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About the Book


HOMETOWN TALES is a series of books pairing exciting new voices with some of the most talented and important authors at work today. Each of the writers has contributed an original tale on the theme of hometown, exploring places and communities in the UK where they have lived or think of as home.


Some of the tales are fiction and some are narrative non-fiction – they are all powerful, fascinating and moving, and aim to celebrate regional diversity and explore the meaning of home.
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About the Author


TYLER KEEVIL grew up in Vancouver and in his mid-twenties moved to Wales. He is the author of several books and his short fiction has appeared in a wide range of magazines and anthologies, including The Missouri Review, New Welsh Review, and PRISM: International. He has received a number of awards for his work, most notably The Missouri Review’s Jeffrey E. Smith Editors’ Prize, The Writers’ Trust of Canada/McClelland & Stewart Journey Prize, and the Wales Book of the Year People’s Prize. He is a Lecturer in Creative Writing at Cardiff University, and his latest novel, No Good Brother, is published by The Borough Press.




ALAN WENT MISSING on a Wednesday. Or maybe it was a Thursday. I can’t actually remember, but I know the exact date: November 3rd. So it was definitely around this same time of year, near Halloween and Guy Fawkes. Maybe that’s why I’ve been thinking about him lately: the climate calls to mind that time and period in our lives. The frost-stiff grass; the bone-bare branches; the reddish leaves scuttling along the gutters like crabs; the occasional, ominous detonation of fireworks disrupting the homely quiet; the foggy stench of sulphur and mulch, of endings and decay: all these details bring back memories of our life in Mid Wales, and that period in particular.


I know the exact date because it was prominent on the posters Deborah, Alan’s wife, put around town shortly after his disappearance. She printed them on her computer and taped them to lamp posts and notice-boards and in shop windows. She asked me to put a few up, too, and I did – though I kept one. I do this: collect mementos, keepsakes, curios, evidence. I have drawers and filing cabinets full of strange items and objects, such as broken watch straps and carved figurines and penknives and crumpled letters from people back home in Canada. I even have keys to some of the flats and houses where Mari and I have lived. Mari thinks I’m crazy; she isn’t prone to such romantic attachments and can’t fathom why I keep all these things together, secreted away. It’s as if, through the objects, I’m trying to create a nest of sense. And at times I peer into the drawers and see a kind of pattern, a rhyme and reason, a logical progression. Other times, I discover nothing but clutter, chaos, a meaningless menagerie. Some of the bits and pieces I can no longer remember why I kept, or even where they came from.


Alan’s missing poster is in one of the drawers, along with the name tag he had made for us workers at his company, Custom Circuit Design, or CCD. I worked for him for several years: first in the garage behind his house and then, later, at the industrial unit he rented when he made the decision to expand. Alan designed, and we made, printed circuit boards for various devices, such as water pumps, air conditioners, fans heaters, and the like. It was a niche market and he did fairly well at it, for a time


The poster header describes Alan as ‘missing’, though in the photo he of course doesn’t look lost or absent or ‘missing’ in any way. He is smiling and holding up a pint of lager, probably Carlsberg, which is what he always drank. A middle-aged man with thinning blonde hair and a lean, longish face. I have studied the photo. Its selection for the poster was probably partly due to chance: just a picture Deborah had on hand and thought a good likeness, chosen at a time when she must have been under unimaginable stress. But to me it also feels somehow appropriate to the whole mystery. His expression seems inconsistent, by turns anxious, merry, surly, smug, morose, mischievous: enigmatic as a Guy Fawkes mask. Or a hologram that shifts this way and that, depending on the angle, type and quality of light, refraction, the viewer’s mood. In seeking answers in the photo, I come up, again and again, against the unknowable, the unfathomable.


The caption lists his height (6’1”) and weight (190lbs) and age (46), and describes him as last seen leaving the White Lion pub, on the night of November 3rd, wearing jeans and a blue fleece. I know that fleece, and have one myself. When things were going well, Alan ordered them for us, along with hats and T-shirts emblazoned with the company logo: a lightning bolt zig-zagging through the letters ‘CCD’. Uniforms, he called them, though it was the novelty that appealed. Alan appreciated that aspect of running his own business: the camaraderie, the team spirit, the sense of belonging and cohesion. We had pub nights and staff meals and BBQs at his house. The uniforms were part of that. He didn’t really expect us to wear them. Or, he never said as much.


He was like that, though, in the way he conducted himself. A lot was left unsaid, unspoken. I know that now more than I did at the time.


On the day the posters went up, Branwen – one of our old colleagues from CCD – texted me, asking whether I’d seen the noticeboard outside Spar. Her message ended in multiple exclamation marks. I hadn’t seen the board, and in looking back, it is hard to know whether I sensed, then, that it was to do with Alan. I don’t think that I did. But before replying to Branwen, I went down to the local Spar to find out what she meant.


I say ‘local’ but in reality everything in our town was local. The layout, and composition, comes back easily. Sometimes I dream we still live there, or wake forgetting that we have moved. In dreams and reality the town is the same: arranged in a cross with a clock tower in the centre, constructed centuries before the advent of automobiles, when roads were narrower. As a result, the clock causes great tangles of traffic whenever a tractor or farm vehicle or lorry (what I would call a sixteen-wheeler) has to manoeuvre around it. As is common in small towns, or at least small Welsh towns, the majority of businesses cluster together there, at the crossroads, as if seeking some solidarity against the superstores and shopping centres – those great motherships of commerce – that often seem to land overnight, descending on the unsuspecting populace, who are drawn to the lights, the warmth, the glossy signs, and quickly learn to accept their dominance, unwitting as livestock.


Our town – at that time – had managed to avoid being targeted. It wasn’t quite big enough to warrant such attention or expansions. It meant that many of the small businesses managed to eke out a living, due to the loyalty of locals and the needs of tourists. The high street contained an antique furniture store, an electrical goods shop with a Euronics logo in the window, a second-hand bookshop, a butcher and baker, various charity shops (cancer, cats, care homes), and numerous pubs, including the Lion, where Alan was last seen. At the end of the main strip sits the Spar. Some of the other businesses have closed, or changed hands, since we left, but the few times we’ve passed back through – largely for the sake of nostalgia – I’ve always been surprised not by the noticeable changes, but the seeming quality of sameness and consistency in the townscape. This is particularly in contrast to Vancouver, and Canadian cities, which grow and spread and self-consume like monsters, oblivious to the past or planning permission. No, the town – our town – seems the opposite of that: as enduring and steadfast as the hitching stone that still sits in front of the Rider’s Inn. Only now, instead of horses, people use it to lock up their bikes.


Our house was on the same side of town as the Spar – just a short walk away, past the empty lot and MOT garage. An access ramp led up to the front doors, and a noticeboard was hung in the window, facing out, where people could display vehicles for sale, job vacancies and other bits of local news. I spotted the poster immediately, and stood huddled outside staring at it, shocked, my fingers cold and stiffening from the November chill. Something about the act seemed apt for the setting, like an old photo of villagers standing outside their town shop, reading the latest news or notices from London, or New York, or the front line.


Only, in this case, it was the home front, a very local story. I peered at Alan’s face – obscured slightly by grease on the glass. Under the heading, there was a subheading: Have you seen this man? At first glance, you could have mistaken it for a wanted poster – the kind used to catch a criminal. Except the contact number wasn’t the local constabulary, but Deborah’s mobile. I stared at it until my face and hands had gone numb (in my hurry I hadn’t thought to grab my jacket). Eventually, I slipped my phone from my pocket and snapped a photo of the poster, to show Mari, before trudging home, my head bowed, my shoulders hunched against the cold and the chill. I felt, and must have looked, anxious, furtive, bashful. And guilty.


The night of Alan’s disappearance, several of us had been with him in the pub, including Branwen and myself, and Deborah too – in the early part of the evening. We had arranged to go out for a ‘works do’, or what I would call a staff party. We still did things like that, even though we were no longer working together. CCD had folded during the recession – and by that I mean the most recent recession, in what seems to have become an endless series of recessions, one leading into the next. A slow bleed of commerce, and of livelihoods. One by one, Alan had been forced to let us go. Since I was the first one he had hired, I was the last to be made redundant, and he had filed for bankruptcy shortly after. He called me up to tell me, with a cheerful defiance. It was a domino effect, he said. He had ordered supplies for jobs and together we’d completed them, sinking money and hours into the task, but ultimately the buyers couldn’t pay, which meant he was stuck with useless circuit boards and huge overhead costs, which the banks had eventually called in. When I asked him what he would do now, he said, ‘Fuck knows. Look after the kids, I guess.’ Then, after a few seconds, he added, ‘Thank Christ the house is in Deborah’s name.’ I don’t actually know if losing his house was a real danger (from what I’ve heard, business debts rarely cross over with personal debts), but I suppose it was possible, and it made for a dramatic statement. Either way, the fate of CCD seemed inevitable – so many businesses were closing then – and I appreciated the stoic way Alan had faced this misfortune, maintaining a stiff upper lip. A very British phrase, though we have our equivalents: take it on the chin, suck it up, man up. These terms that were drilled into me growing up, and which I cling to in times of loss and failure. Small mantras that are by turns life-saving and debilitating.


I, of course, knew Alan was doing that, putting on a brave face, but I didn’t consider until later just how much the closure of CCD might have stung him: the disintegration of the team he had built, and for which he had such fondness and affection. That was why we still went out for meals, drinks, get-togethers: it was a way of maintaining that team spirit, even though with each meeting we felt more like strangers, had drifted further into our separate lives, with new jobs, new colleagues.


On the night he disappeared we went out for a curry at the White Lion. That tradition seems so natural now that I’ve lived in Britain for so many years, but before moving from Vancouver the concept would have been completely alien to me. You go to a restaurant for a curry. You go to a pub to drink.


That said, we don’t really have pubs back home – we have bars – so the differences don’t stop there.


The Lion is halfway down the high street and has a large statue of a lion above the door, notable for its enormous testicles, which are larger than life and slightly tarnished from drunks jumping up to slap or grab them – in the same way parts of certain religious statues have a different sheen from pilgrims and penitents who touch, say, Christ’s feet, or Mary’s upturned hand. Inside, the pub has a low ceiling on the verge of collapse, the ancient beams bowed impossibly under the weight of the rooms above. In one corner sits a huge cast-iron stove, decorated with brass pans and pots, the whole contraption looking like a scaled-down version of a science fiction locomotive, a steampunk set piece.


We sat around a low table on faded red leather sofas and leaned forward to eat our plates of korma and bhuna and madras. The meal now looms large in my memory, since it was the night of what happened, but in truth it was significant before that: it was the evening Mari and I shared the news that we were expecting. Though I don’t think we used those words. I probably just said, ‘We’re going to have a baby,’ or ‘Mari’s pregnant.’ I do remember that, after the collective expression of delight and congratulations dwindled, Alan tipped back his head and guffawed, opening his mouth wide, showing teeth and tongue, as if trying to catch a piece of food he’d tossed up. He said to me, ‘You? A father? Just wait. Just wait!’ He said it jokingly, but perhaps with a bit more edge than he’d intended (by that point we were a few beers deep). I don’t think it was just me that noted it. Deborah put her hand on his forearm and smiled supportively at me and said, ‘He’ll be a great dad.’ Alan nodded vigorously, perhaps sensing that he had overstepped. ‘I didn’t mean that,’ he said, without then going on to explain what he had meant.


After the meal we ordered another round, but by that point Deborah had begun to doze. Not because she was drunk (she’d only had two halves) but because she was so weary. She tilted her head sideways and rested it on Alan’s shoulder and closed her eyes. Noticing, Alan said, ‘That’s what parenthood will do to you.’ As he called a cab for her, Mari and I exchanged a look, both anxious and thrilled that those challenges would be ours soon enough.


Later, after Deborah had left – and Mari too, since she wasn’t drinking – Alan and I stood at the bar and ordered whiskies. The other people in our team – Branwen, Mike, Ellen – were our age but their kids were much older, since they’d had them in their early twenties. Mike was necking cider and Branwen and Ellen were sharing a bottle of house white, singing along to the jukebox. Alan and I leaned at the bar, mimicking each other with our poses, and held up the whiskies. He’d wanted to buy me one by way of celebration, and asked me to pick any of the top-shelf bottles. I’d ordered Talisker and the bartender – who knew us both – repeated the name in my accent, twanging the last syllable in a way that sounded American to me, not Canadian at all. But to him the difference wasn’t so much. One of those constant, everyday reminders of my foreignness and otherness.


We sipped our Talisker like gentlemen, and if we’d had cigars – if smoking was still allowed in pubs – no doubt we would have been puffing on them, too. Our wives had gone home and though we were talking to each other, occasionally our eyes would wander over to the singing women who kept beckoning us to come back, to join them. It was the unspoken rule that things got louder, more raucous, more fun, when Mari and Deborah had left.


By that point I’d had half a dozen pints and the night was beginning to slide away, in the way it does. But I remember Alan swirling his whisky and looking into it, as if reading tea leaves, and telling me that marriage, for them, hadn’t changed anything. ‘But kids,’ he said, ‘That changes everything.’ I said something diplomatic, along the lines of it all being worth it in the end. And he was quick to agree – again as if compensating for being too forthright. He knocked back his Talisker and Branwen called to us from across the room: they wanted to do a quiz on the machine, and though I was hopeless, Alan knew music. He was good at questions about British pop from previous decades: groups like The Troggs and Yes and Wet Wet Wet.


We ordered two more whiskies – cheaper doubles, this time – and carried them across the room. Branwen drew us into the group, looping an arm around Alan. She smelled sweaty and perfume-sweet, a scent I knew very well from having sat so often with her in the workshop. She raised her glass to CCD, and we all drank. At one time it would have been earnest and fervent, such a toast. Now it had to be sad, ironic, a little bit of a joke. And a good excuse to have another drink.


The weight of that evening hung heavy on me as I trudged back up the street to our house. A mist had settled on the surrounding hills overnight, and the air had the damp, clammy quality that leaches into your bones. It seemed appropriate for the time of year. The mists created a kind of chiaroscuro effect, that softening of detail with distance you see in landscape painting. It gave the town a feeling of being cocooned and cut off from outside happenings.


Our place was on a terrace near the bypass: part of a double row of opposing homes divided by an alley that only allowed for pedestrian access. We had bought it in our early twenties – far younger than any of my friends were buying back home, an act that to them seemed almost scandalously mature and practical. But we did so mostly because we’d been previously renting a flat riddled with damp and mould that had begun to play hell with Mari’s lungs; she’d had asthma as a kid and the mould brought it out again. The landlord refused to do anything about it and we realised that property was so cheap in Mid Wales (flats and terraces went for under fifty thousand pounds) and mortgage rates so good, we could buy a small terraced house with very little down and pay a monthly mortgage fee far less than we were paying in rent. After we moved, the flat was condemned and the landlord was never able to rent it out again, a triumph that I still recall with grim satisfaction.


The new place was small – what the British call a ‘two-up two-down’, with a narrow strip of garden out the back – but it was warm and cosy rather than damp and mouldy. And it was ours. We had devoutly begun a series of do-it-yourself repairs, an impulse that Mari’s mother had fondly dubbed ‘nesting’ in the hopes that it was a step towards us starting a family of our own, which in fact it had turned out to be. In our nesting we were guided only by a copy of the Collins DIY book, big as a bible, which had been gifted to us by Alan: an old version that he and Deborah had used when they’d first bought their place outside of town. The difference lay in the fact that Alan was very handy – being a qualified electrician and engineer – whereas Mari and I were both happily inept, despite the basics skills I’d picked up working at CCD. Still, we tried. We stripped floorboards, knocked down partition walls, slapped up wallpaper, painted the bathroom upstairs. We even measured, ordered, and installed a fitted kitchen bought from one of the big British chains: an achievement that still seems miraculous to me, given our level of ability.


Alan helped, actually. He’d warned me against trying any of the electrics myself, since the wiring was dodgy in those older houses (as he put it). Out of pride and misplaced confidence, I’d tried, but after nearly electrocuting myself installing the oven, I sheepishly called him up and he came over to help me with the wiring for the oven, and also the lights and cooker hood. I bought a case of Carlsberg and we worked and drank and he explained what he was doing in the same patient way he did at the industrial unit. With his help, we finished that particular job, and went on to others. The place was run-down, but solid, enduring. The whole terrace had once housed factory workers for a local foundry, long-since defunct, a coincidence I appreciated since I’d also become a factory worker, of sorts. At least for a time. At least until our factory went the same way as the foundry.


Our front door opened directly into that kitchen. I stepped inside and shut the door behind me and stood rubbing my elbows and shifting from foot to foot, in a pantomime performance of warming up. Mari stood at the stove in her fluffy white bathrobe and slippers, brewing coffee in a stovetop cafetière that, if mis-assembled or not attended to, had the tendency to explode in a scalding bomb of coffee grounds. The heating was on and it was pleasantly warm and I could smell the roast grounds and she glanced back at me and smiled politely. The day before, we had argued about my staying out so late, and getting so drunk – again – and in my hung-over state I’d said some defensive, unpleasant things. That argument was still percolating, like the coffee, and in truth it had been brewing on and off for the four months since Mari had gotten pregnant. Even so, those tensions seemed everyday, and very normal, compared to the news I was about to share.
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