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“The most frightening thing in the world is to discover the abnormal in that which is closest to us.” Kobo Abe
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Introduction  

 

Volumes 1-4 of these Hauntologies have all been set in South Wales, or at least, set in some dreamhouse eerie version of South Wales that may, or may not, have some grounding in (a) reality. Maybe my own reality, maybe not. 

This volume contains stories which reside in Japan. And, again, it’s a version of Japan. 

Japanese stories. Not exactly. Not always. These are stories designed and structured by me. Set in Japan. And, of course, I don’t have knowledge of what it is to be Japanese, only my own experiences.

I live in Japan, I’ve been here a long time. I have a relationship with Japan. It’s complex, and it’s an evolving one. This is the same for anyone anywhere, just a degree different when you’re transplanted to a different culture.

The interesting question, for me at least, is not to parade examples of a culture, though this is perfectly valid, and sometimes, necessary, it’s more to ask the question of what this culture is to me.

In these stories, I went at them with a mind as fully open as I could, to allow the exploration to be freestyle, primed to burst out of itself in an explosion of particulars. These are not simply Japanese stories, that was never the point, but these are my Japanese stories, at least for now.

Now that the more indulgent parts of the introduction are out of the way, it should also be noted that these are tales of the weird and the eerie, these are creepy horror stories, ghostlight torments, dramas set across all the seasons.

Many of the settings for the stories are places which I’ve been to, or places which I inhabit every day. And, just like with the stories set in Wales, hauntological traces infest these realms. I center myself in this, these present moments dripping in the past, anxious with the future. 

The first story originally arose when we went to a hot springs hotel somewhere in the wilds of northern Hyogo. When we arrived, a typhoon was bearing down, so all the other guests departed. For two days, we were the only people staying there. Magical, and eerie.

The second story is also based on a place I’ve visited. The other places are more like collections, fragments of places I’ve seen.

I will write more stories of Japan, just like I will write more stories of South Wales. 

The weird and the eerie, the liminal spaces, and the instability of narrative means these cultures will continue to breathe, and will continue to provide answers, and then, more questions.

Thank you

David Rees-Thomas

Nishinomiya, Japan

August 2021


Introduction to Traces Accumulated in Snow

 

The snow monsters referenced in this tale are real, sort of. They are a winter phenomenon in the northern Tohoku region of Japan, especially around Mount Zao, It’s a rare, but natural, occurrence where layers of condensation, and snow form strange ice sculptures around the trees on the slopes.

But, these weird monoliths which stand sentinel in the snow remind us that even the land around us which we think we understand well, which we might even believe ourselves to be integrated into, still holds secrets, and can still create a disquieting effect. 

Japan has quite a few snow-based legends and stories, and for this tale, I’ve extrapolated one of the more well-known stories, and placed it in the context of a borderland hotel, a liminal space where the twilight world between this, and that, reality coalesces. 

I won’t name the myth in this introduction as that might have the effect of coloring my story with incongruous expectations.

It’s not really about the spirit or even the snow monsters, it’s more about two people who find themselves drawn together at the furthest point from where their lives were hitherto rooted. 

One is an American girl, the other a Japanese man. Each of them carries a story, and a turbulent weight of emotion and human frailty. Each of them seeks answers, though they may interpret their discoveries in very different ways. 

I’ve talked of traces before, and how we live our lives surrounded by these invisible artifacts, which become visible once you start opening up to noticing.

Little of what we do or say or think is untouched by these traces, and we can spend our entire lives searching them out, and discovering new ones.

They are not paths exactly, they are not guides necessarily. As Derrida suggests, and I’m hugely simplifying here, experience has the shape of a trace. Sam Oliver states, “For experience is the present consciousness of a past and future; every present understands itself as not being its own origin (it has a past, which is elsewhere, and ‘elsewhen’), and also understands itself as incomplete (it has a future, which is not here, not yet).”

This is slippery stuff, it takes a lot of maneuvering to get a level of fixedness in one’s mind, and even then…

This story is a ghost story, a retelling of a Japanese myth, and a tale of two people. It’s also an exploration of this sense of trace, and how this concept, and related concepts, are relevant to our lived experiences.

But, don’t worry too much about that, just keep the idea lightly there in the background as you read. 

Is it a hopeful tale in the end? Best for you to decide on that one.

Definitely check out the snow monsters though!

Thank you.

David Rees-Thomas

Nishinomiya, Japan

August 2021


Traces Accumulated in Snow

 

Julia looks up into the Japanese Alps, grasping the phone. A stream of notifications springs onto the screen, missed texts, a few calls, all from back home of course, no way anyone here would be trying to get in touch, seeing as she doesn't know anyone here, and that was rather the point of it all. 

But before she can read the messages the signal cuts again, so she's left with hints from the notifications but no bones to the stories within. She considers tossing the phone into the snow, it looks so fresh, blistering white and inviting, and it would be so satisfying both to be free of their words, and also of the need to check every five minutes.

Everything is sparkling white here, and heavy with frosting. 

Great snow monsters writhe and stretch up into the sky, like a standing army, a forest that is weighted down with ice and snow, twisted into shapes from dreams you wished you'd never had. She'd read a leaflet, written in mysterious English, on the bus to the hotel about how the Siberian winds create a unique weather system where the snow and the condensation unite to create these sentinels, but seeing them up close, towering yet not quite lurching toward her reminds Julia how far she is from something she once called home.

Her bag is still inside the hotel, a green and scarlet affair that only ski people or mountain tourists would use, ugly but easy to see. It's just inside the doors on the marble-look flooring, as if she has no intention of actually staying there, each action she makes one in which there remains the binary flow of return, or moving further away. 

So far she's been moving further away.

A middle-aged Japanese man comes outside, the double set of automatic doors opening so that neither set is open at the same time, preserving the heat inside and the frigid iciness of winter outside, thus creating an unstable micro-climate within the small passageway. 

He smiles at her, and she recognizes him as the man who was checking in when she arrived. "They're ready for you now," he says, in accented English.

She nods, stows the phone in her pocket, then heads inside, the blast of hot air in the passageway shrinking the skin on her face. 

The hotel, or lodge as they've decided to call it, is a sort of ski resort, it's not that full and most of the guests don't seem to be there for the skiing. Brochures and posters on the walls extol the virtue of the hot springs more than the slopes, and although she can't read the Japanese, it's clear that the hotel management are expecting a different kind of tourist.

The receptionist also speaks a little English, overly formal and peculiar in its grammatical inflections, but still easy enough to get the gist. "Where are you from?" he asks. "America?"

"Yes. Is it obvious?"

He smiles at her, and shakes his head. "No, if it wasn't America I might say Canada next and Australia after that."

She smiles back. Fair enough. Seems logical enough.

"This is far from anywhere," he says.

She looks up as she fills in the form he's laid out for her, complete with pen and his business card which he handed to her with both hands. She finds herself saying, thank you, a lot in Japanese. It's all she's got.

"You should be careful," he continues.

"Why?"

"The storm."

"Storm? I've just been out there, blue sky as far as I can see. Beautiful day."

He leans a little closer. "Things move swiftly up here, I'm as surprised as you are."

She takes her room key. "Think I'll take another look," she says. "Came her for the skiing, not much point if a storm's coming. I read online that it's usually perfect this time of year."

He shrugs, then takes her bag. "We can keep it safe for you until you want to go to your room."

She heads back outside, but is already aware that there are shadows in the hotel lobby where she didn't remember any before. Families have dropped to the sofas in weary clumps, mothers and children in quiet unseen corners, and the chattering old folk are quieter. 

Some give her a second glance as she moves through their space, but she tries not to look too closely at any of them, their faces darkening in the late afternoon dimness. 

Sunshine. The sunshine filled the lobby when she’d first walked in. She gazes up at the glass ceiling covering the passage way, but the sun has gone, and only a gray swirl fills the air.

The temperature outside has dropped as well, and, when she gets outside, the wind kicks old snow into her face just as the world seems to be preparing for a blast of new snow, a snow she senses not of the friendly picture postcard sort. 

The middle-aged man stands next to her. "Looks bad, doesn't it?" He offers her a thick mittened hand. "My name is Hironobu, by the way. Nice to meet you."

She brushes his mittens with her own naked hand, feeling the stiffness of her joints in the cold, and she rummages about in her pockets for gloves. 

He looks back at the hotel. "We should go inside, you know."

She nods, and points at the trees. "Snow monsters," she says. "That's what they said in the guidebook."

"Yes, snow monsters, but they're just trees, you know."

She turns back toward the hotel as the wind gathers pace and a thick curtain of snow devours the forest, descending toward them in a majestic sweep.

 

##

 

Inside the air is heated, but it lacks the same moisture that the frozen world beyond also lacks, crisp and tainted by artifice. Her eyes itch and her skin feels as though it is cracking and becoming that of an ancient version of herself, a future she can't comprehend.

"There's no way we can get out if that's what you were thinking." Hironobu sits opposite her, and places his feet on the low coffee table just like her.

She's been sitting quietly, almost dozing on a thick red sofa near the window on the other side of the lobby. It looks out on what's advertised as being a garden representing all the varied nature of the Japanese archipelago, but she can't be bothered to take in the details, and right now it's just a fuzzy storm out there, pressing its insistent form against the glass. She knows it's built to withstand the elements but all the same it's like she can see the glass bulging as it attempts to absorb the barrage.

"I did wonder, briefly," she replies, "but…" She motions toward the violence outside.

He smiles. "They tell me there will be food. You are hungry?"

"I guess so, hadn't really thought about it."

He smiles again, the tufts of gray hair each side of his temples lifting slightly, adding more wrinkles to the top of his balding head. "There's a cafeteria back there. We should go now before they eat it all."

She looks around the lobby, and notices there are fewer people. She wonders if she'd been dozing deeper than she thought, then she considers whether anyone would have told her about dinner if Hironobu hadn't.

"They wanted me to ask you, I don't think they are so confident with English," he says, as if in answer.

She follows him through the hotel, the hallways seeming to dim as they plunge further into the corridors and stairways, past service doors that lead to forbidden areas, rows of uniform hotel rooms, doorways with curtains hanging down for men's and women's hot springs, even a browned and foul smelling space for smokers, until eventually she hears the clatter of plates and the droning dullness of rambling chatter. 

It's a self-service style buffet, a treat she always used to enjoy, especially on those rare occasions when, as a kid, Julia’s parents would take her and her brother to the all-u-can-eat place in the new mall outside town. She'd eat the veg, just so her mother didn't get angry, but she was really there for the steak, same as Daniel. Freedom, she thinks, that's what it was, a chance to get out from under the oppression of their parent's non-verbal tension. Barely a word, ever, and all she'd do was to keep Daniel laughing, just so long as she didn't catch daddy's eye.

"Don't you think they look a bit concerned?" she asks as she sits opposite Hironobu.

He looks up, and casts his gaze across the room.

"The staff. Like maybe, they know something we don't?"

He laughs with a mouthful of rice, a grain sticking to his bottom lip. 

She wants to tell him but his tongue darts out and flicks it back into his mouth.

"Perhaps there's not enough food, and they think we're going to be here a while." Julia looks out the windows, squinting into the writhing snow, as if she can see something moving beyond the outer curtain of the storm. "Do you think the storm has uprooted the trees, the snow monsters you told me about?"

He laughs, and looks away, back into the restaurant, into the interior where the light dims, but where the warmth and human contact still frames their world.

"What do you do?" Julia asks, still staring out into the snow, unable to discern one flake from the mass.

Hironobu picks up his chopsticks, and grabs a slice of pumpkin tempura. He smiles as if he enjoys telling this story. "Well, and you might think it's a little insane, but I sell ice machines." He holds the smile as if he's waiting for her to respond, as if he knows what she'll do or say.

Julia sticks to the script. "Ice machines? Here? What do you mean? For like dry ice at a nightclub, that kind of thing?"

He eats the pumpkin in one bite, and chews a few times before answering. "No, I sell machines that make ice, that's it, for like drinks and things. I know, seems a bit redundant, doesn't it?" He glances at the snow, his smile slipping briefly, then back to her. "So, how about you?"

She pokes her food with chopsticks, casting her gaze across known and unknown items. "I'm from Idaho originally. It's near Canada." She adds the last part as if
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