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Typeset in Georgia

For Nadie, who was here before us.

And for all those whose names

were not put in the record.

“The map was not blank. It only looked blank to us, because we were the ones drawing it.”

— Elias Cotter, Virginia, 1622
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A Note on History
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Before the Lines is a work of fiction. William Ashford, Elias Cotter, Thomas Quill, Nadie, Chogan, Askook, Daniel Byrd, Ewan MacRae, Edmund Holt, and all other characters in this novel are invented. No resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is intended.

The historical context, however, is real. The Virginia Company of London established settlements in the eastern Virginia territory from 1607 onwards. The surveying and allocation of land to incoming English settlers proceeded throughout the 1610s and 1620s at the pace described in this novel. The disruption to the Powhatan, Monacan, and related native communities of the region was real, sustained, and irreversible in the ways this novel attempts to describe.

The Monacan nation was among the peoples most affected by the westward expansion of English settlement in the early seventeenth century. Their history, their knowledge of the land, and their presence in the Virginia territory long before European arrival deserve acknowledgment that this novel can only partially provide.

The Virginia forest of the early seventeenth century was not a wilderness in the European sense — it was a managed landscape, shaped by centuries of native land use, burning, planting, and cultivation. The settlers encountered not an empty country but a deeply inhabited one, a fact that the company’s maps largely failed to record.

This novel is an attempt to put that failure into the record. It is a work of imagination in its particulars and a work of acknowledgment in its intention. 
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Map of Virginia, (1624)

by William Hole and John Smith 

(one of the founders of Jamestown colony)
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Principal Characters
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The English:

William Ashford  —  Survey Agent, Western Virginia Territories, 1621–1624

Thomas Quill  —  Frontier guide and surveyor’s assistant

Elias Cotter  —  Former minister; wandering preacher of the Virginia wilderness

Edmund Holt  —  Land speculator and merchant

Aldous Pemberton  —  Senior Company Agent, Western Territories

Samuel Pryce  —  Settler; wheelwright from Shrewsbury

Daniel Byrd  —  Earliest settler; lives alone on six acres, north Sawyer

Ewan MacRae  —  Scottish settler and poet, western uplands

Margaret MacRae  —  His wife

Robert Carey  —  Plymouth merchant; introduced William to the Virginia Company

Frances Alderton  —  William’s former love; remains in England

M  —  William’s wife; met in Bristol after his return

––––––––
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The Native Peoples:

Nadie  —  Monacan woman; widow; keeper of the land’s knowledge

Chogan  —  Sachem (chief) of the Monacan village on the upper Shenandoah

Askook  —  Memory-keeper; holder of the oral history of the valley

Principal Places:

Blackwater Creek  —  The company’s frontier outpost; centre of the survey territory

Barton Creek  —  Eastern tributary; site of the first major settler allocations

The Sawyer River  —  Primary river of the survey territory; runs north to south

The Valley  —  Large unbroken valley north of the Shenandoah fork; Chogan’s country

The Burial Ground Ridge  —  Sacred site above the valley; marked unsuitable in William’s survey

The Meadow  —  Open bowl above Barton Creek; where William sees the moonrise

Plymouth  —  English port city; William’s point of departure and return

Bristol  —  English port city; William’s home after Virginia
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Author’s Note
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I write this from a room in Plymouth, England, on a grey morning in the winter of 1641. The harbour is loud outside my window. Fishermen call to one another across the docks. Somewhere a church bell is counting out the hour, and the sound of it falls through the cold air the way all familiar sounds fall — without meaning, without memory, the way things fall when they have never been anything other than ordinary.

But some mornings — when the light comes through the glass at a certain angle, or when the wind shifts and brings with it the smell of wet earth from the fields beyond the city — I am no longer here.

I am standing at the edge of a clearing in the Virginia wilderness. The year is 1623. The forest stretches before me in every direction, further than I can see, further than I can imagine, a darkness of oak and elm and chestnut that swallows the horizon whole. The river below catches the last of the afternoon light. Somewhere deep in the trees, something large is moving — I can hear it but not see it — and the sound is not frightening. It is, if anything, a comfort. The knowledge that something alive and unhurried is moving through those woods while I stand at their edge.

I think of old Cormac Flynn, the trapper who lived alone in the forest for nine years and told me, one winter night by a fire that was barely enough fire to call itself one, that these woods had a spirit he could not name, and that the spirit had been watching us since the first English boot touched Virginia soil, and that it was not angry — not yet — but that it was waiting.

I think of the woman called Nadie, who stood in the frozen dark outside my door on winter nights with a birchbark bowl in her hands, waiting without sound, without complaint, for whatever I might give her. I never saw her beg. I never heard her ask. She simply stood, and waited, and received what was offered, and turned and walked back into the darkness of the trees.

I think of the old sachem Chogan, last great chief of a nation that had held these forests from the mountains to the sea for longer than England has been England — whom I found one autumn afternoon sitting alone on a flat stone above the river, watching a pair of eagles circle the far ridge, his face so still and so complete that I felt, standing behind him unannounced, that I had intruded upon something private. Something between a man and his sky.

I think of all of them. And I think of what I did to the land they lived on.

The clearing I surveyed. The boundaries I measured and drove into the earth with iron stakes. The trees that were felled to make room for cabins and cornfields and the roads that would carry more settlers west, then more, then more. I was not the man who gave the orders. I understand that. But I was the man who made the orders possible — who turned wilderness into coordinates, who reduced living forest to lines on paper — and that is not a small thing to have been.

I did not mean harm by it. That, perhaps, is the most honest sentence I will write in these pages. I was a young man who needed work, and I found it, and the work was real and the need was real, and I told myself that the land had to be settled eventually, and that if not me then someone else, and that this was simply the nature of the age we lived in.

I still tell myself these things. I tell myself these things less and less.

This is the book of what I saw and who I knew in those three years on the Virginia frontier. It is the book of the forest as I came to love it, and of the people — English, Scots, Dutch, and the nations who were there long before any of us — who lived in it or at its edges. It is also the book of what I helped destroy.

I have changed no names and altered no events. Everything in these pages happened. The forest was real. The people were real. The moonrise over the Shenandoah valley on a February night, when the snow lay blue across the hills and the silence was so complete I could hear my own blood — that was real.

I write it down so that it does not disappear entirely. I write it down so that someone, a hundred years from now or two hundred, will know that this world existed, and was beautiful, and was lost, and that one man who helped lose it knew what he had done and could not undo it and wrote it down anyway.

It is the least I could do.

It is also, I know, not enough.

— William Ashford, Plymouth, December 
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Chapter One
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The Desperate Man

It was the feast day of Saint Crispin when I first met Robert Carey, and I was in no condition, financially or spiritually, to be making acquaintances of any consequence.

I had been in Plymouth for sixteen months without steady employment. Before Plymouth there had been a year in London, knocking at doors. Before London there had been Oxford, where I had read some law in the manner of young men of middling family who have no inheritance but are expected, nonetheless, to make something of themselves. I had read the law carefully and done well enough in my examinations, and then I had come down from Oxford at the age of twenty-three with a degree and a small collection of letters of introduction and the reasonable expectation that one of these things would eventually prove useful.

Neither had. The letters were addressed to men who were polite, offered tea, expressed great admiration for my qualifications, and had nothing for me. The degree was admired in the same way and with the same result. There were a great many young men in England in the year 1620 with law degrees and letters of recommendation, and a great many fewer positions than there were such young men. The country had been at something like peace for too long. Peace is comfortable for nations and terrible for young men who need employment.

My landlady in Plymouth was a widow named Mrs Constance Prewitt. She was a woman of perhaps fifty years, stout and grey-haired and possessed of a patience that was, I came to understand, not natural but acquired — she had been a sailor's wife for twenty years before her husband drowned in the Channel, and twenty years of waiting for a man who might not come home teaches a woman to be patient in ways that nothing else does. She had let me her upper room for three months on the understanding that I would pay when I found work. I had not found work. The three months had become five, and the patience that Mrs Prewitt had acquired over two decades of marriage was, at last, approaching its limit.

She had slipped a note under my door that morning. It was written in a careful hand — she had not had much schooling but she wrote slowly and deliberately, as though the letters mattered to her individually. The note said that she was sorry, and that she hoped I understood, and that if the matter of what was owed could not be settled by the end of the fortnight, she would be compelled to let the room to a commercial traveller who had already expressed interest. She signed it simply, Prewitt, as though her first name were too personal a thing to put on a document of this nature.

I had, at that moment, three shillings and fourpence to my name.

I sat with the note for some time. Outside the window, Plymouth carried on with its business. A cart went by heavily loaded with something that smelled of fish. Two women argued briefly about a price and then stopped arguing and laughed. A child was crying somewhere, then stopped. The ordinary sounds of an ordinary morning in a city that had no particular interest in whether William Ashford sank or swam.

I put on my coat and went out.



I had developed, in those months of searching, the habit of walking the harbour when the situation felt most hopeless. I cannot entirely explain why. There was something in the scale of it that helped — the ships coming and going, the ropes and the rigging, the smell of salt and tar and the particular cold of sea air in autumn. It made my problems feel appropriately small. A man standing on a quayside watching vessels set out for the open ocean can hardly maintain the illusion that his difficulties are the largest difficulties in the world.

That morning I walked for perhaps an hour. The tide was going out. A merchant vessel was being loaded in the middle distance, a chain of men passing barrels from the dock up a ramp, and I watched them with the peculiar emptiness that comes from having nothing useful to do while watching others do useful things.

I had written, in those sixteen months, to everyone I could think of. To my father's old associates in Bristol. To a cousin in Kent who had connections in the wool trade. To a former tutor at Oxford who had once mentioned knowing someone in the Virginia Company. To three different law offices in London who had advertised for clerks in the Gazette. None of it had come to anything. The cousin had written back a warm letter full of regret. The tutor had not written back at all. The law offices had found clerks who were already in London and did not need to travel.

The Virginia Company letter sat in my coat pocket that morning, as it had sat in my coat pocket for eleven days. I had not sent it because I was not sure I wanted to go to Virginia, and I had not thrown it away because I was not sure I wanted to stay in England, and in the meantime it sat folded in my inside pocket and I was aware of it always, the way you are aware of a loose tooth — not quite pain, but the constant knowledge of a problem unresolved.

I had written it after reading a notice pinned to the board outside the Plymouth chapter of the Virginia Company, which occupied a building on Southside Street and appeared, from the outside, to do a great deal of business. The notice was headed 

AGENTS AND SURVEYORS WANTED — EXPERIENCED IN LAND ASSESSMENT AND LEGAL DOCUMENTATION.

It went on to describe positions available in the Virginia colony for men of education and good character who were prepared to travel to the New World and undertake the survey and allocation of land grants to incoming settlers. The positions paid twelve pounds per year plus board, and the term of appointment was three years, with the possibility of extension.

I had read law. I had no particular experience in land survey, but I had read enough property law to understand the principles, and I was desperate enough that this seemed like a minor distinction. I had written the letter that same afternoon, in my room, in the good hand that Oxford had at least given me, and I had been carrying it unsent ever since.

It was Robert Carey who made me send it.

I met him at the Black Horse tavern near the harbour, where I had gone to eat the cheapest thing on the board — a bowl of mutton broth that was mostly broth and only aspirationally mutton — and to sit somewhere warm. He was already there when I arrived, a large man in his late forties with a red face and a coat that had been expensive some years ago and was now expensive only in memory. He was drinking ale and reading something, and he looked up when I came in and looked back down, and then looked up again.

"Oxford man," he said.

I stopped. "I beg your pardon?"

"Your coat. The cut of it. And the way you came in the door — there's a way Oxford men come through doors, like they're not entirely sure the room deserves them." He said this without apparent malice, more as observation than judgement. "Sit down if you like. The broth's better than it looks, which isn't saying much, but it's saying something."

I sat, because I had nowhere else to be and because I was twenty-four years old and lonely in the particular way that is only possible when you are young and have failed at something you had expected to succeed at, and even the company of a stranger is better than the company of your own thoughts at such a time.

His name was Robert Carey and he had been, at various points in his life, a merchant's clerk in Bristol, a factor in the cloth trade, a briefly prosperous importer of Portuguese wine, and — following the collapse of the wine enterprise — a man of general ambitions and no fixed address. He was, he told me cheerfully, one of those people who had been just successful enough at enough different things to avoid learning a useful lesson from any of them. He was currently employed by a consortium of Plymouth merchants who had interests in the Virginia Company, which was how he had come to be sitting in this particular tavern on this particular morning.

"Virginia," I said.

"Virginia," he agreed. "You know it?"

"I've read about it. Read the company pamphlets. I have—" I hesitated. "I have a letter to the company that I've been meaning to send."

He looked at me with the mild, assessing look of a man who has dealt with a great many people and learned to read them quickly. "What kind of letter?"

"Applying for a position. Land agent. Surveyor."

"Have you done survey work?"

"I've read property law."

He laughed, not unkindly. "That's a very Oxford answer." He picked up his ale. "What's stopping you sending it?"

I thought about this honestly. "I'm not sure I want to go," I said. "And I'm not sure I can afford not to."

He nodded slowly, as though this were a perfectly sensible position. "How much do you owe your landlady?"

I told him. He nodded again.

"Send the letter," he said. "I'll put a word in besides. I know the company agent here. Your name?"

"Ashford. William Ashford."

"Carey." He extended his hand and I shook it. "Send the letter today. Don't think about it. Thinking about it is what's kept you from sending it for however long you've been carrying it around in your pocket."

I looked at him.

"It's there," he said, pointing at my chest. "I can see the shape of it. Folded paper makes a particular shape in a coat pocket. Send it today."

I sent it that afternoon.



The reply came in nine days, which was faster than I had expected and fast enough that I had not yet fully prepared myself for the reality of a yes. The company agent, a Mr Harrison Poole, wrote to inform me that my application had been received and reviewed and that my qualifications were deemed suitable for the position of Land Surveyor and Settlement Agent, Western Virginia Territories, to begin in the spring of the following year, 1621, upon my arrival in the colony. The salary was as advertised. Board and basic provisions would be supplied by the company trading post at Blackwater Creek. I would be responsible for the survey and allocation of some thirty thousand acres of company land in the frontier territories west of the established settlements, land which was to be parcelled and assigned to incoming English settlers under the terms of the company's settlement charter.

I would answer to a Mr Aldous Pemberton, the company's Senior Agent for Western Territories, who would brief me fully on my arrival. Transport would be arranged on the company vessel the Steadfast Mary, sailing from Plymouth on the fourteenth of March, 1621.

I read the letter three times. Then I walked to Mrs Prewitt's kitchen and told her she would have her money by the end of the week.

She looked at me over her spectacles with an expression I could not entirely read — something between relief and something else, something more complicated, that I chose not to examine too closely.

"Virginia," she said, when I had explained.

"Virginia," I said.

She was quiet for a moment. "My husband sailed past the Virginia coast once," she said finally. "Said it was very green."

"I've read that it is."

She nodded and turned back to whatever she had been doing at the stove, and that was the end of the conversation, and it was, I think, the most anyone in Plymouth said to me about the New World before I left for it.



There is a girl I have not mentioned yet, and I mention her now only briefly, because she is not the subject of this book — not because she did not matter, but because she mattered in a way that is too private to write about at length, and too important to leave out entirely.

Her name was Frances Alderton and she lived in Exeter, where her father kept a dry goods shop on the high street. I had known her for two years. We had understood, without any formal declaration, that there was something between us that would eventually need to be addressed — that at some point, when I had found my footing professionally, when there was something solid to stand on, we would have a conversation about the future.

I went to Exeter three weeks before the Steadfast Mary was due to sail. I told her I was going to Virginia. I told her the term was three years, possibly less. I told her — and this is the part of the conversation I find most difficult to remember clearly, not because I have forgotten it but because memory has a way of softening the things we most wish we had said differently — that I hoped she would wait.

She did not say that she would. She did not say that she wouldn't. She held my hand for a while in the parlour while her father was in the shop, and outside the window the Exeter street went about its business, and eventually she said that three years was a long time.

"I know," I said.

"People change in three years," she said.

"I know," I said again.

She walked me to the door when I left. She was wearing a blue dress and her hair was pinned up and she looked — she looked the way people look when you are about to leave them and you are trying to memorize them, which is to say she looked impossibly real and impossibly complete, the way the ordinary world always looks when you are about to lose it.

I sailed for Virginia on the fourteenth of March.

I did not look back at the harbour as we went out. That is not bravery. It is simply that I knew if I looked back I would not be able to look forward, and forward was the only direction left to me.



The crossing took nine weeks and four days, and I will not dwell on it at length because it was miserable in the way that ocean crossings in the early years of the Virginia trade were always miserable, and misery of that kind is not interesting to describe. The Steadfast Mary was a company vessel of medium size, carrying forty-seven passengers — settlers, tradesmen, an apothecary, two ministers of the church, a blacksmith with his wife and four children, several young men like myself who had been engaged by the company in various capacities — and a crew of twenty-two under a captain named Josiah Breck, who had made the Atlantic crossing eleven times and regarded it with the weary familiarity of a man commuting to work he no longer found interesting.

The ship stank. The food was tolerable until it wasn't, and then it was not tolerable at all, but we ate it anyway. There were four days of storm in the middle passage when the sea came over the bow and the passengers below were sick without rest and the wind was loud enough that you could not hear the man next to you speak. Two people died — an old man whose lungs had not been strong to begin with, and an infant, the blacksmith's youngest. They were buried at sea with brief prayers from one of the ministers, who looked, conducting the ceremony in the heaving rain, as though he was reconsidering several of his life's decisions.

I spent as much time as I could on deck. Below was dark and smelled of vomit and unwashed bodies and the particular damp of wood that has been wet for too long. On deck there was at least sky, even when the sky was the colour of iron and the wind was cutting. I watched the ocean. I had never seen the ocean before the crossing, and even under those conditions it was remarkable — not beautiful exactly, not in any way I had been prepared for, but immense in a way that felt almost personal, the way large things sometimes do, as though the ocean were not indifferent to you but was rather making a specific point about your size.

I thought about Frances most nights. I thought about what she had said — that people change in three years — and I wondered whether she had been talking about me or about herself, and I concluded, after enough nights of thinking about it, that she had probably been talking about both of us, and that she had been right.

I thought about what I was sailing toward. I had read the company pamphlets, which painted the Virginia colony in colours that I suspected were somewhat more vivid than the reality. There was land, certainly — more land than England could easily imagine, the pamphlets said, rich land, deep-soiled, river-watered, ready to be made productive by English hands and English will. There were established settlements along the coast — Jamestown, Henricus, several smaller outposts — and beyond the settlements there was the frontier, pushing slowly westward, and beyond the frontier there was the wilderness, which the pamphlets described as waiting to be civilised.

I had read that word, civilised, and turned it over in my mind during the crossing in the way you turn over a word that doesn't quite sit right, without being able to say exactly why.

On the fifty-eighth day, someone called out from the bow, and I went to the railing and looked west, and there was a dark line on the horizon that was not cloud.

It was land.

It was green. Mrs Prewitt's husband had been right about that much.

We stood at the railing for a long time, all of us who were on deck, and nobody spoke, and the land grew larger and greener as we moved toward it, and the air changed — I noticed this before I could name it — the air coming off the land smelled of earth and something living, something abundant, a green smell that was entirely unlike the salt emptiness of the ocean air we had been breathing for nine weeks.

I breathed it in.

I did not know then what it was I was breathing in. I know now. It was the smell of the forest — that vast, unimaginable, living forest that stretched from the coast westward for hundreds of miles, the forest that would, over the next three years, become the most important thing in my life. The forest I would come to love. The forest I would help destroy.

But I did not know any of that yet. I was twenty-four years old and I had arrived, and the land was very green, and I was trying very hard not to think about a woman in a blue dress standing at a door in Exeter.

The Steadfast Mary dropped anchor in the James River estuary on the twenty-ninth of May, 1621, in the late afternoon, with the sun going west behind us and the Virginia shore ahead gold and green in the long light, and whatever I had been in England — the failed solicitor, the indebted lodger, the man who had not been able to say the right thing at the right time to the right person — I left behind, or tried to, in the water between the ship and the shore.

Whether I succeeded is the subject of this book.
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Chapter Two
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The Edge of Everything

The company's outpost at Blackwater Creek was not what the pamphlets had described.

This was not, I would come to understand, unusual. The Virginia Company pamphlets described a great many things that bore only a passing resemblance to their originals — the soil was somewhat less miraculous than advertised, the distances between settlements somewhat greater, the native peoples somewhat more complicated than the phrase friendly and willing to trade suggested. But all of that came later. What struck me first, stepping off the river barge at Blackwater Creek on a humid afternoon in early June, was simply how small everything was.

I had imagined, without quite realising I was imagining it, something more substantial. A proper settlement, perhaps. Buildings with glass in the windows. A street or two. The kind of organised habitation that announces itself as a place rather than merely a location. What I found instead was a cluster of seven wooden structures arranged without apparent plan around a central clearing of churned mud, with a trading post that doubled as a company office at one end and a storehouse smelling powerfully of salted meat at the other, and between them a scattering of smaller buildings in various states of completion. Beyond the clearing, in every direction, the forest began.

I had seen forests in England. Epping. The Forest of Dean. I had walked in them and thought them large. I understood now that I had not known what large meant. The forest that pressed against the edges of Blackwater Creek was not like any forest I had encountered before. It was not a forest you could see across or through. It was not a forest that had been managed or coppiced or reduced to anything like human scale. It was simply there, in the way that the ocean is simply there — without beginning or end that the eye can find, without the comfortable suggestion that it might, somewhere beyond the next hill, give way to open land and farmhouse and the reassuring geometry of civilisation.

It was four o'clock in the afternoon and the light was already different from English light — heavier somehow, more golden, weighted with a humidity that sat on the skin like a second garment. Insects I could not name moved in clouds above the muddy ground near the river. Something large — a bird, though larger than any bird I knew — called once from the tree line and then was silent.

I stood with my travelling box at my feet and looked at the forest and the forest did not look back, because it had no need to.



Aldous Pemberton was a compact man of fifty with a short grey beard and the particular manner of someone who has spent many years being in charge of things in difficult places and has long since stopped finding it interesting. He received me in the trading post at a desk that was covered with maps and ledger books and loose papers held down against the draft from the open door by a musket ball that he used as a paperweight. He did not stand when I came in.

He looked at me for a moment with the assessing look of a man inspecting something he has ordered by post and is not entirely sure matches the description.

"Ashford," he said.

"Yes, sir."

"Oxford."

"Yes, sir."

"Law."

"Yes, sir."

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "Can you ride?"

"Well enough."

"Can you sleep on the ground?"

I hesitated, which was apparently answer enough, because he nodded slowly and said, "You'll learn."

He told me what the job was. Not the way the company letter had described it — in the letter it had sounded organised, methodical, a matter of measurement and documentation — but the way it actually was. There were thirty-four thousand acres of company-granted land in the western territories, running from Blackwater Creek north and west into the hill country beyond the Sawyer River. This land was to be surveyed, divided into parcels, and allocated to incoming settlers under the terms of the settlement charter. The settlers were already arriving — had been arriving since the previous autumn — and they needed land assigned quickly because men without land assigned to them were men without reason to stay, and the company needed them to stay because the company's charter required a minimum population to remain valid.

"How many settlers currently without allocation?" I asked, because it seemed like the relevant question.

He looked at me with something that was almost approval. "About three hundred," he said. "More arriving every month. The land is there. The survey is what's lacking." He spread his hands over the map on his desk, a map that I could see was only roughly accurate in its western portions, the lines becoming speculative and the annotations sparse. "Your predecessor left in February."

"Why did he leave?"

Pemberton picked up the musket ball and turned it in his fingers. "He found the conditions uncongenial," he said, which was clearly a polished version of a less polished story. He put the ball down. "You'll have a local man assigned to you. Thomas Quill. He knows the western territories as well as any Englishman does, which is not the same as knowing them well, but it's what we have. You'll have a horse, a tent, survey equipment, and a supply of trade goods for any interactions with the native peoples you encounter."

"What native peoples?" I asked. "The Powhatan?"

"Some Powhatan, yes. Also Monacans in the upland areas. Several smaller groups I couldn't accurately name." He said this with the casual precision of a man who has decided that naming things he cannot control is a waste of effort. "They are largely peaceable at present. Behave correctly and they will almost certainly remain so."

He said almost certainly in the way that people say things they hope are true but cannot guarantee.

"Are there other — complications?" I asked. "Other people in the territory I should know about?"

He looked at me again. "There are always other complications," he said. "You'll meet them as you go."

He stood then and shook my hand and told me to present myself at the storehouse in the morning to collect my supplies, and that Quill would find me when he was ready. He did not say when that would be. He sat back down and picked up a ledger and I understood the interview was finished.

I went out into the heavy afternoon air and picked up my travelling box and walked to the far end of the clearing where I had been told there was a bunk available in the smaller of the two completed dormitory buildings. The bunk was a plank shelf with a straw mattress that had been slept on by what felt, lying down, like the entire English nation before me. But I was tired from the river journey and the weeks before it, tired in the accumulated way that is not just the body but the will, and I lay down on the mattress in my clothes and listened to the sounds coming through the single small window.

The insects. The river, not very far away, moving over stones. The creak of the trading post sign in the evening breeze.

And behind all of it, beneath all of it, constant and sourceless and impossible to ignore once you had noticed it — the sound of the forest. Which is to say the sound of nothing at all, an absence of sound so complete and so enormous that it became, in itself, a kind of sound, a pressure against the ears, a weight.

I lay there and listened to that silence for a long time.

I thought about Frances in her blue dress.

I fell asleep.



Thomas Quill found me the next morning while I was eating a breakfast of hard bread and salt pork outside the storehouse, watching a group of recently arrived settlers argue with a company clerk about something to do with their livestock allocation. He came out of the tree line, which startled me, because I had not seen him approach from the direction of the trees and the trees were very close and very dark.

He was a man of about forty, though it was difficult to be certain, because the years had distributed themselves across his face in irregular ways — some parts of him looked older than forty and some parts younger and the overall impression was of a person who had spent a great deal of time outdoors in conditions that were not always agreeable. He was of medium height and lean in the way that men who walk very long distances are lean — not the leanness of want but the leanness of use, every part of him reduced to what was necessary and nothing else. He wore practical clothes — heavy breeches, a leather jerkin, boots that had been resoled multiple times — and carried a long rifle that he held with the offhand familiarity of someone for whom a rifle is not a weapon exactly but simply a tool, like a carpenter's plane or a farmer's hoe.

He had, I noticed, grey eyes that were very still. The eyes of a man who has learned that things are rarely improved by looking at them anxiously.

"Ashford?" he said.

"Quill?"

He sat down on the step beside me without being invited, took out a pipe, and began packing it with the slow deliberateness of a man who does not rush the small ceremonies of life. "You done survey work before?" he asked.

"I've studied land law."

He lit his pipe. He said nothing for a moment, and in that moment I had the distinct impression that he was filing this information in the part of his mind reserved for facts that are not entirely useless but are not, on their own, quite enough.

"I'll teach you what you need," he said finally. "The measuring is simple. Reading the land — where it drains, where it floods, where the soil's good and where it's rock beneath — that takes longer." He drew on his pipe. "Three years ought to be enough, if you pay attention."

"What if I don't?" I said. I meant it as a mild joke.

He looked at me without smiling. "Then you'll allocate good land to men who'll fail at it and bad land to men who might have succeeded, and a lot of people will have crossed an ocean for nothing." He said this without emphasis, as a simple statement of consequence. "So pay attention."

I ate the rest of my bread. Around us the settlement went about its morning business — the argument about livestock had been resolved in some direction, and now two men were driving fence posts into the ground with a shared rhythm that had the quality of long practice. A woman was hanging washing on a line strung between two of the dormitory buildings. The washing snapped in the morning breeze and the sound was English and domestic and oddly comforting.

"How long have you been here?" I asked Quill.

"Seven years."

"Do you miss England?"

He considered this with the same unhurried seriousness he seemed to bring to everything. "I miss certain things," he said. "Not England particularly."

I waited, but he did not elaborate, and I understood that this was not reticence but simply the economy of a man who says what he means and does not feel the need to add to it.

"We'll go out tomorrow," he said, standing. "I want to show you the eastern boundary first, so you know what the territory feels like before we start cutting it up." He knocked out his pipe on the step. "Bring the minimum. We travel light out there."

He walked back toward the tree line, and the trees accepted him and closed behind him, and he was gone as simply as that.

I sat for a while longer with my bread and the taste of salt pork and the morning sounds of the settlement. The woman's washing continued to snap on the line. The fence post drivers continued their rhythmic work.

Beyond them, the forest stood, unmoved, immense, saying nothing.



We left the following morning before dawn.

I say we, but it was Quill who was ready and I who was trying to be. He had told me to bring the minimum and I had packed what I thought was the minimum — a change of linen, my journal, a second pair of boots — and he had looked at what I had packed and quietly removed the second pair of boots and the change of linen and left me with the journal and my survey tools and a blanket and a tin cup, and added to these things a quantity of dried meat and hard corn that he produced from somewhere about his person and distributed between us without comment.

We rode west from Blackwater Creek along a track that became, within an hour, something that could only generously be called a track — a suggestion of passage through the undergrowth, a slightly thinned density of trees, wheel ruts from some previous journey that the forest was already beginning to reclaim. The horses picked their way with the careful intelligence of animals that have learned that the ground in these woods does not always behave the way it appears to.

I want to try, here, to describe what it
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