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“I can't heal your pain but I can see it. And you don't have to be lost. Not forever.” 
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Introduction to Cleaners, and other Weird Tales

 

All four of these stories were interesting to write, and provide an insight into how we use a landscape as a touchstone to connect with, or reconnect with. 

I don’t live in South Wales anymore, haven’t done for two decades, but it’s where I grew up. It’s where I learned how to understand the landscape, how to understand the earth and the swamps that our town was built upon. It provided us, as children, with all the mythology we needed to create our own versions of the past, to allow us to choose the pathways of the present, and eventually leading to wherever we all are today. Not all those children made it. Some have passed away in the ensuing years. Some of us have drifted to other parts of the world, perhaps forgotten by those still in the valleys and towns of South Wales.

But, we never forget these places. We carry them forward with us. And now, as I sit here in the mountains above Kobe in Japan, I realize that the landscape of South Wales shapes how I perceive my new home.

These are ghost stories, horror stories maybe, redolent with the supernatural. But, for most people who know it well, the supernatural as a genre has always been so much more than just a scary story. 

Within the supernatural, we are able to examine ourselves, and also the wider world. We are able to evaluate our own truths, as well as objectively place ourselves within the bounds of other people’s fears.  

Each story focuses on lives lived just on the edge of themselves, the reality just a heart’s murmur from crashing in and changing the subtle balance forever.

 

David Rees-Thomas

Nishinomiya, Japan 

May 2021 


 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction to Cleaners

 

As a child growing up in the South Wales valley’s, I always remember being struck by this strange sense of wonder and unease regarding the natural landscape, and also the history. 

The town of Caerphilly is ringed by hills. To the south, beyond what came to be known as Caerphilly Common—once the tourist board worked out how to brand the hills and forests for their glossy brochures—stands Cardiff. There are only seven miles between Cardiff’s town center and Caerphilly, but in those miles the accent changes dramatically from proper valley’s to the unique Cardiff sounds.

To the north of Caerphilly are the long tendrils that reach into the valleys, branching off into ever narrowing villages where sometimes the only boundary line between them is a sign placed, seemingly arbitrarily, in the middle of a row of dark stone terraced houses. 

These are the valleys of the old coal mines, an industry dismantled in the 1980s. These are the valleys of Oscar winning Hollywood movies—How Green Was My Valley; an 80 acre replica of a Welsh mining town was built in Santa Monica for filming—and these are also the valleys of a history much older than the industrial revolution.

In the center of Caerphilly, just opposite Glanmors bakery, the Tesco supermarket, and the post office is the second largest castle in the UK.* Although it has had extensive restoration work done over the years, it was always a source of amazement to me—as we trudged past it on our way to school—that the castle was 700 years old. 

So, within the more modern mythology of the South Wales valley’s with its industrial imprint, its destructive poverty, and its halting glances toward the (dis)(mis)(mal) information age, there is a feeling, a dread one might even say, that there is, and always has been, something else deep within the earth. 

The image of the house in this story is based on an actual house, which stood at the side of the mountain road, on the very edge of town. It was a modern home but it loomed over you as you drove the winding roads at night. Not a scary house by itself, but in the imagination of children these things can become something ominous.**

There was a weird shop in town as well, sometimes a carpet showroom, sometimes a furniture showroom, sometimes something else housecentric. And just like this shop seemed to constantly be discounting everything inside, the house on the hill always seemed to be for sale. 

The image of the house, implanted in my child mind and left to nurture all those years, was what started me off on this story, but that’s where the similarity ends.

Part of what got me thinking about this story is that there is a danger in spending too much time observing, and being directed to observe, all the wrong things. We are faced with the web and it frightens us. It seems like real life, and perhaps it might soon dictate real life, but meanwhile, the world still turns, and the mysteries that reside within are still capable of kindling our curiosity and our fear.

 

David Rees-Thomas,  

Nishinomiya, Japan 

May 2021

 

* Pretty sure Tesco is now a sports shop, and the post office has also moved… Technically, an awful lot of things are opposite the castle :)

** After visiting recently, it seems there are now 4 or 5 houses on this plot. At least one was for sale...


 

 

 

 

 

 

Cleaners

 

Llinos viewed the house through tired eyes. She wished for sleep in the way that others wished for a bloody good holiday. 

The house itself was another of those she would never be able to afford, the good life easily witnessed, but always remaining distant, out of reach. 

It stood on the side of the mountain, on a narrow plateau, overlooking the Welsh valley’s town below. The house seemed to rise like a medieval castle out of the ground as if it had planted firm roots as old and gnarly as the great oaks dotting the commons, silhouetted now against the blue sky, always watching.

It had dark heavy stones, wide windows of warping glass, with intricate faux-vintage carvings in the wood. A constant for sale sign was planted firmly on the lawn. 

The wind whipped up the sweet and earth-rich scents of the forest, the death and rot nurturing new life within. The sounds of the town came to Llinos as if echoes bathed in reverb—a car horn, a dog barking. Then it was just the wind and the birds, and the occasional, unsettling moment where the wind dropped altogether, and she truly heard silence.

She'd never actually seen anyone living in the house.

But, apparently someone had bought the place, and thus Llinos found herself standing next to her van, looking up at the house, and shielding her eyes from the sun.

She opened the doors at the back of the van and rummaged around the cleaning supplies. This was going to be a week-long deep clean, at least.

They, her and her business partner and friend from circumstance, Mair, had landed the job through Mair's new friend. Not boyfriend, no. She certainly wouldn't go that far, at least not yet. Not with Mair's track record. And for that, Llinos could hardly blame her.

"What do you reckon?" asked Llinos.

Mair pulled out the vacuum attachments, dumped them on the wet grass, and reached further in for the carpet shampoo, the special box of stain removers they referred to as the deep shit, and what appeared to be a set of extendable poles with a bag of various-colored and various-shaped sponges hanging off.

"I reckon this is going to be a big one. The estate agent said there hasn't been anyone actually living here for years."

Llinos looked up at the house. It was on a raised plateau higher than the garden that ran down toward the road. The road itself was also on a slope all alone on the mountainside, so the whole scene almost had an air of an old German castle standing impossibly on the edge of an abyss. "We used to play around here when we were kids." She took a box of gloves and old sheets from Mair. "You remember?"

Mair paused, and stared at the house then beyond into the woods, her meaty hands on her thick hips, embodying the essence of a well-rooted tree. Her face had a drawn quality that suggested years beyond her actual age, but always something glowed within her eyes—a rage and energy that the observer felt would engulf them if unleashed.

"I remember doing bloody cross-country running up here," said Mair.  "Me and Caitlin Jones would always stop for a ciggy." She paused again and turned to Llinos, smiling now, that energy channeled so that Llinos always felt she was the only thing in the world that mattered at that point. 

A smile twitched on Mair’s lips. "Your sister though, she was actually bloody good at running. Always used to tell me she only ran fast to win the race because she wanted to get back and have a shower in peace, without them other slags."

Llinos laughed. Sometimes she was able to laugh or smile when she thought of her sister, Angharad, but not always, not even most of the time. Twenty years, and the pain still gripped her at the weirdest times.

They trudged up the garden path, careful not to trip on broken bricks or slip on the weeds and wet grass that spilled over from the garden itself. 

"You see yourself in a place like this?" asked Llinos. 

Mair grunted, then shoved the key in the lock. The door swung open before she could turn the key.

They exchanged a look and a shrug, before heading inside. 

"Estate agent must have left it open."

"Why give us the key then?" Llinos took in the hallway. 

The stairs looked like something she'd seen in films, but nothing waited for them on the top step, or peered at them from between the balustrade of the wide landing at the top.

"We'll have to lock up when we leave, I suppose," said Mair. "Reckon there's a good chance it's just us in here for the next week or so anyway."

The world glowed with unusual energy for a Welsh autumn morning, turning the summer sun-dried ferns on the mountainside into a honey gold, instead of the parched beige of August.

Llinos left the door open. "Might air the place out a bit," she said. "We should open some windows while we're at it. Musty in here, a century of dust and grime to shift." 

She glanced at Mair and headed up the stairs. 

Mair came after, moving a little slower, the few years older that she was, and her larger bulk making her short of breath by the top stair. 

Llinos unfurled the large house plans and laid them out on a fold-out table she placed against the wall. The landing was in between all the upstairs rooms, and they'd used the plans to divide up their labor and the time allotted so the work would be broken into manageable chunks. They'd learned early on as cleaners that they couldn't just rock up to a place and start cleaning. It took a whole lot more organizing than that.

Outside the wind picked up, sifting through the fir trees in the forest
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