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Felton Woods, outside the small coastal town of Seavy Village, Oregon, has a certain place in my memory. Whenever I think of it, I think of a particular moonlit evening when my brother Richard and I decided to dare the ghosts.

It was 1974. Richard was twelve. I was ten and small for my age. Usually, he thought of me as the annoying younger brother, but that night, he needed me. He had bragged to his buddies that he always went to Felton Woods on the nights of a full moon, and they hadn’t believed him. So, as proof, he promised a Polaroid, taken near the fairy circle, with the moonlight shining all around and the pocket knife he always carried on a rock in the center of the circle.

Richard had lied, of course. In those days, Richard usually lied to puff himself up. Later, as an adult, I learned that such behavior was a sign of insecurity, but then I simply saw it as part of Richard. And I usually got dragged into the lies when he needed help proving he had actually been telling the truth.

I was a little enabler, and was just beginning to realize it.

The night of the full moon was a school night. The next day was the annual spelling bee—something I was good at that my brother was not—and I wanted to have a good night sleep. When Richard shook me awake, leaning across my bottom bunk to find me pressed up against the wall, I mumbled, “Don wanna,” so many times that he climbed on the bunk and sat on me. We tussled silently in the dark so that we wouldn’t wake our parents in the room next door, and finally Richard pinned my arms against my race car pillow cases.

“Give?” he whispered.

“No,” I said, and tried to buck him off.

“I need your help, Scott,” he said, and that got me to stop moving. He’d never asked for my help before.

“Yeah?” I said.

“Yeah.” He got off the bed and threw clothes at me. I put them on. Then we snuck into the kitchen, got Dad’s utility flashlight, and the new Polaroid, and tiptoed out the back door.

Our house was on a small hill that had an ocean view on one side and a view of Felton woods on the other. The moon was so bright that it seemed like Mom had left the porch light on. I could see Richard’s shadow. I followed him across the yard, under the clothesline, and to the deer path that my father kept trying to block with fallen tree limbs and bags of clipped grass from our mower. Richard and I walked around the mass of limbs and grass, which, that late in the fall, had begun to smell ripe. 

The path was narrow and steep and somewhere along it, I clutched small branches for support. A hawk swooped past us that night, and we heard an owl in the distance. I wasn’t frightened, just surprised at the brightness of the moonlight and angry at Richard’s assumption that I would do anything if he asked, no matter how stupid. The fact that the assumption was correct somehow made it worse.

I think Richard was scared, though. He went first and moved slowly, using that flashlight’s beam as if it were a raygun that could zap anything in our path. His breathing was harsh and ragged, and more than once, he squealed softly as some creature darted through the grass. For the first time that I knew of, he had trapped himself well and good, and I probably would have remembered that night for the rest of my life for simply that reason. But as it were, other things made the night just as memorable.

The fairy circle in Felton Woods was really just a clearing where no trees grew. What looked like the remains of an out-of-control campfire had left a dirt circle wide enough to fit four or five tents. In the center of that circle was a flat-topped boulder that looked as if it had grown, mushroom-like, from the blackness of the earth. In the middle of the day, sunlight streamed into the circle, illuminating the rock as if someone in heaven had placed a spotlight on its dark surface. The trees diffused the light everywhere else in the wood.

As we approached the fairy circle, we could hear the burble of Felton Creek. In the winter, the creek grew too wide and deep to cross, and sometimes it flooded the lower part of the wood. In the summer, the creek was little more than a trickle—and sometimes, in dry years, not even that. I didn’t think I had ever been to the woods when the creek lived up to its name, and gurgled through its banks just like it was supposed to.

I was getting cold and tired and thirsty, and I knew, somehow, that Mrs. Yates had chosen Czechoslovakia as one of the place names we had to identify and spell. I always misplaced the “l” in that word, and as I walked, I tried to remember if it was C-z-e-c-h-l or C-z-e-c-h-o-l or—

Richard stuck out his bony arm to stop me, and I slammed right into it. “Hey!”

“Shh,” he whispered, putting a finger to his lips in case I didn’t get the message. 

There was a sound over the burbling, a light wail, almost like the wind blowing through a poorly sealed window. I felt the hair rise on the back of my neck, and it took all of my strength not to grab Richard’s arm.

Instead, I pushed it away and kept going down the path. 

“Scott!” he whispered. “Scotty!”

My heart was beating too hard, and my throat had gone dry, but I continued walking. Part of my defiance came from my anger at Richard, and part of it came from my desire to get back home to bed. But the largest part was that no sound, wailing or not, would get the better of me.

I could see clearly without the flashlight. The moon sent a silvery glow over the entire meadow. The rock in the center of the dirt circle shone as if someone had painted it with reflecting paint. 

The wail had stopped.

“Give me your damn knife,” I said, not bothering to whisper. Richard didn’t seem to notice, nor did he seem to care that I had used a forbidden word. Instead he scrambled the rest of the way down the path, and handed me the knife. 

I walked into the dirt circle and put the knife in the center of the boulder. The rock’s flat surface wasn’t flat up close. It had ripples, like chocolate frosting that had dried with the spatula marks still in it. I balanced the knife between the grooves, where its silver and pearl handle caught the moonlight, and then I walked out of the circle. I grabbed the Polaroid from Richard, brought the whole thing to my face, and found the knife through the viewfinder. The knife looked thin, insubstantial. I was too far away. Without moving the camera, I walked closer, until the knife was in the center of the frame.

Then I pressed the big red “shoot” button, and listened to the camera hum and whir as it processed the film. I hit the button twice more before taking the undeveloped pictures that had fallen to the ground and thrusting the camera back at Richard.

“There,” I said. “We’re done.”

He wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at his knife. It was lost in a shroud of ground fog which I could have sworn hadn’t been there a moment before. The fog was shaped like a human being, bent over to examine the surface of the rock.

The sight took my breath away, but only for a moment. The air was getting chillier. Ground fog was always bad near water, and would get worse as a night progressed.

I didn’t want to go up that path blind.

I walked back into the circle, and reached through the fog. The knife was higher than I had expected it to be. And colder. It dropped into my palm, and as it did, the ground fog rose, like a person standing up. I yelped, then backed up. My fingers closed around the knife, and I remembered to thrust it into my pocket, before I started to run.

Richard was already up the hill ahead of me. His feet had dug long holes in the path’s dirt where he had slipped and slid as he hurried his way to the top. He was leaning against Mother’s clothes pole, taking deep shuddery breaths. In his hand, he clutched the Polaroids, and the camera hung around his neck.

“Jerkwad,” I said to him when I could breathe. “You left me down there.”

“You shouldn’t’ve gone back in that circle.”

“Someone had to get your dumb knife.” I pulled it out of my pocket and tossed it to the ground beside him. “Don’t ask me to do anything again.”

And then I stomped into the house, climbed back in bed, and shivered for the next hour. I fell asleep thinking how the fog had felt like fingertips brushing against my skin as the knife fell into my palm.

The next morning I misspelled Czechoslovakia, and was eliminated on the second round. I didn’t know that Richard and the Polaroids were creating quite a stir among the sixth grade boys. I didn’t know that a father of one of the boys specialized in paranormal research, and thought the photos were something special. I didn’t know that he would write an article about our experiences in the woods—without talking to me—and would get us grounded for a month for a) going out at night alone and b) stealing the camera. I also didn’t know that those photographs would haunt me for the rest of my life.

You see, on the photographs themselves, the ground fog appeared in its strangely human shape. It looked as if it were contemplating us, then as if it were interested in the knife. It appeared to reach out a clearly defined hand in the last photo, as if it were going to pick up the knife.

The Skeptical Inquirer, years later, agreed with me: what we had seen was ground fog. Other debunkers claimed everything from flawed film to poor photography (one even suggested that I had a thumb over part of the lens). None of which I tried to deny, although Richard did. I wanted no part of any of it. 

But the believers had one frightened little boy—who grew up into a frightened man—on their side. They also had a bit of strange ground fog that didn’t show up on the dirt around the boulder, only in that long thin strangely human column. They also had the stories about Felton Wood, which included strange disappearances, unexplained noises, and the inability for anything to grow in the circle where we had put the knife. 

It all made for a great spook story, and if I had been inclined to believe in spooks, I might have let that memory of the chill, dank fog fingers against my palm convince me too. But since then I’d been in fog a hundred times, and sometimes it felt like little needles pricking my skin, and sometimes it felt like hands caressing my face, and sometimes it felt like cold damp air giving me chills. 

I believe in nothing, but remain open to everything. Only I need more proof than a quick touch against the palm, a knife that felt as if it were dropped instead of picked up, and Polaroids of something that could be a ghost or could be ground fog or could be a flaw in film. 

So, except for the occasional interviewer who would dig me up for a retelling of my experience, I didn’t think about Felton Woods. At least, not until my brother died, and I found myself there one final time.

 

***

 

My brother Richard was the kind of man who succeeded young and allowed everything to go downhill from there. He was the star quarterback for the Seavy High Sailors, but his talents didn’t extend beyond our small town. He married the homecoming queen, just like he was supposed to, but after high school, they both looked a little lost. He flunked out of Oregon Coast Community College, and she never went, pregnant at the time with the first of their three daughters. He got a job managing a store, and that became his career. When my parents died in a car crash on Highway 20, hit head-on by a tourist trying to pass in a no-passing zone, Richard asked me if he could move into their house instead of selling it. He didn’t want to pay rent. 

I had no objections. I had gone to MIT on a National Merit Scholarship, and had discovered the great world beyond the Oregon Coast. Until my parents’ funeral, I hadn’t been back. I saw no reason to spend my life in a town that couldn’t pass a referendum to expand their two-room library. 

My degree got me into computers back when you had to learn a second language to do so. I joined up with Microsoft when it was still a young company, and through its generous stock program, I became one of Seattle’s many Microsoft millionaires. I never purchased additional stock past what the company allowed, and I used my dividends to buy into other companies. I retired at the age of thirty-two to manage my portfolio, and to see the world. By the time I returned home to attend my parents’ funeral, I had already been to all seven continents, and I had just found my new avocation.

I became a historic crash site detective.

It started as a lark. I joined some friends of mine from MIT on a trip into the Mojave. They were looking for metal left by the crash of an experimental aircraft in 1958. They had used historic documents, some obtained through the Freedom of Information Act, to determine where the craft went down. They needed people to help them comb several square miles of desert, looking for bits of metal left to deteriorate in the sun.

I was the one who found the first piece. I saw it glinting beneath a bit of sagebrush. The metal was a shard of aluminum no bigger than a quarter, with the telltale green of aviation zinc chromate paint on one side.

From that moment, I was hooked. I went on subsequent trips, and soon became
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