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Shadowmen 

D. Robert Grixti 

 

“Your nightmares follow you like a shadow, forever.”  

                                 ― Aleksandar Hemon, The Lazarus Project 

 

1996 

Even as young as four, he knows he will die in his bedroom. He doesn’t really know what 

death is, but he’s seen it happen to pets and on TV. He’s seen the way dead things go silent 

and unmoving. His mother says it’s just like going to sleep for a very, very long time, and he 

knows the whole point of the bedroom is just that – going to sleep.  

Steeling himself, the little boy opens his eyes and chances a brief glimpse beyond the rim of 

his bed covers. Right now, his bedroom is just as normal as usual. He can just make out all 

the landmarks in the darkness: Thomas the Tank Engine staring back at him from the edge of 

the doona cover; his own portable TV and his Nintendo on top of the white dresser opposite; 

Action Man and a posse of villains waging a climactic battle for control of the toy box over in 

the corner. It comforts him a little to see everything just how he left it before Mummy came 

in to put him to bed, but then he catches a sliver of movement in the blackness and shuts his 

eyes again, whimpering.  

The shadow people are here. Just like every other night. 

He tries to shrink away from them, burying himself deeper under the bedspread, but he 

already knows they’ve seen him. He feels the air grow colder as they converge around the 

bed, taunting him with manic, indecipherable whispers while they wait for him to come out. 

He tries to block out the sound of his own heartbeat pounding at his ear drums and begins to 

sob silently. 

Go away, he whispers. 

Mummy says you aren’t real. 

As if in answer, something icy cold snakes across his shoulder from above the covers and 

begins to clasp around his throat. 

Leave me alone! 

He thrashes, terrified, throwing the bedspread off and tensing up against the warm metal of 

the bed head. He feels the pressure around his neck tighten, lifting him up off the mattress, 

leaving him dangling in the air. 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/88386.Aleksandar_Hemon
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/2587570
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Unseen fingers stroke his left cheek, winding their way up and across one of his eyelids, 

forcing his eyes open. 

He’s surrounded by them. Monsters. Slender stick figure men of varying heights with bodies 

even blacker than the darkness. Lanky, rubber-like arms ending in skeletal fingers questing 

through the air, reaching for him. Thin hooded faces watching him hungrily, completely 

featureless except for glowing red eyes.  

His mother’s voice echoes faintly in his ear, telling him that his bedroom is for sleeping in. 

And so he watches, waiting, as more and more of them materialise out of the floor, closing an 

eldritch circle around the bed. He braces himself for the long, final sleep. 

 

2013 

In some ways, things are kind of different now. But not completely. The bedroom is not the 

same. For one, it’s in a different house. The contents are different, too: the portable TV and 

Nintendo replaced with a flat screen, Playstation and a cabinet of DVDs; the white dresser is 

gone in favour of a large black bookshelf, full of Stephen King novels; Thomas the Tank 

Engine has long since been ousted by the likes of Zooey Deschanel, Rick Grimes from The 

Walking Dead and the entire cast of LOST. And the greatest difference of all – the little boy 

who used to live in it no longer exists. Seventeen years later, I’ve grown up. There’s always a 

constant though, something that never changes: I’m still afraid of the dark. 

I was diagnosed with sleep paralysis when I was five years old. Also known colloquially as 

old hag syndrome and night terrors, it is a chronic sleep disorder where one experiences 

nightmares while still awake. According to the fourth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistic 

Manual of Mental Disorders, it is caused by erroneous activity in the brainstem, which 

triggers the muscle paralysis and erratic thought processes normally associated with Rapid 

Eye Movement (REM) sleep while the sufferer is still awake. Supposedly, one in three people 

will experience it at least once. Many will experience it repeatedly throughout their lives. It is 

particularly common in children and young adults, and recent studies have suggested that it is 

more prevalent in those who have lived through significantly traumatic experiences. 

It seems oddly appropriate that the most frightening episodes of my life have occurred in my 

bedroom. Humanity harbours a strange, unconscious fear of bedrooms. Wes Craven’s classic 

horror movie A Nightmare on Elm Street tells the story of a murderous ghost who preys on 

teenagers in their sleep, reportedly inspired by a spate of mysterious deaths among 

Cambodian refugees in the 1970s – ominously dubbed “Sudden Unexplained Nocturnal 

Death Syndrome” by the Centers for Disease Control; an incurable disease that triggers 

“cardiac arrest at night while sleeping”, with no known cause. Laotian superstition offers a 

more tangible explanation: the victims are suffocated in their beds by a malevolent demon 

known as the dab tsuam.  

In my bedroom, I keep the closet barred shut at all times. Boxes that need to be stored are 

kept down the hall, in the garage, and piles of folded clothes are stacked neatly on an old 
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deck chair in the corner. Sometimes, when I’m alone at night, I can sense a demonic entity 

watching me from inside, filling the room with an aura of malice. 

One day, I will get out of here, I can imagine it whispering. 

I will get out of here, and I will kill you. 

 

2001 

If there is one thing he hates, it is summer weather, especially at night. Tonight, his bedroom 

is a sauna. On nights like these, he has no choice but to stay awake, tossing and turning to try 

and find an escape from the oppressive heat. Even worse than the heat are the insects; the 

shrill, incessant whine of mosquitos dive-bombing him which always, for some reason, seems 

to happen just as he’s starting to doze off. He hates mosquitoes because he’s allergic to them. 

Whenever he’s bitten, the skin around the bite turns sickly pale and swells up, like in the 

vampire movie he saw on TV – the one with the creepy Hungarian man.  

Sighing in exasperation, he reaches over to the bedside table and fumbles for the ON switch 

on his reading lamp. He hears a satisfying click and suddenly the room is filled with dim 

orange light. He catches something tiny and grey zoom past his face – a wayward bogong 

stirred into activity by the lightbulb – and tries to swat at it with his hand, but misses. 

Sighing, he retrieves a Harry Potter book from his nightstand and slumps back on his pillow 

to read. 

Hey buddy, still awake? 

He looks up from his book to see his step father standing in the doorway, clad in a thick 

trench coat. 

Well, I can’t sleep, he replies, stifling a yawn. Besides, I’m nearly at the end of the book. 

His stepfather smiles. 

You’ll have to ask Mum for the next one. Christmas is coming up in a couple of weeks, you 

know. 

I know. Maybe I’ll- 

He notices a large square bulge in one of the coat pockets, with a black wire coming out. It 

reminds him of the microphones the contestants wear in Big Brother.   

Hey, what’s that? 

His stepfather’s face flushes, then he clears his throat and shrugs. 

I’m just going out for a bit, little buddy. I’ll be back in the morning. 

He returns to his book, shaking away the feeling that something is very wrong. 
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* * * 

In the morning, his step father hasn’t returned. He pours himself a bowl of cereal and sits 

down at the kitchen table, next to his mother, slumped over the telephone. As he grabs for a 

spoon, she sobs loudly and pulls him into a hug. 

Oh honey, I’m so sorry. I don’t know how to tell you this. 

He drops the spoon into the bowl. It splashes softly into the milk, expelling a soggy fruit loop 

onto the bamboo placemat. 

 Mum? What’s the matter? Why are you crying? 

She pats him on the back and tells him to eat his breakfast. The phone begins to ring, so she 

picks up the receiver and retreats into the next room. 

On the small TV in the corner of the room, he sees a photograph of his step father flash onto 

the screen. A solemn looking newsreader rifles through a stack of paperwork, not looking at 

the camera. 

For those just joining us, a man has detonated an explosive device at a local railway station, 

killing himself and threatening the lives of emergency personnel.  

* * * 

That night, he finds himself unable to sleep again, even though his hated summer weather has 

taken a reprieve. Cowering at the edge of his bed, he watches bleakly as the shadow figures 

materialise, one by one, and scrutinise him with their glistening eyes.  

No, it can’t be, he muses out loud. He’d had night terrors as a little kid, but there was no 

reason for him to be experiencing them now. 

One of the shadowy figures slowly steps forward from the back of the crowd, stopping at the 

very edge of the bed and then drawing its black hood down with a bony hand. 

Underneath is the face of his step father, skin burnt off by flames and the eyeballs reduced to 

a trail of melted yellow pus, oozing sickeningly out of their sockets. Seeing the look of shock 

on his face, its mouth contorts into a cruel smile. 

 

2013 

For many years now, it has been a goal of mine to write about these experiences, in an 

attempt to somehow make sense of them. 

There are three periods in my life that have been marked by night terrors: when I was four 

years old, when I was nine years old and – most recently – when I was eighteen. Notably, all 

three coincide with tragic events, or can be linked to memories of a traumatic experience. The 

most frightening episode, the one I experienced at the age of nine, can be attributed to the 
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suicide of my step father, which – occurring only two months after the September 11 Al 

Qaeda attacks – caused me to suffer many years of bullying and social rejection.  

There is little doubt that sleep paralysis is more common among those who have suffered 

harrowing events. It is a commonly accepted fact in psychology that nightmares occur more 

often when a person is overly stressed or pre-occupied. According to the Diagnostic and 

Statistic Manual of Mental Disorders, recurring nightmares are a prominent symptom of Post 

Traumatic Stress and it is common for people to relive horrific events in their dreams. As 

such, it can very easily be assumed that sleep paralysis follows similar rules, being nothing 

more than a dream that is experienced while awake. 

The link between sleep and fear – the idea that sleep allows one to access the horrors that lie 

beyond their waking world (whether they want to or not) – is almost as old as human 

civilisation. Even the modern term nightmare, referring to a scary dream, hearkens back to an 

ancient, primal fear of sleep, originating as an Old English word for a nocturnal demon that 

tormented people by manifesting their innermost fears. This is similar to the incubus from 

European folklore, a devil who rapes sleeping women and impregnates them, or its female 

counterpart, the succubus, who paralyses men in their beds and then has its way with them. A 

key feature in many of these accounts is that the victim is often helpless, held in their bed by 

an evil force and unable to react to the horrors unfolding. 

Interestingly, the feeling of being utterly helpless, of being subject to the whims of an 

otherworldly entity is a recurring element of sleep paralysis accounts, being perhaps the one 

thing that is almost always recounted by people who have suffered from it. These similarities 

between sleep paralysis and mythological accounts of nocturnal visitors shouldn’t be ignored. 

In 2000, psychologists Susan Blackmore and Marcus Cox published a journal article pointing 

out that many accounts of alien abduction – sometimes considered to be a modern 

continuation of myths such as the incubus – exhibit the major characteristics of sleep 

paralysis. This suggests that humanity has been aware – and afraid – of sleep paralysis for 

thousands of years.  

 

2010 

His friend unrolls a blue sleeping bag along the leather couch. 

Here, you can crash on the sofa. 

Without wasting any time, he slumps down onto it, exhausted.  

Whew, what a night, huh? 

His friend smiles, crossing to the light switch on the other side of the bedroom. 

Yeah, you shot me. Twice. 
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He hears a click and the room is plunged into blackness. The only source of light is the 

blinking green numbers on the digital clock next to his friend’s bed. It is three in the morning. 

They’ve just got back from night-time paintball across the border upstate for his friend’s 

eighteenth birthday. It’s far too late for him to catch the bus home. 

 Next year, we’ll be able to do it locally, he whispers into the darkness. 

You’re sooo funny, shoots back the sarcastic voice of his friend’s fiancée. Still seventeen 

when minors aren’t allowed to play paintball in Melbourne. She’s the reason for their long 

road trip, and she knows it. 

There aren’t any good places around Geelong, anyway, his friend says, blankets rustling as 

he climbs into his bed. 

He unzips the sleeping bag and crawls inside, yawning. A few months ago, his friend would 

have been perfectly happy to play at one of the paintball places in Geelong. But that was 

before he got engaged. 

He closes his eyes and rolls over. 

Somewhere across the room, he hears a female voice giggle playfully. 

Hey, don’t you guys do anything mushy, he warns. I’m in the room, remember? 

* * * 

He is having a nightmare. He must be having a nightmare. 

He is four years old again, cowering under Thomas the Tank Engine. He can hear the slurring 

voice of his father shouting from outside in the hallway. 

Drink your fucking tea, bitch! Drink your fucking tea! 

His mother sobs hysterically. 

No, I don’t want to. You’ve put something in it! 

Something makes a loud thump. His mother winces in pain. 

If you don’t want to drink it, I’m going to force you to drink it. 

He hears their bedroom door creak open, another thump, and the squeak of bedsprings as his 

father forces her onto the bed. 

His mother screams. 

Help me! Call for help! 

* * * 

He is woken by squeaking bedsprings. 
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In the darkness, his friend unleashes a bestial moan. His fiancée laughs appreciatively, and 

the blankets rustle loudly as they change position. 

Hey, what the fuck? he shouts, grabbing a nearby cushion and hurling it blindly in their 

direction. 

Can you not do that? I’m in the fucking room! 

He hears his friend swear softly. The rustling stops. 

Sighing, he turns over and tries to go back to sleep, fragments of his nightmare still lingering 

in his mind. He listens to his two friends whispering, embarrassed, and feels a surge of anger.  

Long forgotten scenes from his childhood play back before his eyes. 

He knows what they are. Of course he does. Every high school psychology course touches on 

repressed memories. 

Were they the trigger? he silently asks himself, staring across the room at the shadowy 

outlines of his friends. 

Suddenly, he realises how cold the room is. 

As he pulls the hem of the sleeping bag tighter around his body, he glimpses a flash of red in 

the corner of his left eye. 

A lone shadow figure stands at the foot of the sofa, watching. 

 

1996 

He’s too young to know what it is, but he knows something is wrong. 

His mother is sprawled across the bed, unconscious, her pants pulled down to her ankles. His 

father leans over her, his back to the doorway, muscles clenching and stretching as his naked 

body gyrates up and down. 

Daddy, what are you doing? he says in a wavering voice, hovering just outside the bedroom. 

Is mummy hurt? Were you fighting? 

His father makes a frightening gurgling sound and his body spasms, casting gangly, distorted 

shadows on the bedroom wall. 

Daddy? Are you okay? 

His father spasms one last time, then exhales deeply. At once, his body goes slack and he 

slumps forward, lazily, his head coming to rest on her bosom.  
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He speaks without looking up. An ice cold, malicious voice that his son has never heard 

before. 

 Mummy had a little accident. You’d better go back to bed before the monsters get you. 

 

2013 

In my quest to gather enough material to write about my night terrors, I spent most of last 

year consulting with a psychologist, who insists that my experiences are a psychological 

response to repressed trauma hidden in my unconscious mind. 

As explained by this psychologist, the “cause” for my night terrors seems simple enough. As 

a four year old, I witnessed the rape and attempted murder of my mother at the hands of my 

father. Afterwards, believing my mother to be dead, he locked me in my bedroom and fled, 

leaving me without food or water for three days, until my mother and I were discovered by a 

relative and rescued. Shortly afterwards, my very first sleep paralysis experiences began. 

For you, the bedroom is not a happy place, she explains to me. For you, the bedroom is a 

place that you have associated with fear. 

Delusions of this type, she says, are particularly common among children who have suffered 

abuse or who come from violent backgrounds. Feelings and emotions associated with such 

events may serve as triggers later in life, causing long forgotten horrors to manifest in the 

guise of nightmares or flashbacks. If a given person is unlucky enough to be susceptible to 

recurring sleep paralysis, they may get to experience the same horrors again and again. 

The shadow people, it seems, exist to torment people with darkened pasts, otherworldly 

reminders of horrors that can’t be forgotten. 

For many others, though, the true nature of night terrors and the unfathomable mysteries of 

sleep remain unsolved. Neuroscientists admit to having only a superficial knowledge of why 

sleep occurs and what its purpose may be. While some insects such as ants and bees are 

understood to never have to sleep, humans remain unable to function correctly without at 

least eight hours of sleep each day. If sleep is staved off for long enough, it is said, one can 

risk irritability, madness and even death.  

No rational person would ever attribute such deaths to horrors lurking beyond human 

perception, but I can’t help wondering: are my night terrors really just constructs of my own 

psyche, or do they represent something far more sinister? 

As I finish writing this entry I glance quickly at the digital clock beside me. It’s past 3 o’ 

clock in the morning and I can feel something unspeakable watching, waiting behind my 

closet door.  

The time will come soon, little boy, comes a cold, evil whisper in my ear. 
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You can try as hard as you like to forget about me, but when the time comes it won’t matter. 

Because one day, like it or not, I will get out of here. 

And then, I will kill you. 

For what it’s worth, that voice sounds fucking real. 

### 
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