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An impulse to shout Delia’s name died in my throat. Mustn’t alert the 

invader. The element of surprise and a damaged corkscrew were my only 

weapons. I took out the corkscrew, and advanced on the balls of my feet, 

one of which came down on something that crunched. Not Fluffy the cat, I 

hoped. In the light from the oriel I saw a green oblong with shiny plastic 

ears and a triangular red nose. As I pushed the toy aside with my foot, it 

emitted a weird beep. I snatched it up, ready to crush it in my palm, when I 

suddenly realized that the ears were antennas and the red nose a HELP 

button. Was it a kid’s cell phone, or only make-believe? I pressed HELP, but 

nothing happened, so I replaced it on the floor, and prayed it wouldn’t beep 

again. 

   Behind the door, the voice began to rage. “Come out or I’ll drag you out! 

Do what I tell you to do! Do it!” 

   I threw open the door on a bedroom with bunk beds that the invader was 

crouching beside, head buried in a black ski mask. I stared at the invader’s 

blue-and-white shirt, saw something unreal about the way the sleeve 

flapped off the shoulder, and then I understood: I was looking at a slashed 

shirt, stiff with dried blood. 

   “It’s all right, Delia!” I shouted to the five year old child I guessed was 

cowering under the bed. “Stay where you are!” 

   The invader stood up, swung around, and now I could see how much 

damage Lauren had inflicted last night. A diagonal slash ran from the 

shirt’s left shoulder across the hollow chest and right thigh. Cloth and skin 

were crusted with blood. The ski mask stopped just below the chin. The left 

hand came up in a fist. Taw marble eyes glared at me. 

   “You… I should have known it was you.” 

   The fist opened like a flower. “I’m not going to hurt her.” 

   Tiny ears, a dry little nose, nudged my ankle, and the damn cat began to 

purr again. 

   “Take off the mask. It scares Delia.” And me. 

   The mask came off. I saw clotted blood on a lip, a purple bruise on a 
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cheekbone, and I sensed the invader’s calculation.  

   I held up my corkscrew. I’d poke out those eyes if I had to. 

   Fluffy twitched against my foot, and I let my glance flicker. “No, Delia!” I 

shouted, hoping to divert the invader for even a second. “It’s me, Susan. 

Don’t come out!” 

   The invader turned, saw nothing, and in that timeless space I picked up 

the cat. 

   This bought me precious seconds until the invader, realizing the trick, 

rushed me. I heaved fat old Fluffy at those eyes. Fluffy clung for dear life, 

digging in with every brittle claw. The invader howled, and I threw toys, 

pillows, elbows and kicks. A bookcase tottered, lamps toppled, and just as 

the invader managed to rip Fluffy off, I did a body check. The invader 

crumpled, head hitting the radiator, wounds beginning to bleed again. With 

a strength that came from some distant galaxy inside me, I dragged the 

upper bunk bed off its posts and shoved it on top of the crumpled, bleeding 

body. 

   “Okay, Delia, come out!” I yelled, “Let’s go.”  

   She crawled out from behind a Victorian doll’s house built on a thick 

wooden base and we ran into the hall. “My new phone!” she yelled, 

stopping to retrieve the little green oblong I’d abandoned on the floor. 

   “I pressed HELP, but it didn’t work,” I said. 

   “Got to hold it down.” She made the 911 connection and handed her cell 

to me. 


