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      For all those who settled the hills and valleys and rested along a cold, clear stream, daring to make a new life in a hard land.
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      The deputy turned his headlights off about a quarter mile before he pulled up in front of the Bradford place. Surveying the edge of the woods behind him as he got out of the patrol car, he listened hard while letting his eyes adjust to the faint starlight. The old farmhouse seemed as empty as it should have been, still keeping vigil on its narrow, overgrown ridge top, but the road to it was hardly used anymore. He had seen cooks set up shop in less lonely spots.

      Taking a breath, he turned his flashlight on when he reached the edge of the front steps but kept its beam pointed at the ground. His footsteps echoed as he crossed the porch. At the front door the deputy paused again to listen to the trill of cicadas and, farther off, a whippoorwill’s lonely call. And the creek. He thought he could make out the low hum of the stream that passed along the bottom of the hill behind the house.

      “Hello,” he called out. “Sheriff’s office.” The sound of his own voice did not reassure him and hairs prickled on his neck. Aggravated with himself, the deputy shoved the door open so it banged loudly into the wall behind. “Anyone here? Sheriff’s office.”

      Nothing met him but silence and the moldering smell of a house going back to the earth. Ignoring the stairs directly in front of him and the closed door on the left, he entered the room on the right and shone his light in all its corners. The Bradfords’ front parlor might have been nice once; tall windows and a high ceiling, a wide-planked floor that seemed fairly strong. But those who had cared for the place were long gone. Only stained wallpaper and a dusty mantel over the garbage-filled fireplace remained. Someone had been in there, but there was no way to tell how recently. A stack of papers on the mantel caught his eye.

      After a quick look in the kitchen that stretched across the back and the bedroom on the other side of the stairs, the deputy decided that his orders to surveil this godforsaken corner of the county did not require him to poke his head into the heavy darkness up above. He returned to the mantel and thumbed through a collection of papers.

      The first stapled sheets of paper were photocopies of some typed report. A blurry logo and title proclaiming the Missouri Geological Survey appeared on the top of each page, but it didn’t look like a published source. He read a section that someone had underlined:

      
        
        Approximately 13 million gallons of water discharge daily from the primary spring, known as Hawkins spring, on Bent Creek’s upper branch, and the lower branch discharges another estimated six million gallons daily. Additional water comes from small springs and seasonal streams. The upper branch, in particular, has occasional, marked increases in discharge that indicate water from sources other than the primary spring. Irregularities in the original survey for Adams township, notably sections 11 through 21, and sections 7 and 18 in Watkins township, require correction, possibly new surveys, in order to account for these sources.

      

      

      Below the report the deputy pulled out a few pages torn from a magazine. The article was titled “Unique Flora and Fauna of the Ozarks.”

      
        
        The complex geology and geography of the Ozark Plateau is home to a few unique species found nowhere else on earth. In addition to wild monkshood, the wake robin trillium and the Ozark chinquapin, the region’s numerous spring-fed streams have nurtured creatures such as the ringed salamander, the Ozark cavefish, and, of course, the Ozark Hellbender. Botanists, biologists and entomologists from around the world continue to research the region, eager to discover if more species will reveal themselves.

      

      

      On the bottom of the pile was a yellowed copy of the Pine Mill Herald from 1984. Two photos were featured on the front page. One was of the Lady Tigers receiving ribbons after taking third place in the state’s 3A basketball tournament. The other showed the stark remains of a house near Bent Creek that had burned down after being struck by lightning.

      The deputy considered taking the whole pile with him, but this was not an evidence-gathering assignment. There was no crime to gather it for—yet. The sheriff’s orders were to check places near Bent Creek where “sin might gather,” as he liked to say. He didn’t have to tell any of them that the number-one sin these days was cooking meth, but, except for the trash in the fireplace, nothing in this place seemed disturbed. The windows had not been covered, and there were no empty bottles or jars, no tubs, no ammonia smell.

      Leaving everything on the mantel, the deputy looked out the parlor window one more time. That’s when he noticed the aquarium on the floor by the door he’d come in through. The glass was clouded near the bottom, but it didn’t look like part of a cook’s apparatus. He shone his light down inside—dry gravel. Pushing a dark object with the end of his flashlight, he flipped over the flat, completely dehydrated mummy of some little creature that had been left inside.

      Quietly closing the front door behind him, the deputy returned to his car and took a moment to look over what he could see of the house’s roof. Nothing. Grateful for the radio’s crackle when he settled into his seat, he flicked on the high beams and rolled out, still itching with the sense that someone had been watching him.
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          MAYBE IT WAS ALL IN MY HEAD

        

      

    

    
      It was one of those evangelical summer mornings, the kind that starts too hard and rolls right over every living thing as it delivers the holy heat. A chorus of frogs stopped the instant I opened the screen door, and the cats hissed and swiped at one another while I poured thinned-down milk into their pan. The hens were in such a squawking hurry to get out of the coop that I suspected a snake at work but didn’t find one.

      Across the road, the mares quarreled. Better feed them early, I thought. I went to the barn and dragged a half bale down into my wagon, feeling a little sorry for my pathetic self. There had been a day when I could have carried a full bale bucked up on my thigh from the house to the horse pasture and thought nothing of it. Not anymore.

      Sweat ran down my legs into my boots as I hauled the mares’ hay to the feeder. I was tottering over the churned-up ground around the tank when that damned rawboned Maybellene got a shove from Lola, and she backed into me before I could move. Dropping the bale, I stumbled over it and managed to hit the side of my head on the tank on the way down. The muddy ground was cool. I thought maybe I’d just rest there a while, until Lola snorted in my face. Sitting up made my brain roll like a marble in a shoebox.

      No more than twenty yards fell between me and the road, and the house, tucked up against Cemetery Hill, wasn’t set back much further on the other side. While the horses observed me sitting in the mud, wary that I might be trying to pull some elaborate trick to catch them, I tested out my parts. The good news was that my legs seemed to work. The bad news was that any movement of my head made the world tilt.

      With my upper half baking like a Sunday roast, I turned my head slowly as far to the left as I could. Little bolts of light danced before my eyes. I turned my head to the right. That just made my neck hurt, nothing new. While I was conducting this little experiment, I saw something light-colored on the front step of the house. I turned my head back so I could look straight, but there was nothing. I tried again. This time, according to my side eye, the light-colored shape stood in the road.

      It was my sister, Lucy, wearing the pale-yellow dress she had been buried in. Rather, it was the suggestion of Lucy. I couldn’t make out her face, but her arms were raised as if she was waving to me. All this I knew in a split second, but when I moved my head again, she was gone. My innards went colder than the mud, but I couldn’t say whether that was from seeing Lucy, the nature of my injuries, or just the brewing fear that if I kept sitting I never would get up.

      “I’m sorry,” I said and sat some more.

      After a time, I found the grit to stand, get through the pasture gate and walk carefully back to the house. My balance was still off, and I felt strangely numb when I reached the front step. A car rumbled up the road.

      Doing my best to keep my head straight and level, I sat on the edge of the porch. By God, the story in next week’s paper was not going to read, “Rural letter carrier Ray Byfield found Doreen Coppedge dead on her front step with her knickers showing.” But it wasn’t Ray. A blue Monte Carlo barreled up the road ahead of a spinning cloud of dust.

      Wouldn’t you know it. Hallie Cahill. I should have guessed. For all she seemed to be trying to let bygones be bygones, she managed to associate herself with every day of my life that I did not want to remember. I pushed to my feet before Hallie got out of her car, keeping my grip on the porch post.

      “Well, it’s hot enough today, I guess,” Hallie said in her sweet voice. She wore a pantsuit that showed off her slim legs, and her bright white hair was neatly rolled around a thin hairband. She looked cool as a cucumber, standing there, dangling her car keys
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