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For Susan Edgington,

without whom I might

never have

hugged a redwood.

And in memory of

Charles Weigert,

whose odd Ocala home

delighted my nightmares

and inspired the Heights.

[image: A grey feather.]
For content warnings,

Jill invites you to visit her website at

jillbaguchinsky.com/MTDKY-content/.







Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

Tap here to learn more.
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ephemera
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There’s a loose floorboard in a hidden room in a strange stone house that sits in a remote cluster of redwoods in Northern California. Nestled in the hollow space under that floorboard is a dusty leather travel case, the sort that might once have held cosmetics and toiletries.

Tucked away inside the case are the last hints of a family that did not end well.

The contents of the case look like simple ephemera—newspaper clippings and faded photographs, bent postcards and torn pages—the sort of insignificant flotsam that gathers in drawers or lies forgotten in lost pocketbooks crammed in the corners of closets. It’s the kind of detritus that piles in odd places because those who collect it don’t know where else to put it. They don’t want to keep it, not really, but they can’t quite let it go. They stow it away, and it drifts, it settles, it rots.

The case under the floorboard holds the heart of the house, and that heart is oil-dark and shrunken, foul… and mostly still, which is for the best.

Nothing good happens when that heart beats.
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I​’m on my way to the graveyard the evening things start to go wrong.

Barefoot as usual, I jog along on my toes like a careful cat, slipping through feathers of sword ferns and gathers of heart-shaped sorrel. Redwood trunks rise around me like cathedral columns, their dizzyingly high branches forming vaulted arches overhead. The sun that peeked out earlier this afternoon wasn’t enough to burn off the thick tendrils of fog mingling amid the treetops before an evening cloud bank rolled in. That mist clings to branches and needles, condensing, dripping over a ground cover that rarely has a chance to dry. Dusk sighs and settles its way through the forest, shadowing my view of the path before me, but I don’t need much light to find my way, not to this solemn spot.

Ahead, a collection of small painted stones lies amid the roots of a hulking redwood, surrounding it like a fairy ring. The tree is a notable behemoth, even in a forest full of giants; its trunk is more than fourteen feet in diameter, marked by a yawning fire cavity at its base. There was a time—decades ago, probably—when this part of the forest burned. Fire gnawed and snapped away at the redwood’s trunk, charring through to its heartwood and smoldering inside for days or weeks. The tree still lives, just with a natural cave at its base.

I call that tree the Notch—the hollow is large enough for me to fit inside, but it’s little more than a notch in such an enormous trunk. I like to think that the Notch holds and keeps the memories I bring it, the tiny things that would otherwise rot and fade and disappear without ever being noticed. They deserve to be remembered.

Tonight I’m ferrying a mouse, little more than a baby, smaller than my pinky. I found it this afternoon; it lay in the yard near the tree line, already cool and stiff, the blood on its nut-brown fur mostly dry. I don’t know its story, but I can imagine—nature is often cruel, and death is common in the woods. I wrapped it in a scrap of fabric and nestled it in the tiniest box I could find, and now I dig a miniature grave in the rich, dark soil near the Notch and tuck the mouse inside to sleep. After smoothing the dirt back into place, I mark the resting spot with a painted stone from my pocket—light blue this time, with a small mouse silhouette stenciled in navy.

I do this whenever I find a dead animal on our property. My brother says it’s a waste of my time—I could just leave these things to the wilderness, let it claim them back—but does a life deserve less respect just because it’s small and brief?

My mother thinks I’ll catch a disease, touching dead things. But she also thinks I should wear shoes in the woods. She doesn’t understand how well I know this place, how certain I am that my forest won’t hurt me. I let her think that I keep my shoes on out here, just so she doesn’t worry. It’s not always convenient to listen to one’s mother.

I stand and brush the dirt from my hands. The scent of it is deep and lush, a comforting mismatch of decay and potential. I should head back, but first I close my eyes and tilt my face toward the looming treetops. I inhale deeply, filling my lungs with damp forest. There’s a metallic whisper of ozone in the air, and I wonder if it will rain tonight.

My eyes snap open when I hear the voice.

It’s soft, distant. Female, young but not a little girl. At first I assume it was a trick of the breeze, but then it comes again, pleading and too faint to understand.

I hesitate. This forest belongs to my family; it’s private property, clearly posted and remote. No one should be nearby except for the father and son who have arranged to rent our guest cottage, and they haven’t arrived yet. Still, we do get the occasional lost hiker or nosy trespasser. They tend to be harmless, but my fingers slip into my hoodie pocket anyway and wrap around the key chain canister of pepper spray my mother insists I carry in the forest. Just in case, I can almost hear her say. I swallow back my uncertainty and call out, “Hello?”

The voice is slightly clearer this time, although it still sounds far away. I still can’t quite make out what it says, but I almost think it cries please.

Something twists in my chest, and I take a few careful steps in what I think is the right direction. “Where are you? Do you need help?”

The only answer it gives is a fragile, plaintive whimper.

“What are you doing out here?” I keep walking, trying to follow the voice. It could be coming from almost anywhere, echoing weakly through the trees, muted and twisted by the fog. “If you could yell a little louder, it would help me find you!”

Instead, the voice grows quieter, settling into little more than a murmur. I think it says please again, but it’s impossible to tell for sure.

“I’m trying to help you!” I yell, locking my throat against the nervous wobble that tries to work its way into my voice. “I just don’t know where you are!”

Something tickles over my cheek—an insect, I assume. A moth searching for light in the deepening dusk. I reach up to brush it away, but it’s already gone.

The voice is gone, too.

“Hello?” I yell again, and then I go very still, listening. When I don’t get an answer, I keep walking, ignoring the unease that creeps up my spine. If someone’s lost out here, I can’t just leave them alone. It’s getting darker.

But they’ve stopped answering.

I keep walking, listening, hoping, until a far-off growl makes me pause. It’s gruff and mechanical—an engine, not an animal—and it’s accompanied by a faint squeal. Is that squeal what I’ve been hearing? As I pick my way through the shadowed woods, following both sounds now, I catch the distant wink of headlights through the trees on the narrow, twisting dirt road that leads to Cross Cottage. A U-Haul sputters uphill, passing the dusty crossroad that gives Cross Cottage its name. As the van gets closer, some component of its engine squeals again in protest, and I’m surer that the voice I’ve been chasing wasn’t a voice at all.

With a grimace, I watch the U-Haul rattle by. The botanist and his son have arrived.
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