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			PRAISE FOR THE INNOCENTS

			‘An Adam and Eve struggle to make sense of a world that’s somewhere between Eden and Hell. Michael Crummey writes like an avenging angel, never putting a word wrong’ – Emma Donoghue, author of Room

			‘Few novels have cast their spell on me as deeply as The Innocents’ – Ron Rash, author of Serena

			‘In The Innocents, Mr Crummey, a Newfoundland native, captures in hypnotic prose the force of the driving sea and the ways of a beautiful, barren place where Evered and Ada are cast adrift’ – The Economist

			‘An… extraordinary novel, emotionally precise, vivid in its portrayal of nature, and subtle in its exploration of the relationship between life and story’ – Wall Street Journal

			‘Engrossing and beautifully written… The Innocents is a work of lyrical naturalism dressed as an allegory’– Washington Post

			‘What begins as a gripping survival tale deepens into a psychological inquiry into intimacy, conflict and what it means to be alone together in the world…[a] harshly beautiful new novel’ – USA Today

			‘The novel never reads as excessive; its beauty is restrained, weighted and often heartbreaking… Crummey makes a virtue of the self-imposed limitations of the story – essentially two characters in a single setting – to explore the nature of what makes us who we are, what makes a family, and the sacrifices that are made in the name of love’ – Toronto Star

			‘A gorgeous portrait of remote Newfoundland of yesterday with a remarkable story of human resilience at its core’ – Booklist

			‘This story of how two guileless youngsters navigate life will have a deep emotional impact on its readers’ – Publishers Weekly

			‘Written in graceful and evocative prose, Ada and Evered’s story blurs the boundary between the quotidian and the strange until it becomes a meditation on the curious fact of existence itself. A wonderfully provocative and insightful book’ – Kevin Powers, author of The Yellow Birds

			‘Michael Crummey’s ravishing story is raw and intimate and will break your heart’ – People Magazine (Book of the Week)

			‘Imagine Into the Wild with prepubescents, told in the voice of a William Blake acolyte as verbally inventive as Tolkien… The Innocents is a survivor narrative and a psychological thriller, a chilling study in isolation’ – Vulture

			‘Page-turning… an unusual, gripping period novel’ – Kirkus Review (Starred Review)

			‘Set aside whatever you’re reading and pick this up – The Innocents is a masterpiece’ – Smith Henderson, author of Fourth of July Creek

			‘The relentless bleakness is alleviated by the cinematic depiction of the surrounding wilderness, with Crummey’s prose recalling that of Jim Crace in its strange, archaic terminology and sense of timelessness’ – Library Journal

			‘A deeply emotional and moving portrait of human desires, temperaments, and existence in the face of both mundane and extreme situations’ – Chicago Review of Books

			‘The Book of Genesis meets ‘Hansel and Gretel’ by way of Flowers in the Attic’ – Quill & Quire
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			There are forty or fifty knots; less than twenty are in regular use. None has been invented at any known time, in any known place, by any known person. All are of immemorial antiquity.

			r. g. collingwood, The New Leviathan

		

	
		
			The Driven Snow.

			They were still youngsters that winter. They lost their baby sister before the first snowfall. Their mother laid the infant in a shallow trough beside the only other grave in the cove and she sang the lullaby she’d sung all her children to sleep with, which was as much as they had to offer of ceremony. The woman was deathly sick herself by then, coughing up clots of blood into her hands.

			The ground was frozen solid when she died and even if their father had been well enough to shovel there was no digging a grave for her. He and Evered shifted the covering of reeds and alders away from the overturned boat and hauled it down to the landwash before they carried the corpse from the house. They set it in the boat along with half a dozen stones scavenged along the shore. Their father slumped against the gunwale to catch his breath.

			‘Will I come out with you?’ Evered asked.

			He shook his head. ‘You stay with your sister,’ he said.

			The two youngsters watched him row away from shore and out beyond the shoal water with his dead wife. They saw him leaning below the gunwales for what seemed a long time, his head and shoulders bobbing up now and then. He was working at something awkward and unpleasant it seemed though neither could guess what it was. They watched him wrestling the weight of the corpse with his back to the shore. He was far enough off they couldn’t see that their mother was naked when she was tipped into the black of the winter ocean.

			Their father tried to hand the clothes to his daughter when he rowed in but Ada held her hands behind her back and shook her head fiercely.

			‘You’ll have need of these,’ their father said. ‘Now the once.’

			Evered took them, folding the limp fabric against his stomach. The sour smell of a long illness and of his mother which he couldn’t separate in his head. ‘I’ll set them by for her,’ he said.

			Their father nodded. He was too exhausted to climb from the boat and he sat there a long while. A dwy of snow had blown in across the bay and it turned the hair of his bowed head white as they waited.

			Their father died in his bed before the new year.

			Without speaking of it they acted as if he was only asleep and they left him lying there for the better part of a week. Hoping he might wake up coughing in the middle of the night, complaining about the cold or asking after a drink of water. During the day they dawdled about in the store and spent as much time outside as they could stand, cleaving and stacking wood or hauling buckets of water from the brook, picking along the landwash for gull feathers and mussel shells and wish rocks to add to Ada’s collection. Inside they tended the fireplace and drank their bare-legged tea and spoke in whispers so as not to disturb the man.

			On the fifth night of the vigil Ada woke from a dream of her parents. They were standing back on, holding hands and looking at her over their shoulders. Her mother was naked and soaking wet, her hair streaming water.

			‘What is it you’re bawling over, Sister?’ Evered asked.

			‘He can’t stay,’ she whispered.

			‘Don’t be talking foolishness.’

			‘He can’t stay there like that, Brother.’

			And he set to bawling with her then, the two helpless youngsters holding on to one another in the pitch.

			Before it was properly light he pulled back the one ragged blanket and hauled his father’s body to the floor. The heels smacking like mallets against the frozen ground. His sister moved to pick up her father’s legs but Evered wouldn’t allow it. The man of the house suddenly. ‘You sit there,’ he said. ‘Until I gets back.’

			He gripped the shoulders of his father’s shirt. He expected it to feel like hauling a seine of fish but there was a rigidness to the corpse that made it surprisingly easy to drag through the doorway. Only once on the way down to the water was he forced to stop to catch his breath and shake the numbness from his hands.

			He rowed out to the deeps beyond the shoal grounds, as close to the same spot as he could guess judging by his distance from the shore. Their parents might be together down there was his thought or within sight of one another at least, though he knew nothing below the ocean surface sat still for long. He tried to strip off the man’s clothes for practical reasons but his father’s eyes were half-open and he lost his nerve for meddling.

			Before pushing off the beach he’d gathered a length of old netting and enough stones to keep the body under and he tied that improvised anchor around his father’s waist. The day was still and cold, the ocean flat calm. He did not want to watch once the body slapped into the water and the rocks were hefted over the gunwale to take it down. But he couldn’t make himself look away from that descent until long after his father had passed out of sight and into the black.

			He stared out at the spot where the man sank from view as he rowed in through the skerries. His teeth chattering helplessly, his mind swimming. Even after the keel brought up in the shallows he kept rowing at the water like a headless chicken strutting around the chopping block. He didn’t stop until Ada called his name behind him.

			‘I told you to wait where you was till I come back,’ he said, trying to set the oars and find his feet.

			‘I was watching for you heading in,’ she said.

			He stumbled as he climbed over the gunwale, his face like chalk. ‘I needs to lie down for a bit,’ he said.

			Ada did her best to haul the boat out of reach of the tide, calling after her brother as he staggered up the path to the tilt. By the time she came into the room he was already asleep in their bed. He slept so long and in such a stillness that Ada considered he might have died on her as well. She sat across the room until dark and then climbed into her parents’ bed where she lay whispering to her dead sister to keep herself company.

			Evered didn’t wake until late the following morning. He sat bolt upright in the bed and seemed not to know where he was before he caught sight of her. She stared at him a long time without speaking.

			‘What is it, Sister?’ he said.

			She pointed then and he reached up to touch his crown.

			‘Your hair,’ she said.

			She thought of their father’s bowed head in the boat after he had committed their mother to the ocean’s deep, the drift that had settled on it like a veil.

			‘What about me hair?’

			‘It’s gone all white,’ she said.

			As the driven snow, their mother would have said of it.

			They were left together in the cove then with its dirt-floored stud tilt, with its garden of root vegetables and its scatter of outbuildings, with its looming circle of hills and rattling brook and its view of the ocean’s grey expanse beyond the harbour skerries. The cove was the heart and sum of all creation in their eyes and they were alone there with the little knowledge of the world passed on haphazard and gleaned by chance.

			–	The ocean and the firmament and the sum of God’s stars were created in seven days.

			–	Sun hounds prophesy coarse weather.

			–	The death of a horse is the life of a crow.

			–	You were never to sleep before the fire was douted.

			–	The winter’s flour and salt pork had to last till the first seals came in on the ice in March month.

			–	The dead reside in heaven and heaven sits among the stars.

			–	Nothing below the ocean’s surface lies still.

			–	Idleness is the root of all troubles.

			–	Their baby sister died an innocent and sits at God’s right hand and hears their prayers.

			–	Any creature on the earth or in the sea could be killed and eaten.

			–	A body must bear what can’t be helped.

		

	
		
			Mary Oram. Her Utensils.

			For weeks after their father died the youngsters did little but sleep, lying in bed all hours for the warmth, for the comfort of the other’s breathing beside them. The days were short and the one glassless window was shuttered against the weather and their time passed in cold twilight and bottomless dark.

			Every day Evered put in a fire after the sun was up. Once it had taken off the sharpest edge of the cold he lifted Ada out of bed as he did when she was but a piss-ass maid of two or three, sitting her on the slop pail and standing close enough she could lean shivering against his leg. She wasn’t far off his height but thin as the rames, still a child in every respect but for her hands which had been put to adult work years since and looked like the asperous hands of a crone. She clutched a doll she’d made of rags for their baby sister and clung to now as a relic of a blessed time irrevocably lost. She leaned her head against her brother’s thigh until she was done, then he carried her back to bed where they held one another against the smothering silence.

			Neither child had an appetite to speak of or the heart to make a proper meal. Evered each day rewarmed a scurfy pot of pea soup and offered a bowl to Ada but he couldn’t convince her to eat it. She subsisted solely on cakes of hardtack that she gnawed to a paste as she lay in bed. They barely spoke. Evered sometimes woke in the dark to the sound of Ada whispering aloud but he was never able to decipher what she was saying or to who and he was afraid to ask.

			He ventured outside to empty the slops or haul up water from the brook or to split an armful of firewood. The woodpile closest to the tilt diminished steadily and he felt something in him waning at the same irremediable pace. He was lightheaded and unsteady from lack of food and lying in bed for so long and from a pooling sense of dread he could not shake. It sent him looking for his father’s flintlock, a rifle he’d never loaded or fired and had been sitting so long unused in the store that the iron works shone with rust. He set the derelict weapon in a corner near the hearth as if its presence alone might offer some protection or comfort.

			He stoked up the fire before he crawled back into bed, Ada lifting the covers to the heat underneath, tucking her arms around him. Every day it was harder to leave that cocoon. It struck him one evening as the light was failing that they might die there in each other’s arms and he said, ‘Do you think it might be we ought to shift over to Mockbeggar?’

			They’d never left the cove where they were born and neither could say if Mockbeggar was fit to eat. They knew Cornelius Strapp’s schooner sailed from Mockbeggar to anchor off the harbour spring and fall to drop supplies and load in their season’s catch of fish. They knew their father rowed over to fetch Mary Oram when their mother was near her time. Beyond that it might have been located in the Holy Lands or on the moon.

			‘I don’t know,’ Ada said. ‘You think we might bunk in with Mary Oram?’

			Just the mention of the woman was enough to put a misgiving in Evered’s mind. ‘I doubt she’d bother with the likes of we,’ he said.

			‘You think Mary Oram’s some kind of witch,’ Ada whispered.

			‘No more than you do,’ he said. He regretted bringing the subject up at all. ‘I figures we can muck it out here we puts our mind to it,’ he said. And a moment later he said, ‘I idn’t afraid of her.’

			Ada shook her head against his chest. ‘You’re an awful liar, Brother.’

			He pulled her into his neck. ‘Go to sleep out of it,’ he said.

			Mary Oram was the only person not related to them by blood they’d ever kept company with. This was during the last stages of their mother’s pregnancy when she was just able to get around the property, following behind her swollen belly like a cart awkwardly hauled about by a goat. She could barely reach around the bulk of it to set the kettle over the fire, she was out of breath taking the slop pail to the landwash in the mornings. She couldn’t sit or lie in any position for more than a few minutes at a time. A month before Cornelius Strapp’s schooner was due with the spring’s supplies their mother woke with cramps that made her keen.

			‘It’s your time,’ their father said.

			Another contraction ripped through her and she shook her head as if trying to clear her mind of some flash recalled from a nightmare. ‘It’s nothing,’ she said.

			‘I’ll have to go for Mary Oram,’ he told her.

			‘There’s no cause to be bothering Mary Oram,’ she said through her teeth. ‘You can manage if it comes to that, Sennet.’

			‘God’s nails,’ he said. ‘What good am I going to be lying a cold junk on the floor? You’d have perished in the bed if Mary Oram wouldn’t here to look out to you last time.’

			‘It’s nothing,’ she said again.

			Their father turned away from her to gather up his coat, pocketing three cakes of hardtack for a lunch.

			‘If you goes off in that boat today, Sennet Best, I swear to God,’ she said.

			Evered followed his father down to the landwash. ‘Should I come with you?’ he asked.

			‘You watch after those two,’ his father said as he set the oars and pulled away from the shoreline. He glanced over his shoulder toward open water where an easterly breeze was blowing up chop. ‘It’ll be a bit of a haul if the wind don’t shift,’ he shouted. ‘I’ll be back late tomorrow or next day, God willing.’

			Evered watched his father lean into the steady cross-handed stroke. ‘I don’t know what to do,’ he called. ‘What do I do?’

			‘You stay with them,’ his father said. And he said a few things more that Evered couldn’t hear over the wind and the rut of the surf against the shoreline.

			Their father made it back to them before dark the following day. He’d refused even to lay his head for an hour before starting the return leg and rowed through the night and he ran up from the shoreline ahead of Mary Oram, half expecting to find his wife or the new child dead. But she was sitting calmly next the fire with a mug of tea resting on the plateau of her stomach. He turned in a circle as if a full view of the little stud tilt might help him make sense of things.

			‘Hello, Sarah Best,’ Mary Oram said behind him. She had come in the door unnoticed and everyone turned to look at her. She was an imp of a figure, no taller than Ada, dressed in clothes made of calico and wool and a colourful knitted hat on her bald head, a leather satchel over one shoulder. Her eyebrows and eyelashes were so blonde and sparse her face seemed bald as well. She had the air of a badly made doll stuffed with sawdust that had suddenly come to life. Her hands were delicate and colourless and without fingernails. She nodded toward the youngsters sitting together on the edge of their bed. ‘You two is both mine,’ she said and they were too terrified by the sight of her to ask what she meant. It occurred to Ada to wonder if everyone in Mockbeggar looked and moved and talked like Mary Oram.

			‘I told him it wouldn’t me time,’ Sarah Best said.

			The contractions had forced their mother from her bed after their father left them. She paced the length of the tiny hovel a hundred times and then she had Ada kneel to put on her shoes so she could walk outside. Within an hour the cramping had subsided enough she was able to eat. By the afternoon it was clear nothing would come of it and she spent the rest of the day hauling seaweed from the landwash to the farm garden on the Downs.

			Mary Oram crossed the room and slipped a hand under their mother’s clothes to prod at the baby. ‘Do you know how far along?’

			‘Last September month,’ their mother said. ‘That was the last time I had my visitor,’ she said in a whisper.

			Their father walked past them and fell into his bed, covering his head with a blanket.

			‘You’re not far off your time,’ Mary Oram said. ‘No more than a fortnight, I’d say, unless this youngster has other ideas.’

			‘I’ll be cutting it out with a fish knife if I has to carry it much longer.’

			Their father was already snoring under the blanket. Mary Oram said, ‘It’s just as well I stays on now I’m here. Spare the man another night’s rowing.’

			‘Yes, maid,’ their mother said. ‘You’ll share a bunk with the youngsters till we gets this thing settled.’

			‘I can sleep up to the store,’ Evered said and Ada dug her nails into his wrist.

			‘Sure I don’t take up no room,’ Mary Oram said. ‘You won’t even know I’m here.’

			For the next five nights the woman slept next them in their single bunk, Ada against the wall lying head to tail beside Evered and he head to tail beside the midwife. She wore her knitted cap and her shoes and she lay still as a corpse to morning.

			Those periods of dead sleep seemed to be the only time Mary Oram was quiet. Evered spent the days helping his father raise the fishing stage where the cod would be cleaned and salted the coming season, up to his bawbles in the bitter cold of the Atlantic setting footings for the platform where the cutting table and salt shack would stand, holding the poles in place as his father worked above. And still he chose it over hearing Mary Oram prattle on about the proper cure for chilblains or how a good fright to a pregnant woman left a permanent sign on the baby, listing the dozens of birthmarks and disfigurements she’d encountered alongside their likely causes.

			She could talk the bark off a tree, their father said, a note of awed disbelief in his voice.

			It made Evered think of how little his parents spoke of anything other than the work at hand or the vagaries of the weather. He’d assumed that was the way of adults and there was a suffocating weight on his chest in Mary Oram’s presence. It felt as if half the world had mobbed into the tilt in her wake and he was being trampled beneath that seething occupation.

			Ada avoided Mary Oram as well, sitting up on a thwart of the boat to watch her father and brother work, fetching them tools or holding longers in place as they were nailed down. There was something eerie about a figure that was in every particular a match for her own size and shape though the face and demeanour belonged to another creature altogether. She couldn’t avoid thinking she might suffer a similar fate, to grow old in her child’s body. She kept clear of Mary Oram for fear it was a condition that was catching, insisted Evered sleep between them.

			Down on the landwash Ada asked how long Mary Oram would be staying in the cove.

			‘Till the baby comes,’ her father said.

			She nodded over that non-answer a minute. ‘What if the baby don’t come?’

			He laughed. ‘Then she’ll be here till the world ends won’t she.’

			She didn’t know if her father was being serious but it was a novel notion to her, that the world they knew might not be constant and everlasting but something creaturely, something perishable. Ada glanced at Evered to see if this was news to him as well. But he was bothered by something else altogether.

			‘Could the baby not come?’ he said. He was thinking of his mother up and pacing the length of the tilt when they crawled from their bunks to start the day, heaving massive sighs and chewing viciously at her bottom lip, one hand supporting the girth of her belly. He was thinking of her threat to take a knife to herself if the child delayed its arrival. ‘Why would the baby not come?’

			‘God’s reeving nails,’ their father said, ‘can we just get on with putting the stage in shape?’

			He looked past his children suddenly, squinting up the rise, and they both turned to see Mary Oram outside the tilt. ‘It’s time,’ she called down to them.

			‘All right,’ their father said.

			‘Send up the young one,’ Mary Oram said before she disappeared back into the house. And an unfamiliar voice reached them in the stillness, a sucking guttural complaint that seemed not quite human.

			‘What is that?’ Evered asked.

			‘I imagine that’s your mother,’ their father said. ‘Go on now, Daughter,’ he said.

			‘What do Mary Oram want me for?’

			‘Whatever it is needs doing up there I expect.’

			Ada looked to Evered but he wouldn’t hold her eye.

			‘Go on,’ her father repeated and she turned to make her way up toward the tortured sound of her mother’s voice.

			The door was propped wide as was the single window’s wooden shutter but the daylight barely touched the permanent dusk at the back of the tilt. Mary Oram had water on to boil in the fireplace and had lit the lamp and set it near where her mother was lying with her skirts lifted high around her thighs. The dirt floor was covered in a layer of dry sand and Ada could see where Sarah Best had used a stick to draw a pattern near the fireplace, an elaborate series of interconnecting circles at the hearth’s edge.

			‘Come hold the lamp close,’ Mary Oram said when she caught sight of Ada in the doorway.

			Ada had never seen her mother’s bare legs or the black patch of hair between them or the pulpy slash of flesh where it looked for all the world like the woman was coming apart.

			‘Closer now,’ Mary Oram snapped. ‘There’s nothing here will hurt you.’

			Ada stepped nearer with the light though the reassurance offered no comfort. She tried to look over the massive belly but her mother’s face was beyond the lamp’s reach.

			‘Did you know you was having a sister?’ Mary Oram asked.

			Ada gaped at her. She had forgotten for a moment there was a child at the centre of the bizarre state of affairs. She shook her head.

			‘Well then,’ Mary Oram said. ‘A sister you’ll have. I knew it the minute I come through the door and seen your mother sitting there. Please God this one don’t take her time like yourself now.’

			‘Me?’

			‘Two days we was strapped up in here like this, waiting on you. Me with only your father for help. And he fainted dead away in the midst of it all.’ She reached out to guide the lamp in Ada’s hand to one side where she had laid out her utensils. A straight razor, Ada saw there. Mary Oram said, ‘I allow this one is some terrible size though.’ She took up a needle and held it to the lamp to pass a length of thread through the eye. ‘Sarah Best,’ she said, ‘next time you wants to have a youngster, have a youngster. Not a bloody cow.’

			Her mother came up on her elbows, rising out of a pool of darkness into the lamp’s dark light. Her face was half-hidden by her hair which lay plastered to the skin with sweat. ‘Shut up, Mary Oram,’ she said. ‘For the love of God just be quiet.’ And she descended into the black again. The look of the woman so wild and unfamiliar that it seemed to Ada a stranger was lying there in the approximate shape and form of her mother.

			‘That’s just the baby talking,’ Mary Oram said quietly. ‘She said some cruel things to your father the last time she was in the throes of it.’

			Her mother shouted out something wordless and profane, then set into keening again. Mary Oram laid the needle and thread back on the bed and when the contraction passed she forced the nailless fingers of one childsize hand inside Sarah Best’s body, her face turned to the ceiling as she rooted blindly.

			‘You’re coming along, Missus,’ Mary Oram said.

			‘Is it almost over?’ Ada whispered.

			‘She’s coming along,’ she said again.

			But nothing apparent happened for the rest of the morning and into the afternoon, the recurring contractions like knots in an endless string unwinding through the day. They ate nothing and Evered and their father didn’t venture inside to check on them or to look for something to eat themselves. Mary Oram periodically sent the girl to throw out a basin of dirty water and refill it from the pot kept hot in the fireplace and Ada leaned in over the bunk with a cloth to wipe her mother’s tormented face.

			It was coming on to dark when some stay shifted and the day went sudden, Ada’s mother leaning into the weight of the unborn creature with a new resolve and Mary Oram calling for the light to be brought closer as the crown of the child’s head appeared, a sliver of pink skin and slick dark hair. Ada had guessed at the absurd truth of what was meant to happen hours earlier though it seemed a physical impossibility still. She felt a pressure on her bladder, acute and rising, but the urgency in the events at hand forced her to stay at her post.

			‘We’re going to have to help it along some,’ Mary Oram announced and she reached for the razor. The horror of what the blade was meant for passed through Ada’s body like a burning coal and she pissed onto the dirt floor, the liquid running down her legs and soaking her bare feet. But she did not cry and she managed to stand her ground as Mary Oram went about the awful business.

			After it crowned the baby came in a rush of blood and fluid and Mary Oram knelt at the bedside to catch the slippery infant in her lap. Ada staring at the ugly thing cabled to her mother, the eyes clenched tight against the new light, against the room’s chill. It looked like something not halfways completed, the tuberous head three sizes too large for the body. Mary Oram reached a finger into the tiny mouth to root out a plug of yellow mucus and lifted the child by the ankles to slap her behind. She set the bawling youngster on her mother’s stomach, then took up the straight razor to cut the umbilical cord and she knotted it off.

			‘We wants a fresh pan of water,’ Mary Oram said.

			Ada was afraid she would fall if she moved. Mary Oram glanced at her and turned to take the lamp from her hands.

			‘You done fine,’ she said. ‘Go get us some clean water.’

			Ada carried in the pan on her quivering legs, her feet wet with cold urine and the floor of the tilt a mess of blood and after-birth, and she was careful not to spill a drop as she went as if some additional calamity would befall them if she did. She set the water on the bed beside her mother who was murmuring to the infant on her chest, then she sat on the opposite bunk listening to her sister bawl while Mary Oram carried on with her ministrations, lifting each of the baby’s limbs in turn, counting to make sure she had all her fingers and toes.

			Ada had no idea what she’d just witnessed. It didn’t seem possible what her mother had suffered was the normal course of things and not a drawn-out catastrophic accident from which she would likely never recover.

			‘Bring in the light,’ Mary Oram said over her shoulder and Ada got up to hold the lamp close to her mother’s traumatized flesh. Mary Oram took up the needle and thread and for a moment Ada thought she planned to stitch her from stem to stern.

			‘Is it always like this?’ she whispered.

			‘Like what, child?’

			Ada gestured with the lamp as Mary Oram made three tidy stitches then tied off and broke the thread. ‘Like this,’ she said.

			Mary Oram got to her feet and smiled across at the girl. ‘No, my love,’ she said. She rinsed her hands in the pan of water and wiped them in the filthy skirt of her apron. ‘Sometimes it don’t go well at all.’

			Evered and his father kept clear of the tilt all that day, an agreement they came to without a word of discussion. For a while he tried to guess from his father’s face whether he should worry but there was nothing in the man’s expression to tell him. And as long as they were at work he managed almost to ignore what they were busy ignoring.

			It was a surprise to him that Ada had been called upon though she was still not much above a child. Whenever he happened to glance up at the tilt the bewildering enormity of what his sister was witnessing firsthand caught him unawares, like taking a gale of wind broadside to the boat as it cleared a point of land. Each time he had to fight to turn nose-on to that weather and ride it out. But he did his level best to mirror his father’s apparent indifference, going at the work with a steady mechanical rhythm that had its own numbing effect.

			Once they had finished setting the last of the longers on the stagehead his father collected shovels and brin bags from the store and they walked to the west end of the harbour, the only stretch where there was sand enough to shovel. They filled the bags with wooden spades hand-milled in Mockbeggar half a lifetime past, the hewn troughs worked smooth by the grain of steady use. They carted the sand back to the clearing below the tilt and left it there, walking out to the brook to be far enough from the woman’s distress that the wind covered most of the turmoil, though not quite all. They tried to satisfy their hunger by drinking water from their cupped hands, then they lit a fire and sat close to the heat and waited.

			‘How much longer till they’re done?’ Evered asked.

			His father shook his head. ‘We might have to sleep down here yet.’

			‘What did you want with the sand?’

			‘I expect we’ll have to dredge the tilt clear,’ his father said. ‘Lay down a fresh cover.’

			It was a ways to dark still but Sennet Best lay out by the fire and flung an arm over his face and slept. Evered wandered down to the landwash and hunted for a crab shell or piece of driftwood to add to Ada’s collection. She kept a shelf full of scavenged bric-a-brac over their bed, a tableau that she arranged and rearranged until the individual pieces were laid out to her satisfaction. It was always strangely satisfying to look at, as if there was a logic to where some shell or stone sat in relation to the whole. He’d tried to do the same himself on occasion but had no knack for it, the end result looking exactly like the pile of detritus it was.

			The tide was out and he clambered over the rocks, searching the crevices aimlessly, killing time. Now and again he stopped where he was to wonder what could be happening in the tilt that would require clearing every bit of sand off the floor when it was over.

			After the ugly work was done Mary Oram washed and swaddled the baby and that was enough to bring the child into the realm of the room and its inhabitants, to make her seem human.

			‘She’s the spit of you, she is, Sarah Best,’ the midwife said.

			Ada could see there was something of her mother in the shape of the infant’s nose and the cleft of her chin. And the face that had seemed alien and grotesque when it first appeared was completely changed by that recognition.

			‘What is her name?’ Ada asked.

			Sarah Best was half-asleep with her mouth to the newborn’s downy crown and she glanced across at Ada without raising her head. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘What should we call her?’

			It hadn’t occurred to Ada that a name was bestowed on a person and not something you were born with. The lack made the infant seem almost as naked and pitiable as when she first landed in Mary Oram’s lap.

			The list of Christian names Ada knew was short and all were gleaned from the handful of wayward Bible stories her mother had misremembered from her earliest years without church or priest to correct them. There was Ruth who was daughter- or sister-in-law to Naomi who lost her husband and two sons and the two women moved to a country called Boaz in the Holy Lands. There was Rachel who killed her sister Leah to marry her sister’s husband and died giving birth to a child. There was Mary who soaked her feet in the dew out picking berries one fall and so fell pregnant with Jesus.

			Mary Oram had already taken the name of Jesus’s mother. And Ada thought the stories of Ruth and Naomi and Rachel and Leah were too dark to shadow her sister all her life. But there was Martha, sister to Lazarus, who roused her brother from the tomb as if he was being woken from a nap.

			‘You should go fetch the men,’ Mary Oram said. She was stoking up the fire to set about making a meal in the gloom. ‘They’re like to be starved by now.’

			Ada reached to touch her sister’s cheeks, the perfect swirl of the ears so translucent that the dull lamplight shone through them. It hardly seemed possible such a delicate thing could have been at the centre of the appalling storm that had just passed over them. There was something dreamlike about the episode, behind them now and losing its immediacy already. One of the baby’s hands was curled into a fist and circled gently like some inanimate thing in a field stirred by the wind.

			‘What about Martha?’ she said.

			Sarah Best nodded. ‘Martha sounds fine,’ she said. ‘Go on and get your father.’

			Outside Ada could see the low simmering light of the fire over toward the brook. Evered was wandering on the landwash directly below, a small dark figure against the darkening ocean. He straightened from the rocks when he saw her and raised a hand. But she hesitated before heading down. It was the first time in her life she knew something of real import that Evered and her father did not. They had been biding hours for the news she carried and keeping it to herself was unexpectedly pleasurable.

			She watched Evered watching her until he called up the rise and she started toward him then, trying to sort her news into a manageable list. She was within arm’s length before she could make out his face and even then she couldn’t read his expression for certain. He looked like he had done something to disappoint her.

			He held a hand out to her. ‘I found you this,’ he said.

			She brought it up close to see it, a seabird’s skull picked clean and weathered to a white that almost seemed to glow in the dim. The bone so delicately fluted it looked to be carved by hand and so much like the whorls of her sister’s ears that Ada could hardly speak for the lump rising in her throat.

			‘Mary Oram is cooking supper,’ she said.

			‘Father’s over to the brook,’ Evered said. ‘I’ll fetch him home.’

			She nodded and started toward the tilt, cradling the skull in one hand. It hadn’t gone the way she’d thought it would at all. She turned back and called across to her brother in the rapidly closing darkness.

			‘Her name is Martha,’ she said.

			Evered turned toward his sister’s voice.

			‘I give it to her,’ Ada said. ‘Her name.’

			They stood that way a minute, not able to see more than the vaguest outline of one another.

			‘We’ll be up the once,’ Evered said.

			Mary Oram stayed on awhile to keep an eye on the infant and their mother. She lay beside Ada and Evered with her freakish hands folded over her chest, as still as the dead even when Martha woke crying to be fed. It felt to Ada like a blessed time, the winter behind them and the summer supplies aboard The Hope no more than a few weeks off, the infant healthy and mostly content. Though on occasion she woke to a low stifled sobbing across the room, a sound that was meant to be kept private and could only have been her mother.

			A week after the birth Ada was conscripted to hold the lamp again while Mary Oram took out her mother’s stitches, snipping and tweezering the thread clear.

			‘There now,’ Mary Oram said. ‘Good as new you are.’

			Her mother threw her skirts down over her legs. ‘God help me, I don’t feel like new,’ she said.

			‘You’ll have more youngsters running around here yet,’ Mary Oram said.

			And Sarah Best surprised them both then, hiding her face and crying behind her hands. Martha was lying on the bed beside her mother and she started bawling as well. Mary Oram picked up the baby and handed her to Ada.

			‘I swear,’ her mother said in a whisper. ‘I won’t go through this again.’

			‘Hush now,’ Mary Oram whispered. ‘It’s just the shock of it. You felt the same after young Ada was borned.’

			‘And how many did I lose between times?’ her mother said. She seemed oblivious to her two daughters sitting across the room. ‘There’s been three since Ada.’

			Ada was trying to quiet her sister but she was watching her mother’s face. For the second time in the space of a week it looked as if a stranger peered out of those familiar features.

			‘There’s something can be done,’ her mother said. ‘You must know something to do.’

			Mary Oram shook her head. ‘A body must bear what can’t be helped,’ she said.

			‘I swear to God,’ Sarah Best said. ‘I’ll drown myself in the cove.’

			‘Hush now,’ Mary Oram said again. She turned to Ada. ‘It’s just the shock of it,’ she said. ‘You go on now, take the little one up to see your father.’

			Ada left the two women and walked to the store where Sennet Best and Evered had been hand-milling lumber with an eye to adding a room to the tilt. There was no one about and she sat inside with the inconsolable infant. She felt helpless to quiet her and it was all she could do not to join in. Thinking of her mother’s threat to abandon them.

			Evered poked his head in the door. ‘Some set of lungs on her,’ he said.

			‘I can’t make her stop,’ Ada said.

			He lifted Martha out of his sister’s lap and settled the infant against his arm. He circled her open mouth with his pinky until she latched onto the tip. He smiled at Ada as the youngster quieted. ‘You was the same way,’ he said. ‘When you was a pissass maid.’

			She said, ‘We can’t ever leave her, Brother.’

			‘Who? The little one?’

			‘Promise me,’ she said.

			Evered held his smile but without the same certainty. Nodded to say all right.

			The family’s farm garden was on a plateau toward the west end of the cove. It was set at the edge of a peat bog they called the Downs and was the only bit of ground within walking distance deep enough to plant. The earth was wet and black and barely arable but for the seaweed and caplin hauled up from the beach and turned into the soil each spring to feed the potatoes and turnip and cabbage and beets they set there.

			The garden was the women’s preserve, trenching and weeding the plot while Evered and his father were off in the boat after the fish. But as his mother was lying in and Ada occupied with Martha, Evered was sent up to turn the rotting seaweed into the soil. He was lost in that work when he heard his name spoken aloud behind him. He threw down the shovel and jumped across three furrows, his heart pounding in his throat.

			‘Give you a scare,’ Mary Oram said.

			‘No,’ Evered said. ‘I’m best kind.’

			She nodded and stood watching him. She’d lost her garrulous nature in the time she’d been with them as if the quiet in the cove had rubbed off on her. And the new reticence made the woman more mystifying and formidable. Evered walked back to the spade and picked it up as casually as he could manage.

			‘I come to pay my respects,’ Mary Oram said.

			She walked past the furrowed ground to where the bog began in earnest. The black earth there deep enough to harrow something close to six feet down. The plot was barely discernible, a small rectangular depression bordered with beach stones. There was no marker to say who lay there. Evered kept at the work but couldn’t help glancing up to where Mary Oram stood.

			‘You don’t mind being up here alone?’ she said.

			He shrugged, turned another spadeful of soil. He was thinking he preferred being alone, that it was Mary Oram staring down at the dead that was making his skin crawl. He didn’t know why she felt the need to offer her respects to the stranger or how she knew he was there, a fellow who’d washed up on the beach in the first years his father was fishing from the cove. The two eyes eaten out by sea lice his father had told him and as Evered was picturing the empty sockets of that ruined face Sennet Best added, ‘Don’t you be talking any of this old mash to your mother now, she don’t need none of that in her head.’

			Mary Oram turned from the grave and Evered stood straight, leaning on the handle. ‘That was all before your time,’ she said.

			‘First when Father come out here,’ Evered said before he realized it wasn’t a question but a statement the woman was making. She watched him with an otherworldly stare that made him think she was hearing the words in his head before he spoke and hearing words he didn’t intend to speak aloud besides. ‘The little one seems to be doing fine,’ she said finally. ‘I expect I’ll be heading back to Mockbeggar come morning.’

			He nodded, hoping not to show how welcome this bit of news was to him.

			‘I’ll leave you to it,’ she said.

			He tried not to watch her go, leaning into the work. But he snuck a last glance as she went down the rise. And without knowing for certain what it meant he made the sign of the cross at her back three times, the way his mother would at the sight of crows.

			They were up before light the next morning. The youngsters followed their father down to the landwash while Mary Oram took a final look at the baby and at Sarah Best. It was clear and very cold. Ada sat on a patch of snow still clinging to shadow in a rock crevice on the beach, watching her father and Evered haul the freshly tarred boat into the shallows and tying it off at the stage rails.

			When her father saw her there he said, ‘You shouldn’t pitch on the snow like that.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘The cold will go right up through you,’ he said. ‘It idn’t good for your girl parts.’

			Evered said, ‘What girl parts?’

			‘Never you mind,’ their father said.

			‘What girl parts?’ Ada said.

			‘We’re about set here,’ their father said. ‘Go on and fetch Mary Oram.’

			She walked up the rise, her head swimming. She had no idea what the man was warning her against. She pictured her mother lying back with her legs spread and the infant splitting her wide. The story of Mary from the Bible came to mind, how she soaked her feet out picking berries and so fell pregnant with Jesus. She wondered if it was some exposure to the cold that caused babies to take hold in there.

			She was still picking her way through that conjecture when she stepped inside. The two women interrupted in the midst of some whispered deliberation as they turned to her.

			‘Father’s ready,’ Ada said.

			Sarah Best was nursing the baby and Mary Oram waved at her to stay in her seat. She went to Ada at the door but stopped there, turning back to the room. She rooted in her leather bag of utensils and came up with a hank of twine. She walked back to Sarah Best and knelt on the floor beside her, placed the string across the woman’s belly.

			‘You’re certain,’ Mary Oram said.

			Ada’s mother nodded.

			‘All right,’ Mary Oram whispered. She knotted the string three times and put her hand over top of it on Sarah Best’s stomach. She said, ‘May earth bear on you with all its might and main.’ And she carried on repeating that line often enough that the words started to lose their meaning in Ada’s ears. When Mary Oram finally got to her feet she tucked the string into a pocket at the front of Sarah Best’s dress.

			‘Is that it then?’ her mother asked.

			‘God willing,’ Mary Oram said, ‘that’s it.’ She turned to Ada and shooed her out the door ahead of her.

			Ada and Evered lay side by side that night and resumed their interrupted ritual of talking quietly to one another before falling asleep and whenever they happened to stir awake.

			They spoke of their father’s warning about Ada’s girl parts and they couldn’t but see Mary Oram’s influence on the bizarre concern. Ada felt herself unequal to the nightmarish details of their sister’s birth and even the removal of the stitches was too intimate and unaccountable to describe. But she told Evered about their mother’s demented spell when she threatened to drown herself in the cove, about the string Mary Oram had knotted three times and the strange incantation she’d repeated over their mother’s belly before she left. Evered told her about his encounter with Mary Oram at the farm garden, she standing silent at the stranger’s gravesite, and the sense he had of the woman looking into his head to see his thoughts before he spoke them. All these incidents they ran through the gauntlet of childish awe and speculation that created their shared vision of the world, that made the youngsters feel as close as rind on a tree.

			At the stagehead that morning their father had picked the woman up and lifted her down into the boat like a hogshead of flour, then rowed her through the skerries into open water. Ada and Evered ran out the eastern arm of the cove and stood on the farthest point to watch as her figure receded. They stayed there until the boat and its occupants disappeared completely, to be certain she was gone.
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‘An Adam and Eve struggle to make sense of a world that’s somewhere
between Eden and Hell’ - EMMA DONOGHUE, author of Room
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