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A Shoshone woman, Sacagawea, leads Lewis and Clark to the Pacific at the turn of the nineteenth century. On her back is a tiny infant. He is her son, Jean-Baptiste Charbonneau, the youngest member of the Expedition—a child caught between two worlds who is later raised by Clark as his foster son.

When the teenage Baptiste attracts the notice of the visiting Duke Paul, Prince of Württemberg, Clark approves of the duke’s “experiment” to educate the boy at court. A gleeful Duke Paul has Baptiste trained as a concert pianist and exhibits him throughout Europe as a “half gentleman–half animal.”

Eventually Baptiste turns his back on the Old World and returns to the New, determined to find his true place there. He travels into the heart of the American wilderness, and into the depths of his mother’s soul, on an epic quest for identity that brings sacrifice, loss, and the distant promise of redemption.
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This story is a product of the imagination. Liberties have been taken in changing real-life names, events, and dates in creating this fiction. According to Duke Paul’s journal, Erste Reise nach dem nordlichen Amerika in den Jahren 1822–1824, translated by W. Robert Nitske and edited by Savoie Lottinville as Travels in North America, 1822–1824, the duke did bring young Baptiste from St. Louis to Württemberg, crossing the Atlantic aboard the brig Smyrna. Duke Paul also took some luggage: “The alligators, too, had been activated by the warmth to leave their muddy river bed and stick their heads above the surface of the water [at the mouth of the Mississippi, off New Orleans]. Several of these creatures were shot [from the Smyrna], one of which, wounded in the head, was brought on deck alive. Despite the intense cold which we encountered on the journey while crossing the ocean, this alligator made the trip to France in a spare cask and was brought on the land alive.”

Thanks to Warren Ferris’s Life in the Rocky Mountains, first published serially in 1842–1844, Baptiste can be tracked event-for-event in the early 1830s, as he was in Ferris’s company while the young engagés of American Fur experienced the great herd of buffalo, the Sioux party at the campfire, the Rendezvous at Pierre’s Hole, and Baptiste’s eleven lost days on the black lava desert. Baptiste’s work for the U.S. Army is documented in The Conquest of New Mexico and California, An Historical and Personal Narrative, by Brigadier Brevet Major-General Philip St. George Cooke, 1878.

For the myth of the box canyon and others, I’m grateful to references including Pachee Goyo: History and Legends from the Shoshone by Rupert Weeks and Shoshone Tales by Anne M. Smith, which capture a thousand years of magic in their pages. Hunting texts such as Tom Brown’s The Science and Art of Tracking and Paul Rezendes’s Tracking and the Art of Seeing: How To Read Animal Tracks and Sign provided eyes to see the forest as it never could have been otherwise. A flux of countless other inquiries helped create an emotional mosaic of Baptiste so palpable for me that at least twice I found myself turning while driving to see if he were riding beside me in my car.

Finally, the Native-American signs at the beginning of each chapter—and those Baptiste teaches to Ekaterina—were compiled by William Tomkins, who as a boy lived among the Sioux and other tribes from 1884 to 1894. The fifth edition of his invaluable source book, Universal Indian Sign Language of the Plains Indians of North America, appeared in 1931. In his introductory notes, Tomkins wrote: “This language was not created by anybody living today. If it belongs to anybody it belongs to Americans, and it is for the purpose of having it carried on by the youth of the United States that this little volume is compiled.” The signs described at the beginning of each chapter appear directly or barely adapted from Tomkins’s guide. I can’t think of a finer example of poetry in motion.
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“ARRIVE”

—hold your left hand ahead of you, fingers together, right hand against your chest. Strike your left palm with the edge of your right.

Christmas Eve, 1805

Sleet pierced the air like volleys of arrows. Having already eaten their horses and with packs nearly slack, the party looked like Romani in their rags as they stumbled up the crooked mountain trail. The little one, strapped to his mother’s back, nestled his head into the curve of her neck. Needles of ice stung his cheeks, and the salty tang of the yet-unseen ocean that his mother called Paakate tickled his nose.

But Baptiste was not to giggle or cry, his mother, Sacagawea, whispered. He was to keep silent, be invisible—a lucky, if forgettable, witness to the great expedition to the Pacific.

He squeezed his eyes shut to hold his tears. The ground began to shake with the drum of approaching hooves. Suddenly his mother stopped short, and Baptiste opened one eye to see Captain William Clark hold up his hand.

“Keep back,” Clark ordered. “Leave this to me.”

The explorers stood and watched a hunting party of thirty Chinooks arrive. Their leader slid gracefully from his horse. Baptiste could tell that the young numah standing at the head of his men was a threat. With a deliberate grin the brave displayed his teeth, carefully filed to resemble the bone points used to spear salmon and hares.

Baptiste watched Clark’s Adam’s apple rise and fall as he took a dry swallow and stepped toward his interlocutor.

Clutching his spyglass as if the lens could still keep his guests at a distance, Meriwether Lewis slunk into the shadows behind Clark and the interpreter Toussaint Charbonneau.

“I figure we can get away with half a dozen of those gewgaws,” Clark said and bit his bottom lip, as was his habit. From a leather satchel his sergeant pulled six strands of the blown-glass Venetian beads they’d been issued by the Department of War to dazzle the savages.

“Yes, sir,” Sergeant Gass said. “That’s a pretty impressive knife he has.”

It was a fishing knife, big enough to make short work of a halibut.

Clark’s lower lip was bright red now, an oddity, in this thin air almost a sexual accoutrement.

“Watch his face, not his knife,” Clark said.

But Sacagawea watched only Clark, with deep admiration. Her husband, the drunken Charbonneau, waited with stark raving disinterest. York, Clark’s manservant, held his breath so his neck swelled like a tree toad’s. Lewis took a second imperceptible step backward.

“Don’t anyone move,” Clark said. “Just let him walk around us for a while. He has to sniff us like a cur. See how his warriors are tense but he is relaxed?”

The Chinook glided within three inches of the six-foot, red-headed Clark. Though he stood half a foot shorter, the brave’s conical grass hat made him seem nearly as tall. The blue clay smudged on his high cheekbones was much like the a vee Sacagawea had seen her father and uncles wear. A silver British dragoon’s gorget swung from his neck on a strand of white shells. At the ready on his fur vest was a string of large, bone fishhooks. In spite of the cold, he wore nothing below his thigh.

“What could he want?” Captain Lewis, behind Baptiste now, whispered.

“Tell him we have brought things of great value for him,” Clark said firmly, keeping an eye on the Chinook but nodding to Private Labiche, who translated in French to Charbonneau. Receiving the message in Hidatsa, Charbonneau’s wife relayed it in Shoshone to the young brave, who made her repeat it three times before he shook his head and spat.

“Just give him something, quick,” said Lewis in a bleating voice that did him and the party no credit.

“Compliments of the Great Chief of the United States of America.” Clark slowly reached into a black bag held open by Gass and produced a piece of “solid water” for the Chinook leader, who, bored with mirrors, waved it away.

“No shit.” The Chinook made a hawking sound deep in his throat. “Wake.” He spat in Clark’s face.

Clark answered with a rusty haw hoo he’d cultivated in the Kentucky militia to impress young ladies in drawing rooms. Reaching back to grasp Lewis by the vest, Clark pulled his partner off balance, drew him close, and spat in his face.

“Was that really necessary?” said Lewis as he pitched back and wiped his cheekbone with his sleeve.

The brave grinned broadly. “Haw hoo!”

Clark wore the spittle like a badge of honor. “We’re open for business. Let’s see if he’d prefer the tobacco, or the vermilion.”

Baptiste twisted around his mother’s slender neck for a better view. Gass slowly pulled a pouch of the leaves that burned with a dark redolence. The brave refused it, along with the rich folds of blood-red cloth. He dismissed two silver trading amulets embossed with The Lewis & Clark Voyage of Discovery. He pushed aside Clark’s English surveying tools, as he had no desire to calculate their distance to Arcturus. He envied not at all the well-executed, steel-engraved illustration of President Thomas Jefferson, nor even Clark’s final resort, their last crumbs of hard tack.

“O’-koke.” The Chinook leader made a sign and pointed to Sacagawea. Baptiste felt his mother quickly push his head down with the back of her skull as she retreated a step.

“What the hell?” Lewis blurted.

“Shh,” Clark said.

The brave, barely older than Sacagawea, keenly focused on her with his half-drawn wolf eyes.

He stepped toward mother and child, and as they froze he took in Baptiste with a funny glance—are you a raccoon trapped at the top of a burning tree?—before descending to his knees in front of the young mother as if to pay her homage. But instead, his hands circled her waist, tracing the lines of her brilliant blue Lemhi beaded belt that denoted her and her son’s rank as members of a royal family. Princess Sacagawea had worn it proudly since she was nine. Even her Hidatsa captors, who’d inflicted all other humiliations, hadn’t had the heart to take it away from her.

“O’-koke,” he said. For me, this.

Clark, blind to the ornament’s significance, forced a laugh, and the other men joined in. Loudest of all was Toussaint. Sacagawea untied the belt and handed her birthright to the young man. She kept her eyes on the horizon.

The Chinook wrapped the prize around his bicep and walked briskly back to his men. He yanked a string of greasy weasel tails out of his saddle bag and marched back to Sacagawea. Tossing the weasel tails at her, he mounted his horse.

“Wake,” she said sharply, remembering his word. When the Chinook turned back to her, the princess admonished him sharply in Shoshone. He rolled his eyes but reached back into his pack and accorded her a scrap of dark blue cloth, which she folded over the weasel tails and tucked under her arm. “O’-koke,” she said.

Baptiste thought he heard his mother laugh, but with a different tone. No one followed them when she ran into the woods through the branches, slipped across a mossy ledge, and hopped a rocky stream.

Watching the world bounce from his mother’s back, Baptiste saw the men grow smaller and disappear as Sacagawea twisted up through some forested undergrowth to emerge atop a granite outcropping so high in the wind they could hear the Pacific roar even more clearly in the distance, though clouds prevented their seeing it. The Columbia River estuary lay like a trade-silver necklace below. Baptiste had never seen his mother cry, so he kept very still until he grew hungry. His mother’s eyes were wet as she wrapped him in the scrap of blue flannel, nursed him, and tucked him into his papoose.

“They did not take my true treasure, little one,” she said in Shoshone, then crooned to him in a low voice. “I carry you on my back. With soft deerskin I lay you on a slab of bark cradled gently behind my shoulders so your head will be close to mine, and ever you will see what I see. We will walk as one. We crossed the mountains as one. The wind will warm our passage. We will always be together.”

Feeling the delicious warmth of the blanket surround him, Baptiste drifted off to sleep, barely able to reflect that often one’s pleasures come from another’s pain.

“Well done, Janey!” Clark said in the only language at his command when they returned at dusk, his endearment, the common one used by soldiers to address female camp followers, defiling mother and child in a single sweep. He ruffled Baptiste’s hair.

“Because of your mother’s salesmanship, the Chinooks left us fresh horses and an elk. The devils will even help us build a fort, for the right price, of course.”

Sacagawea turned away.

Misinterpreting her sorrow and pretending she understood enough to bask in his praise, he said, “Aw, I’m sick of all this weather, too. The only relief we have from the snow is the rain.”

“We must hurry,” Sacagawea told him haltingly in the English she was determined to learn. She knew after a day or so the trading would wear off and the braves could kill them with a clear conscience. She made her two fingers “walk” in the air stealthily and then abruptly stabbbed the air with her fist.

“It would serve us right,” Clark laughed. Then he leaned down and kissed both Sacagawea and Baptiste on the lips. No one else was nearby. Sacagawea stared at Clark with a lost look.

“Compliments,” she said softly, and draped the weasel tails around Clark’s neck. Baptiste tried to reach out and touch the black-tipped pieces of fur, they looked so alive.

“They stink to hell!” Clark smiled.

Every time the explorer put his face near Baptiste’s mother’s it became difficult for the boy to breathe. The tip of Father Clark’s enormous hairy ear covered his nose.

At nightfall, the discomfited Captain Lewis was ejected from the shelter to take his damp grass mat and retire elsewhere. Sacagawea looked shyly into Clark’s eyes as he took off his leggings and leather breeches.

Clark took her and her papoose to his blanket. Trusting Baptiste was asleep under the wool, Sacagawea untied her deerskin shift and let it fall open. Blue islands around her ribs from Toussaint’s regular beatings had now turned to yellow and nearly healed.

“EttsemiH,” she told Clark, “close your eyes.” She softly repeated “compliments” as he drew her onto his lap.

They awoke at dawn to a commotion outside the shelter. A cold, clear air hit the trio as Clark threw off the blanket. It was the advance party who’d been charged with scavenging for food, returning pell-mell to camp, shouting, cheering. They had seen Pacifica, and their eyes were lit by the sea.

“Done,” Clark said to himself. “After twenty-six months, we’ve made it.” Then, more loudly, “This calls for a toast!”

“Not everyone here needs a toast,” Gass said, scrunching up his nose as Toussaint Charbonneau shuffled in.

“A bonus would be agréable,” Charbonneau said, via Labiche. “To reward he who brought you here.”

“The terms of your remuneration were agreed on long ago,” Lewis said, backing up.

Charbonneau studied Lewis resentfully for a moment, then lumbered away.

“And there’s a giant fish on the beach, Cap’n,” York said, “as big as any ship I ever saw on the Potomac.”

“A whale,” Clark marveled. “How far away?”

“Maybe five, six miles, Cap’n.”

“Is it alive?”

“I think I saw it move.”

“What did he see?” Sacagawea asked shyly, tugging at Clark’s sleeve.

“A great fish,” Sergeant Gass said, drawing in the dirt with his toe. “Large as this hole in the woods.” He traced the edge of their grassy swale with his musket.

“Not a fish,” Clark said. “A great beast that lives in the sea.”

“Beaver?”

With a shake of his head, Clark waved her off. Then he motioned to Gass. “I need a few men to go back with me to see this whale,” he said, dressing and seizing his notebook. “The rest of you wait here.”

Still naked and barely covered by the corner of Clark’s blanket, Sacagawea stood up. “No. We will come to see the whale.” She dropped the blanket and clenched her fists.

Clark shrugged. “You can see it later. It is nearly a day away.”

She crossed her arms. “We will see it now. My son will see the creature, and the great ocean, now.”

“You will do what you are told.” He started off with his men.

“We will see the great whale.”

She dressed quickly and drew the papoose onto her back.

Baptiste could feel his mother’s excitement as her quick footsteps slashed in single-file through the forest, but in spite of his best efforts to stay awake, the bouncing lulled him to sleep. He woke to the sound of her hard breathing as she ran to the top of a hill. He heard shouts and alarms from the men. Then the Pacific started spilling in, blue.

On the beach, Clark paced the mammal at 105 feet. Purple and distended like a huge rotting plum, the monster was an endless galleon with clouds of gulls for sails. The great swollen corpse produced an unfathomable stench, its melting flesh actually bubbling with the incessant attentions of sand crabs. Far from alive, much of the behemoth was nothing so much as a skeletal, open-air cathedral of gothic proportions that death was building, the remnants of its tail drifting back and forth in the waves. As Clark continued his necropsy, Sergeant Gass walked inside the mammoth rib cage.

Toussaint Charbonneau mumbled something in French and made the sign of the cross.

“Look, I’m Jonah!” Gass called through the big hoops of the carcass while the ocean splashed at his feet. The others headed inside to see.

Baptiste, free from his mother, toddled to the wall of flesh still hanging from the leviathan and plucked something sharp from its side. He already had it to his mouth before Sacagawea could stop him.

“What have you got there, sonny?” Gass asked as the child drew near, now holding it in his fist. “Let’s have a look.” It was blue and sharp, a tiny spearpoint made of delicate, flinty stone. With its ripping ridges, it was designed for killing birds, not whales.

“I’ll be darned,” Gass said, turning it over and handing it back to Baptiste. “I wonder how many years the beast wore that bauble in his flesh. Make a nice present for your da-da.”

Baptiste wobbled straight through the troops, waving the stone, and before Sacagawea could stop him, he held it up to Father Clark.

No one dared to laugh as Clark awkwardly accepted the token and Sacagawea strode forward three steps before stopping. Then, blushing and confused, she turned to Baptiste and slapped him hard.

The sting traveled across Baptiste’s face, which began to throb with pain. He was confused and inconsolable, even when his mother wrapped him in her arms and kissed his head.

That night, as the fire turned to embers near the shelter where Baptiste and his mother lay, Meriwether Lewis approached Clark, who was absently turning the blue spearpoint in his hand.

“This has gone too far,” Lewis said and fidgeted. “I wouldn’t cross Toussaint. Even drunk, he can relieve a buffalo of its hide in three strokes.”

“You know what she’s done for us,” Clark said. “She is under my protection.”

“I’m telling you as your commander, keep your hands off her.”

“I don’t give a shit for your command. My honor is defined by my surroundings. I will take care of her, and Little Pomp.”

“You’re playing with fire.” Lewis grabbed the shard of blue flint from Clark’s hand and tossed it into the ashes. “And you’re putting the whole mission at risk.”

“Exactly how? She’s the guide, not the one you hired. Charbonneau’s been nothing but dead weight and another mouth to feed, or shall I say, quench. The men call him ‘Long-Way-Round.’” The grizzled Frenchman was certainly capable of leading parties he was guiding for days in order to pad his expenses and save himself the trouble of being responsible for the safety of amateurs in difficult terrain.

“Charbonneau is as much her owner as her husband. The only reason the girl knows her way here is, she was captured and raped, and she brought us back the way she was dragged. What would your cousin think? You’re supposed to be married in six months!”

“That’s worlds away. It has nothing to do with Janey. You’re so wrapped up in your calculations you can’t even take in the scenery.”

“You can be a real scut-hole sometimes, Clark.”

“And you can be a real priss. Just because you’re too disillusioned and wormy to sample a ripe fig.”

“Oh, all in the interest of science, I’m sure. You know, your log entries have been pretty sketchy lately. Senator Pickering and the rest of the world will insist on a full accounting of everything we did, and Charbonneau could make trouble for us.”

“Aw, history in the making. I’ll take care of it. Charbonneau doesn’t scare me.”

Belching, Toussaint Charbonneau lurched out of the dark and clutched Clark’s wrist as he stooped to flick the spearpoint from the ashes with the end of his knife. He rubbed the flint in the dirt with the toe of his boot, then picked it up and put it in his pocket. Though he understood precious little English, he had no trouble detecting scorn.

“You’d better take care of yourself,” he growled, “‘Da-Da’ Clark.” The trapper threw open the flap to the shelter and exposed his teeth to the shivering Baptiste. “Et tu, Bear Bait. You’d best remember where you came from.”
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“ABANDON/THROW AWAY”

—hold hands closed at left side near breast, then drop them down and to rear, at the same time opening them as though expelling some article.

Christmas Eve, 1809

Baptiste savored the scent of mulled cider as he edged nearer to the fireplace. He stamped his feet, cold and wet from the rain outside, until his mother grasped him to hold him still. Then the large white door opened.

“Isn’t this a nice surprise, Julia!” Clark said to his wife as they entered the kitchen. By her expression it was obvious that the eighteen-year-old lady of the household wasn’t so much surprised as horrified. Certainly she wasn’t used to frequenting these quarters to receive guests. She clapped a hand over her mouth.

Breaking free and giggling, Baptiste ran to Father Clark and wrapped his arms around the lanky explorer’s knees. Indoors, Clark resembled a stuffed condor. Candlelight magnified the shadows cast by his ears and nose.

“My little dancing river otter!” Clark exclaimed, wheeling him up and around so that for an instant the five-year-old was eye-to-eye with Julia.

“Look, maman, this lady’s crying,” Baptiste said in French.

“My compliments, Janey, welcome,” Clark said softly.

“What did you say?” Julia sniffed and wiped her red eyes with a gauzy hanky.

Clark looked from Julia to Sacagawea. The nearer the Expedition had gotten to St. Louis during the closing days, the more distant he’d become. When his last chance to dispose of Sacagawea and Baptiste presented itself at the Mandan Villages, hundreds of miles upriver, he’d taken it and acted “like a gentleman,” as Lewis recommended. Gentleman, hell.

With only hotel room ceilings to confess to after galas in Washington, his thoughts had often drifted to his Indian girl. Nostalgia had given him the bite after he returned to St. Louis, accepted an appointment to oversee Indian affairs in the new Louisiana Territory, and married, setting up offices and a museum commemorating the Expedition in a white frame house along the river.

So he’d written to Toussaint after three years, bribing him to bring the mother and child, offering education for the boy and “other considerations”: $500.33 and 323 acres of land.

“I’m fulfilling a promise,” Clark said.

“You made that promise in the woods, a world away,” Julia said.

Julia’s eyelids fluttered when she was agitated. You are so exotic, she thought as she studied the “squaw”—her maid had gleefully whispered the sobriquet—and looked down at her own pale, trembling hands. Beyond the girl’s vitality Julia sensed a formidable, cunning intelligence, something that spoke of the genius of the woods. She closed her eyes for a moment, then lowered her voice. “What will my family think?” All of St. Louis will know.

Julia suddenly felt dizzy. She’d met her first cousin Clark when she was just twelve, and he thirty-three. “I’m going to marry you on your fifteenth birthday,” he’d vowed. But he’d been a year late and a dollar short. And oh, now this mistress. Julia had been the loveliest maid since her mother to lead the Virginia reel back in Fincastle. She’d pictured her life spread before her as one perfect day after another, with no upset to the schedule, but this change of scenery made her head ache fit to bursting and made her strangely afraid. She allowed herself to look for a second at the girl’s dusky majesty. How different are you from me, dark where I am fair, round where I am hollow. You must be some sort of devil’s familiar. Then she took in the bare feet, was certain she detected a musk, and instinctively raised her handkerchief to her nose.

She shot a glance at her husband. When we married you were vigorous, a world celebrity. Now, as Julia retreated to become a pale figure behind an upstairs window …

Clark installed his second family in a shack barely eight feet in front of the chattel quarters, close enough that Baptiste could hear the slaves sneezing.

That first January, Father Clark often came at moonrise to visit. Baptiste was too sleepy to do much more than totter about when the explorer tapped his feet and snapped his fingers to the sound of Sacagawea’s muyatainka, her little reed whistle carved with the profile of a raven.

But as the hours of sunshine grew longer and Sacagawea began to open her door to the spring air, Baptiste practiced some steps in the shaft of light that fell on the crude floor. On May Day, merrymakers spilled into the garden. Clark spied Baptiste watching from behind an azalea.

“Aha!” Clark clapped his hands. “Come on out!”

With a studied grace, Baptiste bowed and strode toward him as if he were gliding across a proscenium.

When the delighted crowd clapped, he started to skip, then turned toward them and recited a short poem.

“Wonderful, Pomp!” Clark called to the boy, then waved toward his friends. “And this distinguished company is, of course, the circumstance!” The crowd laughed politely at his witticism.

“By your leave, sir!” Baptiste bowed again. The attention warmed the boy all over, and as he departed he promised himself he’d always please Father Clark and oblige his acquaintances.

But Sacagawea wasn’t so pleased and quickly pulled her son into the thorny bushes behind the woodpile. She squeezed his upper arm.

“Yokopekka,” she hissed. “Wise ass.” Then she hugged him gently and clasped her hands over his heart.

“Little One,” she warned, “you must be careful how you answer the Taipo, even when he’s friendly. They want you to be smart enough to help them, but not too smart. It doesn’t make a good impression.”

They were happy, the two—and when Clark visited, three—of them until the next winter Sacagawea began to get sick in the mornings. A storm blanketed St. Louis in snow. Baptiste, now six, heard stamping and yelling below the loft under the eaves where he slept. The horrid Toussaint had been summoned by Clark from the woods, where he’d been trapping along the Missouri near Fort Mandan. Baptiste couldn’t make out what they argued about. His mother pleaded, “No, no, no.” Then his time came.

“Mon fils, so this is where you hide,” Toussaint bellowed.

Baptiste felt a sour reek envelop him as Toussaint scraped his way up the ladder. The fog of the man. Was it possible for a human being to sweat rum? Toussaint’s head popped through the transom and caught sight of Baptiste; he trapped his eyes. The firelight emphasized the yellow scar that ran straight down Toussaint’s cheek and snagged at the right side of his lip in a permanent snarl. Something dangled from his neck. A blue stone, but sharp, like something dangerous. And familiar.

“Leave me alone,” Baptiste said.

“Mon fils,” Toussaint said. In the darkness the boy scrambled away from his hairy arm, but Toussaint was accustomed to working with desperate animals. His grip on Baptiste’s calf was forged iron, like one of his traps. Baptiste shook it loose and scurried back into the corner, out of his reach. “Rascal,” Toussaint said, making the sign of the cross for luck before disappearing below.

Baptiste spent the night huddled into his corner with his eyes shut tight. The next morning his mother and Toussaint were gone. So were her cloak and pots, and the gourd she used each morning to dip water from their bucket. The room was completely empty except for a large brain-tanned bag—her “possibles”—left on the crude wooden table. He’d never seen his mother go anywhere without it.

When he picked it up for a look inside, her precious whistle fell out. Baptiste blew into its emptiness with his finger covering the last of its holes and heard its simple, pure scree. When he held it down against his chest and blew more softly, it produced a lower tone as he saw two orioles fly past their window. He stuffed it into the bag, which he slung across his chest and over his shoulder. Carefully pulling the door closed behind him as his mother had taught him to do, he stepped into the yard.

He could see tracks heading north, where clouds darkened and massed beyond the icy cliffs that lined the lower Missouri. He could almost hear his mother whispering, always instructing, See these pretty sweeps in the snow? They show I was struggling. It’s where he dragged me. Here’s where we got on the horse.

* * *

When the sun began to fade and his mother hadn’t returned, Baptiste wailed so mournfully that an exasperated Clark, hearing the boy from his library window, stepped out onto the terrace.

“Stop the racket, Pomp,” Clark said. “You’ll scare the horses.”

That caught him up short. When he wasn’t studying at the Roman Catholic School or tracking game as his mother had taught him, Baptiste would often fall asleep in the stables, near the great beasts he’d come to adore.

“Sir, I can’t find Mother.”

“I think she’s gone for a while to see her people. Don’t worry, she’ll be back in the spring.” Father Clark smiled, but Baptiste recognized it for what it was, a baring of teeth.

“But Mother told me only I was her family.”

Clark’s eyes widened. He stared at the boy for a moment.

“It’s snowing. Come into the house out of the snow.”

So this was the reward for silence.

Surely Mother will be all right, Baptiste thought. She told me the forest is her home, the trees are her counsel. She’ll come back for me. Father Clark disappeared for three years, yet here he is before me. Adults were curious. They disappeared all the time.

“Come on, Pomp, right this way. Come in where it’s warm. Hepsibah, I’d like you to give Pomp a bath, then give him some warm milk and apple betty.”

“Yes, Genr’l,” the cook said. “Over here, child. Will you look at those eyes. Why you carrying on like this?” She fixed him a bed behind the stove.

Baptiste knew she meant well, but the only thing that consoled him was looking out back at the shack where his mother and he had spent their tranquil days.

* * *

The big white house was full of rules, with many rooms denied him. Baptiste learned in the kitchen, after watching a succession of silver trays borne up and porcelain chamber pots borne down, that Mrs. Clark was becoming too delicate and sensitive to leave her second-floor apartment. She’d long since stopped playing the pianoforte Clark had imported from Germany with great expense and fanfare.

The luminous instrument in the forbidden parlor seemed like the grandest thing in the world to him and represented all that was fine and beyond his grasp, much more inspiring than the rude mission altar where they took communion. Sometimes when the house was quiet, he’d steal up to the piano and study his face reflected in its ebony surface.

“Get out of there!” Hepsibah said, catching him one afternoon. “This is not the place for a shetani like you!”

“No one’s here. I wonder what kind of sound it makes.”

“I’m here! Now you just get away from there.”

With his little finger the boy traced gold leaf letters in a scroll above the piano’s grinning mouth. The florid characters transfixed him. Painted in the lacquer was a funny name with lots of s’s and z’s that he couldn’t pronounce, and it was born in a city called Hamburg. He wondered how far it was from Missouri.

“Don’t you hear me?”

Baptiste did not move.

Then suddenly, light on his feet, he stabbed a single key in the low register. He held the key down as the thrumming waves of sound filled the room. He imagined the vibrations traveling from the soul of the wood across the cities and rivers to the place where his mother had been carried away. It was a black sound, resonant and lasting, like a great river roaring under the stars. He would relish the sound for weeks to come.

“Yer a bad demon,” Hepsibah said.

She grabbed him by the ear and dragged him back to the kitchen. When he looked up he was surprised to see that instead of a stern face he caught the trace of a smile, and the boy wondered if maybe bad wasn’t always so bad.

“Devil!” Hepsibah scolded him severely the next week. “Why do you think you can go to bed with those raggedy fingernails?” He knew her harsh words were at odds with her amiable nature.

She endeavored to teach him table manners, and eventually he was allowed to participate in the petit déjeuner that Clark and his two boys, Meriwether and Preston, enjoyed in their lemon-lit breakfast room. Neither the absent Miss Julia nor the vanished Sacagawea was mentioned during these merry celebrations, where a good deal of time was spent joking and scheming over tea.

Winter turned to spring. Baptiste began to pester Heracles.

“Where is my mother? Doesn’t she miss me? When will she return?”

But the foreman just shook his head. Nor would the other servants tell him anything, though sometimes he saw them smirking. He dared not ask Clark, who had begun treating him brusquely but at least without averted eyes.

One day, in a moment of tenderness, Clark called Baptiste into his study and motioned for him to sit on his knee.

“Your mother, Little Pomp, has passed,” he said.

Baptiste burst into tears. Clark reached to touch his shoulder, but the boy pulled away.

“Mother can’t be dead. She promised she’d be back for me.” Baptiste took in a gasp of air. “Why did she die?”

Wiping his eyes and looking up, the boy’s attention fell on Clark’s chin, oddly unshaven, flecked with stubbles of rust and gray, and close enough to receive a kiss. He saw a port wine stain on his normally snowy cravat. Baptiste sniffed—he’d never before detected that strong smell from the explorer. Clark smelled like Toussaint.

“I’m sorry, Pomp,” he said. “She died of … an adult disease.”

Sacagawea was just twenty-five.

“But you have a sister, Lizette!”

Baptiste turned when he heard a commotion outside the door. Now the embarrassed clerk of Fort Manuel, in the Dakotas, entered and stood behind Clark with an infant in his arms, so young she could barely open her eyes. Lizette was wrapped in a blue cloth that Baptiste recognized as the same one that had once kept him warm. He caught his breath and involuntarily reached out to touch it, thinking of those weasel tails so long ago. His throat swelled and got salty, but he refused to cry.

“I will adopt Lizette, Pomp, as I have you,” Clark said.

Sacagawea had been hastily buried under a pile of rocks outside the stockade. As usual, Toussaint had fled the scene.

Hepsibah took immediate charge of Lizette and delighted in her gurgling smiles and strawberry curls. Sometimes Baptiste felt he could hear his mother singing when his sister laughed, and he didn’t feel so peculiar. But before he and Lizette even got to celebrate her second birthday with sponge cake and candles in the kitchen—when the house servants began to whisper that her red hair was taking on an even more vivid hue instead of darkening—the drunken Toussaint was summoned again. He disappeared with Lizette before dawn.

“Where is she?” Baptiste asked Hepsibah, who with her daughter Lottie was soaking clothes in a tub of hot water reeking with lye. “Does anyone know what happened to my sister?”

“Best you mind your own business,” Hepsibah said. “Unless you want that old Toussaint come some night and get you.”

“Maybe eat you,” Lottie said.

“Where’s Father Clark?”

“He’s gone to Washington.” Lottie stuck out her tongue and licked her lips. “Don’t you know anything?”

Fearing Toussaint might take him away, too, Baptiste worked all the harder at school and resolved to follow every household edict he could divine. When Clark returned a few weeks later and no search for Lizette was launched on his orders, Baptiste was alarmed by how little protection the general’s doting affection offered. At the morning meal he’d always looked so forward to, sharing the passages he’d mastered at the mission during the great man’s absences, the boy was only able to stare down at his plate.

“Pomp!”

What would it feel like to be deaf and dumb? Baptiste wondered.

Clark shouted at him, “I’ve asked you twice to send round those strawberry preserves.”

When Baptiste still couldn’t look up, Clark reached over and gently lifted his chin.

“What is it, Pomp?”

“Where is Lizzy?” Baptiste asked almost inaudibly.

“Damnation,” the explorer said, pushing his chair back and throwing his napkin down on his plate. “She’s fine and just where she’s supposed to be.”

“I want to see my sister. Is she going to be gone forever like Mother?”

Clark stood up to leave. “I’m very tired, Pomp. She’s well provided for. We’ll have no more on the subject.”

The nine-year-old learned, as all who grieve must one day learn, eventually to stop asking. Five years flowed by like the murky waters of the lower Missouri.

As school progressed, Baptiste continued to advance, with honors. His only hope was to distinguish himself in Clark’s world. He launched more deeply into the study of the classics beyond the French, English, Mandan, and Shoshone he’d grown up speaking. To his surprise it became easier; languages were a delicious place to hide. His schoolmaster was impressed.

“Son, why on earth would you want this?” He pointed to Caesar’s Bellum Gallicum, which Baptiste had just borrowed. A younger priest leaned over and whispered to him.

“Oh!” he said. “So this is the half-breed prodigy. I understand you’ve read much of our library.”

“Only in Latin,” Baptiste said. “But if I might try the Greek …”

“But they’re heathens,” he said, then chuckled at the boy’s discomfiture. “You’d better come with me.” He took Baptiste to the attic library reserved for the initiates. For a moment Baptiste was fearful, but the old man smiled, pointed to a chair, and left him alone to consider the dust covering the long oak table. Cracked brown texts of the Mathematica, Plutarch, and Ptolemy had faded blue ribbons bound within, to mark favored passages. Tracts in Old and Middle English slept undisturbed in great stacks. Shining at the end of a shelf were St. Thomas Aquinas, Thomas Hobbes, Einhard’s Life of Charlemagne.

The more I read these, the more you will admire me and be my real father, Father Clark. Baptiste devoured everything he touched, peered intently at the clothing and deportment of sophisticated gentlemen through the ages, cartoons in black ink. The only pages he flipped over were illustrations of primitive peoples.

He worked long into the evenings in his little alcove behind the stove. If he kept reading, the world would offer limitless possibilities. Outside the window, vines crept over the shack where he and his mother had lived.

The priests generally praised Baptiste for his scholarship until something “turned up missing,” as Father Neill called it—slates, a fragment of chalk—whereupon all eyes turned to him. If a pane of glass were broken, he was shown the rock. In spite of this, the fourteen-year old was surprised when his instructor approached him while he was reading, reached toward him as if to ruffle his hair, and took hold of his ear.

“What is it, Father?” Baptiste asked as Father Neill splashed him through the mud past the dooryard of the Roman Catholic School, four doors down Constitution Boulevard, and up the stairs into the East India tea store, where Mademoiselle Vachonne had let Baptiste sweep her floor on Saturdays for a penny.

“You know damn well what it is,” Father Neill said. “There’s been a pilfering.”

“But I didn’t take anything!”

“You come inside right now, young man. Your benefactor will meet us here.”

“What’s wrong?” It was raining, Father Neill was angry, the world was crazy.

“Not another word!”

The door slammed, followed by a silly jingle. There in her oddly quiet world was the mademoiselle, dressed in black and purple like a wild turkey at a funeral, her knuckles white against the glass counter. Her eyes glittered.

“Voleur,” she hissed.

Clark entered and remained in the doorway while he waited for Baptiste to translate the French of his accuser.

Baptiste did so, his face hot. Why would I steal your stupid teas? The Missouri backwaters smelled better.

“With my compliments,” Clark said to Mademoiselle Vachonne, dispensing a full silver dollar into her spidery hands.

Sputtering gratitude, the storekeeper rubbed Clark’s wrist as if she might catch some of his good luck that way.

“Tell her you’re sorry, Pomp.”

I will not, sir. He waited for Clark to say, “How dare you treat my son this way!” but when the explorer looked away, Baptiste realized it hadn’t even occurred to Clark to defend him. How could Father Clark be so mistaken? Baptiste circled to look Clark in the eyes. Then he wheeled around to take in Father Neill’s disapproving face.

“But, sir,” he whispered, “I didn’t take anything!”

“Now that’s enough of that,” Clark said, nodding to Mademoiselle Vachonne. “This gentlewoman believes you stole it, and we have to take her at her word.”

So believing was seeing now.

“But, sir.”

“Let’s not be impertinent,” Clark said. “Now you come with me outside.”

“She’s simply wrong, sir!”

Clark laughed and lowered his voice. “Don’t worry about it, Pomp. That’s just how some people treat Injuns.”

So I’m an Indian.

As Baptiste fled out the door, he looked back to see Mademoiselle Vachonne smiling.

How is it I can feel shame even though I’m not a thief? Baptiste wondered as he raced across the puddles back to the compound, slipped behind the stables, and leaned over to sob where no one could hear him, a duty to which he applied himself with violence before gasping in the cold, nearly unbreathable air. He spent half the night alone in the rain. How he hated Mademoiselle Vachonne for introducing that word to his home.

From this moment on, I will double my efforts to make you proud of me, Father Clark, or at least notice me, he vowed. I will become a gentleman as you have never seen. Each high mark he got at school, Baptiste came right home to proudly show his parent, but Clark withdrew further into himself. Each time he brought back a bag of fowl, or a saddle of venison, to grace their table—for Baptiste had become most adroit in the woods—Clark neglected to praise him, or barely nodded his appreciation.

Since the War of 1812, the general had enjoyed life as governor of the Missouri Territory, but a string of intrigues was keeping him up at night. Superfluous around the compound, Baptiste spent more time in the stables, fantasizing that Clark was taking some pride at least in his growing mastery as a horseman. But after Clark fought for Missouri to win statehood, only to lose both his wife and the election to become its first governor, the general stopped coming to the stables altogether.

Julia Clark simply failed to take a breath one morning.

Little in the household changed after Mrs. Clark’s death, partly because she herself had had no impact on the household affairs for so many years, and partly because Clark, in attending her funeral in Fincastle, had chosen and later brought back his second wife, Mrs. Clark’s near-identical cousin, Harriet Kennerly Clark, who resembled Julia in temperament and constitution as well as visage. If anything, Clark became even more detached at the arrival of his new bride.

Maybe he just needs cheering up, Baptiste hoped. But when he played a merry tune outside the explorer’s study, Clark became impatient and slammed the window.

One evening, Baptiste became so discouraged at being shut out that he threw his whistle into the bushes. Lottie slipped out of the shadows, came into the yard, and placed the little reed into the palm of his hand. He felt a strange lump in the back of his throat as she stood close to him beneath a large oak tree.

“You’re all alone in this world, ain’t you?” she said.

She held a piece of sorghum candy out to him, but when he reached for it, she clasped her hands behind her back and teased, “I heard you was a thief.”

Baptiste slapped her hard with the back of his hand and a red welt appeared on her cheek as her eyes filled with tears.

“I didn’t mean nothin’,” she said.

“I shouldn’t have done that, Lottie,” he said and reached his arm around her thin shoulders and drew her close. As he kissed the top of her head he could taste the tang of the smokehouse mingled with the sweetness of the jasmine flower she’d tucked behind her ear. He felt his pulse quicken as her warmth surrounded his, and he grew unmistakably aroused. She tilted her head up in the moonlight, and as he kissed her yielding lips she untied the top of her jumper and eased it off her shoulders. He was in a hurry to see her beauty. He’d peeked at her lovely thighs before when she’d gone down to the river and hoisted up her skirts, but his fortunes had ended there. Now, delicate and coffee-colored, her small breasts melted into vermilion nipples. He tasted salt on them as she tugged at the hem of her dress. Then he was inside her, and though he felt thrills of excitement and surface ecstasy like starlight skipping across the river, he knew it was passion but not exactly love and guessed it was the same for Lottie. For a long while, Lottie was as quiet as the river beside them. Lying beside her, Baptiste felt himself relieved of some of his anger, but as he looked over at his old friend, he thought maybe he really was a thief. He didn’t know what to say, so when he got up he said, “I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry, too,” Lottie said, struggling into her dress the way his mother used to. He and Lottie were sorry the next night, too. Whenever he kissed her, it felt like falling. Sometimes they’d stop for months at a time for fear of getting caught. But like his mother and Clark, they knew how to be lonely together.

In contrast with little Meriwether, who hadn’t yet acquired his enthusiasm for school, Baptiste’s thirst for knowledge was unquenchable. By the time he finished his final classes he had no linguistic peer. The thrill he felt at the ceremony was tempered somewhat by the absence of Clark, who’d been called out of town on important business. Clark had long stopped coming to breakfast, and the youth rarely saw him because of his frequent trips to Washington for meetings with members of the Cabinet.

Because I can write in more than a fair hand, Baptiste reflected, one day I might accompany Father Clark as his diarist on these junkets.

The night Clark returned, Baptiste’s presence was respectfully requested at the great man’s study.

Baptiste arrived fully prepared to talk at length on any subject Clark chose in order to show him his years of education had been money well spent. Instead of shaking his hand when he held it out, Clark pushed a piece of gold into his palm.

“It’s time for you to learn your father’s business,” Clark said.

Almost beside himself with excitement, Baptiste glanced up at the maps and the gilt-edged books behind Clark on the walls, but when he returned to the explorer’s face he realized that was not at all what he meant. The general was talking about Toussaint Charbonneau. Baptiste’s heart sank.

“You’ll have to get ready posthaste, Pomp. You’re starting at dawn tomorrow at John Jacob Astor’s American Fur.”
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“TRAP”

—for iron traps, touch or point to something made of metal. Hold closed hands side by side, knuckles touching, index fingers curved and touching; then bring sides of indexes together to close jaws of trap.

Baptiste made it to camp just after nightfall. Fire flickered against the shapes of men as they flensed flesh from fur. To Baptiste, they looked like lost souls in an engraving from the Inferno, the Cantica from The Divine Comedy by Dante.

“Took your time getting here, did you?” said William Sublette, a powerful, leonine Kentuckian in his mid-twenties, after peering at Baptiste’s letter of introduction. “Says here the general thinks you can hunt. Well, we’ll know directly.”

Baptiste said nothing.

“Not very brawny, are you?” Sublette said with no attempt to mask his dismay. Another half-breed, the Missouri basin’s teeming with them. Look at those switchy eyes. Maybe he can cut. “You afraid of work?”

Baptiste shook his head very quickly and smiled.

“Afraid to get your hands greasy?”

Baptiste said nothing.

Sublette’s gaze locked on Baptiste’s leg. “Let me see that thing. What’s that, an elephant knife? Hand it over.”

Most people didn’t see the blade his mother had taught him to strap almost invisibly to his calf.

“Antoine!” Sublette yelled across the fire. Two heads popped up. “Over here, now,” he motioned, and hawked a flume of spittle that the two approaching young men nimbly sidestepped.

“These are the two goddamn Antoines,” he said as he tossed back the knife, which Baptiste caught so indifferently the three men exchanged a quick look.

“Most rockheaded rascals ever to shit in the woods. Best of all, they don’t understand a thing I say. Right, shitheads?”

The Two Antoines grinned and nodded as one.

“No possible use to me, and even less so to your girlfriends, am I right?”

More grinning and nodding.

“Pile wet skins on dry? That’s right. Keep nodding. Yes, you do that, too!” Sublette lifted the flap of Baptiste’s jacket pocket, which partially covered a well-thumbed book covered in leather, then spat again.

“See if you can help ’em coax the backbone out of that elk.”

“Yes, sir,” Baptiste said and returned with the two young men to where they’d been kneeling beside the magnificent bulk of an elk and the dark stain its soul made on the forest floor.

“Hey, is that the Book of God you got there? ’Cause I’ll tell you right now, I’m a church-going man myself, but I don’t have any time to waste, listening to some Bible thumper,” Sublette called after Baptiste’s retreating figure.

Baptiste stopped for a moment. Candide had become a bible to him.

The trio of young men worked with a will while Sublette watched from the other side of the fire. When he disappeared from view all three smiled.

“Quel direction de compas are we headed tomorrow?” Baptiste asked the Two Antoines, whom he’d run into at the blacksmith’s shop countless times, their faces streaked with smoke and sweat. He hadn’t seen them lately—so he was glad to find where they’d turned up. Maybe they couldn’t stand the heat. If they were going to pretend they didn’t understand Sublette’s English, he certainly wasn’t going to let on that they were old friends. The elk was well excavated now, and they tossed pink lungs and what seemed like miles of bowels into the pile of offal.

“Twenty miles yon,” they replied. “Close to the caves of the Manitou.”

“Manitou are enormous ghosts, neither men nor animals, with elk antlers sprouting from their skulls and arms,” Baptiste’s mother had often told him. “Thousands of years ago, they were painted with great reverence by your forebears inside the clefts of white cliffs along the lower Missouri River.”

To reach the top of the Manitou Bluffs, three days above the meeting of the Kansas and Missouri rivers, worshippers and blasphemers alike had to pass through a series of limestone caves before a final turn through a narrow passage opened to the sunlit peaks where the Manitou drawings were visible. At least, that was the short cut. Like manhood, the tightest space was barely wide enough for a boy to fit through. Thus, only a handful of white men had seen them. A row of lofty cedar trees provided shade atop the sheer white cliffs.
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