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Chapter One  

 
 It is not only the meek who inherit the earth; the sleazy and the crooked get their share 
too. That was the consensus in Laido when, to the utter amazement of every person in the 
county, Homer Toutle found love.   
 What is even more infinitely amazing, the lady he wooed and won was absolutely smitten 
with him. Homer was definitely not a smitable suitor, being the polar opposite of tall, dark, and 
handsome. He was not young by any means. He was gaunt and wiry, sour of disposition. He had 
a large grey wart on the middle finger of his right hand that waved like a flag whenever he 
gestured, seizing your undivided attention every time he spoke to you. 
 He made his living by buying inexpensive wares in larger towns and bringing them to 
Laido to sell door to door at a dear price. By reputation he was an untrustworthy businessman 
and an amoral little billy goat, ready to hump anyone of the female persuasion. Indeed, he 
propositioned me less than two weeks after my husband died, and I am nearly sixty-four and, 
save for one other, the county's eldest person. To be fair, though, the lady he found had most 
likely never heard his reputation.  
 It was so sudden, too. One week he drove up to Murphyville as usual, and a fortnight 
later he returned to Laido with Delilah Toutle on the wagon seat beside him. Apparently, a large, 
ugly wart is no barrier to true love.  
 As astounded as the populace of Laido might be, Homer seemed just as surprised and 
astonished himself. His transformation (and it was nothing less than that) from wary and 
conniving to bubbling and friendly, defied reason or description. In a matter of days, he lost his 
gaunt look and even began to put on weight. He laughed a lot, albeit a cackling, ill-practiced 
chuckle, and he had never done that before. He was pleasant with friends and neighbors even 
when he did not have anything to sell them. As I said, it was an amazing rebirth. 
 Homer Toutle and his bride were the talk of the town, the phenomenon on everybody’s 
lips.  
 Until it rained. 
 Laido County had not seen a significant shower in three years. More than three years, in 
fact. The prolongued drought hit the ranchers particularly hard, as may well be imagined, and I 
conducted more sheriff’s sales (yes, I, the sheriff; I’ll explain in a moment) in the latter half of 
those three years than in all the twenty-five years preceding. Several shops in town went 
bankrupt as well, as money circulation slowed to a dribble. So did available water. Most of the 
springs had dried up, as had all the tinajas (tee NAH hahs; natural water catchments, for those of 
you not from this area). Ranchers were hauling water up from the river, which was at its lowest 
that anyone could remember. A mere trickle separated Texas and Mexico. 
 So the rain was greeted with a festal exuberance exceeding that of Christmas or 
Independence Day or even the Day of Saint Whoever It Is who is the patroness of our local 
Catholic church (there used to be a wooden sign providing her name, but it fell off and has not 
been replaced. I suppose someone used it for firewood one winter). 
 The rain began around dawn following two days of overcast. By eight AM we knew this 
was no ephemeral shower. It was pouring! Water ran down both sides of the street. Mud 
spattered with every footstep, human or equine. Even well-fleshed horses instantly looked 
bedraggled, and the dogs took shelter under porches. 
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 Someone up at the Baptist church, the sexton or maybe Pastor Robertson himself, rang 
the church bell jubilantly. Come to think of it, since it was jubilant, it probably wasn’t Pastor 
Robertson. By far his gravest fear in life is that somewhere, somehow, someone is having fun. 
 Every building, of course, has a water barrel where the roof drains off. But the wooden 
barrel staves had shrunk so that the barrels leaked water from every gap and were slow to begin 
to fill. Once the dry wood soaked up some water, however, the problem abated. Every household 
would soon have water again. 
 Joey Duncaster, the bartender at the Tapadero Saloon two doors up from the sheriff’s 
office, dragged a big table out into the middle of the street. His bouncer, Bubba, muscled a beer 
keg out to the table. Joey tapped it as everyone pitched in to help bring out glasses.  
 “Celebration time!” Joey roared. “Free beer!” Drenched by the steady rain, he poured 
drinks for an equally drenched citizenry until the keg was empty, and Bubba had another ready 
to tap. 
 Someone hauled out a fiddle and another a harmonica. They each had a different 
repertoire, which they finally coalesced into something you could dance to. Our resident whores, 
Dulce and Maribelle, grabbed any male they happened upon and danced him up the street and 
down, their muddy-soggy skirt hems slapping against their legs. Our butcher, Myron Keitz, 
dragged his busy wife, Nonie, her apron all bloodied from cutting up something, out to the street 
and danced with her. Service at our only real restaurant ceased when Marcus Paget, its owner 
and operator, pulled his wife out of the kitchen to dance. 
 Young women of impeccable reputation danced with near strangers. By ten AM, everyone 
was out on the street, if not dancing, at least laughing and promenading. The schoolteacher, 
Rebekah Stipe, let the kids out early and they came running up the street shrieking in ultra-
soprano. Umbrellas were eschewed; it was an honour to get soaked. The drought was broken! 
Praise the Lord! The drought was broken! 
 And then our mayor, Herschel Sampson, yelled, “Listen! Everybody! Listen!!” 
 The pandemonium eased. The music quit. Revelers fell quiet.  
 Distant water was running. You could hear it gurgle. 
 Like a human tidal wave, Laido’s citizens left the street and streamed east to Mudstone 
Wash, pouring out from between the stores and houses to gather on the bank of the arroyo. We 
all stood there, silent, staring, watching. Mudstone Wash was running. For the first time in well 
over a decade, water was coursing down Mudstone Wash. The wash wasn’t running wall-to-wall 
yet, but the water level was rising as we watched. It was a moment of nothing short of sheer awe 
and reverence. 
 Mudstone Creek begins as a spring up in the Chisos Mountains to the northeast. Its water 
sinks into the sand long before it reaches Laido--unless there is rain. Then mountain crags and 
peaks catch the rainwater and send it down the many pour-offs into the Mudstone and a few 
other creeks. A dry wash can become a torrent in an hour. 
 This was obviously pour-off water, yellow, churning, a bit foamy, swishing and rolling 
stones along its bed. And then, up by Chu’s, a child screamed. A woman screamed in ultra-
soprano—that would be Mrs. Chu. They were not screams of jubilation. Rather they sounded as 
if generated by terror. Obviously some child had just fallen into the raging stream. 
 Now as I have previously mentioned, this sixty-three-year-old woman, by improbable 
circumstance, had recently been appointed the sheriff of Laido County. So obviously, I was the 
one to get to the bottom of the emergency. I hurried upstream in front of most of the populace to 
Chu’s back yard truck garden.  
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 The Chus and their three children were staring in disbelief at the stream, shocked, and 
pointing. 
 It floated ashore on an eddy and lodged in the roots of a small bush.  
 It was a severed human hand.  
 With a big gray wart. 
 


