is likewise derived from his relationship with 

landscape, yet unlike Evan, Rob does not feel bound to a particular landscape but 

instead takes a global view. His landscape is the non-human, what he might deem 

‘the natural world’. It is less of a locality but rather a concept to which he is 

committed, one which involves a distinction between the natural and the human and 

which covers the entire globe.110 Technically an Englishman in Wales and a ‘visitor’ 

rather than a local, Rob does not see himself in these terms. His self-expressed 

identity is as a ‘custodian’ of wildlife. He rails against those he perceives as doing 

wildlife harm out of selfish interests, for him these are the ‘other’. Rob displays a 

contemptuous disregard for conventions around land ownership and property use, at 

one point self-righteously cutting a path through a newly laid fence when he feels his 

liberty offended (BB, p.158). His identity is fundamentally bound up with the 

landscape but, unlike Evan, his is more ideological and connected with modern ideas 

of environmentalism, as opposed to the ancient practice of rearing livestock. 

 As a self-appointed guardian of the natural world, Rob’s view of landscape is 

at odds with much of Evan’s, and as a consequence, each sees the other as a threat 

to their own identity. Rob is a proponent of rewilding, placing his understanding of 

                                                           
110 See chapter 2 ‘Nature, Human and Inhuman’ in Kate Soper’s What is Nature? (Soper, 1995) for a critical 
analysis of distinctions made between the human and the natural worlds. 
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landscape in conflict with Evan’s. One of the principal influences in developing Rob 

as a character was George Monbiot and his book Feral, referenced earlier. Monbiot 

is scathing of the effect of sheep grazing on the landscape, writing that ‘the sheep 

has caused more extensive environmental damage to this country than all the 

building that has ever taken place here’ (Monbiot, p.70). Rob was conceived as a 

fervent follower of Monbiot’s arguments, hence the inclusion of the heated exchange 

which develops between Rob and Evan over dinner (BB, p.170). In a sense, Evan is 

right to see Rob as an existential threat. Rob is emboldened by what he sees as 

compelling environmental arguments against sheep farming, believing what Evan 

does (and therefore his very identity) to be harmful. Conversely, Rob feels that 

continuing environmental degradation, loss of biodiversity, habitat and so on, is a 

threat to his own identity. The hostility and intransigence of both parties derives from 

this mutually experienced threat to individual identity. The strain placed on the 

inhabitants of Upper Powys by the coming of the virus only serves to exacerbate this 

tension which breaks out into open violence, Rob finding one of his pine martens 

nailed to his door (BB, p.197) and later finding himself hunted at night by Evan and 

his armed accomplices (BB, p.207). 

 In contrast to both Evan’s landscape intimacy and Rob’s custodian view of 

relating to the landscape, the members of the New Wilderness League have an 

ideological interpretation of landscape that is broadly ‘spiritual’ in character. The New 

Wilderness League (NWL) is a quasi-religious organisation centred upon the notion 

of spiritual connection with the landscape. Encountering rural landscape is of prime 

importance to the league and its philosophy is that these encounters not only 

promote wellbeing but provide emotional healing and spiritual fulfilment as well. For 

members of the NWL, ‘connection’ with the landscape is the fulcrum of their lives. 
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They derive identity from their membership of the league and its activities in relation 

to the landscape. The extent of their fanaticism for this cause is discovered by Sarah 

in the penultimate chapter, just as her identity is about to be subsumed within the 

league to which she has now given her allegiance (see BB, chapter 20).  

 The inclusion of the league within the novel was partly to reflect the influence 

of other ‘alternative’ communities on the mid Welsh landscape and to provide a 

further interpretive viewpoint in the politics of rural regions. Inspiration was drawn 

from real-life examples of communes and other new communities which were 

founded within Mid Wales in the latter half of the twentieth century.111 With its upland 

geography and low population density, the mid Welsh countryside has attracted 

incomers who, lacking strong identification with their own communities, have sought 

to establish different lives in this new landscape. Keith Halfacree writes that ‘rural 

Wales presents a sense of alterity that attracts and nourishes diverse alternative 

communities’.112 Quoting The Rough Guide to Wales, Halfacree says of Mid Wales 

that ‘possibly more than any other part of Britain, Wales – the mid and west in 

particular – has become something of a haven for those searching for alternative 

lifestyles’ (Halfacree, p. 69). This is remarked upon by Sioned within the novel, who 

says that people from England treat Mid Wales like it’s a ‘blank piece of paper’ (BB, 

p.85). This concept is explored in detail in Kirsti Bohata’s Postcolonialism Revisited: 

Writing Wales in English.113 For Bohata, the Welsh land itself ‘conserves the 

essence of the human communities which have inhabited it’ and the destruction of 

                                                           
111 Perhaps the most famous of these communities is that centred upon the Centre for Alternative Technology 
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chapter 4 – ‘The Battle for the Hills: Politicized Landscapes and the Erasure of Place’.  
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this ‘mystical bond’ between people and place by the actions of English colonial 

outsiders is an important feature in the construction of Wales as a nation (Bohata, 

p.81). Though the NWL do not see the founding of their settlement within Mid Wales 

in the colonial light implied by Sioned, they nevertheless display an attitude which 

treats the landscape more as a ‘space’ in which they can establish themselves, 

rather than a ‘place’ with significant pre-established meaning. Tim Cresswell writes 

that in human geography, space is a realm without meaning.114 When humans invest 

meaning in a space, (such as by naming it) it then becomes a place. He gives the 

example of European explorers at first seeing only space when arriving at an 

uncharted land, whereas for the native population, the land will be heavily imbued 

with meaning (Cresswell, p.16). Jay Griffiths gives a contemporary example by 

recording the meanings local people attach to their artic landscape, describing how 

they are able to read significant meanings from a landscape which appears as little 

more than a bleak and empty waste of snow to the eyes of a Westerner.115 Members 

of the NWL do not perceive the pre-existing meaning which the landscape holds for 

people like Sioned. Instead, they seek out different characteristics they perceive to 

be inherent within the landscape, ones with which they identify. These characteristics 

are delineated by Halfacree: 

 

‘…‘Authenticity’ of a simpler, more natural life…Rural Wales fits this agenda, 

making both a strong imaginative offer but also backing this up with a range of 

the components required to enable spaces of alterity to develop… 
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Rural Wales is seen as presenting cultural richness and resilience vis-à-vis 

the hegemonic English mainstream; it is Britain’s “other”…Its culture, rooted in 

landscape and nature, expresses a moral dimension or organic virtue’ 

(Halfacree, p. 70) 

 

It is for precisely these reasons that the members of the NWL migrate to Mid Wales, 

a landscape where they feel they can be part of a culture rooted in landscape and 

nature. Theirs is a perception of the countryside rooted in myth, one which 

encourages disaffected city-dwellers out of their lives to join in the building of an 

Edenic world. 

In giving expression to these differing identities, I was faced with the problem 

of voice and the technical challenge of interweaving discrete viewpoints into the 

narrative. As mentioned, my conception is that The Burning Bracken is a polyphonic 

novel, defined by David Lodge as a ‘novel in which a variety of conflicting ideological 

positions are given a voice and set in play both between and within individual 

speaking subjects, without being placed and judged by an authoritative authorial 

voice’.116 Paul Williams felt his own polyphonic novel was only successful in respect 

of voice when he had created ‘a multi-layered narrative in which contradictory voices 

emerged to create a polyphonic whole’.117 In the end result, I was only partially 

successful in creating a cohesive, polyphonic whole from the varying points of view 

incorporated into my narrative. 
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 This particular problem for creative writers is addressed in Rachel Cusk’s 

excellent piece on point of view in her ‘How to Write Fiction’ series.118 Here, Cusk 

argues against advice given to writers that they should rigidly adhere to character 

point of view, only switching this through the use of hard breaks such as chapters. 

Cusk instead argues that there is nothing ‘wrong’ with point of view changing within a 

scene or even a paragraph. She writes that D H Lawrence’s prose is compelling in 

that it ‘moves through his characters like a river moving through the landscape, 

intimate with but never confined by them’ (Cusk, 2011). This technique is not without 

risk, however. For this form of polyphonic narrative to succeed, Cusk argues that the 

writer should establish a fictional truth for their world which stands apart from the 

characters’ conception of it. For point of view to be adequately realised, there has to 

be an objective reality to the novel, as contrasted with the subjective realities of its 

characters, containing all their thoughts, feelings, beliefs and so on. In The Burning 

Bracken, Sarah’s memory of the Rhyd-y-Benwch caravan park is brought into stark 

contrast with the reality of the park she later encounters. There is a clear distinction 

here between Sarah’s subjective world and the objective world of the novel. 

However, in other areas of the novel, the contrast between objective and subjective 

is less distinct, and the narrative suffers as a result. On reflection, I believe this is a 

result of inadequate attention when considering the proximity of the limited 

omniscience narrator to the characters.  

The inescapable, guiding presence of the author informs both the subjective 

and objective truths of the narrative. Wayne Pounds refers to this as the ‘authorial 

                                                           
118 Cusk, Rachel, ‘How to write fiction: Rachel Cusk on point of view’ in The Guardian 2011 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2011/oct/17/how-to-write-fiction-rachel-cusk 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2011/oct/17/how-to-write-fiction-rachel-cusk
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subject’.119 There are instances within The Burning Bracken where, as authorial 

subject, I confused the point of view of narrator and character, of objective and 

subjective truth within the narrative. For example, the fireside companions in the 

cottage were originally referred to as companions, but this was changed upon advice 

to ‘a small stand with a little poker and a brush and spade hanging from it’. This 

better reflects Sarah’s ignorance as to the apparatus, which is more appropriate 

considering the close proximity of the narration to Sarah’s point of view at that point 

within the novel. 

 Though there are instances where I was unsuccessful, I do not regret the 

polyphonic approach I took to writing The Burning Bracken. I feel that I have learnt 

from the mistakes I have made and still believe in the effectiveness of this approach. 

I agree with Cusk when she argues that a novel dominated by a single point of view 

‘often lacks the feeling of space and freedom, of security in the world, that permits 

the reader to transcend themselves, to grow and change by living for a period in the 

narrative’ (Cusk, 2011).  

 To conclude this section, I hope that the novel portrays an array of differing 

identities, each of them predicated on divergent, often conflicting interpretations of 

the Mid Welsh landscape. In considering these identities, I have found John Wylie’s 

notion of ‘landscape discourses’ a useful one: 

 

Landscape may be understood to function as evolving concordances of 

mental and material topographies, as productive combinations of thought, 

                                                           
119 Pounds, Wayne, ‘The Subject of Paul Bowles’, Twentieth Century Literature, Vol. 32, No3/4, Paul Bowles 

Issue (Autumn – Winter, 1986), pp.301-313 (Hofstra University: 1986) 
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action and environment. To put this another way, it shows how landscape 

may be understood in terms of discourses120. 

 

Thinking in terms of these landscape discourses, my intention was to try and capture 

some of the complexity of the interpretations of and responses to this landscape 

which exist. In doing so, I wanted to introduce some contemporary landscape 

discourses into the fictional narrative and the debates surrounding them, whether 

social, political, ideological or other. Identity can be linked to landscape with varying 

degrees of intensity. The plurality of landscape identities evident within the novel I 

link with differences in interpretation and response.  

 

  

                                                           
120 Wylie, John, Landscape, (Oxford: Routledge, 2007), p. 130 
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The Welsh Context  

 

Having written a novel so firmly rooted in ‘place’, I was conscious that I would be 

building upon an established body of literature concerning its setting. The novel took 

shape against a background of absorption in Welsh literature, the reading of which 

informed and influenced the novel’s development to varying degrees. I am indebted 

to numerous works of Welsh literature for ideas and inspiration, taken from novels, 

short stories, plays, poems, journalism, and other non-fiction, from both literature in 

translation and from Welsh writing in English. The Burning Bracken draws 

particularly upon themes addressed in Welsh rural fiction and the literature of Mid 

Wales and the Welsh border. For the novel to make more general comments on 

landscape, it was necessary for its narrative to be immersed in a particular fictional 

‘place’.  

The location of Mid Wales was key to the inception of the book; it was 

conceived through personal acquaintance with the landscape, as opposed to the 

location being selected as a vessel for the preformed contents of its narrative. As 

discussed earlier, my working title for the novel was ‘Hiraeth’ (a term untranslatable 

into English but close to ‘longing’ or ‘homesickness’) simply because I needed a 

word to convey the importance of this particular landscape to this particular novel.121 

I wanted to draw upon an affinity to the landscape which is by no means unique to 

the character of the Welsh people, but which nevertheless is a strong force in the 

shaping of Welsh identity and consciousness, one which is evident in the body of 

literature which has emerged from Wales. As Jon Anderson writes: 

                                                           
121 Niall Griffiths gives a more comprehensive explanation of the term ‘hiraeth’ in ‘Wales: England’s Oldest 
Colony’ in New Statesman, 23 April 2007 https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2007/04/welsh-language-
wales-england 

https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2007/04/welsh-language-wales-england
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2007/04/welsh-language-wales-england
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Wales as a nation and as a people has a strong affinity to the land. This 

affinity resonates through much of its fiction. Many of the nation’s writers 

display sensitivity to the relations between stories, humans, and place, and 

due to this sensitivity alone, Welsh writing in English provides a rich resource 

through which to explore the relations between people and place in fiction. 

(Page and Place: Ongoing Compositions of Plot, p.29) 

 

There have been various reasons given for this ‘strong affinity to the land’ which 

Anderson describes. In the early Middle Ages, British (or Cymric) kingdoms to the 

east of what is now Wales were defeated and incorporated into emerging Anglo-

Saxon kingdoms, where they were culturally assimilated. The Cambrian Mountains 

acted as a defensive bulwark to encroachment westwards and were therefore 

instrumental in sheltering a separate culture and generating a Welsh identity. The 

population of Wales was primarily rural before the industrial revolution, with most of 

the people directly dependent upon the soil for their livelihood in 1770.122 Even after 

the urban population exceeded the rural, the principal industries in which people 

were employed were extractive in nature and involved working with the land. The 

Welsh landscape has played a key role in forming and shaping Welsh culture 

throughout the nation’s history. As Matthew Jarvis writes, ‘Welsh environments are 

inextricable from the operations of Welsh culture’.123 The Welsh landscape is of 

critical importance to The Burning Bracken, just as it is to much of Welsh literature.  

                                                           
122 See Davies, John, A History of Wales, (London:  Penguin, 2007), p.310 
123 Matthew Jarvis, Welsh Environments in Contemporary Poetry, (Cardiff: Wales University Press, 2008), p.142 
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 One thing I wanted to make very clear in the novel was that this landscape 

inhabited by its characters, in which the events of the novel take place, is my fictional 

version of Mid Wales. The Mid Wales of The Burning Bracken takes its inspiration 

from my personal experience of inhabiting and encountering the ‘real’ Mid Wales, to 

the extent that this could be said to exist, and through my reading of both fiction and 

non-fiction about this landscape. The world of the novel is as fictional as its events 

and characters. I feel that this is an important distinction to make, for part of the 

intended purpose of my novel was to explore human conceptions of landscape in a 

more general sense, only using a fictionalised version of Mid Wales to do so. This 

semi-fictionalised setting was conceived as harbouring the differing factions within its 

landscape, and providing a background to their perspectives. The location is crucial 

but it is not an actually existent location, it is what Tom Bullough describes as a 

‘fictional centrality’.124 In choosing what is portrayed and what is left out, the author 

creates a fictional world for their own purposes. It is not something that can be 

‘found’ in the world outside of the written word. For example, a reader could visit a 

location referred to in The Burning Bracken and find that it is not as I portrayed it. 

The landscape of the novel is an ‘amplified version of reality’, to quote Bullough once 

more (Bullough, p.29). Verisimilitude is not my intention, rather my intentions are 

elaborated upon in the pages of this commentary. As Anna Pavord writes, fictional 

landscapes are not ‘documentary facsimiles…each novel has its own landscape, 

which is chosen and tailored to meet specific needs’.125 This is not to say that there 

is no correspondence between the imagined geography of my book and the ‘real’ 

geography out there. The book, though ‘escapist’ in the sense that most novels are, 

                                                           
124 Bullough, Tom, A Divided Identity: Representing Radnorshire and the Welsh Borders in Fiction, p. 29 
http://www.tombullough.com/addlands/ 
125 Pavord, Anna, Landskipping, (London: Bloomsbury, 2017) p. 199 

http://www.tombullough.com/addlands/
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is not high fantasy; it is intended to be a little Brechtian, in the sense that it will 

hopefully challenge the reader to reflect upon their own relationships with 

landscapes. Brecht’s conception of ‘epic’ theatre involved forcing greater 

participation from the audience rather than having them act as passive observers, 

thus demonstrating how audience members could potentially engage with important 

issues in society which affect their own lives, outside of the world depicted on 

stage.126 I hope that readers of The Burning Bracken will reflect in this way on the 

reciprocal relations between people and place (and their relationship with literature), 

for, as Anderson writes, ‘not only do the relations between people and place form the 

basis for fictional narratives, stories themselves can hold up a mirror to the real world 

and draw our attention to issues, problems, and ideas that escape our attention’ 

(Anderson, p.12). 

With this aim in mind, I set about creating a modified, fictional geography of 

Mid Wales to incorporate the needs of my narrative. In the manner of Hardy’s 

Wessex, I changed old Montgomeryshire, the county in which the novel is set, into 

Upper Powys, another name for the former kingdom of Powys Wenwynwyn, which 

went on to become Montgomeryshire. Being the seat of the Powis family and 

formerly translated from the Welsh Trallwng to ‘poole’ (old spelling), I changed 

Welshpool to Powispoole. Newtown became Marcherton, being a newly created 

Norman marcher town. Shrewsbury became Penbury, reflecting its hybrid status as a 

border town via its name, ‘pen’ coming from the Welsh for ‘top’ or ‘head’ (and of the 

former Welsh kingdom of Pengwern possibly centred there) and bury coming from 

the old English and reflecting its status as a stronghold. Caersŵs was changed to 

                                                           
126 See Brooke, Peter, ‘Key Words in Brecht's Theory and Practice of Theatre’ in The Cambridge Companion to 

Brecht: Second Edition, ed. Thomson, Peter, Sacks, Glendyr, (Cambridge: CUP, 2006), p.209-244 

https://search.proquest.com/pubidlinkhandler/sng/pub/The+Cambridge+Companion+to+Brecht:+Second+Edition/$N/2050487/DocView/2137999510/fulltext/52081D63CEBE40B1PQ/1?accountid=14783
https://search.proquest.com/pubidlinkhandler/sng/pub/The+Cambridge+Companion+to+Brecht:+Second+Edition/$N/2050487/DocView/2137999510/fulltext/52081D63CEBE40B1PQ/1?accountid=14783
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Hen Gaer, the Welsh for old fort, due to its history as a roman fort.127 I moved the 

clock tower and the clock tower race from Rhayader to Hen Gaer and even 

‘terraformed’ the landscape somewhat, moving certain hills and rivers until I had my 

nature reserve and new age religious centre where I needed them. 

 It could be argued that the specificities of my novel’s setting also place the 

work within a potential ‘subcategory’ of Welsh literature which deals with Welsh 

‘borderlands’. In the sense that The Burning Bracken concerns itself with 

heterogeneity of culture in the hinterland of ‘British Wales’, the work could be seen 

as a contribution to a border literature within Welsh writing in English.128 This border 

literature has come to be recognised as a distinctive sub-category of Welsh 

literature, which include key texts such as Margiad Evans’s Country Dance, or 

Raymond Williams’ Border Country. 

The fictional county of Upper Powys exists, as does the inspiration of old 

Montgomeryshire behind it, within a liminal space between England to the east and 

Y Fro Gymraeg to the west. The concerns relating to the real-world equivalent of this 

space are evoked and addressed within the novel, concerns such as English 

immigration, emigration of the young, a vulnerable language, rural poverty, 

environmental management, and so on. Here, identification with broader ‘Welsh’ or 

‘English’ identities is weak. When Sarah first comes to Mid Wales, she is surprised 

by the inconspicuousness of the border and drives past the sign welcoming her to 

Wales without noticing (BB, p.28). In describing Welsh border fiction, Tom Bollough 

(himself a border novelist) writes that people of this area consider the border to be of 

                                                           
127 See Maund, Kari, The Welsh Kings, (Stroud: The History Press, 2011) p.229 and Davies, John, A History of 
Wales, (London:  Penguin, 2007), p.62 
128 See Cloke, P, Goodwin, and Milbourne, ‘Cultural Change and Conflict in Rural Wales: Competing Constructs 
of Identity’ in Environment and Planning A 30.3 (1998): 463-80 
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minimal importance but that this obscures the border’s actual historical complexity.129 

The landscape of The Burning Bracken and Border Country, being perhaps the most 

densely encastellated landscape on earth, is most certainly a borderland, and I 

would argue that the notion of ‘hybridity’ as delineated by Kirsti Bohata in 

Postcolonialism Revisited: Writing Wales in English can be put to good use here.130 

Bohata writes that hybridity arises from cultural contact and interchange following the 

Welsh experience of colonialism.131 Hybridity offers a ‘supremely fluid sense of 

cultural identity’ and ‘a permeable but containing space for the making and remaking 

of Wales’ (Bohata, p.27). It is a ‘versatile and apparently endlessly fertile metaphor 

and cultural descriptor, most often used to refer to a process of transculturation 

which occurs in colonial contact zones, but also extended to refer to a variety of 

cultural ‘exchanges’’ (Bohata, p.129). The heterogeneity of culture found within Mid 

Wales leads to hybridity, and this informs The Burning Bracken accordingly. 

One of the best examples of this process of ‘making’ and ‘remaking’ is the 

way in which the Welsh language is seen within the novel. A novel such as Margiad 

Evans’s Country Dance incisively examines the complexities of attitudes towards the 

Welsh language in this borderland of British Wales, be they political, social, or 

cultural. Jane Aaron writes that Evans’s heroine represents the border ‘as a site of 

perpetual tension and uncertainty’.132 Unlike Country Dance, the portrayal of the 

Welsh language is not a key theme within my novel, but in continuing to play an 

important role in the culture of this landscape, its influence is undeniable, as are the 

nuances of its expression. Degrees of Welsh within The Burning Bracken can be 

                                                           
129 Bullough, Tom, A Divided Identity: Representing Radnorshire and the Welsh Borders in Fiction, p. 33 
http://www.tombullough.com/addlands/ 
130 Some five hundred motte and bailey castles were built along the border in the half century following the 
Norman Conquest. See Davies, John, A History of Wales, (London:  Penguin, 2007), p.101 
131 Bohata, Kirsti, Postcolonialism Revisited: Writing Wales in English, (Cardiff: U of Wales, 2004) p.25 
132 Aaron, Jane, Welsh Gothic, (Cardiff: UoWP, 2013) p.130 

http://www.tombullough.com/addlands/
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seen in part as a manifestation of hybridity. Competence in the language is 

represented on a spectrum, from the monoglot English shop assistant with the strong 

West Midlands accent whom is the first person Sarah meets upon arrival in Wales, to 

first language Welsh speakers like Rhodri. Finding herself in an overwhelmingly 

Anglophone area of Wales, much of Sarah’s exposure to the language is through 

signage. Place names reflect the landscape’s Welsh-language past. Evan’s farm is 

known as the Hafod, reflecting the former practice of transhumance within rural 

Wales whereby herdsman dwelt in the uplands during summer grazing and moved 

down with the livestock to the hendre in the valleys during winter.133 Evan’s family 

exemplifies this notion of hybridity with respect to the Welsh language. They are no 

longer Welsh speakers but nonetheless, they have Welsh names, use Welsh-derived 

syntax in their English speech, and occasionally resort to Welsh words and phrases 

such as ‘chwarae teg’ and ‘ych y fi’ to express themselves (BB, p.70). Towards the 

end of the novel, Evan meets Gwyneira’s family across the mountains to the west, 

whose grasp of English is stilted through lack of use. Though Evan speaks not one 

word of Welsh throughout the novel, he is nevertheless able to recite the Lord ’s 

Prayer with them in Welsh, a relic of his boyhood. 

It is in this sense of ‘hybridity’ towards the Welsh language that I have sought 

to situate the novel within the context of Welsh writing in English. The Welsh 

language is not a key component to the identity of many of the characters, as it is for 

the protagonist in a novel such as Richard Llewellyn’s How Green Was My Valley. I 

do not attempt to portray the lives of a Welsh language community in English, as 

does Caradoc Evans in My People, skilfully and inimitably transposing Welsh syntax, 

                                                           
133 See Roberts, R, ‘Ecology of Human Occupation and Land Use in Snowdonia’ in Journal of Ecology, 1959, 
Vol.47, No.2, p.317-323 
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idioms etc. into English. As does much of Mid Wales, my landscape occupies a 

liminal space across a language border between Welsh and English. Consequently, I 

make no apology for leaving Welsh words untranslated within the novel. For one, 

Welsh toponomy reflects different lived experiences of the landscape, and words 

such as ‘tirwedd’, ‘tirlun’, ‘cynefin’ and ‘bro’ lack direct equivalents in English.134 My 

use of Welsh is intended to gesture towards other viewpoints, other ways of seeing 

the landscape which are not accessed by the majority. I also feel that if words from 

majority foreign languages are left untranslated in English fiction, as they frequently 

are, then I see no reason other than prejudice to oblige a novelist to translate words 

from a minority British language. 

Having an English incomer as a lead character allowed me to write in a 

manner that was removed from the lives of the local Welsh characters. As with other 

narratives which take ‘a stranger comes to town’ as one of their major plots, such as 

Iris Murdoch’s The Bell, I was afforded a distance through Sarah’s point of view, from 

which I could observe and comment upon local Welsh characters in a more objective 

manner. We see Evan as Sarah sees him, but as the story’s deuteragonist, we also 

have subjective access to how Evan sees himself. Writing Sarah was in one sense 

easier, in that she is young and deracinated, strong-willed yet impressionable to the 

point of naivety, and yet to settle upon her own ‘identity’. By contrast, Evan is deeply 

established, conservative, and self-reliant. His identity is strongly fixed as a Welsh 

hill farmer and in a sense, he represents that particular community, meaning that I 

had to think very carefully about how I wanted to portray him. There were many 

examples of Welsh farmers in Welsh literature from which I took inspiration. R S 

Thomas was very conscious of the distance between himself and the Welsh farmer 

                                                           
134 See Anderson, Page and Place: Ongoing Compositions of Plot, p.34 
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in his ‘peasant’ poems, and these represent a good example of the difficulty the non-

farming writer has with empathising with the farmer’s relationship with the 

landscape.135 Even to think of one type of farming relationship with the landscape is 

of course incorrect. Two excellent examples of Welsh farming literature which 

demonstrate the breadth of experience under question are Caryl Lewis’s Martha, Jac 

& Sianco and Horatio Clare’s Running for the Hills. The former is a Welsh-language 

novel looking at a generations-old Welsh-speaking farming family, the latter is an 

autobiographical account of an English emigre family who take up sheep farming in 

the Black Mountains. In Lewis’s novel, farming takes place as assumed action, 

functioning almost as a backdrop. In contrast, being new to the business of farming, 

Clare’s book features lengthy descriptions of the activities involved in sheep farming. 

There is a self-consciousness to Clare’s farming, which Lewis’s characters do not 

share, the family having farmed for generations.  

Looking back at the developing novel, the two writers by whom I was most 

influenced in this respect are also Mid Welsh authors writing about Mid Wales: Tom 

Bullough and Cynan Jones. Tom Bullough’s Addlands is a brilliant fictional account 

of the lives of three generations of farmers in old Radnorshire. The book has been 

described as a ‘new nature novel’ and was a strong influence on my own, not only 

through its descriptions of farming life but in the manner in which it portrays local 

farming feuds, this latter influencing the animosity between Evan’s faction and that of 

John Davies.136 Bullough’s approach is one of consistency with the tradition of Welsh 

                                                           
135 See Thomas, R. S., and Anthony. Thwaite. R S Thomas : Selected and Edited by Anthony Thwaite, (London: 
Everyman, 1996) 
136 See Kelly, Stewart, ‘Addlands: Where the New Nature Writing Meets the Novel’ in The Spectator 

https://www.spectator.co.uk/2016/06/addlands-where-the-new-nature-writing-meets-the-novel/ 

https://www.spectator.co.uk/2016/06/addlands-where-the-new-nature-writing-meets-the-novel/
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border writing, which he describes as persistently objectifying its own people.137 

Thinking of Addlands’ farming family, I was conscious of the same need to explain 

Evan and what he does to the reader. Like Bullough, I expected Evan to be 

unfamiliar to the reader and therefore portrayed him with a degree of objectivity 

which was not required for Sarah’s character. 

 The farming families of Cynan Jones’s novels are equally brilliant and were 

especially influential in developing the inner world of Evan, whose character displays 

a similarly superstitious attitude towards the farm as does Jones’s famer Daniel in 

The Dig. For the farmers in Jones’s novels, love is thwarted by the forces of time and 

death. Daniel is grieving throughout the novel following the recent death of his wife in 

an accident. In The Long Dry, love has diminished between the farmer Gareth and 

his wife Kate. Only through the coming death of their daughter is it suggested that 

this love is rekindled. Similarly, in The Burning Bracken, the relationship between 

Evan and Sioned has soured over time. They also have had difficulties conceiving 

children and keeping their relationship going over many years of hard work together. 

Farming life has strained their relationship over time. Here, reconciliation comes only 

after the farm is lost. 

The first chapter in which we meet Evan is intended to give a flavour of this 

man, his life and his farm. The farm is portrayed in detail, not only because it goes 

on to act as a setting for much of the novel’s action, but also to show how Evan’s 

family is bound up in its history; his life is inseparable from the life of the farm. Sarah 

arrives at the farm in complete ignorance of this relationship between man and 

landscape, its workings and its history. As mentioned reviously, Sioned complains to 

                                                           
137 Bullough, Tom, A Divided Identity: Representing Radnorshire and the Welsh Borders in Fiction, p. 12 
http://www.tombullough.com/addlands/ 
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Sarah of how English incomers treat Mid Wales as ‘a blank piece of paper’ (BB, 

p.85). This could certainly be said of the New Wilderness League, which establishes 

itself in Mid Wales in contempt of its locals, seeing a self-righteousness in their own 

isolation. There are many real-life antecedents to the NWL, most of which are in no 

way as ignorant, though there are those that describe themselves as ‘colonies’. Keith 

Halfacree has written of these ‘alternative’ rural communities in rural Wales, 

communities which are humorously satirised in Joe Dunthorne’s comic novel Wild 

Abandon.138 In a sense, by fleeing her old life and the meanings attached to its 

location, Sarah could be similarly accused of treating the Mid Welsh landscape as a 

‘space’ in which she can fashion meaning for herself, rather than a ‘place’ with any 

particularly strong pre-existing meanings. I would not describe Sarah’s character as 

having ‘colonialist’ attitudes, for she is deeply respectful and inclusive of all the 

people she meets. Nevertheless, the history of English settlement within Wales is 

long, with the historian John Davies reporting how Wales was first settled by 

Normans, Flemings, Bretons and so on, as if it were empty of any prior 

inhabitants.139 This long history of locals vs incomers, of insiders vs outsiders goes 

some way towards explaining Evan’s attitude towards Sarah. At first he is cagy 

towards her; she is an English incomer and therefore deserving of suspicion. 

According to Cloke et al, labels of ‘Englishness’ as a threat can be used by Welsh 

locals in this way to ‘homogenise English cultural diversity, becoming diluted only 

through personal interaction between local and newcomer, and a demonstrable 

commitment on the part of the (English) newcomer to the area and its associated 

                                                           
138 See Keith Halfacree, ‘“Alternative” Communities in Rural Wales’ in Rural Wales in the Twenty-First Century: 
Society, Economy and Environment (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2011). 

139 John Davies, A History of Wales, Rev. ed. London: Penguin, 2007) p.111 
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distinctive culture(s)’.140 This is certainly what happens in the case of Evan and 

Sarah. Sarah impresses Evan and wins his trust through her hard work and affection 

for Sioned. She becomes an outsider to him no longer. However, after Evan’s 

argument with Sarah’s boyfriend (a proponent of rewilding), and with the farm under 

threat from the virus, Evan shuts Sarah out, severing his relationship with her. In a 

moment of cruelty towards her, he references her origins as an outsider as 

justification for ostracising her (BB, p.187). Sarah has become once again the 

English ‘other’ and therefore a threat to be countered. Only with the slaughter of his 

livestock and the collapse of everything he has striven for throughout his life, is Evan 

able to see his identity as being as fragile as Sarah’s. It is then that he apologises to 

her. 

Sarah’s figurative ‘journey’ throughout the novel, which leads her to a new 

identity within this rural Welsh landscape, is perhaps best described as a process of 

‘reinhabitation’. Matthew Jarvis uses this term in his critique of the poet Ruth 

Bidgood, who moved to Mid Wales in the 1960s and began writing poems saturated 

with the landscape of the area (Matthew Jarvis, p.71). Sarah similarly commits 

herself to this new place to which she moves. Reinhabitation here is, according to 

Jarvis, ‘a long term reciprocal engagement with a place’s human and nonhuman 

environments in which one welcomes the prospect of one’s identity being moulded 

by this encounter’ (Matthew Jarvis, p.71).This process of reinhabitation ‘must involve 

participation in the community’ and is ‘perhaps most simply defined as ‘learning to 

live-in-place’ in an area that has been disrupted and injured through past 

exploitation’ (Matthew Jarvis, p.71). This perfectly describes both the uniqueness of 

                                                           
140 Cloke, P., Goodwin, and Milbourne. "Cultural Change and Conflict in Rural Wales: Competing Constructs of 
Identity." Environment and Planning A 30.3 (1998), p.479 



326 

the Mid Welsh landscape Sarah encounters, with its reservoirs, its deforested hills 

and abandoned mine workings, and also her individual development in this 

landscape over the course of this novel. In its broadest sense, this is a novel about 

landscape and identity. More specifically, it is about identity and the rural landscape 

of Mid Wales. It is in this sense that The Burning Bracken is intended as a response 

to and a contribution towards a Welsh literature which takes English as its language, 

fiction as its medium, and the rural, Mid Welsh landscape as its subject. 

 

  



327 

Conclusion 

 

There were other aspects to my novel which I considered exploring within this 

commentary, such as elaborating on symbolism and metaphor within the text. 

However, I chose to concentrate on the topics described above, as I only had space 

to provide indications of wider debates rather than exhaustive arguments, and 

elements such as symbolism and metaphor are perhaps better left to readers’ 

interpretations. If I were embarking upon the project now, I would perhaps have 

made more of an exploration of land rights, a topic which is once again attracting 

attention.141 My interests have now moved more in the direction of landscape 

ideology and nationhood. Rob is a character whom I have not been able to leave 

fully alone, and his historical confrontation with a littering England football supporter 

in The Burning Bracken has served as the genesis for another protagonist in a new 

novel currently in development. As it stands, I am happy that The Burning Bracken 

and its commentary represents what I wanted to say on farming, rewilding and other 

contentious debates about the Mid Welsh countryside. The truth of fiction lies in the 

power it exerts upon the reader. I hope that the readers of this novel will feel a 

connection with what I have written, and if this is so, then the novel will have been a 

success. 

 

  

                                                           
141 See Guy Shrubsole’s Who Owns England? (London: William Collins, 2019) and Nick Hayes’ The Book of 
Trespass: Crossing the Lines that Divide Us (London: Bloomsbury, 2020) 
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