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Chapter 1  
 

I clacked the ornate lion’s-head door knocker smartly. 
Long moments passed. The heavy door opened about a foot and anthracite eyes beneath 

black, beetling brows peeked out. “Yes?” 
“Good afternoon. My name is Minerva Archer. Are you not Mrs. Clyde Fly? Mildred?” 
“I am.” The door opened a bit wider and those massive brows slammed together above her 

nose to glower at me.  
“Eight months ago, Sidney Armitage, a banker out in Laido County, came here to Galveston 

on business and spoke of you most glowingly.”  
[Liar!! silently screamed my honest self. Shameless, unprincipled hussy to speak such an 

absolute untruth!!] 
 My dastardly self continued, “He extolled your grace and hospitality and told us—that is, my 

husband and me—that if ever we were in Galveston, we should look you up just to meet you.  
His exact words were ‘It will be well worth your time.’”  

[My respectable self gasped, horrified: Min, Min, Min! How can you stoop to utter so base a 
canard?! These ragged lies cannot possibly bear good fruit.] 

Undeterred, I continued the ragged lies. “I find myself here in town and have put Mr. 
Armitage’s suggestion into action.” 

She paused, and for a moment I feared that my honest self was correct about the success 
of this wild venture. But then she opened the door wide and stepped back. “Please come in.”  

There, you see? Dishonesty pays, and you have received this insight from a genuine sheriff, 
to boot (an old woman sheriff, I add, and grey-haired ladies are not supposed to lie. I’ll explain 
shortly). 

“Thank you.” I stepped from gentle sun into musty gloom. She ushered me into her parlor. 
“Please make yourself comfortable. I shall have Rose prepare tea.” And she disappeared. 

Her heavy damask draperies were pulled aside only slightly, leaving little open-ness for light 
to enter. The antique-rose wallpaper was further darkened by an elaborate flocked pattern in 
deep maroon. The room filled the senses to repletion with of a plentitude of cabriole legs, velvet 
upholstery, crocheted doylies, exotic rugs, glowing brass, aromatic eucalyptus arrangements, 
much polished cherry wood, and cherubs. Yes, cherubs—more properly, cherubim. They 
graced the wall to either side of the heavy mahogany fireplace mantel, holding aloft brass 
candelabra. A plump cherub with vestigial wings that could not begin to lift it off its fanny sat on 
the top shelf of an étagère, dangling one tiny bare foot over the edge. On a small round table at 
a window, two cherubim balanced an oil lamp between them. Frankly, that was quite enough of 
cherubim for me. The portrait of what must have been a family patriarch hung above the 
fireplace; he had to be related to Mrs. Fly, for he too sported those bushy caterpillar brows.  

But the ostentation faded away when I gazed upon a painting across the room from the 
fireplace. I crossed and stood before it in a state of something akin to awe. A small brass title 
plate on its frame announced, “Yosemite Valley, 1870.” 

Mrs. Fly’s voice behind me made me jump. “You like it?” 
“It is splendid.” 
[Well, Mrs. Liar-and-then-some, that’s the first truthful thing you’ve said so far. Apparently 

my honest, upright self liked it also.] 
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 I explained, “I have only seen Thomas Hill paintings reproduced as lithographs in books. 
The reproductions pale in comparison. The colors, the detail, the richness; this is magnificent.” I 
turned away with reluctance. “Forgive my boldness, but possessing art of such beauty says 
much about you.” 

[So, Min. We’re back to bullshit, I see.] 
She smiled, and those brows actually separated a bit. “We also own a small Bierstadt, but it 

is on loan to the public library.” 
We seated ourselves beside a genuine oriental teapoy, generously inlaid with pearl leaves 

and flowers of some sort, all in muted colours. 
I opened the conversation as she filled a tea sack and dropped it into the pot. “As you may 

surmise, I live in Laido County. My husband--” 
She cut me off. “I indeed surmised as much when you mentioned Sidney as a friend.”  
[My honest self snorted, fortunately undetected by Mrs. Fly. We didn’t say friend! Even you, 

Min, are not so extreme a bald-faced liar as to intimate that Sid and you were ever friends.] Sid 
and I had squared off as enemies the moment I took this badge. 

“Laido is a vast county but sparsely populated. Just about everyone knows—“ 
“Yes.” She purred on. “Not like Galveston, which is so large now that one knows only one’s 

own set. We entertained him in our home here. He is a fine dinner companion and 
conversationalist. Frankly, his sophistication surprises me. One tends to think of persons from 
West Texas as yokels and heathens. He is neither. A very well-bred gentleman.” 

“Indeed. He and his wife are from the Philadelphia area, although he and his father--” 
“So he said. Mt. Airy. A very nice neighborhood. You are familiar with Philadelphia, I trust.” 
“Not at all. I was raised in northern Ohio and educated in--” 
 “Ohio is not so bad, I suppose. Presidents come from there. Mr. Armitage seems to have 

business connections in many places, but I don’t recall him mentioning Ohio.” 
“I found his discussions of business most interesting. He—“ 
[Liar liar liar!!!!!] 
 “He is certainly an astute businessman.” She poured. Her tea was rich, aromatic, and far 

too strong for my taste. “That is something else one would not expect from West Texas, his 
grasp of business, economics, and national politics. He seems to be particularly astute 
regarding real estate.”  

“Yes. Very sharp when assessing land values.” That was the first complete thought I had so 
far uttered before she could cut me off. 

Allow me an aside here. Laido’s banker, Sidney Armitage, from the beginning used land to 
amass his personal fortune. He would advertise heavily in eastern metropolitan newspapers, 
boasting of all the untouched farmland in West Texas just waiting for the plow. Hopeful farmers 
(and many city people who decided farming is easier than factory work) who responded were 
regaled with tales of rich productivity. Gentle Reader, Laido County’s “farmland” is desert. If you 
are astute enough to plant in bottomland where a little runoff collects, the land returns a crop 
one year in three at best. It is good for nothing but cattle raising. At that, during lean years, one 
requires forty acres to pasture a single cow. We have never enjoyed a bumper crop of anything 
save ephemeral weeds and unkillable creosote bushes. When the farmers failed to make their 
mortgage payments, Sid would foreclose, sell off as much of the farmers’ possessions as he 
could lay hands upon, then advertise the land anew—of course, with a humble adobe hovel and 
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perhaps a shed, the property could now be described as “developed.” And what amazes me 
most is that in all this chicanery in which the lives of whole families were ruined, he expressed 
not one iota of conscience. Not one. 

Back to Flys’ parlor. The present conversation was going where I hoped it would go—to a 
possibly revealing discourse on Sid’s recent business dealings. I asked something or other—a 
brief question or two—to encourage her to talk about Sid.  

Alas, my righteous, non-lying self had been correct after all.  Out in the foyer, the door 
clicked loudly and Police Chief Clyde Fly called, “Mildred? I’m home.” 

From somewhere, a muted female voice mumbled (probably she did not mumble, but my 
hearing is not what it once was). Moments later, the police chief entered the parlor. Here stood 
the man who had impolitely ordered me out of his office not two hours previously. 

His mouth dropped open as he stared, dumbstruck.  
Mildred Fly was smiling innocently. “Ah. I’m glad you’re home early. Clyde, this is Mrs. 

Archer, from Laido, Sidney Armitage’s town. You remember him. The banker. Sidney suggested 
she drop by. Mrs. Archer, my husband, Clyde.” 

Clyde appeared totally flummoxed, as well he should be. He did manage to growl, “We’ve 
met.” 

[Smugly, my pure-as-driven-snow self smirked. “Let’s see how well you can talk yourself out 
of this one, Miss I-can-tell-dastardly-lies-if-I-so-choose.”] 

It was time to come clean—well, partly clean. Some lies were still useful. “Mrs. Fly, Mr. Fly. 
Sidney did indeed extol your company in glowing terms, and I have indeed looked forward to 
meeting you both. Mr. Fly, I appeared at your office first because this is not primarily a pleasure 
trip. I am here on business. 

“Mrs. Fly, my recently deceased husband was the sheriff of Laido County, and I was duly 
and legally appointed to that position upon his demise. I am, in short, a bona fide police officer. 
Mr. Fly, I must discuss business with you either sooner or later.” 

Now Mrs. Fly, too, appeared flummoxed. “But how….”  
Interrupting, I pressed on lest I myself be interrupted yet again. “That business is an 

investigation into the murder of your acquaintance, the banker we mentioned, Sidney Armitage.”  
 


