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Editor's Note
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✦  ✦  ✦

The following account has been assembled from sheriff’s-office fragments, a defunct newspaper’s surviving carbons, family testimony, and one journal recovered from a Carroll County estate sale. Names have been changed. Some things have not been changed nearly enough. — F.K.S.

The ground is the lock, and we are the key.

— from the journal of Elias Tackett, 1889
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The Ledger
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A county keeps its worst secrets not in the dark but in the middle of a thousand dull ones.

— the journal of Elias Tackett, 1889

✦  ✦  ✦

The basement of the Carroll County courthouse annex takes on water every spring, and every spring somebody carries the oldest boxes one shelf higher, and that is the only reason anything down there survives at all. Nobody ever decided those records were worth keeping. Nobody ever quite decided to throw them out, either. In a county like this one, that is how the past gets to go on existing — in the gap between two decisions nobody makes.

Dana Whitfield had been hired to close that gap. Six months on contract, a flatbed scanner, a laptop, and a mandate from the county clerk to digitize eighty years of sheriff’s-office paper before the next flood finished what the last three had started. It was tedious, honest work, and she had come to like it the way you come to like any job that lets you be alone with the dead. The dead of Carroll County were mostly bootleggers and cattle thieves and men who had shot other men over fence lines, and their troubles fit in a sentence or two of a deputy’s cramped hand, and then they were filed and done.

She found the 1952 ledger on a Tuesday in the second week of her third month, in a box that had been shelved out of order, water-stained along the bottom edge, the buckram cover swollen and soft as a mushroom. She almost logged it and moved on. The entries were the usual: drunk-and-disorderly during the October festival, a stolen truck, a domestic on Planer Hill, a fire at a feed store. County business. She was turning the pages under the scanner glass, flattening each one, capturing it, turning the next, when her thumb found the stub.

A page had been cut out.

Not torn — cut. Somebody had laid a straightedge along the gutter and drawn a razor down it, close and clean, so that what remained was a quarter-inch of ruled paper still bound into the spine, and nothing else. The cut was old. The exposed fiber had gone the same amber as the rest of the book. Whoever had done it had done it a long time ago, and had done it carefully, the way you’d trim a photograph you meant to keep only half of.

Dana had digitized nine thousand pages by then. She had seen coffee rings and cigarette burns and one deputy’s doodle of a hanged man in the margin of a 1938 arrest report. She had never seen a page removed. There was no reason to remove a page. If a case went nowhere, you left it blank. If it embarrassed somebody, you buried it in the middle of a thousand others, which was a far better hiding place than a hole.

The entry above the stub was intact. It was dated October 30, 1952, and it was a case number — 52-1049 — and beside the number, in a hand that pressed hard enough to score the paper, a single line of description before the razor took the rest:

Blowing Springs Hollow — Tackett bottoms — see —

See what, the ledger did not say. The rest of that sentence had been carried off in 1952 or shortly after and was, presumably, ash by now.

She checked the case index, which had survived in its own box, dry and complete. Case numbers ran in sequence, 1047, 1048, 1050, 1051. There was no 1049. Not closed, not open, not dismissed. It had been lifted out of the numbering itself, so that the sequence closed over the gap like water over a stone, and unless you happened to be turning the pages of a swollen ledger under a scanner light and felt a stub where a page should be, you would never know a number had gone missing at all.

Dana sat in the humming basement for a while with the ledger open in front of her.

She was not, by nature, a superstitious woman. She was thirty-four, divorced, a Kansas City transplant who had moved to Eureka Springs for the cheap Victorian and the quiet and the ghost tours she found charming and did not believe. She knew that old records were full of gaps and that most gaps were boredom or carelessness or a clerk who’d run out of a workday. She knew that the reasonable thing was to log the ledger, note the missing page, and move on.

Instead she began, that Tuesday, to pull the other threads. She would spend the better part of a year at it, on her own time, telling herself it was a hobby. She found a run of the Eureka Springs Times-Echo on microfilm at the Carnegie library, with a curious hole in it too — the last week of October 1952 present, the morning edition of November 1 present, and between them a single issue that the microfilm skipped without a splice, as if the camera operator had simply not been given it. She found, at an estate sale in a farmhouse off the old hollow road, a cardboard box of a preacher’s effects, and in it a journal in two hands, the older one shaking. She found, through a records request that took four months and came back mostly redacted, an Army discharge file for a corporal whose separation date and cause of death were the same day and did not agree with each other.

And she found, because she asked the right bored dispatcher on the right slow night, that the county’s West Mountain radio repeater still logs, once or twice a year, a low rhythmic interference on an unassigned frequency that nobody has ever traced and everybody has learned to stop asking about. It had been logged, the dispatcher told her, twice already that year.

This account is what Dana Whitfield assembled from those fragments, and from the few people in Carroll County old enough to remember and willing to talk, which are not the same people. Where the record was silent she has reconstructed; where it spoke she has let it. The names are changed. The town is not. If you have walked Spring Street on a foggy morning, or heard the water moving under Basin Park, or stood at the mouth of Blowing Springs and felt the cold breath come up out of the rock, you already know more than you are comfortable knowing.

She began with the night the deputy heard the static change.
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The land speaks first in the wires, long before it ever speaks in the flesh.

— the journal of Elias Tackett, 1889

✦  ✦  ✦

Del Runyon had been a lawman for six years and a Marine for four before that, and both jobs had taught him the same lesson in different accents: the trouble that kills you is not the trouble that announces itself. The drunk swinging the bottle in the middle of Main Street was a Saturday-night nuisance. It was the quiet man in the corner you watched. On the islands it had been the same. The mortar you heard was the mortar that had already missed. So when the radio in his patrol car went strange on the night of October twenty-ninth, some part of Del that had never fully come home from the Pacific sat up and started paying attention, and the rest of him spent the next two days trying to talk it back down.

He was working the ridge road above Planer Hill, the long way around the north edge of town, the way he always ran the last patrol before the festival crowds turned the middle of Eureka Springs into a place a car couldn’t move through. Below him the town was a scatter of lights folded down into the hollows, gas lamps and porch bulbs and the neon over the Basin Park Hotel throwing its pale wash up onto the limestone bluff behind it. Fog was coming up out of the low ground the way it did most October nights, pooling in the switchbacks, so that Spring Street down there looked like a river of milk with roofs standing up out of it. It was a pretty thing to see from up high. Del had seen it a thousand times and it had never once made him uneasy until tonight.

The radio had been muttering the usual — dispatch checking the state boys down at Berryville, a cattle call out toward Beaver, the ordinary Wednesday-night nothing of a rural county — and then, as he crested the shoulder of West Mountain where the road ran closest to the county repeater, the muttering thinned out and something came up underneath it.

It was a hum. That was the only word he ever found for it, and it was not a good word, because a hum is a small thing, a refrigerator, a wire in the wind, and this was not small. It came in on a low frequency below the voices, steady, and it had a rhythm to it — a swell and a fall, a swell and a fall — that was too regular to be weather and too slow to be a motor. It was the rhythm, more than the sound, that put the hair up on his arms. It was the rhythm of something breathing that was very large and in no hurry at all.

Del keyed the mike. “Dispatch, Runyon. You got any interference on your end tonight?”

Bud Semple’s voice came back thin, riding on top of the hum like a leaf on water. “Say again, Del, you’re breaking up.”

“Interference. On the repeater. You hearing a hum down there?”

A pause. Then: “—hearing you fine now. What hum?”

And it was gone. Between one word and the next the frequency cleared, the voices came up sharp and ordinary, and the ridge road was just a ridge road again, dark trees and fog and the town below. Del sat with the mike in his hand and his heart going a little faster than a hum on a radio had any business making it go.

“Nothing,” he said. “Skip, probably. Bouncing off the weather.”

“You all right up there? You sound funny.”

“I’m fine, Bud. Runyon out.”

He was not fine, but there was no line in the code for what he was, so fine would have to do.

He put the car in gear and rolled on along the ridge, slower now, the window down against the advice of the cold, listening. The night smelled of woodsmoke and wet leaf-mold and, faintly, the sulfur-iron of the springs, which you could smell all over the north end of town when the air lay still. Off to his left the ground fell away into the black tangle of Blowing Springs Hollow, Tackett land, timber and bottom that nobody but the Tacketts and the deer had walked in a hundred years. He had never given the hollow a thought in his life. It was just a hole in the hills with a cave in the bottom of it that breathed cold air in summer and warm air in winter, a thing every kid in Carroll County got taken to see once and then forgot.

Tonight he found himself watching it the way he’d watch a quiet man in a corner.

He had almost decided he’d spooked himself over nothing when the sky lit up.

It was not lightning. Del had grown up under Ozark thunderstorms and had spent four years learning the exact color of every kind of fire the sky and the earth could make, and this was none of them. It came from behind the cloud deck to the northwest, a single pulse of light that had no fork and no flicker to it — just a swelling, as if a lamp the size of a county had been turned up and then down again behind a bedsheet. It threw the ridgeline into black silhouette for the length of a held breath. It had a color he did not have a word for, a white with something under it, a green or a violet that his eye caught and lost. And it was silent. There was no thunder, not then and not the long slow count afterward that would have told him how far off it was. The light simply came, and swelled, and died, and left the afterimage of it swimming across his vision like a coal.

The fog in the hollow below him lit up from the inside when it happened. For that one second the whole bowl of Blowing Springs glowed a soft sick green, every tendril of mist suddenly visible, and then the dark came down again and it was only fog.

Del sat very still. He counted, out of old habit, the way you count for thunder. He got to sixty and stopped. There was never going to be any thunder.

“Heat lightning,” he said, out loud, to the empty car, in a voice he did not believe.

It was late October. There had not been a warm afternoon in a week. There was no heat anywhere in the Ozarks to make heat lightning out of, and he knew it, and he said it anyway, because a man says the thing that lets him keep driving. He put the car in gear. His hands were not quite steady on the wheel and he was ashamed of that, a grown man, a combat man, unsteadied by a light in the sky.

His radio was clear the rest of the way down the mountain. He told himself that was a comfort. But when he cut the engine in front of the darkened courthouse and sat a moment before going in to sign out his shift, he realized he could still hear it — not on the radio, which was off, but under everything, at the very bottom of the quiet, so low it was less a sound than a pressure behind the back teeth. The swell and the fall. The breathing.

He sat there until it faded, or until he stopped being able to tell it from the sound of his own blood, which came to the same thing. Then he went inside and wrote quiet night in the log, and did not write anything about the light, because there was no case number for it, and because if you started writing down every strange thing the dark did in these hills you would never write anything else.

Up on West Mountain, at 11:52 that night, the county repeater logged four minutes of unassigned interference on a frequency the technical sheet listed as dead. The log was kept by a machine that noticed things and asked nothing. By the time anyone read it, it would no longer matter, and the man who filed it would be one of the ones who never talked.
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