Lights

By Jennifer Williams
Charley stood at the caravan door a moment longer, her towel tucked under her arm and her pink plastic wash-bag dangling from a finger. She wanted to hear the last part of Uncle Stan’s story.


“…and she was never seen again!”


It was the same gruesome story he told every year, the one that had given her a fair few nightmares when she was small, and now he was using it to frighten her younger cousins. She smiled. A few sleepless nights might do them some good, little brats.


“You off down the showers, Charley? You want me to come down there with you?”


Charley’s mum sat at the crowded little table with a number of aunts and uncles, a wrinkle of concern between her brows. In her right hand she held the Yahtzee cup, and she shook it absently, dice clattering.


“Mum!”


Charley rolled her eyes and dragged the word out as far as it would go. She was, like, sixteen now, after all.


“Alright love. You come straight back though.”


Charley nodded with a note of exasperation; where else would she go in this tiny caravan park with wet hair anyway? But her mum had already turned back to the game in progress, lamenting her lack of a full straight and lighting a fresh cigarette.

Outside the night was still, and the short grass springy under her feet. Charley wore an old Mario Brothers t-shirt she’d stolen from her brother, faded pink shorts and a pair of jelly shoes, but she felt no chill. The air was mild, the world still sweating off the hot August day. 


She walked easily, without thinking. After all, they’d been coming to this caravan park all her life, mostly to the same caravan. This odd little village with its rectangular boxes of people and swing park was as familiar to her as her own home. 


Walking slowly, she peered at each caravan as she passed. Most were dark; unoccupied for the week, or their residents elsewhere, spending their holiday money in the small town nearby. The amusement arcades would be full at this time of the evening, as would the pub. Light glowed through the net curtains of some, and she passed through little pockets of noise at each one; voices, laughter, TV.


Charley sang quietly to herself, and swung her wash bag around her finger, the little loop moving faster and faster until she twirled it like a baton. It was good to be out on her own for a bit, away from the snivelling of her younger cousins, the arguments over what to watch on the box, the ever present rattle of the Yahtzee dice. Soon she would be too old to go on the family holiday. Next year would be the start of her A-levels, and then she’d begin going on holidays with her own group of friends. She’d miss these holidays, she supposed, in a distant way, but really, she couldn’t wait. Her life could use less caravans and more swimming pools in her opinion.


As she considered these things, something whirred past her left ear with a fat dull buzz that made her jump. A moth. A bleedin’ huge one, by the sounds of it. Charley shook a hand through her hair and shivered. They got big around here, as big as bats, her dad said.


Glancing up at one of the tall sodium lights that lit the park, she could see a number of them; small, fluttering presences moving in and out of the circle of light with frantic darting movements. Charley frowned slightly and walked on a little faster, her mind turning back to the story her uncle had been telling, the story he always insisted on telling when they were staying down here. A little girl, of around the same age Charley had been when she’d first heard the tale, had disappeared from her caravan one night- her parents had left her briefly, in the living room area, and when they had come back she was gone, swiped through an open window apparently. Her shoe was found the next day, wedged in a privet bush a hundred feet from the caravan.


The story had kept Charley up at night for some weeks, and for several subsequent holidays she had been careful always to sit on the part of the sofa furthest from the window. Of course, her worries had eventually faded, and she had filed the story under “things adults say to appear impressive”. That was until last year, when she had found out that the story was true. It’d been in all the papers in the late 70s, with people looking everywhere for the child. Now, feeling old enough to accept the harsh realities of life, the story merely made her feel uneasy. 


Charley stumbled on a patch of gravel, and looked up in surprise. Her rambling thoughts had brought her to the shower block quicker than she’d expected. It was a squat brick box of a building, with a flat black roof. Men’s on one side, ladies on the other. The girl stood for a moment under the bright sodium light that lit the doorway. Above her, moths and other night insects courted the glow in an unhappy dance. With a squeak of plastic shoe on ceramic tile, Charley stepped into the shower room. 

The women’s shower block was long and straight, shower cubicles to the right in a row, toilet cubicles to the left. At the end of this corridor of doors was a small room full of sinks and mirrors, giving the whole thing the shape of an elongated T. The walls and floor were tiled a weary white and a cheerless pink.


For almost a full minute, Charley stood and listened. She deliberately chose to go to the showers so late because she didn’t want anyone else to be there. Her dad had laughed at this habit of hers, saying that there were few creatures as ferociously private as a sixteen year old girl. Charley had rolled her eyes at this, of course.


The showers were quiet though. No footsteps, no running water. The occasional drip from a leaky showerhead and the faint hum of the fluorescent lights were the only sounds, so quiet they only served to highlight the silence. Nonetheless, Charley walked the full length of the block, checking each cubicle and toilet stall, and peeking into the room of sinks, her jelly shoes squeaking on the wet tiles.


Alright, she told herself. There’s no one here. She selected the shower furthest from the front door and stepped inside.

The cubicles were cramped, with no more than a few feet of space outside the dip of the shower’s drain. Gingerly, Charley stepped out of her shoes and on to the ribbed rubber mat, and began removing small, pastel coloured bottles from her wash bag. Shower gel, shampoo, conditioner. She put them on the small shelf on the tiled wall.


Charley took her clothes off quickly and hung them on the peg on the back of the door; in such a small cubicle, there was no hope her clothes would remain dry. She’d peel them off the door at the end, sodden and creased. Still, this was why she had worn her brother’s t-shirt. Hopping into the showers range and then standing carefully to one side, Charley turned the large silver dial until water blasted forth. Cold. Less cold. Luke warm. Hot. Too hot. Cold again. 


She twirled the dial back and forth, impatient to have this over with now she was nude and rapidly getting colder. 


Finally the water reached a bearable temperature and Charley stepped under the stream of water, only to realise with a start that the pink tiles to her right were smeared with the remains of a daddy long legs. Eeeeeew.


Briefly, she considered grabbing her towel and finding another shower, one without icky insect debris, but decided against it. The water was the right temperature now anyway. Standing carefully to one side and averting her gaze, Charley began her wash by soaping up her hair.

For a time Charley fell into that odd dazed state that people often fall into when performing some monotonous but vaguely pleasant task. She thought of Mr Browne, her chemistry teacher, and if he had figured out that the Valentine’s Card left in his desk drawer this year was from her. Her friend Emily’s sixteenth birthday party was in September; she said her mum said that she could have a sleepover party with boys, but Charley doubted this was true. Emily’s mum was so straight she’d insisted her daughter removed from the sex education classes, although in this Charley thought Emily had been lucky; there were few things more embarrassing that watching grey-haired old Mrs Miles putting a condom on a banana. 
Wiping the last of the soapy water away from her eyes Charley noticed the fluorescent lights were flickering. They’d been alright when she’d gotten in the shower. Suddenly filled with the unpleasant idea of being stuck in the block in the dark, Charley turned the dial fully to the left… and she found the sudden silence odd, as if the sound of running water had been concealing another noise, one that had stopped a bare fraction of a second after she had turned the water off. She stood perfectly still and listened.


There it was again. Footsteps. The wet slap of bare feet on cold tiles- small feet, by the sounds of it. Charley frowned. What was a kid doing in here on its own anyway? Unless there’s a mum or a dad waiting outside. They’ve probably stopped in on the way back to their caravan, thought Charley. Probably been out to the funfair or the slots. She continued to frown though, filled with the unease that comes from thinking you’re on your own only to find you’ve been sharing your space all along.


Hurriedly she dried off, rubbing her hair briskly and pulling it back into a loose ponytail. There was a dry t-shirt in her wash bag, rolled up into a tight little sausage- she pulled it out (creased, obviously) and slipped it on, along with her shorts. Protected by the Mario t-shirt, they were only slightly damp. 


All the while she listened with growing irritation to the echoing footfalls outside. The kid was running up and down between the showers and the toilet cubicles, probably playing one of those inscrutable games small kids make up, with ever changing rules and crazy little-kid logic. She had supervised a number of such games herself this holiday.


But as she slipped her wet feet into her jelly shoes and popped her shampoo back in her wash bag, Charley felt a small shiver of worry, and, oddly, dislike. No talking, no shouting, no singing. That was peculiar; aside from the footsteps, there wasn’t any other noise from the kid. Since when were little kids quiet when they ran about like that? Or did anything, in fact. Where was the whooping and the whistling and the chatting? Small kids running from place to place silently- well, it was as senseless as the batting of a fly at a closed window. Or a moth.


Annoyed with herself for being daft and now annoyed with the kid for giving her the creeps, Charley flung the door open, hoping to give the little brat a bit of scare. 

The child was right outside her cubicle, and it was Charley who jumped.

No older than seven or eight, the girl had brown hair cut into a bob that curled up at her chin, and skinny shoulders poking up at her t-shirt. Under the flickering fluorescent lights her skin looked flat and grey. She looked up curiously at Charley with dark intelligent eyes, her head cocked slightly to one side. 


“Oh, hey kid. What you doing in here?” Charley was startled, but determined not to show it. The small girl shrugged, and Charley noticed the t-shirt she was wearing was a blue Star Wars shirt. It had Yoda on it. Cool.


“Where’s your mum? Is she waiting outside?”


The girl dipped her head in a non-committal gesture and rubbed her hand over her cut-off denim shorts. Charley stepped out of the cubicle, vaguely impatient now. She was sick of babysitting all the time.


“You shouldn’t really be up here by yourself, you know. You wanna go back to your caravan?”


For the first time, the girl spoke up.


“I went for a walk”


“Oh, really?”


Charley walked past her and headed for the sinks. The girl followed.


“I saw a light outside, and I went to look at it.”


“Did you now…?”

Charley pulled her brush out of her bag and began to drag it through her hair, watching the little girl in the mirror. She wasn’t showing any signs of going away. Charley sighed.


“What was it you saw? Was it the moon?”


The little girl shook her head, hair flying back and forth.


“No. I thought it might be, but it wasn’t. I saw it out the window, so I went to have a look.”


The older girl frowned. A large brown and grey moth had landed on the mirror, too high up to shoo away.


“Well, your mummy is probably wondering where you are, so perhaps you should go back now honey.”


“Prob’bly.”


The little girl looked down at her bare feet, which looked dirty on the white tiles. 


“So did you find the light?” Charley put her brush away, resigning herself to getting this kid back to her caravan. She was way too young to be out on her own.


“I did!” piped the girl, almost standing on her toes in her excitement. “It was a big lamp, over behind the bushes. It was a sort of blueish greenish colour when I was close to it. It was very very bright!”


“Oh was it?” said Charley, waving her hand distractedly at another whirring insect as it flew past her.


“Yep. The man said it has to be as bright as the moon, so that the moths will come to it.” She giggled.


Charley frowned.


“Moths?”


“Yes, the man said he collected them. All different ones. He said he’s caught lots of moths with the light before, but never little girls!” The kid giggled again, a hand pressed to her mouth in delight, but Charley felt cold. She turned from the mirror and reached out to the girl, her fingers brushing her upper arm. Charley had a moment to register that her skin felt wrong, cold and obscenely smooth, as if it was coated in dust- 

- and she was suddenly in a different place, cramped and dark. A room underground and windowless, filled with odd chemical smells she couldn’t identify. On the walls were wooden display cases with glass fronts, filled with rows and rows of dark shapes- moths and butterflies, their wings pinned behind them, tiny legs and antennae curled up in death. They covered the walls, and the table, and she knew the dust that twirled in the air in front of her was the debris of a thousand thousand dead insects. All of this Charley saw in a brief heart-sore second, and then her eyes were drawn to the darkest corner. 

And what she saw was so terrible that for a moment it was as if her mind recoiled, and the world seemed to dip and fall underneath her like a fairground ride. In the corner was a display case much larger than all the others, and in it were set the bones of someone very small, someone who perhaps had loved her Star Wars t-shirt and wore it constantly. Pins held the grey bones still and apart, and there she stayed; the prize of an extensive collection.

With a cry, Charley came back to herself, cold and now utterly alone in the shower cubicle. Glancing at her shaking hand, she saw that she needed to wash it again; it was covered in a silvery, silky powder, glittering softly in the harsh fluorescent light.

End.

