
 

Outside 

 

Neither Jack nor Sally knew what was outside, but they were surely afraid of it. 

It had been some time since their dad had let them leave the house, and these 

days they found themselves locked in the bedroom more often than not. By now 

they were used to the situation and spent most of their time playing carefree in the 

room. Only occasionally did they wonder why they were no longer allowed outside. 

“Shall we have a cup of tea, Polly?” said Sally, placing her doll on its little pink 

chair next to the other dolls attending the tea party. “I shall have tea and biscuits,” 

she answered in a suitably prim and proper voice. “One lump or two?” 

“Dolls are for silly girls,” blurted Jack as he bashed together his soldier and 

dragon action figures in mock battle. “Pow! Bam!” He had set up a makeshift battle 

zone on the bedroom floor and was waging an epic war between the humans and 

monsters. “Fighting monsters is much better.” 

“Monsters are silly. Why do you want to fight things? That doesn’t make you 

brave and strong, like Daddy. It’s just pretend. I bet you wouldn’t be so brave if you 

had to fight real monsters, like the ones outside.” 

“Who says there are monsters outside?” 

“Daddy did. He said don’t go outside the house. He said there are scary, bad 

things outside.” 

“He didn’t say monsters. It could be a giant volcano has explosioned and all the cit-

ies are covered in burning lava. Or a big bomb was dropped on us and everyone’s 

faces are melted. I learned about that in school, before Dad took us out and we had 

to stay in the house. Anyway, I’m not scared. I’ll fight whatever is out there.” 

“I bet you wouldn’t. I bet you wouldn’t even go outside the bedroom.” 

“I’d go outside the room. I’ll go outside right now.” Jack jumped up off the floor 

and marched toward the door. 

Sally let out a yelp. “No, don’t. Daddy told us to stay in the room at night time.” 

She figured maybe he was not bluffing after all. And if Jack really was foolish 

enough to open the door, who knew what he might let in. 

“I don’t care. I’m going to go outside right now. I’m going to open the door.” Jack 

stomped onward--although it became more of an edging forward as he approached 

the door. 

“Nooo!” squealed the little girl. “I don’t want to see what’s out there. Anyway, 

Daddy will be upset with you.” 

“Well, okay. I’ll keep the door closed but only because Dad said so. I’m not scared 

though.” 

“Hmph,” muttered Sally under her breath--half in smugness at being right all 

along that Jack was never going to open the door, half relieved that he actually 

didn’t--while she faux-casually turned her attention back to the tea party. 

Realising he’d been rumbled, Jack returned to the foot of his bed and plonked 

himself down on the floor. He grabbed up the soldier and dragon figures again, pre-

paring to re-engage battle. 



He was quickly interrupted by a thudding noise coming from outside the room. It 

was the sound of heavy footsteps clomping up the stairs and moving closer. 

Sally immediately shouted out in excitement, “Yay! Daddy’s coming to tuck us 

in.” 

Jack was less certain of who or what was approaching. “How do you know it’s 

Dad?” he asked, only half joking. 

“Don’t say that. It’s Daddy.” 

There was a moment of dead silence when the footsteps stopped outside the 

room. Jack stared intently at Sally. Sally looked back with a now slightly worried ex-

pression across her face. They both turned their gaze toward the door. The handle 

twisted and the door slowly opened. 

In the doorway stood a tall man in a somewhat wrinkled and grimy suit that 

looked like it had not been washed in a while. He sported stubble that was at least a 

few days old but not an unruly mess, and he had a look in his eyes of someone both 

world-weary and world-wise at the same time. 

“Still awake, I see,” said the man, with a knowing glint. “I can hear you two argu-

ing all the way from downstairs, even with the TV on.” 

“Daddy!” said Sally, rushing to greet him with her arms open wide. 

Martin scooped her up in the air. “Hey, princess.” 

“See, Jack, it is Daddy.” 

Martin scrunched his brow in confusion. “Who else would it--” 

“Okay, so it is Dad,” said Jack, briefly glancing over his shoulder before resuming 

banging his toys together. “Pow! Bang! Take that you evil dragon. Now me and Sir 

‘Dadalot’ will fight you together.” 

“Hey there, champ,” said Martin. 

“You can be the knight, Dad,” said Jack, casually reaching up and holding out a 

toy knight figure he had picked up off the floor. 

“No can do. It’s bed time for you two.” 

“But,”--the boy was not ready to give up the fight quite yet--“I just reached the 

dragon’s lair, and he’s attacking us. We’ll be burned like a crisp.” 

“Well, let’s hide ourselves behind this secret wall for now.” Martin bent down 

and picked up a handful of large toy bricks lying next to his feet. He cobbled the 

bricks together as a makeshift barrier and then placed the dragon on one side and 

the remaining figures on the other. “We can gather our forces and attack him to-

gether in the morning.” 

“Well . . . okay. . . . We’ll get him in the morning then. What were you watching 

on the TV?” 

“What?” said Martin. 

“You said you were watching TV.” 

“Oh . . . nothing.” 

“How come we can’t watch TV anymore?” asked Jack with a mix of sadness and 

frustration in his voice. “Why can’t we have a TV in our room, like before? I miss 

watching Spider-Man in the morning.” 



“Don’t you worry about watching TV. It’s all rubbish and lies now anyway. 

You’re not missing anything.” 

Jack probed further. “Were you watching stuff about outside?” 

Martin sensed where Jack was heading. “As I said--” 

“Daddy,” interrupted Sally, “can you read us a bedtime story?” 

“Alright, Sally, I’ll read you a story.” He was secretly thankful for the change of 

subject. “What would you like it to be about?” 

“Can we have one about a princess, Daddy? And a knight on a horse, who rides 

to the castle and sets her free from the tower she is trapped in.” 

Jack said abruptly, “Tell us a story about something outside. I’m bored of fairy 

tales.” 

“I told you before, Jack. No stories about outside. Forget about it. Everything you 

need is inside the house. You have lots of interesting books to read . . . and a bunch 

of toys to play with. Look, here, a dinosaur,” he said, hastily grabbing a plastic 

Tyrannosaurus from the floor, knocking over the brick wall he’d constructed earlier. 

He then hurried over to the tea party set in the corner of the room and snatched up 

one of Sally’s dolls. “And here’s a gingerbread man.” Martin waved it eagerly at the 

boy. “So, I’m going to tell you the story of the dinosaur and the gingerbread man. 

Get changed and into bed, and then I’ll start.” 

Jack looked down at the pile of bricks that were now no longer fit to guard any-

thing, let alone protect a knight from a fiery dragon. “But the wall. . . .” 

It was as second or two before Martin noticed the frown on Jack’s face. “Don’t 

worry, Jack. They’ll be fine. Sir Dadalot has fought worse things than a dragon and 

lived to tell the tale.” He walked over and laid his hand on Jack’s head. “He’ll still be 

there in the morning, ready to battle the forces of evil.” 

Jack looked up with a half smile, but quickly flicked his eyes back to the toys 

again, and the smile faded away. 

“Well, anyway. . . .” said Martin. “Let’s get you guys into your pyjamas.” 

Both kids changed promptly, haphazardly flinging their clothes onto the floor. 

They climbed into their beds, Sally more enthusiastically than Jack. She puffed up 

her pillow with a few dainty slaps and then propped it up against the headboard. A 

couple of seconds later she was sitting up in bed, leaning back on the pillow with the 

cover wrapped tightly around her body. Jack shoved a few scattered toys off his bed 

and onto the floor, grunting under his breath as he did so, and then slid under the 

cover, pulling it up just enough to leave his head and arms free. They were now 

ready for a story. 

Martin scanned the room for inspiration. The chest of drawers next to him had a 

dimly lit lamp and a couple of random children’s books on it. Toys and other play-

things were scattered around the floor. There was the window, which was securely 

boarded up; a bookcase filled with children’s books; the tea set in the corner; and 

some lovingly scribbled pictures pinned up on the walls. 

Taking the easy option, Martin picked up at random one of the children’s books 

sitting on the chest of drawers and perched himself on the edge of Jack’s bed. He 



opened the book and began his story, pretending to read from the pages. “Okay. 

Once upon a time there was a gingerbread man called . . . Fred.” 

“Fred?” said Jack, rolling his eyes. 

“Yes, Fred.”--Martin wasn’t one for nailing the finer details in his stories--“So . . . 

Fred liked to wander the magical forest collecting all kinds of fruits and berries in his 

sack so he could add them to his home-made cakes. On this evening he was happily 

skipping along through the forest and humming to himself when suddenly, a big, 

ferocious dinosaur jumped out from behind a tree.” He mimicked the growly voice 

of a dinosaur: 

“’Roar!’ roared the dinosaur, ‘I’m very hungry, and you look delicious, so I’m going to eat 

you all up as a snack.’ 

‘Why would you want to eat little old me?’ said Fred. ‘I’m all dry and flaky, and I’m not 

very good for your teeth. I have lots of fruit and berries in my sack though. What if I shared 

them with you?’ 

‘Yes, that sounds nice,’ said the dino--” 

“Daaad!” Jack let out a huff of air. “This is boring. I don’t want to hear about 

friendly dinosaurs sharing fruit with gingerbread men. I want to hear a story about 

scary monsters, and soldiers fighting with swords and guns”--he swung one hand as 

if he was holding a sword, while simultaneously motioning the other hand as 

though he was shooting a pistol--“and lots of blood and guts. Arrggh! Swish! Death 

to the monsters outside!” 

Martin dropped his hands down, letting the book bump against his knees. “The 

last thing you need is stories about monsters. No, what you need is a fun, happy tale 

that won’t give you nightmares--and no stories about outside. I told you--forget 

about that.” 

“But why, Dad?” said Jack. “What’s outside?” 

“Nothing that you need to hear about.” 

Sally chimed in, “Daddy. . . . But how come you can go outside the house but we 

can’t?” 

“Because I’m a grown up,” answered Martin, “and I can look after myself. But you 

don’t want to go out there; it’s not safe for little princesses like you. No, you’re safe 

here in the house. Anyway, enough talk about outside. Let’s get back to the story. . . . 

So, Fred is talking to the--” 

“I miss Mom,” said Jack. 

Martin lowered the book again. “Me too, Jack. . . . We all miss Mom.” 

“Daddy, did monsters take Mommy?” asked Sally. 

“No, it wasn’t monsters. Why would you think it was monsters?” 

“Well, you said Mommy had to go up to heaven because of what the bad men 

did. And one time, when you were on the couch looking at a picture of Mommy, I 

heard you calling the men on TV monsters--before you didn’t let us watch the TV 

anymore. Maybe the bad men were monsters too.” 

“No, they’re not monsters. Not like you think.” 



“Are they what’s outside, Dad?” asked Jack. “Is it the bad men? Is that why we 

can’t go outside? Is that why we have to stay in the house and why sometimes we 

have to lock the bedroom door at night?” 

“Look, it’s just bad.” Martin paused; his eyes blankly starring off into the distance 

as he got lost in a recent memory. “Outside . . . is just bad.” His grip on the book 

tightened and the tips of his fingers turned white from the force. A bead of sweat 

trickled down his forehead and dripped onto his cheek, jerking him back to the pre-

sent moment with a violent shiver. “Anyway,” he said quickly wiping the sweat 

away, “at least I’m not forcing you to stay in the bedroom all the time. Unlike some 

children, you have a whole house to run around in during the day, where it’s nice 

and warm, and you can play safely. . . . And we have plenty of food to eat too. Just 

trust me when I say you don’t want to go outside. It’s not safe for you or your sister 

out there.” 

“But sometimes I hear lots of people shouting outside,” said Jack. “They sound 

very angry. But I can’t see anything, because of the window, or hear properly what 

they are saying. It’s all grabbled and fuzzy. . . . And one time I heard some smashing 

too! Was it the angry people who took Mom from us--the ones outside the window?” 

Martin threw Jack a steely stare, which he only used when he wanted to really 

hammer a point home. “No Jack, it wasn’t the angry people you heard. You don’t 

have to worry about them. Just ignore the angry people. . . . In fact, ignore everyone 

outside. Don’t listen to anyone.” 

Jack hardly noticed. His mind was busy imagining all the different things that 

might be waiting outside. 

Martin glanced over to the lone window in the room. It was boarded up from the 

inside, with thick planks of wood placed across it that were firmly nailed to the wall, 

which made it impossible to open or clearly see outside. Although, through a small 

gap in the planks it was just possible to see that the glass in the window had been 

smashed. 

“Is it werewolves, Dad?” asked Jack. “Because one time I heard a howling noise 

outside the window that sounded--” 

“Okay, now you’re just getting carried away. It’s time to go to sleep. We’ll save 

the rest of the story for another day.” Martin snapped the book shut and placed it on 

the chest of drawers. 

“But there is something outside, Dad, right?” asked Jack. “Something bad?” 

“Yes. There’s something outside. Something it’s best you stay away from. Some-

thing you don’t have to know about.” Martin wanted to tell Jack and Sally the truth 

about outside, to prepare them, but now wasn’t the right time to burden their young 

minds with such frightful things. 

“But what if it comes for us, Daddy?” said Sally, pulling the cover over her face to 

protect herself from the thing coming to get her. “What if you aren’t here and it 

comes to get us?” She started weeping softly. 

Martin moved over to Sally’s bed. He gently pulled the cover down off her face 

and leaned in closer. “When have I ever not been here for you? Daddy will always 



be here to protect you and Jack. As long as I’m alive, nothing will harm you. I prom-

ise.” 

“I love you, Daddy.” Sally threw up her arms and wrapped them tightly around 

him. 

A loud knocking sounded from downstairs. It was the front door. 

“Daddy!” screamed Sally. “They’re here to get us.” She pulled herself tighter into 

his arms. 

Muffled sounds followed the knocking. They were coming from outside. 

“What is it, Dad?” said Jack. 

The knocking came again, louder this time, and then a man’s voice, “Martin. It is 

Sam. Come out and join us, Martin.” 

“It’s okay, kids,” said Martin. “It’s just Daddy’s . . . friend, Sam.” 

“What does he want, Dad?” asked Jack. 

“Don’t worry;” answered Martin, “he just wants me to meet up with some of his 

friends, and . . . hang out for a bit.” 

“Outside, Daddy?” asked Sally in a panic. 

“Everything’s going to be okay, Sally. I’ll be back before you know it.” 

Once more, the steady knocking sound came from the front door, followed by 

Sam’s voice. “Martin. . . . We know you are in there.” 

“I’ll be there in a minute, Sam,” shouted Martin, peeling himself from Sally’s grip. 

He turned to Jack. “Okay, champ, I have to go out with Sam now, just for a little bit. 

Make sure neither of you leaves the room, unless you really need to go to the bath-

room. But be quick about it; no dillydallying in the hallway.” He gave both Jack and 

Sally a stern look in turn. “And remember to lock the latch once you’re back in the 

room, because I still might not be home yet. You’ll remember that, right, Jack?” 

“Yes, Dad, I won’t forget.” 

“No wandering downstairs either. And definitely don’t let anyone in the house 

while I’m away. Jack, you’re the man of the house when I’m not home.” 

“Okay, Dad,” said Jack pulling his shoulders back and standing to attention. “You 

can count on me. I won’t let any monsters get inside!” 

“I’ll see you in a little while--” 

“But, Daddy,” said Sally, grasping up at Martin. 

“Hey, I promise I’ll be back shortly. You and Jack are going to be safe here in the 

room till I get back. I better go. Sam’s waiting--” 

“Can’t we come with you, Dad?” asked Jack. “I can fi--“ 

“No. Stay here. Both of you stay in the room.” Martin reached down and picked 

up the toy knight figure that Jack had been playing with earlier. “Here. You and Sir 

Dadalot can protect the house while I’m away--but stay in the room.” 

“Okay, Dad. I’ll protect the house, and Sally too.” 

“Great, Jack. . . .” said Martin, readying himself to leave. He was already outside 

the room and in the middle of pulling the door shut when Jack called out. 

“But if you need me, Dad, I can come with you and help--” 



“No, Jack!” said Martin, looking back into the room through the opening in the 

half-closed door. “Listen to me. Horrible things are out there; things you can’t imag-

ine. You don’t want to see what’s waiting on the other side of the front door, creep-

ing outside your window, lurking just beyond the safety of these four walls. Just stay 

in the room. Don’t go outside the room. . . . I love you guys. I’ll be back soon” 

He pulled the handle on the outside of the bedroom door. 

The door closed with a thud. 

The lock clicked. 


