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In the High Bitterroots


 


They rode out as the snow began to fall, a party of seven. Their purpose is to rescue a band of travellers trapped by an avalanche in the high Bitterroot Mountains. But once clear of the Montana township of Wicker it is soon apparent that the on-coming winter blizzards are not the only threat to success. The swiftly assembled group have brought with them their own grievances and evil.


Moreover, the mountain holds an unexpected threat for young Jess Clarke and ‘Doc’ Hames.
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For my sister, Shirley, and those Saturday morning films with Roy Rogers, White Eagle and The Durango Kid which first aroused my interest in the American West.









PROLOGUE


 


A wind blew along Missoula’s main street, coming from the north, bringing with it an icy foretaste of the winter to come. The rattle of loose planks and ill-fitting window frames added a tympanic rhythm to the occasional bugle bellow as it blew through the mountain pass above the town. Black clouds hung low overhead, moving fast like thirsty cattle with the scent of a river in their nostrils, rushing to the promise of something better ahead, and though it was barely two hours past midday they darkened the town, draining every colour to grey. Most residents remained within their own homes. A few cattlemen, wary of the power of the elements and reluctant to subject themselves or their horses to the trial of returning to their ranch, played cards in one saloon or another. Experience told them that such a wind would blow itself out in a couple of hours. The tradespeople stuck to their task although the storekeeper, barber, haberdasher and others had no hope of any more business this day.


The door of the sheriff’s office, too, was closed tightly and the two men within sat cosily near the stove drinking coffee and eating biscuits that Deputy Fred Skinner’s new wife had insisted he bring with him that morning. The cells were empty and had been for several days. ‘One thing about the winter,’ Sheriff Martin remarked, ‘people seem more reluctant to break the law. Less drunkenness. Fewer fights.’


‘Because the cowboys don’t come to town as much,’ Fred replied. ‘Guess they have as many fights but when they happen on the ranch we don’t get to hear about them.’


Billy Martin nodded his head slowly; a sage like acceptance of his deputy’s words. ‘You got something there, Fred.’ He paused. ‘Still,’ he added, ‘times are changing. Five years ago Missoula was a bad town summer and winter. The place was full of gunmen. Shoot-outs were a regular event.’


‘Why was that?’ Fred didn’t really need to ask the question; Billy Martin had supplied the answer every time he’d told one of his stories. But Fred liked to listen to the sheriff’s tales and Billy certainly enjoyed telling them. Fred’s words had been nothing more than a prompt to get his boss to fill in the afternoon with a few more reminiscences.


Billy Martin smiled. ‘Up here among the hills was a good place to lie low. Men stopped here as they headed west to escape crimes they’d committed in the eastern states, and outlaws from Oregon and Idaho made for here on their way east. Some travelled north, into Canada. As long as they weren’t wanted for a crime in Montana they could stay here as long as they cared to.’ He poured more coffee into his tin mug. ‘’Course there was often trouble when gunmen arrived in town at the same time. The winner was usually invited to leave before sundown.’ He sniffed. ‘Quite a few tough men buried up on the hill yonder.’


Fred wandered over to the window and duly inspected what was happening out on the street. A couple of men had arrived in town and were attempting to tie their horses to the hitching rail outside the bank, which was on the opposite side of the street and a couple of blocks down. A sudden blast of wind tugged at the skirt of their long coats, and each clamped a hand to his head to prevent the loss of his hat. Their horses shied and pulled making it difficult for the dismounted riders to hitch them. Finally they succeeded and stepped up onto the boardwalk. Fred watched as the two men parted; one heading further down the main street like he was seeking out a saloon, while the other took the narrow street along the side of the bank and was soon out of sight.


‘What’s happening?’ asked Billy Martin.


‘Strangers,’ Fred answered and described what the two men were doing. Billy grunted and offered a coffee refill to his deputy, who went back to the stove with his empty cup.


While the two lawmen kept warm within the main street office, two more riders arrived in Missoula. They, too, dismounted outside the bank and tied their horses to the same hitching rail the first strangers had used. All four men were tall but one, the eldest, was stout while the others were slim. The eldest man paused on the boardwalk and stretched his back as he looked up and down the street. Momentarily he caught the attention of the first two arrivals then, followed by the fourth man, he went into the bank.


Thadeus Clayton had had a chip on his shoulder for twenty years, ever since he’d lost his land to Union carpetbaggers at the end of the Civil War. In the intervening years he’d stolen money from every likely source; stagecoaches, trains and banks. He’d had a simple philosophy; commit the crimes in one state then cross the line to another where the law couldn’t follow. When his notoriety made raiding in one state too dangerous, he moved on, further west or north. Now he was picking on the money carriers in Montana.


In the early years he’d worked alone but with his wife now dead and his sons old enough to ride a horse and carry a gun, crime was a family business. Their involvement, however, was more a case of necessity than a means of extending his range of activities. None of his sons had an ounce of intelligence and were capable of nothing but the simplest task. Ezra, who now accompanied him into the bank, was the smartest of the three, but even he hadn’t the ability to plan a raid nor the sense to avoid a posse on their trail. Without their pa the boys would be swinging on a gallows tree within a week. Even with him, he sometimes thought that their presence on a raid was tantamount to putting a noose around everyone’s neck. Outside he’d found it necessary to pause on the boardwalk to catch Algy’s attention. Instead of being ready to act as a lookout during the robbery his youngest boy had allowed himself to be distracted by something he’d seen in a store window. They’d arrived in town in separate pairs to give the impression they didn’t know each other but Thad’s need to prompt Algy could have destroyed all that. He could only hope that the sheriff, like the rest of the citizens of Missoula, was too preoccupied with keeping warm to notice the behaviour of newcomers.


Thad Clayton’s plan was simple enough. When the bank was empty he and Ezra would force the teller to pack their saddle-bags. If any of the townsfolk entered the bank while the robbery was in progress then either Algy or Barney would follow them in and prevent them from raising an alarm. If they could get clear of the town without any commotion then Thad was sure they would evade capture. He had a hideout already prepared where they could wait until the immediate hue and cry was over.


It seemed to be their lucky day. The bank was empty and, because of the bitter chill of the day, the woollen scarves which were wrapped around the lower part of their faces didn’t seem out of place.


‘How can I help you, gentlemen?’ asked the teller.


Behind the teller the door to a vault stood open and a second man could be seen crouched on the floor struggling with a large, metal strongbox.


Thad threw the saddle-bags he had brought with him onto the counter and drew his gun. ‘You can fill these with all the money you’ve got.’


Ezra dropped his saddle-bags beside his father’s then pressed the barrel of his gun to the top of the teller’s nose, between his eyes. ‘Quick as you can,’ he said.


The two bank employees needed no other instruction. If either of them had any thought of resisting the robbers it stayed in their head. Thad had never known a robbery go with such ease before. ‘Don’t come outside ’til we’re clear of the street,’ Thad warned as he backed towards the door. ‘I’ve got men watching this door. They’ll shoot if you come out too soon.’ The last sentence was merely for effect; all four Claytons would ride out of Missoula together, but if the bank employees believed they would be killed by opening the door too quickly it would give Thad and his boys a start that would be good enough to thwart the effort of any posse assembled to catch them. Pushed as far as Montana there were now few states that they were able to enter with impunity and further bloodshed would only increase the law’s desire to hunt them down.


With filled saddle-bags in hand, father and son left the bank and made for the horses. Barney, Ezra’s twin, was in place, lounging against a post which supported a first floor balcony. His nervous look told Thad that all was not well. He looked to the corner where Algy should have been on guard but his youngest son wasn’t there. In answer to his pa’s angry question Barney gave an awkward shrug; he didn’t know what had happened to his brother.


Liquorice sticks and humbugs were the cause of Algy’s desertion. He’d always had a sweet tooth and the display of jars and boxes in the general store window had, at that moment, offered a promise of delight which was in excess of anything he’d ever seen before. He’d become engrossed by them, selecting those he’d come back and buy after he’d got his share of the money from the robbery. His pa always gave him some dollars to spend after they’d done a job. Thinking of his pa, Algy turned his head from the window and looked back to the junction with the main street. He was surprised to see his pa there and, judging by his splayed leg stance and lowered eyebrows, he was not pleased with his son. Algy hadn’t meant to stay away from the front of the bank when his pa and Ezra arrived. He figured they’d got into town sooner than they’d said they would. He nodded to his pa to let him know he was on his way to take up his position. Just one more look in the window to remind himself of those striped humbugs, they were his favourite sweet. But then he saw the jar up high filled with different coloured beans. How had he missed those? The red ones looked full of flavour. He couldn’t stop himself licking his lips. There was a whole lot more up on that shelf. He counted the jars and studied the contents working out which were chewy, which were crunchy and which had hard-toffee centres. There were boxes, too; fancy boxes with ribbons and bows which held pink and white candies. He smiled at the thought of spending half-an-hour alone in there, but right at this moment he didn’t have half an hour to spare. Once more his glance shifted to the junction with the main street and he could see the horses moving. His pa and brothers were mounted, preparing to ride away. He shook his head in disbelief. They hadn’t had time to rob the bank, had they?


Knowing he would have incurred the anger of his father and brothers for not being where he should have been when they left the bank, Algy began to run along the narrow street. Suddenly, the side door of the bank building opened. One of the tellers stepped outside, his back to Algy. In his hands he held a double-barrelled shotgun. Instantly he fired one barrel into the air and yelled, ‘Robbery,’ as soon as the resulting air reverberations had stilled enough for his voice to be heard. He fired the second barrel, determined that the citizens of the town would know what was happening at their bank.


The mounted Claytons appeared at the mouth of the side street. They could see the teller with his now useless weapon and beyond him they could see the fourth member of their family. ‘Come on, Algy,’ yelled his father who was still hopeful of getting clear of Missoula before a gunfight ensued.


But Algy changed all that. The fact that the teller had discharged both barrels had no significance for him. All he knew was that someone from the bank was firing a gun and he assumed the target was either his pa or his brothers. ‘Hey,’ he shouted, while pulling his own pistol from its holster. Algy wasn’t a quick draw but in this instance he didn’t need to be. He was, however, accurate and his first shot struck the teller in the chest, spinning him dramatically before he fell. He was dead, or dying, before he hit the ground but Algy plugged him again as he ran past, the bullet striking the stricken man in the centre of his forehead.


By now men curious to know the cause of the shotgun fire were appearing on Missoula’s main street. The teller’s cry of, ‘Robbery!’ had been heard and was running along the street like a prairie fire. Thad Clayton’s frantic arm waving to hurry Algy to his horse gave them a location on which to focus their attention.


Someone shouted for them to surrender but Ezra Clayton drew his six-gun and fired in that direction. He missed, clipping a splinter from a porch post outside the Lariat Saloon. Men ran for cover while reaching for their weapons. Lead zipped along the main street as the Claytons spurred their horses south. Algy, having dashed from the narrow side street, his eyes bright with excitement, was shouting, ‘Hi-yeee!’ like an outrider driving strays back to the herd.


Bullets whistled past the horses and over the heads of the riders as they tried to pick up speed. Ezra turned in his saddle and fired back along the street at one citizen who had evacuated the protection of a water trough in order to give himself a clearer shot at the fleeing robbers. Ezra’s bullet tore into his shoulder and left him writhing on the ground.


Fred Skinner and Sheriff Billy Martin had dropped their cups of coffee at the sound of the bank teller’s first alarm shot. Fred was on the boardwalk outside their office, gun in hand, watching their approach. He noted the similarity of appearance of the three younger men and guessed at the identity of the bank robbers. A shot took away a lump of material from the brim of his hat. He stood his ground and fired three shots from his revolver. Then Billy Martin’s rifle thundered to his left and they saw the eldest member of the gang lurch with the impact of the bullet. He would almost certainly have fallen if one of the others hadn’t grabbed his coat and kept him in the saddle. There was no more shooting after that, the four keeping low to reduce the possibility of another hit.


‘It was the Clayton gang,’ Fred Skinner announced. ‘I recognized the twins from the posters we’ve got.’


‘See how many men you can round up for a posse,’ Billy Martin ordered his deputy. ‘Don’t suppose we’ll get far before there’s no light at all for tracking, but one of them is hit and it could have slowed them down. I reckon they were heading east so you’d better get telegraphs off to the sheriffs at Wicker and Bridger Butte. Warn them to be on the lookout.’









CHAPTER ONE


 


Jess Clarke worked quickly, hands and eyes checking the harness that coupled the dun pair to the flat wagon. They were restless. Hoofs stamped and scraped. Heads tossed as snorts and snickers declared their unease. Jess spoke quietly, soothing the animals while he examined the straps and buckles. He ran his hands over their flanks and down their legs and, when at last satisfied with their fitness and his own endeavour, he stood before them and rubbed each muzzle in a last gesture of assurance.


From the narrow porch of their bleached, timber home, Mary Clarke watched her son’s effort to keep the team in check. The wind blew. The horses shied. Mary lifted her gaze to the mountains, the peaks of which were lost in black cloud. In keeping with the last three days, there was little daylight. Winter was coming early and the threatening storm, which had the animals spooked, was no less alarming to Mary. She remembered the winter five years ago. That, too, had been early and severe. According to the old-timers, that was the pattern of things. An early winter was always a hard winter and it was seldom the herald of an early spring. For weeks, that year, they had been isolated on their farm. Dark days, struggling to eke out provisions for the family and tending to the small number of cattle and horses that were close enough to benefit from the fodder in the barn. The suddenness of that winter had caught out every settler, none of whom had been able to collect their full herd near enough to the ranch house. Frozen carcasses, those of the cattle which hadn’t fallen to voracious wolves, were a cruel find when it was once more possible to ride the range. And now, Mary thought, just as the bank loan needed to see them through the following lean years had been repaid, it looked like happening again.


As he approached the house calling for his pa, Mary’s attention returned to her son. Despite her current concerns she was proud of Jess. Proud that he had grown tall and strong, proud of his diligence around the farm and proud of the growing respect his neighbours had for him. Jess was eighteen years old but had already adopted his father’s love of the land, knowledge of the stock and good-humoured determination to see a job done. Rarely did she visit the township of Wicker without someone speaking in praise of him. But in the past two weeks, since his pa, Matt, had suffered a broken arm, he had taken the weight of responsibility in his stride. No-one lauded his efforts more than his parents.


‘Team’s hitched,’ Jess shouted in the direction of the open farm house door. His father emerged almost instantly with a heavy outdoor coat draped across his shoulders and an expression across his face which bespoke his frustration at his inability to fasten it. Matt Clarke was a self-sufficient man. He had settled alone on this parcel of land. For the first three years he had cleared it, ploughed it, planted and harvested without help from anyone. Then he’d married Mary and while she raised children he continued to raise crops and cattle. A small herd at first, but large enough to make him proud of his achievement and instil in him the determination to develop his land into a spread that would sustain his children and their children in the years ahead. In his opinion, working from sunup to sundown was an investment greater than money. Not only did it keep him active and in control of the events on his farm, but it also ensured his awareness of changes and threats before they had time to develop into trouble.


Even so, he’d been fortunate. In twenty-three years on this land nothing had knocked him off his feet. Neither accident nor illness had prevented him working his land nor bad weather from tending whatever stock he could reach. A bullet had scorched his ribs in a skirmish with rustlers, a bull steer had pressed him against a corral post and riding accidents had jarred, bruised and gashed his body on several occasions, but nothing kept him abed or idle or unable to handle his own business. Not until he broke his arm. Now he couldn’t even fasten his coat without someone’s help, and needing assistance didn’t sit easy with him. Nor did the fact that his wife and son found some amusement in his incapacity.


‘There!’ said Mary after she’d got his left arm into its sleeve and had pulled the coat over his right shoulder, fastening the buttons with the sling-tied right arm trapped inside. She put a glove on his left hand and smiled up at him when he grumped at her administration. ‘Jess’ll look after you,’ she said as he headed towards the wagon.


He stopped, turned back, the words almost out of his mouth that he didn’t need anyone to look after him when he realized she was teasing him and the stern lines about his face relaxed. ‘I won’t always be like this,’ he said, trying to move his right arm to show her of what he was speaking.’


‘I should hope not,’ she said gently.


‘In fact,’ said Matt, ‘when we get to town I’ll go see the doctor. See if I can get rid of this strapping.’


‘It’s only been on two weeks. He told you it would be at least four.’


‘Yeah. Well, I’ll offer him twice his fee. Perhaps then he’ll half the time. Doctors,’ he muttered, ‘only want you to go back so they can charge you another fee.’


‘Nonsense, Matt. Doctor Hames is a good man. You do what he tells you otherwise you might end up with a permanently weak arm. Give it the proper time to heal.’


Matt grumped again but Mary wasn’t sure if it was in response to her words or due to the effort of hauling himself one-handed onto the driving board. As Jess set himself to climb up beside his father, his mother caught hold of his sleeve. ‘Here,’ she said, draping a long, woollen scarf around his neck. ‘It’s a north wind. You’ll need all the protection you can get when you reach the valley.’ To emphasize the point she pulled the flaps of his fleece-lined, leather cap over his ears.


Jess was as embarrassed as his father by his mother’s fussing but he tried not to let it show. He wrapped the scarf once around his neck simply to please her. ‘We shouldn’t be more than four hours,’ he told her as he clambered aboard and gathered up the reins. She nodded and stepped clear of the horses as her son flipped the leathers to urge them forward. From the raised veranda she watched the wagon travel slowly down to the ford then climb again at the far side of the river where the turnoff to their ranch joined the trail to town. As she looked again toward the mountains and the dark, foreboding sky she sensed the presence of her daughter behind her.


‘Is there a storm coming, Ma?’ Clara put her arm around her mother’s waist. She was thirteen, skinny, as Jess had been at that age, but blessed with a smile that could win any argument with her father.


‘Reckon so,’ said Mary, ‘but the men folk will soon be back and we’ll all be safe inside until it blows itself out.’


 


There were barely enough buildings in Wicker for it to deserve the term ‘town’ although it had grown somewhat from the little group of log cabins of that first established trading post forty years earlier. Mountain men and Indians had met here to barter and the mountain men had taken to calling the place wiccaothi, which is the Sioux name for a village or camp, and over the years the name had been distorted and Anglicized so that newcomers from the east mistakenly thought that the settlement had been founded by a man called Wicker. That was how the first sign writer had written the name and now they were stuck with it. It was well sited at the base of the Bitterroot mountains and on the bank of the Dearborn River barely a dozen miles from its confluence with the Missouri. The old hunters, both red and white, had brought to the trading post a plentiful supply of beaver and otter pelts, bear skins and antelope hides, but, when the war between the States was over, a new fashion in the east reduced the value of beaver skins and the heyday of the mountain man was over. Gone, also, were the assemblies with tribesmen who no longer came to barter. Civilization had brought with it fear and distrust of the red men who now stayed in their villages watching with growing concern as the white men slaughtered the buffalo on the plains, taking only the pelt, leaving the flesh and bones to rot on the open land.


Gone, too, from Wicker, were the log cabins. They had been replaced by fifty or more high, wood frame buildings which spread, haphazardly, along the river bank. Most of them wore a coat of whitewash or pale coloured paint, protection against the extreme elements that were a part of that sparsely populated area of the untamed land west of the Missouri. Some of those buildings were hung with signs – Lucy’s Boarding House, Jail, Stable and Blacksmith – but the largest building and the focal point of the town was the emporium run by Lars Freidrikson.


Lars and his family lived in the upstairs rooms. By far, the greatest portion of the ground floor of the emporium was taken up with his stock of essential supplies, goods required by every family in the valley. The store was well organized. There were sections for hardware, clothing, dry goods, canned foods, paint, wire and fancy goods. In addition, Lars kept several copies of the Sears and Roebuck catalogue so that his customers could order special items at any time. He kept a desk and a chair in a distant corner to ensure privacy for anyone selecting goods in this manner, however it didn’t prevent him wanting to know every detail appertaining to the purchase – which member of the family was to be the recipient of the gift or what occasion had prompted such a purchase.


The remainder of the ground floor was a saloon bar, access to which was either by a connecting door from the storehouse or a street door at the front of the building. It was a long, narrow section of the building with a bare wood counter opposite the door to the storehouse and five tables spaced along the adjoining wall. Lars served the beers at night when the storehouse was closed but employed Brigg Hutton as barman during the day. For many years it had been the only liquor selling establishment in Wicker, the place where the men met to drink and gamble, argue and cuss. Women didn’t go in there except for town socials and town meetings. Over the years few of either had been held there; dances were usually held in the summer and outdoors and public meetings were considered unnecessary. The accepted rule was that people made their own law. Disputes were settled between opposing parties without interference from others. The jail was there to hold drunks overnight. Justice, for anything more serious, like rustling, horse stealing and murder, was meted out by the injured party.


It was to the emporium that Jess Clarke directed the horses, pulling them to a halt at the front of the building then guiding them backwards down the side alley, seeking to get the wagon as near as possible to the storehouse door for loading. It wasn’t a simple manoeuvre; two wagons were already in position near the boardwalk and being loaded with provisions. ‘We’re not the only family expecting the storms to keep us tied to the ranch,’ said Matt. ‘That’s Hurd Baker’s team,’ he indicated a partially loaded wagon, ‘and the Flynn family behind.’ Jess was well aware which wagon teams belonged to which family and nodded an acknowledgement of his father’s words while he hitched their own team to a rail. Matt spoke again. ‘Looks like we’ll be here longer than we expected. Could be another thirty minutes before Lars gets around to filling our order.’ Gingerly, he climbed down from the wagon and turned up the collar of his big coat. He looked up at the sky. ‘Beginning to snow,’ he said, his voice sounding easy but it didn’t hide his concern from Jess.
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