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      The first night I slept in my missing grandpa’s apartment, a puppet came out of the wall and stood over my bed.

      I woke to a sound like cardboard ripping.

      Grandpa’s old box fan buzzed white noise, drowning out the city traffic outside.

      I lay perfectly still in bed, judging whether the ripping noise had been a remnant of a dream.

      My cat couldn’t take the blame because she was curled up between my ankles, wheezily snoring.

      A streetlamp outside the window slipped its urban glow past the curtains, providing an uncomfortable level of visibility.

      I’d closed the door before bed. The hallway window didn’t have curtains, so even more light from the city street glowed under the old door.

      Grandpa’s apartment had creeped me out ever since he’d moved into it when I was a teenager. It was a familiar but weird building: renovated from an old kid’s TV studio into apartments. But they gave the apartment to Grandpa as a thank-you for decades of puppeteering service. How could he not move into a free apartment in New York City?

      Still, it was strange to think that in the same space where I lay frightened right now, I’d once watched puppets teach me the alphabet.

      I wished I was watching them right now, four years old, early morning TV glowing in my parents’ basement.

      Anything other than wondering what had woken me up in this creepy apartment.

      Next to the door sat Grandpa’s old desk, where he used to pay his bills and study his Bible. A large wardrobe blocked three-quarters of my view of the closet doorway. I say “doorway” because Grandpa had for some reason removed the closet door itself.

      Waking up in a dark, unfamiliar room had my animal brain on high alert.

      And my inner child told my animal brain that the worst threats came from the closet.

      I strained my eyes to decipher the shadows beyond the wardrobe.

      My cat let out a wet sigh.

      I could see a dark mass in the edge of the closet that had to be Grandpa’s shirts still hanging up. Above them, dark smudges must have been stacked on a shelf.

      Down below, where it was too dark to make out his religiously polished leather shoes, I thought I saw the depth of shadow deepen, as if something had shrunk away from my gaze.

      My heart raced.

      I almost bolted out of bed to wake up my cousin in the guest room, but I stopped myself.

      It was the middle of the night.

      I was in a strange place.

      Hell, I’d been living in a farmhouse upstate for the past fifteen years, and now I was in New York City. I was out of my element. Of course I’d be easily creeped out.

      A car drove by outside. Its subwoofer overpowered the buzz of Grandpa’s old fan.

      I rolled away from the closet to face the nightstand and wall.

      I decided to turn on a gardening podcast to put me back to sleep.

      Before I could reach for my phone, I noticed something strange about the wall two feet from the bed.

      The light and shadows of the bedroom gave a patch of the plaster an almost furry texture. I couldn’t make out the depth of what I was looking at.

      The texture, readjusting its posture.

      Something was standing inches from my face, right at the edge of the bed.

      I froze in terror. A furry torso leaned against the comforter. Furry arms hung limp.

      I didn’t dare turn my head to look up. I childishly hoped this thing hadn’t noticed me roll over. My only option was to be so still as to not be seen.

      I stretched my eyes upward as best I could. The furry torso was pear-shaped, bulging outward on all sides around the belly. I could barely make out its head. From this low angle, I saw a mouth as wide as a dinner plate, and above it, two pingpong ball extrusions that must be eyes.

      I want you to understand that I’ve had sleep paralysis hallucinations before. In most cases, the terror comes before the hallucination. The fear center in the brain being activated that kicks the whole thing off.

      But the key point is that you’re paralyzed. You struggle to move as a shadow figure spider-crawls up your wall. You know that if you could only wiggle your toes, your body would unlock and the terror would disappear.

      As the five-foot puppet stood over me, I was perfectly able to move. But I didn’t dare.

      I silently begged the puppet to walk away.

      It lingered over me. I watched the bottom of its chin out of the corner of my eye.

      It reached out a thick, furry finger to poke my arm. There was too much strength behind that finger.

      I swallowed a whimper.

      The puppet let its arm drop back to its side.

      Its right hand had led its movement, as if a string or stick were moving the hand and the arm was following behind. Its left arm hung dead.

      The puppet tilted its chin downward and I saw its face.

      One pingpong ball eye stared directly at me. The other pointed lopsided at my cat.

      The rumble of a garbage truck came from up the street, growing louder as it drew closer.

      Still, the puppet watched me.

      I don’t know for how long. I didn’t dare reach for my phone to check the time.

      Outside, that garbage truck picked up the dumpsters outside Grandpa’s building, and then kept going until I couldn’t hear it anymore.

      Finally, the puppet moved away. It lurched in big, slow hops, pulled along by its right shoulder and neck. It moved to the corner of the room on the far side of the nightstand.

      It faced the curtain, wide mouth only inches away from the fabric that waved in the fan’s breeze.

      In a burst of motion, the puppet smashed its right palm against the glass. Panes rattled.

      It pushed hard. Something cracked, but nothing gave.

      With an exaggerated squat, the puppet leapt at the window. Glass held firm, denying the furry intruder its desire to break out.

      Giving up, it turned to the very corner of the room.

      I was still afraid to move and admit that I was awake.

      I heard that ripping sound again. The puppet hopped into a shadow in the corner. It disappeared.

      I lay there, too scared to blink, afraid the puppet would reappear.

      I waited to wake up. The nightmare was over now. That bridge between the sleeping and waking worlds should be clogging me up with confusion and grogginess.

      It didn’t happen.

      I lay in Grandpa’s old bed, in the room that had once been a TV studio where he’d given puppets life.

      My heart slowed to normal. My breathing calmed down. The sweat I’d soaked into the sheets turned cold.

      I was still awake. I’d been awake the whole time.

      After a half hour or so, I heard my cousin walk to the bathroom. A light switch clicked loudly. Bright light poured under my bedroom door and then dimmed as she closed herself in the bathroom.

      I hadn’t been dreaming. There was no question now.

      The toilet flushed; the faucet hissed.

      My cousin was about to go back into the hallway.

      If I hadn’t been dreaming, then where was the puppet now? Had it fled? Or was it seeking out a different victim? In the dark hallway, perhaps?

      My body tensed.

      The bathroom light clicked off. I heard footsteps back through the hallway.

      When I didn’t hear a scream, I exhaled, relieved.

      I sat up in bed.

      I couldn’t understand what had happened.

      I rubbed my shoulder where the puppet had jabbed me with its finger.

      It had to be a hallucination, somehow without the “paralysis” part of sleep paralysis.

      I reached for my phone and used its flashlight to look at the corner where the puppet had disappeared. Gray paint between my parents’ wedding photo and my aunt and uncle’s wedding photo. No crack in the wall through which the puppet could have slipped away.

      It was a dream. It had to be.

      My flashlight caught something on the beige carpet. A tuft of blue fur.

      It was real.

      But I couldn’t have seen a puppet walking around on its own. There had to have been a puppeteer behind it, staying out of my sight.

      Someone had played with a puppet over my bed and then slipped into the walls.

      But even successfully convincing myself of that would mean something disturbing.

      Because that was Grandpa’s puppet. And the way it moved sparked hope in me that he was still alive.
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      In the morning, I heard Brittany banging around Grandpa’s kitchen.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the blue fur on the carpet.

      “Whenever you’re done being groggy,” she called from down the hallway, “come in here so we can make plans for today.”

      I barely registered what she’d said. We’d agreed to meet here to go through Grandpa’s things.

      I’d been considering moving here permanently if Brittany and her parents agreed to it. They’d inherit half of it, obviously.

      I’d decided that even though living in a converted TV studio would be strange, it might still be the smartest option. Grandpa’s apartment was paid off, and the HOA fee was less than my rent back home. The job situation in the city had to be better than back upstate.

      Brittany called again. “Johnny? Get up, lazypants.”

      “I’m coming,” I hoarsely called back. I rubbed my throat. The city air was hitting me harder than I’d expected.

      Despite my answer, I couldn’t get up yet. If I went about my day like normal, then I would start to convince myself that nothing had happened, and I needed this to be real.

      No one had seen Grandpa for a year. The state had declared him legally dead, which was the reasonable thing to do.

      He had a habit of long walks throughout the city, and his doctor informed us that he hadn’t filled his blood pressure prescription for months before his disappearance.

      Smart money said Grandpa had a heart attack cutting through an alley somewhere.

      That’s what I believed when I showed up to clean out the apartment.

      But that had changed now.

      Because I recognized that puppet last night.

      Its name was Swoomie.

      Every kid for thirty years knew Swoomie, until in the 90s when a cuter, more baby-talking puppet replaced him on the children’s television show R-City Street. That new puppet had a shorter life because R-City Street only lasted another ten years.

      Grandpa started his career as a voice actor, recording commercials and then cartoons. When he was twenty-nine, he answered an ad for actors willing to learn puppetry.

      He became half the team that played Swoomie—Grandpa piloted the puppet’s right hand, head, and mouth.

      Last night, when Swoomie stood over the bed, he tilted his head to look at me. He poked me with his right forefinger. He smacked the window with his right palm.

      But Swoomie’s left arm had dangled lifelessly at his side.

      And when he hopped into the corner, he’d been pulled along by his right shoulder.

      Swoomie was a large puppet. He required two puppeteers.

      Last night, only Grandpa’s parts had moved.

      Had Grandpa been lurking behind the folds of blue fur?

      If he’d been hiding in his own apartment building this long, what did that say about his mental state?

      I finally gathered the courage to bend
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