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PARTNER ACTIVITY: Report on a Mythical Creature

Mrs. Almond’s Sixth-Grade Class

The Mothman

by Lewis Hugh and Noah Romano

NAME: Mothman

LOCATION: First seen in Point Pleasant, West Virginia, but seen all over the United States

PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION: He is eight or nine feet tall. He has black feathers and wings like a moth. Glowing red eyes.

ABOUT: Mothman is a cryptid, which is different from a mythical creature, because mythical creatures are made-up, but cryptids are real—they’re just hard to see. They’re good at hiding, and only a few people can see them. Some people think cryptids aren’t real. We chose Mothman for this project because more people think he’s a mythical creature and not real. We know he’s real, though, because there’s a whole lot of legends and stories about Mothman, and he’s still alive, so there’s more every year. These woods around here are perfect for him to live in, with lots of places to hide. We are going to see him one day, and then we’re going to tell people stories about him.
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Dear Mothman,

I pretended to believe in you for Lewis.

I am hoping though that maybe he was right—

that he really did see you once

on that sleepover in November

when frigid wind howled through the forest

and everything was bare. He pointed out my window saying

“Look, Noah, look! Do you see him?” I didn’t see you

but I fibbed and said, “I think I do!”

Lewis has been gone for three months now

but sometimes I still don’t believe it’s real.

Tonight, I walked outside

in the chilly March rain. If Lewis were here

he would have told me I was so weird

for not wearing a jacket. Mothman, do you

wear jackets? Do you ever

get cold? If you do get cold

you aren’t like me. Do you wear

a chest binder or do you bind with

great broad leaves from deep in the forest?

Lewis was sure you were queer like us.

If you’re not, that is OK too.

I just want to know you’re there.

I’m going to lay my journal at the foot of this tree tonight

for you to read my letter.

Lewis always said

you loved to come out during thunderstorms

and tonight is the first storm of the spring.

If I’m going to find you

for my science fair project

this is my chance.

The fair is coming up soon

and I don’t have any other ideas.

All I can think of anymore

is Lewis.

Lewis loved to see veins of light

pulse across the sky.

He was never afraid.

I am not like him.

I am afraid

of lightning

and thunder

and the dark woods

and even a little bit

of the thought you could be real

but still



I’m writing “Dear Mothman”

on the journal cover

so you’ll know it’s for you.

—Noah

Morning

Before Mom and Dad get up

I rush outside in my pajamas

to get the journal.

My feet get soaked

by the morning dew.

Everything smells green.

I find the journal open

to my letter for Mothman.

My pulse quickens.

I think

it must have been the breeze

or maybe a squirrel

that opened the journal

but

what if it wasn’t?

I’m shaking the thought away.

After all, how would Mothman find

my journal

on the first night

I left a note for him

unless he was also

looking

for me?

The thought creeps me out a little.

I collect the book—

still damp

from the dew and rain

and I dash inside.

I’m thinking

maybe I’ll leave

one more letter.



Dear Mothman,

Thank you for reading the first letter

though I am kind of wondering

how you found the journal

so quickly.

Maybe you miss Lewis too.

Maybe you knew him.

Maybe I can tell you more about him

and then you can tell me more too.

Lewis was the first person

who understood me.

One recess, he told me he decided his name was “Lewis”

and not “Ella.”

I said, “Why Lewis?” and he said

“After Lewis Carroll, he wrote Alice in Wonderland.”

I thought that was such a good reason for a name.

It is also a good name for Lewis because

he’s got a huge giant imagination.

I don’t want to say it “was” a good name

because even though Lewis is gone

it’s still a good name for him and I still talk about Lewis.

After he read Alice in Wonderland, he told me

he followed a rabbit into the woods by his house

down to a new Wonderland.

I believed him because he told me so many details

like mushrooms that spoke their own languages

and a tea that tasted like cherry juice.

Later, Lewis explained he was just imagining it.

I wished I was that good at imagining.

My name was “Nora.”

Well, my name still is kind of “Nora”

or maybe it always was “Nora.” I don’t know

how names really work.

I told Lewis my new name was “Noah”

and he said, “After Noah’s Ark?”

and I said, “Yes, like Noah’s Ark

because I love animals.”

I was in a really big zoologist phase then.

Do you have a name

besides “Mothman”?

Your new friend,

Noah

Journal Hypotheses

1.

Maybe someone else is turning the pages to my letters at night.

The problem with this hypothesis is that no one else lives close by

and Mom and Dad like sleeping too much to do that.

2.

Squirrels. Once, I saw a squirrel open a granola bar

with his little hands, so definitely capable, but this is a notebook

not something with food inside.

3.

The wind, but how would the wind land on those exact pages?

4.

Mom. She would do this because maybe she thinks it’ll make me

happy again. But, again, Mom likes to sleep.

5.

Mothman? But I don’t know if that makes sense.

It seems little-kid-ish to be like “this must be a monster.”

6.

I’m not sure if I believe in ghosts

but Lewis would definitely do this if he were a ghost.



The First Mothman Sighting, 1966, Point Pleasant, West Virginia

by Lewis Hugh
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Dear Mothman,

Lewis told me that you were first seen

in Point Pleasant, West Virginia.

That is about 452 miles from here.

You were said to be gigantic. A “man-sized bird”

with glowing red eyes. You chased

a car for miles. Lewis and I both agreed

you were probably lonely

and scared. Were you? Is that why

you were chasing people? That was 1966

so you have had a lot of time to think about it

or maybe you don’t remember it much at all.

Lewis used to say that when he turned sixteen, he would

get his license right away

and we would drive out there

all by ourselves. I wonder if

our parents would have let us.

I still kind of want to go to Point Pleasant

because there’s a statue of you there.

Lewis said that you probably don’t live there anymore.

I don’t know what it would be like

to change towns. I have always lived here

in Jim Thorpe, Pennsylvania. My parents’

parents’ parents’ parents lived here too.

Our house is old and, in the attic,

black-and-white pictures of my family

perch like haunted birds. Everyone’s faces

are creepy and pale. Mom says

our family members were coal miners

when there was a huge coal mine in town.

Mom says we were Irish immigrants

except Dad is Italian, so we got his last name, “Romano.”

My parents are both schoolteachers

in the same school district they went to school in

and in the same school Lewis and I went to.

At least they teach little kids and not me: kindergarten and

first grade

so they aren’t in the same building as me anymore.

Can you imagine having your mom

as your teacher? I’m lucky the school gave me different teachers

for those grades. It would be SUPER weird

having to call Mom and Dad “Mrs. and Mr. Romano.”

Do you have a mom at all? I’m sorry if this is too much

all at once. When I start learning about something

sometimes I just get so excited and my brain keeps

running and running and running—exploding with questions.

It’s something I love about being autistic.

Can Mothmen be autistic?

Don’t think of my questions

as needing answers. Sometimes you just need

to make a question a question.

Your friend,

Noah

Forgetful

When I’m sad, I get extra forgetful sometimes.

I forgot like all my homework

the month after Lewis died.

Then my teacher, Mrs. Almond, and Mom and Dad

agreed it was better to just stop giving me

as much homework for a while.

She said, “We can work up

to doing the same amount of homework again.”

I hate that she said, “again,” instead of

“before Lewis died.” I know it’s hard

but it almost feels worse that people

didn’t want to say why I was

doing so bad. It’s not like saying he died

would make him more gone.

We made a plan to get back on track

and I stuck to it for a week or so.

Really, it was because Mom and Dad

were helping a lot. Now, they want me

to be able to do it on my own and now I’m back

to just not really doing my homework at all.

I want to do it. Or, really, I just want it

to be done so I can really not think about it.

Tonight I was sad because I was thinking

how excited Lewis would be

to be writing to Mothman.

I keep wondering what else he would do.

Lewis was always the person to figure out stuff

and I’d just go along. Like once,

we got really into looking for an abandoned mine

on the trail.

I really wanted to find one, but it seemed impossible.

I didn’t know where to start.

But Lewis, he did research at the library!

He figured out where mines used to be!

We walked out there

with his dad and I was like

“Lewis, you’re a genius!”

when we found one.

He was like “no—I just researched it.”

Anyway, I forgot to leave the journal out

for Mothman yesterday

and now I’m scared

he’s never going to come back

and then I’m like

“Do I really believe Mothman

is reading my letters?”

Maybe I do.

I’m going to write myself a note

so I won’t forget tonight.



Hi Mothman,

I hope it’s OK I forgot yesterday.

I won’t forget again.

Were you an only child? One legend about you says

you were born from the radioactive mess

at a military storage site. Do you remember

being born? I don’t. I wish I had a brother sometimes.

Me and you could be honorary brothers

if you are lonely and need someone.

My mom says it is OK to miss Lewis.

She asks me what I want to do

to remember him. I want to tell her

I think we should find you, Mothman,

but I think she wouldn’t understand.

Instead, I tell her “I don’t know” over and over.

I wish she would stop asking.

What makes me feel better is thinking about

what Lewis would do for me if I were dead.

He would probably make

a big elaborate shrine with fake flowers

and drawings and candles.

He was always so good at that kind of thing.

When my guinea pig died in first grade

he drew me a picture of him.

The picture is pinned on my bedroom wall.

It made me feel so much better.

—Noah



Dear Mothman,

The science fair happens near the end

of every school year.

Sixth graders make all the projects

and all the other grades come visit

each of the project stations

set up all around the cafeteria.

In my school, sixth grade is the oldest grade in the building

and then up the hill is the middle school

with seventh and eighth graders.

You are allowed to have a partner for your project.

In every other kind of school project

Lewis and I were always partners.

But I told Lewis

I was going to do this alone

even after we’d been looking forward

to doing an experiment together for years.

I told him I wanted to do my own project

because he wanted to prove you existed

and I told him that was impossible

and no one could do that,

especially not

for a sixth-grade science fair.

I feel like

I’m letting

him down

if I don’t at least try.

I have to try

because Lewis isn’t here

to do it himself.

—Noah

Science Fair Ideas

I do try brainstorming other ideas

for projects to do at the science fair

besides just

Lewis’s Mothman one.

Every year, Lewis and I would explore the aisles of displays together.

We’d try to come up with our own ideas for projects

for when we’d be sixth graders

and get to do a project of our own.

Last year, one idea I had was to see

if we could invent a robot

to scare animals away from our garbage cans

because our dads were always mad

that raccoons and opossums and

even sometimes bears ate our trash—

even when the lid was on.

The robot would just growl or something

and then the animals wouldn’t get hurt

and our dads wouldn’t be grumpy.

But now, my brain is like stuck on

doing Lewis’s idea

and I feel bad for telling him

that I wanted to do a project alone.

I guess it wouldn’t be that big a deal

to do my own idea

if Lewis were still around

but I still feel bad.

We looked forward to this

for so long.

Why would I even say that?

I guess I wanted to try something on my own for once.

I would do anything to have Lewis

tell me one of his ideas again.



Hey Mothman,

Can you keep a secret?

Here’s the secret:

Lewis and I kissed once.

Just to try it out.

It turned my heart

into a lightning bug.

Have you ever

kissed someone?

—Noah

Can’t Sleep

I know this is crazy, but I keep thinking

“I shouldn’t have told Mothman

about me and Lewis kissing.”

I feel embarrassed about it.

What if in the morning someone else

walks along and reads the letter?!?!

Like Mom or Dad!

I would hate if they asked me if I wanted to

“talk about it.”

Can’t. Sleep.

Too. STRESSED.

Fine.

I decide even though

it’s the middle of the night

I have to get up and tear that page out.

I walk extra quietly

so I don’t wake up Mom and Dad.

The clock on the stove reads “2:45 A.M.”

I’m gonna be so tired tomorrow.

The air is chilly

and I dash over to the book.

Something rustles in the woods

and I flinch at first

and then search the trees

for a sign of Mothman.

What am I doing?

It was probably

a raccoon

COMING FOR OUR TRASH!

Then I look down.

The journal is open to the letter

about kissing Lewis.

He read it already.

I feel relieved.

I close the journal

and hug it to my chest

as I carry it back up to my room

to finally get some sleep.



Dear Mothman,

I want to know

what you do all day.

I read books and

I build model trains with my dad.

My dad is a pretty good dad.

He lets me go to the barber with him

instead of the hair salon.

Mom complains that Dad lets me cut my hair too short

but she bought me blue hair gel anyway

to spike my hair up for my sixth-grade yearbook picture.

In the picture, my smile looked wonky

and my freckles looked too big across my peachy pale face.

I wished I could redo it

but at least my hair was cool and spiky.

Did you go to school?

How long did you go to school?

Do you

cut your hair short?

Wait . . . do you have hair?!?!

—Noah



Dear Mothman,

I don’t think I believe in ghosts at all.

Lewis used to say his house was haunted.

He had a pendulum

that he told me was a witch’s tool.

He’d hold the pendulum

and use it to ask the ghost questions (only “yes” or “no”).

(Forward and backward meant “no”

and side to side meant “yes.”)

I always thought he was just moving it.

At a sleepover once

we set up a camera

to watch his attic all night.

In the morning

after eating blueberry muffins

we watched the tape

at the kitchen table on his glitchy laptop.

Lewis said he saw something

flicker across the screen. His face got bright

and he bounced in his chair with excitement.

Just like when he said he saw you,

I pretended to see it too.

Mothman, I didn’t see anything.

I never asked to see the tape again

but I want to know

what I was missing.

Ever since you opened my journal that I wrote for you

I’m wondering

if the video was true too, and if not

what about you is different from ghosts?

When Mom woke me up that night

and led me down to the living room sofa

to tell me Lewis was in a car crash

and that he was not all right

I hoped he would be a ghost.

I looked for him in our favorite spots

but I never found him.

If Lewis isn’t a ghost

then no one would be.

That’s why

I don’t really think I believe

in ghosts.

—Noah



Dear Mothman,

How old are you? Do you age?

Lewis had a few theories about you.

He thought maybe you were immortal

or, if not, that maybe there is a

colony of moth people.

I would definitely join a colony of moth people

if there is one. I would join

and (respectfully) gather scientific data.

I don’t think I’d want to be

world-famous, so I would just

keep the data to myself.

At school, we’re learning about weather.

We made our own weather vanes

from straws and rubber bands.

The wind was blowing west

this afternoon. My weather vane

wasn’t built well

so it fell apart on the bus ride home.

I felt like I was going to cry

but I swallowed the crying instead.

—Noah



Dear Mothman,

So, for the science fair,

I need some evidence. I need something

to write about. If not, I’ll have to use

my other old idea, the one I wanted to do

without Lewis and that will just make me sad

and I’ll hate it, because it’s not even

really a good idea at all.

I wanted to build a maze for my turtle.

My turtle is a Texas Slider named Fred

even though Dad says she’s a girl.

He has a kiddie pool we keep in the backyard.

I know he’s smart in some ways

but when Lewis and I tried to build a maze for him

it didn’t work. Fred just sat there looking sad.

So I guess it’s not even really a possible idea

because I already know it wouldn’t work.

Sometimes I play my harmonica for Fred

in the morning, and I swear he likes it.

Lewis told me there is no way he likes it

but I told Lewis he didn’t know Fred like I know Fred.

Anyway, Mom and Dad got me a video camera last summer

and I’m going to set it up facing the woods.

I’m going to catch a glimpse of you. Could you wave?

You have to understand, I just need a little bit.

This is only a sixth-grade science fair, but still

I can’t practice the scientific method

without any observation or data.

Sorry for telling you to do this,

Noah

Missing Lewis Is Different Every Day

Today, what I miss most about Lewis

is how he was always teaching me new stuff.

He got this ridiculous encyclopedia

at a yard sale and carried it around for weeks.

I dared him to look up the word “penis”

and we did. The definition was boring

so we looked up the word “sex”

and it just said, “sexual activity,

including specifically sexual intercourse,”

which was kind of a letdown.

We were hoping for more specifics

just for scientific reasons—not for anything weird!

It’s just that neither of our parents told us much

and we heard that in eighth grade you have to watch

a birth video and we wanted to be

prepared. I feel unprepared for eighth grade

and unprepared for class tomorrow.

I hear they don’t have spelling class next year

and I hope that’s true, because it’s pointless.

I can spell all right, but when I can’t I just look the word up online.

And besides, I know what the words mean

which I think is all that matters. I wonder where Mothman goes

to learn new things if he’s in the woods all day.

Does he find old encyclopedias? Does he have a phone?

A computer? Has Mothman . . .

ever kissed someone?

I haven’t since I kissed Lewis. I don’t want to now. Not anymore.

I used to think I liked girls, but now I just think

I only liked Lewis and I’ll never like anyone else again.

I wish I had told Lewis how much I liked him.

Sometimes, I imagine lying down

in Lewis’s bed and looking up at his ceiling fan

and seeing his walls of drawings again.

I wonder if his parents left his room how it was.

If they did,

I’d really want to see it.

I wonder if Mothman

ever lost someone.

I wonder if Mothman

feels like he lost Lewis too.



Dear Mothman,

I didn’t end up doing the spelling homework

and I got a 0 out of 10, which is bad in case you don’t do

fractions.

I mean, even if you don’t do fractions, zero is like totally bad.

But, really, 0 out of 10 is kind of pointless because really

that just means 0. Anyway, I am bad at getting anything done.

On my report card, Mrs. Almond wrote, “Nora is doing all right

given everything, but she needs to turn something in

or we’re going to need to move her to a different class

that suits her level.”

Mom told me I didn’t need to look at my report card.

They get sent in the mail. I found it under bills

on the kitchen table, and that’s when I read Mrs. Almond’s

comment.

I always knew I didn’t like her ever since

she made Lewis and I do “think” sheets for talking during an

assembly.

The assembly was about bullying, and honestly

me and Lewis didn’t need to listen to it because

it was Tom and Liam who picked on Lewis and me.

We never picked on anyone except for maybe Gwen

but that’s because Gwen chews gum really loudly

and you’re not allowed to have gum in school.

I’m sorry I’m telling you all this. I bet

you think school sounds stupid. When I talk about it

it really does sound pointless. I feel like

science fairs are a little less pointless though

because everyone actually gets to think of their own ideas

and share them. Every day should be a science fair

or a book fair or something like that.

I decided I don’t want to waste the spelling homework paper

so I’m going to draw a picture on the back.

Here is me and you in a school in the forest

where everyone gets to learn what they want

and no one can get zeros:

[image: Images]
—Noah



Dear Mothman,

How does it feel for people to be scared of you?

I wonder if it’s the same way it felt when I came back to school

a week after Lewis was in the accident.

No one hung out with me at recess, which was fine

because recess in sixth grade is stupid anyway.

But even the teachers didn’t say much.

It was like they were all looking around me.

They avoided me. I think they were scared

of how sad I was. I had scheduled meetings

with the school counselor, Mr. Cariño. He would ask me

how I felt. I would tell him sad sad sad

and he would let me do puzzles

in his office while we talked. After a month

I stopped telling him I was sad so I could stop missing class

to meet with him.

I wished I could tell him all the stories I have

about Lewis, but I just felt like he wouldn’t get it.

Like, he wouldn’t understand me and Lewis

and then I would have to think of him

when I think of whatever story it was

and so I decided some of our stories

just belong to me and only me.

Well . . . I guess I’m telling you.

You’re not like everyone else.

I think you understand.

—Noah

Camera

Dad helps me set up the camera

toward the woods

and he keeps saying, “Don’t be disappointed

if it takes awhile

to see anything.”

Which just annoys me like

it feels like he’s really trying to say

“You know you’re not going to find Mothman, right?”

I think I get even more annoyed

because that’s like exactly what I would have said to Lewis

if he was setting up a camera.

This is of course

before I started looking for Mothman myself.

If Lewis was alive right now

I think I’d say

“Ugh . . . you were totally right

about cryptids. I do think

there’s a chance Mothman might be out there.

In fact, each day I feel a little more hopeful

I might actually find him.”

Lewis was always nice about being right.

He’d say something like

“Eh, it doesn’t matter.”

We step away from the camera

and Dad says, “That looks good now.”

Even if he was annoying

I’m glad he helped. It does look good.

Dusk comes like a bowl of sherbet—

all orange and pink and sweet.

I look out my window before I go to bed

to check that the camera is still there

and it is.



Hello Mothman,

I got a video of a deer last night, but I realized my video camera only takes about forty-five minutes of recording before you need to change out the tape. It’s an old camera and I know I should ask Mom if I can use her iPhone, but I don’t think she would let me sit her phone outside all night. I wonder what Lewis’s parents did with his iPad. It’s not that I want to take his things, but he used that for everything. There are drawings of you on his iPad. So, this deer must have come almost right after I started the recording. I could buy a bunch of tapes but at that point I might as well just sit out there all night. Mom and Dad wouldn’t let me do that, but I could sneak out and then maybe we could just meet. I know it sounds scary to meet someone you’ve never met before, but I’ll even bring you a snack. I’m sure there’s not much that’s good to eat in the forest. I like Chex Mix (especially the chocolate type). Are all animals allergic to chocolate, like dogs? I hope not. That would suck.

At snack time at school, Lewis would eat my crunchy Chex Mix pieces and I would just eat the candies from the Chex Mix, so I guess, really, I just like chocolate. You could eat the crunchy pieces and I could keep eating the chocolate pieces.

—Noah



Dear Mothman,

Today I went to the library alone to do more research on you

for my science fair project. Mrs. Almond told me

it would be hard to make my topic scientific, but

I need to prove her wrong because Lewis would have.

Mom is always using the home computer for work

which is annoying, but Lewis used to love the library.

Sitting at the computers there, I thought of the times Lewis and

I played

on this adventure website together, Magic Realm, and Lewis

showed me how

he played as a boy in the game.

I asked him if that was allowed, and he said

“Of course, there are no rules for sorcerers.”

I pretended to be a boy too.

There is no one left I can pretend to be a boy with

now other than you. When does pretending end?

Am I a boy because I wish I was?

Really, I want to be a boy with Lewis.

I’m wondering what it would mean

to be a boy without him.

—Noah

Library Research Notes

• Newspaper quotes

• “Couples See Man-Sized Bird . . . Creature . . . Something”

• “bird with red eyes”

• “10 ft wings”

• Is Mothman actually part moth, or is he like a bird?

• Humanoid (definition = like a person)

• Bridge collapse 1996

• Military storage site = home

Mothman size:
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• Sightings in Russia in 1999

• How is Mothman in so many places?

• What does Mothman like to eat?

• No answer yet, but maybe just like what people eat?

Eyewitness accounts this year:

• “I didn’t know what it was—a bird? A monster? I ran for my life.”

• “I think it lives underneath the overpass—that’s where people go missing.”

• “I have this video and it looks like a bird, but have you ever seen a bird that big?”

• “The government should be looking into this—Mothman is a real animal and it’s a threat to our safety.”

• “He was so kind. He helped my dog find his way home.”



Dear Mothman,

I can’t believe

I found some eyewitness records of you from this year!

There is a video, and there are a few photographs too.

The news sources say they might be “doctored,” which means

“altered,” which means “fake.” I think they could be real.

It does look like your shape in the early night sky.

I printed the pictures out

and I took them home to hang on my wall and later use

for a really nice trifold at the science fair. Tomorrow in class

we have to explain our projects to everyone else

in mini-presentations. I hope it goes well.

Sometimes when I’m nervous, the words sputter

in my mouth and I can’t get a sentence going.

Lewis would always take my hand when this happened at recess

or when we were hanging out. It always made it stop.

Now sometimes I can’t make it stop, so I try to talk less.

—Noah



Hey Mothman,

Mom says I should try something easier than finding you.

I tell her she doesn’t understand.

She never understands.

Why doesn’t anyone listen to me?

When you met those people on the side of the road

and they ran away screaming, I bet you were

just trying to say hello.

I bet they didn’t let you talk.

No one listens to kids or monsters.

Your friend,

Noah



Dear Mothman,

I guess I do get where Mom was coming from.

Please don’t be offended though—

I think there’s a chance

you are real, but other people

don’t believe anything they don’t see.

I came home crying about it.

My eyes were red.

Snot was coming from my nose.

Gross gross gross.

My teacher said

she thought I should do

something else

for the science fair

after I gave my presentation about you.

She told me

in front of the class

and no one laughed

but I could tell they wanted to

which was almost worse

than not laughing at me.

Then, after class,

I heard them giggling.

One said, “Nora is so

immature.” This annoys me

because I don’t care that much

about being mature.

I also think it feels double bad

when someone says something mean

and calls me “Nora.”

It’s not even really their fault

because I haven’t told them

to call me “Noah,” mostly because

I don’t even know

if I like want to tell them

but it still feels extra terrible.

It’s like no one knows who I am at all.

I guess that’s not all true.

There were a few people

who looked like they liked it—

Molly, Alice, and Hanna.

They are a little weird

like me and Lewis because

they like playing Dungeons

& Dragons and they’re

always trading comic books.

If Lewis were there

he would have told me

“It’s OK, you did a good job.”

And you know what?

He wouldn’t be lying.

He always thought

I was doing awesome

even when I felt like I wasn’t.

He was so nice

he made other people

want to be nice.

Sometimes, Lewis sounds

so amazing, I can’t believe

he is—was—a real person.

At home after school

I secretly did my Mothman presentation again—

this time I pretended I was just doing it

for Lewis. He asked questions like

“Is there anyone doing research right now

on Mothman?” and “Do you think

there’s more than one Mothman?”

Then I was sad, but in a less terrible way.

Your friend,

Noah



Dear Mothman,

No one was nice to Lewis

but when he died, all the other kids in my grade

acted sad.

Maybe they were sad.

Well, I guess that’s not all true.

Molly Allende is kind of nice.

She was probably actually sad.

She and Lewis used to talk

about monsters and cryptids sometimes

when we all had art class together.

It made me so angry though that other kids were upset.

They always made fun of Lewis

for being weird and chubby.

They shouldn’t be allowed

to be sad.

Mothman, you can be sad though

because you knew Lewis

and Lewis knew you somehow.

I’m not giving up on this project.

I don’t care if I fail sixth grade.

At least if I get held back maybe I could

make some new friends.

Thanks for being my friend

and for always opening the journal each night.

Sometimes it feels

like the only thing I can count on.

—Noah



Hello Mothman,

Today I talked Dad into looking for you.

I was crying and watching a cartoon

and he asked me why I was crying

and I said it was because I needed to find Mothman

and I had no idea how.

We got in his Jeep and drove to Glen Onoko

to the trail Dad and I usually hike together.

Once, Lewis’s family and my family

hiked the trail together. Lewis’s parents

are so cool. His mom wears tie-dye skirts

and his dad has funky hats.

I remember worrying that Lewis would think

my family was boring

but he thought my parents were cool too.

After the car accident, Lewis’s parents

were in the hospital. I wanted to visit them

but I never asked to. Sometimes I still feel bad.

I want to bring them flowers and say

“I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner.”

On the Glen Onoko hike,

we ate packed lunches

and stared at the big waterfalls

spilling from the cliff side.

Have you been to Glen Onoko?

It would be really peaceful at night.

Maybe we could meet there—

by the tumbling water.

Dad helped me take pictures in the woods.

We looked for evidence of you.

We found deer hoofprints and heard

a woodpecker. We took a picture

of a hawk gliding overhead. No sign of you.

Still, I felt better

to not be doing the looking alone.

—Noah
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Hey Mothman,

I know I usually write only one letter a day

but I wanted to add that

in one photograph we took in the forest

there’s a blur in the corner of the shot.

Dad says this is “probably a bird”

but I think we have to keep looking

because it could be you. Were you there with us?

—Noah



Hi Mothman,

Lewis said that we should be careful if we did see you.

He said that you are sometimes

a bad omen.

Lewis printed out a newspaper

from 1996. A bridge collapsed

and people said they saw you.

I read about this at the library too.

Were you there? Were you trying

to warn people? Did Lewis see you

before he died?

Were you trying

to save him?

I can’t get this scene out of my head—

it’s not a real scene

just one

I’ve made up

or maybe it’s a psychic thing.

Lewis believed in those too.

So, I see Lewis looking out the window

of the backseat

and seeing you

before the crash.

A week or so after Lewis died

I drew a picture of you and Lewis together

and then tore it up

because it made me sad.

I’m drawing it again now.

I feel bad I destroyed the first one.

—Noah
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Future-Thinking

Technically, if I move to the middle of town,

I won’t have to ever ever drive in a car again.

The Dollar General is only about a ten-minute walk.

I could buy a bike. I could have things delivered.

When I’m in the car, I think about dying.

I wonder if Lewis is somewhere safe.

I imagine him coming back as a moth person.

That’s what he would have wanted.

When I write it down, I know it sounds silly

but I guess I need to think of possibilities.

I was going to call Lewis that night.

Maybe if I’d called Lewis and talked a long time

his family wouldn’t have gone on a drive

and they wouldn’t have crashed

and Lewis would be here.



Hey Mothman,

I hope you read this right away.

I wish there was a way I could ask you

to look at the notebook earlier than usual.

Tonight, I’m going to sneak out and film you.

I don’t need much. Could you shine your red eyes?

Could you stretch your wings?

You can talk to me. You can call me “Noah”

like Lewis did. I know you’re not Lewis.

I’m not trying to replace him

but I know you understand what it might be like

to never have people get you.

I guess I’m just hoping you’ll believe me

and come meet me by the edge

of the woods.

See you soon?

—Noah

Edge of the Woods

I’m standing here

arms crossed because it’s cold.

The notebook is closed.

I say, as just a whisper

“Mothman—I’m here!”

Should I go inside?

Should I wait more?

I sit down on the cold grass.

Twigs poke me in the butt.

I shiver. It’s spring but still chilly at night.

Just a little longer.

I know he’ll come.



Mothman,

Am I doing something wrong?

Should I bring you something in exchange?

Did you come while I slept?

If you did, why didn’t you open the journal?

You could have while I was there—

asleep by the edge of the woods.

I have three mosquito bites on my neck.

They are blotchy and pink.

Mom checks them and tells me “It’s dangerous”

to go outside at night.

She asked, “What’s going on? This isn’t like you.”

I just apologize a bunch and

I tell her I know what to do if I see a bear.

You are supposed to lie down and stay still.

Or at least that’s what Lewis said.

Lewis saw a bear once. He said

the bear spoke to him and told him

he needed to be a scientist one day.

I think that was just Lewis being imaginative

but sometimes I like to pretend it was more than that.

I told Lewis I didn’t think bears could talk.

Lewis said bears DID talk if you listened.

I’m trying to listen more to the forest—

to you, Mothman. I’m listening.

Could you please just read this letter?

I don’t know what I’ll do if you stop.

Anyway, Mom also said I shouldn’t do that again

and that it would make her very upset if I did

which is annoying because it means

she’s probably going to be like watching me

to make sure I’m not

trying to sneak outside.

Ugh. It’s not even that far away.

The woods are right there and all around us.

Also, I’m sorry if I was rude

to try to film you.

—Noah



Dear Mothman,

THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR READING MY LETTER AGAIN.

I feel so relieved.

Especially because I feel stressed out in other ways.

So, the biggest thing is Mom says I have to get out again and

hang out with friends soon.

She says I am “aloof,” which I confused with “aloft,” which means

like floating.

I wish I was floating.

She asked, “Who do you like in your class?

We can start there.”

I said, “I like Lewis and that’s it.”

Only I didn’t say “Lewis” because Mom

doesn’t know Lewis as Lewis—

she knows him as Ella just like

she doesn’t know

I’m “Noah.”

I want to tell her everyone should call him “Lewis”

but I think she’d be confused.

Her face softened and she cried.

I told her I was sorry, I wouldn’t talk about him anymore.

She told me it was all right—

That she was just sad too.

I wonder if

it would be hard for her to call me “Noah.”

It was so easy telling Lewis.

He learned my name like instantly.

I wish I could call Lewis “Lewis”

around everyone else.

—Noah



Hey Mothman,

This is random but

I know that some people change genders.

I’ve seen it on the news.

I don’t know if that’s what I am.

I wish I could give it a “test run”

to see if I liked it, but that would be so hard.

I’d have to talk to Mom

and I know I’d cry and I’m so sick of crying.

You probably are sick of getting these letters.

What makes you cry?

—Noah



Dear Mothman,

I’m sorry I’m doing it again—

leaving you two letters in one day . . . I just have a lot on my

mind.

Have you ever been in love?

I don’t know if I have. I’m scared I can only love Lewis.

What if Lewis was my soul mate?

Do you like girls or boys or both or neither or everyone?

Lewis said he liked everyone

which I told him wasn’t true because

he didn’t have crushes on Tom or Liam

and Lewis said that was because Tom and Liam are turd

tarantulas.

I agreed. I think I’m like that too.

I think maybe I have a crush on Molly Allende because

yesterday she told me she thinks my Mothman project

is “the coolest project in all the class.”

She said, “I usually hate science class but

you made it fun.”

With Molly, I can’t tell if it’s a friend crush or a crush crush.

A friend crush is when you wish you could be friends.

Actually, I do kind of think it’s probably

just a friend crush because I don’t want to kiss her.

Mom says I should invite her over

and I’m worried she’ll think I’m weird or worse.

I’m worried Molly will think

I’m just going to cry a lot about Lewis.

Lewis would probably want to be

friends with Molly. He always said she seemed fun.

We used to dream of having a club at school

and inviting everyone who liked exploring the woods

but then we’d change the club’s idea

before we could reach out to anyone to join.

Lewis always wanted to invite Molly to join though.

—Noah

Club Ideas (A List by Lewis and Noah)

• Forest Explorers Club

• Monster Hunting Club Cryptid Conservation Club

• Paranormal Society

• Cookie Baking Club

• Abandoned Mine Discoverers

• Spelunking Club (that means cave exploring)



Hi Mothman,

At recess, Molly pretends to be wolves with Alice and Hanna.

They crawl

on all fours in the grass.

This is weird because you know—

no one really plays like that anymore.

Molly has white, pale skin with lots of freckles and

frizzy blonde hair. She wears boys’ plaid shirts.

I want to ask Mom for shirts like hers.

Alice is Black and has short, beautiful hair.

She loves to wear frilly costume dresses

and bright neon lipstick.

And Hanna is also white and

always wearing dozens of colorful bows in her long brown hair.

She paints bright flowers on her Chuck Taylors.

They call their game “Live Action Roleplaying”

or “LARPing” for short

but it’s kind of just playing pretend.

I don’t know if me and Lewis were “LARPing”

or playing pretend or something else.

Lewis always believed the monsters we looked for were real.

Not you. I don’t mean you. You’re not

a monster. I mean different cryptids.

I’m going to go over to Molly

and Alice and Hanna tomorrow at recess.

I’ll pretend to be a wolf too.

Wish me luck!

—Noah



Dear Mothman,

Sorry I missed a few days.

My brain was like too buzzing to write

but now I won’t miss any more for awhile

I promise.

Do you think people can know each other

before they know each other?

Let me explain. I pretended to be a wolf to play with Molly

and Alice and Hanna.

I’m not great at pretending, but I got on all fours and tried

to ignore the grass stains

I was getting on my favorite light jeans. I growled. They

looked confused.

People don’t like just change friend groups, you know? They

were pretty confused

but I was a wolf just like them, so they let me play but I

realized

they had all kinds of rules and I didn’t know the rules, so I

had to break out of being a wolf

and ask questions like “what are life points?” and “what is a

quest?”

After the game, we all lay in the grass below the big oak tree.

Molly showed me how they climb the tree’s shadow

because actual tree climbing is not allowed at recess after

Anthony broke his arm trying.

Molly rested her head on Alice’s chest. They held hands. I felt

jealous.

Not like I had a crush on either of them but like I wished I

was with Lewis

and I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed before that Molly was

like me somehow.

Alice and Hanna too. I didn’t know how to tell them I was like

them, so I just asked,

“Could I do this again?”

They hugged me and said, “You can play anytime you want.”

I think I have new friends, which also feels wrong because it feels

like I’m cheating on Lewis,

but Lewis would want me to have more friends, right?

I’m also overwhelmed because I need to like learn the rules of

their game

so I don’t have to sound stupid asking questions.

Tell me what you think, please. Come talk to me?

You know maybe you could write a letter even!

I’ll leave my pen with my journal.

—Noah

LARPING Rule Book (for Noah by Molly)

• We aren’t actually wolves—we were turned into wolves by a witch’s curse.

• We are trying to find out where the witch lives so we can get her to reverse our curse.

• You have to pick a few spells and then a special weapon that you can use when you’re not a wolf anymore.

• You should think of a backstory for your character—you can tell us about it or not.

• It’s OK to ask questions, because some of the rules I forget and we just make them up as we go along.

• Everyone starts with 10 life points, but you can get more life points by like figuring out parts of the story.

• I am the one who writes the story right now, but we take turns.

Scribble

I’m excited for Mothman’s letter

and so I get up even earlier than I usually do

to grab the journal.

Instead of being open to my letter

the journal is open

to a page with a scribble on it.

At first it doesn’t seem like anything

but there it is.

A little scribble.

My heart races. I feel happy but also scared.

How did that happen?

I close the book and open it again

to look at the scribble.

I’m thinking, “Thank you, Mothman”

even though

it’s not a letter.

Or maybe this is Mothman language.

I clutch the journal to my chest

and hug it tight.



Hi Mothman,

Thank you for your letter!

That was nice of you.

You can always write more if you want to!

If you wrote more letters

or did a drawing or something

maybe I can figure out what you want to say.

Anyway, so, I told Molly and Alice and Hanna

I want them to call me “Noah” if they can.

They asked why, and I said it was because

that’s what Lewis called me but it was complicated

because most people called Lewis “Ella.”

I told them because I was starting to worry

that no one would ever call me “Noah” again

after Lewis died.

Alice said, “That’s a boy’s name.”

I said, “I know, I like it.”

Hanna asked, “Are you a boy then?”

I said, “I like to be sometimes.”

They said, “That’s so cool!”

and “That makes so much sense.”

And, Mothman, it was the first time

in a long time,

I didn’t feel so alone.

My name—aloud. I picture it flying

like a bird or a bat—dancing around us.

Maybe someday I’ll tell more people

that my name is Noah even though

it still feels kind of scary to admit.

I hope you have people who make you feel

less alone. If you don’t

I can be that for you.

Your friend,

Noah
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I Think I See Mothman from My Bedroom Window

I’m up later than I should be

but it’s one of those nights I can’t sleep

and I go sit at my desk

and look out the window at the forest.

All this time I’ve always wanted

to see him pick up the journal

and read it.

He is tall.

So tall.

His dark outline

in the thick of the woods.

Maybe I don’t see him.

Maybe it is just a shadow

but I think it really could be Mothman.

I don’t want to scare him

so I stand still.

He stands still

almost as if he is a tree.

Maybe what I see

is a tree.

Mothman’s eyes glow faint red.

Or, I guess, maybe those are

a reflection of car taillights

from the winding road outside the house.

I feel like I would have seen

the headlights though.

Is it really him?

I duck down, peering out the window.

After awhile

I wave gently.

I think he waves back.

Or is that the breeze and a tree branch?

I hope Mothman

comes closer next time.



Mothman,

I want to tell Molly about you, but we just started being friends

and I’m scared she’ll think I’m weird if I tell her

I actually might have seen you.

Haha, I mean she knows I’m weird. I guess I’m just scared she’ll

think

I’m like not “all with it” or something.

But, then again, Molly believes her house is haunted.

She says it’s not scary though because it’s her grandmother.

That makes me think about Lewis’s ghost again

and I wonder why Molly’s grandmother would be a ghost

if Lewis wasn’t.

I asked her how she knows it’s her grandmother

and she said it’s because the door always opens

to the room that used to belong to her grandmother

and she rearranges the stuffed toys just how she used to like

them.

I told her that’s really cool and Molly said she knows it’s cool

and she wants to have a sleepover to show me.

—Noah

Parent-Teacher Conference

I am very mad at myself.

Mom and Dad had one of their special parent-teacher

conferences yesterday.

Usually, they only happen

a few times a year

but ever since Lewis died

Mrs. Almond meets with Mom and Dad

every few weeks.

I stayed home alone

while Mom and Dad went.

I knew Mrs. Almond

was going to tell them

how I wasn’t turning in homework

for Language Arts or vocabulary

and how I wasn’t trying in math.

I guess I just hoped Mrs. Almond

would give me more time to figure it out.

Mom and Dad weren’t mad

which was good

but they were worried

which was

almost worse.

I wonder if Mothman had parents.

Probably not.

Sometimes parents are hard.

They want me to do well

but I can’t right now.

I just don’t care about most things

other than the science fair

and finding Mothman

and maybe hanging out with Molly

and Alice and Hanna.



Hey Mothman,

I’m going to sleep over at Molly’s tonight

so I won’t see if you come to the edge of the forest and wave

but I’ll grab the journal as soon as I get back

just like usual.

It’ll be like I’m not even gone.

A part of me wants to cancel because

I’m scared. I haven’t been to a sleepover

with anyone since Lewis.

I think it’s funny because Molly says usually her mom doesn’t

let her

have sleepovers with boys and I love that she understands me

so easily just like Lewis did.

I wanted to tell you, Mothman, that I’m not the only person

who will understand you.

There are so many people

who would appreciate all your weirdness and your red,

glowing eyes

and your huge wings and your moth-body.

Maybe one day Molly and Alice and Hanna

will be your friends too.

The one thing that is sad is I wish Lewis could hang out with us

all too.

Lewis could tell his ghost stories and Molly could tell hers

and I could just listen.

I’ll be back soon!

—Noah



Dear Mothman,

OK, another double-letter before I go!

I wanted to let you know

I set up my video recorder.

I know I know, it’s only a little bit of film

but I have to keep working if I’m going to have data

for the science fair.

Please visit?

Maybe it’ll be less pressure if I’m not there.

I’m sorry I’m not here tonight.

I’ll be back tomorrow.

—Noah

Sleepover I

At the sleepover

we make a tent from Molly’s sheets.

We play

Truth or Dare

which I have never played before.

Hanna asks me

“Have you always known

you were a boy?”

I say, “No.”

Because I still am not always sure.

I ask Alice

“Have you always known

you liked girls?”

She says, “Yes.”

Molly asks Hanna

“Do you have any crushes?”

Hanna bites her lip and fumbles a little

before saying, “Matthew.”

Which I can tell

none of us think is true

because Matthew is boring.

Sure, he’s cute, but he’s boring.

He likes soccer

and only eats buttered noodles.

Alice asks Hanna, “Do you like anyone else?”

She looks at me

with her deep brown eyes

and says, “Maybe.”

Then, a little later,

Molly asks her

“Do you like any other boys?”

She looks at me again

just for a second

and says, “One of them.”

All night after that

we keep locking eyes.

It’s scary but exciting.

Then, she looks away.

What is happening?

Hanna asks me

“Do you really believe in all those monsters?”

I say, “Not all of them.

Just Mothman.”

And I tell them all about Mothman

until we’re all a little scared

but in a good way

and we sit outside the blanket fort

for a while until

we’re less scared.

Sleepover II

Alice says, “What if Mothman is following you?

What if you’re like haunted by him

like demons do in movies?”

I tell her I’m not afraid

but honestly, it makes me a little afraid.

I know Mothman is not a demon or a ghost or a monster.

I know this because Lewis said so.

He said cryptids were unique, and

they were different from ghosts or demons.

He is just Mothman

but demons in movies are really scary

and the idea of being followed is kind of scary.

Molly says, “No, I think Mothman is nice.”

Hanna says, “I think he’s probably nicer

than Mr. Bricker.”

Mr. Bricker was our teacher last year.

He was always grouchy. He started the year off

by saying, “There is such a thing as stupid questions.

Think before you waste my time.”

I looked over at Lewis’s notebook

and he had written

“Mr. Bricker is wrong.”

I’m glad Mrs. Almond is running the science fair.

I know Mr. Bricker would make me pick

a different topic.



Hi Mothman,

I’m writing this on a piece of printer paper to add to the journal later because I left the journal at home, but I HAVE to write this to you. I wish I’d brought my journal with me, but then you wouldn’t have gotten my note and you would have thought I forgot again.

I can’t sleep and it’s late and I’m at Molly’s house, which is big and beautiful and clean. By the time you read this though I’ll be home again.

I cried a little and I’m so embarrassed. I didn’t want to cry. I just kept thinking I love feeling like a real person around my friends and how they trust me and how I wish Lewis could have known Molly and Alice and Hanna better and how they’re all so kind and how I want to find you—I want to.

It’s also like a lot at once. I didn’t used to have all these people. I’m worried about whether they like me or not, and then I remind myself—of course they like you, Noah, that’s why they’re hanging out with you.

On top of that, I’m worried how much I like to be Noah. I don’t want anyone to call me “Nora” anymore because of like how happy it makes me feel when I hear “Noah,” “Noah,” “Noah.”

THEN, also, I keep thinking of things Lewis would say at this sleepover.

He always liked to make brownies before bed at sleepovers, and I think he would have brought a mix and made it for all of us.

Lewis used to talk about maybe being a baker one day. It sucks I’ll never know what he would have been. I am inventing a different future where he is a baker and he’s grown up and I’m grown up and we run a bakery together.

Doodling usually helps me fall asleep, so here’s a picture of Lewis baking cupcakes for you.
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—Noah

After the Sleepover

Mom picks me up.

As we leave, Molly says, “Bye, Noah!”

In the car, Mom asks, “Did Molly call you Noah?”

I say, “It’s a nickname.”

I’m panicking. I wasn’t ready

to tell her, or maybe I was.

I just wish I could have decided myself

when I wanted to tell her.

She says, “Oh, that’s nice.

Do you want us to call you that?”

I feel this rush of fear and also relief.

“Yes,” I say.

Then she changes the subject

and says, “You should be careful

where you put your camera.

I found it knocked over this morning.”

I am so excited I want the car

to move faster so I can get home

and check the footage.



VIDEO:

Silent forest. Nothing. The twitch of a tree branch.

The rustle of a leaf. A bird? No. A raccoon.

There are deer in the woods, I know. I sometimes try to imagine

how many.

All these animals shrouded by trees. Where do they sleep?

What do they do when one of them dies?

I read that elephants have funerals. Then here comes something

new in the forest,

a parting of branches. A deer?

A creature? Tall. Shadow. A flicker. Brief.

PAUSE THE VIDEO.

Maybe possibly. START THE VIDEO.

Not clear. A blur. A tall blur.

Him. REWIND. Again.

A figure.



Dear Mothman,

Thank you for trusting me

and coming to visit my camera.

I know it’s hard being

what people might consider “a monster.”

It seems to me that “monsters”

are almost always misunderstood—

that “monster” is what people become

when other people are afraid of them

for being different.

People like me are called monsters sometimes.

There was this ad that played between cartoons

for some organization.

It was about bathrooms.

The commercial showed a man

walking into a women’s room and it said

“We have to protect women and children

from predators.”

At first, I didn’t understand.

Then it clicked. They were talking

about trans people using bathrooms.

I know this because I watched a trans YouTuber

react to ads like this. The ads are sad

but watching another trans person talk about them

made me feel not alone about it at least.

I only found trans YouTubers a few weeks ago

and I want to send every single video to Lewis.

Lewis would have been a good YouTuber, come to think of it.

I have never used

a boys’ room. I haven’t even told my teacher I’m a boy.

I want to wait till maybe high school—

maybe longer. Sometimes I feel like you.

Showing yourself only as a blur

in a few seconds of video.

Sometimes it’s hard to feel real.

It’s hard to even feel trans because

people don’t believe us, but I know who I am.

I know you believe me though.

Your fellow “monster,”

Noah

Evidence

I show the video to Mrs. Almond.

She asks what the evidence is

that the video is of Mothman.

I don’t understand

how she doesn’t see it.

All his details are there

even if only for a moment.

Before recess she pulls me aside

and says it’s OK if I have to change my project.

I start to cry. I can’t stop crying.

She sends me to the nurse

who sends me to Mr. Cariño, the counselor.

I don’t mind the counselor, since I saw him before.

He always smells like peppermint.

He has those clear lollipops on his desk too.

I take one so I have something to do with my hands.

I think Mothman probably likes sweets.

I’m thinking about stealing one for Mothman.

It’s not really stealing because it’s free

but still.



Hi Mothman,

Do you ever know you should talk about something

but you also totally can’t?

I knew I should have talked more

to the school counselor today

but I just felt so sad

and then angry that they don’t believe

in the video you gave me, so

I just told him the basics.

But really . . .

Why doesn’t anyone understand?

I just want to do this project.

I never get what I want.

Why can’t I just have this one thing?

Mr. Cariño said, “Let’s brainstorm

some ideas for other projects.”

I told him, “I can’t. Can I please go back to class?”

He asked me lots of questions about my home life

but then finally about Lewis again.

I slipped up and called him “Lewis.”

Mr. Cariño was confused, and I felt trapped so I explained

me and Lewis had made our own names.

He seemed to understand then, but I didn’t want him to think

I was doing this project just for Lewis.

I believe in YOU, Mothman, and I want to show

that it’s OK to not have all the evidence.

Just the possibility I think

is enough—the possibility you’re out there.

He said, “Maybe you could make a volcano

with Mentos and Diet Coke. It explodes and looks really cool.”

“What is the point of a science project

if you already know what will happen?”

I asked Mr. Cariño, and he paused.

He said, “I guess that is true.

I will talk to Mrs. Almond and we’ll figure out

a way for you to do this.”

I’m really hopeful.

I’ll tell you how it goes.

In the meantime, maybe you can

leave another message

in the journal?

Only if you want to.

—Noah

Am I a Boy Now?

Am I a boy just because

I want to be?

There’s nothing different

about my body. Should there be?

I’m confused.

Mom is calling me “Noah” now

and she asked if she could tell Dad

and then Dad is calling me “Noah.”

NoahNoah NoahNoah

I do love how it feels.

I feel bad for not knowing

what else being “Noah” means.

Mom says it’s OK not to know

and to just enjoy being “Noah”

if that’s what I want to be.

Lewis used to be

the only one to say my name

and it feels weird

but also sooo good

to keep telling people

my real name.



Hey Mothman,

GOOD NEWS!

At recess, Mrs. Almond called me over to where

the teachers all stand at the edge of the school yard.

As I walked away from Molly and Alice and Hanna

they all made that “OOoooOO” noise kids make

when they’re teasing you about being “in trouble.”

Of course, they knew I wasn’t in trouble.

They know I like to follow all the important rules.

Mrs. Almond smiled too brightly at me.

“I have an idea,” she said. I was scared

she was going to tell me I had to make Mr. Cariño’s volcano

or compare paper towel brands or something.

No, instead she said, “What if instead of finding evidence

about Mothman, you survey your classmates

and collect data about what they think about Mothman?”

I had to pause. I don’t like people telling me ideas to use.

It’s not that I don’t like listening. It’s just that

I like to think of things myself, but really this was

not a bad idea. I can keep looking for you, and who knows

maybe other people in class know you exist too.

Maybe you have a whole group of kids

who look up to you!

I hope you’ve been doing well.

I hope I see you again. I saw you didn’t leave

a note yesterday. That’s OK.

I’m glad you still opened the journal.

Maybe you just didn’t know what to say.

I feel like that too sometimes.

Your friend,

Noah



Dear Mothman,

Tonight is going to be the first really sticky-humid

thunderstorm of the year.

There was the rainstorm in March, but this is like a true

summer storm.

The sky is dark dark gray

but it hasn’t started just yet.

It’s April now and I feel like

the world moves too fast.

How am I only twelve and there are people

like five—six—seven times my age.

You have been around for so long. If we did sit down

and have tea together, I would ask you what has changed most

about the world as you’ve seen it.

What was it like to be a monster in the 1960s?

That’s when my grandparents were little

but you were alive and flying

on shadowy nights—red eyes

piercing through the dark.

I am scared that next year is closer to high school.

Molly and Alice always talk about

wanting to be older—wanting to go to seventh and eighth

grade.

Hanna doesn’t say anything. I wonder if

she feels how I do. I feel like

I still need more time here.

I kind of feel like I didn’t really have

a sixth grade because I’ve been so upset for so long.

I like Hanna a lot. I think she likes me too.

I want to hang out with her more

but I’m not sure how. I don’t think sixth graders

can like really go on dates yet.

I mean I know people have, but

what’s it actually like? Do they kiss? Hold hands?

Anyway, I hope you’re safe

during the thunderstorm.

I want to leave the door unlocked for you

in case you need somewhere to stay the night

but I know Mom and Dad are probably going to

stay up too late for me to unlock the door.

Maybe you could stay on the porch?

When you get this letter, come and stay there.

I’m going to leave the journal out earlier than usual

so hopefully you can read it and come and sit on the porch.

Your friend,

Noah

Morning After the Storm

I come downstairs

and rush out to the porch.

I want to know

if maybe Mothman took shelter there

and if he did, maybe

he left footprints or other signs.

I open the door

and I see our journal right

in the middle of the porch.

I’m going to tell him

he can always stay here if it’s storming

or even just because he feels

lonely.

I can be like his younger brother

or just best friend. Or both. I think brothers

can be friends too.



Hi Mothman,

I should have picked a better place for the notebook.

It’s like soaking wet.

I tried all night

to pat the pages dry

but they still feel crumbly

and my pen still runs when I write.

Hopefully it will dry

after a few days.

I can still make out

most of our letters

but they look wobbly

and like they’re underwater.

It makes me sad there’s lines

I just can’t read.

I decided the best thing to do for now though

is to just put notebook paper

inside the journal

so you still know how to find my letters

while the pages dry.

I searched the porch and yard all morning

hoping you left some other evidence for me

but I didn’t find anything.

I started to get scared that someone besides you

had come and read our letters. I thought of waking up my parents

but I stopped myself and just let

the Saturday morning happen normally.

In the afternoon

I stood outside, staring at the forest,

hoping it was you there last night—

wishing I could send you another message

before this letter.

Mom and Dad told me to come inside

and watch a TV show with them

before I got bug bites.

I wish we had each other’s cellphone numbers.

We could text. I would send you pictures

of cute dogs and doodles people make online of you.

I bet you’d really like them.

—Noah

Today I Start Interviewing People for the Science Fair Project

I’m going to start with Molly, because I know

it will be easy and I won’t get too nervous.

Mrs. Almond helped me draft

some questions:

1. Do you believe Mothman exists? Why?

2. Do you believe he exists around here in Carbon County, Pennsylvania? Why?

3. Do you think you’ve seen Mothman? How?

4. What would you tell him if you saw him?

Mrs. Almond says the last question

is not going to be easy to graph or chart.

I tell her that’s not the point

and she lets me keep it.

I can’t help but wonder

what Lewis would have said

to these questions. I also wonder

how they make Mothman feel.

I do think I know what it’s like to feel

like you only exist if people believe in you.

I think a lot about how

I stop being a boy in the wrong places

because people stop seeing me

as a boy.

I wish I had a sign that said

“My name is Noah and I’m a boy,” but I don’t know

if people would read it

or if they did, if they would always believe me.

I wish it were easier

to just like be myself all at once.

I don’t want to have to tell everyone—

it’s so scary each time.

Tom at Recess

He comes over to me

as I’m telling Molly, Alice, and Hanna

about the new plan for my project.

He says, “Oh, I want to answer the questions.”

Two other boys, Liam and John,

come over too.

I say, “Awesome! Thank you!”

I can’t believe they’re being nice to me.

Molly says, “Don’t let them answer”

and then, to Tom she says,

“Go terrorize someone else.”

Tom says, “I just want to answer the survey.”

And I’m confused, because I know Tom usually teases me

but I also really want him to like the survey.

I give him a piece of paper with the questions.

He fills it out and shows Liam and John

as he does.

They laugh and then I start to feel like

he’s making a joke out of it.

Some other kids come over

when they see the other boys laughing.

Two girls, Jazz and Sara, come and laugh too.

I give them all surveys

because they ask for them

and I wonder if they’re laughing

because they think it’s fun.

I can never tell and I feel

so overwhelmed and then sad because

I know that this happens

because I’m autistic. I can never tell if

people are making fun of me

and I hate how everyone else but me

knows what’s going on.

It makes me feel alone inside my head.

I picture a little house there

that no one else can reach.

Sometimes I wish I could just live there

and then no one could make me feel like this.

The whole time

Molly is really really mad.

She says, “Don’t you have anything better

to do?” and “No more—no more surveys.”

I try to tell her it’s OK and that

I need responses. People start

to hand the surveys back to me

and I feel kind of excited

even though I also feel uneasy.

Maybe they really are just filling it out.

Maybe they think Mothman is really interesting

just like I do.

Molly says, “Don’t read them.

They’re not being nice.”

I do anyway.

Then I fold them

lots and lots of times

before throwing them all away.

Tom’s Answers to the Survey

1. Do you believe Mothman exists? Why?

Obviously, I also believe in the Tooth Fairy and the Easter Bunny.

2. Do you believe he exists around here in Carbon County, Pennsylvania? Why?

IDK

3. Do you think you’ve seen Mothman? How?

Yeah, once I saw him in line at the grocery store buying tampons.

4. What would you tell him if you saw him?

To stop being such a wuss.

Why Bother

After all those kids

made fun of the survey at recess

I feel like

why did I even bother

making it at all?

Even though I threw the responses out

what everyone said still

keeps buzzing around my head.

I wonder if any of this

is worth it. I wonder what Lewis

would do.

Even though I’m sad

I decide

I have to make this work somehow

because I know Lewis wouldn’t quit

just because some kids

were mean.

I guess that’s why

I have to keep trying.



Hey Mothman,

Today Mom, Dad, and I went to get pizza

at this little place farther up the mountain.

We always go this time of year.

We had planned to go with Lewis and his family.

It’s just us.

Sometimes I wonder what Lewis’s mom and dad do

without Lewis. I wonder if they’re more sad than me.

For my science fair project about you

I just wrote questions I’m going to ask everyone.

Here are the questions:

1. Do you believe Mothman exists? Why?

2. Do you believe he exists around here in Carbon County, Pennsylvania? Why?

3. Do you think you’ve seen Mothman? How?

4. What would you tell him if you saw him?

It’s better this way—now you don’t have to

go on video or in a picture if you don’t want to.

I decided to ask my mom and dad

the questions in the survey.

Not for the project but just out of curiosity.

To the first question

Mom said, “Maybe he does exist, who knows.”

Dad gave her a look. He said, “Probably not.

I don’t think so—I’m sorry, honey.”

Mom looked annoyed. “You can’t be sure,”

she said. “Has something ever happened to you

that you couldn’t explain?”

Dad’s face changed like he was thinking.

He leaned in and told us a story about

how he used to believe his parents’ house

was haunted.

If you get scared easily don’t read this, but this is my dad’s

story:


It didn’t happen every day but it happened often.

Sometimes both my mom and dad would work late

at the hospital. That left Uncle Glen and me at home

alone.

I was the older one, so I was in charge.

Mostly, we just left the TV on and played on the floor.

But what started happening was

the TV would turn itself off.

At first I thought, this must be a faulty wire.

I went to look around the back. I found all the wires in

place.

This happened a few times, but only when it was just

Glen and me. It started happening more frequently

when it was just us. It got to the point where

the screen would just flicker.

My brother would cover his face. He was only like

maybe seven and I was eleven. He said

he didn’t like the face he saw in the reflection

of the screen.



At that point I said

“Stop, Dad! Stop, I don’t want to know.”

Mom frowned. “You are making this up.

You never told me that.”

Dad shook his head.

“No, I swear. I swear.

Can I keep telling you?”

We both nodded.


So when that happened we’d just leave the room

and if it was nice out we’d sit on the porch

till my mom and dad got home.



“Did you see a face?”

I asked.

Dad sighed. “I didn’t. You know

we should ask Uncle Glen about that

next time he visits from Iowa.”

Mom and I were quiet for a little

before we could talk about anything else.

Does the story scare you?

I wonder if you know any ghost stories.

I asked Mom and Dad the rest of the questions too.

Mom thinks she might have seen you once.

She says you can never be sure

when you see just a shadow in the woods.

Dad says it was probably just a deer.

If Dad did find you, he says

he would tell you

that you should stop hiding

if you’re real. I tell Dad that’s really mean.

I start to cry. I don’t understand why

until later that night. I think about

how I hide and how I don’t want

to tell everyone that I am a boy

named Noah.

I think of all the reasons

people hide:

You might be scared

or maybe you don’t know how people will react

or maybe you know you won’t be understood

or you’re ashamed.

Then, I guess also people hide

if they’ve done something wrong.

I think sometimes that I am doing something wrong

but I know that’s just because

I don’t know anyone else

who’s like me

now that Lewis

is gone.

Are you hiding? Are you hiding

from me? You don’t have to

because I won’t judge you.

If you are hiding, where do you

like to hide?

Sorry for the super long letter.

—Noah
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Another Message

This morning,

the journal is open to a blank page.

I blink, still a little sleepy.

I turn the page.

The next page

has another scribble

but this one looks like something.

A cliff?

I look closer.

The drawing is pretty big

and it takes up the whole page.

Maybe a mountain?

A spilling mountain.

A waterfall!

I’m not sure if other people would see it, but it seems

so clear to me.

It’s a picture

of the waterfalls!

Of Glen Onoko!

Maybe Mothman is saying

the waterfalls are haunted.

That’s something Lewis used to always say

but he didn’t say why

he thought they were haunted.

Or maybe Mothman just wants to show them to me?

No!

He’s responding!

I asked where he was hiding

and Mothman drew me

where he’s hiding.

At the waterfalls!

My heart is racing.

I can’t stop staring.

Then I realize

people probably won’t see

what I see.

I sigh.

That’s OK though.

I’m just happy to have

another message.



Hi Mothman,

I can’t believe you drew that waterfall! I hope you’ll give me

another hint about what it means. How do you like the

waterfalls?

Do you have any ghost stories about them?

I can’t wait to find out more about where you live.

Anyway, in art class today we were making vases for Mother’s

Day in a few weeks.

Later, we’re going to make paper flowers to put in them too.

I sat at a table with Hanna and Molly and Alice. Now that I

know Alice and Hanna more

I don’t just think of them as “Molly’s friends,” which I feel bad

about thinking before.

Hanna asked me if I could help her get her clay started.

We had to throw the clay against the table to get all the air

bubbles out.

I threw the clay over and over.

Hanna watched me throwing her clay. Molly and Alice giggled.

I flushed. “What?” I asked, looking to both of them.

Hanna flushed too but smiled with Molly and Alice.

“Did I do something funny?” I asked.

They both said, “No, no! You’re just a good friend.”

Hanna helped, and when I had trouble forming my vase

she reminded me you have to keep wetting the clay

with slip. She dipped her finger into the slip

and moved it across the vase to make the clay

more malleable again. Molly used too much slip

and her vase turned to mush. She started over twice.

Alice’s vase looked perfect.

At the end of the class, when Mrs. Almond came to walk us

to lunch

Hanna stood next to me and said, “I have to tell you something.”

I do not like when people say that. My mind

always thinks of the worst things.

I said, “Yes!” as quick as I could to avoid waiting.

Hanna smiled. “I know how to throw the clay

I just wanted to see you do it.”

My face turned bright red. “Oh? Cool,” I said

and she laughed out loud.

“Cool”??? She basically told me she likes me

and all I said was “Cool”!!!

Gosh, I’m not so good at this.

At least she seemed like happy.

Mothman, do you have any advice for talking to girls?

Or boys? People . . . talking to people you like?

This is hard. With Lewis it always just felt

so easy. Like we were friends that started

to like like each other. I wish I knew

what to do.

What would you do?

—Noah
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Movies

Today I’m going to a movie with Hanna.

At first, she was worried her dad

was going to come with us. She says

he doesn’t want her going on dates.

She told him she was going to see the movie with me

and I don’t think he knows I am a boy

or that Hanna likes girls and boys.

She tells me to just not worry about it.

I’m actually not sure if this is going to be a date.

How do you know if you’re seeing a movie with a friend

or as a date? I just asked her after school one day

if she also wanted to see A Wrinkle in Time someday soon.

We both liked the book when we read it earlier this year.

Sometimes, at recess, we even pretended

we were folding time and moving to different planes of existence

like the kids in the book do. A few times,

it felt like more than a game—like if I could

I would really want to try life

in a different realm. It makes me think

maybe cryptids come from another realm or maybe

like a whole other world.

A world of Mothmen? Maybe Mothman is lost.

Sometimes I feel lost, like I ended up

in the wrong time line. Maybe I’m from

a realm of people all like me and Lewis—

of all trans people. I guess I’m happy I’m trans then

because that world sounds supercool

but I like Hanna and I’m glad I met her.



Dear Mothman,

I think I went on a date with Hanna.

Have you ever been on a date?

How do you say goodbye to someone after a date?

I was awkward. I just was like “OK, see you later!”

and I hopped into my mom’s car as she pulled up.

Hanna’s dad hadn’t gotten there yet.

What if he didn’t come?

I should have asked Mom to take her home.

God, I’m an idiot. I just felt

like so nervous. We held hands

for part of the movie. She’s a little

taller than me so it was hard to put my arm around her.

Instead, she put her arm around me

and I felt small until she turned to kiss me

and I wanted to get up and run away.

No no no no kissing, not yet, I can’t.

I thought of Lewis and kissing Lewis

and how I would never kiss Lewis again.

“Can we wait?” I whispered.

Hanna frowned and then smiled.

“Thanks for telling me,” she said.

I felt so bad. I didn’t want her to think

I didn’t want to kiss her.

Of course I did, it just felt all sad and weird in the moment.

Before the end of the movie

I whispered, “Do you want to kiss now?”

Hanna laughed and said, “Ha, sure!”

We did and it was short and soft.

I felt safe. We sat through all the credits

and we kissed again before the lights came up.

—Noah

April Rain

I think about the rain all the time now

because of that night Mothman visited.

I actually kind of look forward to the rain.

I go to unlock the door and Mom catches me doing it.

She says, “Why are you unlocking the door?”

I freeze. She’s going to think I’m kidding

if I say I am making sure Mothman has a place

to take shelter. I search for something

to tell her. I lie. I feel terrible that I lie.

I say, “Locked doors make me nervous.”

Mom isn’t buying it. I know because she looks at me

a long time. Then, she just sighs.

She says, “Don’t do that, OK? I understand.

I really do. But . . . but it’s about safety, you know?

We live kind of far away from other people.”

I wonder what she means by “I understand.”

What does she understand?

I feel really bad and I don’t sleep

knowing the door is locked

and Mothman might be standing outside.

I don’t leave the journal out either

because I don’t want it to get more ruined.

I hope he doesn’t think

I’m abandoning him.

Porch

I go out on the porch first thing in the morning.

It’s all still damp

but I think I can see

what look like footprints!

I guess maybe they could just be

patches where rain dripped

from the roof.

I look at the woods.

I say aloud, “I’m sorry!”

I hope he hears it.

I wonder

if Mothman really was

outside our house

or if the marks

were from something else.

An animal maybe?

I don’t know.

All I know is I wish

I could have left

the door unlocked.



Mothman,

I’m really sorry

about not letting you in last night.

Mom wouldn’t let me unlock the door.

I promise I’ll find a way around that next time it rains.

Also, Mom asked me if maybe sometime I’d like to have my

friends over at our house.

I told her “Maybe,” but really I wanted to say

that for some reason it feels weird to have friends over.

What would we even do? I guess I have video games.

I guess we could take a walk in the woods. I guess I used to have

more people come over when I was in like first and second grade.

Then, after first and second grade,

it was just Lewis and I loved that because after awhile

I wasn’t nervous around Lewis. I guess I’ll get like that around

Alice

and Hanna and Molly eventually.

I guess I’ll talk to them. Sometimes I feel like ever since Lewis

died

I’ve been a different person. It’s scary sometimes.

I’m glad that you’re still here though, through everything.

I wish I could be there for you more. I wish you could

come to our sleepover. I bet Alice would be scared. Haha.

She would come to like you though, don’t worry.

I hope you’ve dried off from the rain by now!

Also, I just want you to know that if I don’t leave the journal out

it’s never because I don’t like you—it’s usually just

to make sure the journal is safe.

Your friend,

Noah



Dear Mothman,

I’m sorry that I’m scared of you sometimes.

—Noah

Let Me Show You

The sky is a light fuzzy gray

when Alice and Molly and Hanna come over

for a sleepover at my house this weekend.

It’s kind of stressful and exciting all at once.

It looks like rain again, so

I don’t set out Mothman’s journal.

But now I think he understands

I’m not ignoring him—I just don’t want

to ruin the letters.

Sitting on the floor of my room

with our sleeping bags sprawled out, I tell them

about the night a few weeks ago

when Mothman stayed right outside our house.

Only Hanna believes me.

Molly keeps saying, “Come on. Come on.”

Alice says, “No way.

No way—even if Mothman was real

he wouldn’t come so close.”

It kind of upsets me that

they believe in Mothman but

not enough to think he could come close to us.

Why don’t they think that’s possible?

I pause for a second, trying to think

of what I can say to convince them.

A crack of thunder startles all of us.

Alice grabs onto Molly, and Hanna holds a pillow

over her head. The thunder is followed by

the quick fall of rain. I look at all of them

and I say, “Let me show you.”

Nighttime Snack

Mom and Dad are getting ready for bed upstairs.

I tell Molly and Alice and Hanna

we should pretend to be going

to get a snack.

“We’re going to make pizza rolls,”

I say to Mom, who I pass in the hall

and my friends follow me downstairs.

“At ten o’clock at night?” she asks.

“We’ll be up for a while,” I say, trying to sound bright

to make her less suspicious.

She laughs

and says, “OK, be careful.”

We all go to the kitchen

where we pile a plate with pizza rolls

and set it in the microwave.

Our microwave is loud

and sounds like

a spaceship, so while it works

I gesture to Molly

to unlock the front door. I ask Molly to do it

because if Mom or Dad see her

they maybe won’t make the connection

to the night a few days ago

when I tried to leave the door unlocked

for Mothman.

Molly unlocks the door.

The beep of the microwave startles

all of us.

We remove the plate, pizza rolls

spilling steam into the air. None of us

are hungry.

“Now we wait”

I say.

Now We Wait

We take the hot plate up to my room. We wait

for the house to go silent. For Mom and Dad to sleep.

We don’t talk. We can’t talk.

We are waiting for you, Mothman.

We turn off all the lights. Molly says, “I’m kind of scared.”

Alice says, “Me too.”

“We can stop,” I say.

Hanna says, “No, we have to see what happens.”

The stairs in my house

are made of wood. They’re cold and creaky.

We all sit on a different step.

My heart leaps each time one of us

adjusts ourselves. Moaning creaking stairs.

The stairs lead right to the front door.

The door has a frosted glass design so you can’t see

anyone on the other side—just their shape.

The thunder stops but not the rain.

I hold Hanna’s hand. She kisses it

and I know this is what we had to do—

so they can believe in you, Mothman,

as much as I do.

I am so excited for everyone to really truly believe me—

and not just me. Believe Lewis and who

Lewis was—someone who taught me

how the world is as magical and deep

as the surrounding woods.

We Are Almost Going to Give Up

Alice is barely staying awake and Molly keeps pinching her

to get her to not slump over where she is sitting.

Hanna rests her head on my shoulder

and says, “Should we go to bed

and try another day?”

I say, “Five more minutes.”

Then “Ten more” and then

“Fifteen more.”

It is nearly midnight when we hear

what sounds like

footsteps or rustling in the yard.

Then, soft footsteps

on the porch.

Then, a dark murky figure standing right there.

We clutch each other.

Alice says, “No,” and Molly says, “No”

and Hanna says nothing

and I say, “Let’s just

hold still.”

We all stifle our screams

as we see

two bright

brilliant

glowing

red eyes

in the door’s window.

I Want to Run

I feel so sorry, but this is the truth.

I want to run. I want

to dash upstairs and close my door.

I’m so sorry that everyone

feels like this when he arrives.

It is not fair.

I hope he’s not too offended

when he shows his bright face

and immediately Alice leaps to her feet, scurrying upstairs.

Molly follows quickly without a word.

Just me and Hanna are still staring at the door.

His murky silhouette. His bright

red eyes distorted through the glass.

“Take a picture,” Hanna says.

I am frozen. I can’t move.

We just watch Mothman.

He really is beautiful.

I’m sorry though, because

I also think he’s so scary too.

I’m not supposed to feel

scared of you, Mothman.

I’m sorry.

I Want to Talk to Mothman and Say

Is this why you don’t go to school?

I know you are probably too old for school, but I mean like

when you were younger.

Did you have parents?

Were you always completely alone?

I want to be here for you. Next time

I promise not to be so scared.

There you are

so close to us.

Just a door away.

Hanna digs her fingers into my arm.

Neither of us can speak

and neither do you.

I should greet you. I should

open the door

and welcome you inside.

I have been looking for you.

Lewis and I—we were looking so so hard for you

and I’m blowing it. I just stare

entirely frozen.

Outside, the rain comes down heavy.

We stare and stare.

It’s like all the sound is sucked from the house.

Finally, Hanna says, “We need to go—

we need to go. We need

to lock the door.”

She says it as if you aren’t right there.

It’s so mean of us—

It’s so not right of me

to just abandon you here.

I don’t think Lewis would have done this—

just leaving you alone.

You were supposed to be our guest, after all.

Hanna rushes down

and turns the lock.

Every time I build something new

like with you and with my friends

I remember all the ways

I still need Lewis.

Will this ever end?

After the door is locked

she runs and I follow her

and I leave you all alone

on the porch

in the rain.

I’ll stay next time.

I promise I will.
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After I

In my bedroom we lock the door.

Why did we lock the door? I know Mothman is kind

and would never try to follow us or scare us.

Still I’m worried

he’ll try to break in a window

or come down through the chimney or something.

We sit in silence.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

No one says anything

so I say it again, “I’m sorry.”

The girls nod.

I wish Lewis were here. I wish he was here

so so badly, but I don’t know

if I can tell everyone that’s what

I’m feeling.

Lewis would never have run away.

He might have even hugged him.

Somehow, I say this aloud.

I say, “I miss Lewis.

I miss him so much”

and I cry and Alice

and Molly and Hanna and I

hug each other on the floor.

Hanna says, “It’s really OK.

We are safe. You are safe.”

Hours later, Molly finally speaks.

She says, “Noah, this is real.”

I say, “I know.”

“Were you surprised?” Alice asks.

“Yes,” I say.

It’s not that I didn’t believe.

I just didn’t expect it all to happen

tonight.

I can’t stop replaying those moments.

I can’t stop seeing his figure

standing there.

I can’t sleep, so I might as well doodle.
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After II

In the morning

we all go downstairs

at the first sign of the sun.

The creaking of the wooden steps startle us.

We are so tired.

We go out on the porch

and find

a trail of leaves

leading to the door.

It must have been him.

It must have been Mothman.

“I’m sorry I didn’t really believe you before,” Molly says

as we make Pop-Tarts

and sit on the sofa in the living room.

A part of me still feels sad she had to see all this

to really believe.

“I have to be honest, Noah, I didn’t either,” Alice says.

Alice and Molly lean on each other.

Hanna doesn’t say anything

but I know that’s because

she always believed in Mothman

just like me—

just like Lewis.



Dear Mothman,

I know we were scared, Mothman,

but thank you for visiting us.

I’m sorry again

that we ran away.

[image: Images]
—Noah



Dear Mothman,

At school, we all seemed to have made a pact

to never talk about the sleepover.

No one mentioned seeing you.

We all agreed that we’d have the next sleepover at Alice’s house

which was in town and seemed farther away

from the forest. I know that sounds like

we are trying to hide from you, but I think

Alice and Molly just need to think about it more.

After school, before she got on the bus

I gave Hanna a note that said I still want to see another movie

with her

even though I’m not sure what that means.

Is this a date now? When will it be a date?

Tomorrow I hope she’ll say she still wants to see a movie too.

Time moves really really fast.

I think about first grade, and in first grade time moved slower—

like everything was so exciting all the time.

The science fair is in two weeks. Lewis has been gone

for almost four months. I have liked Hanna

for maybe a whole month. Maybe longer?

I don’t know.

I don’t think I believe in soul mates because if I did

then it wouldn’t make sense for me to like Hanna

when I also used to like Lewis like that

but maybe there are like

soul connections—lots of people

you’re meant to meet.

I think mine right now are

you and Lewis and Hanna.

Your friend,

Noah

Surveys

I printed another stack of Mothman surveys

to take to school today

because all the ones I had before

got wasted on people making mean jokes

or just tossing their surveys in the trash.

One person wrote, “This isn’t a real science project.”

They didn’t put their name on the survey

so I couldn’t even reply, “It is—it really is.”

Mrs. Almond says

I need more data points

than just Molly and Alice and Hanna

to have a real project.

She says, “Try for at least twenty.”

Ugh. That’s so many people.

I tell Hanna at recess

and she says she thinks she can get

a few girls she used to do Girl Scouts with

to fill it out.

Molly says she can ask

the other trumpet players in band.

Alice says she can ask

her friends in yearbook club.

They all do and I feel a little relieved.

They bring me only seven filled-out surveys

at the end of the day

as we line up to go home.

It’s a start

but I still need

so many more.



Dear Mothman,

I want to update you on some of my survey findings

for my science fair project.

Here’s what I have so far

(including my friends, Hanna, Molly, and Alice)

(Mom and Dad answered too

but I can’t count those in the official survey

because it’s supposed to be

just my classmates):

1. Do you believe Mothman exists?

30% say yes and 60% say no

(I know what you’re thinking . . . what about the other 10%?

Well this one kid, Joan, she said

she could only answer “maybe.”)

I wish just one more person

who isn’t my friend or my parent

would have answered yes . . .

but this is a good start, I think.

And the rest of the answers:

2. Do you believe he exists around here in Carbon County,

Pennsylvania?

30% say yes and 60% say no

(10% . . . Joan again . . . )

3. Do you think you’ve seen Mothman?

30% say yes and 70% say no

4. What would you tell him if you saw him?

“I’d tell him I’m sorry we were so scared of him.”

“I’d tell him he should not keep hiding—there’s so many people

who like him.”

“Maybe I’d say I’d like to bake him a cake or something.”

“I’d say sorry.”

“I’d ask him if he knows any other monsters. I like the

Flatwoods Monster.”

“I’d probably scream before I’d tell him anything.”

I know a lot of people think my survey is stupid

but I feel better knowing

at least a few people kind of liked it.

—Noah

Molly’s Answers to the Survey

1. Do you believe Mothman exists? Why?

Yes! At first I didn’t because I didn’t think it seemed possible, but then Noah really showed me. I mean, why not? I’ve never actually seen a bear, but they live in the woods, right?

2. Do you believe he exists around here in Carbon County, Pennsylvania? Why?

Yes! He came to our sleepover.

3. Do you think you’ve seen Mothman? How?

I don’t know what else that thing in the window could have been.

4. What would you tell him if you saw him?

I’d say sorry. Then, that I think he’s amazing. I’d also tell him that Noah loves him.

Joan’s Answers to the Survey

1. Do you believe Mothman exists? Why?

I don’t know because I’m not really sure about most things other than that cold pizza is better than hot pizza and homework is the worst.

2. Do you believe he exists around here in Carbon County Pennsylvania? Why?

Maybe? I mean he could, right?

3. Do you think you’ve seen Mothman? How?

Maybe? Or maybe it was the Sasquatch. Or maybe it was just my Dad getting up early in the morning to go to work.

4. What would you tell him if you saw him?

Maybe I’d say I’d like to bake him a cake or something. I bet he doesn’t get many good desserts in the woods, right? When my dad and I go camping, we only eat beef jerky and canned beans. No cake at all. Does Mothman eat beef jerky? I guess I’d ask him that too.



Dear Mothman,

In Language Arts class we’re doing a unit on Harlem

Renaissance poetry.

It is my favorite type of poetry I’ve ever read.

Before this, all the poems we read

sounded like old and boring and dead.

Do you like poetry? I imagine you

as someone who likes poetry. Even if you don’t like reading much

poetry is like meant to be memorized.

I have been writing my own poems for a while

but they never come out as good

as the ones I read in class.

My favorite poet, I think

is Langston Hughes. I like how some of his poems

are really kind of small

but they say a lot. It’s like the space around the poem

is part of the poem.

I want to write a poem

that uses space like that. I print his poems out

from the computer and hang them on my wall.

For class I’m going to write a poem for you,

I’ve decided.

Tomorrow, when I leave the journal out

I’ll bring you some copies of poems too.

Just so you know what they look like

I’m going to roll them up in little fancy scrolls.

Your friend,

Noah



Dear Mothman,

This one poem I’m giving you

is by Langston Hughes

and it’s called “Tired.”

It goes like this,

I am so tired of waiting,

Aren’t you,

For the world to become good

And beautiful and kind?

Let us take a knife

And cut the world in two-

And see what worms are eating

At the rind.

I like that he’s saying that he’s tired

of waiting for everyone in the world

to be kind to each other

because I feel like that too.

The poem is the type of poem

that feels heavier the longer I think about it.

Soon, I feel the poem as a rock inside me.

I think about the poem

every time I think about telling more people

I’m probably Noah and probably

always going to be Noah.

I know that’s not a good thing to be.

Not that it’s not good, I guess, just that

it’s not easy. I wish Lewis were here

so we could live through the not-easy together.

—Noah



Hi Mothman,

I like when in the second part Langston says

we should take apart the fruit

to see what’s eating at the rind.

At first I didn’t understand

what the fruit was, but the more I think about it

the more things I think it could mean.

The world—our friends—our happiness—

and more and more things.

OK, so technically he doesn’t say “take apart”

he says “take a knife” and “cut.”

Recently, I have been thinking about

how things might sound the same

but how the words always do something different.

Hold on, let me explain more.

Like “take apart” and “cut”

kind of mean the same thing. But “take apart”

is like how you might undo a Lego building.

When you cut a watermelon,

you don’t put it back together the same way.

Am I making any sense?

I told Hanna after school I think I want to be

a poet. She said she wants to direct plays.

She told me she definitely still wants to see another movie

and I’m thankful for how much I feel like she understands me.

I want to write her a poem too.

I wish I could do poems for my science fair project

because those wouldn’t need

data points. I don’t mind science

I just don’t like that I have to do it

like this, you know?

Ugh, I have to start making graphs for that.

I have to get more people

to fill out the survey.

It’s no fun.

It’s kind of good

you don’t have to go to school.

There’s a lot that’s just annoying.

Your friend,

Noah

Tired

I can’t stop thinking about the “Tired” poem.

I wanted to tell Molly and Alice and Hanna

but I didn’t want to sound like boring.

No one talks about the things we read after class.

At recess I go up to Mrs. Almond

to ask her why she thinks Langston Hughes

used the word “cut”

instead of “take apart.”

She smiles really big and I can’t understand why.

It is kind of weird. She says, “I have to think a second.”

She stands, and in the background I hear

other kids laughing and playing.

Finally, Mrs. Almond says, “So . . . I think he’s saying

he doesn’t want to wait—he wants

to get right to the problem directly . . .

like you could peel an orange, but it would take longer.”

“But wouldn’t cutting it hurt?” I ask.

Mrs. Almond thinks another second.

“Maybe . . . but it might feel relieving.”

I keep thinking. I tell myself to ask

only one more question. I don’t want people to think

I am trying to be friends with Mrs. Almond or something.

“What is the poem about?” I ask.

Mrs. Almond sighs. “It’s probably about

a lot of things—not just one.”

“Well . . . what kind of things?” I ask.

“Well, like we talked about. There’s a lot

of injustice in America, especially toward people of color

and especially toward LGBTQ people.

You can’t really say one specific thing a poem is about.

But in the context of Hughes writing, you can see—

the speaker in the poem wants to get directly to

what’s hurting the world.”

“What’s hurting the world?” I ask, very worried.

“Oh, Nora . . . there are a lot of things,

this isn’t really a recess conversation.” She laughs.

“Can I tell you something?” I ask.

“OK, one more thing,” she says.

“I think I want you to call me ‘Noah.’”

I don’t know why I said this right then.

I guess I was just feeling good

about talking about the poem

and Mrs. Almond listening.

I almost want to take it back

because it’s stressful.

Mom and Dad were one thing

and my friends were one thing

but a teacher? Why did I tell her?

Mrs. Almond pauses and then nods. “Noah?

All right, Noah. Do you want different . . . pronouns?”

“Yes,” I say, very quietly

because I know it’s true.

It is what I want.

It’s just scary. What if people don’t believe me

like they don’t believe

in Mothman?

“All right, should I tell the class?”

“No—no, not yet.

Please don’t do that,” I say.

“OK, I won’t. Just between you and me.”



Hi Mothman,

I told Mrs. Almond! I told her my name!

Can you believe that, Mothman?

It actually ended up OK. I walked over to

Molly and Alice and Hanna. I didn’t tell them

what I talked to Mrs. Almond about.

I played along with their game

without really paying attention.

I was thinking about Lewis

and how he could have told Mrs. Almond

his name too

but still, I’m happy I could.

It’s scary but amazing!

Also, here is the poem I wrote for you:

*

Untitled

He lives in the forest. In any forest

you imagine him. My friend Lewis told me

he can arrive if you ask him to. Two blaring red eyes.

Huge black wings. He is patient

and kind. Some people have guardian angels.

I have Mothman. He is lonely though

and he wishes everyone wasn’t

scared of him. I feel like that too sometimes

even though I have friends who love me.

One day, maybe I’ll be the next Mothman

and a little boy will write poems

to me.

*

Just as a note, it’s “Untitled” because

I couldn’t pick a title.

There were so many good titles.

When we started writing poems for class

Mrs. Almond said there are many good poems

titled “Untitled” but that we should still try

to think of ones for our poems.

What would you call this poem?

Your friend,

Noah



Dear Mothman

Is it weird to write a poem for someone as a gift?

Don’t worry, I’m not handing it in for class

because that would be weird.

Tell me what you think.

*

Hanna’s poem

When I think of you

I think of the honeysuckle bush at the corner of the playground,

the one we drank nectar from last week.

Sweet on our lips

you asked me if I’m scared

of going to high school someday.

I told you I wasn’t scared

because you’d be there. When I feel

the earth unraveling

I think of your warm brown eyes

like the arcing branches of our playground maple tree

and your arms around me.

Hanna, you are like wildflowers

bursting through the ground

in April. You are the only one who gets me.

*

I know, most poems rhyme

but I like it better when they don’t.

Is it too much?

Is it weird? I hope not.

I tried really hard

to get it right.

—Noah

Forecast

Dad usually watches the weather channel

in the morning, and I’ve been watching with him.

We eat bowls of oatmeal side by side.

We don’t talk, but sometimes

it’s nice to be with someone

even if you’re not talking.

It reminds me how

Lewis had a phase where he wanted to be

a weather person.

He would show me his predictions

and argue with the real weather people.

Sometimes he was right

and sometimes the real weather people were.

I’m watching because

I want it to rain again

so I can see Mothman.



Dear Mothman,

How have you been?

It’s been a few weeks since it rained

and I’ve been hoping to see you again.

Maybe you don’t need to come

only when it rains.

I hope when it rains you know

you’re still welcome

to come to my porch.

Maybe you’re scared

because of how we reacted.

I don’t know if it’s a good idea

for you to come inside the house.

I’m not scared of you

but I don’t know if my parents

and my friends would like it.

I’m sorry if that hurts

your feelings.

I set up my camera again

but not for my science fair project this time.

Ugh, I still need to work on that

but it just feels so crappy

asking people over and over

if they could just please

fill out my survey.

With the camera,

this time I’m wondering if maybe

you could send a message.

Maybe you could wave

or point. I figure since

you left a note maybe you have more to say—

maybe you need a video

to say everything you want to.

I’m pointing the video camera

at the forest. I’ll check it

each day. I know it’s only

a little bit of time—

the forty-five minutes of film it has

each day. But I’m hoping

it’s just enough

for you to visit.

—Noah

I Love Mom and Dad, but They Are Too Skeptical

Lewis used to call people like them “skeptics.”

It means basically that they’re critical

of every fact about paranormal stuff

and monsters and the unknown.

I think it’s annoying. Mom says she thinks

I’m “sometimes too into” Mothman. She asks

what my friends think about my “obsession”

and then she says, “No—I’m sorry, baby

I didn’t mean ‘obsession.’ I guess really I meant

‘interest,’” but it’s too late.

Sometimes when someone says something

even if they take it back

it still hurts. I hope that’s not how it is

with us acting scared of Mothman

but I’d understand

if it was.

Maybe that’s why

he doesn’t want to come to the camera.



Dear Mothman,

Do you miss any of the places you used to live?

Sometimes I miss my life before Lewis died.

It feels like a place I used to live.

I’m sorry this is a short letter.

It’s just all I can say right now.

—Noah

Hanna Tells Me About Her Science Fair Experiment Today

and I feel bad because I’ve talked so much about mine

but I never asked about hers.

I wonder how often I do that.

I go over to her house and she shows me

her huge tank of all kinds of fishes.

There are glowing fish and goldfish and tiny fish

and wall-of-the-tank-sucking fish.

She taps the side of the tank and then feeds the fish.

By tapping the tank’s wall she’s hoping she can teach the fish

to come to that side when the food comes.

Her experiment is to see how the fish act differently.

I never knew fish could learn things.

Hanna says, “No one respects fish. I think it’s because

you can’t pet them.”

I tell her, “Your fish are very smart.”

And she thanks me and tells me to give it a try.

I peer into the water and see all their little faces.

I tap the glass and the fish don’t seem to notice.

I drop in the food and say, “I think they’re just still learning.”

Hanna says, “At least I have a little more than a week

till the science fair.” We hang out and talk on her porch.

Her parents make dinner, and I like them a lot.

They ask me what my project is about

and I hesitate to say “Mothman” because I know

that sounds not real, so I just say

“I’m taking a survey with a bunch of questions.”

Hanna shoots me a look, and later I tell her

I just want them to like me. She says

she understands.

Fish Training

If animals can be trained, even fish,

then can humans be trained

to respond to things like just as an impulse?

Can monsters? I’m thinking maybe

I have been trained to be afraid

of monsters. It’s like

all those movies were a finger

tapping on a glass. I think

it’s the same thing as

how my parents still call me “Nora”

most of the time. It’s like

a reflex. I don’t know

how to become a new person

or if that’s what’s happening at all.

I wish everything

wasn’t so serious. What scares me the most is

somedays recently, I don’t think

about Lewis at all. Sometimes

I don’t even think about Mothman.

It isn’t that I don’t appreciate him, I just feel so busy

with the school year

almost over. I want

to see Mothman again. I want

him to write back longer or appear in a video

if he can.



Dear Mothman,

Do you want me to take the camera down?

I noticed you haven’t visited

and I’m wondering why.

That’s OK, though—I can think of something else.

I hope it’s not because

you came and then we locked the door.

I feel like

I ruined everything.

Can you give me a sign

you still want

to be my friend?

So, today at lunch at the long blue tables in our cafeteria

Molly told everyone in our class about seeing you that night.

I didn’t know how to tell her to stop.

I think she was doing it

to try to get people to fill out the survey.

I guess the problem is really that I didn’t know

I didn’t want anyone else to know about that

until she started talking.

At lunch, we all sit at the same long table.

Each sixth-grade class gets their own table

and Mrs. Almond’s table is closest to the lunch line

so it always smells like frying pans and cheese.

I was eating my peanut butter sandwich

on wheat toast, which is what I eat every day

because I like to always eat the same thing,

when Kevin started telling ghost stories.

Everyone all along the table started joining in.

I didn’t know so many people had ghost stories.

I listened and nibbled on my sandwich. Usually

Molly and Alice and Hanna and me stay pretty quiet

around other kids, but Alice told a story

about the ghost of her grandmom living in her attic

and then all of a sudden Molly was saying

“At Noah’s house, we saw a real monster.”

I flushed. I don’t know why. I just felt really embarrassed

both because of the monster and because

Molly called me “Noah” in front of everyone

and because everyone groaned

and someone said, “I’m so sick

of hearing about Mothman, if that’s what

this is about.”

Then, someone asked, “Who is Noah?” and

Molly said, “Oh, I meant them. I meant Nora,”

pointing to me, which kind of

made it worse.

People were definitely confused by that.

I didn’t want to talk about me being “Noah” yet

and now I bet people

are going to ask.

I was annoyed

also because monster stories

are different from ghost stories.

This wasn’t a ghost story. Mothman is a whole creature.

You’re still alive and everyone is treating you

like you’re just a scary story

and not a whole living thing.

Everyone was saying, “No way no way.”

Hanna jumped in and said, “It was real. It was really real.”

Maya Ellison rolled her eyes

and was like, “Was it Mothman?”

but she said it in a teasing way. I know everyone thinks

me and my friends are weird for believing in you.

They don’t understand. I felt so sad.

I just listened as Molly told the story

of the night you visited.

I realized that she remembered things

slightly different than I did. Molly said

she stayed longer than I thought she did

and she said she heard you yell—louder than

anything she’d ever heard before. I only remember

how quiet the world felt sitting there with you.

Does everyone remember everything

differently from each other? Do Molly and Alice

and Hanna understand that you’re not

just a scary story. You’re not scary

at all. You’re a creature just like

I’m a creature.

I’m sorry if this was a lot.

Thank you for always listening.

Thank you for being such a good friend.

I can never think of things I could give you

but today I picked some crocuses

that grew across our yard—

I put them here for you to find.

I hope you like them!

Your friend,

Noah
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Dear Mothman,

I’m so glad you got the flowers!

I’ll find more for you when I remember.

Waiting for Mom to pick me up,

I asked Hanna what she remembered

about the night we saw you.

She said, “I only remember

his figure and Molly and Alice running away

and us staying still

and the glowing eyes in the window

and thinking the world might end right there.”

I told Hanna, “I want to see Mothman again.”

She said, “I want to too.”

I wanted

to kiss her, which is weird

because we were standing

at the carport and there was

the big line of parents’ cars.

Instead, I poked her arm.

She said, “What was that for?”

I said, “I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

She furrowed her brow and then smiled

and poked me hard in the shoulder.

“Do you think I’m a monster?”

I asked her.

She looked confused.

“How so?”

“Like Mothman.”

She thought a second.

“If you wanted to be.

I think monsters are powerful . . .

Can I tell you a secret?”

“Yes!”

“Sometimes I feel like a monster too.”

I like Hanna a lot for saying that.

I have been thinking about it all day

about how maybe it’s OK to be a monster

after Hanna and I talked.

Hanna is so smart.

Maybe it really is exciting sometimes. Monsters

are powerful. Maybe it’s OK

to be scary. I wanted to tell Molly

the whole rest of the day yesterday

that I didn’t like her talking to everyone

about you, but I couldn’t figure out a nice way to say it.

Anyway,

I’ve also been thinking

should I let Hanna write you a letter too?

Maybe not.

Maybe this is just for us.

—Noah



Dear Mothman,

I have this new theory about you

and please feel free to tell me that it’s wrong.

Were you once a person?

Were you once a person who was so lonely

and so misunderstood

that one night you walked into the forest

and became a creature?

Sometimes I want to walk out into the woods

and join you. Don’t worry, though—

I am talking to Mr. Cariño, my school counselor, about this.

It’s hard to explain—I just have this need to like

disappear. It’s not like I want to hurt myself

but sometimes I wish I could just

turn into a cryptid and that no one

would find me again.

I feel that way mostly when like

no one understands me but you.

The survey makes me feel like that—

like why am I trying to convince people

to understand you

if they just don’t get it?

—Noah

I Ruin Everything

Molly and Alice and Hanna and I are hanging out

on the swing set at recess and Molly says, “I want to see Mothman again.”

I say, “I don’t—that’s stupid—why are you like

obsessed with Mothman now? Why are you all copying me?”

and I say it more meanly than I should.

I am so mad at myself. I should be nice. They are my friends.

I think I’m just still mad

about Molly saying my name in front of everyone

before I wanted to tell anyone

that that’s my name.

Molly is like “Geez, what’s wrong, Noah?”

and Alice is like “What the frick, Noah?”

Hanna doesn’t say anything. I don’t know

how to respond so I just stand up and run

to sit under the aspen tree

at the corner of the playground.

No one ever goes there because there’s always

these gross see-through grubs wiggling around.

I sit on a knotty root of the tree and watch my friends

from far away. I look at the grubs and think

they aren’t so bad. They are just babies

squirming in the dirt. I should have told Molly what I meant

which is, “Mothman isn’t just a game

or a lunch story

to me.”

He’s a creature and a friend.

I think I’m mad at Molly for not understanding that.

I think about what my therapist says, though

and she says you have to let people know

how you feel if you want them to understand.

Why can’t she just understand without me having to say anything?

I hope she still wants to be my friend.

If not, maybe I can be a grub monster. A see-through

creature with all my squishy organs visible

for everyone to see. I would hide in the damp protection

of rocks. I would sleep quiet in the forest away from

playgrounds and recesses.

When I Get Home from School

I lie on the sofa

and cry.

Mom and Dad are both doing

the real parent-teacher conferences tonight

(not just the special ones they have

with Mrs. Almond)

so I’m home alone.

Mom left a note on the fridge

that says, “There’s mac and cheese you can reheat.”

I think EW, no. Mac and cheese

is the best when it’s fresh

but when it’s reheated it’s all mushy

and totally wrong.

I wonder what Mrs. Almond

will say about me to them.

I hope she says nice things

but I also know she’s going to say

I need to get back on track.

She says that a lot: “Let’s get

back on track.”

Mom and Dad are always

worried about me, and I hate

that they’re worried.

I want to be a no-worrisome person.

Also, I am worried about Mothman.

I haven’t seen him in weeks

because it hasn’t rained.

I hope he won’t get bored of my letters

and move to a new town.



Dear Mothman,

I messed up with my friends yesterday and

I hope they still want to be my friends.

I hate how my emotions

just like explode inside me.

I think of dynamite

and how people used it

to blow up the mountains

to build roads through them.

All the roads we take each day

were once mountains.

Sometimes I feel the whole town

doesn’t belong here. What if we had let

the forest grow here?

Now I’m just distracting myself.

I should apologize

to my friends for being rude

and running away.

Are you allowed to apologize

and also ask for someone else to apologize too?

Because I want Molly

to apologize for using my name

in front of everyone without asking

but I also know she probably

didn’t mean anything mean by it.

Is it fair to ask

for an apology then?

Ugh, this is all hurting my brain.

Why is being a person so hard sometimes?

I keep getting sad and thinking

“Maybe it would be easier

to not have friends at all.”

Then I’m like—no, Noah.

You love your friends.

This is just hard.

I’m going to write Molly

a letter to leave in her cubby at school on Monday.

Do you think that’s a good plan?

Have you ever had to apologize?

—Noah



Dear Molly,

I’m very very sorry

I yelled at you at recess.

I know what I said was mean

and hurtful.

I shouldn’t have said it

but I did.

I hope we can still

be friends.

I won’t say something

like that again.

The truth is

I also want to see Mothman again.

I guess I’m just scared

no one else

understands Mothman

like I do.

I also was hurt

you used my name in front of everyone

before I felt really ready to.

It was really scary

and when I feel scared

sometimes I also am mean.

When Lewis was gone

Mothman was the only one

who listened to me—

made me feel like

even if I was alone

and no one saw me—

at least I could have

some supernatural power.

I know that sounds weird

and it doesn’t excuse

anything I said.

I was a bad friend.

You’re a good friend, Molly.

I hope we can still be friends.

In the future,

can you try to ask

before you tell people

my name is “Noah”?

—Noah

I’m Crying When My Parents Come Home

I meant to be done. I meant to be

sitting quietly and reading.

Mom asks me what’s wrong

and I tell her that none of my friends

like me and that it’s all my fault.

I know that’s not true

but sometimes I don’t believe

anyone would want to be around me.

I’m going to write to Alice and Hanna too

I think.



Dear Alice,

I’m sorry I was so mean. I’m writing to everyone

to tell you all I’m sorry and that I shouldn’t have gotten so

angry.

I know I’m not the easiest person

to be friends with. I think you’re a cool person. I hope

we can get to be friends still

and that I can get to know you more.

I know this isn’t super related

but me and Lewis used to paint sometimes.

I know you like art

so maybe someday we could make leaf paintings.

That’s something Lewis taught me

where you take a leaf and paint it and then use the leaf

to make stamps on a piece of paper.

Anyway, I’m very sorry.

—Noah



Dear Hanna,

I am very sorry

for being so mean at recess.

I want you to know

I’m going to work harder

to not be like that again.

Sometimes I’m so sad

I don’t feel like myself. Sometimes

I feel like you’re the only person

who understands me.

I know that’s not fair, though.

Really what I should say

is I’m grateful to know you.

Maybe we could take a walk somewhere soon?

I know that sounds stupid.

I just want to hang out again.

Hope your goldfish training is going well.

Your friend,

Noah



Dear Mothman,

The sky outside is gray today.

I’m happy it’s Friday

and I’m thinking more

about how scientists

have to take risks to discover things.

In school this week we’ve been learning

about the explorers

who traveled to the Arctic Circle.

Lots of people even died

trying to gather information

from there.

What I’m trying to say is

I think I have to go out into the woods

to actually find you.

Don’t worry, I’m not going this week,

but I think I have to.

I still need more people to do the survey

and I’ve given up trying.

Every time I ask someone

it just makes me so anxious

that they’re going

to be mean to me

and I won’t be able to understand

until it’s too late and they’re laughing.

Besides, no one else in the class

wants to do it because they think

it’s stupid or that I’m babyish

for believing in you.

I considered filling them out myself

but that would be lying

and I don’t want to lie.

I think I need to just meet you

in the woods. I’ve wanted to meet you

for so long. I feel like maybe

the survey and everyone else in my class

wouldn’t matter so much then.

I’d know YOU and I’d see you

and no matter what people questioned

I’d know you were out there

if I ever needed

someone else to turn to.

—Noah

The Next Day, Mom Asks Me How My Science Fair Project Is Going

I say “fine.”

I avoided talking about school yesterday

because I was crying so much.

Mom and Dad just said

we could talk about it tomorrow.

Today is tomorrow. Ugh.

I hate how that happens.

Dad says he’s glad

I’m passing my classes

and all I hear is “glad you’re almost normal.”

I’ve never really been good at school

and I don’t really care if I am.

I had to be in different classes

to help me get better at reading

and better at sitting still and not making noise

until I was in third grade.

Mom and Dad said it was because

I’m autistic, but I also just think

people shouldn’t have to sit still

and not make noise. Now

sometimes I like to read while standing up

or pacing back and forth in my room.

I want to tell Dad that

I kind of wish I could go back

to those classes. It was so nice

to have extra support

but it’s hard to ask for

because everyone was so proud

when I stopped needing them.

Mostly I stopped needing them

because Lewis would always help me

stay focused and he’d always make

class more interesting.

Also, why does it matter

if I stand in the middle of class or not?

Mom says Mrs. Almond thinks

I’m “creative,” and that does

feel kind of good.

Dinner is mostly quiet. We’re eating

grilled cheese and tomato soup

which is usually one of my favorites

but since they saw me crying

everything just feels wrong.

Out the kitchen window

I can see the sky turning gray.

Dad says, “Huh, I didn’t know

it was going to storm.”

The rain comes fast—

a pelting downpour.

We all get up and run around the house

shutting all the open windows.

All I can think is

that I feel sorry I can’t leave out a letter for Mothman

and that I want to let him in the house sooner

than I can.

We finish dinner

and all sit in the living room.

Mom and Dad work on

their lesson plans

while I just sit

and doodle pictures

of Mothman.

The Rain Doesn’t Let Up

Buckets and buckets and buckets of rain.

It’s Sunday now. The end of the weekend.

A leak appears in the bathroom ceiling

and Dad curses—is angry like I’ve never seen.

He says, “God damn it—

this house. I hate this house.”

I cry and Mom tells me it is OK

and that Dad is just mad at the situation

not mad at me.

She walks with me to my room

where we sit on my bed

and listen to the storm.

It is hard to be a person. It is hard to have friends.

When I feel sad about what I did

I wish I didn’t know anyone.

I wish I hadn’t made friends with Molly

and Alice and Hanna. I know I’d be lonely

without them, but if I hadn’t met them

then I wouldn’t have been able

to make them upset. I wish

Lewis was just still here.

What happens when I stop missing him?

Is it possible that he is

a monster now—his ghost

turned into a creature? That’s what

he would have wanted, I think

but how can you know what someone wants

who isn’t here to talk?

I don’t tell Mom this. We sit

and just listen.

I hope I’m going to see Mothman tonight.

I can feel his power

in the force of the rain.

Sometimes My Life Plays in Front of Me Like a Movie

Mom and Dad do their nightly routines

and I go through mine. I read a book Hanna told me

I might like called Maniac Magee. It’s about a boy

who runs away and lives everywhere.

What I don’t like about it is

I wish it wasn’t realistic.

I wish he could have superpowers or he could meet

a dragon or he could escape somehow.

In one chapter, he unties this really really tight knot

and everyone watches. I think about all the little knots

in my life I want to untie. I feel like

a knotted-up person.

I Go Downstairs Late at Night

The house is haunted

and quiet.

Everything is dark. I am holding

the lantern from the coat room—

the one we use for power outages.

I sit on the staircase and wish Hanna was with me.

I wonder what she’s doing now. I wonder if

she’s still mad at me. Maybe she never was.

I wish I didn’t worry so much

about everyone liking me. I wish

my brain would just turn off sometimes.

I hear the rustling again just like the night of the sleepover.

I think, “Yes, thank goodness—he’s here.

He’s finally here again.” I whisper, “Come in. Come stay”

and he taps on the window.

It sounds like a fingernail on the glass

and I wonder what his hands look like.

His form is still all blurry in the door’s window.

Mothman doesn’t say anything. Can he talk?

I am not scared at all.

I’m so proud

of not being scared.

I sit there and he stands.

I can see his glowing red eyes blink.

I don’t understand why

he won’t come inside.

I say, “The door is unlocked.”

Then I see

he’s putting his hand

up to the glass.

He holds it there—

long pointed fingers

and they do scare me a little.

Again I whisper, “You can come in.

no one else is awake.”

I see him turn around.

I want to chase after him

but I feel frozen—

too scared to open up the door.

I feel defeated.

It seemed like

he was trying to say something.

Oh, Mothman,

did you want me

to follow you?

I pace downstairs

and eventually I decide

to sleep on the couch

in case he comes back.

Mothman Should Have Come Back

I could have said

goodbye!

I could have opened

the door

and let

him in.

But maybe

that’s not what

he wanted.



Dear Mothman,

You left a stain on the front door’s window.

Deep black ink. It’s like

a permanent shadow.

I stood and stared at it. I took

a sponge from the sink

and tried to scrub it away.

What is the residue?

It’s like oil or soot?

I was thinking “Oh, Mothman

how will I explain this

to Mom and Dad?”

Really, all I could do

was go to bed and pretend

I didn’t know where it came from.

Do you think

there’s any reason

a lie can be OK?

Like, when is it

OK to lie? I don’t want to

but what else could I say?

Thank you for coming, Mothman.

I think I understand now

that you don’t want to come inside—

you want me

to come

to you.

Thank you.

Your friend,

Noah

Handprint

It takes longer than I thought it would

for Mom and Dad to notice

the smudged handprint on the door.

I’m in the kitchen a day later

when I hear Mom ask Dad

“Daniel? Daniel, do you know about this???”

Dad walks over and stares.

“No . . . no . . . that’s so . . . weird . . .

Noah? Can you come here?

Do you know what this is?”

I rehearsed what I would say

if they asked me.

“Ah! What is that!!! Is that mold?

When did that happen?”

I ask.

“I wonder how long it’s been like that,”

Dad says.

Mom adds, “It kind of looks

like a hand.”

“Creepy,”

Dad says.



Dear Mothman,

I didn’t tell my friends

right away about your visit.

I was still scared to talk to them

after what I said at recess on Friday.

Have you ever had to forgive someone?

I had to with Molly

when she said my name to everyone.

Also, once, Lewis apologized to me

when we were lying next to each other

in his old race car bed.

We were holding hands. His, soft and pale.

Mine, pinkish from his warm touch.

I asked, “What are you sorry for?”

He said, “For being so complicated.”

I told him, “Never be sorry”

and I had wanted to say

“I love you, Lewis”

but that might have come off wrong.

I didn’t mean like romance “I love you”

I meant “I want to be your friend forever”

and “I will always hear you”

and “you are

my favorite person.”

That’s how I feel about Hanna too

and you.

—Noah

At Recess

Alice and Hanna and Molly come over to me

when I sit alone at recess under the oak tree again.

They had all gotten the notes I left in their cubbies.

I start to cry and Alice says, “Stop—it’s OK, Noah.”

They all sit down around me.

I say, “I am really sorry. I won’t ever do that again.”

Alice says, “I understand now, Mothman

is like important to you.”

Molly adds, “I understand also that like

your name is important and

I shouldn’t have just said that

in front of everyone.”

I nod. I am so happy they get it—

Mothman’s not just a hobby or something—

that being “Noah” is hard because I feel like

I have to be a different version of myself in different places.

They all hug me and tell me I am OK.

I have great friends. I want to tell them about you

but the moment never seems right.

By the end of recess, we’re doing

the role-playing game again.

I like LARPing, but recently

it doesn’t feel the same. It scares me and I wonder

if it’s because I’m getting older

that it feels harder to act like a character

other than myself.

I wonder if Alice and Molly and Hanna

feel the same way. I play along though

and I do eventually forget myself

and have fun. I think if cryptids were allowed

at recess, Mothman would like our game.

After School

I tell Hanna, in a whisper,

as we both are waiting to get picked up

“I saw him again.”

I really think out of everyone

that Hanna understands what Mothman means to me.

Hanna perks up.

“Really? How?” she asks.

I say, “He came up to the window

and left a handprint!”

I know I can trust Hanna.

She is amazed. She says

“I believed it last time

but it’s really real.

It’s really true. I can’t—

that’s amazing.”

“I think he wants me to find him.

I think he wants to talk to me in the woods,”

I say.

Hanna is thinking. She looks

at the line of cars to see

if her dad’s red truck

is up soon. It’s far away.

“How? How would you do that?”

she asks.

“Just one night.

Just one night I can pack provisions

and take the lantern

and look for smudges of inky black.

That’s what his body leaves.”

“Smudges?” she asks.

“Yes . . . like

a permanent shadow,”

I say. “Will you come

with me, Hanna?”

Hanna hesitates.

I add, “If not, it’s really OK!”

I didn’t mean to be intense.

“No, Noah, I want to . . .

it’s just kind of scary. There are like

bears in the woods.”

“I’m going to be careful.

I’m going to go just for one night,”

I say.

Hanna nods. I can tell she’s scared

of that. I decide I won’t ask her again.

I’ll have to go by myself.

No matter how awesome Hanna is

I think because she doesn’t talk to Mothman

and because she didn’t really know Lewis

there’s still stuff she can’t understand.

I just have to find Mothman myself.
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Where Does Mothman Go During the Day?

I tell Mom I’m taking a walk in the yard

and she reminds me not to go into the woods

without bug spray. I tell her I know

and I hold my breath as I spray my arms and legs.

If Mothman is a moth, would bug spray repel him?

I will have to think more about this.

Is that why, on my walk,

I don’t see any signs of him?

In science class, we talked about planets last week

and Mrs. Almond said that the sun is actually

closer in the winter and farther

in the summer. I don’t understand because

the sun has been getting so huge lately.

Even in the shade of the trees

it is hot and muggy.

I want so badly to find one of Mothman’s handprints

but I don’t see anything. I can’t stop thinking

about how there are only

four more weeks of school.

I’m pretty sure Mothman lives at the falls

but does he go anywhere else during the day?

He must not just stay there all the time.

Does he travel the forest?

Or maybe he is scared and he just sits

in the shadow of a huge rock

waiting for the sun to go down.

What Makes Something a Real Date?

I feel like if your parents drive you

it’s not really a date, but I don’t know.

I feel like this one is.

There is a museum in town

and Hanna and I go there together

on Saturday. This time

she invited me. The museum

is musty and all the posters are yellowing.

Most of the artifacts are about

coal mining. All these pictures

of sad-looking guys standing beside

huge mounds of anthracite.

Soot on their faces. All kinds

of smudges. Hanna points out

there’s only a tiny corner of Lenape artifacts.

She says, “These were probably stolen.”

“Stolen?” I ask, and she says,

“Yeah, like they stole everything

from Native American people.”

I nod and look at the rows

of arrowheads in the glass case.

The museum makes me feel sad.

“It feels like a graveyard,” I say.

Then Hanna says,

“I guess kind of. But Lenape people

are still alive. My mom took me

to a festival the tribe hosted

a few months ago. There was

dancing and all kinds of crafts.”

I say, “I didn’t know that.

I should ask my mom if I can go to something like that.

It sounds very interesting.”

On the other end

there are all these old tourist pamphlets

from the late 1800s. Women in billowy dresses

and men dressed all dapper

parading around town.

I ask, “Have you been here before?”

She says, “Oh yeah, probably a hundred times.

I wanted to show it to you.”

“Oh, why?” I ask, dumbly.

She looks kind of offended.

“I just wanted to show you.”

“I think it’s cool!” I say.

“I just mean, why do you like it?”

Hanna takes me to

a corner of the museum

where there’s a glass case

full of antique spoons.

She says, “People used to eat

with these spoons.”

I don’t say anything.

I just look at the slightly warped edges

and crooked handles.

Standing up, Hanna says

“Do you feel the ghosts here?”

I don’t think I do

but instead of saying “no”

I take a second to really listen

to the walls.

I can feel something.

A kind of trembling.

“I think I do,” I say.

Before We Step Outside

I ask Hanna, “Could we hold hands?”

She smiles and reaches out

to grab mine.

I cannot believe

we are standing beside each other

holding hands.

I want to kiss her.

I wonder if

Mothman has ever

held hands with someone.

The warmth of her skin

on my skin.

We walk down the street

holding hands.

We go all the way

to the ice cream shop

at the bottom of town.

Hanna gets mint chocolate chip

and I get vanilla.

I try to remember

what Lewis used to get

when we’d go.

Why can’t I remember?

It wasn’t even that long ago.

I feel agitated—

really grumpy—mad at myself

for not remembering.

I try to just focus on Hanna.

She says

“My science project is going great.

It’s going to be ready

for the fair next week.”

NEXT WEEK?

I don’t know how

I didn’t remember

it is going to be next week.

I still have

so much I want to do

and that I have to do.

I need to find where Mothman lives—

I need to really meet him

and ask for a picture

and take a video—

everything!

If not, then I’ll just have

this stupid half-finished

survey, and it will make

all the people who make fun of my project

think they’re right and

I could handle that if it were just about me

but it’s about Lewis too, and it makes me too sad

to think people don’t understand him.

He’s not here to explain himself

and to explain Mothman

so I have to do it.

I really need to prove everyone wrong

who thinks he’s just

imaginary.

Hanna asks,

“Are you OK?”

after I’m quiet

for almost a minute

without realizing it.

Ugh! I’m such a bad date.



Dear Mothman,

Have you ever felt “OK”?

I don’t know what that would mean anymore.

When I try to sleep lately

I vibrate from my fingers to my ankles.

I am thinking of everything in the universe.

The hugeness of the night sky

each of my friend’s bodies

like little glimmering specks.

I worry that something broke in me

when Lewis died and that

I might never be “OK.”

I went on a date again with Hanna today.

Two dates? Does that mean we’re dating?

“I am all right,” I said to Hanna

after she asked if I was OK.

She smiled at me in return.

She said, “It’s OK if you’re not!”

Which I appreciated, but I wasn’t sure

how to respond. Then she said

“If you just want to be quiet together

we can walk down to the river

and watch it for a while

before my mom comes to pick us up.”

I said, “Yes, that would be good.

I would love that.” We walked together

and I felt very very old—like

we were practically high schoolers—

like we were practically adults

walking around town together.

I wanted it to never end.

—Noah



Dear Mothman,

Sorry for two kind of sad letters, but

I feel like you’re the only one

I can say this to and I keep replaying

this date over and over in my head.

If I was gone—

like if I just disappeared one day—

I would miss Hanna and Molly and Alice.

I wonder if I’m as good a friend to them

as they are to me.

I wonder if I love Hanna

and if I could know that.

We held hands on a bench by the Lehigh River.

Rivers are always so much bigger

than they seem on maps.

Hanna said, “Let’s perform an experiment.”

I said, “How?”

Hanna said, “We’re going to throw

leaves in the river and imagine

all our worries going away.”

“Where did you learn that?”

I asked.

“My mom used to do it with me

when I was younger . . . I still do it

by myself sometimes but I’m never sure

if it actually helps.”

“How is that an experiment?”

I asked.

Hanna said,

“Well, we’ll see if we think it works—

it’s like a hypothesis.”

She and I gathered a few leaves

from trees on the side of the road

and tossed them in the water

from the bridge.

They took a long time

to reach the water, but they finally did

and I felt kind of relieved

in that moment

when the leaf

touched the surface.

“I think it works,

at least a little.”

I said.

Maybe you could try this too.

Maybe it will make you feel better too.

Hanna asked me

“Can I kiss you?

Would that be weird?”

as we were standing there by the river.

I was so thankful she did

because we were

leaning in close to each other

all afternoon.

But then why was my reaction like:

NO WAY NO NO NO inside my head?

I guess I was scared

of someone seeing us.

I knew they would probably think

we were two girls.

Would anyone care?

I said,

“I’m scared to do that here . . .”

“OK, I understand,”

Hanna said. She didn’t seem

upset at all, which was a relief.

“Can we go down farther

where we can like

hide behind a tree?”

I asked.

“Yes!” Hanna said

and we walked down together

away from the clusters of people

away from the river and into

the winding trail.

All along the trail

we saw huge rubble piles

of stone that used to form levees and locks.

Hanna said,

“They used to use those

to transport coal away from the mines.”

We climbed on the stones,

hopping from one to another.

I said,

“Do you think there are any ghosts here?”

Hanna said, “Maybe . . . or angels . . .”

“Angels?” I asked.

“Well, you know, like good forces.

Like God watching over

the place.”

“Oh . . . yeah, maybe,” I said.

“Maybe Mothman is nearby.”

“You think so?” Hanna asked.

“Well . . . I think he likes the river,”

I said.

“How do you know that?” she asked.

“Well, once he left me a drawing

of a waterfall,” I explained.

“He was showing me

Where he lives, I think.”

I kind of wished I hadn’t told her

because I kind of liked that drawing

being just between

the two of us.

“We should go there too someday,”

she said.

“You mean Glen Onoko?” I asked.

“Yeah!” she said

and I kind of didn’t want to

because that spot feels

like it’s for me and Lewis

but I also think that might be

kind of selfish to not go with her

so I said, “We can go someday.”

Sorry this is such a long letter.

It’s just there’s a lot buzzing around

in my mind.

Do you ever feel

like your whole body is humming

after you see someone?

I’m leaving you some leaves

(haha, is that a pun?)

in case you want to throw leaves

into the river too.

—Noah



[image: Images]


Dear Mothman,

Have you been down by the river?

If so, do you like the water?

I have this fear of being like

sucked down under.

Some people go canoeing

and kayaking, but I don’t know

it just always kind of freaks me out.

When I looked into the water

on our way back to town

I thought I saw your reflection there.

I stopped and I almost told Hanna

but I knew we had to go

and I didn’t want to hold us up.

I guess also, I like keeping you

to myself. I like that you’re something special

nothing can take away.

—Noah



Dear Mothman,

My family has never gone to church

and when I was little

I used to wonder

if we were missing something.

Hanna’s family goes to church

but we’ve never talked about it.

Today is Sunday

and Mom made scrambled eggs

with potatoes and onions

but she made mine without onions

because I don’t like them.

I asked her, “Why don’t we go to church?”

Mom paused, standing at the stove

and shared a look with Dad.

She said, “We just don’t.

We never really ascribed to that.”

“What does ‘ascribed’ mean?”

I asked.

“It means like . . . we don’t go to church

but if you wanted to, we would support you,”

Dad said.

That confused me.

“So you don’t believe in it, though,” I said.

Mom said, “No.”

I didn’t say anything else.

I wish I knew why

I felt this like need to go to somewhere

like a church.

It’s Sunday and I’m thinking

about ghosts and what Hanna said

about angels and God.

I don’t know if I believe in those things at all.

If there were angels watching over us

then Lewis would be still alive, I think.

Do you believe in things like that, Mothman?

Anyway, then Mom asked, “Why do you ask?”

I said, “No real reason

I was just thinking about it.”

Dad asked,

“I know your science fair project

is due this week. How’s it going?”

and I exploded and shouted,

“I know I know! I’m trying to finish it!”

I used to be so excited about this science project

and now it just makes me stressed

and more stressed.

Dad patted my back and said,

“Calm down.”

But I couldn’t—all I could think of is

failing sixth grade because of this project

and then losing Molly and Hanna and Alice

and having no friends all over again.

Then I was thinking I’d be so sad

I wouldn’t be able to even write letters

and I’d feel all alone again—

just as alone as I felt

the day Lewis died.

I can’t—I need to do something.

—Noah

Stressed and Stressed

I have a few graphs I made

on the computer for the project.

Mostly, I hate them.

They’re so boring.

After dinner

I show Mom and Dad

what I have.

My favorite graph

is the “Do You Believe Mothman Exists?” one

because even though a lot of people don’t

there’s still a little lake of people who do believe—
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Mom and Dad and I

make a plan for working

on the display next week.

What I don’t tell them

is that by then

I’ll have even better evidence

to display

because I’m going out

to meet Mothman

tonight—

If I don’t go now

I won’t have time to

and I have a plan.

Stressed, thinking in spirals,

I remember the waterfall drawing

and I see the pouring waterfalls

of Glen Onoko.

It must have been a sign.

His home.

He wants me

to go to his home

because that’s where he feels safe.

He’s inviting me

into his world.

There, I’ll find everything I need.

There, school won’t matter

because I won’t have to

explain myself to Mothman.

He knows I’m Noah

and he won’t ask why

and he won’t tease me.

He’ll just understand.

Maybe Mothman’s home

is going to be

like another home

for me.

What I Am Packing

A lantern (for light)

A pack of peanut butter crackers (snacks)

A screwdriver (because—well, really I wanted a hammer but I couldn’t find one)

A roll of twine (for making a place to sleep . . . not sure how to use it, but Lewis said

string is crucial for building a survival structure)

A bottle of water (to have something to drink)

A blanket (for bedtime)

A poem (for Mothman)

A camera, dangled around my neck (to finally get the proof I need)



Dear Mothman,

Please don’t be afraid of me

if I come close to you.

I am the boy who writes you letters

and lives in the house

at the edge

of the forest.

I want to give you our notebook

to keep.

Maybe, when you have this journal,

you can set it by your head when you sleep

and it can remind you

how wonderful you are

and that a boy named Noah

and his friend Lewis

always understand you

even when the world doesn’t.

I hope you read this

before I meet you

so you know I’m coming.

Your friend,

Noah



Dear Mom and Dad,

I will be back very soon

and you will probably not even read this at all

because I’m going to come back

before the sun comes up.

If you do find this, though

don’t worry.

I love you and I am safe.

I know what I’m doing.

I’ve read so many books

by cryptozoologists

and I am going to find Mothman

and bring back proof.

Be prepared to be stunned—

this has all always been true.

He is real and

only I can find him

because he and I

are actually very similar.

I also wanted to say

I’m sorry. I know you both probably wish

I could do a normal science fair project

or that I had more friends

or that I didn’t want to change my name.

I understand. I like being weird

but sometimes I also wish

I was less weird.

Anyway, see you soon!

DO NOT FREAK OUT.

Love,

Noah

I Set My Backpack by the Door

I pretend

to go to sleep.

I listen to the floorboards

in the hall. Mom and Dad

getting ready for bed.

Sometimes I wonder

what they talk about without me.

Do they talk about me?

Do they daydream? I mean

I know they do, but what

do they daydream about?

I think Lewis would be

proud of me

for this plan.

When we were younger

Lewis and I had imaginary friends.

Mine was another little boy.

His name was Percy because

I used to wish that was my name.

Lewis’s friend was

a dragon named Emerald.

We would play

in the yard all night

the four of us.

Now, sometimes I feel like

Lewis is my imaginary friend

because no one else

talks about him still.

Locked Door

When the front door closes behind me

I realize I forgot my key.

I can see it now, dangling on a lanyard

on my bedroom doorknob.

Oh well, that’s all right. I know how

to get back in through the window.

I leave

the notebook for Mothman

by the tree—hoping

he’ll get the message

that I’m coming tonight.

I think if Lewis were with me

he would have kept his own journal of letters too.

Only, I think Lewis might tell Mothman

some tall tales in his . . . he was always

weaving stories.

From where I’m standing in the woods

I can still see my house. We have

these little electric candles

in every window. When Mothman found our house

did he see them? Has he ever been here before

where I’m standing?

I am looking for his handprints of darkness

but even with my lamp it’s hard to tell

what is shadow and what might be him.

The Farther I Hike into the Woods

the more I wonder about who I am.

My body begins to feel strange

and I think about all the other people

with sleeping bodies and moving bodies

and restless bodies. It freaks me out.

It is true

I am not scared of him at all

but I am scared of what else

might be in these woods.

All alone, without the walls of a house

or the neon school lights

I am starting to wonder

how I know any of this exists

at all. This could be a fantasy story.

How do I know

I’m not caught in someone else’s story?

I know that’s crazy. I count my fingers.

I pinch the skin on my knees. Yes, there is

my body. But then, alone, how do I know

I am Noah and not still

a girl? Why would someone

change from being a girl to a boy

or a boy to somewhere else?

Why do I feel like

I have to answer this?

I can’t see my house now. The trees feel like

they’re getting taller. I really believe

Mothman is getting closer.

When I See You, Will You Know Me?

Will you know I’m the boy

leaving you letters

in the now-tattered journal

at the foot

of the old pine tree?

I Keep Walking and Walking

and walking and walking

and walking.

I thought I could walk forever

but I’m tired now.

I should have picked a night

when the moon was full and round.

Tonight, the moon is

a sideways grin. If Lewis were with me

he might tell a ghost story.

If Lewis were with me, he might

whistle or hum.

I had forgotten he used to do that.

The silence of the woods reminded me.

Where do we go when we die?

I’m scared we don’t go anywhere

and that would mean

Lewis disappeared in an instant

of headlights

and glass.

I wonder

if Hanna is asleep right now. I wish

she could have come with me.

Mothman would like her so much.

I remember telling her

that Mothman might live

at the waterfalls of Glen Onoko

and I wonder if she remembers—

if she would know to find us there.

I wave the thought away

because I know she’s not coming

and this is only going to take me one night.

I’ve walked to the falls so many times

but in the dark they are harder to find.

There are plenty of news stories

of people getting hurt at the falls—

trying to jump

and hurting themselves on the rocks.

I walk carefully

in case somehow

I end up

on the edge.

I know that’s not likely

but the darkness makes it hard

to even trust the ground.

I take a picture into the dark

hoping to catch a flicker of him.

I am getting so tired.

I am so so tired.

Getting Lost

I would be lying if I said

I did not hope to get lost tonight.

I think everyone just wants

to get lost, at least once.

I turn around, and I do not know

which way I came from.

This is the only way

we can cross paths.

We have to really be the same.

The longer I’m here the more I can forget

about school

and bedrooms and windows

and seventh grade coming next year.

I lie on the forest floor

and smell the mash of damp leaves

and rotting wood.

I take out the bottle of water

and the peanut butter crackers.

I only let myself have one

in case I can’t find my way back in the morning.

I place the cracker

in my mouth and don’t chew.

I just let it melt. All the salt and the sweet.

A small sip of water.

Where does this forest go?

How far will I have to go to find Mothman?
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The Next Morning



Dear Noah,

I am here at school

and the ceiling is all white and neon

and I feel like a fly or some other

whirly winged bug

who twirls and finds

nowhere safe to land.

They took attendance

and you weren’t here

and Molly turned and looked at me

and Alice turned and looked at Molly

and we all glanced at one another

in silence as if to ask

“Do you know?”

I didn’t know yet that

you had run away.

I’m writing this because

you always write letters

to say what you can’t say aloud.

When you’re back

I’ll give this to you.

In the afternoon

I got a text from my mom

because your mom texted her

that you had run away.

I knew you must have gone

into the woods

because where else

would you go?

—Hanna



Dear Noah,

I should have gone with you.

I should have gone with you.

Also though

You should have told me.

You should have told me

you were leaving

last night.

At recess

I tell Molly and Alice

about the text I got

from my mom and

Molly asks, “Why did he go without us?

Why didn’t he ask

all of us to go?”

This makes me frustrated.

It’s easy to say that now

but when you asked me

I was scared.

It is a lot to ask a friend

to go deep into the forest alone—

to sneak away from parents.

Am I not allowed

to be scared

of that?

I guess

no one has told us for sure

you’re even there.

But I know that’s where you went.

Alice says, “We should go

look for Noah after school.”

“I don’t have a ride,” Molly says.

“Me either,” I say.

“I can ask my mom,” Alice says.

But I feel weird because

I’d have to lie to my parents—

I’d have to say, “I’m just going

to hang out with my friends.”

And my parents would probably be worried

about Noah being missing?

None of it makes sense

but Molly just keeps insisting

“We have to do something.

We have to help Noah.”

I don’t think

it’s that easy.

I think Molly just feels bad.

I feel bad too.

We’re all just trying

to figure out what to do

to help you.

Maybe you don’t need our help though?

I hope you’re safe, Noah.

—Hanna



After School

Molly, Alice, and I go home.

My mom and dad don’t get home

till like six or sometimes seven.

My brother, Elijah,

is at baseball practice, I think.

I usually love this time to myself

but time moves really slowly.

I keep telling myself

I’m going to leave

and walk to Noah’s house

and go into the woods

and meet up with him

but every time I grab the doorknob I think

maybe he wanted to go alone

and then I think of how worried

Mom and Dad would be

and I just can’t make myself go.

I decide I’ll call Noah

and when I call, his home phone

just rings and rings

and rings. I don’t leave a voicemail.

I just keep trying.

No one picks up.

I’m so nervous

and worried.

I look outside,

as if he might be

standing on the porch

just like Mothman.

No, but the sky is graying.

It’s going to rain

tonight.



Dear Noah,

I want to tell you the truth.

I don’t think I believed in Mothman

when you first told me about him.

I thought he was

just something you imagined

and, I guess, imagined things

are kind of real too.

I’m sorry, though, that I didn’t.

—Hanna



My House Has the Same Pattern Each Day

First, Elijah comes home

and then Dad

and then Mom.

Today, it’s different though.

Mom comes home early

and she comes to find me in my room

right away.

She closes the door behind her.

She says, “Honey, can I talk to you?”

Which I know means

she’s going to tell me

something bad.

Also like what else could I say?

“Yes,” I mutter.

Mom sits on my bed

while I stand at the window.

“You know the message I sent you

about your friend Nora?”

I nod.

“They still can’t find Nora.

Her mom called me

to ask if you might know

where in the woods

she would be going?

Or anything you might know

about that. I know it’s scary

but it will be OK. It’s been

less than a day

since she left.”

“No . . . No, I don’t know,”

I say.

I hate hearing how

no one calls Noah by his real name

but I also know

he wouldn’t want me

to tell my mom right now.

That’s when I remember

what Noah said

about the waterfalls—about

Glen Onoko being

where Mothman lives.

I could say that, but I hold my tongue.

I know Noah and I know

he knows what he’s doing.

He knows the woods very well

and I think he could find his way out

if he wanted to.

I don’t want to ruin his chance

to find Mothman.

I want Noah to have a chance

to find what he needs

in the woods.



Dear Noah,

I wish carrier pigeons

were still a thing.

I want to give you my letters.

I am trying to think

of what I would want

to find

if I were to go

alone into the mountain forest

one night.

Sometimes, I imagine

running away. Like really

running away, not just going

to discover Mothman.

I picture finding a clear blue stream

and standing there in water up to my knees.

In the trees

I would invent new names

for all the birds.

I would stay there

and wait until other children,

wild children, like me arrived.

Maybe we would become cryptids—

wonderful monsters

away from everything like school

and recess

and clocks and hallways

and being a daughter

and being a sister and being teased

by sixth-grade boys.

Why is it so hard

to tell even your best friends

how you feel?

I wonder if everyone

secretly feels kind of lonely.

I feel lonely

like all the time lately, Noah

except when I’m

with you.

I’m folding this note

as tight as I can when I’m done.

A tiny little square.

All my words can be

bound up so small.

I hope they reach you.

—Hanna



Dear Noah,

I can’t sleep

so I’m writing

another letter.

I didn’t really know Lewis

all that well.

We’ve never really talked about him.

I do remember once

me and him were paired up

in art class last year

because you were out sick.

Did he ever tell you about that?

We were doing a project

where we needed

to dip each other’s hands

in paint

and press them to a white background.

I made indigo and blue handprints

and Lewis made

violet and green handprints.

We overlapped

and collided.

We didn’t talk much

because it’s awkward

to be assigned partners

but he did say

“The hands look like wings.”

And I said, “They do.”

I still can’t believe

he’s not here anymore.

Do you think

there’s a part of him

that’s still looking for Mothman

just like you are?

I’m sorry if that’s too much

to ask or answer

but I’ve wondered it

since you told me about him.

It’s late at night now

and even my parents have gone quiet.

Downstairs, they talked about you

and how they’re planning

to help look for you in the woods.

That made me scared.

They told me, “It will be all right, Hanna”

but it just sounded like

they were trying to tell that

to themselves.

—Hanna



Dear Noah,

I’m in the dark living room

writing to you by flashlight.

I have been Googling other cryptids

and there are so many!

When I find you I’m going

to tell you about Él Chupacabra

and the monster

of Lake Champlain.

I keep trying to leave the house

to go into the woods

to find you

but the front door

is so hard to pass through—

it’s like if I do

there will be

no going back.

I think of what we saw

at your sleepover.

I still don’t trust

my own memory.

I saw a creature—

tall and shadowed.

Does he understand us

like we understand him?

I keep thinking

about scary movies

about monsters and ghosts

and demons.

What if—

I keep saying what if

this is a demon or something

that could hurt us

and not

Mothman—

I’m pretty sure that’s

not true though.

I guess that’s just why I keep

hesitating.

Do we really know

what this is?

—Hanna

When the Sun Comes Up

I am afraid.

I have no idea

where I am for a second.

I have been in the woods before.

Dad and I take nature walks

all the time.

I thought I’d be able

to trace my way out

but in the dark

all the trees took the same shape

and every turn

was identical.

Finally, exhausted

I lay down in the leaves

and stared up at the twisted branches.

How have I ended up

so far away

from my life?

I should be in school now.

Instead, I’m crouched in the brush

eating a single peanut butter cracker

and wondering

how I’m going to return.

I remember a book we read in school

called Hatchet, where a boy survives

in the woods with just a hatchet.

I could survive

only I don’t like to eat meat.

Could I eat leaves? Probably not.

I reach for an oak leaf

and wad it up in my mouth

and chew. It’s slightly bitter

but mostly nothing.

I swallow.

I’ll get out, but I’m not leaving

until I find you, Mothman.

I’ve come this far.

I try to listen close

as if I might be able to hear

the rush of the falls

but all I hear

is the forest’s chorus

of animal chattering

and wind through the branches.

Why Are You Hiding from Me?

Mothman,

you know I’m a trustworthy person.

You know I’m the boy

who writes you letters.

Why would

you invite me to your home

just to leave me lost here?

You know we are so similar.

You know I only want

to meet you.

So then

why are you being

so hard to find?

This afternoon

the sun seems to swell

larger than ever

and I crouch under

the shade of the trees.

I pace in my own head.

I need to find him

tonight. If I don’t

I’m going to run out of food

and then I’m going

to have to go home

defeated.

Mom and Dad

would watch me like hawks.

It would take maybe a year

for me to be able

to sneak out again.

If Lewis was with me

he would tell me

to relax

and enjoy the journey

or something like that—

what would he say?

It’s like

I can’t remember

what words he used anymore.

It’s not fair

at all how this year

is moving.

Soon it will be summer

and then soon it will be

another year

and high school

and I’ll have to learn calculus

and write essays and then it will be

already high school graduation

and soon

I will be an adult

and I will have to do all the adult things

like paying electric bills and doing taxes

and Lewis will still be Lewis

still drawing in the margins

of our spelling homework

and folding paper airplanes

to glide from one side of his yard

to the other.

Feral Children

I feel like maybe if I talk to you

that could help me find you

but I don’t have anywhere to write letters—

so I’ll just have to say what I’m thinking aloud.

Did you know

there have been instances

of children raised by wolves?

They’re called “feral” children.

Lewis would say sometimes

“I wish I had been raised like that

but it’s too late, now I’m stuck.”

Lewis never told his parents

he wanted to be called “Lewis.”

All the school announcements

said “Ella” and it made it all feel

less real—like we were holding

a funeral for Ella and not Lewis.

I’m sorry everything I say

is so sad. Is there something

you’re still sad about

even though it happened

a while ago?

The sun is setting again

and I feel relieved—like

only the dark is where we can meet.

I try to not think about

Mom and Dad because I know

they’ll be worried

but soon I’ll come back

and I’ll be so much better—

I’ll be a happy good kid

and I’ll have pictures of you

to show them

and they’ll understand

everything.

I actually think the forest path I’m on

is kind of familiar.

I think I’m going in the right direction

toward the falls.



I Fill a Backpack

I fill a backpack with

three apples

and a flashlight

and a laser pointer

and a blanket

and a bottle of water

and an old map of the local trails

from the visitor’s center.

I’m worried if I spend much longer packing

I’ll go back up to my room

and never leave

so I don’t grab anything else

but a granola bar

from the kitchen counter.

The front door widens

and I run through it

but close the screen door

quietly behind me.

A whole day has passed

and I feel like

he needs me to help navigate the woods

or else we’ll never find Mothman.

Mom and Dad are going to be

furious with me.

It will be worth it though

when we show everyone

what they thought we only imagined

is true.

I have this flickering thought.

What if we never come back?

What if we live

as monsters

with Mothman

forever?

I walk by the side of the road

because this is where

I usually go to start hiking in the woods.

No cars pass.

There’s no light

of streetlamps.

Just my flashlight

and my hopes

of finding Noah.



Is It Possible That the Forest Is Growing?

I step inside

and the trees seem

to stretch

and the grass reaches

up to my neck.

I am drowning

in dark.

I kneel down

and I believe

I am the only girl

in the entire world.

I am thinking of you, Noah

and how

much I have changed

since last year.

I do not think

I’m even the same girl.

Is that possible?

Will I keep changing?

Will you keep liking me?

I’m worried I like you

too much and what will happen

if I start to like you

less and less

as we get older.

And as I’m thinking about this

I glance down and

there is a deep black smudgy handprint

on the side of a tree.

Just like the one

you told us about

on your door.

I look up and I see another

and another farther away

on the side of

what I think is a tree

and then

I take a few steps forward

and I see it’s a sign.

It must be for a trail.

If I find Mothman

I’ll find you, Noah!!!

I Am Very Very Hungry

I am very very

very very

very very very hungry.

I eat that last peanut butter cracker tonight

and I cry a little as I do it.

This all seemed

much easier when I started.

We are deep in the second night.

I thought I would see you by now, Mothman.

I feel hopeless. I feel

like I might become

part of the woods and I hate

school projects and I hate

mornings and coats

and recess and bells

and the telephone and dinner

with Mom and Dad every night

when you’re out there somewhere

and I’m so close to finding you.

Please come—please.

I walk a little farther.

I really thought I was going in the right direction.

I almost mistake the sign for a tree.

I stop and read it.
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THE TIMES NEWS

MISSING CHILD

Local twelve-year-old child Nora Romano was reported missing last night. Last seen 24 hours ago on April 22 at her family’s home off Susquehanna Street.

Parents are reporting Romano likely went into the woods as part of a game. If you see her or have any knowledge of her whereabouts, please call 911 or the local police department.

Woods I

“Hello?” Hanna asks

as she hears a steady movement

in the distance.

It’s nothing like

the stumbling

of a deer or the skittering

of a squirrel.

It sounds deliberate.

A body—a boy.

“Hello?” Hanna asks

softer now.

“Noah?”

Woods II

“Noah?” the forest

asks and Noah

pushes through the brush—

over prickly branches

and over a fallen log

and over a mash of leaves.

For a moment

he doesn’t trust himself.

How could that

be Hanna?

How could she be here?

A trick of the woods?

He’s stumbling forward.

He doesn’t see her

just the lasting shadows

of the night.

Woods III

Suddenly, lantern light

on her face.

Bold and glowing.

His features

with their sharp shadows

in the woods.

Hanna and Noah

meet in front of

the same crumpled sign—

another one for the falls.

“You came?”

Noah asks.

“I found you,”

Hanna says.

“Are we lost?”

she asks.

“No, follow me,”

he says.

“Your eyes are red,”

Hanna says.

“I was crying,”

Noah admits.

“That’s OK.”

“I know.”

“What over?”

“I thought I was failing.”

“No, I won’t let you.”

“And I’m hungry,” Noah says.

Hanna crouches

and opens her bag.

They split

one of her apples.

The juice runs down

Noah’s elbows

and leaves sticky stains

on Hanna’s jeans.

Shadow I

“Are they worried?”

Noah asks.

“Yes, all of them,”

Hanna states.

“Though not as worried

as me.”

She’s joking

and also not joking.

Noah asks,

“Can I hold your hand?”

“In these woods?”

Hanna asks.

“Yes.”

“Yes, you can.”

“Why did you come?”

Noah asks.

“I think we’re going to find him,”

Hanna says.

“We are,”

Noah says.

“Have you seen

any shadows or handprints to follow?”

Hanna asks.

“No! Shadows? Handprints?”

he asks.

“Yes, shadowy handprints,

have you seen them?”

They’re walking

walking

walking

walking

Twig snap.

Rustle twitch.

Branch. Leaves.

Roots.

“No . . . not yet at least.”

“All right, I’ll keep

a lookout for them,

that is what we’re looking for, right?”

Hanna asks.

“Yes,”

Noah says

and then adds,

“But also

just listening

for the waterfalls.”

“Which one is more

important?”

Hanna asks.

“The handprints.

The falls are pretty big,”

he says.

“He could be

anywhere

around here.”

They continue

for some time.

Nothing to say.

Both tired.

Noah has

purplish bags

beneath his eyes.

Hanna wonders

if they’re safe.

She shines her light

at the base

of a huge oak

to her left.

She gasps and grabs

Noah’s shoulder.

Shadow II

Ink

seeping

down

tree-side.

The shape

of the creature

tall and thin.

A printed

monster

so much huger

than either of them.

Hanna clutching

Noah’s arm.

Noah grasping

the lantern

and peering further

to see another

just a few feet away.

“They’re following

the trail to the falls exactly,”

Noah says.

He snaps a picture—

the flash briefly

illuminating

twisted tree branches

fresh shadows

flocks of leaves.

Shadow III

They find one

after another

after another

after another

and before they know it

they’re running

in the dark

through the forest.

Hanna says,

“I can’t believe

I found you out here.”

Noah says,

“I’m sorry

you had to come.”

Hanna takes

Noah’s hand.

Noah thinks

her hands are

colder than he expected.

Maybe his are just warm.

“What should I say first?”

Noah asks

as they come upon

another shadow.

“Tell him everything,”

Hanna says.

“And you?”

Noah asks.

Hanna thinks.

“I’m going to tell him

about my goldfish

experiment.”

“I have my camera.

I’m going to ask

for one picture,”

Noah says,

gripping his camera

still dangling

from a strap

around his neck.
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Gone

But soon the shadows grow

smaller and smaller

and smaller

and sma-

ller

g

o

n

e.

Depths

Noah and Hanna are breathing heavy

from chasing the shadow marks

all around the rocks

near Glen Onoko Falls.

They look back

and see none behind them

and no more in front of them.

“We should sit down,”

Hanna says, her voice trembling.

“Yes, let’s sit down,”

Noah says.

“Maybe . . . maybe we should sleep

and try in the daylight,”

Hanna says.

This terrifies Noah.

He would be going on

three days out here

but he is tired.

“Maybe just a nap

and then we can

keep going,”

Noah says

as he walks

to the edge of the creek

at the bottom

of one of the falls.

Water gushes

down the rocks.

Some of it splashes

on his canvas shoes.

He thinks of Survivorman from TV

and Les Stroud’s searches

for food and water

and feels like

he’s not sure at all

what he’s doing.

Noah feels instantly younger.

He glances at Hanna

who is lying down in the leaves.

She says,

“I just want to shut my eyes

for a little bit.”

He says,

“OK, we can just

stop here then.”

I Have Started to Wonder

if maybe you don’t want to be found at all—

not by anyone

even by people who understand you

like me and Hanna.

But, if that’s true,

why did you give me the clues?

The drawing and then

your shadow prints?

Why did you invite me

into your world

only to not come and meet us?

I don’t know what that means—

if you never want to be found—

but I know it wouldn’t change

how I feel about you.

I just wish I knew why

you don’t let us see you.

It’s only us.

I guess then I’m thinking about

why a monster exists at all

and it seems like maybe

you always wanted

to be unknown.

I just wish I knew what to do.

I don’t tell Hanna

but I’m scared.

I’m so hungry

my stomach feels

like a metal bowl—the kind of bowl

Dad would use to make fruit salad

on a hot day

in June.

If we don’t find you by morning

I’m going to leave

and I promise

I won’t look for you again

even though

I’m not sure

how to go back

without

having

found

you.



The Night Is Sticky and Humid

There’s droplets of water

in my hair from the falls.

I feel like a tangle of grass

rather than a girl.

I am picturing a monster

covered in grass.

That will be me.

I turn over and see

you, Noah, are awake.

I’m starting to wonder

if we’re not going to find him—

and we’re going to have to leave

when the sun arrives

bright and orange

through the trees.

I feel like I’ve failed you somehow.

We did everything right—

where the heck are you, Mothman?

Don’t you know that Noah needs you?

I had got this image in my head

of everyone in our class

being like so amazed

at a picture we take.

I saw everyone asking us questions like

“How did you find him?”

and “What was it like?”

Everyone would believe us.

Everyone would believe you, Mothman.

Everyone would believe Noah.

Maybe seeing Mothman

would help them understand

who Noah is—like that Noah is Noah

and not Nora.

I feel like seeing Mothman

might just make people

listen to him more.

It’s not about being right.

It’s about proving to everyone

that there is so much

we still don’t know

about the deep beautiful forest and

about what it means to be people—

to be queer people.

I want everyone to say,

“Wow—wow”

and to have their minds

blown

their worlds

turned all kinds of ways—

just like mine was

when I first saw him.

I say, “Do you think we lost him?”

You say,

“No.”

I say,

“Where is he then?”

You sound

like you’re going to cry

as you say,

“I don’t know.”

I Don’t Know

I feel like I always had

some idea how to find you, Mothman

but I really don’t know.

The forest feels like

it’s constricting

around us—

like soon we’ll be stuck inside—

not turned into monsters

but just disappeared.

The thought makes my hands sweat.

I wish I would have tried

to take a nap

like Hanna did.

The night feels like

it’s lasted a whole year

and I get this other thought—

what if the sun

never comes up for us?

What if the world we’re trapped in

just gets darker

and darker

and darker.

Hanna sits up

and gives me one of her apples.

There are two left.

One for each of us.

It’s the last food we have.

She apologizes

for not sharing the granola bar she packed.

She ate it when

she first started trekking into the woods.

She says, “I didn’t know

we’d be here this long”

and I tell her it’s OK.

I feel silly for packing so little

to survive in the woods.

I imagine having to eat squirrels

and I wonder what Mothman survives on.

Hanna asks,

“Do you still like me?”

I’m confused because

of course I do. I like Hanna so much.

I say, “Yeah, of course.”

She’s quiet for a second

and then she asks,

“Did you used to like like Lewis?”

I never told her about that.

I feel weird—like it wasn’t only my secret to tell

but I trust Hanna so I say,

“Yes . . . I did.”

“Did you kiss?”

she asks.

“Yes,”

I say, and then we’re silent for

a few seconds.

“Do you like me

as much as you liked him?”

she asks.

I say,

“I like you both differently.

Not in amounts . . .”

“I know . . . I just feel sad sometimes,

there’s so much he knows about you

that I can’t.”

“You can,” I say.

Hanna nods

and I’m not sure what she means.

“Do you think one day

you’ll have surgery or something

to make yourself a boy?”

she asks.

She’s the first person

to ever ask that.

“Maybe . . . I don’t know.

I think I am a boy

with or without it

so I just have to figure it out,”

I say and then I ask her,

“Do you think you’ll be

a fish scientist one day?”

Hanna smiles.

“Yes, I think I’m going to be a biologist.”

“Like a fish doctor?”

I ask.

“No, no—I want to help all animals.

Maybe a zoologist

or a veterinarian, which I guess is

kind of like a fish doctor.”

“Maybe you can take care of cryptids

when they get sick,”

I say, mostly joking.

Hanna pokes me in the arm.

“That would be a good hobby.

You could help me.”

I Feel Guilty

I wish Hanna hadn’t come

because I’m scared

we’ll be stuck here forever.

I set my lantern up

as if it’s a fire, circling stones around it.

I think of how

real moths are drawn to light

and I hope

this helps you know

we’re ready

to meet you.

Hanna says,

“We could try

to make a real fire.”

I say,

“I’m scared we’d start a forest fire.”

Hanna says,

“You’re right.”

We sit shoulder to shoulder.

She leans her head

on me and I feel a prickling sensation

all over—like I want

to never let go of her.

Do you have someone

you can feel that with?

Maybe I am glad she came.

Hanna asks,

“What will you be when you grow up

you think?”

I say,

“I don’t know yet—

Maybe someone who looks

for lost creatures.

Not just cryptids, but like

animals people think

are extinct.”

Hanna beams

and says,

“I’ve always wanted to find

a carrier pigeon!”

I say,

“When you weren’t here yet

I was thinking about

how much I wish I had

a carrier pigeon!”

Hanna says,

“We were thinking the same thing.

I keep thinking about them

ever since we learned about them

in history class last week.”

“When the Sun Comes Up, Are We Going to Go Back?”

Hanna asks.

and my first instinct is to say

“No,

never.”

I guess I do want

to go back to having food

and a bed and all

but I don’t want to go back

to school

and home

and classmates laughing at me

and having to explain who I am

over and over again.

I tell her, “Yes and no.

I’m not really sure right now.”

She nods and says,

“Me too . . . For me I think it would be

100% no if we had brought Molly and Alice.

Then we could just

be forest people, right?”

I smile.

I miss them too.

Hanna Has the Idea to Turn Our Lights Off

She says,

“If we’re thinking of going back

in the morning

we should try everything we can

while it’s still dark.

Maybe it needs

to be darker for him to come closer.

He always only comes

at night—the darkness probably

makes him feel safe and comfortable.”

She switches the light off quick.

The darkness is deeper

than we’ve known before.

I fumble for her hand in the dark

before we frantically turn

the lamp back on.

In that second, I wondered

how I could know that was really

Hanna’s hand and not the hand

of someone else or a ghost

or a demon or anything

lurking in the woods.

Hanna says, “All right, are you ready?”

Only the sound of the waterfalls

rushes on in the background.

I look up and see how

in the night

the water itself

looks black.

“I am ready,”

I say.

“You can turn it off again.”

We are going now

into the dark.

Dark

Thumb

and palms

and cold worried hands

and feet making way

through the brush

and rustling

rustling

rustling.

Branch quiver.

Bug muttering.

Cool water-slick stone

and boulder

and falling water.

“Ouch.”

“Are you OK?”

“Yes, just bumped into

a tree.”

“Do you see that?”

“No, no.”

“Do you hear that?”

“Yes—that way.”

Tree stretching higher,

cradle the moon

like a dinner plate.

Trembling hands.

Laughing water

of a creek.

Wet shoes

and black water.

Cupped palms

and water dripping

down faces

and necks.

“It’s so cool

and fresh,”

Hanna says.

“Let’s keep moving,”

Noah says

reaching again

for her

and brushing his fingers

across her shoulder.

Noise

They grab on to each other

and trip into the water.

Elbows on river rocks.

Pouring water.

Noah imagines

what if they were

on top of the falls

slipping

from the edge

of the cliff—

the plummet.

Crowds of rocks below.

The ghosts of teenagers

jumping over and over

from the waterfall’s edge.

“Are you OK?”

Noah asks.

“Yes,

are you?”

Hanna asks.

Noah doesn’t answer

but says,

“Did you hear that?”

The noise comes again,

louder this time.

Not a bird call

or an insect

but somewhere in between—

almost like

the water has

a voice—

The sound emerges

from the direction

of the falls.

A shiver runs through them.

They are scared

in the same way they were scared

on the steps

watching Mothman’s figure

standing outside

Noah’s front door.

Noah imagines them

as two little pins

in a great huge map

of Pennsylvania—

all the little veins

of rivers and roads

and Hanna and him

are out far away

from all that.

Noise II

“We should follow it, right?”

Hanna asks, hesitant.

“Yes,” Noah says,

unsure, and adds,

“How do we follow it though

if it’s coming

from the . . . water?”

Hanna helps him stand up

in the stream.

They’re both dripping wet

and the creek

comes up

to their waists.

Forward is

a pool at the fall’s feet.

“Do we swim?”

Hanna asks.

“Can you swim?”

Noah asks.

“I can doggy paddle,”

Hanna says.

“Me too.”

The water spray feels good

on their faces

as the water deepens

the closer they get to the falls.

The noise comes again—

it feels inches

from their faces.

They tread water.

A few more feet and they’d be

under the downpour

of the falls.

“Is it possible

Mothman won’t be . . . you know,

friendly?”

Hanna asks,

shouting over

the roar of the water.

“I was thinking that too,”

Noah says.

“What do we do?”

Hanna asks.

Noise III

And all Noah can think is

Lewis would know

Lewis would know

Lewis would know

Lewis would know

what to do—

But in another corner

of his mind he knows

Lewis doesn’t know anything

not anymore.

Would Lewis even really know

what the deep dark of the woods

is like?

How did they end up

so far apart?

Hanna wonders

if she should have come at all.

She pictures them both

being devoured by the dark

of the pool beneath them.

One huge mouth.

The noise gets louder

and Noah says,

“Maybe we should just

swim to the shore

and wait for it to pass?”

“But we might miss him?”

Hanna asks.

“But you just said

maybe he’s not nice?”

Noah replies,

not annoyed, just confused.

“I know I know—

I’m just going back and forth.”

Waiting

Hanna listens to

the water.

Gushing—crashing.

Is there more

than before?

The noise continues.

More a scream now

than anything else.

She wants to cover her ears

but she needs to keep paddling

to stay above water.

She wonders ahead in time.

What will they look like

in five years?

in six years?

The year is almost over.

They’ll be seventh graders soon.

They won’t have recess

or snack break.

Will she like it?

What if she doesn’t?

Could she really just

not have to go back?

Would it be so bad

to be devoured

by the night—

to emerge a monster?

To emerge

as a moth person?

Volume

The noise becomes so loud

Noah covers his ears

and so does Hanna.

They bob in the water.

Their ears are ringing.

Noah tries to say,

“Maybe we should run?”

but Hanna doesn’t hear him

between the scream

and the crashing

and water

in their mouths.

Lewis

Noah thinks of the first days

Lewis and him would talk about

cryptid hunting.

Could Lewis have even imagined this?

Noah is scared.

He wonders if Lewis would be scared.

If he could go back,

he would have invited

Lewis over that night

and then Lewis would be there with them.

No—maybe that’s not true.

How would Noah have talked to Molly?

And then talked to Hanna?

Noah’s mind is in knots.

He’s crying and wishing

he was back home

or at least on land.

He’s crying because

not even finding Mothman

will bring Lewis back.

Mothman

In an instant

all the color escapes

from every tree

and every stone

and every leaf

and every corner

of the forest.

All sound

evaporates—

even the sound

of the falling water.

The trees warp,

parting open

for him.

Noah and Hanna

hold on to each other—

floating in the water.

He says nothing.

Emerges from

the curtains of water

like a great

dark bird.

Red glowing eyes.

Red, the only color

in the whole scene.

Not a man or a bird.

Bigger than a horse.

Tall as a tree

with thick veiny wings.

Stares at Hanna and Noah

and they stare back.

Noah opens his mouth

to try to say something

but no sound comes out—

The creature beats his wings

and reaches out a clawed hand.

Noah reaches his hand out

and Hanna does too

and they touch for a moment.

A dull electric thrumming

runs through his body.

Tears are streaming

down Noah’s face.

He is here.

He is alive.

The creature is

so beautiful and true.

And in one motion

he scoops them from the pool

and sets them gently

on the shore.

They stare up at him

as he lands,

making miniatures of them.

The creature pauses

before dropping

the journal of letters

on the ground

in front of them.

“You can keep it,”

Noah says.

“I want you to keep it.”

Mothman stares

as if to say

he did not want

their letters

to end.

“You should keep it,”

Noah says.

“I promise

I’ll find you again

letters or not.”

Mothman looks at the book

and picks it up

in his needlelike fingers.

Farewell

And just like that

the sound returns—

rushes into their bodies

knocking them both back

from the roar

of the tumbling water.

Mothman, the creature,

swoops over their heads

and away from the falls—

darting then between the trees.

All the surrounding branches

rustle

and shake.

All colors look strange

and wobbly.

Hanna and Noah

look at each other,

tears still streaming

down their faces

mixed with

the water

still dark in the night.
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Dear Mothman,

I’m writing you a letter

in my heart, but I feel like maybe

I’m not really writing to you

at all anymore.

It’s not that you weren’t what I expected—

I guess I just don’t know how to feel.

I don’t have any answers. I guess

I thought we would sit down and talk—

I guess I thought you would be gentler

and less . . . gigantic.

I’m not saying you should be any different.

It must be hard to live the way you do.

I’m still trying to understand

what it meant and why you stripped the color away

and where I should go now.

I have been trying to find you for so long

and now I did and I don’t think

you want us to look for you anymore.

Were you saying “goodbye”?

I don’t think I can say that yet.

We’re still in the woods

and morning is coming.

The sky is orangish and tinged blue.

Hanna and I haven’t said much to each other.

I asked, “Can we just sit for a little?”

She said, “Yes. I’m so tired,”

and she lay down

in the leaves next to me to sleep.

We Walk for Maybe an Hour

and finally

we hear the sound of cars

rushing along the highway.

I know the road—the winding one

that runs toward the lake.

Hanna says, “That’s the road!”

We are both so hungry we cry.

I say, “I’m so sorry”

feeling like maybe she won’t like me anymore

after everything. She kisses my dirt-smudged cheek

and says, “I’m glad I saw him too.”

We reach the road and watch cars pass for a few minutes

before trying to go anywhere.

The diner is perched across the highway

and I dream of thick cakey waffles.

We have no money, but we go anyway

and everyone recognizes me

as the “girl” who went missing.

The waitress who sees us first

looks terrified, as if she’s seeing ghosts.

We must look totally awful.

She thinks I’m a girl

and I don’t correct her. Two lost girls.

I am so so tired.

She gives us breakfast for free

while she calls first my parents

and then Hanna’s.

I overhear one waitress say to another

“I can’t believe they’re alive.”

I’m realizing, I can’t believe

I’m alive either

and I’m wondering what it means

that I came so close

to the world of monsters

and that I came back.

I’m Home Now

My room is quiet.

My parents are quiet.

I just want to sleep for now.

I also want to write a letter

to Mothman.

I wonder if

he’ll still respond

in a new notebook or

if something

has changed.

I picture his fingers

around the journal

as I fall

asleep.

Home

Since I got home

Mom and Dad haven’t stopped hugging me

and ruffling my hair and touching my hands

and I keep wondering when they’re going to start

asking me questions.

It’s still the day after we got back

and nothing feels real.

I want to call Hanna. I hope she isn’t grounded.

I feel bad I got her caught up in all my mess.

The science fair is only two days away.

I hope her fish still listen to her.

I hate that all these things are rushing back at me.

Homework. School.

I miss how in the woods

they faded away,

masked by

the voices

of animals and trees.

At Dinner

I can’t think of anything to say.

I put the fork to my mouth

and Mom and Dad try to talk about nonsense

even though I can tell they want me

to say something.

All I can think of

is how I have too many questions

I want to ask Mothman

and I’m wondering

if he ever would respond

or if maybe some questions

are less like things you could respond to

in a letter

and more like doorways—

something you walk through

again and again.



Dear Noah,

I’m writing you this letter

for my imaginary carrier pigeon.

I’ll probably really just

leave it in your desk

or your cubby in the morning.

I can’t believe this is our life.

We did that—

we did all of that!

I think Molly and Alice are kinda jealous

but it would have been hard for us all

to like meet that night.

I tried to downplay some parts of it

so they don’t feel bad.

I called them both today

after they got home

from school.

I had the day off

because I was so tired.

They said you weren’t at school

so I guess you were off too.

I tried to call your house

but no one picked up.

I am really surprised

that my parents weren’t madder at me.

Well, I mean yeah, they were like

“Don’t you ever do that again,”

but they didn’t really say anything else.

I’ve never been grounded before

and I’m not even getting grounded!

Have you ever been grounded?

Also, I didn’t tell them

about actually seeing Mothman.

I just told them I was looking

for you.

I hope that’s OK.

It’s kind of a lie

because I made it sound

like I just left to help you

when really

I also wanted to see Mothman.

—Hanna



Dear Noah,

Also, I practiced with my fish

all night to make sure

they were ready to go.

Next stop, science fair

and then

THE WORLD!

—Hanna

I Wish This Year Wasn’t Almost Over

In the cafeteria, everyone has started assembling

their science fair projects.

We’re allowed to come after school with a parent

to work on them if we want.

Some people have come every day. Alice is building

a whole soil-testing display. I think she got the idea

because her dad is a park ranger.

Hanna’s dad brings in a huge tank to fill with water.

Molly pins diagrams to her trifold

and sets up clay models.

I feel sad my display doesn’t have much.

I have a few pictures of you from before we went into the woods

and I have three charts Mom helped me make on the computer

to show off the survey results even though

I don’t have as many

as Mrs. Almond said I should.

I don’t care if I do good anymore—

I just want to pass this year.

I have to make up the lessons I missed from school

those two days

so all night until bedtime Mom and Dad sit with me

to work on it. I feel like I’m just floating—

like none of this really matters anymore.

I hope I feel normal again soon

but I’m worried this isn’t going to pass.

What if I feel sad and murky like this

for a long long time?

I Call Hanna Today to Talk About the Woods

after I read her letters

she left on my desk.

To be honest, I was kind of avoiding it.

I saw she called a few times

and I just couldn’t call her back.

It’s like my body was like

nope—not talking about anything yet.

I say, “I’m sorry I didn’t call you yesterday.

I should have . . .”

She says, “It’s OK. I understand.

I was really really tired.

I just don’t know like what to do with myself now.”

“Me either,” I say.

“What happened to us?”

I try to think of something comforting to say.

“I don’t know . . . I really don’t know.”

“That was Mothman—it really was.

I don’t think anyone will ever believe us.

You saw that all too, right?”

“I was there, I saw it too,” I say.

“I just . . . I just am going to be thinking about him.

Is he lonely? What did that mean?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I think though

he wanted us to know he really is there.

Maybe he was as nervous to meet us

as we were to meet him.

Like maybe Mothman felt scared

in the same way I feel scared

of telling everyone I’m really Noah

and not Nora.”

“Should we tell anyone? Like about Mothman?

What we saw?”

Hanna asks.

“Maybe, I’m not sure,” I say.

“I’m not either,” Hanna says.

“Hey, Noah?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you for showing that all to me.”

I am quiet for a second.

I feel this like rush of feelings

and tears hot on my face.

I just didn’t think

I would make any friends after Lewis was gone—

I thought it would be just me and Mothman

and this darkness

that was so thick inside me

it felt like a whole person.

“Thank you,” I say, not knowing

how to tell Hanna all that.

I rub my face with the back of my hand.

“See you at the science fair tomorrow?”

I ask.

“See you then—I’m going to win a prize, I think!”

“You better, your fish are awesome!”



Dear Noah,

I feel like I’m better at talking in letters

than talking aloud

so I’m writing another to you.

I wish we would have talked longer

on the phone tonight.

I have been drawing Mothman

to try to remember what he looked like.

I wanted to tell you

but I was scared you’d think

that was weird. I know you wouldn’t

but it’s hard to know

how to trust myself and my brain

after everything in the woods.

I tried to tell Alice and Molly

but I stopped and I lied and said

we only thought we saw Mothman

in the distance.

Haha, now THEY want to escape

into the woods.

Molly says

she wants to go this summer though

“so she doesn’t miss school

like us.”

Maybe we can all go

but not to look for Mothman

just to go camping.

I’m excited to see

what Mothman display you bring

to the science fair tomorrow . . .

or today I guess because I’m not giving you

this letter till tomorrow.

—Hanna

It’s Late and I Can’t Sleep Again

I’m worried if I get up and

Mom and Dad hear me

they’ll think I’m leaving again.

Still, I can’t sleep.

I keep thinking about how I want

a better science fair display

or maybe I just want

the display to like show

how amazing everything I’ve learned is.

What can I do

to show them what Mothman is like?

What I am really like?

Then, do I really want to show my class everything?

To show them everything

not just about Mothman

but what being a monster means—

how it’s like being a queer person?

That I’m a queer person.

The beauty of the unknown darkness

and wild magic

of a creature

so few people get to see.

I decide it’s late

and Mom and Dad

probably won’t get up.

I go downstairs

to look out the back door

toward the forest

to think about what else

I can do.



Dear Mothman,

Are you reading the journal of letters?

I picture you

rereading them before you fall asleep.

I am writing these in a new one

not to send

but just to save

for myself.

It’s OK if you never respond again.

I understand it’s different for you.

I don’t think your body

lets you talk like I do.

I’m looking out into the woods.

I have to talk to Mr. Cariño again, my school counselor

and I know I won’t

be able to tell him about you.

I’ll have to invent some metaphors.

A metaphor is like a symbol, I think—

a way of saying something.

It’s harder to make metaphors

than similes, but I like metaphors more.

Instead of saying “meeting you was like

getting hit by a train,” I’d just say

“I was hit by a train when I met you.”

See, more dramatic.

I don’t know where the train example came from.

I could also say “Losing Lewis

is still taking me apart,

bone by bone.”

—Noah



Dear Mothman,

I didn’t see you

in the woods

but I do have an idea

for how to really show

what my science fair project

is about.

—Noah

I Slept Maybe Three Hours Last Night

but it’s done and I’m ready!

I just have to hope now that Molly and Alice and Hanna

will help me execute

the plan.

In the living room last night

I assembled all my black clothes

and cut apart an old T-shirt to make wings.

I worked as quietly as I could.

The wings are a little lopsided, but

maybe that’s better so they look a little more authentic.

Then I rummaged in the drawers

to collect all the flashlights I could and taped the flashlights to the wings.

I’m glowing. I turned off the bathroom light

to see what I looked like illuminated in the dark.

Not exactly like Mothman

but pretty close.

I’m going to show myself

and “Mothman” to my class!



The Plan:

1) Costume stuffed into my backpack

2) Locate all the light switches in the cafeteria (hopefully no more than three).

3) Right as the fair is starting, ask to go to the bathroom. Change into my costume.

4) Molly and Hanna and Alice turn off the lights right as everyone is starting to show off their displays.

5) I emerge from the doorway—Behold, Mothman!

6) Everyone thinks it’s supercool.

7) Turn lights on.

I Know This All Seems Kind of Silly

to make a spectacle

in front of everyone.

Maybe in a few years I’ll think it’s embarrassing

but I want to do something BIG for once.

I want people to see me—

I want it to be so unexpected

they wouldn’t think to tease me.

We Talk in Whispers at Snack Time

sitting in our little desk pod of four.

Around the room, other kids

are all talking about the science fair today.

Molly says, “I’m jealous, I want to be Mothman, haha!”

but she adds, “Totally I’ll help you turn off the lights.”

Alice says, “I bet everyone will scream!

I can’t wait!”

Hanna says, “You should stand on your display table

for added effect.”

Molly says, “The only problem is

there are four switches in the cafeteria . . .”

Hanna says, “I’ll just run and get both.”

I know it’s silly

but that makes me really really sad.

I am thinking

Lewis could have shut the light off.

I don’t tell them that though

because that would be sad.

Detention

My school doesn’t have detention

but if it did, I would probably get it

for everything.

I wouldn’t care though if I did.

I feel like I’m in a TV show or something—like I’m making

a huge statement in front of the school.

Everyone is going to see me!

They’re going to think—

Maybe there’s something cool

about believing in monsters

and believing we can change

ourselves if we want to. Maybe

Nora really is Noah.

Haha. I wish. I don’t know

if they will actually think all of that.

But maybe. Maybe one or two people will

and they’ll feel less alone.

Almost all of them still think me being “Noah”

is just a game that me and

Hanna and Alice and Molly play.

They don’t understand

that being trans is magical

and awesome and where I feel at home.

They don’t understand

that Lewis was fantastic like this

and there’s so much that’s sad—

but for a minute

I want to celebrate him like this.



Dear Lewis,

This is something you would do.

Well, I guess I don’t know what you would do.

Really, we would have done a project together.

It would have been different.

You would have taken the lead. You would have said

“help me” do this or “what do you think?” about that.

We would have lain in your backyard

and looked up at the tree branches.

There are some things I have no one to tell.

Of course, Mom says I can tell Mr. Cariño anything

but she doesn’t know what you know.

I know it’s weird but I feel like

it was you in the woods. That would be kind of cool

if you became Mothman—something powerful

and like immortal. I think even if I told Hanna that

she’d think it was a little strange, or maybe she wouldn’t.

Maybe it’s also true that there are some things

I don’t want to tell anyone else but you.

Forever and ever your best friend,

Noah

Today Is the Day . . .

I keep hoping this will be enough

enough to show everyone

who I am and who Mothman is

and then I think maybe

it matters more how I feel when it’s over than what my classmates think

I feel grateful for my friends

that they’re willing to risk getting in trouble

to help me share this with everyone.

All of Us in Mrs. Almond’s Sixth-Grade Class

line up to walk to the cafeteria

and the other sixth-grade class

is walking too.

Before we leave

I grab my backpack.

Mrs. Almond asks

“What’s that for?”

I just say

“It has stuff for my display.”

In the Bathroom

I go to the stall at the far end of the room.

I hang my backpack on the hook

and remove my costume.

In the neon overhead light

it looks less impressive than it did

the night before.

I feel tired

and I just think of how nice it will be

to lie in bed after school.

In the costume

I turn around

and flick each flashlight on.

Now I just

need to wait.

Molly and Hanna and Alice Almost Miss My Clap

It’s faint in the loud room

full of all my classmates talking about

their projects

but they all perk up

and slip into their places.

Each of their fingers

touch the light switches

and they hesitate a moment

bracing for the dark.

Lights Out

We were right,

everyone does scream or yell

and one kid says “Damn!”

Even teachers have a moment

of confusion, trying to look for each other

in the room only lit

by the three small windows.

Slits of white light.

Then in the doorway

I arrive in my costume

and my glowing flashlights

of varying hues.

I kind of expected to feel larger

but instead I feel

kind of small.

I walk to the center of the room.

No one stops me.

I am trying to remain

graceful and confident—

like Mothman in the woods.

What should I say?

Maybe I should say nothing?

Why didn’t I think

of something to say?

Taking in the room

I can see everyone

looking at me—

all the other kids

and the teachers.

Hanna shouts, “It’s Mothman!”

from the other side of the room.

She starts clapping

and then so does Molly

and Alice and a few other kids

and then all the other kids

and then

the teachers even.

They flick

the lights

back on

and I show my face.

Now they can see who I am.

There’s a long silence.

I’m bracing for

jokes

and laughs

and whooping and chuckling

but instead

the silence just stretches longer

until Hanna shouts again

but playfully this time

“Mothman Noah! Mothman Noah!”

Alice and Molly join in

and they get a few more kids

to start chanting too

until Mrs. Almond finally

blows her recess whistle

and says,

“All right! Enough!”

I Didn’t Get Detention, Which Is Good

because I don’t think I’d do well just sitting for hours.

I would like need to walk around or something.

Mrs. Almond told me my science fair project was “creative”

and I’m not sure if she believes in Mothman, but that’s OK.

She told me my graphs were good, and I told her I think

there’s still more research to do.

Mrs. Almond said, “That’s good . . . if you’re doing more research, make sure . . .

you bring one of your parents with you this time.”

Maybe she still thinks I disappeared into the woods

to run away or because I was lost. I think my parents think that too—

or they think I’m just crazy, which honestly wouldn’t be the worst thing.

I don’t mind thinking differently than other people.

I wouldn’t even know I was “Noah” if I thought like everyone else.

The best part of the science fair was Hanna got a prize for her goldfish.

She cried and I didn’t understand why. It wasn’t sad.

It was a good thing. Molly and Alice and me hugged her

and then we lined up to get our bags to go home.

After this week, we have only a few more days of school.

It’s going to rain tonight, and I’m hoping Mothman will come visit

but I have this feeling he’s moved on to another town

to visit more weird boys and girls and kids and people.

If I could add to my science fair project, I would try to answer

not if monsters exist but what they’re here for—

it’s much more interesting.

I think monsters are here

to make people like me feel less alone.

I Was Really Hoping Mothman Would Come Again

and this time

that he’d come stay for a sleepover.

I am quiet. I just sit on the stairs alone.

I know it’s silly, but I start crying—

like all this crying

I didn’t know I had in me.

I guess I am tired and sad that he is somewhere else.

Mom and Dad hear me and they get up

and rush to find me.

I feel guilty for waking them up on a school night AGAIN.

Mom says, “Honey, what’s going on?

Did you have a bad dream?”

Dad says, “It’s OK—you’re OK.”

I lie and say I couldn’t sleep, so we sit up together

in the living room.

The sound of rain

surrounds us.

But then it starts to slow

and it stops.

Silence fills the house

and together

we go to sleep.

When the Sun Wakes Me Up

I am grouchy

because there’s been so many days

my brain won’t let me sleep.

I pull on my clothes

and look out the window

just to see the forest,

turning away to look for my shoes.

I look out the window again

wishing the journal was at

the foot of the tree

where it always used to be.

I’m wondering if

I can still leave him letters

even though the journal is his.

A part of me misses

what it felt like

to leave those early letters

before I knew everything

I do now

about Mothman

and his deep and wonderful woods.

How would he know

if I leave a letter now?

He probably won’t know.

Will Mothman forget me

after years and years of traveling

and finding new people

and new places to hide and explore?

I think maybe

I want to write to him again

even if he doesn’t find it—

even if only the forest sees

what I say.

Even if maybe really

it’s just for myself.



Dear Mothman,

I was scared to start writing again.

I don’t have as much to say to you right now

and I’m still thinking about

how the letters are not the same thing

they used to be.

Yesterday was the last day of school

and afterward Molly and Alice and Hanna and I

got ice cream at this parlor near Hanna’s house.

I held her hand and she asked me

if we would still be together this summer

and I felt sad she thought something had ended

but I also realized I hadn’t called her much

since we went into the woods.

Clutching her ice cream cone, Molly asked

“What do you think seventh grade will be like?

Like are you scared?” Alice took a bite

from the bottom of her cone

and Hanna said, “I am” and I nodded too.

We were quiet for a few more beats.

I wanted to say something cliché like

“At least we’ll have each other,” but

we aren’t even sure whose classes we’ll be in.

Hanna slipped her hand in mine

and Alice asked, “If it doesn’t work out

you guys can just show us how to run away

and live in the woods.”

—Noah



Dear Noah,

One of my fish died

when I got home from the science fair.

I felt bad—like it was my fault

for lugging him to school

and making him do his little trick

for everyone.

I’m inventing a cryptid for him—

like he’s a ghost goldfish

and when you tap on a window, he comes.

So many ghost stories kind of start like this.

Someone coming back—

a memory returning to life.

I think I’ll be inventing these things forever

because of you.

I have to admit

sometimes still I stand out

and look at the forest

hoping to see a glimmer of something—

anything. I am happy there are things

we don’t know but I wish I knew

what was going to happen

next year.

I’m not going to send you this

I just want to keep it

like you kept letters

to Mothman in your journal.

Maybe I’ll write a few

and give them to you in a really long time—

like when you’ve almost forgotten everything.

—Hanna



Dear Mothman,

It’s been a few months

since I wrote to you again

but now I feel like I know

you’re not going anywhere

even if you don’t visit like you used to

or leave me doodles or letters.

Maybe you don’t live

only in this forest

but in any deep beautiful darkness.

Even if you don’t ever respond

I think I’ll keep writing you letters.

I guess they will now be

just for me.

I don’t think I’ll be able

to write as often as I was.

The summer was fast

and long. I caught fireflies

and released them. I kissed Hanna twice

at the park and we dropped leaves

into the river, and one day we all went to the zoo

together; even our parents came too.

We saw a monkey hang upside down

and a snake with red eyes in the reptile house.

The animals were cool, but I told Hanna

“I want to just release them all.”

Hanna said, “Yes, but they’d like

all die in Pennsylvania.”

I thought about a zoo for cryptids

and how sad that would be.

I have been thinking I’m glad

I never got a real picture of you.

Maybe it wasn’t right for me

to want that from you.

Tell me, Mothman, do you ever look at yourself

and feel surprised by who you’ve become?

I looked in the mirror today

and I saw a boy—I felt like a real person.

Soon it will be September.

Your fellow cryptid,

Noah
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“A hauntingly moving examination of grief, friendship,
and identity, reminiscent of my favorite classics.
Robin Gow has a magic with words, stirring and shining a
light on the deepest of emotions, leaving behind goosebumps
(and tears) for Noah’s story. This book is a gift.”

“Dear Mothman gives us all the chance to step out
of the shadows—when we’re ready. Gow has crafted
a story full of secrets, sadness, and the gentle
thrill of knowing who you are.”

“This tender story explores the emotional journey
of navigating loss and feelings of being different. It
illuminates the power of friendship, imagination, and
compassion to make a person feel celebrated for exactly

who they are. An important heart-book that will make

young readers feel seen and understood.”
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