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For those who ride without a road.

Prologue

The Horse Knew

The horse knew.

It knew that something was different about the man in the saddle. The weight of him had shifted. The hands that held the reins had gone loose, and sometimes the old man swayed forward as though he might simply fold himself down onto the horse's neck and sleep. But the horse did not stop. It had never stopped. Year after year, across rivers and mountain passes, through snow that swallowed its legs to the knee and through summer mud that sucked at its hooves like a living thing, the horse had simply walked on. Forward. Always forward.

It was the spring of 1816, and the roads of Virginia were still cold. The trees had only begun to push out their first tentative leaves, pale green against a sky that could not quite decide between winter and something gentler. Morning fog lay along the red-clay path like a second ground, and through it the horse moved at a steady walk, carrying its rider south and west toward people the old man had not yet met but already loved.

Francis Asbury was seventy-one years old.

He had been on these roads for fifty years. Fifty years of spring mud and autumn ice, of sleeping in haylofts and on the floors of strangers' cabins, of crossing the Appalachian ridges in weather that would have stopped any sensible man. He had preached in tobacco barns and on tree stumps and beside muddy riverbanks. He had argued theology in the saddle and prayed through thunderstorms and wept, quietly, so the wind would carry it away before anyone could see.

He was, officially, a bishop. He had been a bishop for thirty-two years. But no bishop had ever looked less like one. There was no palace, no retinue, no gilded carriage. There was only the horse, the saddle, the worn Bible in the saddlebag, and the road that never quite ended.

The horse walked on.

Asbury let his eyes close for a moment. Behind them the years moved like a river running backward toward its source. He could feel England in his bones still, the damp weight of it, the coal smoke of the Black Country, his mother's voice in the gray morning dark. He could feel the Atlantic beneath him, that terrible crossing, the ship tilting into walls of black water while he held to a beam and prayed not for his own life but that God would let him arrive. He could feel the first American roads under him, the shock of a continent so vast that a man could ride for weeks and still not have crossed the half of it.

Five thousand miles a year. He had done the arithmetic once, when someone asked him. He had stopped doing it after that.

The fog was beginning to lift. Through it, far ahead, he could see the rooflines of a small settlement.

Someone would be waiting.

Someone was always waiting.

He opened his eyes and watched the road unspool before him into the light.
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Part One: The Soil of England
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1745 – 1771

"A root must go deep before a tree can stand in a storm."


Chapter One

The Morning Smoke of Handsworth

The boy was born in August.

Not the kind of August that painters put in pictures, all golden light and harvest abundance, but an English August, which is a modest and uncertain thing. The sky over Handsworth, a small village near Birmingham, was the color of old pewter. Coal smoke from nearby forges drifted through on the west wind and mixed with the smell of the fields that still surrounded the village on three sides, holding it in a rough embrace before industry could come and take everything.

Joseph Asbury was a man of plain habits. He worked metal and he worked soil, a blacksmith by trade who also kept a kitchen garden for the household and did occasional laboring work at the house of a local gentleman who needed his hedges trimmed and his paths kept clear. He was not a man given to strong feelings, or if he had them he kept them behind his face in the way that certain men of that time and place had learned to do, as if emotion were a luxury with a price too high for working people.

Elizabeth Asbury was different.

She was the kind of woman who could not help knowing things. She knew the names of everyone in the parish and the sorrows behind their faces. She knew which children were going hungry and which old men were too proud to say so. She knew, on the night her son was born, the twentieth day of August in the year 1745, that this child was not going to stay.

She did not say this aloud. She held him in the lamplight while Joseph slept, and she studied his face with the seriousness of a person reading a document that carries great consequence. He was red and small and outraged at the world, as newborns are. Nothing about him would have struck an observer as remarkable.

But Elizabeth felt, in the way she could not explain to anyone and had long since stopped trying to explain, that a direction had been set. That this life, which had just announced itself with such fury in this small room in this small village in the middle of England, was already pointed somewhere else.

She kissed his forehead and said very quietly, so quietly that the words were barely more than a breath, 'You were made for something, Francis. You'll go farther than this.'

He did not hear her. He was asleep.

But the words went in anyway, the way a seed goes into the ground in the dark, before anyone knows if it will take.

Handsworth in those years was the kind of place that seems to exist in a permanent state of almost. Almost a city, almost a village. Almost prosperous, almost not. The industrial revolution was gathering itself not far away, the furnaces of Birmingham already making the sky orange at night if you climbed to the right hill, but it had not yet arrived in force. Children could still find open fields to run in. There were still enough trees to climb.

Francis Asbury grew up in those fields.

He was not a remarkable student. The village school held him for a few years and then, because money was short, let him go. He was perhaps twelve when his formal education ended. He did not seem to mind. He had already developed the habit of reading on his own, working through whatever he could borrow or find, and the book he returned to most often was the Bible, not because he had been made to but because something in it kept stopping him.

It was a strange book. He understood that from the beginning. It was not strange the way a foreign thing is strange, cold and off-putting. It was strange the way a very familiar thing sometimes suddenly reveals that you have not understood it at all. He would read a sentence he had read a dozen times before and find that it had changed, that it was saying something new to him, or rather that it had always been saying that thing and he was only now ready to hear it.

He was ten years old when he read the words 'Go into all the world' and felt them land somewhere in his chest like a stone dropped into deep water. He watched the ripples for a long time.

The world outside his window was Handsworth. He did not know yet what 'all the world' might mean. But he understood, with the uncomplicated certainty of a child who has not yet learned to doubt himself, that those words were addressed to him.


Chapter Two

His Mother's Knee Was His First Pulpit

Elizabeth Asbury rose before the house was light.

This was not a special occasion. This was every morning. While Joseph slept and the fire had gone to ash and the village outside was still caught in that deep pre-dawn quiet that belongs to no particular hour, she would make her way to the kitchen, set a candle on the wooden box she had positioned in the corner for this purpose, and kneel.

Francis discovered her at it one night when thirst drove him from his bed. He was perhaps seven years old. He stood in the doorway in his nightshirt and watched his mother pray, and what struck him was not the fact of prayer itself, which he had heard about in church, but the quality of her stillness. She was not performing anything. She was not saying words at the ceiling. She was somewhere else entirely, her face turned toward something he could not see, and whatever was there was real to her in a way that the kitchen and the candle and the sleeping house were not.

He stood there for a long time. She did not notice him.

When she finally opened her eyes, she saw him and was not startled. She simply looked at him with an expression that had no surprise in it, as if she had known he would come eventually.

'Come here,' she said.

He crossed the cold kitchen floor and knelt beside her. The flagstones were hard against his knees. The candle threw their shadows up large against the wall.

'What are you saying?' he asked.

'Different things on different days,' she told him. 'Tonight I was saying your name.'

'My name?'

'Praying for you.'

He thought about this. 'But I'm not sick,' he said.

She smiled. It was the smile of someone who finds something both funny and deeply true at the same time. 'You don't have to be sick to need prayer, Francis. People who pray only when they're sick are using God as a doctor. He's not a doctor.'

'What is He then?'

She was quiet for a moment, watching the candle flame stand very still in the windless room.

'A father,' she said.

Francis turned this over in his mind. His own father was a good man, he knew this, a man who worked hard and did not complain and was sometimes unexpectedly kind. But his father was tired, often. His father came home in the evenings with the silence of a man who has spent himself completely and has nothing left over for conversation.

'Does God get tired?' he asked.

She laughed then, a soft
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