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			WEST

			Named a best book of the year by The Guardian, The Sunday Times (UK), the Washington Independent Review of Books, The Sydney Morning Herald, the Los Angeles Public Library, the Irish Independent, and Real Simple

			“Davies’s writing is so lovely throughout, her vision so interesting . . . [The] nineteenth-century feel, the focus on the larger shapes of lives told from a distance and in social context and shared for the purpose of moral scope and tragedy, is [West’s] bedrock.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“From a distance, West looks like a slim fable; but a closer view reveals a peculiarly American self-delusion, opening up like a vast prairie. Davies is an audaciously talented writer to watch.”

			—Minneapolis Star Tribune

			“This short, stunning novel taps into the mythos of the American frontier while offering a vivid tale of devotion and loss.”

			—San Francisco Chronicle

			“An exquisite debut that’s short in length but steeped in the tall tales of American myth.”

			—Literary Hub

			“[A] haunting first novel.”

			—Vulture

			“An engrossing work of historical fiction grappling with themes of vulnerability, longing, and hope that transcend all contexts. . . . West leaves the reader feeling as vulnerable and full of wonder as the book’s main characters.”

			—BookPage

			“As in a lofty Bierstadt painting, Davies’s slim novel presents a landscape of mystery and longing, of possibility and the hunt for the impossible. . . . This is a book you could read in an afternoon. But you won’t want to. Davies’s prose is something you’ll want to savor.”

			—Washington Independent Review of Books

			“A tightly-knit, compulsively readable tale . . . Davies’s slender novel has all the heft of a sprawling western classic.”

			—Booklist, starred review

			“Davies’s slim, complex, and achingly beautiful first novel is a sculpture of daring shifts and provocative symmetries welded together by lyrical, fast-paced prose. . . . A masterful first novel—the sort of book that warms even as it devastates, that forces serious reflection and yet charms.”

			—Kirkus Reviews, starred review

			“Immensely engaging and brilliantly written, this short debut novel is a miniature masterpiece.”

			—The Sunday Times (UK)

			“Davies . . . has the astonishing ability to capture a life—however idiosyncratic—in the briefest of brushstrokes.”

			—Evening Standard (UK)

			“A visionary and beautiful fable of discovery and dreaming, along with some harsh truths about the reality of American history and its dreamers’ lives . . . Astonishing, right to the heart-stopping end.”

			—The Sydney Morning Herald

			“A page-turner that can stop you in your tracks to linger over a sentence . . . It’s a bravura performance—seasons come and go in a handful of words and there are masterful shifts of perspective and tense—but Davies’s artistry is matched by her storytelling powers, and her denouement is cheer-raisingly satisfying.”

			—Daily Mail (UK)

			“West’s characters never feel less than fully human, the world they inhabit never less than fully imagined, and for the final third a real page turner too. A magnificent achievement.”

			—The Scotsman

			“Slender, stark, and utterly mesmerizing.”

			—The Mail on Sunday (UK)

			“West has the wisdom and lyrical prose of a folk tale whose power grips from the beginning and demands a single-session read.”

			—The Irish Times

			“Short, incredible, violent, uplifting, and empowering—how Davies manages to create such an enduring story in 150 pages is a mystery, but she nails it.”

			—Stylist Magazine (UK)

			“Carys Davies is a deft, audacious visionary, a master of the form. In West, she breaks open our fascination with fated journeys and the irrepressible draw of the unknown, imbuing the American landscape with her own rare magic, twisting the heart as few others can, brilliantly navigating the tension between narrative minimalism and imaginative opulence.”

			—Téa Obreht, author of The Tiger’s Wife

			“West has all the stark power and immediacy of a folk tale or a legend. Carys Davies is a writer of immense talent.”

			—Colm Tóibín, author of Brooklyn and House of Names

			“Brief and brilliant . . . It is that rare thing, a historical novel that gives no hint of the research on which it is constructed but seems to have arisen effortlessly out of a time and place.”

			—Penelope Lively, author of Moon Tiger and How It All Began

			“Menace and mordant wit are the blood that runs through these veins, but there’s a pulse of wonder in Carys Davies’s West. An audacious and enigmatic debut of thrilling dimensions, and a reminder of fiction’s possibilities.”

			—Akhil Sharma, author of Family Life and A Life of Adventure and Delight

			“A story of determination, betrayal, folly, and reckless hope written in the grand tradition of the pioneers. The seams between imagination and history in this extraordinary story are invisible.”

			—Salvatore Scibona, author of The End

			“West is a journey and a wonder. A debut of real distinction.”

			—Bernard MacLaverty, author of Midwinter Break and Cal

			“To read Carys Davies’s West is to encounter a myth, or a potent dream—a narrative at once new and timeless. Exquisite, continent, utterly vivid, this short novel will live on in your imagination long after you read the last page.”

			—Claire Messud, author of The Burning Girl and The Woman Upstairs
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for C, G, B & A


From what she could see he had two guns, a hatchet, a knife, his rolled blanket, the big tin chest, various bags and bundles, one of which, she supposed, contained her mother’s things.

“How far must you go?”

“That depends.”

“On where they are?”

“Yes.”

“So how far? A thousand miles? More than a thousand miles?”

“More than a thousand miles, I think so, Bess, yes.”

Bellman’s daughter was twirling a loose thread that hung down from his blanket, which until this morning had lain upon his bed. She looked up at him. “And then the same back.”

“The same back, yes.”

She was quiet a moment, and there was a serious, effortful look about her, as if she was trying to imagine a journey of such magnitude. “That’s a long way.”

“Yes, it is.”

“But worth it if you find them.”

“I think so, Bess. Yes.”

He saw her looking at his bundles and his bags and the big tin chest, and wondered if she was thinking about Elsie’s things. He hadn’t meant her to see him packing them.

She was drawing a circle in the muddy ground with the toe of her boot. “So how long will you be gone? A month? More than a month?”

Bellman shook his head and took her hand. “Oh, Bess, yes, more than a month. A year at least. Maybe two.”

Bess nodded. Her eyes smarted. This was much longer than she’d expected, much longer than she’d hoped.

“In two years I will be twelve.”

“Twelve, yes.” He lifted her up then and kissed her forehead and told her goodbye, and in another moment he was aloft on his horse in his brown wool coat and his high black hat, and then he was off down the stony track that led away from the house, already heading in a westerly direction.

“Look you long and hard, Bess, at the departing figure of your father,” said her aunt Julie from the porch in a loud voice like a proclamation.

“Regard him, Bess, this person, this fool, my brother, John Cyrus Bellman, for you will not clap eyes upon a greater one. From today I am numbering him among the lost and the mad. Do not expect that you will see him again, and do not wave, it will only encourage him and make him think he deserves your good wishes. Come inside now, child, close the door, and forget him.”

For a long time Bess stood, ignoring the words of her aunt Julie, watching her father ride away.

In her opinion he did not resemble any kind of fool.

In her opinion he looked grand and purposeful and brave. In her opinion he looked intelligent and romantic and adventurous. He looked like someone with a mission that made him different from other people, and for as long as he was gone she would hold this picture of him in her mind: up there on his horse with his bags and his bundles and his weapons—up there in his long coat and his stovepipe hat, heading off into the west.

She did not ever doubt that she would see him again.


John Cyrus Bellman was a tall, broad, red-haired man of thirty-five with big hands and feet and a thick russet beard who made a living breeding mules.

He was educated, up to a point.

He could write, though he spelled badly. He could read slowly but quite well and had taught Bess to do the same.

He knew a little about the stars, which would help when it came to locating himself in the world at any given moment. And should that knowledge ever prove too scanty or deficient, he had recently purchased a small but, he hoped, reliable compass, which he showed to Bess before he left—a smooth, plum-sized instrument in a polished ebony case, which when the time came, he promised, would point him with its quivering blue needle, home.

A week ago he had ridden out to his sister, Julie’s, and stood on her clean scrubbed floor, shifting his weight from one large foot to the other while she plucked a hen at the table.

“Julie, I am going away,” he’d said in as bold and clear a voice as he could muster. “I would appreciate it if you’d mind Bess a little while.”

Julie was silent while Bellman reached inside his coat and took from his shirt pocket the folded newspaper cutting, smoothed it out, and read it aloud, explaining to his sister what it was he intended to do.

Julie stared at him a moment, and then flipped the hen onto its back and resumed her plucking, as if the only sensible thing now was to pretend her big red-haired brother hadn’t spoken.

Bellman said he’d try to be back in a year.

“A year?”

Julie’s voice high and strangulated—as if something had gone down the wrong way and was choking her.

Bellman looked at his boots. “Well, possibly a small fraction more than a year—but not more than two. And you and Bess will have the house and the livestock and I will leave the clock and Elsie’s gold ring for if you ever get into any sort of difficulty and need money, and Elmer will lend a hand with any heavy work, I’m sure, if you give him a cup of coffee and a hot dinner from time to time.” Bellman took a breath. “Oh, Julie, please. Help me out here. It’s a long way and the journey will be slow and difficult.”

Julie started on another hen.

A blizzard of bronze and white feathers rose in a whirling cloud between them. Bellman sneezed a number of times and Julie did not say, “God bless you, Cy.”

“Please, Julie. I am begging you.”

“No.”

It was a lunatic adventure, she said.

He should do something sensible with his time, like going to church, or finding himself a new wife.

Bellman said thank you but he had no interest in either of those suggestions.


The night before his departure, Bellman sat at the square pine table in his small, self-built house drinking coffee with his neighbor and sometime yard hand, Elmer Jackson.

At ten o’clock Julie arrived with her Bible and her umbrella and the small black traveling bag that had once accompanied her and Bellman and Bellman’s wife, Elsie, across the Atlantic Ocean all the way from England.

Bellman was not yet entirely packed, but he was already dressed and ready to go in his brown wool coat and a leather satchel across his front on a long buckled strap. A new black stovepipe hat sat ready on the table next to his big clasped hands.

“Thank you for coming, Julie,” he said. “I am very grateful.”

Julie sniffed. “I see you still intend to go.”

“I do, yes.”

“And where is your poor soon-to-be-orphaned little girl?”

Bess, said Bellman, was asleep in her bed over there in the corner behind the curtain.

He asked Julie if she would like coffee and Julie said she supposed she could drink a cup.

“I was just telling Elmer here, Julie, about the route I plan to take.”

Julie said she wasn’t interested in his route. Julie said why did men always think it was interesting to discuss directions and the best way to get from A to B? She leaned her umbrella against the wall, laid her Bible on the table, and sat down in front of her coffee, took a stocking out of her black traveling bag and began to darn it.

Bellman leaned in a little closer towards his neighbor.

“You see, Elmer, I’ve been looking at some maps. There aren’t many, but there are one or two. At the subscription library over in Lewistown they have an old one by a person called Nicholas King and a not so old one by a Mr. David Thompson of the British North West Company, but they are both full of gaps and empty spaces and question marks. So on balance I think I’m better off relying on the journals of the old President’s expedition, the one undertaken by the two famous captains—they’re full of sketches and little dotted trails that show the best way through the tangle of rivers in the west and also the path over the Stony Mountains to the Pacific Ocean, should I need to continue that far.”

Elmer Jackson belched softly. He looked up from his coffee with watery, bloodshot eyes. “What expedition? What famous captains?”

“Oh, Elmer, come now. Captain Lewis and Captain Clark. With their big team of scouts and hunters. They journeyed all the way to the Pacific Ocean and back at the old President’s bidding. You don’t recall?”

Elmer Jackson shrugged and said maybe he did, he wasn’t sure.

“Well they did, Elmer. Seven thousand miles, two and a half years, there and back, and I’m thinking my best bet is to follow the path they took, more or less, and then diverge from it here and there, to explore where they didn’t, in the hope that I can find my way to what I’m looking for.”

“Diverge?”

Julie made an irritated, tsking sound with her tongue, and Jackson belched softly a second time. Bellman rubbed his big hands together. His face was pink with enthusiasm and excitement. He reached for a pickle jar from the shelf above Jackson’s head.

“Imagine, Elmer, that this pickle jar is this house, here in Pennsylvania.”

He set the jar in front of Jackson, at the far right-hand edge of the table. “And over here—if I might commandeer your coffee cup, Elmer, for a moment—is the town of St. Louis.”

He set down Jackson’s coffee cup a little to the left of the pickle jar.

“From where we are now”—he tapped the pickle jar—“to St. Louis”—he tapped the coffee cup—“is about eight hundred miles.”

Elmer Jackson nodded.

“And way over here”—Jackson’s watery, bloodshot eyes followed Bellman’s hands as they lifted his tall new hat into a position over on the far left edge of the table—“are the Stony Mountains, also known as the Rocky ones.

“So. All that’s needed is for me to travel first to St. Louis, where I will cross the Mississippi River and from there”—he began walking his fingers in a long arc that started at the coffee cup and curved up and across the large and vacant space in the middle of the table in the direction of the hat—“I will follow the Missouri River, as the two captains did, towards the mountains.”

Elmer Jackson observed that relative to the eight hundred miles between the pickle jar and the coffee cup, the journey along the Missouri looked to be a big one.

“Oh it is, Elmer, yes. A very big one. I reckon about two thousand miles. Except it will be longer, because as I said, I will be diverging. Yes I will. I’ll be straying from it quite a bit as I go along so I can have a look in some of the big empty areas the two captains didn’t get to.”

Jackson, whose own forty-year-old life so far had been a slow, meandering, and sometimes circular journey via a succession of gristmills, foundries, breweries, and a stint of soldiering, let go of a long whistle. He told Bellman he’d never taken him for such an adventurer. “And after the hat?”

“After the hat, Elmer, there’s a longish run down to the Pacific Ocean, but I’m hoping I won’t need to go that far. I’m hoping that if I don’t find what I’m after near the river, then they’ll be here, before the mountains”—his big hands circled the open expanse of table—“somewhere in this large, unknown interior territory.”

Elmer Jackson scratched his belly and helped himself to another cup of Bellman’s coffee and announced that he couldn’t think of a single thing that would convince him to pitch his ass halfway across the entire goddamn earth.

Julie said she would thank Elmer Jackson not to curse.

Julie said, “Has it not occurred to you, Cy, that there will be savages?”

The savages he would encounter, said Julie, would be sure to set upon him the moment they spied his bright red hair and big, lumbering, foreign shape approaching them through the wilderness.

Bellman said he hoped not.

Bellman said from what he’d read the Indians where he was going were very content so long as you had a supply of useful manufactured objects and a handful of trinkets to give them, and he was bringing a fair few of those with him.

Jackson raised a hairy eyebrow and said he’d met as many Indians here in the United States as he hoped to in one lifetime and there was nothing would tempt him to run the gauntlet of all those gaudy painted faces and seminaked bodies in any kind of hurry.

Bellman nodded. He smiled in his genial way and patted the handle of his knife and the upward-pointing barrel of the rifle that stood propped against the table.

“I’ll be fine, Elmer. Don’t you worry.”

Julie pressed her lips together, shook out the stocking in her lap, and said she didn’t understand why a person would travel three thousand miles in an opposite direction from his home and his church and his motherless daughter. “No good father, Cy, would leave his flesh-and-blood child for such foolishness.”

Elmer Jackson chortled. He seemed to find the back-and-forth between brother and sister a great entertainment.

Bellman let go of a long breath. “Oh, Julie—”

“Don’t Oh-Julie me, Cyrus.”

Bellman sighed. There was a helpless look about him. “I have to go. I have to go and see. That’s all I can tell you. I have to. I don’t know what else to say.”

“You could say you’re not going.”

With one of his large and pawlike hands Bellman reached out to his sister across the table. Quietly, almost reverently, and with a kind of childlike wonderment, he said, “If they are out there, Julie, then I will be the one to return with news of their existence. Wouldn’t that be a great thing?”

Julie laughed. “It would be a great thing, Cy, if you’d leave me and Bess with more than an old clock and a gold ring and a farmyard of miserable animals—one ancient stallion and a trio of exhausted mares, a clutch of jacks and jennies, a few unsold hinnies, and one bad-tempered molly mule.”

Elmer Jackson drank the last of his coffee and stood up grinning. He rubbed his hand across his belly and stretched and announced that it was past his bedtime. On his way out he slapped Bellman on the shoulder and said to Julie if she ever needed a hand with the mules, just give him a holler.
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When morning came Bellman was kneeling on the patched and sloping porch, arranging the bags and bundles he was taking with him.

Why, asked Bess, was he taking her mother’s blouse?

Elsie’s pink and white striped blouse lay across Bellman’s big hands as he considered which bag to put it in.

“For the same reason, Bess, that I am taking her thimble and her knitting needles.”

“And why is that?”

Bellman hesitated. He looked at his hands. “Because she does not need them anymore and I do.”

He told her, then, about the Indians—how fond he’d heard they were, the men and the women both, of pretty pieces of clothing and useful metal items. One of them would be very attracted to her mother’s blouse, others to her long steel knitting needles and her copper thimble. They would give him all sorts of things in return that he would need in the course of his journey.

“What kind of things?”

Bellman shrugged. “Food. Maybe a new horse if I need one. The knowledge of how to do things and which way it will be best for me to go.”

Bess looked at him gravely and nodded. “Perhaps they can tell you where to look?”

“Exactly.”

He showed her then a tin chest full of trinkets that would go with him along with her mother’s things. Bess looked inside and saw that it was full of buttons and beads and bells, some fishhooks and some tobacco and scraps of ribbon and pieces of copper wire and a pile of handkerchiefs, a few short lengths of colored cloth, and small fragments of mirror glass.

Bess said she hoped the Indians would be pleased with them and Bellman said he hoped so too.

He would write to her, he said, and whenever he could, he’d give the letters to traders or travelers who’d bring them back east to somewhere like St. Louis or St. Charles and send them on.

“Look, I even have a little inkwell here on a spike behind the lapel of my coat. I won’t even have to stop to write you a letter—I can write to you from my saddle as I’m going along.”


The whole thing had lit a spark in him.

For half a day he’d sat without moving.

He’d read it a dozen times.

When Bess came in from the yard wanting to chatter and play, he’d told her to run along, he was busy.

When darkness fell he lit the lamp and read it again. He fetched a knife and scored it around and folded it into quarters and placed it in the pocket of his shirt, next to his heart. He felt his breath come differently. He could no longer sit still. He paced about and every half hour he took the folded paper from his shirt pocket and smoothed it flat on top of the table and read it again: there were no illustrations, but in his mind they resembled a ruined church, or a shipwreck of stone—the monstrous bones, the prodigious tusks, uncovered where they lay, sunk in the salty Kentucky mud: teeth the size of pumpkins, shoulder blades a yard wide, jawbones that suggested a head as tall as a large man. A creature entirely unknown. An animal incognitum. People poking and peering at the giant remains and wondering what had happened to the vast beasts the bones had belonged to. If, perhaps, the same gigantic monsters still walked the earth in the unexplored territories of the west.
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