
		
			[image: Cover for The Adversary]
		

	
		
		
			also by michael crummey

			The Innocents

			Sweetland

			Galore

			The Wreckage

			River Thieves

			Flesh and Blood

			Passengers

			Little Dogs

			Under the Keel

			Salvage

			Hard Light

			Arguments with Gravity

		

	
		
			
			
			
				[image: Book Title, The Adversary, Subtitle, A Novel, Author, Michael Crummey, Imprint, Doubleday]
			

		

	
		
			
			
				This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

				Copyright © 2023 by Michael Crummey Ink, Inc.

				Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

				All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Doubleday, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

				www.doubleday.com

				doubleday and the portrayal of an anchor with a dolphin are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

				Cover images: Newfoundland © 24BY36/Alamy; inkblot © xpixel/Shutterstock; stag © blau ananas/Shutterstock

				Cover design by Emily Mahon

				library of congress cataloging-in-publication data

				Names: Crummey, Michael, [date] author.

				Title: The adversary : a novel / Michael Crummey.

				Description: New York : Doubleday, 2024.

				Identifiers: lccn 2023009592 (print) | lccn 2023009593 (ebook) | isbn 9780385550321 (hardcover) | isbn 9780593686492 (trade paperback) | isbn 9780385550338 (ebook)

				Subjects: lcgft: Novels.

				Classification: lcc pr9199.3.c717 a38 2024 (print) | lcc pr9199.3.c717

				(ebook) | ddc 813/.54—dc23/eng/20230306

				LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2023009592

				LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2023009593

				Ebook ISBN 9780385550338

				ep_prh_6.9a_151269557_c0_r0

			

		

	
		
			
				Contents

				
					Also by Michael Crummey

					Dedication

					Epigraph

				

				
					The Driven Snow. A Winter Wedding.

				

				
					A Green Coat. Pack Ice.

				

				
					Solemn. A Dirty Puzzle. A Bastard.

				

				
					Mary Oram, Her Utensils. The Hope. The Beadle.

				

				
					The Scarred Arm. A Helpmeet.

				

				
					A Delivery. The Bowels of Compassion.

				

				
					The Fortune. Ark Ruffians. A Pilgrim.

				

				
					Her Visitors. The Devil’s Sword. Enchanted Christians.

				

				
					Taking the Trade. A Looking Glass.

				

				
					The Knight of Sorrowful Countenance. The Scarred Hand.

				

				
					A Bitch-Bear; Her Cubs. Sodom of the North. Shipwreck.

				

				
					Marauders. The Stolen Fortune.

				

				
					The Duke of Limbs. The Hope.

				

				
					A Plague. Captain Truss & Mrs. Brace. Noah’s Ark.

				

				
					Job’s Comforter. Bungs Forever! Mary Oram, Again.

				

				
					The Peaceable Kingdom. Her Late Possessions.

				

				
					The Scarred Hand. Children of the Light.

				

				
					Acknowledgements

					About the Author

				

			

		

	_151269557_

	
		
			
			
				For Mike Basha

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					Although a black hole does not emit light, matter falling toward it collects in a hot, glowing accretion disk that astronomers can detect.

					svs.gsfc.nasa.gov

					But they lie in wait for their own blood,

					they ambush their own lives.

					proverbs

				

			

		

	
		
		
			The Driven Snow. A Winter Wedding.

			There was a killing sickness on the shore that winter and the only services at the church were funerals. The Beadle stood at the bare wooden table that served as an altar in his shapeless cloak and black skullcap, offering a reading and a prayer over the departed. There was no sermon and no hymns were sung. The few people well enough to mourn the dead carried them to their rest, rasping shallow graves in the frozen earth.

			The sanctuary was almost empty on the day of the wedding as well and there was the same forsaken air about the occasion as the sparsely attended funerals. The bride was a girl of fourteen, her hands manacled in a fur muff on her lap. Everyone in the church but her father was a rank stranger and even her father the youngster barely knew.

			He was a merchant from Jersey, twenty years in Newfoundland but for spending every second winter with his wife and daughters in the old country. He’d arrived home in September as planned but stayed just long enough to attend to immediate business before shipping out again. And against her mother’s useless protests, he packed his oldest daughter along for the journey. She had never been to sea and they sailed into storm as soon as they left the Channel, the vessel shipping green water as each wave overwhelmed the bow. She didn’t leave her cabin for sickness and for fear of being swept overboard the entire voyage.

			The groom was late for the ceremony and Misters Matterface and Heater were dispatched to find him. The girl had laid eyes on her intended only once, when he came to her father’s house with the Beadle the day after her arrival. The three men fell into a protracted discussion while she sat in the parlour, rocking slightly in her chair as if she was still at sea. She spoke little English and gleaned almost nothing from the conversation, though there was a businesslike sullenness to the back and forth, as if the men were negotiating the cost of a schooner or a hogshead of curing salt.

			Before leaving they stepped into the parlour and her father introduced one of the men as her fiancé. The second he introduced as the Beadle who would sanctify their marriage directly, but she couldn’t shift her eyes from the sight of the one she was spoken for. He was a fright for a child to look upon as a prospective husband, bacon-faced, with a small full mouth that gave him the air of a greedy infant. He looked her up and down in her seat as if vetting a questionable purchase before turning to say something she didn’t understand to her father. The Beadle inclined slightly toward her, a bow of apology it seemed, and he took the man’s arm to lead him out.

			Almost three months she’d been kept to herself then, until the illness burnt itself to embers and those who survived the scourge agreed the wedding could proceed. A fire rattled in the church stove but the windows were rimed with frost and the few wedding guests sat in a wooden silence. The girl stared at the expensive beaver muff as she waited, raising the fur to her face now and then to wipe at the clear line of snot on her upper lip. She could not feel her feet for the cold.

			The door to the church opened behind them and everyone turned expectantly. The man who entered stopped to glance about the hall, surprised no doubt by the groom’s absence. He removed his woollen hat, his dark hair clipped severely at the back and sides and combed to one side. It took the bride a moment to realize a girl had come in behind him, a servant wearing a grey bonnet and a length of rough calico about her shoulders as a shawl. It was almost impossible to tell with servants, but she thought they might be near the same age, herself and this girl.

			The newcomers sat together at the back of the room and the young man shrugged out of his overcoat, revealing a fashionable dragon-green jacket over a striped waistcoat with two watch fobs. He nodded at a handful of those present and eventually caught the bride’s eye and held it. She felt oddly naked in the light of that stranger’s gaze. There was something comfortless but knowing in it. And before her father nudged her attention away, she surprised herself by wishing it was him she was about to marry.

			

			·

			The groom arrived finally in the company of Matterface and Heater, not so much hungover as still in his altitudes. He walked between the two men like a prisoner being led to a cell under guard. He took his place at the wooden altar table, ferret-eyed and stinking, and his escorts stepped to one side as the father of the bride delivered the girl to stand next him. He didn’t look at her or his future father-in-law, nodding at the Beadle to indicate he should get on with things.

			“We are gathered here today,” the Beadle said, “to witness the joining together of this man, Abe Strapp, and this woman, Anna Morels, in the bonds of holy matrimony. Who gives this woman to be married?”

			The Jerseyman nodded his head. “I do,” he said.

			He remained at the bride’s side though his official duties were completed. He whispered a translation of the Beadle’s words to his daughter as the bare ceremony progressed, though the buzzing of panic in her ears made it difficult to follow. She fixed on the Beadle as he spoke, on his lenten-jawed face, on his peculiarly equipped mouth—a full set of ivories on the left, the gums on the opposite side boasting not a single tooth. The division so even it seemed impossible it could be accidental and not part of some unfortunate design.

			“If anyone present,” the Beadle said. He paused there and sighed. “Know of any reason why these two should not be joined in matrimony. Let them speak now or forever hold their peace.”

			The groom’s eyes were closed and he seemed half-asleep on his feet until he startled at the sound of a woman’s voice behind them. The girl turned to follow his look to the back of the hall and was surprised herself to see the man in the green jacket and striped waistcoat on his feet.

			“That bloody witch,” Strapp said.

			The Beadle placed his hand on the groom’s arm. “You have an objection to this marriage, Widow Caines?”

			The girl stared at the figure of the man she’d wished to marry moments before—the narrow shoulders, the hips. The face that looked almost the face of an adolescent boy but for the eyes which were certain, unflinching. And the high clear voice of a woman.

			“The banns of this union have not been published according to custom,” the Widow Caines said.

			“And what do you care for Christly custom?” Strapp called back to her.

			“Mr. Strapp,” the Beadle said.

			The girl’s father left her side and took a seat in the front pew. She didn’t know if she was meant to follow him or not and she stood where she was. Watching the strange creature in green.

			The Beadle said, “The late affliction has disrupted much of our custom, Widow Caines. We have not held regular service since the death of your husband.”

			“Of course,” the woman said. “I would have raised my objection weeks ago otherwise.” She turned to motion the servant girl to her feet. “This is Imogen Purchase. She has been in my employ these last two seasons.”

			“What has she to do with these proceedings?” the Beadle asked.

			“Miss Purchase is willing to swear that at the end of September last, Mr. Strapp encountered her while she was alone at Looking Glass Pond. And that Mr. Strapp did, without her invitation or permission, force himself upon her.”

			Strapp pointed at the servant girl. “I never laid eyes on this maid in all me born days,” he said.

			“He has laid more than eyes upon her,” the Widow said. “If he fails to recognize her, it is because he was much disguised with liquor at the time.”

			“You miserable Jack whore,” Strapp said.

			The child bride watched the back and forth as if it was a Punch and Judy performance, trying to guess at what was unfolding by facial expressions and gestures, by tone of voice. She was praying for the unflappable dragon-green woman to stand her ground.

			The Beadle looked squarely at Strapp. “Did you force yourself upon this girl?”

			“Look at her,” Strapp said vehemently, stumbling slightly with the effort. “She bolts the door to her notch with a boiled carrot.”

			“So you do know her?” the Widow said.

			“I knows her kind,” he said. “She’s as common as a barber’s chair.”

			“Miss Purchase will attest to this matter under oath.”

			“And I will swear the plain opposite,” Strapp insisted.

			The Widow reached into an inside pocket. “I have a sworn statement from Dallen Lambe, a man in the employ of my late husband nigh on fifteen years. It states he came upon Mr. Strapp and Miss Purchase in the midst of this encounter and did his utmost to protect Miss Purchase, though he was too late to prevent a ravishment.”

			The Beadle said, “Why is Dallen Lambe not here to give this testimony in person?”

			“He was struck low with the sickness and is still not well enough to leave his bed.”

			“And what of it?” Strapp demanded. “How does any of this concern my marriage?”

			“It concerns your marriage if Mr. Morels withdraws his consent,” the Widow Caines said.

			“She is lying,” Strapp said. He turned to the Jerseyman. “She is against our interests aligning and has concocted a story to capsize the ship.”

			“More to the point as regards Mr. Strapp’s marriage,” the Widow said. She raised her voice to regain the attention of the room but returned to the same register of calm once she had it. “Miss Purchase is almost four months gone with child.”

			Strapp turned around in a furious circle. “God’s reeving nails,” he said. “She is trying to see me cheated of my inheritance.”

			The Widow said, “Miss Purchase is a girl of little experience in the ways of the world. She has been known by no other man save Mr. Strapp.”

			“Certainly, Jesus,” Strapp said. He shook his head in cold amazement. “She’s as pure as the driven snow.”

			“Mary Oram has examined the girl and confirms her condition,” the Widow said.

			There was a long pause in the proceedings then, as if no one present seemed sure what the next steps might be, the young bride least of all.

			“Mr. Morels?” the Beadle asked finally.

			The Jerseyman got to his feet and reached for the girl’s arm. He looked left nor right, but led her down the aisle of the little church and out into the bitter cold of the morning.

			

			·

			Cornelius Strapp, father of the groom and the largest merchant on the shore, had been dead almost a year.

			He’d left his native Bristol at seventeen and worked several years as a ship’s chandler and cooper. He paid off in St. John’s and with his savings ran a small credit office, offering loans to sailors and itinerant whores and sturdy beggars for the purchase of rum and wine, and with the proceeds of five years’ lending he moved to the farthest reaches of the island’s northeast coast. He built a salmon weir on a river so profligate his servants took seventy-five tierces a day. After two seasons he overtook a foundering cod plantation and, several years on, bought out a merchant operation in Mockbeggar. For more than three decades he engaged and outfitted fishermen who arrived on the shore in increasing numbers every year. Half the livyers on the coast were indebted to him. Only Elias Caines and the Jerseyman, who ran a business in Nonsuch on the far side of Tinkershare Head, boasted anything remotely near the holdings of C. Strapp & Son Co. Ltd.

			Cornelius seemed equipped with a sixth sense that revealed every detail’s mercantile possibilities. But there was no miserliness in the man, no particular meanness. He helped fund construction of the Church of England and built the tiny school on a corner of his property and he paid the teacher’s salary out of his own pocket. He was appointed Justice of the Peace by the island’s governor before his marriage, an office he held until his death.

			Abe Strapp was the merchant’s only son and he lived all his days in the expectation his father’s empire would come to him. He had enough innate cunning to recognize the advantage his birthright afforded and to use it as a cudgel to bully his lessers. But he’d never felt the need to expend himself in making his own way in the world. He was like a mirror image of Cornelius, people said, with all that was admirable in the father’s nature reversed.

			He had a spark in his throat he could not douse and spent most of his time in one of Mockbeggar’s alehouses, standing drinks and losing money at cards while arguing whether the Red Indians were a lost tribe of Israel or exaggerating his exploits among the few young women on the shore. The only thing that roused him at all was the chance to go shooting in the country, though even Matterface and Heater were leery of his company on the hunt. Twice he’d shot a good hunting dog while making an attempt at a deer.

			His general dissipation and ineptitude led some to refer to young Abe as Not-Able. I see Master Not-Able slept at the alehouse last night. Was it Not-Able Strapp nailed these boards so crooked? His taste for drink led to a widely repeated rumour that even when he cornered a girl he was Not Able to raise a horn sufficient to complete the deed.

			His father was unaccustomed to circumstances that resisted his influence and he swung wildly and uselessly in his strategies to correct the wayward youngster. He beat him black and blue with a billet of firewood. He changed the mercantile firm’s legal name to C. Strapp & Son, thinking the weight of impending responsibilities might call him to his senses. Nothing made a difference.

			It was the Beadle who suggested the appointment of overseers to ensure Abe didn’t find his way into trouble that couldn’t be ignored. No one other would have dared interfere in so personal a matter. The Beadle began working with Cornelius before Strapp married and stood loyal in his service for decades after his wife left the world. As headman, he kept track of all goods and curing salt and twine distributed on the company books and it was his hand that set this debt against the cured cod and salmon the fishermen offered as payment. People said Abraham Clinch’s word was as good as Strapp’s own and Strapp himself would not have argued it. He thought enough of the Beadle to name his only son after the man and to have Clinch presented as the motherless child’s godfather at the christening. Which made Clinch feel Abe’s myriad shortcomings were somehow a personal failure on his part. He singled out Matterface and Heater for the role of chaperones and presented them to his employer.

			“They aren’t idiots, I hope,” Cornelius said.

			The Beadle vouched for their character and the elder Strapp waved his hand dismissively. “They aren’t to lay a hand on him,” he said. “If a beating is required, they’re to come to you.”

			For a time the two men managed to blunt Abe’s most destructive instincts. But in the course of carrying out their duties, they fell into drinking and gambling alongside their charge. Protecting him soon enough meant baiting and insulting anyone Abe took a disliking to, and settling scores on Abe’s behalf. They followed servant girls out to Looking Glass Pond and harassed them as they did their washing. They chased them around the flakes on pretence of helping lay out the waterhorse, trying to lure them into the shadows below the spruce platforms to get a hand up their skirts before some salt-faced harridan flushed their hiding place.

			The Beadle tried to separate the trio eventually, relieving Matterface and Heater of their positions. But they found each other regardless, falling in together by choice. Cornelius realized by then he lacked the stamina or know-how to alter the studied course of that river and seemed resigned to let it flow as it wished.

			In the last years of his life, he was periodically bedridden with a wasting illness that left him each time more arthritic and weakened. The Beadle had years ago come into possession of Blake’s Practice of Physic, which taught him to treat lacerations and stomach issues and all manner of swellings and sprains and infection. Several times he’d been called upon to amputate hands and feet blackened by frostbite or gangrene, employing a carpenter’s saw to sever a limb at the joint, and some of those patients survived their treatment. But whatever afflicted Cornelius Strapp was beyond his knowledge and skill.

			For the first time, staring into the near abyss of his own death, Strapp was completely preoccupied by the baffling fact of his son—his pernicious appetites, his vanity, his incurious scorn. Abe was hopelessly stunted somehow, he careened through his days like a boy playing at being a man.

			“He that begetteth a fool,” Strapp said, “doeth it to his sorrow, and the father of a fool hath no joy.”

			The Beadle shifted forward at the bedside. “The wise servant,” he countered, “shall have rule over a son that causeth shame.”

			Strapp smiled half-heartedly. “I am open to suggestions.”

			“The Jerseyman—Morels. He has a marriageable daughter across the pond, does he not?”

			“Years I’ve been after Abe to take a wife,” Strapp said. “It would be ballast to the keel to marry, to father children. But he hasn’t shown the slightest inclination in that direction.”

			The Beadle sat looking at his lap. “Forgive me this impertinence,” he said.

			“I’m dying, Mr. Clinch. Impertinence is the least of my worries.”

			“You could make it a condition that he marry before he is granted ownership of your concerns.”

			“Alter my will, you mean?”

			The Beadle nodded.

			“Have you spoken to Morels?”

			“Only in the most general way. But he is a practical man. He can see the advantages of such a union. And it would be a help to Abe to have the Jerseyman as a partner, rather than a rival.”

			Strapp turned to his headman and watched him a long moment. “Do you regret it yourself, Abraham?” he asked. “Not marrying?”

			“I never felt that calling, Master Strapp.”

			The sick man studied the Beadle a while longer. He sighed and closed his eyes. “Abe has never felt it likewise. Though I expect his reasons are different than your own.”

			“At this point, I would suggest his reasons are less intractable. He may refuse to marry for a time, but he will not spurn his inheritance forever.”

			“And what becomes of the business in the meantime?”

			“In the meantime, the firm could be left in trust to a legal caretaker.”

			“You have someone in mind for this.”

			“I am best equipped for it. If you see fit.”

			Strapp shook his head. “My son will not like that arrangement.”

			“Then he will marry out of spite if nothing else.”

			Strapp gazed up at the ceiling with the rictus grimace that was all he could manage for laughter, his Adam’s apple jigging freakishly in the cadaverous neck. “Vindictiveness is the only spur that has ever moved him,” he said.

			Cornelius Strapp died two days after that conversation, without ever leaving the bed where he signed the altered will or speaking to his son again. It fell to the Beadle as executor to present the man’s final wishes when the document was read at the firm’s offices.

			Abe had been waiting years to see his father on six men’s shoulders and he was not happy to have Cornelius reaching back in death to make a butcher’s dog of him, forcing his son to lie by the beef without touching it. He sent the room up, accusing the Beadle of employing quirks and quillets to confound his lawful claim, of using some Jesuitical witchcraft on the mind of a sick man to steal Strapp’s business from its rightful inheritor. A handful of servants were called upon to remove Abe from the premises when he began tipping chairs and throwing paperweights while he threatened to kill the headman dead.

			The two men didn’t exchange a word for weeks afterward. When the Beadle finally approached him to discuss the terms of his inheritance, Abe announced he had as much need for a wife as a dog of a side-pocket, and there was not a single woman on the shore besides that he would stoop to marry.

			The Beadle smiled his oddly bifurcated smile. “The opposite might also be the case, Mr. Strapp. But there is more to the world than this shore.” He could see that Abe hadn’t the slightest notion what he meant. “I understand that Mr. Morels has a daughter of marrying age in Europe.”

			“The Jerseyman clogs around in wooden shoes. What would I want with a girl raised by the likes of that arse?”

			“O simple ones, learn prudence,” the Beadle said. “O fools, learn sense.”

			Abe shook his head.

			“Morels has no sons, Mr. Strapp. You would stand to inherit his operation as husband to his eldest daughter. And I expect that Elias and Mrs. Caines would find the alliance distasteful in the extreme. It might make their livelihoods a little less certain to find themselves in a pen with one large ram, rather than two sheep.”

			“I could take over their operation, you’re saying.”

			“Given due attention and the right circumstances, yes. The entire shore could be yours eventually.”

			It was the only point at which their interests had ever obviously aligned. The Beadle returned to it at every opportunity and still it took the winter and most of the summer for Abe to come around to what he considered the headman’s design. Once he’d made the turn, he was characteristically, childishly impatient, insisting Morels sail back to Mockbeggar with his daughter in the fall rather than waiting to return in the spring as he’d planned.

			“A late fall crossing will not be a pleasant experience for the bride,” the Beadle said.

			Abe cupped the breech of his trousers. “She won’t recall a moment at sea after a romp aboard this vessel,” he said.

			“I trust,” the Beadle said, “you will spare Mr. Morels such expressions of enthusiasm.”

			“Let the cock pimp marry his daughter to a monk if he be so easily offended,” Abe said. And he shook his package a second time.

			

			·

			Abe Strapp watched the Jerseyman and his daughter leave the church as if the world he had pinned all his hopes upon was walking out the door with them. He could not for the life of himself recall if he’d bedded the servant girl as the Widow claimed. As like as not, he had. One was much the same as another.

			“Miss Purchase will be suing for recognition of the child,” the Widow called out from the back of the church. “And for financial support.”

			The Beadle stared down at his feet, his lips pursing and relaxing, as if he was trying to work up enough saliva to spit. Not quite able to credit how completely the Widow had sabotaged the ceremony and all that was meant to follow from it. The water around them awash with the wreckage of the day and he was casting about for some bit of flotsam large enough to stay afloat.

			It was the first time in his life Abe Strapp sensed the slightest tremor of uncertainty in the man and he felt a larval stir in his gut, an oily impulse to fuck something until it was dead. He jabbed a finger at the Beadle’s chest. “This is your doing,” he said.

			“There is one other option to consider,” the Widow said. She walked halfway up the aisle.

			“And what is that exactly?”

			“We are present and prepared for a wedding, are we not?”

			Clinch looked to the Widow where she stood, offering her half-smile. Ruthless and calm. He said, “Don’t listen to her, Master Strapp.”

			She said, “The will doesn’t specify who you marry, does it? Say your I do’s now and you walk home as sole proprietor of C. Strapp & Son Company Limited.”

			“You will lose any chance at Morels’s operation.”

			“Christ’s ears,” Abe shouted. “The Jerseyman idn’t about to let me touch his sow child now, is he. And what odds does it make who lies under me of a night?”

			The servant girl was horrified at first and refused the proposal outright. “You never said nothing about marrying that one,” she whispered.

			“That man,” the Widow said, pointing to where Abe Strapp had laid his drunken bones flat out on a pew, “is about to become the wealthiest merchant on the coast.”

			Imogen Purchase looked to the front of the church and back.

			“You will never have to work on the flakes again,” the Widow said. “Or carry a load of wash to Looking Glass Pond. Your child will have all it needs or wants.”

			From where he stood at the altar, the Beadle could see the girl’s recalcitrance slowly bleeding from her expression, her posture. When they turned toward him, the Widow Caines nodded.

			So Mockbeggar’s first wedding of the new year was consecrated. Matterface and Heater stood for the groom who gave his yes and amen to the vows and the Widow Caines offered herself as witness for Imogen Purchase.

			“I now pronounce you,” the Beadle said to the nearly empty sanctuary.

			

			·

			After they left the church, the Jerseyman and his daughter rode down through Mockbeggar. The girl fighting a wash of vertigo unlike anything she’d felt since her first days off the ship in the fall. They were seated in an open sleigh, but the cold didn’t touch her. In shock to have been spared an execution at the eleventh hour.

			There wasn’t a soul moving in the little village, the rocks and hills showing black through the snow, so it seemed she was passing through a world without colour, without life. She was overcome by a feeling of disgust for the place. There was nowhere a stretch of level ground, the fishing rooms and warehouses and outbuildings and houses propped on higgledy stilts, looking like wooden insects perched on hillsides and out over the beach rocks and the harbour shallows. It made the entire accretion seem inadvertent and temporary, one decent storm from being swept into the ocean. And she imagined a biblical wave descending on the shore and hauling every stick of it into the deep.

			Her father turned the horse and sleigh toward the country above Caines’s gardens as far as Looking Glass Pond and then along the Scrape over Tinkershare Head into Nonsuch. The further they travelled from the church, the colder the girl’s initial feeling of relief became. They didn’t speak a word on the trip home and she went straight to her room while the Jerseyman unhitched the sleigh and put up the horse in the stable.

			She sat on the edge of her bed with her hands in the fur muff, angrier than she considered it was in her to be. To have been tied and placed on that altar, her own father holding the blade to her neck. It occurred to her then she had no idea what it meant that the ceremony was halted. That it didn’t necessarily follow her engagement to Abe Strapp had ended. Or that she wouldn’t be forced to marry some other stranger and live out her days on this gaunt, ascetic coastline.

			She went downstairs where she found her father sitting near the fireplace. He was toasting an apple on the grate as was his habit each day at noon, turning the fruit periodically to heat the juice through the flesh. He didn’t look at her at first, staring into the fire. The room dense with the smell of the roasting apple, sweet and slightly vinegary. He took it off the grate onto a plate, cutting it in two and turning to offer half to his daughter.

			“It’s the last one of the winter,” he said.

			She didn’t know what he meant.

			“The barrel is empty,” he said. “There won’t be another until next fall.”

			She hadn’t shed a tear through the entire ordeal, not in all the days of puking at sea, not after laying eyes on the leering face of her intended, not once during the months of quarantine when she was cut off from everyone and everything she loved. But the sight of the steaming, wizened apple undid her.

			“Promise me,” she said between sobs. “Promise me I will go home to my mother and my sisters.”

			Her father seemed almost as stunned by the day’s events and his role in them as his daughter. He nodded helplessly. “This spring,” he said. “I promise you.”

			In the days that followed she occupied herself with carding wool and knitting and writing forlorn letters to her mother and sisters about the fallen world in which she’d found herself, where women wore the dress of men and her father behaved in the timid manner of a girl. None of the missives would be sent before she sailed herself in the spring, but there was a comfort in speaking to her mother and sisters directly. Even after the sickness overtook her she forced herself to write a letter every day for as long as she could manage. Each one like a knot in a string that tied her to the place she came from, the people that sustained her, and she held on with all her waning strength.

			In the worst of the delirium she asked repeatedly for a pen and paper though her wide eyes stared blindly at the ceiling, seeing nothing. Her father sat day and night at the sickbed and often observed her making motions with her right hand, as if she were writing words in the air above her.

			Anna Morels was the last person on the shore to perish in that season’s plague, on St. Valentine’s Day. The Beadle asked her father about arrangements for the funeral but he wouldn’t hear of burying the child in Newfoundland. He had his daughter laid out in her wedding dress and placed her in a puncheon tub that was filled with rum before the cask was sealed. He found the letters she’d written and he read them at the fireplace where he’d toasted the year’s last apple. He placed each on the coals as he finished it, the pages and the oddments of his daughter they carried flaring briefly before settling to smoke and ash.

			The girl’s body in its strange wooden sarcophagus was loaded aboard the first ship bound for Europe in May of that year, during the season’s final driving snowfall, and she was shipped home to be with her mother and sisters as she was promised. Which was the only real act of kindness her father ever bestowed upon the child.

		

	
		
		
			A Green Coat. Pack Ice.

			Elias Caines died in late October but the reading of his last will and testament was delayed by the ongoing pestilential outbreak that killed him. It wasn’t until three days after Abe Strapp’s wedding that Aubrey Picco brought together the Widow Caines and Myles Taverner, second cousin to Elias, his long-time accountant and only blood relative in the new world, to hear the dead man’s final wishes.

			Elias Caines was a Plymouth Quaker and very nearly a lifelong bachelor. His late marriage was a surprise to everyone on the shore. The Widow was at least thirty years his junior. She was raised in the Church of England but abandoned that faith to attend Quaker meetings a year before the wedding. The Quakers held strange notions on the place of women in the world, allowing them to speak as the spirit moved, the same as men—a practice no one doubted appealed to the Widow. But her conversion seemed a studied decision after the marriage.

			The wedding took place during one of the Quakers’ queer, silent meetings in the office Elias made available for them. The entire Society of Friends was present—the firm’s headman, Aubrey Picco, and his wife and the youngest of their grown children, Myles Taverner and his family, along with a handful of servants who had converted to the Quaker faith. There were no vows or rings or flowers. The bride and groom stood from their chairs to affirm their desire to be married and all the Friends who had their letters signed a document to witness the couple’s pledge.

			The old man was likely desperate to produce an heir to his property and business, people guessed. Though the general view held his wife was deficient in some obscure feminine quality that made her an unlikely candidate for motherhood, and she was already a bit long of tooth to lay those hopes upon. Whatever the cause, there was no issue from the marriage before Elias died of the sickness in his sixtieth year.

			In every other way, their marriage was a true Quaker union that, like their church, had no head or ruler. Mrs. Caines brought a schooner with a burden of one hundred and fifty tons named Success and two hundred pounds sterling as her wedding dowry. She had a fine hand for letters and a head for numbers besides, an aptitude which in the eyes of some was suspect. She immediately made herself a fixture at Caines Mercantile, inserting herself into matters with a certainty that Myles Taverner chafed against. She lacked a proper sense of caution, he warned Elias. In every circumstance Mrs. Caines advocated for the riskiest option, arguing for more debt to underwrite expansion, looking for markets beyond the established buyers in Europe and the West Indies. It was arrogance at best, Myles told him, and recklessness at worst.

			Elias smiled at his cousin. “When has she steered us wrong?”

			“The question is,” Taverner said, “when will she steer us wrong?”

			“I will take your caution under advisement,” Elias said.

			But the old man fell further under her sway with each passing season, turning to her for advice on transactions and investments and strategies and making no final decision before his wife weighed in.

			His funeral was held in the Church of England to accommodate the crowd wanting to pay their respects. Elias was even-handed and generous even in years when the business struggled. He’d lend his arse and shit through his ribs, people said dismissively, as if he was a guileless cake. But no one questioned the sincerity of his motivations and he was often called upon to mediate disputes between planters and their servants, between rival fishermen. The pews were full and livyers stood outside the open doors as well. There were no hymns and no reading of scripture, there was no officiant. The Quakers sat adorned in their plain clothes, the men wearing their hats even inside the sanctuary. At intervals someone would stand to offer a few words about Friend Elias and even some members of the Church of England were moved to speak.

			The Widow Caines sat near the casket at the front of the church, not in her everyday dress or in mourning black, but wearing a dragon-green jacket and striped waistcoat and men’s breeches and her husband’s brimmed hat. She had ordered the suit of clothes from Poole as a wedding present for Elias. He wore it only once and never outside their house. It was the latest in English society, she told him when he expressed his misgivings.

			He looked down at himself. “Two watch chains?” he said.

			“It’s the pink of fashion,” his wife offered.

			The man had worn the same suit of ditto for almost twenty years, a jacket and waistcoat and breeches all of a grey russet. He looked shyly at his new wife. He’d always been a small man and he’d settled further into that slight frame over time. They stood eye to eye and were near to the other in size. A marriage of equals. She was wearing a plain cotton dress with a simple ruff of lace at the sleeves that had once been her mother’s.

			“I’d be happier in your dress than in this fit-out,” he said.

			It was as close as he could come to an admonition. She put the suit away and it never saw the light of day before she wore it to the funeral.

			It was a bizarre sign of grief, some said. More saw it as an indication that what they’d long suspected was true—something essential to a woman’s station was lacking in her. She’d usurped Elias Caines’s waning manhood and put on a man’s uniform to make it plain to the world.

			The bewilderment and revulsion her appearance stirred up might have become something darker if the pandemic hadn’t overtaken everyone’s concern. Several mourners hacked their way through Elias’s funeral and within days two dozen others were down with the fever. Three men died within a fortnight and the Beadle announced a pause in regular Sunday services. Everyone retreated to their houses and tilts, going outside only to collect water or firewood or to use the outhouse.

			Hardly a soul laid eyes on the Widow Caines during the plague months. Those who did reported she was dressed always in her bizarre widow’s weeds and Elias’s hat. And she was never again seen in public wearing anything other than the dragon-green coat and a pair of leather breeches.

			She arrived for the reading of the will in her husband’s heaviest winter jacket. Underneath she was attired as had become her custom. She hung the jacket on a rack near the door and sat beside her husband’s cousin, the sealed document on Aubrey Picco’s desk before them. They were in the same office in which Elias and the Widow had married. It was a bitterly cold day, a northeast wind setting its shoulder to the building, making the rafters creak. A servant had laid a fire in the room an hour before the meeting and it had taken some of the frost from the air, but their breath still steamed about their heads in the chill.

			The Widow took out a clay pipe and a silver box of tobacco. She tamped the bowl full and went to the fireplace, touching a lit shovie to the pipe.

			When she took her seat, Aubrey Picco said, “Our friend Elias has named me executor of his last will and testament and charged me with ensuring his properties and monies are distributed in every detail according to his wishes. I trust you are both sensible of my role in this matter?”

			“I am aware,” Taverner said.

			The Widow nodded.

			“This testament was notarized two years past by Cornelius Strapp in his position as magistrate for the district.”

			Taverner shifted in his seat. “I witnessed Elias’s will five years ago.”

			“This document is clearly the more recent.”

			“He reported nothing about the change to me.”

			The Widow said, “Even those closest to us have inner chambers to which we are not privy.”

			Taverner looked her up and down in her chair and turned back to Picco. “She has taken to this preposterous dress which is vain and worldly and unnatural,” he said.

			“We have no proscription as to a person’s dress, Myles.”

			“I am wearing neither lace nor flounces nor lappets,” the Widow said. “I wear no rings or bracelets. My necklace is meant only to carry keys.”

			“This is an issue to be dealt with at Meeting,” Aubrey said. “It is irrelevant to the task at hand.”

			The Widow said, “I am sure that my husband’s will looks after all as they deserve.”

			Aubrey raised the envelope to make it plain to the people across the desk. “This is the magistrate’s seal,” he said and both nodded. He lifted the wax with a knife and opened the testament. He fitted his eyeglasses onto his face. “I, Elias Caines,” he read, “of Mockbeggar, on the island of Newfoundland, ever mindful of the uncertainty of life.”

			Elias Caines’s will directed discrete sums to the erection of a meeting house to host services for the Society of Friends and also to each of Myles Taverner’s three children when they came of age. In the absence of any direct male heir, Elias left all his worldly possessions, the house and warehouses and gardens in Mockbeggar, the fishing posts and the buildings thereon along the coast, Success and five other schooners, the Caines Mercantile operation and all its assets, as well as sundry cows, pigs, ducks, chickens and other livestock as might be about the properties at the time of his death, to his wife.

			“It is signed, Your true friend, Elias Caines.”

			Taverner turned his head sharply toward the window. “Half the firm was to come to me. You have heard him say as much, Friend Aubrey.”

			The headman raised his hands helplessly. “There is no evidence of such in this document.”

			“A woman has no legal claim to the ownership of property.”

			Aubrey said, “There is much under the law that the Society of Friends does not recognize or support, as you know. Even by the laws of the British court, in the absence of a male heir a widow may enjoy her husband’s wealth until such a time as she is under the legal provenance of another man. Until the Widow Caines remarries, or until she passes, even the Privy Council would find the company is hers to do with as she sees fit.” Aubrey raised the testament to show it across the desk. “This is Elias Caines’s signature,” he said. He pointed to the name of the Justice of the Peace. “And this is Cornelius Strapp’s hand. I recognize it, as do you I’m sure.”

			“I have worked by Elias’s side since I was twenty-one,” the cousin said. “I helped him build this concern.”

			“I don’t call facing the threat of receivership building a concern. If not for the dowry I brought into the firm—”

			“Elias would never demand a dowry as down payment on a marriage.”

			“He did not refuse it either, Friend Myles.”

			“Please,” Aubrey Picco said. He lifted his hands in a pacifying manner. “Friends,” he said. “We are bound by the provisions as laid out in his will.”

			Taverner stared at the Widow until she turned her head toward him. “If your father were alive to see this,” he said.

			“It is an injury to all,” she said, “that he is no longer with us.”

			After Elias’s cousin left the office, the Widow Caines and Aubrey Picco sat in silence. The bare rafters straining against the wind like the timbers of a vessel at sea. It was as if they were sitting in the stillness of a Sunday meeting, waiting for the spirit to move one of them to speak. And failing that, satisfied to let the silence speak for them. Aubrey got up from the desk and stood at the window that looked out over the harbour. A score of ships at anchor. Two schooners hauled into winter dry-dock below their offices.

			He said, “I am surprised Elias didn’t tell me he’d gone to the magistrate to make these changes.”

			“It was my suggestion,” the Widow said. “To be certain no legal challenge could be brought against it.”

			Aubrey nodded at the comfortless world of ocean and granite, at the day’s relentless winter weather.

			The Widow rose and collected her jacket from the coat rack. “Myles has no head for business,” she said. “He is barely fit for totting figures. Had the will not been altered, we would all be the poorer for it.”

			There was a broken line of sea ice pinnacled on the near shoreline by wind and tide and looking like the outer wall of an Arctic fortress, glowing against the bay’s dark water. A voice like the voice of the spirit spoke to Aubrey then. The fortress walls are useless, it said. The Adversary is already within.

			“I am hoping that you will stay on as headman,” the Widow said.

			“Was that Friend Elias’s wish?”

			“I wouldn’t have asked otherwise.”

			He nodded again. But he didn’t turn his head from the window.

			

			·

			By March month, a thronging herd of ice overtook the coastline on its annual migration from the Labrador Sea, the pack miles wide and grinding its monumental weight against the shore. The harbour blocked with pans rising and falling on the tide-swell like a flock of sheep rubbing tight in a paddock.

			Imogen Purchase endured a difficult pregnancy up to this point. It was a torture to walk or to stand still any length of time on her swollen legs and feet. She was nauseous each morning and the smell of cooking meat or chamber lye made her urge. Her days were a misery. But the near-constant illness at least managed to shield her from the attentions of her husband.

			On their wedding day the groom passed out as soon as they returned to the Big House. The hunting dogs set the place on end when they arrived, barking and jumping and racing up and down the stairs as Matterface and Heater deposited Abe in his bed. They took the dogs away with them, saying something about allowing the newlyweds their privacy. There was no one else in the building. The two servants who had lived and worked at the Big House gave their notice after Cornelius died and the hunting dogs took up residence. Imogen sat and waited in the parlour, considering the unlikely circumstance she found herself in.

			There was a mirror above the sitting room fireplace that
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