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“NOW, LISTEN, DANNY boy, you’re gonna have to come up with some better excuse than that.” Officer Baisden said, squatting down to the metal chair, ushering the remaining officers to exit the room with a closed door. Hot tears made a muddy trail down Danny Albright’s disheveled face. He gulped and looked down to his bloody, dirt caked hands shaking loosely against his bouncing knees. His messy brown hair shook from side to side as he choked back a response. “Son, if you don’t talk to me, you’re gonna be in a whole heap of trouble. Now, I’ve known your daddy for long time. Went to school together. And out of respect for him, I don’t have you in cuffs right now, but you’re gonna have to speak up, and saying I don’t know won’t cut it.” Officer Baisden leaned in, hoping to intimidate a sound from the young man. Danny’s hair shook again as he kept his head low. The officer took a deep breath and slid back into the chair. 

“You won’t believe me.” Danny whispered to his waist. 

“Whether, I believe you or not, you better come up with an explanation of some kind or you’re cooked. Now, I’m just bein’ straight with ya, out of respect for your daddy and all, this don’t look very good for you. I’m tryin’ to be on your side, but you gotta give me somethin’.” 

The young man sobbed and pulled at the collar of his shirt. “I don’t know what it was.” Officer Baisden responded with an uncomfortable silence. “Did you find Joe?” he garbled.

“Did you say, Joey? You’re gonna have to speak up, son, I can’t understand you.” The young man wept into balled up fists. “So, you were up in the woods with your little brother and what happened? Did you hurt Joe? Was it an accident?” 

“Oh my god, I’m sorry, Joe.” The young man buried his hands his eyes and sobbed in big staccato gulps. 

“Danny, now dammit, I didn’t wanna scare ya, but there’s some big shot investigators coming to check this out. Now, you gotta start talking, or I can’t help ya. You got that? Pull yourself together and remember what happened while you were in those woods. Your life literally depends on it.” Officer Baisden cleared his throat of the bile left behind. He leaned over the desk and braced himself with his elbows as Danny rose forward drawing deep breaths. 

“Okay, I’ll try...” 
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“I woke up Friday morning, around like eight or so. Joseph had already gotten up and had his backpack stuffed sittin’ next to the bed. I didn’t want him to go, but dad made me take him. Said it might be good for him, even though all my friends just made fun of him. Deek and Freddy were supposed to meet us at the entrance to the mountain trail just down below Oldman Mason’s barn.”

“Hold up, son, I think you’re getting ahead of yourself. What were y’all meeting for?” Baisden interjected.

“Well, Deek, said his dad had caught some creature with red eyes and big black wings on his deer cam.” 

“Are you trying to tell me that your friend caught the Mothman on camera?” he chuckled, dropping it short on Danny’s drawn eyes. 

“I mean, I don’t know what it was, but that’s what he said.” 

“I’m sorry, continue,” 

“We wanted to hike up to the deer cam, and just check it out, ya know? We had been up there a thousand times. We used to take that trail to smoke when Freddy would steal packs from his dad. It didn’t seem like that big of a deal.”

“Okay, so how many of you went into the woods? I’m going to stop interruptin’ ya, but I just need to get some things straight in my head.” Baisden said, scribbling onto a yellow notepad. 

“It was me, Joey, Freddy, and Deek,” The officer looked up from his notepad with angled brows. “I’m sorry, Joseph Albright, Freddy Barton, and Robby Dekkerson, sir.” 

“Give me one second,” Officer Baisden ripped off a sheet from the pad and stepped outside the stale white room. “Sorry about that,” he re-entered. “Go ahead and let’s start from the time you boys entered the trail.” 

“Okay. Like I said, we were meeting at Old’ Mason’s barn at the trail head. It’s just a four-wheeler path up to where they put in that pay trail, but we don’t go on that shit, ya know. Anyway, Freddy and Deek met us there and we kinda bullshitted for a minute or two, they took a few shots at Joey like always. He was a little over-prepared for sure, but I got them off him by tellin’ them we needed to get going, and so we started up the hill.” Danny walked his shoulders across his back and shifted in his seat, taking a couple deep breaths. “We made it up to the pay trail crossing pretty quick. We’ve done it so many times, I don’t even remember the small talk we had, not that that’s even important. I do remember a weird smell as we was comin’ up though. Like sour rot or something, I don’t now how to describe it. Freddy said it was probably a dead animal or something, but I haven’t smelled anything like it before. We walked that cleared out trail for a few minutes, but we heard some four-wheelers comin’ from down the way so we took off up the hill and over the other side to hide. I think that’s when we first saw it.”

Officer Baisden cocked his head to the side and squinted as their eyes caught, “It?”
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FOR A MOMENT, DANNY’S eyes glazed over and he faced Baisden, frozen in time. The officer pushed a bottle of water over toward him, staring him down with brows shoved tight. “Here, have some water. Gather your thoughts.” he said, returning to his notepad. Danny took two loud gulps of water and held the bottle, crackling the plastic within his hands.“So, you think you saw something when you boys got over that hill?” 

“It was just weird at the time, like caught my attention, but the other guys couldn’t see it. I tried to describe it to them. It was just the way the ground looked. Like there was a large white spot on the ground that I thought kinda looked like a screamin’ ghost, with tree roots sprouting out from around it, popping up through the leaves. Joey, even said it was probably just webbing on a decayed fallen tree, and he’s interested in everything. I really think that was it though, now.” Danny lurched forward, grasping at his mouth. Baisden retrieved him a waste basket from under the table. He acknowledged it, but took a hard gulp and rested backward in his seat. 

“So, you thought you saw a face drawn on some tree?” the officer scowled at his notepad. “Is this the first time you’ve seen strange things like that, Danny?” 

“Never...” 

Baisden twisted his lips and nodded. He watched Danny shuffle and fidget for a few seconds, “Okay, well, let’s put a pin in that for right now and get to how you boys ended up near Jester’s peak.” 

“Like I said, we dipped over the hill and waited for the sound of the four-wheelers to be gone and we got back onto the big trail. We walked on it for a while, Freddy and Deek took that chance to ask Joey about his dealin’s with girls, I don’t even think he had ever even given them any thought, truth be told. Joey wasn’t like everyone else, ya know. He was just different. He did better with it this time though. He told them he only ever messed with their moms. Kinda weird if you think about Freddy being our cousin, I don’t think he was thinking about that at the time though,” he let a laugh escape but caught it and cut it short. 

Baisden offered a soft grin, but stayed fixated on Danny’s vibrating hands. “We walked the trail until we got to where it forked and then we started up the foot path. That’s when the rain sound got clearer. We had heard it when we were walking the trail, like we even stopped and looked back and considered finding shelter, but no rain ever came. Deek said it was probably just an animal shuffling through leaves or something, so we didn’t think much of it at the time. We are always a little on edge when we are on the trail, ya know.

“When we started hiking up we could really hear it at times. Sounded just like when rain falls on dry leaves. That’s the only way I can describe it. I had this feeling like something was following us the whole time. I wish I would have said something now; before we got too deep in. I coulda swore I saw the leaves stirring every now and then when I would look real fast. 

“I was already getting shit for being so jumpy. ‘My god, Danal, that rotten log still got you shook up from back there?’ Freddy said and then Deek and him shoved me a little. I just didn’t want to end up being the butt of all the jokes all weekend, ya know.”

Baisden rubbed his chin and took a glance at his wristwatch. “Yeah, I can understand that. So, you’re thinking there was something up there in the woods with you boys?”

“I don’t think, I know. It eventually caught up to us, which is why we are here, right? Fuckin’ thing.... It... It.. I knew you wouldn’t
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