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“I can never think of the time I spend idling in railway stations as lost; it's a waiting liberated from the three temporal vices of regret, anticipation or boredom, the weak echo of that bliss spent between lifetimes.”

Eric Morecambe 
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Introduction to The Secret of Trains and other Weird Tales

 

Well, this is volume 3 of my little chapbook series of hauntologies. I've enjoyed assembling these little collections, and there are more to come. Eventually, I'll also release them in paperback, as well as other formats.

I don't just write weird tales set in a South Wales which is probably mostly in my imagination. I also write weird tales set in other locations around the world, including Japan. In fact, volume 5 will most likely consist of stories set in Japan. Plus, there will be a few science fictionesque journeys, and a few journeys that take place neither here, nor indeed there.

But what does place really mean to us? Is it memory? In these stories, memory plays a large part. The memories are as solid as the insistent events surrounding the story, as solid as the objects and people that move in and out. Is it my memory? The author of the stories? Am I allowing in an aspect of my bias? More than likely, but that's not really the point either.

This story Wales is not accurate. Nothing about a place is ever accurate, including the place itself. Because, there is no real place itself. If we strip it all away, all the buildings, all the people, all the scars left by the human touch upon the landscape, then there is nothing there.

Is this true? Because, what I'm suggesting is the negation of experience upon a world. And, even if we are able to take away all the materials left behind by humans, and even if we are able to eliminate all the memories and thought processes within human minds, would we still be able to firmly state that there is no mark upon the land, no memory of the human shape?

The human shape is a deep one. 

We recognize it in the artifices we create. Think of cars, of houses, of phones and books and air conditioner units, of words.

We also recognize it in the natural world. We are not remote from the natural world, and maybe we sometimes forget this. We are nothing without the earth, without the wind, the water, the forests. We are fully integrated into this beautiful symmetry. We can't escape it, and perhaps we shouldn't try.

And, further to this, even the artifice we develop follows the shape of nature. A car is an extension of a horse. A house is an extension of a cave. Words allow us to share our delight and challenges regarding nature, and air conditioning units are shaped in such a way to channel the air, much in the same way as a forest.

Alright, perhaps I'm stretching the metaphoric dances a little too far, but the point is just that this Wales might not be accurate, but it's accurate in this version, and that's all that matters. It's a facet of how the place can be viewed, thus it has as much validity as an experience as any other place.

These stories are concerned with memory. And two of them are also concerned with trains. Or, more importantly, some people who happen to be involved with trains in various ways.

The exploration of memory encapsulated within these stories is not one just of nostalgia, or of memory loss, or even of false memory. It's more an examination of the death and rebirth of memory. Does memory have the capacity for its own independent path? Is it possible for memory to have a stronger understanding of a person's multi-dimensional place within the world than the person themselves? 

We could ask ourselves, how far do we trust our memory? And, I mean any memory. For example, I remember a photograph (I think) of when I was a little kid. I'm on the back lawn wearing a white football strip, about to kick a ball. This is my memory of the photograph. I don't know for a fact that this is accurate. I also have a memory connected to the photo that I was six years old at the time. I have no other memories of either the ball or the football kit. Maybe it was just a t-shirt. Was it even me? I wasn't terribly good at football as a little kid, but my brother was. Perhaps, it was him in the photo?

On the other hand, I do definitely remember a photo of him as a kid grinning from ear to ear after he'd just eaten mud and half a worm, so…

As ever, this introduction has said little about the stories within. And, I'm alright with that.

I just hope, as always, that they bring people a little entertainment, and give some cause to ponder a little on the veracity of our thoughts, our relationship with the earth, and the subtle games of our memories.

 

David Rees-Thomas,

Nishinomiya, Japan

June 2021


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction to The Secret of Trains

 

The Secret of Trains is another fairly short short. It came into being after watching some Japanese TV show where they had guests in a studio talking about their experiences with ghosts interspersed with some dramatizations of urban haunting.

Now, bear in mind, there were kids on the show watching the dramatizations, and then talking about them afterward. Some of those little dramas scared the hell out of me in a way most horror films don't.

I'm not sure if it's because the filmmakers were so good at the jump cut, or if the stories were that chilling, but I remember not going to bed particularly relaxed that evening. 

I can't remember the exact little scene which got me thinking about the ideas which led to The Secret of Trains, but that show had a strong impact. 

Like many of the stories I write, I think it's because the drama was connected by memory, and how people can bury huge sadness, huge guilt, and huge fear exceptionally deep within. Sometimes to the point where the pain or the distress is forgotten. Perhaps, it will one day manifest again, at a time they least expect.

I remember trains. Stick with me here. In Japan, I take commuter trains. They have the feel of commuter trains. Crowded, running on a tight connection schedule, and utilitarian. Perhaps British trains are more like this nowadays.

When I was a kid, we'd sometimes get the train from Caerphilly to Cardiff, passing through the tunnel which separated the Welsh valleys from the capital. Even in the 80s, it was still possible to smoke on trains. There were certainly no electric doors. When the train pulled in, and you wanted to board, you had to actually open the door. I even remember there were some carriages on some trains that must have been left over from decades before because they had corridors running down one side of the train, with compartments for maybe five or six people. Exactly like you see in all those old movies. 

Bagging one of them all to yourself, with a good horror novel, and a cigarette was a marvelously decadent way to return to Caerphilly after a day out in the sophisticated Celtic cauldron of Cardiff. Not a sight anyone else would welcome, so usually I ended up with the carriage to myself.

This is not a story about that. But, all of these disparate ideas coalesce into story, a made up story, but one that speaks to me, at least, about memory. And how memory can be tinged with sadness, loss even. 

Maybe the reason why some of us write stories is to keep things from dying. 

I also love watching old films where people get entwined in dastardly goings-on aboard trains, so maybe it's just as simple as that in the end.

 

David Rees-Thomas

Nishinomiya, Japan

June 2021


 

 

 

 

 

 

The Secret of Trains

 

I wish I could just stare out the window all day. There's nothing to see except the usual banks of gray rain that sweep down from the Welsh hillsides, engulfing the terraced streets on either side of the valley. 

I like it that way.

But the doorbell rings, and I know it will be her, this Carys girl the health service have sent. 

I’m not quite old and crusty enough to be bunged in a nursing home yet, no matter how much it would please the doc.

Perhaps he gets some kind of kickback from referrals, I don’t know. Anyway, home help is what I get instead, though I don’t think I need it. 

All this girl does is talk, and talk, and talk. About nothing. 

An impressive degree of optimistic chatter, to the point where I often can’t tell where one subject starts or finishes, a mantra for the rhythm of her day. And she takes me in, effortlessly in her chants.

Sometimes I ask her questions, at least I did the first few times, but now I just let her go, and after her droning words have laid their powerful, soporific drug upon my mind, she stops, smiles every time, and tells me when she’s coming next.

Today she bustles in with a box in her hand. “Look,” she says, “I found this in a car boot sale. I thought of you as soon as I saw it, and I just had to get it.”

She hands it to me, and with her eyes she urges me to unwrap it, so I do, but I go slowly, happy I think for that moment.

And then it’s done, and the thing is in my hands.

She grins, eyebrows high with a what do you think? kind of look.

I place it on the coffee table. “Where did you get it?”

“I told you,” she says. “I got it at a car boot sale, and I know you love all this old stuff about trains, so I thought it would be perfect.”

“Yes,” I say, not really knowing what else I could say. Except that I put it down out of fear, and now I clutch my hand to my chest, that same fear exaggerated by the recognition, and further aggravated by my speeding heart. 

It’s the engine of the train I used to drive, fifty years ago, 1963-1966 to be exact. The train I drove when Gwyneth left me. An affair, a betrayal, an ending of my life.

Though I lived on. 

It’s the one train I never read up on, never look at, but always think about.

She grabs it, and gestures toward me. “Watch this.” Carys turns a wind up key on the side, places the engine on the table, winks at me, and then lets go of the key.

Immediately, I hear the sounds of a steam train, and not just the sounds that everyone thinks of. I
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