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The Second Coffeyville Bank Raid


 


When Jean Pierre Boudreaux leaves New Orleans with three companions he is wanted for a brutal murder he swears he did not commit. Six months later he plans a one-off bank robbery that will give him the money to start a new life. The bank is the Coffeyville First National – the scene of the Daltons’ infamous robbery attempt.


Boudreaux’s raid secures him the money but his companions are captured. When his daring rescue attempt fails, Boudreaux finds himself hunted by two Pinkerton operatives. He then discovers that the enigmatic Dom Ramés, now mysteriously free, is planning a double-cross.


With blonde Alice LaClaire at his side, Boudreaux battles on through fire and gun-smoke, but it is not until the final bloody climax that he finds out if he is to remain a wanted killer or become a free man.
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Prologue


 


July 1893


 


The office was a fug of cigar smoke, the afternoon sun slanting through the window. The eyes of the man sitting in the swivel chair were bright and intelligent: James McParland leaned back and laced his fingers across his substantial girth. As the dark eyes began to twinkle, the look on his plump, moustachioed face became one of immense satisfaction.


‘It’s been six months,’ he said. ‘Now, out of the blue, there’s been a sighting.’


Sitting across the desk from the superintendent of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency’s western operations, Jim Gatlin and Charlie Pine exchanged glances. Both were Pinkerton operatives. Gatlin had been taken on after his excellent investigative work tracking criminal Nathan Hood to the town of Cedar Creek in Wyoming. Hood had framed Gatlin for a crime he did not commit. Gatlin served his time, then went after Hood. He met Pine in Cedar Creek. After Hood’s arrest, at Pine’s invitation Gatlin had ridden south with him to the Pinkertons’ Denver office. Since then he had been working out of that office, often with Charlie Pine; they made an excellent team, and were difficult to beat.


‘A sighting of who, and where?’ Gatlin said now.


‘Man called Waltz. A prospector spotted him in the foothills of the Superstition Mountains—’


‘Cut it out, James,’ Charlie Pine said. He shook his head as he looked at Gatlin. ‘He’s pulling your leg. Waltz is supposed to be the feller who owned the Lost Dutchman Mine in Arizona. He died in Phoenix a couple of years ago.’


McParland was chuckling.


‘All right, all right, I am joking, but it’s with a serious intent. I expect my agents to be alert, aware of subtle nuances in a man’s tone or manner of delivery that point to the veracity or otherwise of what he’s saying.’ He grinned as Gatlin looked sideways at Charlie Pine and rolled his eyes, then slammed his palms on the desk. ‘But getting down to the serious business, has either of you heard of Jean Pierre Boudreaux?’


‘New Orleans, 1892,’ Pine said at once. ‘An intruder broke into living quarters above a saloon on Bourbon Street. The owner was an old man. He must have heard something and woke up. There was a fight. The intruder had a knife. He cut the owner’s throat, then must have seen the old man’s wife watching him and he went back. The second time he used the knife he cut that woman’s neck clear through to the bone.’


‘Where does this Boudreaux come in? You saying he’s the killer?’


‘Positive identification.’


‘And after twelve months there’s been a sighting?’ Gatlin said.


McParland nodded. ‘Yep. The man’s been spotted by a marshal name of Miller.’


‘What did he do, break out of jail?’


‘He was never caught,’ McParland said.


‘If the owner and his wife were murdered, they couldn’t talk. How did the law figure out it was Boudreaux?’


‘He was identified by his fingerprints.’


‘Whoa, now, surely that’s newfangled stuff, not yet been proved accurate enough to be trusted?’ Charlie Pine said.


McParland looked smug. ‘You men are supposed to keep up with developments in investigative techniques. The English began using fingerprints in India way back in ’58. Gilbert Thompson of the Geological Survey in New Mexico used his own thumb print on a document to prevent forgery. That was in ’82. You’ll also find ’em used in a fiction book by Mark Twain. But that double murder in New Orleans in ’92 was fact. There was another interesting case only last year. A woman called Frances Rojas murdered her two sons, then cut her own throat to escape suspicion.’


‘Jesus,’ Jim Gatlin said softly.


‘She didn’t get away. A feller called Juan Vucetich identified her using a bloody palm print she left on a door post.’


‘Is that what Boudreaux did?’ Charlie Pine said, leaning forward.


‘Exactly. Also, he stole a heap of money. And some kind of an icon. An amulet the male victim wore around his neck on a leather thong. According to his neighbours, the old feller brought it with him from Russia.’


Pine frowned. ‘But if Boudreaux had any sense at all, he would have hightailed. With him gone, how would anyone know whose print that was?’


‘The intruder was seen leaving the building and identified as Boudreaux by a casual acquaintance who was passing at the time. Once they had a name, and a description, all they had to do was get prints from where Boudreaux lived, and compare. The prints at the murder scene matched. They had their killer.’


‘Only they didn’t,’ Gatlin pointed out. ‘And six months later he’s still on the loose.’


‘And back in business,’ McParland said. ‘That sighting I mentioned was in the town of Coffeyville. Miller’s the new town marshal, and he makes it his business to look through Wanted dodgers, memorize details and faces. He spotted the man he believes to be Boudreaux a week ago. In town. Acting suspicious.’


‘But he didn’t arrest him?’


‘Why take one man when you might get the chance at a whole bunch of villains? Boudreaux was practically rubbing his hands while looking across the street at the bank. Miller’s allowed him some rope.’


‘So what do we do?’


‘Miller’s sitting back awaiting developments,’ McParland said. ‘I want you to do the same, but not here. Book yourself seats on the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe. That’ll take you as far as Arkansas City. If there’s no branch line to Coffeyville, you’ll be left with a sixty-mile ride.’


‘And then?’


McParland’s grin was wolfish.


‘Book yourself into the hotel, wait, and watch. The Pinkertons have been looking for Boudreaux for twelve months. No small town lawman’s going to snatch that feller from under our noses.’









Part One


 


Chapter One


 


July 1893


 


It was Dom Ramés who, late that evening, spotted the rider on the skyline. Tired of lying close to the fire with his head on his hard saddle, smoking a chain of cigarettes and listening to the two women jabbering endlessly about the life they had left behind in New Orleans, he walked down the slope to the river-bank, flicked his cigarette and watched it hiss into flat waters that were reflecting the fiery western skies. When he looked up, Jean Pierre Boudreaux was a quarter-mile away, dropping off the ridge and into the gold-tinted shadows as he worked his big bay down the steep, twisting track through the tangled mesquite. It took Boudreaux another five minutes to make it to the bottom of the hill and ride across the grassy basin on the Elk River where the group had been camping for the past three days. When he reached Ramés and swung down from the saddle he was grinning all over his face.


‘Break out the whiskey, Dom. I’ve got me an idea so original it’ll make us famous throughout the West,’ he said, and he dug into his saddle-bag and brought out a yellowing newspaper which he held aloft and brandished in the fading light.


By this time Alice and Caroline had come jogging down from the camp-fire. They both heard Boudreaux’s announcement. Alice was not slow to express her disbelief.


‘What makes me think I’ve heard that before, Jean Pierre?’ she said, hands on hips, head cocked. ‘Could it be because this is where your big ideas have brought us? Middle of nowhere, with nowhere left to go?’


‘If they have, then you’ve been with me all the way of your own free will, my lovely, so I must be doing something right. Of course, if you decided to walk away now that’d leave us with a better split when the money comes rolling in. . . .’


He straightened, stripped the rig from the bay and began walking up the slope. Broad-shouldered, with hair as shiny and black as coal oil beneath a faded Stetson and with a six-gun tied low on each thigh, he managed to put a swagger into his walk despite the slope and the weight of the saddle.


They watched him go, followed more slowly and came together around the fire under the trees: Jean Pierre Boudreaux, Dom Ramés, Alice LaClaire and Caroline Chauvin. Ramés threw fresh logs on the dying embers. Damp wood hissed. Sparks ascended like fireflies. He got the coffee going, the blackened pot dangling over the fire from sticks he’d rigged. Grinning, Boudreaux stepped around the fire, took the whiskey bottle from Ramés’s saddle-bag and splashed a generous measure into four tin cups. When the coffee was ready, he watched Ramés top up the cups with the steaming black java.


Sitting cross-legged with the now dancing flames lighting the hard planes of his face and glinting in his dark eyes, Boudreaux lifted his mug high.


‘Here’s to us,’ he said, ‘and the big time.’


Blonde Alice LaClaire was stretched out with her hands laced behind her head. She was 25 years old, and as slim as a willow wand in blue denim pants and shirt.


She raised her cup to Boudreaux.


‘Here’s to us, and one more wild scheme that from past experience I guarantee will come to nothing,’ she said.


‘You’re wrong. So far we’ve got nowhere because we’ve been operating in an honest way, on the right side of the law. Trouble is, according to the law in New Orleans I’ve been on the wrong side ever since they discovered those bodies.’


‘If you’d stayed to fight your case, I’m sure you’d have won,’ Alice said. ‘You discovered that poor old couple. You touched them, got blood on your hands—’


‘What makes you so sure that’s how it happened?’ Ramés said.


‘I just know, that’s all. Pierre’s not a killer.’


‘We all have secrets. Maybe that’s his.’


‘No. He was in that room and he heard someone coming and he panicked, and ran.’ She looked at Boudreaux and shook her head. ‘Money was stolen, and you haven’t got it – right, Pierre? You know you should have stayed, told the truth.’


‘But I didn’t,’ Boudreaux said.


‘And you’ve been on the run ever since.’


‘Six months. Way too late to go back. Nobody’s going to listen to me now.’


The flat finality in those words revealed bitterness, regret, but also resignation and a desire to put the past behind him. For a moment a look of pain crossed his face. Then it was wiped away as he lifted his head high, and his smile was roguish when he looked at Alice.


‘My words would fall on deaf ears if I pleaded innocent,’ he said, ‘but if people won’t listen to the truth then maybe I should enter into the spirit of things, play out the role they’ve assigned to me.’


Alice raised her eyebrows to Caroline and Ramés, then cocked her head at Boudreaux, her blue eyes troubled.


‘So what are we going to do that’s unlawful, Jean Pierre? Rob a bank?’


‘That’s it,’ he said, and there was a new serenity in his voice. ‘Alice, if I’m to get the money I need to make a fresh start, then that’s exactly what we’re going to have to do.’


 


Dusk had fallen swiftly and a crescent moon floated above a veil of cloud. The western hills were an indistinct smudge spanning the horizon and backed by a fading, ruddy glow. Firelight flickered on overhanging branches, and on the faces of the three people sitting close to the flames.


Caroline Chauvin was sitting just outside the warm circle of light. She was the same age as Alice, but dark, sulky, and a thinker. Her dark hair was worn long and loose. A solid figure in fringed leather pants and a loose butternut Confederate shirt, she wore a six-gun butt-forward in a holster suspended from her broad leather belt and resting on her shapely left hip.


‘The fellers running Wichita’s bank must be quaking in their boots,’ she said. ‘They know you’re comin’ back, Jean Pierre?’


‘My plans have got nothing to do with Wichita,’ Boudreaux said. ‘They do owe a lot to some boys by the name of Dalton who set out to rob two banks in Coffeyville.’


Dom Ramés was up on his feet and prowling restlessly with the tin cup of laced coffee in his hand. He was a very tall man with a lean frame. His clothing was always black and tight-fitting, the gun he carried in a pared-down holster a Colt Peacemaker. In the thin moonlight he was a sinister, shifting shadow.


He stopped at Boudreaux’s words, and swung to face him.


‘October 5th, last year,’ he said. ‘That raid finished the Daltons. You base all your ideas on losers?’


‘I learn from mistakes made by others,’ Boudreaux said.


Alice frowned.


‘Learn what, Jean Pierre? Choice ways of losin’?’


But Boudreaux was smiling and biding his time, riding the cheap jibes like a veteran prize fighter. He knew the idea that had hit him that morning while sitting in a Wichita eating-house with two newspapers spread across the table – one old, one new – was not a loser, but a winner. The Daltons’ stupidity, which became clear as he read the report of the Coffeyville raid, had filled him with scorn; when the idea for the perfect bank robbery popped up out of the blue, he had been dumbfounded.


‘It didn’t finish them,’ he said, his mind busy as he looked at Ramés. ‘Grat and Bob are dead, yes, but Emmett Dalton’s still alive, and so’s Bill.’


‘Emmett’s in jail. Bill Dalton wasn’t at Coffeyville,’ Ramés said.


‘No. He’s riding with Bill Doolin’s Wild Bunch.’


‘Proving what?’


‘In October last year, Doolin’s bunch robbed the Ford County Bank in Spearville. If they can do it and get away—’


‘Wasn’t O.L. Yantis later gunned down by lawmen at his sister’s ranch?’


‘OK, but it took ’em thirty days to find him. My point is, Doolin and his boys made it out of the bank, and out of town. Since then – last month – they’ve robbed a train at Cimarron. Doolin was wounded, but again they got away. If they can do it, we can do it.’


‘With respect, Jean Pierre,’ Alice LaClaire said, ‘you’re not Bill Doolin and, like Caroline, I happen to be a female woman.’


‘Damn right, on both counts,’ Boudreaux said fiercely. ‘And because you’re right, because I’m not Doolin and you’re a woman, we’re going to raid the Coffeyville’s First National Bank, just like the Daltons. They failed. We’ll do it successfully, without bloodshed—’


‘You can’t guarantee that,’ Ramés cut in. ‘You say you’re innocent of those New Orleans killings, but an evil reputation’s been tacked to your back. If you’re spotted, recognized, we’ll be caught in a hail of gunfire, hunted down like dogs if we make it out of town.’


‘You finished?’


‘I’ve said my piece. Alice was talking sense. Maybe you should go back to New Orleans and sort out that mess. Confront the authorities, tell them your story and clear your name. Or is it that you’re scared of taking that step because you could end up with a noose around your neck?’


He was staring hard at Boudreaux, naked challenge in his eyes, and for a few brief moments Boudreaux wondered what the hell the man in black was trying to do. What good, he wondered, would it do Ramés if he, Boudreaux, was convicted of a double murder?


Then Ramés shook his head, met Boudreaux’s fierce gaze and grinned crookedly. ‘All right, I’m not getting through to you, but I’ve said my piece. I think this raid is a bad idea, so now you know where we stand.’


‘On the threshold of a fortune,’ Boudreaux said. ‘That’s where we all stand. And you’re wrong, there is a way back. This raid offers us the way back – offers me the way back.’


‘Are you saying you’re forced into this?’ Alice said. ‘That there’s no other way?’


Her eyes were still troubled, but now there was compassion there too. For a moment it was as if the two of them were alone, their locked gaze and the thoughts that seemed to pass between them excluding all others. Then Boudreaux broke the spell. He did it by continuing as if there had been no interruption, his eyes reproving because the answer was there if only she had waited.


‘It’s a one off, something I don’t intend ever to repeat. And we’ll do it like I said, without bloodshed, without risk, because the way I’ve got this planned nobody outside the bank manager’s office will know a robbery’s taken place until we’re clear of town and ten miles into the hills.’


 


Later that evening, Jean Pierre Boudreaux sat at the camp-fire with Alice LaClaire. They were enclosed within the warm circle of the firelight. Around them the soft sounds of the night were weaving their magic spell, and Alice’s eyelids were drooping.


‘I didn’t mean that,’ Boudreaux said softly. ‘About us splitting three ways if you walked out on us. I know you won’t do that. You’ve stuck with me so far—’


‘More than that. It was me told you, after that bad thing happened, the only thing for it was to leave New Orleans.’


‘I know. And you were right. And now I’ve got the chance to turn everything around.’


‘By doing something bad yourself?’


‘A one off. The way I’ve planned it, nobody gets hurt. When it’s over, Caroline and Dom can go their separate ways, we can disappear. Go where you want to go, do what you want to do—’


‘I’m scared, Jean Pierre.’


‘I was scared, back in New Orleans, and you showed me the way out. Now it’s my turn.’


‘I’m scared in more ways than one. I can’t figure Dom, and I don’t think I trust him. I know Caroline doesn’t like him one bit. When he was talking before it was almost as if he wanted you to return to New Orleans – yet he must know if you did that you’d be hanged for a double murder.’


‘Leave Dom Ramés to me. I must admit I don’t know what he’s playing at, but I’m confident I can handle anything that skinny feller cares to dish up.’


He dropped his tin cup by the glowing embers at the edge of the fire, walked over to the slim blonde and bent to place a tender kiss on her forehead.


‘Sweet dreams, Alice,’ he said gruffly.


When he rolled himself in his blankets under the trees she was still sitting at the edge of the fire, staring into the darkness.









Chapter Two


 


The immaculate top-buggy was pulled by a well-groomed chestnut mare with a sheen to her coat and a spring in her step. The driver was a man who sat almost regally erect in his dark suit, dove-grey Stetson and polished, tooled-leather boots. He wore a six-gun in a belt holster, visible under the jacket – but, in the West, that was not unusual. Alongside him a young woman with an aloof air about her wore a plain navy-blue dress, a wrap draped across her shoulders and a hat of matching colour. A veil as fine as gossamer was swept back from her face. The hem of her dress, caught by the breeze, gave onlookers a discreet view of slender ankles as the buggy effortlessly negotiated the ruts of Coffeyville’s main street and the plaza and pulled up alongside the First National Bank.


It was 9.15 in the morning. Already the town was bustling. People on foot hurried to and fro between the various commercial establishments. Dust rose in choking clouds as riders and wagons from outlying ranches and farms vied for space in the crowded streets.


‘Bear in mind,’ Boudreaux said out of the side of his mouth, ‘those people watching us are interested, but they’re not suspicious. Goddammit, dressed the way we are, they’re expecting us to walk into the bank.’


‘Just keep praying my legs don’t give way,’ said Alice LaClaire. ‘I have to tell you, this is the first bank I’ve ever robbed, and that big man over there watching us is wearing a badge.’


‘Give him a sweet smile,’ Boudreaux said, and he set the brake and looped the lines before climbing down and walking round the buggy to help Alice down from her seat. On the way, and while assisting her, he managed to cast his eyes in the direction she’d indicated. Sure enough, a lawman of some kind was standing on the edge of a plank walk, paying a lot of attention to the top-buggy and its occupants.
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