
The Cage 

My Dad lived in a cage. My whole life, he was in that cage, He only came out of it once, as 

far as I know. He ran around it, all the time. That was what he did. I could never 

understand how he got to work every day. He told me the cage was a sort of pan-

dimensional thingy but I never really got that bit. 

He ran around it all the time. That was what he did. He only stopped running when he was 

asleep - even then his legs would twitch every so often. You could tell he thought that 

sleep was a complete waste of time, he would much rather be awake and running. But 

even he had to sleep a bit. 

Dad was really good at running. He was really good at spotting all the tiny bits of himself 

that weren’t working quite perfectly. He got a lot of people to help him - the physio, the 

masseur - and it all added up. Marginal gains, he called it. He got really good at running. 

Everyone said so. The more they said so, the harder he tried. He didn’t want to let them 

down, he hated that. He was a good man.

That was how it was, my whole life. I can’t remember anything else. Every evening, Mum 

and I would get on with things - my homework or the dinner, the usual stuff - and Dad 

would be running around his cage. Every time he passed us, Mum would squeeze his 

hand, maybe slip him a biscuit. 

“You’re running ever so nicely this evening, darling.” 

That’s what she would say.



While I was small, I didn’t really think about it, that’s just how it was. I used to join in saying 

nice things as he ran past. 

“Go for it, Daddy. You’re going really fast.” 

Occasionally, I asked Mum if I could give the biscuits. Mum didn’t like this idea, I don’t 

know why. She said that it was no job for a child. Every now and again, though, she’d let 

me.

As I got older, I realised that this was all a bit weird. Mum was keeping Dad prisoner in this 

cage, like Hansel and Gretel, and I thought it was horrible. It made me cross.

“What are you, Mum, a witch or something? Why don’t you let him out?”

She never used to answer but I kept on and on and eventually she got cross back.

“Look. Just go and look,” she snapped.

“What do you mean?”

“Go and look at the bloody cage. There, see there. Where the door is.”

Still griping, I wandered over to the door of the cage and had a good look at it.
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“Ohhh,” I said. “It’s open?”

Mum nodded. 

“Always.”

“Then why..?”

Mum didn’t answer. She just shrugged, looked down at the onion she was chopping.

“He should come out,” I decided. “No-one should live in a cage.”

Still, she said nothing.

“I’ll get him out. Somehow. I’ll make him come out.”

At that, she looked up sharply.

“No, love,” she said. “Don’t ever do that.”

Of course, I did. Wouldn’t you? Not immediately, though, not for a few years.

*  
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I remember one evening when Mum and I were busy - I had a project to finish. It was fun 

but quite complicated and it’s awful to admit but we forgot about Dad for a few laps, maybe 

quite a few laps. He started running harder until the bars of the cage rattled as he went by 

and finally I noticed. I looked up and he was going faster than I’d ever seen him. But it 

didn’t look as good as usual. He was ugly, frowning and clenching his teeth. Every few 

paces, he would kick out at the bars. His running shoes were almost torn, blood oozed 

through the fabric over the toes.

I nudged my mother. 

“Mum, look.”

She looked up.

“Oops.” 

She fetched the biscuits and sat down beside the bars of the cage. For the next dozen 

laps, she made sure to stroke his hand as he went by. I said the nice things and we both 

pushed in a regular supply of biscuits. Dad steadied off and he stopped kicking at the bars 

of the cage. Within ten minutes, he was running normally again.

Me and Mum went back to the school project. But we kept a better eye on him for the rest 

of that evening.
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*

That was how it was, for ages. Dad running around that old cage with me and Mum 

cuddled up on the sofa, talking about boys or exams or let’s-pretend about what we would 

do with a million pounds. Dad would throw in a word as he ran past, but he couldn’t really 

join in. He was only within range for a couple of seconds. His running was getting really, 

really good though.

One day, Mum went out for the afternoon. She held my face, kissed me and said how 

lovely it was now I was old enough to take care of myself for a few hours. I hadn’t planned 

anything but when I saw the brand new packet of Fig Rolls in the kitchen, I just..it all 

just..sort of..happened, it all just happened. Dad loved Fig Rolls.

I decided the time had come. Today, I would make him come out of the cage. Then we 

could throw it away and be a proper family. Together, forever. I showed Dad the shiny red 

packet, crinkled it between my fingers and deliberately sat down on the sofa, out of reach. 

I told him that if he wanted them, he’d have to come and get them. Every time he went 

past, I didn’t stroke his hand or tell him anything nice. I just held the Fig Rolls.

It took ages.

At first, he smiled widely at me, as he passed. Then he did some comedy laps - running 

backwards or leaping like he had seven league boots on. I just looked back at him. Didn’t 

get up from the sofa, didn’t say a word.
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After a while, it started to ramp up a bit. Dad stopped smiling and began running, faster 

and faster. Eventually, he was hurling himself around the cage, banging against the bars, 

ricocheting around each lap. I almost caved. I thought he’d injure himself. He was making 

an odd noise too. Quiet but pretty weird. A sort of low moan. It got louder.

In the end, he was howling as he threw himself through each lap. The bars were shaking, 

bending as he collided with them, over and over. I didn’t know what to do, I wished I’d 

never started. I wished I’d listened to my mother.

I decided enough was enough, I‘d just give him the biscuits. But I was scared now. He was 

whirling around the cage, howling and lurching like a mad dog. I was scared to go near 

him. I hugged my knees on the sofa and just watched. He had to run down eventually. 

What happened, actually, is that he banged up against the door of the cage and it flew 

open. I don’t think he even knew the door was there. It was just random chance. He fell 

out of the cage on to the floor, banging down onto his knees. He scrabbled up and hurled 

himself at the sofa, at me. I threw the biscuits at him, I didn’t want him near me.

He grabbed the packet of Fig Rolls, ripped the paper off in two or three handfuls, pushed 

biscuit after biscuit into his mouth. Spitting and spewing while he stuffed himself. It was all 

over me, and the sofa. Crumbs and lumps of biscuit, shreds of paper all over the floor.

I was clinging to one last hope. Surely, I thought, surely once he’d eaten, he would calm 

down. I was desperate for this to stop. By now, I was lying sideways on the sofa, knees 

curled up as high as I could, eyes screwed shut. I didn’t want to look at him.
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When the biscuits were gone, he got up. I cowered but he wasn’t interested in me. He 

went straight back to the cage, ran up and down the outside of it. Banging at the bars with 

his head and his fists, grabbing at them with both hands, trying to prise them apart. He 

was shouting now.

“Help me! Why won’t anyone help me?”

I ran out of hope then. Dad was out and he couldn’t get back in. He was going to rage 

forever. I turned my face into the sofa.

Someone touched my face. Just for a second. I screwed my eyes tighter shut and waited. 

But nothing else happened. I opened them, just a crack, and saw my mother. She was 

looking at Dad, while she chewed her lip. He was still grasping the bars of the cage, 

banging his head as if he could force his way inside. She laid a hand on his shoulder but 

he shook it off. He looked at her and I could see he was frightened. I never knew a grown-

up man could be so frightened.

“Help me!”

She grabbed both his shoulders then. He tried to shake her off but somehow, she clung on 

and pushed him around to the door of the cage.

“Here, love. It’s here.”
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He looked at her blankly. 

“Help me?”  Quieter now, almost gone.

I saw my mother ball her left hand into a fist as she tried again.

“It’s here, love.”

She opened the door of the cage, pushed him towards it. She would have pushed him in, I 

think, but she didn’t need to. He threw himself inside and sank onto the floor. Asleep or  

unconscious, I don’t know. There was blood on his lower lip.

Finally, she came over to me. She put her arms around me, lay over me. A human shield.

“I’m sorry, Mum, I’m so sorry.” I was sobbing violently now. I kept saying it, over and 

over again. “I’m so sorry.”

She rocked me calm and eventually, I sat up. Dad had woken up too. He was running 

around the cage again. Like a metronome now. He was perfectly calm, even smiled at us 

each time he went by. He wasn’t ugly any more.

“I’ll never do it again, Mum.”

“No, love. I know.”
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*

The years went by, each one much the same as the last. I grew up and left school. Got 

myself qualifications, a job, a husband or two. I never had any children though. I never 

moved very far from Mum either. Two or three times a week, I’d go round to her place, 

we’d talk while I helped her feed biscuits to Dad. It was nice. He was still running around 

the cage. A little more slowly now and it no longer seemed to make him happy. But he 

never stopped.

One day, Mum rang me at work.

“It’s happened at last,” she said. “Can you come round?”

When I got there, she was standing by the cage. Her hands were in her pockets and she 

was resting her forehead on the bars. There were tears on her face. Dad was lying on the 

floor.

“So that’s that?” I said.

“Yes.”

I put my arm around her, hugging her close.

“Did he never come out again?” I asked, eventually.
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“Not once.”

“Such a shame.”

Mum looked up at me.

“You think?” she asked. “I’m not so sure.”

“A waste then. He was a good man.”

“Yes.”

We hugged each other a few moments more. Then Mum sent me to fetch a sheet while 

she found the telephone directory. There were wet spots on my shirt where she had lain 

her face but they dried quickly enough.

!  9


