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For Bil and Andrew, who know why.

 

“How beautiful are dreams! In dreams the dead may live, even the long dead and the very silent.” 

Lord Dunsany
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Introduction to 

The Howler Garden

 and other Weird Tales

 

Hauntologies. 

In this volume, which is arbitrarily volume 6 in an ongoing series of slim short story collections, we see some more dalliances with the weird and the wonderful springing forth from the boundless world of the Welsh past, places, and myths. And, there are also a few direct, and oblique, references to nursing homes. 

I feel that these stories sometimes explore the moments in our lives where the hauntological aspect becomes highly specific, and maybe even personal. 

In each of these stories, to lesser or greater degrees, the characters face situations where they are the only people who are experiencing the reality as they perceive it. In many ways, this shifting perception of the accustomed reality might be a good qualifier for horror in general, but, in many other tales, these aberrations are shared by the other characters. In these stories, it's sometimes unclear what the rest of the world is experiencing.

If we reduce the hauntological term to a dictionary definition we could say it's simply a constant return, or a persistence of past events and elements from previous times. This barely scrapes the surface, but it also allows us to consider it in terms of moving in the other direction, and then moving in all directions in all moments. Traces appear at every junction, and yet, they never even need to actually appear at all, because they are with us at all times in all things we do, all things we say, and all things we think.

This does underpin some of the thinking within the frameworks of fiction. We are seeking an escape from situation, but we can never truly escape situation, as situation will always continue. Everything we do after, is both touched by the traces of situation, and also provides situation with nuance and substance, which it may not have fully had in the moment, and yet, always had in that moment.

Potentialities and traces. 

So, with something such as hauntology, which, as well as being utterly fascinating to consider, is also somewhat on trend right now, there are some who will seek to ask the question of whether hauntology is now dead. 

What are they really asking though? The essence, or the trend? 

Pop culture enjoys an interesting relationship with deep and complex philosophies, ideologies, and scientific principles. Some pop culture iterations go deeper than others, which is fine. These are meaty subjects, so we need a way in somehow or another.

It can't die. It can't even go away. It may morph into new shapes of discourse as we morph into new shapes of human, but, searching the ultra-complex human imprint on the universe through the lens of hauntological fascination will always be worthwhile, and incredibly illuminating.

There are five tales in this collection. In one, I discovered a Welsh myth, made reference to aspects of it in the story, and later lost all reference to said myth. The internet provided me with an idea, and then it vanished. I like this. It's slippery. There is no fixed moment I can grasp.

In another story, feet are on display, and in another, a father is losing track of the reality he believed he once understood. 

None of the above story explanations offer much of value in understanding these stories, but they do provide us with moments where we wonder why we struggle to perceive the world in the same we perceive everyone else perceives the world. 

And, on that note, I hope you enjoy reading the stories and the little introductions within.

Thank you.

 

David Rees-Thomas

Nishinomiya, Japan

September 2021


Introduction to The Howler Garden

 

The origins of The Howler Garden are peculiar, and not altogether sane, stemming from a fever dream, and a language misunderstanding that would make little sense even with explanation.

And neither of the two aspects above were particularly important in the evolution of the story itself anyway.

There’s a lot of imagery here, and it feels, at least to me, more of a stream of consciousness type story than one with a regular plot based in a reality which we might feel we can touch.

But, even there, we have imagination. We can relate to a whole lot more than whatever the perceived reality of our daily life puts forward as a suggestion of what this reality must be.

We focus on markers throughout our waking life, as these allow us to progress with relative ease from one situation to the next. When we get on a bus, we summon up all the thought processes which allow us to experience the busness of the situation. But, if two of us had to explain it, we might end up with some very different interpretations, and some very different focal points. 

Is it the smell of the bus? For me, that’s one element which would be a strong factor. I haven’t spent much time on a bus in the last twenty years, but, in my teens I did, and I remember the smell of buses, and that smell was mostly cigarettes and damp. 

How about the sound of buses? That might depend on the kinds of buses you had in your neighborhood.

Now, imagine this goes for everything.

We don’t have the time or patience to consciously focus on every little thing throughout our daily life. This would lead to a termination of movement essentially. So, instead, our minds provide us with narratives which allow us to progress. It clears space for us navigate the usual, and also to create and learn new structures within the framework of these previous conceptualizations.

The other amazing thing about being human is that we can share these structures and conceptualizations without even needing to state the need to share them. Society is smoothed by our acquiescence to the ghost-lit constructs of hitherto creation.

It uplifts in some ways as it provides us with language, with a roadmap for empathy and compassion, and with a rich culture from which to evolve new ideas.

It also constricts. It fixes us within paradigms we don’t always understand. 

It can also lead to groupthink, and inevitably does.

This story is partly meshed in thoughts around this framework, and it pokes holes, and plays with the man and his landscape. There’s a dog, a banshee of sorts, a castle, and a Pierrot. These are images which my own mind uses to extract meaning, even though I also can’t always comprehend the subtleties or lessons to be learned.

The Howler Garden is a dream, a glimpse. For me, it has similarities to another story, Cyhyraeth, which can be found in an earlier volume of short stories. 

It’s less filtered than my own waking reality, an interesting place to move through, at least for a short while.

 

David Rees-Thomas

Nishinomiya, Japan

September 2021


The Howler Garden

 

The hills around Caerphilly are not jagged, they’re not remote and inaccessible, not shrouded in the grim light of a ghostly coachman's torch, not redolent with impenetrable gloom. 

No, these hills resonate only with the exhaustion of history. They sing of Celtic settlements lost under long centuries of dirt, the mossy graves and stone monuments of Roman, Anglo-Saxon, and Norman invaders. They cry in pain, tracing the scars leftover from industrial revolutions, and the later depredations perpetrated by Thatcher's whims. 

And though the hills are not jagged, and though I walk through the forests, the marshes, and the sheep-dotted fields I sense the unrest beneath my feet, the deep unfurling of the earth's pressure, the bleak quietude of the dead. 

I tell myself none of this matters anymore for me. I’ve studied it enough, taught the history in school. I used to walk the dog up here, looking for teasing traces of the past, but in the last few years, it’s enough just to walk the dog.

Tina always gave the dog treats, spoiled it, fussed over it, and now I’m left with it. But I’m grateful in a way, at least there’s someone to listen.

The morning started with a fog but it’s lifted now, and the moors, which surround the town in a series of undulating hills, topped with jumbled clumps of dark forest and sculpted fields for the sheep to graze, have laid themselves out in preparation for my coming. 

The landscape guides me, nudging me from the swamps into the open field, from the thickness of the dense pines to the broad avenue between. I decide not to go to work moments after waking, I think I’ve achieved a state of exhaustion, a familiar cycle of intensity followed by burn-out. 

The moment my bare feet rested on the cold floorboards that morning I remembered who I was, and stumbled around the house for an hour. I had no high hopes of taking the dog for a walk, but after lifeless minutes in which I stared at old dust flecked photos on the mantelpiece, Boo entered the room, her paws soft and rhythmic on the hardwood, her nose damp and caressing against my ankles. 

So here I am, wet feet, and with no sense of wonder for the landscape that used to fill me with such excitement, no sense of passion infused by the mythology of the past, laid bare below the thin overlay of the aesthetically imbalanced modern world.

I did bring three previously rolled joints with me though. Bugger if I have to suffer on the wires of my nerves all day, at least I can fuzz it up a bit. I light one, then sit on a fence post, staring down at the town I grew up in, the town that couldn't care if she’s left me, and every day I lose ground on the structured continuity that shaped my existence...

I step away from
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