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Lake Moriah, Texas 
1983 

 
Quail cut the horizon, past a blue-green mass of ground 

cover left after the old browned lakeshore fell away. Pick-up 
trucks, horse trailers and a few Ford Crown Victorias were parked 
at the old shoreline, which now had become a steep cliff, and 
horses with creaking old leather saddles, some with Mexican silver 
work, were being unloaded. The air, warming below the cliff, 
brought smells of purple sage and red dust up like an open oven 
door to mingle with saddle leather and horse hair and gasoline 
from the parked cars. 

A group of sheriff’s deputies – I could tell they were deputies 
by their Resistol hats even though most wore yoke-backed 
western shirts instead of uniforms – conferred with Sheriff Juan 
Benevidez. He was a large Mexican, and he was rubbing sweat 
from his dark-brown forehead onto his shirt sleeve. It was early in 
the 1980s in Texas, and nobody drove a foreign car. 

I opened the creaking door to my ’67 blue Thunderbird and 
was strapping on my camera and placing my own old hat on my 
head when Jimmy Peyton slid his red pick-up next to my car, 
kicking up a cloud of dust. Peyton hopped out of his truck before 
it came to a complete stop, like a roper jumping after a calf. 

“Whoo-we,” he said, “don’t you look ready for a hunt. Nice 
hat.” 

“Hey, I couldn’t pass up an offer of free cerveza on a Saturday 
like this,” I said. 

“Yeah. Heard the weather report on my way up. Hot. Well, I 
guess I’d better head up and see where the sheriff wants us.” 

Peyton, an investigator for the local District Attorney’s 
office, stopped mid-stride, turned on his boot-heel and looked me 
up and down. 

“You got a gun?” 
“Be real, Jimmy,” I said. “I’m a reporter. I got a pen.” 
“Huh.” He curled his lip just before spitting out a stream of 

red-brown tobacco juice, wiping the dribble from his beard with 
the back of his hand. “Got a knife?” 

“Sure.” 
“On you?” 
“Around.” 
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“Better have it on you. We might step on rattle-tails or 
scorpions – and it damn well better not be in your car, with all 
these ticket-happy law men around.” 

Peyton resumed walking to where Benevidez was talking to 
his deputies and volunteers. Peyton stopped to look at me once 
more. He smiled and spit at the ground, then put his hand on the 
sheriff’s shoulder. 

I strapped on my old Ka-Bar the minute Peyton’s back was 
turned. I’d had it under my driver’s seat illegally. It wasn’t one of 
the fancy, shiny, ugly things they sold to street-killers and would-
be urban guerillas in those days. But it was one thing from the 
Army I couldn’t see getting rid of. Call me superstitious, but it 
was the closest thing to a good luck charm I’d ever had. I kept it 
shaving-sharp and oiled.  

I walked up to the group of men around Benevidez. 
“I brought a friend,” Peyton said. 
“Eh?” Benevidez stopped his conversation and turned to 

where I stopped as Peyton was introducing me.  
“Oh. Hey, Lawton. Como estas?” 
“Great,” I said, shaking his large hand. “Where’s the beer?” 
Peyton laughed. The deputies turned and looked at me. 

None of them laughed. They didn’t look happy to be there. They 
didn’t look happy I was there. And they certainly didn’t look like 
they’d expected me to ask about beer. I felt them quietly 
ridiculing my shoulder-length hair and my thick beard. I quietly 
ridiculed their pot-bellies and tobacco spitting. And the bow-
legged cowboy strut even the guys in pick-’em-up trucks affected. 

“C’mon, fellas,” Benevidez said, slapping me on the back, 
“we got a body to find before dark. Remember, if it’s on our side, 
we drag it across the county line and don’t have to worry about 
no paperwork. Just kidding, Lawton. Everybody’s radio on two?” 

“Yes, sir,” one of the deputies said. 
“Let’s go. Come back if you need a rest, and I want everyone 

in by nightfall. Snake bites get mended at camp. One vehicle to a 
group, unless on horseback or the all-terrain motorcycles. I got a 
feeling we’re gonna turn up something.” 
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Two gunshots echoed along the lake bed. 
“Let’s see what they got,” Peyton said, starting his truck 

again. 
“Probably another false alarm,” I said, climbing in after him. 
We’d been searching for six hours in the bottom of the old 

dry lake, in the center of the natural oven in the hottest part of 
the day. My vision was getting blurry, and my throat was 
constantly dry and dusty, like after a long hard run. My shoulders 
ached. There was no getting away from the sun or the open sky. 
And I’d been drinking a lot of beer. My head felt like a balloon 
and there was a slight distant feeling to everything. Picking at bits 
of canvas and plastic under rocks, crickets jumping into my eyes 
after I’d kick at brush, the deputies trying to amuse themselves by 
seeing if I’d jump at the touch of a long root mistaking it for a 
rattler all made me wonder if I was getting too old for this job. 

I looked at the yellowing cliffs that used to be the lake’s 
shore. I hoped it was a false alarm. All anyone had found so far 
was trash. I didn’t want to find the corpse anymore, or what 
would be left of it after the heat and the country had long since 
made it unrecognizable.  

It was all too familiar, and I didn’t like any of it. The place 
felt like a graveyard – too open, too devoid of life. I was breathing 
heavy and trying to hear clearly, as if sounds suddenly were very 
important. I felt the hair pulling at the back of my neck. That old 
feeling of being watched by someone I couldn’t see came back to 
me as we searched. It was like that for me always when I was in 
the open too long, and I’d start to know that the trees, grass, hills, 
and bluffs could come alive at any moment. 

“Charlie. Hey, Charles,” Peyton was saying, “you okay? Hey, 
you okay?” 

“Huh?” He was shaking my shoulder. “Huh? Yeah. Yeah, 
I’m fine. Think I need some water though.” 

Peyton stopped the truck and I groped behind the cab, 
finding a can in the bottom of the ice chest now filled with water. 

When we got to where the shots had been fired, a 
Department of Public Safety helicopter hovered over the spot 
where the remains had been found. Peyton and I got out of his 
truck and carefully hiked up the sloping rockslide to where the 
others were standing in a semicircle. I caught a glimpse of it and 
had to look quickly up at the chopper, that old angel of life and 
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death, away from the decomposing corpse, into the setting sun, 
feeling the whup whup whup of the rotor cutting the wind in my 
face and cleansing the air around me. I closed my eyes and drank 
in the air from the rotors. When I opened them again, I saw 
Benevidez peering out of the helicopter. He didn’t look happy. 

 
 



 
 
 

III 

 
“Lawton. What are you doing here? It’s a Saturday.” 
“Got room for a dead-body-found story?” 
Ralph Wood, the Sunday editor, looked at David Stewart, the 

Saturday police reporter. 
“What’s he talking about?” 
“I don’t know,” Stewart said. 
“Got a call from a friend inviting me to join a search with 

him in Lake Moriah,” I said, taking off my camera and setting it 
on my desk. “We found a body, all right – or what was left of it. 
Hell of a day.” 

My cotton polo shirt stuck to my back. The T-bird had no air 
conditioner. 

“So,” I said, “do you want the story, or no?” 
Wood stared at me. “Was there a helicopter?” 
I nodded. 
“Lawmen on horseback?” 
I nodded. 
“Any other media?” 
“Nope.” 
“Yes,” Wood said, “yes, of course. Hell, I wish you could do 

this for us every Saturday.” 
I pulled my reporter’s notebook, which was damp too, from 

my back pocket and tossed it next to a computer. I took the film 
out of the hot metal of the camera and placed it in a film 
envelope for the guys in photography, sending it down by way of 
the old pneumatic tube. We didn’t have digital cameras in those 
days, certainly not on a newspaper in the Texas Panhandle.  

The story took half an hour. I waited three more for the 
negatives, and got my prints an hour after that. 

“Lawton,” Wood said, coming over, “this is great stuff.” He 
slapped my back. I noticed his hair, as usual, was greasy. He was 
smoking another cheap cigar. Wood walked away slowly, sizing 
up the prints in his grip, as if he’d never come over to see me. 

“Meet me at Benny’s,” I told Stewart. “Time for happy 
hour?” 

“Sure,” Stewart said. “I’ll probably be getting a ... Wait a 
minute, buddy. Happy hour’s been and gone.” 

“Not late happy hour.” 
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“Okay,” he said. “See you there.” He waited until Wood was 
out of earshot then turned down the police scanner, so that he 
wouldn’t have to cover something at the end of his shift.  

I left the newsroom as the floors began shaking with the first 
press run of the inside sections for the Sunday edition. The top of 
the two-story-tall presses were just under the newsroom’s floor. 
Every night we could feel them start up and run, and picture the 
huge rolls of paper stretched between the drums, tight as guitar 
strings, imagining the completed pages being carried by conveyers 
down to the stations where special ad inserts were stuffed 
between them. 

I stepped from the light of the marble-floored lobby of the 
newspaper building into the darkness outside. I headed toward 
my car. It was parked behind a bar across the street. 

“Help,” I heard a woman say in little more than a whisper. 
Tammy Newsome, one of the paper’s copy editors, was 

standing in the dark by her car, the door to the driver’s side open. 
“What’s wrong, Tammy?” 
“Shhhh. Charles? Is that you? Oh, thank goodness. Look. 

Can you give me a ride home, or wake this guy up or something?” 
Lying stretched out in the front seat of her car was a drunk, 

his feet dangling out the open door. 
“How long’ve you been standing here?” I asked. 
“Hours,” she said. “I left the car here after work and went 

out with some friends.” 
I bent down and leaned over the man. He looked about my 

age. He suddenly opened his eyes and we stared at each other. I 
was smiling. 

“C’mon, buddy,” I said, taking his right arm and gently 
pulling him. “The lady’s got to get home.” 

I hefted him out, carrying him like he was wounded over to 
my car. Tammy opened the passenger door and I poured him into 
the back seat. He was balding, with uncut curly hair, and he wore 
an old field jacket. Faded but recognizable on the shoulder was 
the Screaming Eagle insignia. I smiled, wondering where my jacket 
was. 

“You want me to call the police?” Tammy asked. 
“Na. He’s all right. I’ll just take him to the Salvation Army. 

They’ll take care of him.” 
“You sure? He could be dangerous. He could be a murderer 

or something ...” 
“Just remember to lock your doors next time you leave your 

car.” 
“Right. Thanks.” She held my hand for a second and gave it 

a squeeze. “Bye.” 
I got in my car.  
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“C’mon baby,” I said, turning the key. Nothing happened. 
I got out and crawled under the car with a wrench from the 

glove box. I hit the starter twice, the way I’d watched a mechanic 
fix the problem before, then got back in and tried the key. It 
started. 

“All right,” I said to my passenger, “we have liftoff.” 
I pulled out of the parking lot, down the alley parallel to the 

street in front of the newspaper, down what used to be Ninth 
Street to the first red light. I heard the drunk mumbling 
something in the back seat. 

“Take it easy,” I said. “You’ve had a bit much. I’m taking you 
over to a crash pad.” 

The car rumbled as I stepped on the gas. We passed the Thai 
cafe where Peyton and I had eaten lunch a few times when we’d 
first met. That was after we discovered we both belonged to 
Vietnam’s Class of ’68. The cafe’s owner had a cousin who had 
escaped as Saigon fell in ’75. Stepping into that cafe was like 
stepping into the past, right down to the calendars on the wall. 

 The green of the stop-and-go light reflected off the road 
where the street sweepers had sprayed water to keep down the 
dust. 

“Hey,” the drunk said, “can’t we talk about this? Huh?” 
“You talk, I’ll drive.” 
We bounced into dips on the sides of the cross streets that 

were supposed to keep the streets safe in flash floods. The car 
rumbled over the red cobblestones. 

The drunk’s breath was as old as his jacket. The Salvation 
Army looked closed when I pulled up at the curb in front of it. 
Several people were sleeping under the awning in front of the 
glass windows to the discount store.  

I drove on to the mission near the now-abandoned Santa Fe 
railroad yard, stopped the car and opened the door. 

“Ditty Mao,” I said, pulling on the drunk’s feet and using the 
same expression we’d used with the ARVN in the gunships. 

He hunched up and leaned out the car. 
“Go,” I said. He jumped the few feet to the ground, landing 

in a crouch. He looked around. 
“Hey,” he said. “Hey, this is the mission. They make you sing 

for your supper after waiting through a sermon.” 
“Xin lỗi, Mofo,” I said, more to myself than to him, chuckling 

as I lit a cigarette and remembering everything – good and bad – 
all at once. I pushed it out of my mind just as quickly. “Nothin’ 
matters. You can get used to anything.” 

He straightened up and marched to the lit front entrance of 
the mission. 

I left the area. 
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