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Prologue



The image was planted in his mind forever. He saw it first in a cartoon at the motion picture theater. A cartoon caveman hit a woman over the head with his club and dragged her by the hair to his hidden den in the hills. It became a dream that became a fantasy that became a desire that became an obsession. He was determined to make the vision come true. It was the image he wanted of himself—strong, brutal, primordial, lusty, proud, and instinctual. It was the epitome of being a real man.


A baseball bat would serve as his caveman’s club. And with it in hand, he would wait for the woman he saw in a speakeasy an hour ago. He waited in his automobile across the street. Finally, he saw her walking down the dimly lit street that harbored a couple of higher-class speakeasies in Tulsa, Oklahoma. He could tell that she was pretty drunk. She was fashionably dressed, wearing a bucket hat, much in style, that hid her hair. He drove by her, rounded the corner, and parked his automobile in an alley. He hid in the shadows next to a tall building, and when she walked by, he struck. The blow knocked off her hat, and he found that she had cut her hair in the short, bobbed style of the day. Cursing, he took her by what hair she had anyway and dragged her to his car.


He drove northeast out of the city. When he finished with her, he dumped her body in a creek that ran between the towns of Claremore and Inola. He had become a true caveman; he had taken his woman. He had to kill her, of course, otherwise she would have identified him to the police. He began to plan how to make his vision come to life once again. He finally decided that he would never take a woman in the city again. It was claustrophobic and unnatural. A true caveman had to be one with nature in the countryside. He also was determined to find a woman with long hair. He considered the problem for a long time, and a smile came to his face. Indian girls, he thought, wore their hair long and, even better, they’re out in the country.


Two weeks later, he drove west to find his quarry. He found himself in the town of Pawnee where, much to his grim satisfaction, there were plenty of Indian women with long, black, silky hair. He drove around town, then out by the railroad depot, then out on a country road, then back to town, looking for a girl. He asked a young man carrying a fishing pole where the Pawnee Bill ranch was. The boy told him, and he drove out of town again. At one point he saw two girls on horseback. Later he found one of them on a dusty back road. She had her long, black hair pulled into an old-fashioned bun piled on top of her head. He jumped from the car and spooked the horse. The horse pulled itself loose from the girl’s hands. He went for her. She ran, but he was faster.


He had his way with her through the night. The next morning, he pulled up to a store on the town’s main street. Once he made the purchase of a bottle of soda pop and a chocolate bar, he asked the proprietor the name of the creek way out west of town past the large stream on the map called Black Bear Creek. The man’s answer made him smile to himself. He recognized the irony. The name of the creek west of Pawnee was the same as the one where he dumped the girl with the short hair: Panther Creek.


———


In the dark, everyone in the Red Fork oilfields immediately saw the great, red ball of fire leap from one of the rigs toward the east. Then came the loud whump and whoosh of a gas explosion. All the workers steeled themselves for another gas flare and prayed that it wouldn’t engulf the whole field. Fearful more explosions and a great oilfield fire would erupt, they held their positions for several more minutes. When nothing else happened, the floor hands, roughnecks and ginzels working nights started moving toward where the flare had appeared—slowly at first, then at a trot, then at full run. The first man to get there found a destroyed toolshed, some of its planks still smoldering. If there was a fire in the shed the explosion had blown it out. Metal tools were scattered, and wood splinters were everywhere.


A blackened human body lay on the broken boards where the shed once stood. One of the roughnecks looked at the burned corpse and said quietly, “damn, I know who that is … was … that’s Phil Sooles.”


———


In that early spring of 1927 Fred Krendle was riding high on the hog. He had impressed some of his fellow knights of the KKK with his bombast and virulent hatred of Black people, Catholics, Jews, and sundry others who were not white, Protestant or of western European extraction. From a lowly man on the outside who, as a jailer with the county, was seen as a possible threat, Krendle had become a Kleagle, a recruiter for the organization. Fred’s tale of his and Phil Sooles’s fight with and escape from the notorious band of Black gunmen that had engineered the escape of the notorious Theodore Welbourne made them Klan heroes. But now that Phil was dead, Fred Krendle no longer had to share the glory. Not only that but Krendle was always afraid that Sooles would open his mouth about what really happened four years ago when Krendle finked on the KKK and gave away where Sooles was keeping Welbourne’s daughter and a large cache of arms. Sooles played along because he was so easily overcome by the gang while on guard duty in Collinsville, and the tale had given him hero’s status and the title of Kleagle as well.


The Klan was in decline from the heady days of 1923, when the organization helped to impeach Governor Jack Walton over his declaration of martial law largely aimed at the Klan and the building of the large Beno Hall or Klavern under the auspices of the Tulsa Benevolent Association, the Klan’s front organization. The decline began in 1925 when the Grand Dragon of Indiana, D. C. Stephenson, was convicted of murdering a young woman named Madge Oberholtzer. Internal bickering, fraudulent spending by the Tulsa chapter’s Exalted Cyclops, and the resultant decline in funding began to negatively affect the chapter’s membership. Fred Krendle, as a leading Kleagle, sought to use Sooles’s death as a way to boost membership and raise the ire of the whites in Tulsa. The new Cyclops endorsed a rally at Beno Hall, during which Krendle would give a speech praising Sooles’s bravery and alleging that his death was no accident. In fact, he would assert, Sooles was murdered by what was left of the Welbourne gang. The Tulsa Klan had to permanently wipe out the menace of Black people fighting back. He needed to pin it on one of the “uppity” colored boys that worked at Red Fork. And he knew a few of them, too. As a jailer, he was familiar with a couple of the men who celebrated extra hard on paydays, got drunk, and were thrown in the hoosegow. One, named Charles Collier, climbed the derricks every day running constant checks on their durability. Collier was once thrown in jail while Krendle was on duty. When Krendle shoved the man, Collier shoved back, pinning Krendle to the wall opposite the cell door. Krendle picked his target—now he had to find a way to pin Sooles’s death on him. His speech at Beno Hall would name Collier as the killer.
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The Trip to Pawnee


Hoolie Smith put his three-year-old son Ben on the bare back of a docile roan mare. “Grab hold of the hair, chooj, and hold on,” Hoolie said with a big smile. Hoolie led the mare around the corral. Little Ben, as everybody called him, was a chubby-faced boy with wild hair that stuck up here and lay flat there. Hoolie wanted to cut it short, but all the women in the house—Grandma Lookout, Mama Lookout, Hoolie’s sister-in-law Martha and his wife Myrtle—voiced opposition to the notion, and Hoolie gave up. Ben was his pride and joy.


John Tall Soldier, Hoolie’s friend—they had even spent two days in jail together back in ’21—was leaning against the rails inside the corral. John called out: “You’re gonna have that boy ridin’ on his own pretty soon. He’s gotta grow a bit, his legs stick straight out now, or else getta skinny horse, so’s he can wrap his legs ’round.” John laughed at his own joke, and Hoolie followed suit.


“You hear that, chooj?” asked Hoolie of Ben. The word chooj meant “boy” in Cherokee. His was now an English-speaking household. Hoolie spoke Cherokee and English, and the women of the house spoke English—Grandma Lookout being somewhat of an exception—and Osage. Besides that, Hoolie’s mother, born Sallie Hummingbird, had been widowed the year before and came to visit the family and her new grandchildren. She, Grandma Lookout, and the three other women got along famously, and she was asked to move in permanently. Neither Grandma Lookout nor Sallie Smith could speak English very well and so Myrtle, sister Martha and their mother somehow managed to communicate between Osage, Cherokee, English and some kind of sign language. Only on occasion would one of the women ask Hoolie to translate Cherokee to English, but for the most part they communicated very well without him.


Hoolie stopped the horse, turned, and lightly squeezed the boy’s knee, causing him to laugh out loud. “See, John, Ben liked your joke, even if it weren’t very funny.”


Hoolie pulled Ben off the mare and told him to run over to John. John lifted the boy to the top rail and held on to him so that he wouldn’t fall. Hoolie loosened the rope hackamore from the mare’s snout and threw it over his shoulder. The freed mare walked over to a corner of the corral to feed on some hay. Hoolie sauntered over to John. Hoolie picked Ben from the rail and stood him on the ground. Ben, in turn, hugged his father’s leg.


“Well,” said John, “when we gonna get goin’?”


The Smith-Lookout family had recruited John to help drive the “whole outfit” as Hoolie put it, to Pawnee, Oklahoma, for a visit with a Lookout relative who had married a Pawnee man from near the town of the same name. At the same time, there was a big war dance, what Hoolie’s Osage relatives called Heyluska in honor of a man named Ezekiel Pratt, who had fought in the trenches nine years before. John told Hoolie that Zeke Pratt had “gone over the top” several times and on one occasion managed to steal a German horse that was pulling a wagon of supplies up to the front. Not only that but Pratt had been wounded and, in the old way, counted coup on a few Hun soldiers and captured one who had been lying in a shell hole in no man’s land. So, Pratt was a pretty big hero, not only in the new way of war but also in the old way. The practice of Heyluska was always intended to welcome home warriors. The songs were usually about honoring the men who had gone off to fight and seeking the blessings of God and the spirit world. Nearly every tribe, especially in western Oklahoma, had these kinds of ceremonies. When the men came home from France after the Great War, their families put on the dances to support their fathers, sons, and brothers. Indian people knew that war was a destructive and terrible thing to witness, and the dances were performed to honor and heal those who had seen that kind of horror. The dances also honored the men because they had taken part in something that few others had even seen. John told Hoolie that because these men had seen both war and peace, they truly knew the beauty of life.


The Indian agents, however, thought the dances were, as they said in their reports to Washington, “Savage remnants of the past that inhibit the assimilation of the Red Man into American society.” So, they sought to ban the ceremonies, but were more or less prevented from doing so by, of all people, the men who ran Wild West Shows like the Miller brothers of the 101 Ranch near Ponca City and Gordon W. Lillie, known as Pawnee Bill. One of the main elements of these performances was the “Indian Ceremonial Dancing.” To keep Indians performing in their shows, the owners hinted to the local Indian agents that they should leave their employees alone. Hoolie always believed that if white men made money off something, they could do anything they wanted.


When Myrtle and Martha began planning the trip to Pawnee, Sallie Smith was overjoyed to go along because she had a distant relative named Arch Rattling Gourd who had married a Pawnee lady. It looked like the trip to Pawnee, which wasn’t all that far from Hominy, thirty-some miles, was going to be a pleasant getaway and visit to a friendly bunch of relatives. It would take two automobiles to transport the whole, and so John was asked to drive one while Hoolie operated the other. Myrtle and Martha both could drive, but they wanted to take care of the children and simply enjoy the scenery. It was spring, and the weather was fine with just a slight cool breeze blowing from the north. Of course, the direction of the wind and the temperature would change as the season grew warmer, but now was the time for visiting friends, relatives, and places. John was eager and honored to be part of the Smith-Lookout outing.


“You know, there might be a horse race or two durin’ the time we’re down there. How ’bout bringin’ that filly you just broke to run?” asked John.


“Naw. She’s fast, but ain’t got the practice. I don’t know who’d ride her, either.” Hoolie patted his stomach. “I’m carryin’ too much weight.”


“I bet you could get one of the Pawnee boys to ride her.”


Hoolie paused and rubbed his chin, deep in thought. “Maybe so … could take the roan mare, too. She’s fast and knows how to win.”


Hoolie felt that someone had come up behind him. John’s eyes grew larger and little Ben yelled “Mama” all at the same time. Myrtle had quietly walked from the barn, skirting the high corral fence without being seen or heard. Hoolie turned, saw who it was and whispered, “Woman, you scared me. How long you been there.”


“Not long,” she retorted. She walked over to Ben, picked him up, and shifted his weight to her hip. “Well, long enough to tell you that there ain’t gonna be bettin’ money on horse races and such. We should bring that roan mare and her colt and that spotted filly. Our cousin Filomena married into the Shield Chief family. We should give ’em away to her husband. We’re gonna stay with them after all.”


Hoolie didn’t really understand the custom of the give away that the western Indians practiced. From his point of view, and he’d seen it done several times since he married Myrtle, it could get out of hand. In Cherokee communities there were work groups called Gadugi that might help a family out with building a cabin or a corn rick or brooder house or help with a hog slaughter. Also, one family might help another by giving coffee, corn meal, flour, or beans. Being generous was a primary Cherokee virtue; being called greedy was about as low as one could go. On the other hand, giving away several trained horses, blankets, foodstuffs, saddles, and harnesses made Hoolie flinch. He wasn’t cheap but neither was he profligate. But his Osage relatives thought that the extravagance of the give away was simply good manners intended to make both the giver and the receiver happy. That was certainly true. In the end, Hoolie thought that because the Lookout family had headrights and oil leases, they had the right and the wherewithal to give away what they wanted.


On the day they were to leave for the Shield Chief allotment, the entire family and John were dressed to the nines. All the Lookout women wore their prettiest shawls, their homemade Osage cloth dresses in the old style, and had their hair in braids. Martha, though, had had her hair cut in the latest fashion “bob,” with a spit curl on her left cheek, and wore a bright yellow store-bought dress that accentuated her brown skin and shining complexion. Hoolie could tell that Myrtle was a bit jealous of her sister’s modern ways, but she also found comfort in the notion that she was maintaining her Osage traditions. Ben was in bib overalls and a plaid shirt, and Lily, his little sister, wore a calico dress. John Tall Soldier braided his long hair and wore a high-crown, almost yellow cowboy hat with a bright red shirt, beaded cuffs, and jeans. His pant legs were stuffed into a highly polished pair of cowboy boots, the tops of which were stitched in swirling shades of vivid colors. Hoolie’s traveling clothes were much more modest. Much to the dismay of his wife, he continued to wear his old Army campaign hat with its brim pushed up in front. Hoolie’s mother had on a hand-sewn dress and a bandana covering her hair. They packed blankets, changes of clothing, water, and canned goods in burlap feed sacks.


———


Even though it was only slightly over thirty miles between Hominy and Pawnee, the trip took two days. Traveling with nine people, including two small children and a great-grandmother plus two horses tethered to one car with a foal following its mama was a logistics problem with no easy solution—that, in addition to the fact that the roads between Hominy and the Arkansas River were dirt and rock and hardly more than cattle trails. Hoolie figured that they would do well if they traveled fifteen miles a day.


The greatest dilemma was picking the route. They could go straight west through the ford at Blackburn or south-southwest to Cleveland. Both towns offered some degree of ease, but they weren’t without their own set of difficulties either. John had heard that Blackburn was building or had built a steel bridge over the river. The railroad passed through Cleveland and had built both a decent road and a bridge. Mother Lookout, though, wanted to see the statue of Chief Bacon Rind that had been erected the year before in the town of Skeedee. Bacon Rind, related to the family, was an Osage statesman of the old school. The old chief was still alive and living outside Pawhuska. So Skeedee was an essential stop on the way to Pawnee. Since Skeedee was actually closer to Blackburn, John and Hoolie picked that route.


They spent the first night near the Blackburn ford. John built a fire while Hoolie checked the cars’ water, oil, and gas levels and cleaned out the bugs and the weeds caught in the radiator cover. The automobiles were in fine working condition. He was still a good mechanic even though he worked with the horses more than automobiles now. The women opened some kind of canned stew meat—which reminded Hoolie of Army rations—with cowboy bread and some beans. They even brought along a bag of sugar for the camp coffee.


When supper was over, they talked some and laid out their blankets for the night. Everyone, including the older women, sat on their blankets. Hoolie and John rolled and lighted up cigarettes about which Myrtle said, “That’s a disgusting habit.”


John, in turn, replied, “Oh yeah, I seen you smoke a corn husk cigarette at a doin’s.”


“That was different,” she declared instantly.


Grandma Lookout entered the cigarette conversation. “Tobacco was give us by Wakonta. Our people used it in many ways.”


“That’s the same with us,” said Hoolie’s mother.


“Mama’s right,” said Hoolie, “you can put tobacco on a wound to stop pain, and a medicine man can fix tobacco to take away the evil. Some bad conjurers can fix tobacco to hurt other folks. But I gotta agree with my wife, it can sure cause you to feel bad. Maybe it is a bad habit. Durin’ the war, everybody smoked a pipe or cigarettes and sometimes cigars, and every mornin’ they’d wake up a coughin’. The Huns knew we was awake and started a bombardment. Heh, heh.”


There was a pause in the conversation and everyone, except the children, who were closing their eyes off and on, was shifting around trying to get comfortable on their blankets. Ben and his sister Lily were beautiful children, born a year apart. Both had cradleboards made and beaded for them, but almost from birth they hated anything that limited movement. They walked early and turned into rambunctious toddlers. Ben was especially fond of John, who ran and played with him on every occasion. Lily liked to play in the mud, much to her mother’s dismay.


Suddenly, a loud crack startled everyone. They turned toward the noise, but no one saw anything. They sat for a full minute with their eyes open and their ears trained on the place where the sound emanated.


Hoolie broke the silence. He chuckled and said, “must be the Junsti messin’ around with us.”


“The who?” asked John.


Hoolie’s mother answered. “Them’s the little folks. They do things like take stuff and leave it somewheres elst. Sometimes they walk around on the roof and throw things at you at night, or maybe just run around so that you only see ’em out the side of your eye. They can be bad and good, and they’re plenty powerful.”


Myrtle and Martha’s mother spoke up. “We got stories about those little people too. Some people say they can even fly. Mostly, they do bad things. You gotta look after your children when they’re around.”


“Same with us,” said Hoolie. You see mamas and grandmamas always keepin’ an eye on the boys and girls out playin’. If they see a little boy that looks outta place, they quick, bring the children in the house.”


“Let’s stop talkin’ about this. It’s scary,” said John.


“Yep, it’s a bit scary,” Hoolie said in answer, “but some of it is if kinda funny. One time, we was out pickin’ up hickory nuts for kvnvchi, and I kicked over a rock with a hole in it. My Mama, came up and slapped me on the back of the head and said that I knocked over a Junsti house.” He looked at his mother and went on, “You remember?”


She smiled slightly and just said, “Yes, I think boys do silly things. You don’t want to disturb the Junsti either. Make ’em mad.”


Hoolie smiled at his mother and turned to his wife, who looked questioningly at him. He smiled and said, “I know, you know that Mama’s a Baptist, but she also believes in the old ways too.”


Hoolie’s mother nodded and said, “That’s right. Nothin’ wrong in believin’ in the spirits and knowin’ that Jesus came here to see us when the Romans, the white people, killed him.”


At that time, the whole Lookout family was mixed in terms of religion. Some were devoted to the Peyote religion, others were Christian, but very many were determined to save the ways of their ancestors.


Hoolie decided to change the drift of the conversation. “Way back when there were giants runnin’ around too,” he said. “Big, ugly ones with hair down to their rear ends.”


Everyone around the fire looked curiously at Hoolie as if he were making up a new story.


He looked directly across the fire at John, “We called them Osage mens,” he said and threw back his head and laughed as loud as he could.


John took off his hat and sailed it at Hoolie. He jumped up and ran around the sitting group dropped down on Hoolie, who was still curled up in a ball laughing loudly. At that, the two men started wrestling around in the grass, both laughing all the while.


Grandma Lookout, Mrs. Lookout, and Mrs. Smith sat with smiles, their hands covering their mouths in mock shock and disgust. Martha turned her head with her hand to mouth. With a controlled smile on her face, she kept repeating, “crazy … crazy … crazy.”


The children giggled as the two men wrestled and laughed like little boys playing.


Finally, Myrtle rose from the blanket and waved her hand and raised her voice. “You two stop it. You’re men grown, now.”


Hoolie and John quit instantly, sat up on the grass, and tried desperately to stop laughing. They looked up at Myrtle with sheepish grins on their faces.


She began to lecture. “I don’t want any more talk about little people and giants and stuff. I’ve got children here that gotta get some sleep. I don’t want them seein’ two men act like little boys. Now let’s get some rest.” She paused to look at Hoolie and John. “You two brush off the grass and clean yourselves up some.” She shook her head and muttered, “Like little boys, two grown men. Pitiful.”


———


Hoolie and John arose the next morning near sunup. With John standing quietly beside him, Hoolie greeted the sun with tobacco. In his prayer Hoolie asked for protection on their journey and health and happiness for their relatives and all of the people they were about to meet in Pawnee.


The day’s trip was uneventful, except for the side trip to see Chief Bacon Rind’s statue. Like many small Oklahoma towns in that part of the country, Skeedee was dusty and drab. Its most prominent feature was the statue of the chief, standing atop a tall white plinth. Grandma Lookout, for whom the trip to Skeedee was made, was not impressed. “It don’t look like Bacon Rind, and I knowed the man for a long time. Looks like he’s gotta big turtle under that blanket instead of his belly. And who’s the white man he’s shakin’ hands with?”


Martha answered. “Says it is a man named Colonel Ellsworth Walters. I guess they got to be friends.”


“I remember him now. He’s the white man who had somethin’ to do with handin’ out oil leases and such, all outta Pawhuska,” said her mother.


“They put this up last year,” John reported, “and that’s after all the bad things the white people did to us. Old Bacon Rind shoulda whipped that man instead of shakin’ hands with him.”


“Maybe that’s why they put it up here instead of on Osage land,” offered Hoolie. “Maybe this Walters fella ain’t too well liked.”


“That’s right,” said Myrtle, “if he was the white man handin’ out the leases and makin’ up who gets what. All that comes back to the killin’s that went on.”


“Yeah,” Martha put in. “His doin’s led to the sadness in our family.”


Martha had been engaged to a white man who killed her father and was hoping to lay claim to the Lookout family’s headrights through her. It was a terrible way to discover the lengths to which someone would go to satisfy their greed. The man disappeared, and she suspected that the only ones who knew exactly where he was were members of her own family.


John was referring to the murders of Osage people during the early 1920s. Hoolie and John themselves had helped uncover one of the plots that took the lives of Ben Lookout and Tommy Ruffle. They also rescued Rose Chichester. The plot had involved the Hominy town marshal, who had been a county sheriff at one time, a prominent judge, and Martha’s fiancé, a nephew of the marshal. But even after that, the murders continued, and the Bureau of Investigation stepped in. One poor woman was blown up in her house. All that murder and mayhem so that white men could get ahold of Osage oil rights. The greed and corruption and sheer evil of the white men was undeniable. It was a horrible and unforgettable crime that would remain with the Osage people forever.


Hoolie looked around at the town itself. The statue stood in the middle of a crossroads. A couple of the buildings were fairly substantial, constructed with the buff-colored stone bricks that were common to the architecture of the northern part of the state. Several Indian schools and US government official buildings sported the same rough-hewn stone bricks. Other houses in the town were constructed with brown, fake-brick design, asphalt siding, and inexpensive green shingles also made of asphalt, which sprung up all over the state in recent years.


The larger town of Pawnee was much the same except for the Pawnee agency buildings and the Indian school. They traveled almost due west on a good asphalt road near the substantial Black Bear Creek. They saw Pawnee Bill’s estate called Blue Hawk Peak Ranch and noted the buffalo ranging west of the main house. Grandma Lookout smiled at the shaggy, giant beasts and happily told her great-grandchildren about how, when she was a girl, she helped her mother butcher the buffalo that her father had killed. She was talking about how heavy the buffalo hides were when she saw a buffalo out of the corner of her eye and asked John to stop the car. He honked the horn signaling Hoolie to pull over as well. A gigantic bull had slowly walked over to the barbed wire fence. Grandma Lookout got out of the car and went over to speak to it. She talked to the bull for quite a while, and small group of female buffalo and their new calves meandered over apparently to listen to elder human being. Myrtle whispered a summary of her grandmother’s speech, which turned out to be a kind of prayer ending with a quiet song. She had thanked the buffalo and the Great Spirit, Wakonta, for being there in the old times so that the Osage people could live on. She talked about how she missed seeing them in their great herds grazing on the prairie. The song she whispered was another thank you for being allowed to visit the buffalo once again. She got back in the car and with a wave of her hand told the men to move on.
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Elizabeth Shelby


J. D. Daugherty, always the businessman, was pouring over his latest receipts and expenses when someone knocked gently on his office door. He started to get up, but the door opened seemingly on its own, and Elizabeth Shelby poked her head in. She wore a bright red beret on her neatly bobbed hair, a red and white striped blouse, a white pleated skirt that struck her just below the knees, white stockings, and red Mary Janes with two-inch heels. She also wore a bright red and pink scarf wrapped around her neck with one end draped down the front and the other down the back. Spring was obviously here. She had an even brighter red lipstick smile on her round face. “Good day to you, Mr. Daugherty,” she said as she entered the office and noisily closed the door behind her.


J. D. was taken aback. He looked around nervously. The office was looking pretty shabby, and he was in shirtsleeves and suspenders—hardly the proper attire for greeting the daughter of one of the most prominent families in Tulsa. He stepped to the coat rack and said, “Please sit down Miss Shelby, I’ll get my coat.” J. D. hesitated for a split second and decided that he should hold the chair for Miss Shelby and get his coat on after doing so. In addition, he told himself to speak in his best English, for the Shelbys, all of them, were part of the upper crust, and he didn’t want a hint of the brogue or his lack of formal education to somehow put them off. In many ways, and despite his American birth, J. D. belonged to the ancien régime when his own people were forced to show deference to the English. Elizabeth Shelby was smart and cunning. She could throw anyone off their game with a subtle lift of an eyebrow.


“Don’t bother with your coat, J. D. We’ve known each other for a few years now, and we can be less formal. Besides, I have some business for you to take into consideration.” Elizabeth leaned back in the customer’s chair and pulled a silver cigarette case out of a white handbag. She took her time as she retrieved a four-inch-long cigarette holder, inserted a pre-roll she selected from her silver cigarette case, and lit up with a new Ronson. Finally, she blew out the first draw and said, “Mrs. Erma Blake of the Regent’s Trust Bank Blakes talked to my mother about her daughter Sarah Jean. Sarah Jean has been missing for a couple of weeks. The Blakes asked for police and the sheriff’s assistance the day after she disappeared, but the coppers apparently can’t locate the noses on their faces.”


“Figures,” huffed J. D. He didn’t trust most of the force or the sheriff’s deputies in Tulsa anymore since the majority of lawmen were either on the take or members of the Klan. J. D. did trust one cop, retired Captain Finch, who begged higher-ups to recruit high school graduates for the force. Finch was told that “those wisenheimer, smart guys” don’t have the guts to extract confessions or “plug a yegg while he’s crackin’ a safe.”


Elizabeth continued. “Yeah, I wanted to help out after my mother told me about her conversation with Mrs. Blake. I tried, but I can’t get anything done. Even though I’ve got some political pull, they just treat me like a little girl and my mother like an old lady hysterically clutching her pearls. They’d act if my brother or my father or Rose’s pops would say something, but I don’t want to be written off like that in favor of a man. The men in the family don’t want to get involved, even my brother. And I want to be treated like a woman who has the vote and can be independent of a man’s help.”


J. D. grimaced and knuckled his moustache nervously. He really didn’t want to say it, but he said it anyway, “You want my help?”


“No, dammit. I have a proposition for you. I want to buy into the detective game.”


“What?” exclaimed J. D. “What do you mean?”


“I want to become a partner with you and a private detective like you.”


“You have no experience.”


“Yes, I do. Who found Krendle back in ’23 when I was just twenty years old? Besides, how much experience did Hoolie Smith have as a detective before you glommed onto him? Do they have courses in detection at the college? Come on, J. D., don’t pull that ‘experience’ stuff on me. I have a real square deal for you.”


“Oh yeah, what’s that?” J. D. was intrigued.


“The deal is,” she began, “I give you twenty-five hundred smackers, you make me a partner, and I get my desk in a better office than …” She looked around the room with a look of disdain or disgust or both on her face, “this,” she finished with a wave of her hand.


J. D. could do nothing but stare at Elizabeth with his mouth agape.


“Listen,” she continued, “I’m one of the ‘new women’ you read about all the time. You ever hear of Inez Milholland? She died for the cause. Now I consider myself a free woman, and I don’t want to be stuck in a marriage with some wealthy fool just to have a new kid every other year.”


J. D. regained some of his composure to say: “Miss Shelby, this business is difficult work, long hours, and very little gain considering the dangers. You have to look into people’s business, trail them, shadow them. Surveillance, bringing back runaways, and divorce work can be a dirty business. I personally don’t like adultery jobs, but it’s work that, in most cases, has to be done. You don’t need a job … you’re very well off. Besides, I know that you like the night life, let’s call it, and a job like this doesn’t allow for much carousing.”


A hint of a smile crossed her lips, and her eyes narrowed somewhat. “J. D., I’m tired of playing the foolish little rich kid. You might not know this, but it’s boring—not to mention that it kills the body and the soul. I’m not really a jazz baby or a flapper. I want to do something serious. I’m not educated to do anything. I figure that I can learn from the best on the job, and you’re the best detective I know.”


“I’m the only one you know,” J. D. said flatly.


“That’s true, but I figured out that I can go to places and get information that you might not be able to do. I can talk to other women about things that you wouldn’t dare to discuss.”


“Now, how do you know that?”


“I don’t know it, but I’d bet my diaphragm on it.”


“Miss Shelby!” he exclaimed. “You shouldn’t … shouldn’t … shhh. I don’t like hearing about that,” he blustered. “It’s embarrassing. Language like that! You’re a lady!”


“See what I mean?” she said with a triumphant smile.


J. D. had been trapped but wasn’t defeated yet. “All right, I get it. That’s a good argument. Now, I want to know if there’s any other reason. I’m sure there is—deep within that beret.”


She nodded. “Are you trying to be one of those alienist-psychoanalysts?”


“You have to be in this business,” he said.


“Okay, I’ll tell all. My sister Rose is getting married next year. The future groom is related to the Gilcrease family. It’s not exactly arranged, but it might as well be. She’s stopped doing anything but planning the wedding. I’m sure you’ll be invited. She’s positively giddy and acting stupid.”


J. D. had considered Elizabeth’s sister Rose to be a great deal more serious than many of the of the younger females with whom he was acquainted. Hoolie Smith and John Tall Soldier had rescued Rose Chichester from her kidnappers back in ’21. The whole investigation had led to the discovery that Rose was actually Big Bill Shelby’s own daughter by E. L. Chichester’s wife. Rose’s mother named her after Rose Shelby in an act of vengeance and took her own life. Scandal always plagued the well-to-do. Rose Shelby and Mr. Chichester covered the family’s reputation quickly. Nothing would be shared publicly, of course, and Rose Chichester would remain E. L.’s daughter for all intents and purposes. At the same time, she was to be welcomed into the Shelby family and treated as a daughter and sister. Bill Shelby accepted his wife’s terms and was forgiven for his transgressions. The incident was forgiven but not forgotten. Rose and Elizabeth became not only sisters but close friends.


“Are you jealous?”


“Not really. I just can’t see acting the way she is. I don’t want to be like that. So, that’s why I want to take up some serious line of business. I want to be independent and do something worthwhile and interesting.”


J. D. leaned forward and folded his hands on the desk. He remained absolutely quiet for a full five minutes calculating all the plusses and minuses of bringing a partner, especially a partner like Elizabeth Shelby. In his mind, he turned over the fact that he had fallen into Elizabeth’s trap so easily. That ability alone proved that she was smart enough to do the job of interrogating those involved in an investigation. But more than anything else, Elizabeth impressed him with her cunning ability to extract emotional as well as verbal responses from a well-laid tactical ambush. She was very smart, he thought, and “smart” is the most important trait in being a good investigator. He could use the Shelby name, of course, but he could probably get away with that anyway. Her money would be a welcome part of the business, and she had contacts with potential clients who had money themselves. Her buy-in would also come with a new office in a respectable place. But he kept coming back to the fact that Elizabeth was sharp as a tack. That changed his mind and brought him around to making his final decision. “Tell you what,” he said finally, “I’ll take you down to Sam Berg, and we’ll see what it’ll take to get you started. You might not like it. You’ll have to be bonded.”


“Do I have to be licensed?” she inquired. “I went to the library and found that some states require licenses for private investigators.”


“Well, this is a private company, already established under state law. I can hire whoever I want. Oklahoma more or less says that an investigation service is a business. As far as partnership goes, Sam will take care of everything. We’ll reach an agreement and draw up the paperwork. You’re gonna be a businesswoman, too.” He paused and said, “Okay, partner?”


“I’m ready. But, J. D., I’d like to know why you made that decision so quickly. You definitely weren’t in favor of my proposal when I came in. Why change?”


“One thing, Miss Shelby, you’re a shrewd girl. And you don’t turn that kind of smarts down. Now, let’s go see Sam.”


“Ahh … J. D. I’d like to tell you about Sarah Blake before we go see the lawyer.”


“Alright, go right ahead.”


“First I’d like to take the case, if possible.”


“That’s fine. Only tell me about it first, and maybe I can tell you how to go about starting an investigation of this sort. It’s a missing persons job, right?”


Elizabeth looked pensively with her head turned to the right and up toward the ceiling. The pose would become familiar. She collected her thoughts and said, “I’m not sure if it’s a missing person or a kidnapping.”


“Oh?”


“Yeah. I don’t know Sarah very well. We never went ‘carousing,’ to use your word. But according to her mother, she always found a way home after kicking up her heels in the speaks. She got along with her folks. Her daddy doted on her. And she took advantage. I heard she poured money into the speaks like it was water. I just don’t think she would’ve run away from what she enjoyed the most. That’s spending money, not drinking. She bought the finest clothes and the most expensive jewelry. So, why would she walk away from that? It just doesn’t figure.”


“That’s a good point. You know who last saw her?”


“No, I don’t. Where do I start?”


“How much did you get from her mother? And why wasn’t it in the papers? This is a big story: society woman goes missing and all that.”


“Her mother said that she’d been missing for several days. You know the swells in this city, they don’t want anything to paint them in a bad light, like a wife running off with the gardener or a daughter chasing after some penniless, indolent Lothario. Mrs. Blake asked if mother could help look for her. Mother asked me about it, and I said that Mrs. Blake should get a private investigator since the coppers weren’t doing anything. Mother was going to come to you over the matter. That’s when I cooked up the idea of being a detective and handling it myself. I told Mrs. Blake that I would see into the problem and here I am.”


J. D. stood and said, “Well, Miss Shelby, you got the job. Let’s go see Sam.”


Elizabeth rose, withdrew the burned down cigarette from her holder, and snubbed it out in the ash tray. She straightened her skirt, took up her handbag, and waited while J. D. put on his hat and coat. As he was placing his hat on his head, she said, “Since we’re partners, I would like for you to call me Liz.”


“Okay, Liz. Let’s go.”


———


They hopped a trolley for the five-block trip to Sam Berg’s office building. Liz confessed that she had never been on a trolley before but enjoyed the ride. “Get used to it,” said J. D., “you’re not gonna be able to have the chauffeur take you to a surveillance at a warehouse or the stock yards. Not many big Lincoln limousines loiter around those places.”


“I drive a Duesy, J. D.”


“Same thing goes for a Duesenberg.”


As usual, Sam was in his office studying a brief with his feet up on his polished mahogany desk. He quickly caught on to Liz’s proposal and said he’d have the papers drawn up in four days. Both J. D. and Liz were to come back to his office to sign the documents. They would have to have a check for $3,000 ready for the buy-in, the posting of bond and civil, and his fees. Everything else would be taken care of. “I’ll even find you an accountant. The bigger the business, the harder it gets for you to keep the books on your own.”


“An accountant!” cried J. D. “I do all the books myself.”


“Yeah, and you’ve been butchering them for several years now. Go to the firm of McDonnell and Associates downstairs. Tell them I sent you, and get ready to turn over your books.”


“I’ll get the check ready from my bank,” Liz interrupted. “That’ll take care of that part of the deal. At this point, we’re gonna go shopping for a new, larger office, new furniture, and lunch. Please lead the way, partner.”


“Okay. First things first. Let’s get something to eat. This is the first lesson for new PIs—eating at low-cost places, especially since we have to hire an accountant. We’re going down to my favorite chili joint.”


After agreeing to a retainer with McDonnell, the two strolled down to Ike’s. The cafe served chili, chili with beans, chili with rice, and Ike’s specialty, chili with spaghetti. Liz looked at her bowl of brownish-red stew wide-eyed and wondered how it tasted. Ultimately, she took a spoonful and nodded in favor of Ike’s concoction. “This isn’t bad,” she said.


J. D. smiled, knuckled his mustache, and said, “Yeah. This is the first time I’ve brought anybody here. You had chili before this, huh?”


“No.”


“Even on a night out?”


“No. But I’ve had fried chicken and even barbeque on nights out. Not all of my suppers are pheasant under glass.”


J. D. laughed out loud. She wasn’t a spoiled brat after all. “Well,” he began after stifling his laughter, “we should discuss your first case. After the chili, we’ll go see the coppers and talk to Dave Hollinger. He’s not a real friend but he’s the only one left around the courthouse that’ll talk to me since Finch retired.”


“Why go to the cops? They wouldn’t help in the first place.”


J. D. ignored the question. “What exactly did they tell Mrs. Blake, your mother, and you?”


“The main point was that Sarah is an adult and that if she wants to go missing, that’s her right.”


“That sounds about right. In this case, we’ll tell them that we’re handling the case ourselves, but we need some information. I don’t want to alarm you, but we have to find out if Sarah might be injured and in a hospital, or if, and remember we have to look into all possibilities, she might have been found dead. She might be out there somewhere with amnesia. Never can tell. The important thing is to eliminate all possibilities. Okie dokie?”


“I guess we have to do what we have to do.”


They found Hollinger talking to the sergeant at the front desk. Looking around before J. D. introduced her, Liz spotted Fred Krendle in uniform going downstairs to the lockup. She tapped J. D. on the wrist and whispered, “I just saw Krendle.”


“Yeah,” J. D. answered, “he works here.”


J. D. turned to Hollinger. “Sorry, Dave, I want to introduce Miss Elizabeth Shelby. She’ll be working on a missing persons case.”


Hollinger’s eyes widened appreciably. Liz could tell that he was taken aback when told that she was working the case, as if she were entering a males-only club. Additionally, he might have recognized her name.


Hollinger’s look of surprise turned into a broad smile. “Yes, Miss Shelby, I recognized you immediately.”


Liz nodded and stuck out her hand. She wasn’t used to initiating the gesture, and when Hollinger grabbed her hand with both of his, she flinched. “Sorry, Miss, didn’t mean to alarm you. We just got rough ways ’round here.”


“That’s fine, Mr. Hollinger, I’m glad to meet you.”


J. D. said, “Miss Shelby wants to ask some questions.”


“Go right ahead. Glad to help.” Now he was being obsequious.


Liz put on her most enigmatic Mona Lisa smile and asked, “Why is it that the police and the Sheriff’s office won’t take the lead on a missing person’s case—Sarah Blake—that’s nearly a week old?”


“I’m sorry, Miss Shelby,” Hollinger said, “I’d like to help, but missing persons is not my department. I take it that Miss Blake is an adult, and so we can’t be chasing adults without them committing a crime. Now if she stole something or threatened somebody, we could go after her.”


“I’ve been told that already. So, I ask you: Where would I start?”


“I’m sure that Mr. Daugherty would know more about that than I would.”


“Okay,” Liz began. “I’ll ask you this: Have there been any reports of dead or injured women lately?”


“Not that I’m aware of.”


She pulled a small card out of her pocketbook, wrote J. D.’s office telephone number on it, handed it to Hollinger, and said, “Please, Sergeant Hollinger, call me if you hear anything, anything at all. She’s got to be somewhere.”


“I will Miss.”


“Well,” she looked at J. D., “I think I know what to do now. Unless you have any questions for Sergeant Hollinger, I think we can go.”


“Very well, partner, let’s go check out office spaces.”


———


After looking through various office spaces at several buildings, including the Petroleum, The McFarlin, and the Atlas Life, J. D. and Liz were both footsore and frustrated. Liz suggested that they wait for a while and see if there would be space available in the Philtower Building when it was finished. J. D. worried that all of the buildings they looked into were filled to the brim with oil, natural gas, and drilling company offices. “You might be comfortable being around the oil people,” he said to Liz, “but I’m not so sure that they’d like to have an investigative service in their building.”


Liz squinted as if puzzled by the statement. “You’ve dealt with oil people before. After all, my family is an oil family. Not only that, but you’ve been finding oil families’ daughters and wives who’ve taken off for quite a while. That’s what our business is going to be about … mostly.”


“Maybe that’s what’s making me nervous. Are they going to put up with people who know their secrets being down the hall from them?”


“One thing my father always says—I know that you don’t like my father—but he always says, ‘business is business.’ Or, in the language of my generation, they have to mind their own beeswax. You agree, right?”


“Yeah, but …”


“Okay, it doesn’t matter what they think. If we can afford to be in the same building, they shouldn’t have any problem. If they do, that’s just too bad.”


J. D. knuckled his mustache for the thirtieth or fortieth time that day. He thought it over for a minute and said, “Alright, where would you like to set up?”


“If it’s up to me, Petroleum or Atlas Life. Preferably Atlas Life because my father’s office is in the Petroleum Building.”


“Well, let’s go back and see if we can get in. I’d bet money that your name alone will help us out.”


They turned in unison and retraced their steps to Boston Avenue.
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The Shield Chief Family


The old man looked up as the two cars pulled into the yard. He saw that all who occupied the automobiles were Indians, and he immediately shifted his gaze to the horses. “Whuh,” he called, “Let ’em go to grass.”


John hopped out of the driver’s side and untied the horses while the rest of the family filed out of the two automobiles. They arrived in late afternoon. It had been a tough trip but a happy one.


“Come closer,” said the old man, “can’t see you’uns that far away.” At that point, a man and a woman emerged from the front door of the house. “Filomena!” cried Myrtle. Immediately, Filomena and her husband, Mose, stepped down from the porch and walked to the cars. As soon as all introductions were made, Mose said, “Come on up to the porch and meet Uppitt, Grandpa.”


The elder’s proper name in English was Shield Chief, and he was the head of the family that bore his name. His grey hair was long and his face heavily lined.


“Turahe,” good, good,” said the old man in both Pawnee and English after meeting and quickly shaking hands with the family.


Hoolie leaned over to Mose and asked, “Did your grandpa say, ‘Doo-Dah-Hey?”


“No,” Mose answered with a chuckle, “the first part kinda leans toward a T and the middle ain’t ‘dah’ but a quick soundin’ RA.”


“Ah,” said Hoolie, “in Cherokee we don’t have no Rs … well, some folks use it like you do … but I grew up usin’ an L sound like that. I reckon I’m listenin’ with Cherokee ears.”
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