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Dedicated to Gail and all my children. 
Without their support, I would never have found the courage to tell my story.
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PROLOGUE

Damp glistened against the bricks and mortar. It sparkled like diamonds caught in the half-light peeking through the small opening to the world outside. The thick red bricks seemed to soak up and retain the unbearable coldness, the room felt like a long-forgotten tomb buried deep beneath the earth.

The little boy shifted over in the corner as Peter moved quickly across the floor, refusing to stop even for a moment, dust, dirt and cobwebs the only decorations hanging in the gloom. The room was full of shadows and sparsely furnished; just a makeshift bed, a small table and space for a dark wooden chair. The floor was made of stone and as ice-cold to the touch as it looked. Peter ran across it and over towards the concrete plinth. Lifting himself, he climbed up onto it and scurried along, his long legs moving quickly and nimbly until he’d reached the boy’s arm draped away from his body to one side. Peter felt safe; in certain areas, the room was plunged into darkness, so there were several places he could hide. But right now, he wanted to be with the boy. The tickling sensations against the child’s skin made him stir momentarily, causing him to stop dead in his tracks like an impromptu game of musical statues. He waited to see if the boy would wake and, for a moment, was certain he would. But the child fell back into a deep slumber, leaving Peter to continue on his way.

Once the boy’s breath had regulated to a steady pattern, Peter continued, inching a few more steps. Soon, he’d quickened his pace. Journeying along the child’s arm, he climbed down onto his soiled blue shirt. The fabric was stained with food and it rose up and down in waves of creases. Peter should have found the complexities of such fabric challenging, but he’d done this so many times before. Shadows beneath the fabric seemed both dark and welcoming, so he tucked down and made his way underneath. He felt the warmth of the boy’s body as he dashed over his young skin. Tracing along the thin torso, he scurried quickly over red welts and temporarily healed scars – a landscape of pain. The same scars would soon be broken again, but for now, they had time to recover.

The sensation of Peter prickling against his back caused the child to wake. Without warning, he sat bolt upright. His sudden movement caught Peter unawares and he tumbled down, landing against the soft but cold mattress. Crawling out of the shadows, he moved away from the boy, who turned and brushed long strands of unkempt hair from his face. Lifting a dirty hand, he wiped crusted sleep from the corners of his eyes and stared down at Peter.

‘I wondered where you’d been,’ he said, straightening up. ‘I’ve not seen you for a couple of days, I was worried.’

The boy stretched both hands above his head and yawned loudly. He placed an open palm against the mattress and beckoned Peter to climb on. The light from the coal hole picked Peter out against the military blanket as he scrambled aboard.

‘Come on,’ the child told him. ‘I need to put you back.’

Gently lifting Peter, he crossed the room and placed him on the large silvery web – the biggest one in the room. The child’s fingertips tickled gently against the gossamer-thin strands as they bounced against the spider’s weight like a miniature trampoline. The boy was careful not to break the threads.

‘There you go. Oh, and by the way,’ he said, pointing to the web, ‘I caught you some dinner. I hope you’re hungry? I put him there for you. Don’t worry, he’s trapped. He can’t escape.’

The fly shifted and twisted in his webbed prison, his legs and wings sticking against the fine adhesive lines that anchored him down.

The boy watched as Peter turned and proceeded towards his prey. The spider climbed on top of the insect and there was a sudden shift – an urgent movement – as he bit into him. He proceeded to wrap him in a silken shroud and sat back, waiting for him to die. Once he had, Peter climbed onto the insect and devoured him, piece by piece.

The boy smiled as his friend performed his special eating ritual.

‘Nice to see you again, Peter,’ he said, whispering down to the spider. ‘We’ve been waiting for you. It’s good to have you home.’



CHAPTER 1

SCISSORS

I’ve never been frightened of spiders. Unlike people, I know they can’t hurt me. I had fifteen friends in total, but Peter was my favourite. He loved to crawl up my arms and my legs. Sometimes, when I was asleep, he’d try and tickle me by crawling up my shirt, but he found it hard to get underneath my jumper because it was always fitted so close to my body. I usually wore it when I got up out of bed, but if I was really cold, I’d wear it when I was asleep. My room was always freezing, even when it was bright outside. Sometimes, I’d feel the warmth flooding in through the coal hole above my head. I’d lift up my hand, but I could never reach it properly – I was never quite tall enough.

I hoped that one day the sunshine would be strong enough to stretch down and flood my room with light. You see, I knew what the sun was. I’d written about it in sentences. I knew it was a yellow ball of fire in the sky that helped things grow. Up to that point, I’d never felt it against my face – well, not properly. A few times I’d been lucky; it had shone down through the hole, casting a gridded, golden square against my mattress. Whenever that happened, I’d put both hands inside the square so that I could feel it. I’d leave them there as the sun soaked against my skin. Then I’d lie down, put my legs up against the wall, and position my face inside the golden shape. It made me feel happy – made me feel part of something else, something bigger that was happening outside.

Outside – that place frightened me because I’d never been there. The coal hole was my only glimpse of the world, but I didn’t mind the dark, not really, because I was used to it. My friends liked it, too. Spiders preferred the cold, but they really loved dark hidey holes and there were lots and lots down here, especially ‘secret’ ones buried inside cracks in the mortar. The other spiders were smaller than Peter, so I always thought of him as the leader. There was an Arthur and lots of Georges. There was also an Albert, but I didn’t like him very much. He loved to jump out at me. He thought he was clever, thought I couldn’t see him, but I always knew he was there, watching and waiting. Albert tried to catch me out, that’s why I named him after my father.

Spider Albert would crouch deep inside the cracks, ready to pounce whenever I walked by. He’d sit and wait for flies too. Arthur, the Georges and Peter would do the same. Flies were their food, you see. I’d wait with them because I wanted to help. I’d sit perfectly still so I could catch them for my friends – well, for everyone but Albert, I let him catch his own. I’d wait for a big, buzzy fly to land on something and then . . . THUD! I’d bring my hand down hard on them. I’d try to stun them so they were still alive when I hung them on the different webs. Sometimes I’d get excited and hit them a bit too hard, squashing them flat. Albert didn’t like them almost dead, Peter didn’t either, but at least he killed them quickly. Albert was just like my father: he liked to chase and climb on top of them as they struggled. He liked to hurt them, but he wanted them to be really scared before he took them apart.

I thought everyone was like me, that everyone lived with spiders. I’d chase Peter around and he’d sneak up on me, too. I was a little bit jealous of him and the others because they could crawl off whenever they liked. They could clamber off their webs and out through cracks in the bricks. Unlike me, they could climb walls. I tried to copy them once but my feet didn’t seem to stick to the bricks as theirs did. They’d mount the wall and scale it as though hanging by an invisible thread, then spend ages climbing until they reached the coal hole. Then they’d go outside and bask in the sunshine; they also knew what it felt like to get soaked in the rain. I imagined them outside, with the wind whistling all around and lifting up the tiny hairs on the backs of their bodies. They could play outside whenever they wanted. I pictured them dancing around in the white stuff that Dad called snow – they were able to roll around in it and build huge snow people.

Or would they build snow spiders? I wasn’t quite sure. Maybe they’d build huge spiders instead of people?

Once, it had snowed so heavily that the white stuff had fallen in and down the coal hole. I pushed my fingers into it, but pulled them away again quickly – it was freezing! After blowing hot breath against my fingers to try and warm them up, I picked a bit up. I put it against my lips and inside my mouth. I liked the way it melted against my tongue. I’d never thought of my tongue as being hot before but it must have been because the snow melted and turned to water inside my mouth. I wasn’t sure what else to do with it, but I soon realised that if I squashed it together, I could make it into a white ball. I liked to draw monsters on paper, but now I had something else to make them from: snow. My snow monsters weren’t very big, but I made them arms, legs, eyes, a mouth and even a nose. Although it was really cold in my room, so cold that I could see my breath, my snow monsters never lasted very long. But I enjoyed that day because the snow had given me something different to do other than the homework he’d given me.

It made me sad that my friends could escape and I couldn’t. Sometimes I’d feel like one of the flies trapped in their webs. No matter how much I twisted and turned, I’d always wake up inside my room. I wondered how many other boys lived in a room like mine. I supposed that everyone must. He said he kept me there because I was naughty, but I was too scared of him to misbehave. He also hit me a lot and called me horrible names. I’d see him every day, usually in the morning before he went to ‘work’. I wasn’t sure what that was, but it meant I wouldn’t see him again until the light from outside had stopped coming in through the coal hole. He would bring me breakfast when I woke up. He always put it inside a round-shaped thing that was deeper than a plate. I didn’t know what it was called until one day he dropped one on the floor and it smashed.

‘Look what you made me do, you little bastard! I broke the dish.’

Dish... I thought it was such an odd word for a deeper plate. ‘Dish’, it sounded like fish! That made me laugh. Fancy eating food out of a fish!

There was another person called Mum, but I didn’t know if that was Mum’s name or not. Mum would sometimes bring food down, but not as often as he did. Mum would bring me plates of vegetables with meat and gravy, usually cauliflower, broccoli and cabbage. I hated them, but he would make me eat them. Mum would come downstairs, put the plate on the table and leave. Mum never spoke to me and rarely even looked at me. It made me feel sad because I wanted to ask questions, to ask why they kept me down there, but I was never brave enough – I was scared that Mum would tell him I’d asked.

In the mornings, he’d fill a dish with white water and put dry, flaky orange shapes in it. The white stuff would start to smell if I left it too long. One day, it smelt bad before I’d even tried it. My nostrils opened wide when he put it down on the table in front of me and I screwed up my nose. I sipped a spoonful but didn’t like the taste. It tasted bad and left nasty, solid blobs that coated my tongue. After he’d left, I wiped them away with the sleeve of my jumper, but I could still taste a sickly tang at the back of my throat. I had a toothbrush and paste to clean my teeth, so I scrubbed them until the taste had gone. Then I washed out my mouth with some water from a jug he’d left on the side and spat the mess into my blue ‘spit’ dish. With my teeth now clean, I put the breakfast dish on the table but when he came downstairs later that night, he went absolutely crazy.

‘Eat it!’ he ordered, eyeing the sodden orangey brown food still floating in the white stuff.

‘It tastes funny,’ I mumbled.

He stopped and turned to stare at me.

‘What did you just say?’

Immediately, I regretted it.

‘Nothing,’ I whimpered as I felt a dead weight ball inside the pit of my stomach. I felt it rise up inside my throat as though it might choke me.

He headed across the room, his brown leather apron swinging from side to side with every step he took. I pushed my back so hard up against the wall that I could feel the rough bricks pressing through my shirt and against my skin. As he raised his hand high above his head, I clamped my eyes tight.

SMACK!

The sound of his hand against the side of my face startled me more than the actual pain. My cheek stung and throbbed as I held my fingers against it. The skin glowed hot beneath my fingers as though I’d just been burnt with fire, like the sun.

‘Don’t. You. Ever. Talk. Back. To. Me. Again!’ he said, shouting out each word with a slap, thump and kick until soon I became a crumpled mess on the floor. ‘It’s not my fault you’re a fussy eater!’

I kept my eyes closed tight because his anger scared me more than the slaps. I didn’t even know what ‘fussy’ meant – we’d not learned that word yet.

‘Eat!’ he screamed, pushing the rim of the dish into my face. I felt it pressing hard against the bone in my cheek.

His voice had grown so loud that it boomed around the room. It bounced off the bricks, repeating itself as though the walls were whispering, teasing me. My space had suddenly been turned into a room of anger – his anger. I felt him grab the top of my arm roughly as he threw me down into the chair and against the table. As he stood over me, watching me, I trembled. Lifting the metal spoon, I held it against my mouth and took a cautious sip.

‘Eat!’

I opened my mouth and threw the soggy food towards the back of it, hoping the faster I ate, the less I’d taste. But it stuck against the roof of my mouth, nestled against my tongue and flooded down the back of my throat. I desperately wanted to take a sip of water to wash it down but as soon as he saw my hand reach for the glass he pulled it away.

‘No!’

The white watery stuff tasted horrible and my stomach heaved as I continued to shovel it inside my mouth. I felt my throat close up as though it was begging me not to swallow. But I had to – I had to eat because I knew my life wouldn’t be worth living if I didn’t. I hated vegetables, but he always made me eat them. He said I’d never grow as big as him if I didn’t eat my vegetables, but I didn’t want to be like him. I’d always hear him before I’d see him, his boots stomping down the ten steps leading to my room. I’d count them in my head to try and prepare myself. I’d hear the latch first – it would lift up on the outside of the door.

CLICK.

The pale green wooden door would creak open, shining light down into my room from above. It glowed against the dirty white walls and his footsteps followed.

CLOMP.

Ten . . . I jumped up and off the chair.

CLOMP.

Nine . . . Holding the paper in my hand, I looked for a place to hide my drawings. I knew he’d kill me if he ever found them.

CLOMP.

Eight . . . I stuffed the paper under the edge of the table, straightened up and looked back down to check the paper wasn’t sticking out.

No, all clear.

CLOMP.

Seven . . . I ran back to the chair and pushed my coloured pencils to one side.

CLOMP.

Six . . . I sat down.

CLOMP.

Five . . . I opened up the blue jotter and grabbed the flat-shaped ‘carpenter’s pencil’.

CLOMP.

Four . . . I perched both elbows on the table and tried to look as though I was concentrating.

Three . . . two . . . one . . . He was there, standing over me.

‘Homework,’ he said, clicking his fingers impatiently.

The light from the bare bulb hanging above our heads glinted against the edges of his heavy black-framed glasses. His short ginger hair made it look as though his head was on fire. It wasn’t, but his temper always was.

‘Homework,’ he barked again, waiting for me to hand him the exercise book.

He waved a hand – a signal for me to get up off the chair and let him sit down. Then he took out a blue ink pen and began to mark my work, the nib of the pen scratched along each sentence, marking it with either a tick or a cross. A tick meant supper, a cross meant his belt or something worse. I wanted to look, to peek over his shoulder, but I was too scared.

‘Hmm, hmm,’ he grunted as he checked through my work.

He was breathing out through his nose noisily, marking each sentence before he moved on to my spellings. The spellings hadn’t been too bad today. Although I didn’t know what a ‘pavement’ was, I knew that I’d spelt it right. I practised hard, copying each word out about thirty or forty times. There were only twenty words, but those and the half dozen sentences had taken me hours to write. I prayed that I’d got them all right.

Peter walked along the pavement . . . that was one.

Albert jumped off the wall . . . was another.

Pavement . . . I wanted to ask Dad what a pavement was, but I knew he’d give me a beating, so I kept quiet. Instead, I stood there – my tongue fat inside my mouth – waiting for his verdict, waiting to see what the outcome would be. Everything rested on this – everything – especially my food. We had a routine – he wouldn’t give me my tea until he had marked everything. I had to get them all right; I had to. My stomach churned with both hunger and fear. I was worried he’d hear the noise and go mad, but he was too busy concentrating on my work.

I studied him from behind. His stocky legs were crossed at the ankle and covered in brown trousers. The heavy leather apron he wore was bent against the crease near his hips, making him look much fatter than he actually was. There was a large pouch at the front of the apron; I always kept an eye on that pouch because that’s where he kept the scissors. He only ever used them when he was really angry, but these days, he always seemed angry. I had to stay alert. If ever I saw his hand drift near the pouch, I would flinch because that was usually the first sign that he would really hurt me.

Ages before – I couldn’t say when because I had no way of telling the time – it had rained so hard outside that I could hear it bounce. Rainwater flooded down through the coal hole and dripped onto my bed. He came downstairs and noticed my bed was soaking.

‘You’ve wet the bed, you dirty little bastard!’ he said, raising his hand to hit me.

Fear caught at the back of my throat as I gasped,

‘I didn’t, I swear. It was the rain, not me!’

Tears of humiliation stung inside my eyes, but I realised it was no good – he didn’t believe me.

‘Come ’ere, you little twat.’

I ran across the room to try and escape him, but he became distracted by my work – it was on the table, waiting to be marked.

‘Stand,’ he ordered. ‘I’ll deal with you in a minute.’

I knew I was in for it when he turned the page; I noticed he’d drawn red lines through two of my sentences.

Oh no, you’ve got them wrong! the voice inside my head warned.

Before I could say or do anything, his face grew purple with rage. He stood up so quickly that the chair fell over, clattering hard as it landed heavily against the floor.

‘You little bastard!’ he screamed as he began to chase me across the room.

Thankfully, I was light on my feet and much too fast for him.

‘Come here, you little bastard! If I get my hands on you, I’ll KILL you, I swear!’ he screamed, baring his yellow teeth at me.

Petrified, I darted from one corner of the room to another to try and escape him. Suddenly, he lunged forward to make a grab for me.

‘Come here or I swear I will KILL YOU!’ he said, pulling off his belt.

Fear rose like vomit at the back of my throat as I flitted across the room to try and avoid him. He was so angry that there was spit flying out of the corners of his mouth. Some of it remained there at the edges, bubbling up like foam. He was a monster. Lurching forward, he tried to make another grab.

‘You little . . . ’

In a rage, he plunged his right hand into the pouch and pulled out a pair of scissors, the type I later found out a tailor or dressmaker would use. Long metal blades glinted in the light as he held them aloft before plunging them towards me as a single closed blade. The scissors sliced through the air, missing me as I continued to shift and dip. He stabbed away angrily at nothing – I was too fast for him. I watched and waited, my breathing becoming short and panicked, as he stopped and threaded his finger and thumb through both handles. On high alert, I was ready for anything.

What was he doing? I wondered as I tried to second-guess what was coming next.

Holding the scissors like a dagger, he threw them at me. Everything seemed to go in slow motion and the shears opened up as they flew through the air. In a total panic, I put up both hands to protect my . . .

The pain was indescribable as one of the sharp metal points pierced the skin of my hand. His anger and the power of the throw had forced it through skin and gristle, scraping against smaller bones as it came to its final resting point in the centre of my palm. I glanced down in horror – the tip of the scissors seemed so out of place in the middle of my hand that I froze.

‘Come here, look what you made me do,’ he huffed as he grabbed hold of the scissors and yanked them violently out of my hand.

The sensation of metal scraping through skin and against bone in reverse made me want to throw up. My head and legs felt funny, as though I might fall to the floor. I slumped against the cool wall, gripping the bloodied, throbbing flesh of my hand. Hot tears streamed down my cheeks as he wiped the crimson blade calmly against his apron and tucked the scissors back inside his pouch. Then he disappeared off upstairs to fetch something. He was only gone for a minute when I heard his boots on the stone steps.

Ten, nine, eight, seven . . . six, five . . . He seemed to pause and then, four, three, two, one. He was hovering over me holding a roll of white fabric in his hands.

‘Look what you make me do. Why can’t you behave? Why do you make me do these things, eh?’

I winced, but tried not to make a noise as he pulled my bloodied hand towards him and wiped it roughly with an old cloth. But the blood continued to ooze and drip from the open wound.

‘Ah well,’ he said dismissively, as though I’d just nicked my finger, ‘this should do it. I’ll use this bandage.’

Bandage . . . another new word.

I watched as he unravelled the white bandage and wrapped it tightly around my palm. The crimson blood seeped through it again and again, so he wrapped it until soon my hand was swollen with white fabric. To the outside world, I looked brand new. The bandage had hidden the worst of the damage.

‘If you hadn’t pissed the bed, I wouldn’t have to do this,’ he hissed.

I wanted to argue and tell him he was wrong, I’d not pissed the bed. I wanted to tell him I’d used my slop bucket, that I always used the slop bucket. I wanted him to know that I hadn’t wet the bed because it had been the rain, not me. But I knew there was no point because he’d never believe me.

It took ages and he had to bring down some special cream to rub into my hand for the next few weeks, but eventually the scar stopped hurting and my palm began to heal.

‘It was a clean cut,’ he said one day, checking the scar underneath the dim light bulb. He said ‘clean cut’ as though it had been a good thing.

The scissors had left me with a scar on both sides of my hand. If I held a pencil in it for too long, the wound to my palm would sometimes ache, but if you didn’t look too closely, then you wouldn’t have known it was there.

Without thinking, I rubbed the tip of my thumb against the old scar as I waited for him now, waiting for his verdict on my latest homework. The chair legs scraped loudly against the floor as he got to his feet. I watched his apron pouch.

Would he pull the scissors out?

My eyes continued to flit between his hands and the pouch, waiting for him to pull them – to stab me. Instead, he turned, nodded his head and went upstairs to fetch my supper. The frightened breath I’d been holding inside came flooding out as a sigh of relief. I looked towards Peter: he was in the corner, dangling from his web, watching everything from a place of safety.

‘It’s okay,’ I whispered over to him. ‘No belt tonight.’

It had been a good day because today, I’d got my spellings right. I felt lucky – I’d escaped a beating and I always got a beating. As long as I kept my mouth shut and ate all my food, I’d be safe – at least until tomorrow.



CHAPTER 2

SLOPPING OUT

I rested my head against the stone floor and counted how many steps Peter took as he ran across my eye line. It was difficult because he had eight legs and they all moved so quickly. I had to count each time he shifted forward and multiply it by eight. I was okay at maths – my father made me practise my multiplications and long division. I had blue jotters for everything: English (that was mainly sentences and spellings), Maths, Science and History. He was really strict about homework. I wasn’t sure why; it wasn’t like I got to talk to anyone else other than him – well, apart from Peter and the others. It didn’t matter though because he was determined I’d use my brain. I loved to draw but I didn’t tell him; I was worried if he knew how much I loved it, he’d take all my paper away and then I’d have nothing. I especially liked to draw monsters – ones based on him. I’d draw men with two heads, or three arms and five legs; I’d draw men who were ugly and strange, like him. One time, I drew a monster that was half-man and half-spider. I pictured him living in the cellar in a big crack in the wall, waiting for my father. I imagined the monster wrapping him in a silken shroud and trapping him in a big silver web. I’d watch him struggle and cry out. I decided if it ever happened, I wouldn’t help. Instead, I’d sit and watch the half-man half-spider crawl on top and bite hard into his neck. Then I’d watch him die, just like those flies.

He would regularly tell me to copy out sentences I didn’t understand, but I was too frightened to ask what all the different words meant. When I was younger, he asked me to copy some spellings. I wrote ball, dog, beach, hat, gate . . . I didn’t know what gate meant or any of the others, but I was able to piece them together slowly from sentences he’d given me.

Peter closed the gate.

A gate must be like the door at the top of the stairs, I decided.

George caught the ball.

A ball must be something you could catch in your hands like a spider.

Arthur climbed the tree.

I was dying to know what a tree was, but too frightened to ask in case he hit me. Tree . . . tree . . . tree . . . The word rolled around inside my mouth, my lips moving away from my teeth and the letters slipping over my tongue. Tree, it sounded a bit like three, but that was a number, and you couldn’t climb a number! I did eventually get to see a tree but I didn’t know what it was at the time, I only found out much later.

One day, I heard the cellar door open.

‘Right,’ his voice boomed from the top of the stairs, catching me by surprise. My stomach tightened inside as I pushed my drawings into a secret space underneath the desk.

Ten, nine, eight . . . 

I dipped down to look.

All clear. I couldn’t see them.

Seven, six, five, four . . . three, two, one . . . 

He was standing over me.

‘I’ve decided you’re old enough to start slopping out your own bucket.’

I looked over at the silver metal bucket in a corner of the room. He’d usually empty it when it became half-full of pee, shit and toothpaste spit. I didn’t have a toilet – I didn’t even know what one was. Not then, anyway, although I was about to find out.

‘Well, don’t just sit there looking useless. Go pick it up!’

The chair legs dragged against the floor as I stood up and walked over towards the bucket.The smell rising from it made me want to be sick. I took short and shallow breaths and tried not to breathe in too deeply.

‘Get the bucket. Come on, come on!’

I lifted the handle and glanced over at him.

Was this a trick?

He’s going to pour it all over you, the voice inside my head warned.

I had to keep watch; I knew he wouldn’t think twice about it. I wasn’t sure quite what to do, so I stood there, holding the bucket, waiting for further instructions.

‘Follow me,’ he mumbled as he headed towards the stairs.

My feet felt stuck as though they’d been glued to the floor.

Was he finally letting me out?

I’d never been out of the cellar before.

He turned, his mouth breaking into a horrible sneer.

‘Come on, I haven’t got all day.’

I lifted the bucket and followed him slowly upstairs. My legs were trembling as I heaved the slops up, one step at a time. The bucket felt surprisingly heavy and I was terrified I’d spill piss and shit on the stairs, on myself, or, even worse, on him. The first step seemed easy, but the second was a little more difficult. I had to be careful to judge the height of it, making sure I didn’t trip, and at the same time watching the water level didn’t lift up over the edge.

Three, four, five . . . 

I’d climbed halfway up when I began to feel really scared. Something knocked fast inside of my chest and my mouth felt bone dry. I wondered what was on the other side of the open door, I wondered what he’d do to me: was it a trick?

Be careful, he’s going to push you down the stairs or lock you inside another room! the voice inside my head screamed.

Suddenly, my hands began to shake in time with my trembling legs.They felt so quivery that I was frightened they’d fold beneath me.

‘Come on, you lazy little shit! Get a move on, I’ve things to do!’

It was him, his voice booming from the top step.

My arms ached and I was worried I’d drop the bucket. Imagining a flood of piss and shit running down the stairs like a brown river, I shuddered.

He’d kill you. He would actually kill you if that happened, the voice continued.

He was standing there in the doorway, his body blocking out most of the light. The strange thumping continued and my hands felt clammy, as though the handle might slip from them at any moment. I tightened my grip and tried to swallow down the rising terror I felt inside. I grunted with sheer effort as I made my way up the top few steps.

Six, seven, eight . . . 

My stomach turned over as I dipped to one side, trying to look behind him. I needed to see where we were going. I checked his hands – the leather apron hung limply from his body, but his hands were by his sides and nowhere near the pouch.

The scissors, they must still be in there!

I began to panic as my eyes focused firmly on the pouch. Then the voice and another thought flashed through my mind.

What if he has something else, something bigger up there to hit you with?

The thumping inside my chest grew faster. It was so loud, I was certain he would hear it. My eyes strained, still trying to make out what was behind him. But it was no good – I couldn’t see a thing. Most of the light had been blocked by him; all I could see was his outline. It looked as though someone had drawn a life-size picture of him and coloured it in with black pencil.

‘Hurry up!’

I snapped back into the moment and quickened up the last few steps.

Nine, ten . . . 

I’d done it – I was standing at the top of the stairs. I’d done it before, but never with him standing there, watching me. When I was certain he’d left for work, I’d tried the door a few times before. I’d stretched and tried to wriggle the metal latch on the other side, but it had never come loose. Now I was actually there, standing at the top of the stairs, only this time the door was open.

THUD,THUD,THUD . . .

My chest heaved as I struggled to draw breath.

My heart. The thudding. It must be my heart!

I’d learnt all about hearts with him in Science.

My eyes scanned the strange new room in front of me – the one that had been hidden behind the door. There was a table, like the one I had downstairs, only much bigger. Lots of chairs, too. Not one, like there was in my room, but lots. I remembered the voices I’d heard above me – voices drifting down through the floor, day after day. There must be other people living here.

One, two, three, four . . . 

I started to count the chairs.

Four chairs and another, taller, chair with a tiny seat and table at the front of it. I remembered hearing a cry.

Who or what sat in the small chair?

‘Stop bloody daydreaming and get a move on!’

His voice jolted me. He walked across the room and opened another, much heavier, door. But I was still fascinated by this room – the other world I’d finally been allowed into. I wanted to soak it up, to take in every last detail. The bucket grew heavy and my hands started to burn, but I tried to ignore it. Instead, I turned and stared, trying to absorb as many details as I could. I glanced over to my left: there was another door the exact same size as the one leading to the cellar. It was slightly open. I couldn’t see inside from where I was standing, but I could smell it – food. Lifting my head, I breathed in the delicious air. It smelled so good, I could almost taste it. My belly rumbled in agreement.

Yes, it was definitely food!

Delicious smells wafted from behind the half-open door. I made a note inside my head.

If I ever escape, I’ll head for that room first. That will be my prize.

‘Out here, now!’

It was him – he was actually outside, his feet standing on some square, grey, flat stones. The contents of my bucket swayed from side to side as I followed towards the door. There was a square white-shaped thing on my left; it had two pipes hanging over it and lots of plates stacked up at the side.

‘Watch it! Don’t spill it, if yer know what’s good for yer!’ he growled, pointing down at the bucket as the contents sloshed around inside it.

I gulped, unsure what he wanted me to do or where he wanted me to empty it.

My heart pounded as I stepped outside. I wanted to cry – it was the first time I ever remembered coming out of the cellar. The sunlight felt blinding against my eyes and they began to water in protest. I paused on the big step outside the door, partly through fear but also fascination. So many smells and sounds hit me at once. I could hear confused, high-pitched noises, but they didn’t sound human. I’d heard them before when I’d been locked in the cellar, but I didn’t know what they were or where they were coming from. It wasn’t until many years later that I recognised the strange noises as bird song.

The sun was shining; it warmed the skin on my face and it felt good. But I was still scared by so many things hitting me at once, so many things slamming into my senses – in my eyes, up my nose, against my skin, and seeping inside my mind. My cellar walls had trapped me but they also made me feel safe because at least down there I was protected by my spider friends. They were all I’d ever known. Standing here on the back doorstep, I felt uncertain – everything seemed so big, so loud and so different. I glanced all around: there were brick walls out here too, only they didn’t have a ‘lid’ on them. There were no ceilings outside. I lifted my head up towards the blue sky; it was a lighter blue than my shirt, but much, much cleaner. There were clouds too. I knew what clouds were because he’d taught me that’s where rain came from – another thing I’d learnt in Science. But I couldn’t see any rain now; there was no water at all, just lovely, happy sunshine.

‘Get a move on!’

It was him. I started to follow him over towards another smaller building with walls and a door.

‘The outside toilet,’ he said, waving a finger at it.

The door of the ‘outside toilet’ was green. I knew my colours because I had a set of coloured pencils that I used for my homework. And I loved my pencils. Although they were meant for homework, I’d secretly use them to draw with. I had about six colours in total – red, yellow, blue, green, black and white – but I’d mix them together to make new colours.

Standing outside the toilet, I watched as he pressed something down. The black latch made a clicking noise, similar to the sound of my door when he came into the cellar.

‘In there,’ he said, pointing to a round white dish thing with a black circle on top. ‘Put it in the toilet.’

So I did as he said and poured the brown slop inside. I wasn’t sure what to do next. I noticed a pipe leading up to a square-shaped black box above my head. It had a long metal thread hanging down with a handle on the end.

‘Pull the chain,’ he said, pointing to it.

I stretched, but I wasn’t tall enough to reach. He tutted, leaned over me and pulled the chain hard.

WHOOSH!

The sudden noise was so loud that it startled me. I clamped both hands over my ears and took a step back, which made him laugh. Then I watched as the brown slop swirled around and around until some clear water washed it away and it had disappeared. I stared down in disbelief, waiting for the brown stuff to come back again, but there was only clear water. His hand grabbed the back of my shirt roughly as he pulled me outside.

‘Come on, in the cellar.’

We retraced our steps over the grey, square stones, back inside the door and into the room above. I noticed a few more things, but I didn’t know what they were. There were some blue and white things fixed to the walls that I later found out were cupboards, and a tall, square, white thing with black circles that was something called a cooker. I also spotted a small window that looked out onto the yard. My feet scuffed along the floor as he pulled me along. I glanced down and saw that the floor was covered in red squares instead of stone.

‘Go on!’ His hand pushed against the small of my back as he shoved me towards the top of the cellar steps. ‘That’s enough for one day. Go on, get back down there, where you belong.’

That night, I couldn’t sleep. My mind raced with all the new smells and sounds of outside.

‘Peter,’ I whispered in the darkness. I couldn’t see him, but I knew he’d be listening – he was always listening. ‘I went outside today. It was amazing! I want to go outside again. When I do, I’ll be sure to bring you something to eat.’

After pulling the blanket around me for warmth, I closed my eyes and nestled my head against the flat pillow. I knew then that I had to get out properly – I had to escape from the cellar.



CHAPTER 3

STARLINGS AND THE MOUSE

Time and time again, I tried to wiggle the door open but the latch on the other side always stayed stubbornly locked. It was similar to the one on the outside toilet. I’d wait, and as soon as he’d left for work, I’d be there, shaking the door, trying to knock the latch off. But it never worked.

After my first time outside, he told me I’d have to slop out my bucket every few days. It was a horrible job, but I started to look forward to emptying it out because it meant I’d be able to go outside again and see the sun. I couldn’t wait to get back and tell Peter about my new adventures.

‘You should have seen it,’ I said, settling down next to his web as he twitched against it. ‘The room upstairs is called “the kitchen”, that’s what he called it, and there’s a big, white, square thing called “the sink”. He told me not to go near it with my slop bucket. The floor is red, too – little red squares. There’s lots of doors and chairs, but I’m only allowed out of the door that leads into what he calls “the yard”. That’s where the outside toilet is.’

Footsteps sounded above my head; his footsteps against the kitchen floor. I inched closer to the web and began to whisper.

‘There’s another room on the left when you get to the top of the stairs. I don’t know what it’s called, but there’s food in there. I can smell it.’
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