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‘I never broke out of my blundering self into the world’ 

Siegfried Sassoon



Maggie dreamed she was a baby lying in a cot, with her brother Colin in the cot  beside her. From 

her belly an umbilical cord stretched not to her mother – there was no sign of her in the dream – but 

to Colin, connecting them belly to belly. That was the whole of the dream; it was a strange one, 

though she often dreamed of Colin. From the dream she woke to the sound of reggae music, a song 

she recognized from her early  teenage years. No sooner had she identified it, however, than the tune 

changed to a faster one – another oldie. As the tune changed a second time it struck her that there 

must be someone in her kitchen, fiddling with the radio. 

Pulse throbbing in her throat, she got up from where she lay, on the floor of her walk-in 

closet, and onto her hands and knees. First touching the walls on either side to confirm her bearings, 

she crawled out of the pitch-dark closet, passing from carpet to the tiled floor of the bathroom − the 

two rooms were connected at a right angle to form a backwards L − and pressed her ear to the 

bathroom door. But the music wasn’t coming from the kitchen. Puzzled, she crawled back through 

the darkness to her nest. Only there did it strike her that the sound – it was back to the reggae song 

now – was emanating from the wall to her left. 

Hers was one half of a square bungalow. Divided at some time, the two parts remained 

entwined, head to tail like twins in the womb. Her section faced the main road while the other 

looked out  onto a narrower back street. The two halves shared neither an entrance nor parking. 

She’d never been around the back. She had on occasion been aware of her ‘back-door’ neighbours – 

low music or voices through the living-room wall – but, so far as she was aware, she’d heard 

nothing in the past few months. She’d assumed, insofar as she’d given the matter thought, that 

they’d moved out and left the place vacant. Clearly, however, they were back, or someone had 

replaced them.

 The music seemed louder and clearer than it  ever had in her living room; the wall of her 

walk-in closet must be a thin one. Her immediate inclination was to give it a thump with her fist, 

but mightn’t that provoke further intrusion? Annoyed as she was, she didn’t want that, so she lay in 



the dark and listened to one song after another. And before long she found her annoyance had lifted; 

listening to the music – it  was all old stuff – was rather nice. She never did that any  more, except in 

the car. She was sorry when the radio was turned off. Shifting across the carpet, she pressed her left 

ear to the wall, but no more sounds emerged.

Over what felt like the next several hours, however, she did hear further signs of life from 

her back-door neighbours: the whistle of an old-fashioned kettle; a vacuum cleaner’s drone; and 

more music. On one song, a ballad, she even heard a young male voice singing along. It was a nice 

voice, although she couldn’t make out any words. When the radio was switched off a second time, 

however, the ensuing silence went unbroken. Her singing neighbour must have gone out, or else 

he’d fallen asleep. Was it daytime outside now, or night? What she wanted, she decided, was a 

shower. She thought about turning the bathroom light on, or raising the blind, but decided against. 

Showering in pitch darkness wasn’t so difficult, it turned out; it was rather fun. Out of habit she 

checked her legs, but for once they  were smooth to the touch. Using the toilet in the dark was no 

problem and filling her drinking glass from the basin simplicity itself. Brushing her teeth was less 

easy, until she hit on the trick of squeezing the toothpaste onto her finger first. 

Standing at the basin, toothbrush still in hand, she wondered if there was anything else she 

ought to do before lying back down. The possibility of coffee came to her then, but in order to make 

coffee she’d have to unlock the bathroom door and go back out to her kitchen. Considering this, she 

decided she could live without coffee – she’d quit smoking, hadn’t she? She lay  back down, found 

the dark chocolate, and nibbled her way through its six remaining squares. Only when they were 

gone did it  strike her that there was nothing left to eat in her L-shaped realm. And all of a sudden 

she was hungry, not peckish – there was a hole below her navel that cried out to be fed. Strange that 

she should be so hungry  when her appetite was typically  meagre. Stranger still when she’d been 

doing nothing but lie on her back. Perhaps more time had passed in here than she imagined. In any 

case, she had no desire to die of hunger, and the solution lay  close at  hand. The real problem, 



however, was that she felt so disinclined to unbolt the bathroom door, still less go out into her 

kitchen. Was she afraid to go out there? Not afraid exactly, but the thought made her nauseous, 

thereby offsetting her hunger pangs but only for a moment. 

She lay where she was, trying to impose mind over matter. When this failed she tried 

focusing on the feel of the floor against her shoulder blades, her sacrum, her heels, but all the while 

her stomach went on yawning and gaping. It was a balloon slowly inflating, rising between her hips 

and threatening to carry her away.

‘Pi-zza!’

It was a man’s voice and this time the sound had undoubtedly come from her kitchen. 

Startled, she sat up but made no sound. 

‘Pi-zza!’ A knock on her bathroom door. ‘Anybody in there?’

This time she was quicker. Like a blind, delving creature in its burrow she crawled out of the 

closet. Blind fingers found the bolt and made sure it was still in place. ‘How the hell did you get 

into my house?’ she yelled. 

‘It wasn’t locked.’ 

Her groping fingers found the bathtub behind her. She turned and lowered her weight onto 

the woollen bathmat, sitting with her back against the porcelain of the bath, elbows resting on her 

knees and her face to the door. It was then that she spotted the gap; she hadn’t noticed it before. 

Through a two-inch gap beneath the door, a bar of light spilled from the kitchen into the bathroom. 

Judging by the pale light, it was early  morning. ‘I’ve got a knife in here,’ she called, leaning 

forward a little, directing her words to the bright oblong. ‘Very long and very sharp.’ 

‘And I’ve got a pizza out here getting cold.’ The bar of light beneath the door grew brighter 

and more solid. He’d switched on the fluorescent light. ‘You want it?’ 

‘I didn’t order any pizza.’ As she spoke she caught the scent of melted cheese. 

‘Somebody did.’



Another tantalizing waft of cheese. ‘What kind? Mozzarella?’

‘And mushroom. Sure you don’t want it?’

Now she could smell the mushroom too. She breathed a slow sigh through her nose. ‘Yes,’ 

she admitted, ‘I want it.’

‘Here’s how it works, then: you put that knife down and open the door, and you give me a 

tenner and I give you the pizza. That’s the way it usually goes.’

‘I can’t come out, not just now.’ Her left hand reached into the dark and found her wallet on 

the side of the basin. ‘I’ll slip the money under the door, okay?’

‘You had an accident?’

‘You the Good Samaritan?’

He laughed. 

‘No accident,’ she told him. ‘I’m perfectly okay.’ 

‘Except your breakfast’s getting cold.’

As if to reinforce this observation, her stomach let out a growl; in the enclosed bathroom it 

sounded very loud. ‘Look,’ she said quickly, ‘I’ve got the money. Could you just slide the pizza 

under the door?’

‘There’s a glass of apple juice on the table here, with a mobile phone in it.’

She chose to ignore this.

‘Just tell me one thing.’

Jesus Christ, give me that pizza, she wanted to scream, but  she made her voice calm. 

‘What?’

‘You’ve got me wondering. What are you up to in there, sitting in the dark?’

‘It’s cooler in here,’ she told him, ‘that’s all.’



‘Going to be warm enough out here today.’ Abruptly, he broke into song: ‘“Hot town, 

summer in the city/Back of my neck getting dirty and gritty”.’ And again he gave his short, deep 

laugh.

In spite of herself, and of her gnawing hunger, it struck her that she liked this laugh. It was a 

friendly, natural sound like a river might make – was he black? Not that that mattered of course. 

Stoned, maybe? She wished she could think of something funny to say, so she could hear that laugh 

again. ‘I just feel like staying in here for a bit,’ she confided. ‘I don’t exactly know why.’

‘Sometimes you do what you need to do without knowing why it is you’re doing it.’

‘I suppose.’ 

‘All right if I make myself comfortable?’

Are you kidding? she thought, but it seemed best to humour him, until she got her pizza at 

least. ‘Be my guest.’

There was a low grunt and the sound of joints cracking, and then a sigh. The bar of light 

from under the door was dimmed; the pizza guy had sat himself down on her kitchen floor. 

‘So,’ she asked, ‘how long have you been delivering pizzas?’ The question was feeble but 

his double-bass voice came right back. ‘Few years.’ 

‘Good money? I suppose you get tips.’

‘Money’s all right but, tell you the truth, it’s not the money. I’m not a for-the-money sort of 

guy. I just seem to like it: zipping about on the moped, talking to people here and there.’

‘I can imagine that must be interesting,’ she said, although she didn’t think she’d be 

interested herself.

‘People say I’m too old, but the fact is I like it. I like to talk the same way some people like 

their pizza. Their sunshine. Or beer. I’m not satisfied till I get it. I’m the type of guy just talks to 

everyone.’

‘Not everyone appreciates that type of guy.’



‘That’s what they said at my last job. Used to drive a limousine, picking up and dropping off 

at the airport. I liked the work but they said I talked too much. Politics too. So what? Man is a 

sociable animal, I told them, political too. What else should we talk about if not the city council, the 

government? I wasn’t asking people to vote for me, or anyone else. Most of the clients liked it  – a 

lively exchange of ideas – only one or two didn’t. I never upset anyone.’

‘I’m sure you didn’t mean to.’

‘Talking is natural. And people are interesting. I like them. Don’t you?’

‘In small doses.’

‘Nobody to talk to is my idea of hell.’

‘Mine would be one of those reality  TV shows, cooped up with loud-mouthed extroverts 

from morning till night.’

‘I read this morning that the average number of meaningful friendships is down to 1.2. Can 

you believe that?’

‘What does it even mean?’

‘It means people don’t have time for people any more – give me space, they say, when that’s 

the last thing they need. It means that  each of us has barely one friend in the world they can discuss, 

joke, complain and confide in, some less than one.’

‘Who says we all want to confide?’

‘Don’t we? Don’t we all want to be known?’

‘Do we? I think some people are just quieter than others. Self-contained.’

‘By nature you mean?’

‘Mostly nature, I’d say. You, you’re inclined to talk, but we’re not all made that way.’

‘More of a nurture man myself. I don’t think we’re made any way, not entirely. It’s not that 

black and white. We change, or we can do. And it’s good to talk.’

‘Even if the majority of what gets said in this world is utter crap?’



He laughed and there came a clicking noise. She smelled smoke. It crossed her mind that 

she might take offence, but somehow it seemed too late for that, and, besides, she wasn’t really 

offended. She heard him inhale and then slowly breathe out, puffing a smoke ring she imagined. 

‘Could I have one?’ she called. 

By way of reply, a cigarette rolled beneath the bathroom door. It was so quick she thought 

he must have anticipated her request. The cigarette came to a rest on the tiled floor, to be followed a 

moment later by a plastic lighter.

‘All right if I save it for later?’

‘It’s your cigarette!’

She took the cigarette, sliding it behind her left ear.

‘Now tell me, how long you been in there?’ 

‘Not sure exactly,’ she admitted. ‘Couple of days. It must seem weird, right?’

‘What’s weird? Sometimes I take a lie-down myself, in the back room at work. Sometimes 

you’ve got to do that, think stuff through.’

‘I haven’t really been thinking though, just lying in the dark.’

‘Well, sometimes you need that too. Let it all out and just breathe till you’re ready to make 

your next move. It all comes down to time. You see . . . ’ He was interrupted by a high-pitched beep. 

‘Ah, duty  calls,’ he said with good-humoured resignation. The bar of light grew bright again as he 

heaved himself to his feet.

 ‘My pizza!’ 

 ‘It’s kind of cold.’

 ‘I don’t mind cold.’ 

‘Me neither.’ He laughed. ‘Kind of like it.’



Hurriedly, she manoeuvred herself to hands and knees. By the light that spilled under the 

door, she opened her wallet, tugged loose a ten-pound note and slid it  out into the kitchen. As she 

was letting go she felt his fingers take hold of the note’s other end. 

 A big square pizza box came sliding into the bathroom, only to catch against the door’s 

lower edge. She took hold of the box; it  was moist but still warm to the touch. She pulled as he 

pushed and then it was through.

‘Good thing it’s thin-crust,’ he remarked.

 She sat back down against the bathtub, raised the lid of the box and tore out a slice. ‘You 

never told me your name,’ she called through her first mouthful.

 ‘They call me pizza guy. PG to my friends, like the teabags.’

 ‘Or the writer: Pelham Grenville. Nice to meet you, PG.’

 ‘You too, Mrs Bathroom.’ The kitchen light went out. ‘Keep at it in there. I’ll see you 

around.’ 

Quiet settled back over the house. Sitting with her back to the tub, she tore off another slice 

and began to chew. She relished the pizza; she’d quite enjoyed her talk with the delivery guy, too, 

despite her initial annoyance. Talking through the door, not having to see his face – surely he was 

black though – it  had made things nicer somehow, more manageable. They’d touched on some 

serious topics but he was easy to talk to; he had a good voice, and that laugh. In the renewed 

silence, she caught the noise of an engine starting and imagined PG puttering off up the street on his 

little moped. Then, still chewing, she shifted her focus to the ticking whirr of her fridge. Listening 

to this and the other small noises made by her kitchen, she had the impression that her hearing had 

improved since she entered the closet, reaching further and with greater acuity. Now she came to 

think about it, her sense of smell was keener as well. Even her fingers seemed sharper, more adept 

in the dark at feeling and finding. Just how long had she been lying in her closet?



The pizza must have been a large one but she managed the whole thing. In the darkened 

bathroom, she wondered what to do with the empty box. She thought for a moment and then 

crouched to slide it  back under the door. She’d meant to push it right out, but again the box got 

wedged halfway, sealing the bathroom against the daylight that spilled from the kitchen. That 

seemed better; it seemed just  right. She washed her hands and face at the basin. She dried them with 

the hand towel and then stood in the thick darkness, straining her ears for the tick-whirr of the 

fridge. But the silence, too, had been restored.

Crouching down, she felt for the lighter PG had left, picked it  up and crawled back to her 

nest in the closet. It was no longer necessary to feel her way along the wall. Lying on her back in 

the darkness and silence, massaging her swollen stomach through the cotton of her pyjamas, she 

had another peculiar but not  unpleasant sensation. This time it was more like the boundaries of her 

body had expanded; expanded and then dissolved so she no longer knew where her body ended and 

the closet  began. There was a moment’s fear – she didn’t dare reach out and touch her thigh – but it 

quickly gave way to a fierce exhilaration. She was floating in the dark: a ship  slipped anchor to ride 

the night-time sea.


