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CHAPTER ONE
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It was a hot day in the town of Meeker, Oklahoma when I first recollect seeing the outlaw ride in. That was back in 1922, June to be exact. I was only fourteen at the time, but I can still see that fiery black stallion that he rode in on. The muscles of that horse rippled in the morning sunlight. It was on a Sunday that I first saw them - the stallion and the stranger. They were sitting on the hill just west of the church. Billy Fifer and I had snuck out of our Sunday school class and were hiding in the trees behind the building. I think we were both hypnotized by the image up on the hill. We had never seen a man like the stranger before. And I don’t suppose I’ve ever seen one like him since.

The stranger wasn’t really a very big man, but at the time I thought he was. He wore a dark flannel shirt and had a bright red bandana tied around his neck. His hat seemed sort of floppy, as if it had seen a lot of wind and rain, hanging down around his back, like the Mexicans wore theirs. But the thing that surprised me most was his hair. He wore it long, a braid down each side of his chest, like the Indians I had seen in town. His face was dark and leathery. At the time I thought he must have been an Indian, or at least part. I imagined him to be some long lost Chief coming back to avenge his people. Of course, later on I did find out that he was a quarter Cherokee. But this man was no Indian Chief.  He was an outlaw.

As the singing from the church grew louder, I recall seeing the stranger turn in his saddle and look back in the direction from which he had come. There was a hard look on his face, a very determined look. I knew at once that something was going to happen. Don’t ask me how I knew, but I just did. Somehow this intruder to our world was going to change the entire lives of my family. In a sense, I became the man I am because of him. But back then, all I could feel was the excitement of something I couldn’t understand. When he had turned back toward the church and then rode that magnificent steed down the hill, I knew I had to tell someone all the visions that were running through my mind. I had come running out of the woods, Billy Fifer right behind me, as the congregation started out of the white, one room church.

“Where have you been, young man?” My mother hollered as I ran up to her and my grandfather. My little sister, Katy, was right behind them.

“I saw an Indian, or maybe he was a gunfighter. He was on the hill just a minute ago. He was riding the biggest black horse I ever saw. And he looked like an Indian or a Mexican or something...” I tried to speak so quickly that I ended up tripping over my own words.

They just looked at me for a moment as if I was crazy. Then my grandfather let out a big sigh and shook his head. “Slow down now,” Grandfather stammered. “What in tarnation are you talking about, boy? You’ve seen Indians and the like around here before.”

Turning to my grandfather with wide-eyed excitement. “But not like this one. He’s mean looking. I saw the devil in his eyes.” Not exactly the truth, but a fourteen-year-old boy has got to get his point across. My grandfather just shook his head in bewilderment, so I turned back to my mother.

“He looked like a killer for sure. He was wearing a gun, just like the one that Sheriff Cody has,” I emphasized.

“Let’s hope he isn’t anything like the Sheriff,” Mother said as she glanced over at my grandfather.

“Or Max Dorscher,” Grandfather replied. “Rebecca, we should be getting these kids home. Katy’s stomach was growling up a storm during the service.” He gently swept up the five-year-old in his arms.

“Don’t think I’ve forgotten that you weren’t in church,” Mother said as she took Grandfather by the arm and started walking down the dirt road toward our home.

I wisely chose to keep silent, noticing that Billy Fifer was being scolded by his father. In a way I envied Billy. At least he had a father to scold him. My dad had been killed at the beginning of the war. Of course my grandfather was a fine substitute, but he was still just my grandfather. And at times, he seemed so very old. I never really felt comfortable talking with him about the everyday thoughts that popped into my head. He was just too old to understand a fourteen-year-old boy. As for my mother, well, she was a female. I’ll admit that she was about the prettiest and nicest one in all of Oklahoma, but no matter how you cut it, she was still of the opposite sex, and therefore, unable to understand a boy’s needs. Like the preacher had said many times before - out of every bad thing comes a little good. While my friend Billy was getting a scolding, I was going home with the knowledge that my mother would not say anything else about it. Grandfather was too gentle to ever get after Katy or me. I had it made as a child, but of course at the time I couldn’t see what was right in front of me. All of this was about to change. The outlaw was about to come into our lives, and a lot sooner than I could have ever suspected.

When we were in sight of the house I noticed Maudie waving for us to hurry. Maudie had the rosiest red cheeks, if a person can say that about a black person. She was a very big woman. But those black cheeks, with just the hint of red, made you forget all about things like prejudice and hate. Maudie was the sweetest woman I knew, besides my mother. She had worked for our family ever since I could remember. What a stir it had caused when Mother had asked Maudie to move into the house and live with us. A lot of tongues were wagging since that sort of thing wasn’t done in Meeker. Even the rich folk who had black help made them have their own quarters out back, away from the main house. What made it worse was that we weren’t even rich. The talk had finally died down when the preacher took in a black man named Willy. Everyone figured if it was okay for a black man to live with the preacher, then it was just plain okay, everyone that is, except the Klan.

“Hurry, Miss Becky!” Maudie yelled as she stood out on the porch of our two-story, yellow frame house. It wasn’t much, but it was home. “There is a man out back and when I told him he couldn’t stay. He just ignored me and commenced waterin’ his horse. If you want, I’ll take a skillet to his head?” Maudie offered as we all came into the yard.

Before any of us could answer, the stranger came walking around the corner of the house. I heard the jingle of his spurs on the hard ground before I ever saw the glistening handles of his guns, hanging on both sides of his waist. He smiled pleasantly at us. We must have been a sight, standing there in our Sunday best - a pretty woman, an old man, a large black woman and two big-eyed kids.

“I didn’t mean to cause no harm, folks,” the man spoke softly, almost in a whisper, “I just needed to water my horse and let him rest a spell. I’ll be more than glad to pay you for your troubles.” His bright blue eyes sparkled with charm as he smiled at my mother.

“Put another place at the table, Maudie. We’ll be having a guest for lunch,” Mother said as she started up the porch steps.

“But you don’t know what kind of man this here fella’ is,” Maudie protested.

“Just do as I say, dear,” Mother stated, “This is the Lord’s Day and I don’t intend to turn away a stranger in need of some rest and a good meal.” Mother then turned back to the stranger and smiled one of her nicest smiles. “You don’t owe us anything, sir. I do hope you will stay and have lunch with our family.”

The man’s eyes lit up. He smiled sheepishly as he glanced at me and Katy. “I do thank you, Ma’am. I promise to be on my best behavior in front of these two fine children.”

“My name is John Desmond. Glad to meet you,” Grandfather offered his hand to the stranger. The stranger shook his hand and grinned at the older man.

“I’ve heard of you, Mr. Desmond.” He acknowledged. “Didn’t you used to be a Marshal back when Oklahoma was still Indian Territory?”

Grandfather laughed as he led the other man up the steps. “It’s nice to be remembered. That was a long time ago. Where did you ever hear about me?”

I watched as they disappeared into the house. Katy stayed out on the porch with me as we waited for lunch to be ready. I couldn’t stop thinking about the stranger. One thing was obvious; he’d made a friend of Grandfather by getting him to talk about the good old days. Katy and I knew every story by heart. Our grandfather had been a very famous man back in the early days of Oklahoma. He had fought Indians, outlaws and rustlers during his fifteen years as a United States Marshal. Back then I didn’t realize how proud of him we should have been. We had always more or less figured his tales were just stories he had made up for our enjoyment. Of course, years later, long after he had died, I would hear his name mentioned with a certain air of respect, and then on occasion, there was his picture as a young man in some book on western history. They called him the last of a breed of men. He had helped tame the west and lived to tell about it. I was always proud to tell my own children about what a great man my grandfather was. In my memories, he still is.

Katy had played for about half an hour when Maudie yelled for us to come eat. We both darted into the dining room to find the stranger sitting at the end of the table where our father used to sit, and more recently, the preacher. Mother smiled at us as Katy and I took our seats across from her, while Grandfather sat at the other end of the table.

“How old is this pretty little thing?” The stranger asked as he tapped Katy’s nose with his finger and looked at my mother.

“Katy turned five just last April,” she answered proudly. Katy grinned.

“And I’ll bet this young man is fourteen or fifteen,” he then stated as he gave me a smile. I couldn’t believe it. He had called me a young man.

“I’ll be fifteen next March,” I replied, smiling at the man for the first time. Suddenly, everything seemed different. From that moment on I liked the stranger. The images I had let dance in my head earlier had long since evaporated. This stranger had to be someone important. He had a way of putting everybody at ease and making them feel like they had known him all their life. That was just a small part of his charm. We had no idea as to the real reason he had come to Meeker. We just knew that he was there and we all liked him.

Our Sunday lunch seemed like a holiday. Mother really had a glow about her. And as for my grandfather, how could I ever explain the way he acted. He must have told the stranger every story twice. The peculiar thing was that the stranger seemed to enjoy listening to my grandfather. I think he was a little skeptical at times, because every now and then, he would glance over at me and wink knowingly. I liked him a lot.

“Want to help me feed Blackie?” The stranger asked after we had finished eating and Grandfather grew tired of reliving his many exploits. I followed the man out into the backyard and then noticed the black stallion tied to a fence post by the barn. The horse seemed to sense its owner’s presence. It was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen.

“Where is your pa, boy?” The man asked as we approached the horse. A tiny note of suspicion crossed my mind, but disappeared, as I petted the powerful animal that stood before me.

“He died in the war. My dad saved some of his men when he was killed. He was a real hero,” I stated proudly as I kept brushing the horse with my hand.

“It’s good to have heroes.” The outlaw then pulled out a handful of oats from a bag just behind the saddle. “Are there any other people around here that you might call heroic? You know. People like your grandpa?”

“Not really. An old Indian warrior used to live around here, but he died a few years ago,” I truthfully answered.

“No famous gunfighters in town? I heard that Will Starr used to live in these parts. You ever heard of him?”

My eyes grew wide at the mention of Will Starr’s name. Of course I knew who Will Starr was; everyone in Oklahoma knew who he was. “Will Starr is the fastest gun that ever lived,” I blurted out quickly.

The outlaw smiled slowly. “Do you know where he lives, son?”

I didn’t know how to tell him that Will Starr wasn’t from around Meeker. I had never even heard of him being in our town. Of course, he might have been there a long time ago, before I was born. I suddenly wondered why this stranger wanted to find Will Starr. No one had even heard of the famous gunman in years. I had just figured he was dead.

“He never lived around here that I know of, Mister. You might ask my grandfather.  I think he used to know Will Starr a long time ago. I’m not really sure though. When I was real little I can remember him mentioning that name a lot.”

The man looked back toward the house. There was a solemn look on his face. “If you will finish feeding Blackie, I’d like to go ask your grandpa some questions.”

“Sure,” I answered as I pulled some of the oats from the bag. The stranger just smiled a moment before turning and walking back toward the house.

In only a matter of minutes I had fallen in love with Blackie. That was the smartest horse I had ever seen. I realized the horse had been taught several tricks. If I held my hand up, he would stomp his right hoof, if I held it down, his back hoof. I’m sure he knew a lot of other tricks, but I never did learn what they were. After feeding him, I gave Blackie some more water and then waited for his owner to return.

When the stranger came walking out of the house he no longer looked friendly his lip was almost a snarl as he walked right past me and untied his horse. I watched in confused silence as the man pulled himself up into the saddle and looked off toward town. He then seemed to remember I was there as he glanced down at me and allowed a faint smile to cross his face again.

“Thank your Ma for her kindness.” He then pulled out a silver dollar and tossed it to me. “That should take care of the water for my horse and the fine meal. Give that to your Ma.” He then turned and rode off down the dusty road that led to Meeker.

“Johnny, come in here!” I heard my mother yell from inside the house. Running into the kitchen, I found my grandfather pulling his shotgun shells from the drawer in the kitchen cabinet. I turned to my mother in bewilderment. The color had drained from her face.

“What happened?” I asked, holding out the silver dollar. “The stranger said to give you this and to thank you for the meal.”

“Throw it away! We don’t need that kind of money around here,” Grandfather angrily replied. He slammed the drawer shut as he turned to my mother. “I just can’t believe that he would stand there and tell me he had made his living robbing banks. To admit he was an outlaw like that was just plain stupid. What kind of man is he?”

“I don’t know,” Mother consoled him, “I don’t think he meant us any harm. He just wanted you to know what he was.”

“But he knew I’d been a lawman all my life. I had no choice but to ask him to leave. I won’t shield an outlaw, no matter how friendly he might be.”

I could see that Grandfather was calming down some. He slowly opened the drawer again and put the shotgun shells back in it. I wondered what he would have done with them anyway; he was too old to have gone up against the outlaw.

“We’ll tell Reverend Harper about this tonight when we go to church,” Mother said as she sat down at the kitchen table.

Grandfather smiled. “The preacher will know what to do, no sense in telling Sheriff Cody. That outlaw and him are probably good old drinking buddies.”

“We don’t know that for certain, John. This might not have anything to do with the troubles from the Klan and Max Dorscher. We don’t know for sure that they hired a gunman. That’s just a rumor. These are modern times and people aren’t like that anymore,” Mother hoped out loud.

“You might be wrong, Rebecca. In Oklahoma some people are like that and worse. This is still a rough land. With all the oil troubles going on, we may find some trouble too.”

Mother looked at me and then at Katy, who was in Maudie’s big, comforting arms. This may sound stupid, but I could actually see the love coming from my mother’s eyes. At that moment I knew she was worried about us all, especially since we lived three miles from town. Out in the country we were virtually alone.

“I’ll ask Reverend Harper if he can let Willy come stay over here for a few days,” Mother suggested.

“We need a white man here, Rebecca. Preferably someone the Klan is afraid to stand up to,” Grandfather pointed out. “Leave it to me. I’ll ask the preacher if he can drop by more often until this trouble is over with. I’m sure he won’t mind once we tell him our situation.”

“I know I would feel a lot better with the preacher here,” Maudie said as she rolled her big eyes and took Katy out of the room.

Not wanting to be skeptical, I wondered what the preacher could do against the Klan, or for that matter, even the outlaw. The preacher was a brave man and not afraid to speak his mind, but he didn’t even own a gun.
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