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Murdered by Human Wolves is a novella based on the death of Katherine Cross, who
died in Konawa, Okla. in 1917 at the age of 18. The novella is a fictionalized account of
her death based on research inspired by the epitaph on her grave marker. The stone says
she was “Murdered by human wolves.” This is the first chapter of that novella; the
chapbook publication also includes a feature article based on my research for the story.

1

“You did what?” Katherine Cross asked.

“I did it,” Elise Stone repeated. “I gave myself to Luther McGrath. I ain’t no virgin no

more.”

“Why’d you do that?”

“’Cause I wanted to. He says it ain’t no big thing. He says men and dogs don’t have

no inhibitions about sex and women shouldn’t neither.”

“Inhi-what?”

“Yeah. You know, thinking it’s all dirty and bad. It’s a natural thing, he says.”

“My daddy says he’s the devil, or working with the devil,” Katherine said. “And

Mama said I better stay away from him.”

“He ain’t no devil. He’s just a man,” Elise said, laughing. “I saw him naked and he

ain’t got no tail or no horns or nothing.”

“Nothing?” Katherine giggled.

“Oh, he’s got that.”

“How . . . how was it?” Katherine asked. “Did it hurt?”

“Hurt sumpin fierce at first,” Elise said. “But then, I don’t know, it felt purty good. I

liked it. He said there at the end I was moving like a woman with experience.”

“Elise! No!”

“That’s what he said.”



Katherine snickered into her hand, her eyes straying across the dusty street to the

lumber mill where her father worked. She kept walking without saying anything until

they were past the mill and almost out of the little town of Konowa, Oklahoma. “My

daddy’d skin me alive if he knew I was talking to you about that kind of stuff,” she said.

“He’d call you a . . . a whore, Elise. Lots of folks would if they knew.”

“I ain’t no whore,” Elise said. “I just done what’s natural, like a horse or chicken or

dog would. Like Luther said.”

“We ain’t animals, Elise. People are supposed to get married before they do that.”

“That ain’t what Luther said. He said marriage was just sumpin people made up to

pretend we’re civilized.”

“Don’t you want to be civilized?”

“Not especially. It was fun. The second time we did it, he was growlin’ and I swear I

was screamin’ like a demon from hell ’cause it felt so good.”

“The second time? You mean you done it with him more than once?”

“’Course I did. We been meetin’ down to the creek regular, just ’bout every evening.”

“Aren’t you worried you’ll get pregnant?”

“If’n I do, I reckon we’ll just have to get married real quick so’s people won’t know.”

“They’ll know, Elise. Old Mrs. Collins’ll count the days from your wedding until

when the baby’s born and she’ll go straight to the newspaper.”

“Let her. I won’t even care. I got to go, Katherine. Mama wants this flour to make

biscuits for supper.”

“Okay, Elise. I’ll see you later.” Katherine stood quietly as Elise started up the lane

that would lead her home. “Elise,” she called. When her friend turned around, Katherine

said, “You be careful.”

Elise only laughed and skipped away, the basket holding the supplies she’d bought at

the general store bouncing heavily at her hip. Katherine continued west, then turned south

at the cemetery, following the county road that divided Seminole and Pottawattamie

counties, until she came to stand at the gate of her own home.

She was eighteen years old and had been born in the home she shared with her

parents. As she opened the gate and walked up the path to her front door, she studied

their little home, made with lumber John Cross had milled, and wondered what it would



be like to live in one of the big cities she’d heard about, maybe Kansas City or Denver or

even New York City.

Two of her father’s three coonhounds raised their heads to look at Katherine as she

came up the three steps to the porch of the house. The third only raised an eyebrow as he

opened an eye, then closed it and resumed his late summer nap. The other two hounds

lowered their heads. One, the female Katherine had named Bonnie, thumped her tail a

couple of times, as if to say she wouldn’t be opposed to the human’s attention, but it

really didn’t matter.

“Not now, girl,” Katherine said. She pulled the screen door open and went inside to

the smell of beef cooking in the great iron stove her father had bought from a store in

Oklahoma City two years ago. Katherine remembered how proud her mother had been to

have that hulking blue and silver stove squatting in her kitchen, having been forced to do

most of her cooking over a fire in the hearth for so many years.

“That you, Katherine?” Mary Cross called from the kitchen.

“Yes, Mama.” Katherine went to the kitchen and plopped her sack of corn meal onto

the table.

“Thank you, dear. Did you have a nice walk?”

“Yes. I met Elise in town and we walked home together.”

“How is Elise?”

“She’s fine.”

“And her family?”

“They’re all fine,” Katherine said, watching her mother measure out the grainy

yellow powder from the bag. “Mama, why does Daddy say Luther McGrath is the devil?”

Mary stopped, her measuring cup poised over a bowl. She looked up at Katherine, her

brow crinkled and the little lines around her eyes suddenly seemed very deep to her

young daughter. “You stay away from that man. And his family, or friends, or whatever

they are.”

“I will, Mama,” Katherine promised. “But what’s wrong with them?”

“You ever see Luther McGrath in church?”

“Well, no, but maybe he’s a Presbyterian.”

“That man’s no Presbyterian. He’s no Christian. You mark my words on that.”



“That makes him the devil?”

“That makes him somebody you stay clear of.”

“I will, Mama,” Katherine said. “Has he done something bad?”

Mary pursed her lips, then sighed before answering. She dumped her corn meal into

her bowl, then cracked an egg and let the yolk run over the meal. “Not that anybody can

prove,” she said.

“What do folks think he’s done?”

“Unspeakable things. Nasty things. Murder. And worse.”

“What’s worse than murder?”

“Things you don’t need to trouble yourself with. Why are you asking about Luther

McGrath?”

“No reason.” Katherine dropped her gaze.

“Katherine Cross, you tell me or I’ll tell your father you’ve been asking.”

“It’s not me, Mama,” Katherine said. “It’s Elise. She’s. . . I guess he’s courting her.”

“That man is after Elise?” Mary’s voice was filled with panic. Her weathered hand

went to her chest, then she fanned her face. “Elise Stone?”

Katherine knew she’d said too much and tried to think of a way to take it back. “I

don’t think it’s really courting, Mama,” she said. “Elise was just saying he’d talked to her

and she thinks he’s a handsome man.”

“The devil wouldn’t take an ugly shape,” her mother said.

“If folks think he’s killed people, why ain’t he in jail?”

“Nobody can prove he did it. Lots of us just think he did.”

“Who’s he supposed to have killed?”

“Girls mostly.” Mary stopped stirring milk into her cornbread mix and looked

Katherine in the eye. “Girls about your age. Mostly in Thackerville.”

“How long’s he lived in Konowa?”

“Since the town was moved after the flood,” Mary said. “Folks thought they was

moving away from trouble when they moved after the flood. All of a sudden, though,

Luther McGrath and his kin were neighbors.”

“He came in the land run, like you and Daddy?”

“Yes.”



“He’s lived here all that time and nobody’s proved he killed anybody?”

“Katherine, I’ve heard enough about Luther McGrath for one day. For one lifetime.

You stay away from him. You understand me? Him and all his kin.”

“I told you, Mama, I’ll stay away.”

All during supper, Katherine worried that her mother would mention her questions

about Luther McGrath. Katherine didn’t want to have to face her father’s questions about

why she was asking. She’d never been able to lie to her father and she didn’t want to

worry him over a problem that really only concerned Elise’s father. As she ate, she stole

glances at her mother, waiting to see if she’d bring it up, but she seemed to ignore

Katherine, paying attention only to her husband’s account of his day on the job.

After supper, Katherine helped with the dishes, then went outside to help John with

the evening milking. They kept about a dozen milk cows, along with the team of two

mares that pulled the wagon and the plow, several chickens, a few geese and the hounds.

“What did you do today?” John asked as he brought the first of the milk cows into the

barn. Katherine helped guide the cow to the feed trough, then placed the sliding boards

against her neck, just behind her head, so she couldn’t pull away from the food and

disrupt the milking process. She sat on her stool as John brought in another cow to milk.

“Nothing much,” she said. “Did my chores this morning, then went to town for Mama

to get some corn meal.”

“I saw you and Elise walk past the mill this afternoon. You two girls sure seemed to

be talking about something serious.”

“Oh, it was nothing,” Katherine said, glad there was a cow between her and her

father. “She’s sweet on somebody.”

“Oh yeah? Who would that be?”

Katherine bit her lip and wished she hadn’t added that last sentence. “I can’t tell you

that, Daddy,” she said. “Elise made me promise not to tell.” That was the truth. Katherine

pulled two teats and watched the milk squirt into her tin bucket. The cow shifted and

swished her tail. Katherine continued rhythmically pulling and squirting.

“It ain’t Luther McGrath, is it?”

Katherine’s hands froze on the cow for a moment, then she recovered. “Why would

you think that?”



“There’s been talk in town. Some secrets can’t be kept.”

“Daddy, I really can’t say. I promised.”

“You’re a good girl, Katherine. You got to keep your word. But you know we, your

mama and me, we don’t want you having anything to do with McGrath and his folk.”

“I know that, Daddy.”

“Stay clear of them.”

“I will.”

“All right. You got that cow milked yet?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s get these girls out of here and bring in a couple more.”

The July evenings were still very hot. After the milking, Katherine and John joined

Mary on the front porch of their house. Mary was mending torn clothes. John idly

strummed a guitar. Katherine sat quietly, flipping through a Sears and Roebuck catalogue

she’d nearly worn out.

“Find anything you like in there?” Mary asked.

“Lots,” Katherine answered.

“Like what?”

“This dress, for one thing.” Katherine held the catalogue up so her parents could see

the pink dress with the long, billowing skirt and ribbon at the bosom. “I’d wear it to every

dance.”

“And you’d be the prettiest girl there,” Mary said.

John grunted. “She’s already that,” he said.

They sat quietly for a while. When the sun sank below a hill and the sky was stained

orange and pink on a gray backdrop, Katherine excused herself and went inside. She fell

asleep listening to her father strum an old love song as Mary murmured the words.

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to persons living or dead is coincidental or has
been used in a fictitious manner.
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