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

W. G. Sebald
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Author’s Note

This is a work of fiction. Caerphilly is a real town, a town I know well, but, at times, I’ve taken some liberties with its geography and certain locations in the interest of the story.

Where Now the Smile is the second volume in The Hymn Book series. More stories from the same town will follow.

There is concrete, but it’s not all about concrete, not at all...
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Chapter 1: Monday, 4th May

It is late afternoon, slipping into early evening. A mostly sunny day. South Wales, viewed from a broken concrete road, next to a roundabout in Lansbury Park, covered in thick unruly grass, with a pervasive odor of dog shit. It’s always about the views and how the concrete and the distant hills frame the landscape.

Glen kicks a slushy foul brown mass of dirty gravel mixed with soil and leaves and oil. It leaves a streak on his shoe, and he starts thinking about the bacteria and wonders if it can ever be truly clean again no matter how much he might scrub and pour on disinfectant.

But, he steps onto the roundabout, looks carefully to see this is a dogshit free zone, then rubs his foot in the grass, the urgency of the memory of cleanliness dissipating as he works.

To be fair, it’s not the same as when he was a kid. People have been engineered to walk around after their dogs with a little plastic bag in their hands, ready to scoop up the fecal matter, then dispose of it later. At home? In a special bin? Not everyone does it though. Some people don’t care, some people don’t feel the sense of social guilt as much as others, if at all. His mind slips through a few more contours regarding dog shit, until he starts thinking about the white dog shit, which used to be so prevalent, but is never seen anymore. And, he used to know the reason why, but he can’t remember. Something to do with a change of ingredients. He looks down, then wipes his shoe in the damp grass once more, just in case.

He turns his mind to the matter at hand. The wait for the light. The sunny day grows darker as clouds drift in from all directions, congregating like a massed army of the gods along the hilltops which ring the town of Caerphilly. From Cardiff and the Bristol Channel in the south, Newport and the farms of Monmouthshire in the east, Pontypridd and the gateway to the Rhondda in the west, and everything that’s Wales coming down from the north.

The roundabout is just for turning. It’s a dead end surrounded by ‘60s style terraced housing and flats. In the middle of the grass is a single tree, widespread full branches with dark green leaves. Glen is pretty sure it’s a field elm, though he finds it hard to remember exactly how it looked when they were kids.

The light still hasn’t come on in Janine’s flat. He’s pretty sure she’s in, but he said he’d wait until she turned the kitchen light on, the small one above the sink, before he went in. It usually flickers once, maybe twice, then on, fluorescent, brighter than necessary. Her text message, Turner said he’s coming round later, don’t know what time, I’ll leave the light on if he’s not here…”

That’s fine. He’s not in the mood for dealing with Alun Turner. He’s never particularly in the mood if he’s honest. He’s a little toerag, a scrappy little bastard who’s always pushing people to the edge of smacking him one, and then backs away once fists are raised, offering the age old gaslighter’s favorite – alright, mate, only messing right, not serious, calm down, right, calm down…

Stupid grin on his little rat weasel face.

And, you have to force yourself to back down, even though his words rile you up even more. 

No, he’s just bad news, always has been. Best to stay away if possible.

Because, and this is something Glen’s seen firsthand, there is something nasty about him. There is something of the darkness about Alun. He remembers seeing him once, back when they were all kids, and they all went to school together, lived in the same street. This same street he now stands in. He remembers when he was out in the fields with his mates, most days when it wasn’t raining, and seeing Alun up by the farm, in the little woods, where there used to be a burnt out mini, and he was with no one, and he was talking. To someone, to himself. Glen couldn’t tell.

His friends walked on, kicking loose chippings from the old railway bed, or picking weeds, tying the stem, then using the noose in the stem to flick off the head of the weed. In later years, Glen knew this to be something called Ribwort Plantain, good to know, but no one ever called it that. No one ever called it anything back then.

Glen had hung back, and watched Alun. He was younger then the others by a year or so, and never seemed to fit in. Bad at sports, angry at the slightest thing, and weird. His own father used to take the piss out of him. He’d wind him up outside, all the kids in the street, then little Alun would eventually fly into a rage and try to attack his old man, but his Dad just stood there, cigarette in his mouth, face scrunched up to avoid the smoke going in his eyes, one hand covering his son’s head as if it was a large baseball, keeping him at arm’s length as the little ball of fury swung punch after punch, connecting with nothing, his grunts and screams and tears flowing with growing intensity.

Then, when his father got bored, he’d take his hand away and Alun would fall to the floor, crying, wiping away the tears and the snot as the other kids laughed and called him names, and his own father went back inside, cigarette still dangling, smoke rising, a strange look on his face. Embarrassment maybe, but of what he’d done? Or of his boy?

An old man is missing. The third since September last year. A neighbor knocked on his door, he hadn’t been out in his garden for a few days, she hadn’t seen him with his little Scottish Terrier, and he always took little Bernie out for a walk same time every morning and every evening, the pair of them like a single silhouette against the backdrop of eternity at seven am and seven pm, no matter the weather, no matter the season.

Glen checks his shoe again, the memory receding for a moment, though something was missing. The fragments of his memory had curled up inside his mind, but it wasn’t finished. The images roll through again. The stones of the old train line, splinters of wood from the old tracks, a few rusted chunks of metal, the burned out car…

How did they get it in there? From the road behind Lansbury, you’d have to first get it over the curb, then, you’d have to get it up the banking, which is pretty steep, then over the old tracks, then over a barbed wire fence and drop down the other side onto a marshy field, then through the field and into the woods. A ridiculous undertaking. But, there it was all the same. A burned out mini in the woods, gradually sinking into the marsh.

The air chills further as the minutes tick by, and the afternoon fades. He’s tempted to light a cigarette. He has none. He quit. Months back.

Instead, Glen pulls a vape from his pocket, and gets to work. He’s pretty sure this stuff is no better than cigarettes, but it feels like he’s doing something, so that’s enough, at least for now.

Some kind of synthetic “fruit” flavor, like candy but with a weird perfume taint. He tries not to think about what goes into the vapes, sometimes it’s best just to do, try not to get too involved in the features of the objects which surround, which you interact with, become an object instead, leave a little random chance to the equation.

That way, you might ignite fresh ideas, coerce the world to bend, even if just for one moment, to an instinct which may work in your favor. He read that somewhere, or heard it on YouTube, or someone told him. He can’t remember.

And, of course, there is also the fact that he knows full well what goes into the vapes.

Firstly, it’s not “vapor” at all. It’s an aerosol.

The e-liquid contains Vegetable Glycerin, which is what causes the great plumes or clouds which gather about the user’s head. It also contains Propylene Glycol. This acts as a solvent and flavor carrier. It also causes the noticeable “throat hit” which people seem to love, especially ex-smokers. Other ingredients might include nicotine and usually, flavoring.

There’s a lot more he’s learned. The aerosol is not harmless water vapor. According to lung.org it can contain carcinogens, herbicides such as acrolein, which is highly toxic by itself and can be an irritant on the eyes and the respiratory system, and diacetyl, which can lead to a fun-sounding condition called popcorn lung. And, this is just the tip of his information iceberg.

Glen shrugs it away. Whatever. He’s still young, late thirties. He’ll quit it all when he hits his mid forties, hopefully retire, kids will be older by then. He’ll take up some other vice more appropriate to someone of his standing at that age. Gardening, whiskey, perhaps he’ll join a club. Do they even have clubs like that in Caerphilly? Doubtful. Maybe not even Cardiff. Feels more like a London thing, perhaps the product of a bygone age.

Still no light. Does that mean Turner is in there? Or, does it mean she’s not home? Or, maybe she’s there, but she doesn’t want to see him, or she’s sleeping, or she’s watching TV, or…

Janine sits on the sofa. Alone. In the dark.

The curtains are pulled tight, the TV flickers but the sound is low. Looks like a program about the upcoming election. Lots of bloated faces, necks pouring over the collar, shirt and tie tight, silly hair, frightened faces, from head to head to head in the studio, each primed with their performance piece, each on cue to deliver their moment.

She tries to guess the party based on their face, their clothing, their phenotype, and she’s pretty sure she’s got it bang on.

She’s curled up, feet tucked under her legs, sweatpants and a t-shirt with a toweling dressing gown wrapped around. It needs a wash, but she can’t be bothered to traipse all the way to the launderette. Not that it’s far, it’s one of the few amenities left in Lansbury. She can almost see it when she looks out the kitchen window, off to the right, across the wide patch of grass, obscured only by the tall wooden fence erected by the neighbors on the end.

She knows he’s out there, waiting by the roundabout, or sitting in his car, or pacing about near the launderette, with his vape. But, she doesn’t want to look. He’ll leave after a while, he always does, he’ll have to, have to get back to her, and the kids, and the house, and the early rise in the morning, back to work.

And, what will she do? He could be already gone, and yet she sits, waiting, wanting, and nervous. Just twitch the curtain, take a quick peek. It’s not that he might see her either, that’s never the issue. If he does see her, then maybe she’ll just let him up, or maybe she’ll tell him to go away, or tell him to come back another evening. No, no, it’s not that at


























