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A Fright on the Stairwell

Winnie Mo

People often assume danger comes from afar, from the night, from unfamiliar
places, from shadowy corners. Few are prepared for another possibility: that danger

can be very close to ordinary life, so close it goes almost unnoticed.

That day was an entirely normal afternoon. When Abi known that Awen was
coming to Shenzhen to see her, her mood lifted at once. After school, instead of
lingering on campus as usual, she ate lunch, took a casual walk, and headed home

early. Her steps were light, and she even found herself humming along the way.

She got off at Gangxia Station. From there, it was only a few minutes’ walk
home—a route she had taken countless times. She paid little attention to her
surroundings, thinking only of the stifling heat and her plan to hurry home, take a
shower, change clothes, and wait for Awen. It was still before rush hour; the street

felt sparse and open.

She reached the building, took out her keys, unlocked the metal gate, and
stepped inside. Almost at the same moment, two men appeared from nowhere and
slipped in right behind her. She had no time to turn around, no chance to see their

faces.

She had climbed only two steps when everything tightened behind her. One
man pressed himself against her back, clamping a hand over her mouth so tightly she
could barely breathe, while twisting her arms behind her to pin her in place. The

other reached straight for the necklace around her neck and yanked hard.



Instinct kicked in. She tried desperately to scream, but her mouth was
completely sealed. She could hear voices coming from a nearby apartment—normal,
calm conversation, as if from another world. She struggled with all her strength but
was utterly overpowered. Reduced to forced, broken breaths, she understood for the

first time what helplessness truly meant.

The stairwell was narrow and dim. Rushed footsteps and heavy breathing
collided in the confined space. The struggle happened almost all at once. The
necklace—her mother’s only keepsake—finally snapped in two. One man clutched a

piece, turned, and bolted, his uneven steps quickly disappearing past the metal gate.

The entire incident lasted no more than a minute. Yet for Abi, time seemed to
stretch. The stairwell shadows, the weight pressed against her back, the suffocating
loss of air, the despair of realizing no one would hear her—everything surged at
once. In that moment, she understood that the fear seen in films was not fiction. It

could arrive in real life.

Soon the man holding her released his grip. Footsteps echoed briefly on the

stairs, then vanished.

Silence returned. Abi stood there for a long while without moving. Her body
was shaking; her heart raced out of rhythm. Lowering her head, she saw the broken
necklace still hanging around her neck, the other half gone. Only then did she realize

that it was over—and that she was still breathing.

The stairwell looked exactly the same. The metal gate was shut. The light was
dim. It was as if nothing had happened. Only she knew that the single minute just

passed had left a mark that would not fade.



After that incident, Abi came to understand something new: places that appear
just one step away from “home” do not automatically offer safety. Looking back, it
had been daylight—afternoon, not late at night. She had not taken a detour, had not
lingered, had not been careless. She was simply going home, opening a door,

climbing a familiar set of stairs.

She rarely spoke of what happened. The memory was kept quietly within her—
neither displayed nor forgotten. It stayed with her as a reminder that moving through

a city requires more than looking ahead; it also demands an awareness of what may

be approaching from behind.



