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In Loving Memory

Ruth Hawkins-Allen

Mom,

you always believed in the things you couldn't see.

I think you would have believed every word of this.

This one is for you.
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Something at the Foot of the Bed

Oak Cliff is the kind of place that has memory. The streets there hold the weight of decades — old neighborhoods layered over older ones, bungalows and ranch houses with stories pressed into their walls like fingerprints. Oak Park Estates sits quiet on the south side of Dallas, the kind of suburb where families put down roots and stayed, where neighbors knew each other's business and the lawns were kept because reputation mattered.

That is where Wendell Hawkins brought his family in 1995.

He was twenty-seven years old — young enough to feel invincible, old enough to understand the weight of responsibility. He had a wife he loved, a young son in the house, and two older children from a previous relationship who spent their summers with him. He had a job at the Sears in Redbird Mall, seven minutes from the front door. Life was settled. Life was good. Life, as it turned out, was about to get considerably more complicated.

It started so quietly that Wendell nearly dismissed it.

On certain evenings, he would leave his wife and young son to watch television together and slip away to his son's bedroom for some time to himself. He would stretch out on the bed, remote in hand, the room dim and familiar, and simply unwind.

Then he would feel it.

Down at the foot of the mattress — a slow, deliberate depression. The unmistakable sensation of weight. The feeling of something, or someone, climbing carefully onto the bed beside him.

Every time, Wendell would look.

Every time, there was nothing there.

No son. No wife. No cat, no dog, no earthly explanation. Just the indentation fading, and the silence of the room settling back around him like a held breath finally released.

He lay there the first time with his heart beating a little faster than he would have liked to admit. He waited. Nothing else happened. He kept watching television.

It happened again the next week. And the week after that.

This went on for years.

What Wendell noticed about himself, and what would become a quiet thread through everything that followed, was that he was not afraid. Unnerved, certainly. Bewildered, absolutely. But not afraid. Some cooler, more curious part of him took over each time — the part that wanted to understand rather than flee. He would lie still after that invisible weight settled at his feet and ask himself the same questions in the dark.

Am I imagining this? Is this real? What is this?

He told his wife. She had not felt anything. She listened to him the way good spouses listen when they are not quite sure what to believe — carefully, without dismissal, with a look that might have said I love you and I'm not sure about this in equal measure. Wendell did not tell his son. Whatever this was, it was not a child's burden to carry.

He sat with it alone. Just him, and whatever sat at the foot of the bed.
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The Presence in the Hallway

A man learns his house through rhythm. The particular creak of the third step. The way morning light enters the kitchen at an angle in January. The sound of the water heater clicking on in the small hours. These are the notes of a home, and after enough time they become invisible — absorbed, unconscious, felt only when they change.

Wendell knew his house. Which made what happened in the hallway bathroom all the more impossible to rationalize away.

He was showering. Steam rising, water running, the ordinary privacy of an ordinary Tuesday. And then he felt it — that particular breath of displaced air that moves through a bathroom door when it is opened. The small shift in atmosphere that every person recognizes without thinking: someone is coming in.

He waited for the footsteps. There were none.

He waited for the sound of the toilet seat, the faucet handle, some rustling of presence. There was only silence.

No silhouette moved past the frosted glass of the sliding shower doors. No shadow broke the light beneath the door. The bathroom was, by every measurable indicator, empty.

Wendell slid the shower door open just enough to look.

Nothing.

He closed the door. Finished his shower. Told his wife that evening with the careful tone of a man who is aware of how he sounds.

It kept happening. The phantom door-breeze, the suspended silence, the absence where a presence should have been. He learned to expect it. He stopped sliding the door open to check. Whatever was coming into that bathroom clearly had no intention of making itself visible — not yet.

Then came the day it did.

Wendell was midway through his shower when instinct made him look up. Later he would struggle to explain what made him raise his eyes toward the ceiling — perhaps the same animal awareness that makes you look up when something dark passes over the sun. Whatever the reason, he looked.

There it was.

A hazy mass, hovering just above the shower, just outside its boundary — neither inside with him nor entirely gone. It had no sharp edges. It had no face that he could identify. It was a presence given barely-visible form, the visual equivalent of a sound heard from two rooms away. Unmistakable but indefinable.

Wendell looked at it. It hovered. He made the conscious decision — one he would later marvel at — to simply finish his shower.

He washed his hair. He rinsed. He stepped out.

The ceiling was empty. The bathroom was ordinary. He dried off, got dressed, and went to tell his wife.

She was running out of ways to not believe him.
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The Night It Covered Him

Every haunting has a moment of escalation. A line crossed, a veil lifted, the ghost deciding — for whatever reason ghosts decide anything — that subtlety has run its course.

For Wendell, that moment came on a late night in the den.

He was in the recliner, the La-Z-Boy tilted back at the angle of a man fully at ease, the television murmuring low in the small hours while his wife and son slept down the hall. It was the kind of night that belongs to nobody in particular — quiet, ordinary, the world reduced to the glow of a screen and the distant percussion of a neighborhood settling into sleep.

He saw movement from his left.

The pathway from the bedroom to the kitchen ran directly through the den, and in his peripheral vision Wendell caught something moving along it — unhurried, the motion of a person heading to the refrigerator, the sink, the late-night kitchen errand. He assumed his wife. He assumed his son. He turned to look.

It came at him.

Not slowly. Not the gradual approach of the thing at the foot of the bed or the polite suggestion of the bathroom presence. It rushed — a hazy, formless mass that crossed the den in an instant and covered him entirely, and Wendell found that he could not move.

He was pinned in the recliner by something without weight, without hands, without any physical mechanism for pinning a man — and yet there he sat, unable to rise, unable to speak, looking out through vision that had turned smeared and diffuse, as though someone had pressed Vaseline across the lenses of his glasses. The world beyond the mass was visible but warped, real but unreachable.

Then it was gone. Back down the hallway, vanished, as though it had simply decided the demonstration was complete.

Wendell sat in the recliner for a moment. Then he turned off the television.

He walked quickly — he would not say he ran — to the bedroom, got into bed, and moved close to his wife. He did not explain. Not that night. He pulled the warmth of her presence around himself like a shield against whatever had just held him in that chair, and he lay awake in the dark for a long time.

In the morning, he told her everything.

For the first time, she didn't respond with careful, loving skepticism. She looked at him the way you look at someone who is describing exactly what you were afraid to hear, and she listened without interrupting.

Something had changed. Wendell didn't know yet what to make of it. But something in the house had shifted, and he understood — bone-deep, wordlessly — that whatever had been coexisting quietly alongside his family had now decided to make itself known.

He was afraid that night. Just that night.

But he did not leave.
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