Light You to Bed
By Matthew S. Dent

Daddy lived next to the train tracks. When he’d first told Kelly, picking her up in his dirty white transit van, she’d thought it sounded exciting. Her mind painted a picture of a quaint little cottage, in windswept green fields.
The truth was far from it: a ramshackle terraced row on a drab road which could have come straight out of grainy black and white photos of the blitz. Everywhere houses were crumbling, covered with graffiti, buffeted by the bleak October weather.
‘Here we are, precious,’ he said, pulling up in front of one of the houses. They all looked the same. Weed-dominated scrub-patch of garden, filthy windows, ramshackle door seeming to slant on its hinges. Kelly wondered how he could tell which one was his.
The inside was no better. A narrow hallway, leading through to a dank and dirty kitchen. Shadows clung like mould to the walls, and the musty smell of decay was everywhere she went.
Kelly’s room was tiny, with a bed and a shelf, and a cupboard outside for her clothes. A small, single-glazed window in the wall looked out over where a garden might once have been, but now the railway cut through, separated from the house by only a chain-link fence.
‘Time for bed, precious,’ Daddy said, once he’d unpacked her suitcase. Kelly’s expression fell, and he added, ‘Pick out a book, and get yourself into bed. I’ll bring you up a hot chocolate.’
As Daddy went downstairs, a grinning Kelly pulled a tattered copy of “The Magic Faraway Tree” from her suitcase, changed into her pyjamas, and clambered into bed. The covers were icy cold, and she rubbed her legs back and forth to warm them up.
Downstairs, she could hear the kettle boiling and Daddy moving around. After so many months without him, in a house feeling empty with only her and Mummy, it felt good just to know he was there.
She jumped as a roar shattered the silence. Light strobed through the window. The glass shivered in its frame. A horn blared, evoking a small squeak of terror from her tiny mouth, as she shrank down into the bed covers.
It was only when she heard the rattling of the steel rails that she realised that it was only a train, rumbling past the house on its way to some unknown destination. Cautiously, she watched through the window.
As it passed into the distance, and into Kelly’s memory, the rickety house ceased trembling, and settled with something like a sigh. She pressed her face to the cold glass, trying to see through the condensed fog of her own breath, into the dreary night. All she could make out was a double line of tiny flickering lights, flanking the rails.
When she sank back down into the bed, it was cold again. The will to warm it had left her. The sounds from downstairs had ceased. She couldn’t hear Daddy moving around, or the kettle boiling. Only the creaks and clicks of old timbers.
With a sigh, she threw off the covers and rolled out of bed. Cold air brought up goosebumps on her pale skin.
The lengthening hour hadn’t helped the gloom. Shadows hung like sheets from the corners and along the walls, and the stairs squealed in protest as she descended. An icy chill exuded from the walls but it wasn’t the only cause of her shivering.
Downstairs, the kitchen was dark. From the spout of the kettle, an ephemeral tendril of steam still rose, twisting and twirling its way into oblivion. A chipped mug stood, forlorn, on the worktop. Kelly turned towards the living room.
The door was ajar, off-white paint peeling from the wood. And from inside, a loud reverberating snore echoed through the house itself. She turned on her heel and headed back up the stairs. Bundling herself into bed, she pressed her face into the pillow and whispered over and over again ‘I will not cry’ until sleep took her by the hand, and led her off into a world of restless dreams.

Morning came with bright, clear sunlight falling onto Kelly’s face. She woke slowly, peacefully, and her first conscious thought was that her face was sore.
It took a few moments, lying in the bright but frigid air, watching her breath rise like a plume of steam, to remember the night before. Her face was sore from dried tears. The smell of bacon, fried some time ago, clung to the air, the walls, everything.
Finding her slippers, and her fluffy pink dressing gown, she headed downstairs. In the grey daylight, the house looked a lot less creepy. Unfortunately, it didn’t look happier.
Mould had crawled up the walls, a greyish-green growth eating the building from the inside out. In the close, cramped hallways Kelly could smell the damp mustiness of a slow rotting. The usually aroma of bacon, which was always so appetising in the clean sterility of home, turned her stomach.
The kitchen was empty, as it had been the night before. The mug of unmade hot chocolate still sat sentinel on the worktop, but it was joined by two plates, and an almost empty bottle of ketchup. One of the plates was empty, apart from a smear of grease and a few crumbs. The other had a sandwich with a green post-it note atop it.
“kelly, 
had to go and see about a job. shouldn’t be long. made you a bacon butty! 
love daddy”
In the bottom corner had been scribbled a lopsided smiley face.
So she was on her own. She fought back waves of sadness, as she crumpled the post-it into a ball and dropped it into the bin. She couldn’t get upset. She knew Daddy needed work. It was why she hadn’t seen him in so long. If she stopped him from finding work now, he might walk out of her life all over again.
That thought sat like ice in her belly, and she quickly wiped her teary eyes.
She picked up the sandwich, and it was cold and limp in her hand. The bread had the slight crispness of turning stale. Hanging out beyond the crusts, she could see the line of gelatinous fat edging the bacon. Her stomach turned, and the last vestiges of her appetite deserted her.
She dropped the sandwich into the bin, after the note from Daddy, as she left the kitchen.

Daddy wasn’t back by lunchtime.
Kelly washed and got dressed, and flicked through distorted channels on the TV for what seemed like hours. The only clock in the house hung over the cold and dusty fireplace. The glass cover was cracked, and the hands were forever convinced that it was two-forty-three.
After satiating her hunger with digestive biscuits and a carton of juice- she started to grow restless. She was wearing three pairs of socks, but could barely feel her toes.
As another train rumbled by, making the house creak around her like it was in pain. It dragged her thoughts back to the night before, peering out of the misty window. Those incongruous flickering lights that did not belong...
She could go and investigate. It was clear Daddy wouldn’t be home any time soon, and there was nothing for her to do in the house.
The walls between terraces were thin, and sometimes snatches of conversation from next door drifted through, angry words divorced from context. It did not make the house more appealing.
Before she could talk herself out of it, her coat and her wellies- pink, naturally- were on, and Kelly was on her way through the kitchen and outside.
It was more of a side-door than a back door. It led out into the narrow alley between the houses, a tunnel under the building itself. It ended with the chain link fence, rusted and forlorn, beyond which lay the tracks.
Kelly pressed her face to the fence, imagining she was a prisoner sealed in a jail cell. The icy steel bit into her delicate skin, and she shrank away. Those mysterious lights had been further up the rails.
Her fingers gripped the fence, and the toes of her wellies found purchase. She slowly lifted herself up, woollen gloves catching on the rusted wire. Desperate not to look down, or to think of what she was doing, she kept her eyes fixed on the swirling grey mass.
Once she landed on the other side she wondered what on earth had possessed her. She was barely two yards from the tracks, atop a steeply sloping embankment that threatened to pitch her down onto them. She was saved only by the frozen earth, which held together beneath her.
In the daylight, she could see the landscape more clearly. This railway line was tucked away behind rows and rows of dishevelled, falling down houses. A secret world, revealed to her eyes as she walked along the fence.
Further down the tracks, the ground levelled out as the embankment descended. Ten yards ahead yawned the mouth of a tunnel. Kelly hadn’t even noticed it in the darkness. It waited in silence to gobble up trains.
And along that plateau of barren ground, either side of the tracks, were two lines of...things. Arranged in five pairs, they were a series of squat piles of some sort of greyish substance.
Forgetting the peril of her position, Kelly approached with rapt curiosity. What could these shapeless piles be?
As she drew nearer, slow realisation dawned. They were pumpkins- or rather had been pumpkins. They were well rotten, the orange colour several days lost and all but the barest vestiges of structure. She could just about see the shapes which had once been cut into them.
The smell was horrific. It rose from the rotting piles, sticking in her nose and throat like a thick, noxious foam. She gagged, but was unable to turn away. With her toe, she prodded at the nearest specimen, and it collapsed further, retreating in on itself.
So absorbed was she in this decaying diorama, that she did not notice the rising rumble in the ground, or the soft clank of the rails. She didn’t notice the approaching train until it burst from the tunnel, in a roar of light and sound.
She shrank back, against the fence, not even managing a squeak. The icy wires froze her back, as a warm dampness blossomed at her crotch, and she watched the train thunder past.

When she went to bed that night, she fell quickly and softly into a dream-filled sleep. It might have been the exhaustion of her day’s adventuring. Or maybe it was the hot chocolate and Daddy’s goodnight kiss. She had smelt the beer on his breath.
She dreamt of better times, of Mummy and Daddy in their old house. Of dinner on the table at half six, falling asleep on the sofa under a blanket. Mummy and Daddy sipping wine, sneaking kisses when they thought she wasn’t watching.
But the dreams didn’t last. The fresh and clean white paint started to fade, to crack and peel. A sinewy, fibrous mould spread across the surface of her fantasy, and it all crumbled into the cold, gloomy reality of a squat terraced house.
She woke suddenly, without gasp or start. She opened her eyes and was awake. 
The house was alive around her. More so than usual. Tonight was Halloween, and where usually that would have evoked childish excitement and glee- and have seen her long asleep with a belly full of chocolate and sugar by this hour- here she was cold and afraid.
As Kelly listened, she thought she could hear children, wearing no costumes and begging no treats, somewhere in the bitter midnight cold outside. But if they were real then they were far off.
Closer noises haunted the house, taking precedence. Movement, and muffled voices. At first she thought that they were from next door, passing through the thin walls. But the wavering scream which froze her blood came very definitely from within the house.
Kelly hid. The air under the thick covers was hot and sweaty. Her mind’s eye painted images of torture and of chains, of flesh sliced open and bones crushed. And worst of all, it was Daddy to whom it was meted out.
The sound had come from his room. She peered timidly around her doorpost. The cold air chilled the sweat on her face, and in the darkness of the hallway she could see a strip of blood red light beneath his door.
Another fevered moan sent her diving back into safety. Hyperventilating beneath her covers, tears prickling in her eyes she wondered what to do. 
It was unfair, all so terribly unfair. Having just regained Daddy she would lose him to some nameless thing. She had always held onto some slim childish hope of her parents getting back together.
Was Mummy behind this? All those terrible things that she had wished upon Daddy in the dead of night? Had some dark Halloween spirit heard those bitter prayers and decided to grant them?
Before she could stop herself, she was outside of her cocoon, her slippered feet edging down the hallway. She clawed at the inside of her skull, desperate to wrench back control of herself from whatever foolhardy instinct was pushing her towards Daddy’s bedroom, searching for the levers which would take her back to the questionable safety of her bed.
As soon as her hand touched the cold and discoloured metal of the door handle her control of herself returned. Another moan from inside, quickly joined by a voice, set her trembling violently.
Kelly winced, sending tears trickling down her cheeks, as she slowly turned the handle, and pushed the door.
None of her imaginings prepared her for what she was confronted with. The terror she saw was bathed in red light, from the bedside lamp.
Daddy lay naked across the bed, on his back. His eyes were closed, and his face contorted in an expression Kelly couldn’t identify. And on top of him perched the most dreadful creature Kelly had ever seen. 
It was somewhere between a woman and a bird. As naked as Daddy, its arms were raised like wings, thin and wiry, ending in two-inch nails the colour of blood. Its greasy hair- she couldn’t tell the colour- was scraped back, its mouth open to reveal a few stubs of teeth, and its breasts- one of them in her father’s hand- small, hard balls crowned with nipples like bullets.
Kelly screamed.
For the second time that day she felt warmth spreading from her crotch down her leg. She screamed and screamed and screamed, and as the bird-thing’s soulless eyes turned upon her, she fled.
Pursued by Daddy’s cries, she made straight for the back door. The key was on the worktop, and somehow her frozen fingers managed to work it in the lock, and she was outside.
The air was ice cold, chilling her beyond freezing almost immediately. Desperately afraid that the monster was coming for her, she saw the chain link fence shining in the moonlight. It froze her gloveless hands as she climbed it, and as she dropped to the earth on the other side, she heard the back door swing open, and was running.
Tears blurred her vision. Her slippers were soon lost, and her feet smarting on the hard ground. Her breath was ragged and wheezy. But through her tears she saw lines of lights glimmering in the night, and she ran for them.
Somehow she managed to skip over rails she couldn’t see, her feet landing on damp sleepers. Ahead the lights flickered, like an airport runway, drawing her on.
She finally stopped as she reached them. No longer rotting, decaying matter being subsumed by time. These were pumpkins in their prime. Firm skins, shining in each other’s light.
And the faces. Cut into them by some dark blade, shapes twisted into the flesh, they laughed and cavorted, toothed smiles and scowling eyes lit from within with a sinister fire. Kelly shrank away from them.
But they called to her, through blurry eyes they led her on. The dark tunnel lay ahead, but heralded by the muted, cackling pumpkins it seemed safe and inviting. Shadows would hide her from harm, not seek to inflict it.
She ran for it. Breath rattling in and out of her lungs, head spinning from adrenaline and the onset of oxygen deprivation, she was almost fainting by the time she stumbled into the tunnel.
The shadows wrapped themselves around her, remembering to her the cocoon of bedcovers. They weren’t warm, but offered a safety that her duvet hadn’t. She staggered a little way in, before sliding to the ground, leaning against the wall. It was wet, slick with a slime of decay.
She pressed the heels of her palms into her face, and wept. Her teeth were chattering, and every icy breath was painful. She didn’t hear the rumbling in the ground, building like an approaching swarm of insects.
Only when she felt the rail shaking next her, did she look up into a dazzling yellow glare. A booming horn hit her with a tangible force, and she shrank back, confused. Somewhere behind her, she thought someone was calling her name, but that was worlds away, and she was so tired...
She stepped forwards, towards the light. ‘Mummy?’ she whispered, her voice lost in another wall of noise. ‘Mummy, I’m tired. I want to go to bed...’
She closed her eyes, and stepped into the light, letting it wrap around her frozen form and subsume her entirely.
