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Praise for Larry McMurtry’s New York Times Bestselling Adventures of the Berrybender Family

SIN KILLER

“A sprawling parody of the frontier encounter. … Sin Killer is a zany, episodic ride. With gusto and nonstop ingenuity, McMurtry moves his cast of characters and caricatures steadily upstream.”

—The Washington Post

“An adventure-filled, lighthearted farce.”

—People

“A story as big as the West itself. … If Sin Killer is the standard, the other three [Berrybender Narratives] can’t get here fast enough. … Lewis and Clark, meet Monty Python.

—Chicago Tribune

“A goofy jaunt through the Wild West.”

—San Jose Mercury-News

“Sin Killer is without a doubt Larry McMurtry’s most enjoyable book in years … Part soap opera … part romance … part farce … and altogether thoroughly wonderful.”

—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

“Quirky. … It’s never less than entertaining and is often fascinating.”

—Fort Worth Star Telegram

“A floating operetta, a rawboned, ungainly, obstreperous novel, shamelessly over the top and ceaselessly entertaining. … First-class entertainment.”

—The San Diego Union-Tribune

“It’s excellent for sure, and a lot more.”

—Daily News (New York)

“Sin Killer is the start of a fascinating saga. … I want the rest. And I want it now.”

—Rocky Mountain News (Denver, CO)

“This is a very good book. … The Berrybender Narratives promise to be McMurtry’s finest works since Lonesome Dove.”

—Sunday Advocate (Baton Rouge, LA)

“[A] bright, boisterous parade of a novel. … Energetic and big-hearted.”

—The Seattle Times

“The indefatigable Larry McMurtry has rounded us up yet again. … Sin Killer is a comedy, though it can be downright grim—a balance that McMurtry achieved on his last novel, Boone’s Lick, and that no other writer of westerns has quite matched.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Sin Killer promises a variety of excitement to come. … You’ll want to be along for the journey.”

—The Orlando Sentinel

“[A] hilarious good time. … Wonderfully funny and smart. … The wait for the next installment will be far too long.”

—The Times-Picayune (New Orleans, LA)

“Sin Killer is full of captivating characters as fun to love as they are to hate, characters at the mercy of a cunning and mischievous creator. … Loaded with incident and steeped in ribald humor.”

—The Columbus Dispatch

“Another masterful work. … A captivating, engrossing read.”

—The Sunday Oklahoman

“McMurtry’s storytelling skills are on fine display. … Wild adventures and colorful characters. … A fine effort by one of the nation’s best writers.”

—The Tampa Tribune

“Another ambitious, larger-than-life adventure … comic, witty, and bloody.”

—Edmonton Journal

“This is McMurtry at his best.”

—The Houston Chronicle

More Praise for Pulitzer Prize-Winning Author LARRY McMURTRY

“A poet, a resonant scene-setter and a master of voice.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“What an imagination he has! When it comes to spinning a good yarn, few writers can do it better than McMurtry.”

—Houston Post

“Larry McMurtry has the power to clutch the heart and also to exhilarate.”

—The New Yorker

“Larry McMurtry is one of American literature’s native treasures.”

—Boston Herald
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BOOK 2

Abandoning the steamer Rocky Mount, which is stuck in the ice near the Knife River, the Berrybender expedition makes its way overland to the confluence of the Missouri and the Yellowstone, where we find them snugly ensconced at the trading post of Pierre Boisdeffre.



CHARACTERS


MOUNTAIN MEN

 

Hugh Glass

Tom Fitzpatrick (The Broken Hand)

Jim Bridger

Kit Carson

Eulalie Bonneville

Joe Walker

Milt Sublette

Bill Sublette

Zeke Williams

 

FROM SIN KILLER

 

Lord Berrybender

Tasmin

Bess (Buffum)

Bobbety

Mary

Sister Ten (later, Kate)

 

Gladwyn, valet, gun bearer

 

Cook

Eliza, kitchen maid

Millicent, laundress

Venetia Kennet, cellist

Señor Yanez, gunsmith

Signor Claricia, carriage maker

Piet Van Wely, naturalist

Tim, stable boy

Father Geoffrin, Jesuit

Jim Snow (The Raven Brave; Sin Killer)

Toussaint Charbonneau, interpreter-guide

Coal, his wife

George Catlin

John Skraeling

Malgres

 

NEW

 

Pierre Boisdeffre, trader

Pomp Charbonneau

William Drummond Stewart

Prince Maximilian zu Wied-Neuwied

Karl Bodmer, his painter

William Ashley, trader

Herr Hanfstaengl, Pomp’s old tutor

David Dreidoppel, Prince Maximilian’s hunter

 

INDIANS

 

The Hairy Horn, Oglala Sioux

Little Onion, Jim’s Ute wife

Otter Woman, Minataree

Weedy Boy, Minataree

Squirrel, Minataree

Blue Thunder, Piegan Blackfoot

Climbs Up, Minataree

Skunk, Assiniboine

Bad Head, Assiniboine

Red Crow, Assiniboine

Old Moose, Piegan Blackfoot

Antelope, Piegan Blackfoot

Two Ribs Broken, Piegan Blackfoot

The Partezon, Sioux

Limping Wolf, Piegan Blackfoot



Quiet Calf, Piegan Blackfoot

Red Weasel, Piegan Blackfoot

Bull, Piegan Blackfoot

Red Rabbit, Piegan Blackfoot

Wing, Piegan Blackfoot

Three Geese, Sans Arc

Grasshopper, Sans Arc

Cat Head, Sans Arc

Big Stealer, Sans Arc

Little Stealer, Sans Arc

Greasy Lake, shaman

Walkura, Ute

No Teeth, Ute

Na-Ta-Ha, Ute

High Shoulders, Ute

Skinny Foot, Ute

But while none, save these, of men living, had done, or could have done, such things, there was much here which—whether either could have done it or not—neither had done …

—GEORGE SAINTSBURY
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… tall, gaunt, furious, snow in his hair and beard, and murder in his eyes…

THE old mountain man—tall, gaunt, furious, snow in his hair and beard, and murder in his eyes—burst into the big room of Pierre Boisdeffre’s trading post just as the English party was sitting down to table—the table being only a long trestle of rough planks near the big fireplace, where a great haunch of elk dripped on its spit. Cook had just begun to slice off generous cuts when out of the winter night the wild man stormed. Tom Fitzpatrick, called the Broken Hand, had just been filling a pipe. Before he could fully turn, the tall intruder dealt him a blow that sent him spinning into a barrel of traps—man and barrel fell over with a loud clatter.

“Good Lord, it’s old Hugh Glass,” Pomp Charbonneau said, turning, Tasmin thought, rather white, a surprising thing to see. Pomp Charbonneau, educated in Germany, as correct with knife and fork as any European, was a man not easily discommoded.

“Hugh Glass he may be, but why has he struck down the Broken Hand?” Mary Berrybender piped, in excited surprise.

Before Pomp could answer, the furious stranger rushed past Tom Fitzpatrick and leapt at young Jim Bridger, who, with his partner, Kit Carson, had been nodding on a pile of blankets—both youngsters, tired from a day of trapping, came unwillingly awake.

“Why, Hugh!” Jim Bridger said—he leapt up just in time to keep the invader from grabbing him by his throat. Pomp Charbonneau half rose from his chair, but then settled back. Several of the mountain men—bald Eulalie Bonneville, Bill Sublette and his brother, Milt, Joe Walker, all of them as shaggy in their tattered buckskins as bears—stumbled hastily out of the way of the combatants. Kit Carson, who managed with difficulty to get his eyes open, soon opened them wider when he saw that his friend Jim Bridger was locked in mortal combat with Hugh Glass.

Kit immediately jumped into the fray, as did Tom Fitzpatrick, once he got free of the traps. Soon several mountain men were clinging to old Hugh’s back; they smashed into a shelf, pots fell, crockery broke, and the old parrot Prince Talleyrand, a great favorite with the mountain men, flew up into the rafters to escape the commotion. Pierre Boisdeffre, the proprietor and landlord, rushed out of a storeroom and began to declaim indignantly in French; he surveyed the spreading carnage with dismay. For a moment it seemed to the startled spectators that the old man, in his terrible anger, might defeat them all. Five mountain men clung to his back; soon all of them crashed to the floor and rolled around in confusion, scratching, biting, kicking, as Monsieur Boisdeffre continued his futile protests.

“Hugh Glass is supposed to be dead, killed by a grizzly bear,” Pomp explained. Several mountain men now contented themselves with sitting on the old fellow, waiting for his fury to subside.

“If that disputatious gentleman’s dead, then he’s pretty active for a ghost,” Tasmin remarked, indicating to Cook that it was time to serve the cabbage—cabbage was the only thing in the way of a vegetable that the Berrybenders had been able to bring with them on their hard trek overland from the steamer Rocky Mount, though a happy consequence of unloading the cabbages was the discovery of their missing sister, Ten, aged four years; little Ten had evidently been living happily amid the cabbages for some weeks, missed by no one.

Some vittles, of course, had to be left with stout Captain Aitken, who had stayed behind to defend his icebound vessel during the chill months ahead. Marooned with him were seven engagés, the old Hairy Horn, Toussaint Charbonneau and his young wife, Coal, Master Jeremy Thaw—too damaged from his clubbing at the hands of the late Fraulein Pfretzskaner to survive a hard trek in deep chill—and the Danish painter Holger Sten, who argued that if he came ashore his paints would surely freeze, a consideration that had not deterred the American painter George Catlin from disembarking with the English party. Throughout the lengthy packing and departing the Hairy Horn, half naked, had annoyed them all by repeatedly singing his death song, though everyone had long since stopped expecting the old chieftain to die.

“Tell us, Pomp—why is Mr. Glass so very angry with Jim Bridger and the Broken Hand?” the ever-curious Mary piped.

Pomp was about to attempt an answer, but Tasmin, out of patience with her inquisitive sister, picked up her fork and warned him off.

“We’re eating, Mary—no interrogations,” Tasmin said. “It’s hardly to be considered surprising when mountain men fight—I can think of one I wouldn’t mind fighting with myself, if only he’d show himself.”

She meant her husband, Jim Snow, known to some as the Sin Killer, who refused absolutely to take his meals at the trading post, or to sleep under its roof, either; a life spent almost entirely outdoors on the raw Western frontier had unfitted Jim Snow for life of an indoor, or civilized, sort. Walls and roofs made him feel so close that he got headaches; he quite refused, despite Tasmin’s pregnancy, to contemplate an indoor life, a fact that Tasmin found decidely vexing. Jim cooked his meals at their modest camp overlooking the Yellowstone River, more than a mile away from Pierre Boisdeffre’s well-chinked log trading post. Though Tasmin would have preferred to dine with her husband, she was not about to forgo Cook’s excellent victuals when she could get them; nonetheless, the fact that her husband refused even to consider coming up the snowy slope to dine with her put Tasmin in a testy mood—a fact of which everyone in the post was by then well aware.

At the far end of the great table the other members of the party—George Catlin, Lord Berrybender, Bobbety, Buffum, Father Geoffrin, Señor Yanez, Signor Claricia, Venetia Kennet, and their nominal host, the tall Scotsman William Drummond Stewart, watched the ongoing struggle of mountain men against mountain man with varying degrees of interest. Lord Berrybender, sitting just across the table from Drum Stewart—as the tall sportsman preferred to be called—took only a momentary interest in the fight, though he did take care to keep his one leg and his good hand under the table, in case knives were drawn. Lord B. had lately become wary of knives—fortunately the struggle seemed to be moderating with no one having recourse to edged weapons as yet. The several trappers now sitting on Hugh Glass were talking to him soothingly, as if to reassure him of their friendship. Even Pierre Boisdeffre had managed to rise above the loss of his crockery—he too spoke to the fallen warrior in mild tones.

“Glad there’s no slicing tonight,” Lord B. remarked pleasantly. “Every time there’s slicing I seem to lose an appendage—how many is it now, Vicky?”

“One leg, seven toes, three fingers,” Venetia Kennet reported, without enthusiasm. Venetia had not adjusted well to her young pregnancy; the trip across the frozen wastes had been, for her, a horror. Her cheeks were hollow, her eyes dark-rimmed, her smile now only the mockery of a smile. And yet Lord Berrybender casually assumed that she would be pleased to keep up with his ever diminishing number of fingers and toes.

“Hear that, Stewart?” His Lordship asked. “I find myself rather whittled down, although fortunately there’s been no threat to the principal—perhaps I should say the indispensable—appendage.”

“Which would that be, Papa?” Tasmin inquired. In her testy mood she saw no reason to spare her tablemates whatever grossness her father chose to come forth with.

“Why, the organ of generation—you know what I mean, Tasmin,” Lord Berrybender insisted. “My favorite appendage by a long shot, I can tell you that.”

“I hardly see why you should be so proud of a mere prick,” Tasmin told him coolly. “All it’s got you is a collection of violent brats and bitches. I’m sure you know how our sainted mother used to refer to it, within the confines of the nursery, of course.”

“Er … no . . . why would my dear Constance call it anything?” Lord B. inquired, growing rather red in the face. Tasmin’s shocking impertinence often took him by surprise.

“‘Papa’s big nasty,’ that’s what she called it!” Mary yelled, before her sister Buffum could drive her off with a few sharp slaps.

“Thank you, Mary—you’re precise for once,” Tasmin said.

“I don’t thank her,” Buffum said. “How painful to hear obscenity out of the mouth of a child, here on the Yellowstone in the year of our Lord 1833,” she intoned.

“My daughter Tasmin has a tongue like an asp,” Lord B. observed, under his breath, to Drum Stewart. “Don’t argue with her, Stewart—just slap her if she annoys.”



Drum Stewart made no reply—he was happy, at such time, to take refuge in Scots taciturnity. Though he was soon to be the seventh baronet of Murthly, the vast family seat in Perthshire, Drum walked with the trappers, slept with the trappers, waded in icy streams with the trappers, ate what the trappers ate, and starved when the trappers starved. He did nothing to set himself apart from the hardy group of mountain men—Bridger, Carson, Fitzpatrick, Bonneville, Walker, and the Sublettes—with whom he had traveled north. Most of them were now sitting on Hugh Glass, trying to persuade him to let bygones be bygones where Jim Bridger and the Broken Hand were concerned. His own understanding was that Hugh Glass—oldest and, by some accounts, wildest of the mountain trappers—had been killed by an enraged mother grizzly some years before, while trapping with Major Henry’s men; clearly this was a misjudgment, since the man was alive and kicking—literally kicking, whenever he could get a leg free. Neither Bridger nor Fitzpatrick was any longer engaged in the struggle—both stood by a table, looking somewhat stunned, as would only be natural in the light of the violent return of a man they had supposed to be dead.

“You know, Stewart, it’s a goddamned nuisance, having to drink whiskey with my meals,” Lord Berrybender complained. “I miss my leg, of course, but the plain fact is that I miss my claret more. Never thought I’d be reduced to a life without claret—when we fought together on the Peninsula I distinctly remember that you were a man who drank claret—no small amount of claret, either. You wouldn’t have a few bottles hidden away, now, would you? For your private use? Come on, man, confess. …”

“Oh, do shut up about that claret, Papa,” Tasmin said sharply. “It’s gone, and good riddance. You’ve drunk more than enough claret for one lifetime, in any case—overconsumption explains why you’re such a gouty old brute.”

“Didn’t ask you, asked Drum Stewart,” Lord Berrybender insisted. “A man who’s fond of claret doesn’t change. I expect you’ve got a few bottles secreted away here somewhere … now haven’t you, Drum?”

“I walked here, Albany,” Drum said bluntly. “We had a few ponies, but we needed them to bring out the pelts. Can’t clatter around with a lot of bottles, in country like this.”

Drum Stewart did warm to the way Lady Tasmin’s color rose when she heaped abuse on old Albany Berrybender; and he was hardly the only man in the post who liked to hear her heap it. When Lady Tasmin spoke in her spirited and witty way, all the mountain men fell silent and became shy. The purity of her diction, the flash of her wit, the bite of her scorn all fell so naturally from her lips that no one would have dared interrupt, particularly since her fulminations were often accompanied by a heaving of her young bosom. Young Carson, young Bridger, and the Sublette brothers were so smitten that they scarcely dared breathe, when Lady Tasmin spoke.

Despite his admiration for Lady Tasmin’s looks, and those of Vicky Kennet’s as well, Drum Stewart could not but be vexed that the English party was there. When he came to the Yellowstone valley with the Sublettes and the other trappers, he had supposed himself to be in a wilderness so remote that it would be years before the English rich arrived—getting clear of the English rich was one reason he plunged so eagerly into the Western wild. But then, before he had been at the post even ten days, who should arrive but Albany Berrybender himself, a man whose high title alone had kept him from being cashiered in Portugal for grand disregard of even the most elemental military discipline. No sooner had he settled in at the trading post than here the Berrybenders came, with Lady Tasmin herself driving a wagonful of servants and attendants. Old Albany—his left leg having been recently removed—bounced up in a buggy driven by an Italian of some sort. To Drum Stewart’s dismay a Little England was immediately established at Pierre Boisdeffre’s trading post, where, to the astonishment of the mountain men, a callow American named Catlin set up his easel and began to paint the various Indians who wandered in to trade; lordly Piegans, squat Minatarees, wild Assiniboines from the northland, all virtually jostling for positions in line in order to allow the American to render their likenesses.

It seemed to Drum that everything he had traveled six thousand miles to escape had caught up with him before he could even draw his breath in the high West. Far though he had traveled, he had only beaten the English by little more than a week—already the one-footed old lord had taken to racing across the prairies in his buggy, with the Italian applying the whip to two fine mares. Albany, of course—in the normal way of English sportsmen—shot at everything that moved. Already the buffalo and elk had learned to avoid the vicinity of the post; the pot hunters had to forage farther afield every day, in order to find game.

That Lady Tasmin had already managed to locate and marry a frontiersman judged to be wild and untamable even by the loose standards that prevailed among mountain trappers did not greatly surprise the worldly Scot. English ladies could always be counted on to seek out wild meat; there was little left in the East that could qualify, when it came to wildness. He had to admit that he did still admire the white throats and long legs of the Englishwomen, two of whom, graceful as swans, sat at that very table: the voluble Lady Tasmin and the somber cellist, Venetia Kennet. In Drum Stewart’s view there was no escaping a certain moral equation: with beauty came difficulty, and with great beauty came great difficulty. Thus he looked aside from Lady Tasmin and let his gaze linger now and then on the admirably long-legged cellist—she was said to be with child but hardly showed it yet. Lady Tasmin would keep talking, whereas the silent cellist spoke only when required to. Drum Stewart was, after all, a Scot of the Scots, taciturn by nature. Ten minutes of Albany Berrybender’s selfish ramblings made him want to cut the old brute’s throat.

“Are you fond of cabbage, Miss Kennet?” Drum asked politely.

Not the least of the woman’s attractions was a soft, full lower lip—on the long trek north from Kansas, Drum had largely held aloof from native women, put off by their short stature and the grease with which they liked to anoint themselves. To a man not naturally celibate, Vicky Kennet’s full lower lip suggested the possibility of quickening passions and tangled bedclothes.

“She better like it, it’s the only vegetable we’re likely to have through this long winter,” Tasmin said—she was quite aware of how frequently the tall Scot’s gaze sought out Vicky.

“It’ll do, sir, when there’s naught else,” Vicky said, allowing, just for a moment, her full lips to curve in a smile.

“Well, if there’s no claret we’ll have to make do with brandy, I suppose, Drum,” Lord Berrybender said.
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… a wife, wanted—simply a wife, wanted.

POMP Charbonneau had formed the pleasant habit of walking Tasmin back to her camp at night, a courtesy Tasmin found both reassuring and yet obscurely irritating.

“Pomp, you needn’t—Pomp, it’s quite unnecessary—Pomp, don’t bother,” she protested, though never with much force. Not once did she strictly forbid this polished, friendly, very polite young man to take this trouble on her behalf. Tasmin liked Pomp very much, and yet why was it Pomp, rather than her husband, Jim Snow, who felt she needed protection on the easy walk from the trading post to the modest camp by the Yellowstone? Why—besides that—were she and Jim, in the coldest months of a northern winter, living in a tent on a riverbank? Because Jim found indoor lodgings “close”?

“You’ve now bewitched our good Pomp, Tasmin,” Buffum said, once the elk and cabbage had been consumed. Pomp himself had hurried over to join the conclave of mountain men around Jim Bridger, Tom Fitzpatrick, and Hugh Glass—evidently some long-held grudge on the part of the latter was being adjudicated by a kind of trappers’ jury.

“Shut up, Buffum, I’ve done nothing of the kind,” Tasmin retorted. “Why would it matter to you if I have? Last I heard you were entering a nunnery, as I recall.”

The fact was that, with the passage of time, Bess Berrybender had begun to feel considerably less nunlike; she would happily have allowed Pomp to pay her a good deal more attention, and Tasmin a good deal less.

“That’s right, Tasmin—not fair to hog Pomp,” Bobbety said. “When spring comes he has promised to take Father Geoff and me to some excellent fossil beds.”

Bobbety and Father Geoffrin had become an inseparable pair, constantly babbling on about geology, vestments, or licentious French literature, over which they were prone to giggle and smirk.

Tasmin found the two of them increasingly hard to tolerate, though the rest of the company was not much more to her liking—always excepting Cook, who followed the progress of Tasmin’s pregnancy with the attentiveness of the seasoned midwife that she was.

Tasmin had spoken sharply to George Catlin so many times that the disappointed painter seldom uttered a word while in her presence—why give the woman a target?

Mary Berrybender, her young breasts just budding, was not so easily squelched.



“I fear you may commit adultery with Pomp, if you aren’t careful, Tassie,” Mary said. “Indeed, I fear it very much.”

“Hush, you minx!” Tasmin said. “I have no improper feelings for Pomp.”

Mary turned aside and began to kiss and stroke the gloomy botanist, Piet Van Wely, her special friend. Numbed by the cold and depressed by the short winter days, the Dutchman had fallen into a deep melancholy. Now and then Mary could coax a sentence or two out of the sad fellow, but no one else could persuade him to speak a word.

Seeing that Pomp Charbonneau was deep in conversation with Eulalie Bonneville and Tom Fitzpatrick, Tasmin left the table and strode briskly out of the trading post into the cold Montana night—she had scarcely passed beyond the gates of the stockade when the ever-watchful Pomp appeared at her elbow, which irritated her. She liked the young man very much; but she didn’t like him coddling her. Coddling was her husband’s job, though one he entirely refused to do.

“What was all that stir?” she asked.

“Hugh had a grudge against Jimmy Bridger and Tom Fitzpatrick,” Pomp informed her. “It was Jim and Tom who left him for dead, after the bear clawed him. His whole chest was ripped open—the boys thought he was dead, and the Sioux were close, so they took his gun and left, hoping to save their hair.”

“Aha, but he lived to chase them down,” Tasmin replied—Hugh Glass’s survival did not seem all that surprising. Even in her own short time in the West she had observed the sort of things human beings could survive, provided they had sufficient vigor. Her own father had roared like a bull while his leg was being sawed off, and yet, scarcely a week later, he was hobbling around on his crutch with considerable agility, shooting unwary buffalo from the boat and assailing Vicky Kennet, who was plenty wary but had no place to run. Vigor did seem to be the necessary factor. Tim, the stable boy, only lost two fingers and a toe to the bitter frost, and yet came near to dying, and even now looked like a haunt of some kind, a man not sure whether he belonged to life or death.

“Yes, Hugh chased them down,” Pomp said. “It’s lucky there was a bunch of the boys handy to jump on him—otherwise there might have been blood spilled. Jim and Tom convinced him they did their best—it’s not always easy to say when a man’s alive, not when the Sioux are in the neighborhood.”

They walked on. The winter stars were tiny pinpoints in the dark sky. Their feet crunched the crust of a light snow. Pomp Charbonneau’s manners were so easy, so nearly infallible, so European, that Tasmin found herself rather resenting them; it seemed to her that those manners masked a certain neutrality, a preference for standing apart, a trait she could not but disdain. Pomp had been educated in a castle near Stuttgart; perhaps the castle was the trouble, Tasmin reflected—when had she not disdained men raised in castles? Drum Stewart had also been raised in a castle; he too was eligible for her rich scorn. She had not liked the cool way the Scot had skipped past her in order to focus his charms on Vicky Kennet. Glances were not neutral acts, where grown men and women were concerned.

“Pomp, have you never lusted!” Tasmin burst out suddenly. She could not tolerate neutrality and was determined to smash Pomp’s, if she could.

“Not strongly, I suppose,” Pomp said, with a quick smile. The question did not seem to surprise him, a fact irritating in itself.

“Oh, hell—why not?” Tasmin asked. “Inconvenient as men’s lusts frequently are, there’s not much else a woman can trust about them.”

Tasmin picked up the pace of their walk, stung by Pomp’s refusal to be ruffled by her pique.

“I don’t mean I want you lusting for me,” she said. “But I’d like you better if you lusted for someone—perhaps a wild Ute, of the sort my Jimmy once found so appealing.”

“I did once care for an Italian girl, but she died on the Brenner Pass,” Pomp said, a little sadly.

“Not good enough—you’re young and handsome—there are native beauties aplenty,” she told him. “Besides, it’s no good loving a dead woman—indeed, it’s quite unfair to those of us who remain alive. We might need you.”

“You’re just annoyed that it’s me that’s walking you home,” Pomp said. “I expect you’d rather it was Jim.”

“You’ve hit it!” Tasmin exclaimed. “Only I’m more than annoyed—I’m furious. Why isn’t it Jimmy? After all, you are a very good-looking man. Unlikely as it seems, a sudden lust might overwhelm you—overwhelm us for that matter. I’m flesh and blood, after all: nothing I respect more than sudden lusts. Yet this possibility never occurs to Jim—does the fool believe he’s the only one subject to sudden lusts?”

“Jimmy and I have roamed together—I expect he just trusts me,” Pomp said—whereupon Tasmin felt her fury burn even hotter.

“You, certainly—he can quite clearly trust you,” she said. “But it’s me he’s married to, and I’m rather a more volatile animal! I won’t be taken for granted, not by Jimmy Snow or anyone else. He can’t just entertain me with a little conjugal sweat and assume I’ll be docile forever. Others are quite capable of working up similar sweats—wouldn’t a good husband know that?”

Pomp gave a polite chuckle.

“Jim, he’s different,” he said. “I expect he’ll walk you home himself, once it warms up a little.”

“Why would the weather matter—cold doesn’t affect him,” Tasmin said.

“No, but the grizzly bears will be coming out—Jimmy’s careful about bears—so am I,” Pomp told her.

Tasmin was in no mood to receive such vague assurances. That her husband would prefer that she not be eaten by a grizzly bear hardly checked her fury; Jim had always been alert in protecting her from Indian abduction and other local dangers—she granted him that normalcy, at least. But the notion that she might need to be protected from her own strong feelings was a notion her husband simply didn’t grasp. She was his wife—it was settled—and they would live where he chose. At the moment that meant a drafty tent by a frozen river. If Pomp chose to walk her home, that was fine—so there she was, being walked home, every night by a neutral, amiable chaperone, in this wintry wilderness.

It made Tasmin furious, and yet, when they reached the camp and Jim turned his mild eyes up to her, and moved so as to make a place for her on the robe beside him, Tasmin failed, as she usually failed, to sustain her hot feelings, and quickly forgot all the things she had meant to thrash out with Jim once Pomp was gone.

“Hugh Glass came by,” Jim said. “That bear didn’t kill him after all—he’s mighty hot about the boys that left him, though.”

“Oh, we noticed that,” Tasmin said.

“He busted Tom in the jaw and tried to strangle Jimmy Bridger,” Pomp said. “It took about all of us to get him calm.”

Pomp chatted only a few more minutes, and then slipped off into the night. Tasmin sat on the robe her husband offered, her anger melting away like snow in a teapot. It was easy enough to be mad at her husband when she was away from him and could examine his actions coolly—and yet she could rarely manage to sustain her hot angers once she was with him. Instead of bursting out in fury, she leaned her head against his shoulder and all too meekly subsided, worn out from the turbulence of feeling she had just experienced.

At the trading post it was easy enough to feel like a woman rather undervalued, or misunderstood, or not taken seriously. She might complain to Cook about the drafty tent or various other aspects of their domestic arrangements, and yet once Pomp was gone and she and Jim crept into the tent and turned to one another, beneath their warm robes, Tasmin forgot her complaints. In the tent, amid the furs, with her husband, she felt like a wife, wanted—simply a wife, wanted. In the nighttime, at least, that was enough.
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Otter Woman was old now, cranky and almost blind…

IN the still night, once he had delivered Tasmin to her husband, Pomp could already hear sounds of the coming carouse at the trading post—naturally the trappers would want to welcome old Hugh Glass back to the land of the living. Pomp, not much of a carouser, did not immediately return, though he liked Hugh, a man who had seen much and was not loath to share his information. Hugh Glass had fought with William Ashley and Jedediah Smith in their great defeat at the Arikara villages a decade earlier—it had been that defeat that drove the trappers off the Missouri River and forced them to seek out beaver streams deep in the Rockies. It was at one such stream that the enraged mother grizzly left Hugh so torn and broken that Jim Bridger and Tom Fitzpatrick left him for dead.

Even now, at the fort, Hugh was trying to convince the skeptical trappers that he had crawled and hobbled some two hundred miles before being rescued by friendly Cheyenne. Already, before Pomp left with Tasmin, he had seen Joe Walker and Eulalie Bonneville rolling their eyes and shaking their heads at old Hugh’s claim of a two-hundred-mile crawl. Some of the boys were so glad to see the old man that they pretended to believe him, while privately regarding the story as just another tall tale. No doubt the story of Hugh Glass, the bear, and the two-hundred-mile crawl would be told around Western campfires for years to come: the bear, the desertion, the crawl, and the search for revenge seemed to Pomp to have the makings of a play, or an opera even—he had seen plenty of the latter in Germany.

Though glad, of course, that Hugh Glass was alive, Pomp felt no inclination to join in the party. Tasmin, in her annoyance, had stated an awkward truth about him: he was not often lustful, and he had rarely been able to join in the spirit of any group celebration. The English girl stated clearly what he himself had never quite articulated: he stood apart, not hostile or critical of the lusts or greeds of others; his gaze contained no stiff judgments, as her husband the Sin Killer’s fierce look was apt to do. Pomp would have liked to love a woman, feel a brother to a man, and yet he never had—or at least, he hadn’t since the death of Sacagawea, his mother; and that had occurred when he was only a boy.

Down the Missouri, a few miles from the post, a small band of Minatarees were camped; one of them was his old aunt, Otter Woman, his mother’s sister, who had also, for a time, been married to Pomp’s father. Pomp thought he might just visit the Minataree camp and talk with his aunt a little. The cold was sharp, but Pomp didn’t mind it. Otter Woman was old now, cranky and almost blind, but she had been at Manuel Lisa’s fort the day the sudden fever had carried Pomp’s mother away. Pomp was in Saint Louis, living with Captain Clark at that time; his father, Toussaint, had been there as well. When the trapper John Luttig came in with the news of Sacagawea’s death, Pomp’s father wept, and then Captain Clark wept too. The two men drank much whiskey that night; more than once they wept, a thing that surprised Pomp—he knew that Captain Clark was a very great man, and yet he wept for the death of an Indian woman. Seeing the two men, both drunk, so bereaved, caused a kind of breaking in Pomp—after that he saw his mother only in dreams; she became a woman of the shadows, a phantom he could never see clearly; though he could remember the warmth he had felt when she carried him close to her body in his first years.

Later, looking back, it seemed to Pomp that it was on that night in Saint Louis, when he had realized his mother would hold him close no more, that he had begun to live at a distance from other men, the distance that Tasmin Berrybender noticed and complained about. In Germany his kindly old tutor, Herr Hanfstaengl, had cared for Pomp deeply; and though he liked Herr Hanfstaengl and the jolly cooks in the castle of the prince of Württemberg, who, with William Clark’s consent, had taken Pomp to educate, he could not really close the distance between them. The cooks all wanted to hug him, but Pomp would rarely let them.



Now, a grown man, he was back on the river of his birth, the great Missouri. Much had changed since his mother and father had brought him to Saint Louis so that Captain Clark could see to his education. The whites were in the West now, exploring every stream and trail. In his office in Saint Louis, Captain Clark, old but still alert, kept a great map of the West tacked to his wall; this map he amended constantly, as reports came in from trappers, priests, military men, merchants, informing him about a river or a pass that had escaped his attention. The old captain, tied down by his duties as commissioner of Indian Affairs, talked longingly of going out again, making one last, great trek, perhaps this time to California; it made Pomp sad to hear the great captain talk so—for it was only an old man’s dreaming.

It was in Captain Clark’s office that Pomp had met Drummond Stewart—Pomp had just been helping Captain Clark amend his great map again, putting in one or two of the tributaries of the Green River, where he had gone trapping with Jim Snow and Kit Carson only the year before. At once the tall Scot had asked Pomp to guide him on a hunting trip, a great expedition meant to last three years. The Scotsman didn’t just want to kill the great beasts of the West, the bears and the bison; he wanted to capture specimens of all the Western animals—elk and antelope, cougars and wolves, mountain sheep, hares, and porcupines, even—and take them back to Perthshire, where he planned to establish a great game park on his broad northern estates. Of course, they would hunt for the table as they traveled but Drum Stewart was a man who had no interest in slaughter for the sake of slaughter—his enthusiasm for the West was so keen that Pomp happily agreed to go with him as a guide. Drum Stewart’s questing spirit had so far never faltered, though here they were, more than two thousand miles from Saint Louis, at Pierre Boisdeffre’s new trading post where the two waters joined, the brown Missouri and the green Yellowstone.

Only ten days before, as Pomp was just starting off on a hunt, who should surprise him but Jim Snow, trudging along the Missouri at the head of a shivering party of English, trailing behind him in a wagon and a buggy.

Jim Snow took to groups even less readily than Pomp, which is why the sight of him at the head of such a party was such a surprise. Word had reached them from some wandering Hidatsa that a big boat was stuck in the ice somewhere downriver; two or three of the trappers had been vaguely planning to investigate this wonder—but here the whole party came, with Jimmy Snow well in advance of the others. Kit Carson and Jim Bridger had been playing a game of kick ball with some Assiniboines when the Sin Killer suddenly appeared, carrying only his rifle and bow.

The sight of Pomp, his old friend, seemed to cheer Jim Snow up.

“Are you hired?” Jimmy asked at once. “If you ain’t I want to turn this bunch over to you—all except my wife.”

“So, Jimmy—got a fresh wife? What tribe would she belong to?” Eulalie Bonneville asked—he assumed, of course, that Jim would have taken a native woman—he himself had several native wives.

“The English tribe—that’ll be her driving the wagon,” Jim admitted. The statement quite flabbergasted all the trappers. To see such a beauty as Tasmin on the Yellowstone was miracle enough; but then to hear that Jimmy Snow, a man who never bothered much with women, was married to her at once set the fort abuzz.

There were more than a dozen people in the wagon this English beauty drove; in the buggy was a tall woman, a short Italian, and the old lord himself, his left leg now a heavily bandaged stump.

“Jimmy, I am hired,” Pomp admitted. “I’ve been engaged by a Scot—we mean to be out here three years, catching critters for his zoo.”

Jim Snow felt a little disappointed—Pomp had lived in Europe and would no doubt be the best man to deal with a lot of Europeans.

“Well, there’s Kit—I might try him,” he said. “Kit’s polite, at least.”

Before the wagon even reached the stockade Jim Snow had shaken hands with the boys, said a few words to Kit Carson, privately, and left, headed, evidently, for the nearby Yellowstone.

“Dern, Jimmy left before he even got here,” Eulalie said.

“That’s our Jimmy—he don’t linger,” Milt Sublette remarked.

“Jim’s married—I expect he just intends to make a separate camp,” Pomp said. “He’s shy—not like you, Bonney.”



“He could have told us the news, at least,” Jim Bridger said, rather annoyed. He always liked to get the news.

“At least he brought us a circus, though—let’s watch it,” Tom Fitzpatrick observed. “I wonder who that old one-legged fellow could be.”

Then, as they all watched, the sprightly English girl stopped the wagon, jumped down, and sprinted off after her husband, Jim Snow, by then nearly to the frozen Yellowstone.

“Why, look at her go—she’s a regular antelope,” Billy Sublette allowed.

“She don’t mean to let Jimmy skip out, does she?” Joe Walker observed.

Kit Carson was astonished—he had never seen a woman run as fast as the English girl.

“Why’s she chasing after Jimmy so hard?” Kit wondered. “I expect he’ll come back and get her, if she’d just wait.”

“You’ll learn this soon enough, so I’ll tell you for your own good, Kit,” Tom Fitzpatrick said. “There are some girls who won’t be made to wait.”
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In fact, the mouse was sleepy too …

WHEN Pomp walked up to the campfire, three young Minataree braves were playing a game with a mouse. They had three leather cups and were shuffling them rapidly, singing a kind of mouse song to distract the boy who was trying to guess which cup the mouse was under. It was an old game. The boy who was supposed to guess which cup the mouse was under proved to be a very bad guesser. He was wrong three times in a run—the quick boy who shuffled the cups laughed at such ineptitude.

“You try,” he said to Pomp. “This one will never beat me.”

“I’m sleepy, or I could beat you,” the first boy said. His name was Climbs Up.

Pomp sat down and immediately won three games, merely by keeping his eye on the place the mouse had been. In fact, the mouse was sleepy too—or bored. The mouse ignored the cups and stayed in the same place. The cup shuffler, whose name was Weedy Boy, soon grew irritated at the lethargic mouse whose idleness had cost him victory. He picked the mouse up by the tail and flung it off into the snow.

“You put a spell on our mouse, so you could win three times,” Weedy Boy said to Pomp.

Pomp just smiled. He liked the three gangly Minataree boys and sometimes took them hunting when they were camped nearby. Some of the Minataree braves considered Pomp a Shoshone—his mother’s tribe—and were rude to him accordingly, but the three boys accepted him and badgered him to let them shoot his gun, a fine rifle Drum Stewart bought him while they were in Saint Louis. The Minataree band owned only a few guns, and they were just old muskets, in bad repair.

“There are too many Assiniboines around here,” Weedy Boy commented. “They have been stealing our horses.”

“We want to go to war with them, but we don’t have very good guns,” Climbs Up complained.

There were several bands of Assiniboines north of the post, most of them far better equipped than the Minatarees—a war was unlikely to turn out well for this little band. Pomp was careful not to say as much to the three boys, who would have regarded his apprehension as an insult.

“The old woman will be up pretty soon,” Weedy Boy said, referring to Pomp’s aunt. “She never sleeps very long.”

Two of the boys retired to a lodge, but Weedy merely took a blanket and curled up by the fire.

Pomp seldom slept much, either. Some nights he merely rested, neither fully awake nor sound asleep. The pure silence of the winter night, broken only by the sighing of the wind over the snowfields, was a restful thing in itself. In summer the nights were never silent: insects buzzed, night birds called, and the buffalo bulls, in their rut, set up a roaring that could be heard for many miles.

Weedy Boy had been right about Otter Woman. Long before dawn she crept out of her lodge and shuffled up to the fire. It irritated her that Sacagawea’s boy had shown up again, smelling of white man’s soap, an unpleasant thing to smell so early in the morning. He looked like his mother, her sister, and that annoyed Otter Woman too. Though she and Sacagawea had been married to the same man, they had never been close. Sacagawea was not a bad person, but she was cunning and could always get her way with men, a skill Otter Woman did not possess. Though Sacagawea had had only one husband, this smelly boy’s father, and Otter Woman had had several, it still annoyed her that Sacagawea had always been able to get her way.

“If you are going to come around here and burn up our firewood you should at least bring me a new blanket,” Otter Woman said. “There were too many mice last summer—some of them nibbled holes in my blanket.”

“I’ll buy you one, Aunty,” Pomp said. “If you want to come to the trading post you can take any blanket you want.”

“Too far,” Otter Woman said. In the cold weather her knees didn’t seem to want to bend. Let this boy of her sister’s choose a nice blanket and bring it to her. As long as it was warm and had blue in it, it would do very well. She had a fine buffalo robe, which she had tanned and worked herself, but it was too heavy to sleep under, except on the coldest nights. A nice blue blanket would be a comfort on days when the wind blew sleet or fine snow through the camp.

Pomp knew his aunt didn’t particularly like seeing him—his father claimed she had never liked seeing much of anyone; she was often rude to guests and, besides that, was slipshod about her chores. Now her face was as wrinkled as a dried apple and she rarely had two words to say, unless they were words of complaint. Also, she was greedy—the last words she spoke to Pomp, as he got up to leave, were to hurry up and bring her the new blanket he had promised. Minataree braves were in and out of the post—any one of them would have been glad to bring her the blanket if Pomp asked them to, but that wouldn’t do, either. Otter Woman didn’t trust the Minatarees, even though she lived with them. She felt her nephew should hurry up and make the delivery, although she still resented the fact that his mother had been so clever about getting her way with men.

“Bring it today, and don’t lose it, either,” she warned.

“Why would I lose a blanket?” Pomp asked, a little taken aback by his aunt’s stridency.

“Your father was a big gambler, he was always losing everything,” Otter Woman said. “It’s going to be cold tonight and I’m tired of this old blanket the mice have nibbled.”

Pomp was almost back to the stockade when the very thing Weedy Boy predicted happened right before his eyes. From just inside the stockade, war cries suddenly rent the morning silence. A musket went off, and there was the snarling of dogs, the neighing of a frightened horse, another gunshot, and loud sounds of battle. Pomp raced in, expecting to see a party of besieged mountain men under attack, but in fact not a mountain man was to be seen—only the painter George Catlin, cowering under his easel, his paints spilled everywhere, as six or seven Minataree braves chopped and stabbed at as many Assiniboines. One man, an Assiniboine, had already fallen; a stout Minataree was just taking his scalp. One horse, a bay, had taken an arrow in the neck, its split vein spewing blood over the nearest combatants, as if they stood under a fountain. As Pomp watched, an Assiniboine boy no older than twelve picked up the fallen warrior’s musket and shot a Minataree right in the stomach, blowing the man backward. The man screamed so loudly that combat froze, allowing Pomp to rush in and drag George Catlin out of the fray.

The man whose portrait he had been working on, a vividly painted Piegan, stood calmly over by the posts of the stockade, evidently not much interested in the sudden conflict between Assiniboine and Minataree.

“Thank God you came, Pomp, I thought I was lost,” George Catlin said in a shaky voice. “Hadn’t we better get inside, before they start up again?”

“I don’t know what it was about, but I think it’s over—for now, anyway,” Pomp said. Indeed, the two bands had stepped back from each other, though they still brandished hatchets and knives. The wounded horse continued to bleed, and the skinny dogs to snarl. Two men lay dead, but the urge to fight seemed to have left the warriors as rapidly as it had come. Both groups retreated warily. An Assiniboine went to the wounded horse, jerked the arrow out, and stuffed a rag into the wound. The dead warriors were picked up; no more threats were made. A retreat took place, by silent and mutual consent.

The Piegan who was waiting to have his portrait painted suddenly voiced a raucous curse.

“Better get your paints, Mr. Catlin,” Pomp said. “It’s safe now, but that customer of yours doesn’t look like a patient man.”

“None of them are patient—they all rush me,” George Catlin said, before picking up his scattered paints and motioning the Piegan to stand in front of his easel again.
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“Boys, do you see an angel over there?”

HUGH Glass got so drunk that he began to have visions of heaven—he looked up and saw an angel making sweet music over by the English table. She was tall and fair, this angel, with long auburn hair hanging down her back; the sweet music came from a big instrument, rather like a swollen fiddle. Hugh Glass watched, entranced; it was warm in heaven, and there was plenty of grog, as there should be.

Drum Stewart had persuaded Vicky Kennet to bring out her cello and favor them with a little Haydn, a development which vexed Lord Berrybender considerably. He was impatient for bed, and perhaps a spot of copulation just beforehand; but he held his tongue for once, mainly because he was still convinced that the Scotsman had a few bottles of claret tucked away somewhere; he didn’t want to offend the man until the question was firmly settled.

“Boys, do you see an angel over there?” Hugh asked the company, some of whom were nearly as drunk as himself.
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