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Praise for Good Hope Road

‘An ambitious novel with deeply felt and perennially interesting themes … The emotional and psychological damage of war, and its effects on the men and their families, are sympathetically and sharply dramatised, while some of the writing is lovely’

Elizabeth Buchan, Daily Mail

‘The ebullient Obadaiah Nelson, a black boxing fan from Louisiana and fellow legionnaire … is the main narrator of the major’s war story and he tells it in rich voice peppered with slang and wit … A book of great ambition and power’

Antonia Senior, The Times

‘A sweeping novel of guilt, loss and misunderstanding’

The Lady

‘A powerfully emotive family drama featuring well-drawn and sympathetic characters set against a little known but momentous event in US history, which will strike a chord with those who enjoyed Pat Barker’s Regeneration and Richard Flanagan’s The Narrow Road to the Deep North’

We Love This Book

‘A story about fatherhood and family, about how there are some things we never, ever get over, about how love is enduring, and about how society can let down those who sacrifice most for it … Mandanna deftly weaves a spell that brings [the story] to a moving conclusion’

Girl!Reporter
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There come times in a man’s life that change everything. He looks about him afterwards and sees that the leaves have turned, as if in an instant. The river has altered its course, no longer flowing southward or anywhere familiar at all. It is changed, the ripples from hidden trout seeming to flow up-current, the stones in its bed flipped over, exposing pocked bellies so long buried in the mud.


PROLOGUE
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France • 1915

There’s mud in the South too, all sorts of it. Hard mud, under a sun bakin’ down so strong that the birds be fallin’ dizzy from the trees and near barbecued on the hot ground. Mud packed so tight that it sets the dogs to pantin’ as they hunt for shade, liftin’ their paws quick and delicate like, ’cause the ground, it burn them so. Not my feet though, they too rough used to notice – I been paddin’ ’bout barefoot most of my boyhood, all across the dirt roads and back ways of the Quarter. There’s soft mud, after the rain, she fall and loosen the soil so next year’s crop can come singin’ outta the earth. Red mud, light mud, in-between, Creole-coloured mud.

I seen all kinds of mud.

Upon all my borned days though, I ain’t never, not ever, known as much mud as there’s here at the Front. The fields, the woods, all torn up and left insides-out. Flowers gone, the grass, trees even, as if they all been sucked deep into the earth until only mud be left. Brown and black, the sort that stick like tar and blackstrap to guns and gear. The kind that suck at marchin’ boots and spit up the dead – not two days since they been buried when the mud, she churn and turn and heave them right out again. Itty bitties of them: elbows, knees and feet; pieces of the broken men lyin’ below.

There this boot I seen once. A trench wall gone and collapsed from the rain, right on to a sleepin’ soldier. His buddies, they scrambled hard to get him out, but turns out they started their diggin’ at the wrong end – by the time they uncovered one of his boots, it was already too late for him. The more they dug, the mud, it started to slip and fall again, until there was nothin’ to do but smooth the mud best they could and leave the poor bastard with his boot stickin’ straight out from the wall.

That was ’bout all the burial he got, but it since become a habit with every man to spit on our palms and give that boot a quick polish as we walk past, until darned if it ain’t become the shiniest, spiffiest hobnailed boot in all of wartime France.

A real good landmark it be too – ‘right by the dugout, past the duckboards, left by the boot’ – couldn’t miss it if you tried. It ain’t the feet that get to me, but the fingers and hands. They stick up from the mud, as if the dead, they diggin’ free of their graves. Sometimes when the wind blows, they look to be wavin’ at me.

‘Obadaiah. Hey, Obadaiah! Obadaiah, you hear me? Get me outta here.’

One of the first such I see, it lie not two paces away. We’d moved to the sector just the night previous, and the Boche sent up a real humdinger of fireworks to say hello. Whizz bangs, ash cans, potato mashers – everythin’ the Boche got, they thrown our way.

We hear the shells come a-whistlin’ and a-roarin’, and back in those early days, before I learned to tell by its sound just how close a shell was goin’ to fall, I be ’fraid every time that this here shell, it makin’ straight for me. No place to run, nowhere to hide; we crouch in the trenches, coverin’ our heads with our hands as if this goin’ to save us when a shell comes singin’ our names. All day long the shells fall and when finally they stop – and the earth, she stops buckin’ – I get up on my feet. My ears still ringin’ as I climb on to the fire step, dazed like, to have a look through the sandbags.

There it was, the hand, stickin’ straight up from the mud.

One of ours, that the first thing that come to my mind, but no, I look around at our part of the trench, and we all done good this time. Gaillard, he sittin’ up and cussin’ somethin’ fierce. James start to whistle, coolly brushin’ the dirt from his legs, but his breath don’t always come into the whistle and the tune comes out choppy like.

Bop. De. Bop. De. Boop.

Mud still dribble-drabblin’ down the walls of the trench; it always do, I will soon learn, after a shellin’. Somebody is screamin’ some distance away, to the left. Someone always be, after the shells. I tell you this: ain’t no human voice meant to make such pain-filled sounds, and no person made for hearin’ them. This man, he screamin’ somethin’ awful; all of us listen, although we try not to. I stare at the hand, and in between the hollerin’, and James’ whistlin’, and the soft, scratch-scratch sounds the mud make as it settle, I hear somethin’ more.

‘Obadaiah. Obadaiah,’ the hand seem to call. ‘Over here.’

By and by the screamin’ slows. The man who been wounded, he taken to the dressin’ station, but it don’t look so good, we learn. Still, it’s been a lucky evenin’. The trenches, they all held under the shellin’, ain’t none that caved in. That legionnaire, he our only casualty. Well, him, and Danny, who be visited by Miss Dia Rhea once more. She been his loyal companion for a few days now. It ain’t as bad as it could have been – Dia be less potent than the other Rhea sisters, Pia and Gonna, but try tellin’ that to a man shittin’ his guts out into a latrine bucket.

‘Maybe we set Danny up on a ’75, and send over some of that ass gas to the Boche,’ I suggest. ‘Clear them out in a hurry.’

A weak joke, but we laugh anyhow, glad to shake the tension that stays on after a shellin’. Like wires on a banjo after the music’s been plucked from them, twangin’ quiet like, back and forth.

For some reason, I say nothin’ ’bout the hand.

The Captain come by in a while. Ain’t no orders to attack tonight, he say; seem like the shellin’ is the last show for the evenin’. The field between the rolls of bobwire go quiet as the sun fold up and the light start to die. Up and down the trenches, men curl white and tired in their coats. I find it hard to sleep. I keep thinkin’ ’bout that hand, stickin’ so straight and alone from the mud. It a French hand, Boche, or English? I wonder. A man’s hand is ’bout all I can tell. I stretch out my own, wrist stiff, fingers wide; the first stars throw a cool light over the lines in my palm.

I touch the gris-gris in my pocket and think suddenly to send up a prayer. For that hand, and the man it once belonged to, for the wounded this evenin’, for all of us.

The prayer, it one I ain’t said in a while, one Pappy taught me moons ago. I repeat the words silently, holdin’ the gris-gris in my fingers. It a right powerful gris-gris, brimful of protection and magic, and as I rub the fur on the rabbit’s foot, Pappy’s schoolhouse come floatin’ into my mind. The wooden floorboards with the crack to one side. The window stuffed with rags – the glass been broken so many times with a brick or similar thrown hard and bitter, made sense to stop tryin’ to fix it and just leave it broke. Pappy, so serious, holdin’ the Bible as he teach.

‘Obadaiah,’ I hear again, a whisper over the wire. My eyes fly open and the schoolhouse is gone, just like that, disappeared into the night.

The minutes tick past so awful slow that it’s a relief to get on guard duty. I climb up on the fire step, leanin’ my rifle against the wall as I brush away the night crawlies litterin’ the elbow rest. Some ‘rest’ – most these trenches been built for one size of man – a not so big man – and I always got to fidget some to get comfortable. I set my eyes to the loophole. My sight takes some adjustin’, from hours of lookin’ at nothin’ but this way to Danny shittin’, to that way at Gaillard bayonetin’ every toadfrog he find – and there be plenty on the water-filled floor – to straight upwards at the peel of grey sky. Feel good, to let my eyes stretch into the night.

A temporary truce was called in this sector two days ago, we heard tell, so that both sides might bury their dead. There’s the faint bite of chloride of lime in the air, from where it was sprinkled ’bout the trenches and across No Man’s Land. The field before me all hacked up once more from today’s shellin’, but the bobwire belts still look fresh repaired. Ain’t nothin’ lyin’ snagged on them tonight, no fallen men, none of their gear. I run my eyes real careful over the wires, post to post, one end to the other, and wonder just where the snipers are lyin’ in wait. I look over the heaps of earth, and the shell holes filled with silent, gun-shine water.

The hand is still stickin’ from the mud, so clear in the starlight that a sniper could take out every finger, one by one, if he wanted. A Boche hand, or English or French? I wonder to myself again, but ain’t no way to know. It’s a man’s hand, is all. Young, I figure – the skin fits tight over the fingers. Ain’t been dead too long either; not yet been time for it to turn green, to bloat with gas and stench.

A man on guard duty, all kind of thoughts start to go through his head as he stand on the fire step. Nothin’ to do for two hours but pick over mist and shadow, wonderin’ if the Boche gonna attack on his watch. Minute after minute tick past with ain’t nothin’ happenin’, and slowly his mind start to wander, this way and that. The whisky smell of Perdido Street, the dolls shakin’ their hips so fine. The blind praline vendor, the Rexall on the corner, and watermelon, red to the rind. He grin in the darkness, ’memberin’ old fights where he won, drum his fingers thinkin’ of them that he lost. He fuss and worry over things he might’ve done different, dream of all that he goin’ to do, all the places he might get to after the war.

Tonight though, all I can think ’bout is that hand. I wonder what it been doin’ before it came to rest here in the mud. The man it belonged to ain’t never worked in no cotton fields like I done, his skin, it the wrong colour for that. Never stepped inside no ring either I bet, never practised no swings at sacks of river sand – ain’t no scars or bumps to show. Maybe he played the piano someplace where the ladies smelled fine, or tennis in one of those clubs where they serve sandwiches so small, it take thirty to satisfy. Maybe he been a teacher like Pappy, or a writer like James? A passin’ cloud casts a long, low shadow over the fingers; from where I stand, the shadow, it looks like an ink stain.

A writer, then?

A writer, I settle.

I think of all the words those fingers might have written before the war, whatever language they been in.

Food. Sex. Vin. Musik. Cher. Woman. Heart. Sun. River. Père. Papan. Gott.

All the words that poured from that hand before the mud, before this endless, graveyard mud.

‘Obadaiah,’ I seem to hear him say, ‘Obadaiah.’

Even when my watch is over, I find it hard to sleep. I smash the butt of my rifle against the rats that scratch around our boots. Once or twice, I get one and hear it squeal. Don’t stop them though, never do, so I stop. I can hear them runnin’ across coats and haversacks, and try not to think ’bout what they be eatin’ as they root in the mud, or how they be growin’ so glossy and fat they look more like house cats than rats. I think ’bout the hand, stickin’ lonesome and defenceless from the mud, and what those rats might do to it. I hold my rifle closer. If they come upon it, I will shoot, I tell myself. It goin’ to fetch me all sorts of trouble with the Captain, I know, but Lord, I goin’ to shoot …

Close to mornin’ when bone tiredness take a hold of me. I fall asleep, sittin’ with my back against the wall of the trench, rifle in my hands. I dream of Pappy’s schoolhouse, ’cept there ain’t nobody inside.

The daily stand-to alarm go off an hour before dawn, shakin’ the sleep from me. It take me a moment to figure out where I am before I get to my feet. All of us legionnaires line up on the fire step, rubbin’ at stiff shoulders and sleep-filled eyes, weapons ready in case of a ‘surprise’ attack. The foolishness of this war: across from us, beyond the bobwire, beyond the stretch of No Man’s Land and then the bobwire belts on the other side, the Boche be doin’ exactly the same.

I’m slow gettin’ to the fire step; when I do, James is standin’ where I been last night. From where I am, I ain’t able to see the dead soldier’s hand. This bother me bad. I look over at James – surely he seen it by now? His expression give nothin’ away. He stare straight ahead, movin’ the plug of chaw in his cheek. I search through the loophole in front of me, but all I see is mud, and wire, and a slowly lightenin’ sky.

I can’t hear it no more neither; ain’t nobody callin’ my name.

We wait there an hour, stampin’ our feet and shiftin’ ’bout to get warm, until the dawn is fully upon us. The stand-down sound and men start to move ’bout the trench, fixin’ to clean their rifles, do repair work, mend the duckboards and such. Danny sayin’ somethin’ to me but I ain’t payin’ no attention as I mosey along the fire step to where I been standin’ last night. I think of them rats, and for a moment, I’m right afraid of what I’m goin’ to see. I set my eyes to the loophole.

A weight lift from my chest and I grin, from one side of my mug to the other. There’s my buddy’s hand, stickin’ from the mud, five fingers, clear as day.

It just a hand, a dead stranger’s hand, but in those five stiff fingers, in that silent, unmovin’ palm, I see all of his life that’s passed before. He no longer just another dead soldier, but a man, once with breath and body and a heart beatin’ with want – a man, same as me. When I see his hand still there, unharmed through the night, it as if that fallen soldier, he gone and survived after all. As if everythin’ that come before – all that those fingers did before the war, the words they wrote, the hands they touched, the rifle they held at the end – all those things, they ain’t been for nothin’.

I grin through the loophole, uncarin’ of who’s lookin’ at me.

‘Good mornin’,’ I call to it, man to man. ‘Good mornin’.’


ONE
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Raydon, Vermont • March 1932

Jim Stonebridge waded deeper into the river. It extended before him, the grey of winter giving way to a brisk, clear blue, and where the afternoon sun caught it, a quicksilver sheen. He waded slowly, not so far that the water breached the tops of his rubber boots, and with an economy of movement that set off hardly a ripple. Ahead and to his left, an outcrop of rock thrust its shoulder over the river. The water that lay beneath was shielded from the sun, dark and still as a pane of glass. The river ran deep there, he knew, and in those cavernous hollows, trout. Fat-bellied rainbows, he was certain of it.

He stopped, bracing his legs against the silt. A slight breeze nudged at the ends of his canvas shirt. It hung over the river for an instant, weighted with the smell of wet earth and pine. The scent it carried lingered, dense and familiar. He took a deep breath, drawing it in. Tree oil. Resin. Mud. Spring seeding the woods.

Everywhere, the quiet sounds of water. The river flowing freely once more, the floes of ice, speckled with twigs and the debris of last year’s leaf litter, the only remnants of its winter carapace. Water in the woods, dripping from thawing bark, pooling in snowmelt ground. Ice cracked, breaking down, rippling in the ridges marked by his boot, seeping into the frozen earth and awakening the soil.

He ran a thumb over his fishing rod, along the silk that threaded its length. A casual glance at the overhang of rock to anchor his bearings. A controlled flick of his arm, backwards, forwards. Fly, leader and line arced overhead.

A movement in the trees caught his eye. A squirrel, losing its grip on a nut or acorn, bounded along a branch. Idly, he followed its flight, measuring without conscious thought the distance from where he stood. Slipping into the boyhood pattern of old – judging the angle of the muzzle, the trajectory of the hypothetical shot.

A dab of colour on the horizon, drawing his eye further upwards. Just above the stand of grey, bare branches reaching for the sun, a patch of red, marking the sky.

An apple? was the first thought that jumped into his head, despite its obvious incongruousness. He began to reel in the slack line as the object floated clear of the tree line. He watched puzzled as it sailed overhead, trailing a rippled shadow over the river.

A balloon?

He heard the drone of the plane almost immediately after. Little more than a dull vibration in the back of his teeth at first, but steadily rising in volume, the sound grating in the air. He recast the line, annoyed.

Flatlanders, come from Boston to holiday in hill country with their rich-boy toys.

The noise of the plane grew louder as it came wheeling into view. Stubbornly, he refused to acknowledge it, reeling in the line as if the plane simply did not exist, even though the sound of its engines was now strident enough to spook the fish. He glanced again at the outcrop of rock, got his bearings, flicked his arm. Fly, leader, line in a perfect cast, but the sound of the engine was impossible to ignore, the peace of the afternoon now firmly a thing of the past.

‘Fuck.’ Reeling in the line again, he squinted into the sun.

It was a small, twin-engine affair, flying low enough that he could make out the man in the cockpit. Behind him, someone obscured by a mass of balloons. An absurdly large number of balloons, even more than he’d seen in the marquee tent of the carnival that stopped by the town each summer. They streamed from behind the pilot’s seat and out from both sides of the plane. Red. Each the same bright shade of apple red.

The plane banked and flew lower, directly over the river, in an explosion of sound and colour sure to scare even the deepest-lying trout.

‘FUCK.’

He watched it approach, standing stock still, rod in hand. Closer yet, the noise infernally loud, the balloons parted and now he could make out a face. A girl, her hair loose and wild, startlingly red in colour, almost exactly the same tint as the balloons she held. She waved at him, sending the balloons bobbing this way and that. She was laughing, he saw, as she waved again.

He smiled. She leaned to shout something to him, her words lost in the roar of the engines. Had she been closer, she would have seen his smile for what it was – a cold, angry thing that barely touched his eyes. Still smiling, he lifted his arm straight above his head and gave her, the balloons and that damned plane an unmitigated Stonebridge finger.

She slackened her grip, taken aback, and the balloons in one fist at once spun free. The plane passed on by, banked to the right and accelerated as it swept over the trees. He watched it grow smaller until it was finally lost to sight. Balloons skipped helter-skelter in its wake, like a flock of red-winged birds whose cage had unexpectedly been sprung. Some floated higher, some lower, bursts of apple red blossoming in the clouds and snagging on the wintered tamaracks. A solitary balloon floated towards the river, bouncing off the outcrop of rock before landing on the glassy pool beneath. It settled there, the red of its skin taking on a deeper hue as it touched the unlit water like a dark, slow-blurring stain.

Jim turned and waded towards the shore.

‘How many?’

He hesitated as he nudged the andirons closer to the fire. He pushed a fallen log into place, feeding it into the heart of the flames. ‘None.’

His father grunted. ‘Told you it was too early.’

Jim straightened, turning around so that the fire warmed the backs of his legs. ‘Saw some rising.’

‘You saw nothing. Too early in the season, that’s all. Damn fool’s errand and a waste of time.’

Jim tossed the tongs back on their hook. They landed with a clang, sending dandelion wisps of soot parachuting into the air. ‘They were there,’ he insisted edgily. ‘It was the aeroplane that spooked them.’ Soon as he said the words, he wished he hadn’t.

‘Plane?’ Major James Stonebridge’s eye twitched. The left one, betraying, as it always did, the tension beginning to fester inside. It squeezed shut, fluttered open, fluid pooled in its corners. ‘Boche? A Boche plane?’

‘No. Not Boche, not Germans. Not here.’

The Major stared at his son, his eye starting to water in earnest.

‘It wasn’t the Boche,’ Jim repeated. ‘Just a couple of flatlander asses showing off.’

‘How do you know?’ the Major snapped. He pawed irritably at his eye. ‘You don’t know for certain.’

‘The one behind – she was a woman.’

‘A what?’ The Major’s jaw slackened with surprise. ‘A woman? No, not the Boche then.’ Frowning, he looked down at his clenched fists, as if they were foreign appendages, new, unfamiliar. ‘Not the Boche,’ he repeated. He opened his fists, flexed his fingers. ‘Flatlanders. Of course.’

‘Here,’ Jim said quietly, ‘why don’t you sit awhile.’

‘I’ll sit when I want to,’ the Major said sharply. He did. With a small thump as he eased his cane out of the way. He swiped at the moisture dribbling down his cheek and cupped a palm over the still-quivering eye. He sat in his customary place, before the fire, his armchair positioned with its back to the window and the magnificent views that lay outside.

Jim turned away, pretending to fiddle with the flies laid out to dry atop the mantel. Trying to spare his father the humiliation of being caught in open field; of such naked, misplaced apprehension. He felt the seep of the older man’s discomfiture keenly nonetheless, the sour tang of it mingling with the smell of the Major’s whisky breath, of mulch and woodsmoke, hanging heavy and unspoken between then. He smoothed the patch of canvas on which the flies lay, watching his father all the while in the mirror overhead.

The mirror hung over the mantel by means of a thick chain of brass. A massive oval. Its size marked it as out of the ordinary, but was not by itself its most unusual feature. Instead of the customary clear, silver-backed glass, the surface of the mirror was black. Deep, obsidian black, like something forged of rain and pushed up through the stones, or the egg, perhaps, of some nocturnal, giant-winged bird. From where it squatted on the wall, it commanded a view of nearly the entire room. The overstuffed leather armchairs, the rocker in the corner, the maroon and beige wallpaper with its jumble of roses and reverse printed foliage. The silhouette pictures of his great-great grandparents, the samplers on the far wall, picking out family names, births and marriages in a precise cross-stitch. The radio with its dully gleaming knobs, the fishing tackle from that afternoon leaning against the side door, old pictures from magazines, that someone had framed. A pine cone upon a shelf. Mourning pictures worked in silk, the threads come undone from the embroidered arcs of willow and oak, the once white gowns of the women now yellowed with age. A pewter tray. A musical box, its key rusted. A host of amber tankards.

The detritus of six generations of Stonebridges, all captured and compressed on to the convex surface of the mirror. The blackness of the glass absorbed both colour and light, its opacity rendering the reflected images flatter, less vivid. The apple trees framed in the window, the edge of the barn just visible, the winter sun – all as if diluted when viewed in the mirror, sundered from frost and shine and the depth of everyday living.

His father’s face was no longer florid, the vein in his forehead smoother, the pallor of his broad but finely formed hands accentuated as he drummed on the arms of the chair, stopping now and again to sop up the moisture that still dribbled down his cheek. He’d squeezed the errant eye shut to control the twitching, but Jim saw how the other one darted still, from this corner of the room to that, as if hunting an unseen enemy.

‘Can never be too careful,’ the Major said abruptly. ‘Tricky bastards, the Boche.’ He drummed his fingers on the arms again, frowning as a thought struck him. ‘This woman,’ he said suspiciously, ‘she could have been—’

‘Just tourists,’ Jim repeated.

The Major looked up sharply, recalling the mirror on the wall, and was suddenly aware of his son’s scrutiny. Their eyes met, the small subterfuge of the son evident in the slight and momentary widening of his eyes; a percussive flush of shame. Then anger, in the father’s at the concern he saw in the other’s face, at himself, for placing it there. Both faces grew shuttered in the very next instant; nothing left to see but a studied blandness. The mirror leaching the blue so thoroughly from both pairs of irises that the years between them seemed to fall away: two pairs of matched, water-colour eyes, watching each other in the dark mirrored glass.

Jim flipped the flies over with deliberate casualness. ‘Flatlanders. Early this year. Flew so low, they spooked the fish.’

The Major stared coolly at his son. He nodded. ‘Flatlanders,’ he agreed.

A wind came whistling up towards the house, rattling the shutters and reaching draughty fingers under the kitchen door. The Major hawked his throat in response, spitting a rich, dark-coloured stream of tobacco juice into the fire where it hissed and spluttered in the flames.

He frowned. ‘You ought to have waited. They’d have returned. The fish,’ he elaborated irritably. ‘After the sound quieted, they’d have come back.’


TWO
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Jim did not think of the girl from the plane in the days that followed. Still, when he saw her next, in the general store two weeks after, Jim knew it was her at once. She stood with her back to him, examining bolts of some pale fabric at the counter. It was her hair he recognised. Rich red, as deeply coloured as he remembered from when he’d seen it streaming behind her in that plane. It curled loose about her shoulders now, a lush, vixen pelt.

She glanced briefly over her shoulder as the door chime sounded, before turning back to her scrutiny of the fabric. For some reason it annoyed him, the brevity of her attention, as if he’d expected her to recognise him too. He let his gaze linger, taking in the way the blue dress she wore moved with her, moulding to the supple waist, the long legs, the surprisingly defined calves.

‘Jim.’ Mrs Dalloway beamed from behind the counter. She stood on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. ‘Your father, how is he?’

He shrugged.

She took the grocery list from him, not bothering to read through it as she began setting out packs of smoking tobacco on the counter with practised ease. ‘Do you know, I almost ran out of these? One of those flatlander tourists came in looking for a few just the other day. Said I was all out though, knew you’d be coming by soon enough …’

‘Excuse me.’ The girl smiled at Mrs Dalloway. ‘I don’t mean to interrupt, but may I have a look at the teal, over there?’

‘Of course, dear.’ Glancing apologetically at Jim, Mrs Dalloway bustled over, donning the pair of spectacles that dangled permanently around her neck. ‘Now, which one is it that you wanted? The green-blue one over there – or is it blue-green? It’s pretty, isn’t it?’

‘You been out yet this season, Jim?’ Mrs Dalloway called. She nodded at the flies tied in a corner. ‘The river’s running again.’

He looked involuntarily at the girl, as if she might somehow connect this mention of the river, and fishing, with him. ‘Still too cold for the fish, I reckon.’

‘Oh, I don’t know, with this spell of sun that we’re having …’ she gestured at the chairs set around the old potbellied stove. ‘Been keeping even the regulars away, that’s how warm it’s turned.’

Jim had passed old Asaph and Jeremiah Thompson beside the church earlier that morning, sunning themselves on the benches around the large maple. ‘They’ll be by. Isn’t anyone strong enough to keep away from your coffee, Mrs Dalloway.’

She laughed, her cheeks turning pink with pleasure at the compliment. ‘You could be right, you could be right.’ She turned back to her customer. ‘So, what do you think, dear? It does suit your colouring.’

‘I’m not sure … They are all so pretty, it’s hard to decide.’

A hint of iron entered Mrs Dalloway’s voice. ‘Well now, you need to make up your mind, dear. Here, why don’t I let you decide while I finish up with Jim.’

She resumed stacking the tins of tobacco on the counter. ‘Flatlanders!’ she mouthed to him, rolling her eyes. ‘Now let’s see. Coffee, flour—’

‘Hi, you there, in the overalls. Help a girl out, would you?’ Jim turned, startled. The girl had two different swathes of fabric draped over her, tucked over each shoulder and about her waist. She cocked her head, smiling, and that mane of hair fell to one side. ‘The teal, or the rose?’

He began to say something, caught off guard, then shrugged, embarrassed. The girl laughed, a low throaty sound that seemed to him all kinds of knowing, making him feel like a fool.

‘Well, that decides it,’ she declared. Unwinding the bolts from about her, she piled them onto the counter. ‘I’ll buy both, and that’s that.’

She sauntered over, her heels loud on the wooden floor as Jim handed his father’s card to Mrs Dalloway.

‘Why, is that a veteran’s card?’

‘Yes, dear.’ There was still a touch of asperity in Mrs Dalloway’s voice. ‘It’s Major Stonebridge’s – Jim’s father. He was in the war.’

‘The town must be proud.’

‘That we are,’ Mrs Dalloway agreed, her tone softening at the girl’s interest. ‘He was decorated in France you know. A real Yankee doughboy.’

The girl turned to Jim, intrigued.

‘Do you think we might meet him? My friends and I, we have a summer theatre camp going. Well, spring camp, I suppose. We thought we’d begin early this year, no point in waiting about when we were all quite bored. Anyway, we’re working on a play. It’s about soldiers. And the Great War. Do you think your father might accord us the pleasure of his counsel? Lend some authenticity to our shenanigans?’

‘No.’ Jim didn’t bother elaborating the bald refusal, still prickling from his earlier fumble.

‘He’s a private sort, dear, the Major,’ Mrs Dalloway piped up helpfully. ‘Keeps to himself, a real stay-at-home. Why, I don’t think I’ve seen him in years, isn’t that right, Jim?’

‘Yes, but I’m sure if he knew … Oh!’ The girl paused, her mouth rounding dramatically over the ‘Oh’. ‘Why, how rude, I’ve yet to introduce myself!’ She extended a slim-boned hand, not put off in the least by his reticence. ‘I’m Madeleine. Madeleine Scott.’

After that morning, he thought of her. That rich red colour. Suddenly, it was everywhere. In the roan of a cow, in the threads unravelling from the velvet of his father’s smoking jacket. In a portrait on a wall, a past Mrs Stonebridge wearing something red and sparkling about her throat. In the seams of the leather armchair, and the bridles glistening with oil against the wall of the barn. In the apples that lay fallen around the oldest tree in the orchard, arcs and moons of red on snow-patch ground.

Jim turned from the window, glancing restlessly at the black mirror. He could still see the tree, grafted from the earliest on the orchard. It seemed to list even more crookedly towards the barn when viewed in reflection, the memory of last year’s storm in its jagged crown and gnarled, arthritic stem. The littered apples seemed at once attenuated and exaggerated, the red of their skins muted, but taking on a strange, subterranean glow, as if they were on an illustrated plate in one of his great-grandfather’s books.

The image jogged Jim’s memory, reminding him of a book he hadn’t thought about in years. He waited until the Major had stepped outside, vaguely guilty as he watched him make his way through the dooryard. Only then did he head upstairs. He pulled out the book from the corner cupboard, shaking it to dislodge any insects that might be roosting within its pages despite the cedar roses that Ellie had thought to place along the shelves.

He whacked it against the windowsill and a puff of rust-coloured rot rose from the leather spine. It hung in the air, soft and amorphous, before drifting down, obscuring and then revealing the blurred image of the Major through the thick-paned glass. Jim studied his father for an instant, watching as the Major stooped and fussed around the fruit trees that were trained over the stone walls of the orchard. He turned his attention back to the book. It was a cyclopedia of painters and paintings. He flipped through the plates of reproductions, and there she was, just as he’d remembered her.

Venus Anadyomene.

‘Aphrodite’, the Major had pencilled in the margin. ‘Made famous in a much-admired, now-lost painting by Apelles. Said to be inspired by Phyrne, the famous Greek courtesan, who, during the festivals of the Eleusinia and Poseidonia, was given to swimming in the sea, naked.’

The woman in the black-and-white illustration was full-hipped and bare, squeezing the water from hair that hung over one shoulder. The lack of colour rendered the image flat, antiseptic, but nonetheless he still remembered the thrill he’d felt as a boy when he’d first happened upon her. The illicit tingle of pleasure as he’d taken in that expanse of unclothed skin.

‘It’s a very famous painting,’ the Major had explained to his young son. ‘Well, a painting of a painting, although no one knows for certain what the original looked like. Titian. He was the artist. His name also means “a shade of red”.’

He’d said nothing in front of his father, but later, he’d stolen open the book and coloured in the woman’s hair and the tips of those perky, gloriously naked breasts with a stick of bright-red Crayola.

A good thrashing it had earned him too, he remembered as he stared down at the page. Venus – or Aphrodite – who had once appeared so alluring now looked to him doughy and lumpen. The hair though … he touched a finger to it, tracing the strokes of red crayon, smudging the colour gently into the paper. A blue dress. A mane of red hair, tumbling down her back. He trailed his finger lower, down the exposed throat, to the chest, to the tips of the woman’s breasts.

There was a flare in his groin. Suddenly restless, Jim shut the book with a snap and put it back in the cupboard, the rot settling on to his corduroys like soft, rust-coloured soot.

The third time he saw her, it was in the woods again. When Ellie came in the following Wednesday to cook and tidy up the place, she told Jim about a bobcat sighting, over by the Garland place, said that her kid had mentioned it to her. He set out the next morning, not particularly hopeful of bagging the creature without a dog to trail and tree it. Still, a bobcat sighting could hardly be ignored, not with the bounty paid by the State for each furred head.

He walked about the brush where the animal had last been sighted, methodically combing the ground. Sure enough, there they were: a neat set of tracks. His gut told him that if the cat was headed anywhere, it would be to the ridge that lay eastward, towards the river. Plenty of rocks and ledges there for resting places, and the wetlands teeming with hares and such for prey.

The problem was, the ridge lay plumb on the Garland property. It didn’t seem like anyone was around though, not this early anyhow. The Garlands usually just came up from the city in the summer … He hesitated, only momentarily, before crossing the dirt road and passing the posted trees that marked the land as private property.

The acre or so of woodland that skirted the road lay in a depression. Filled with shade and thick with trees, the place seemed to him unusually silent. The ground was largely free of snow but yet winter-hardened, frozen solid in the slew of frosted nights that had followed on the heels of the warm spell. Jim headed deeper into the woods, glancing now and again at the ridge ahead as if he half expected the cat to be lying there in the open, sunning itself.

The trees grew fewer, a thin, clear light shimmering between them. A lone icicle hung from a branch. He touched a finger to the droplet beading its tip. A couple more days of sunshine like today and the few remaining patches of snow would melt as well, the creeks beginning to run in earnest once more. Cradling his gun, he walked on, mulling idly over the quiet.

He paused before a loose stand of sugar maple. The full-sap moon had risen the previous week. Low, blue over the woods, marking the start of the sugaring season. The maples had stirred in response, the sap slowly released from the wintered heartwood. The weather that had followed – days of sunshine and frost-tipped nights – had been ideal for making the sap really start to flow. All across the hills, the maples, still bare-boughed, were turned parturient, surging with quiet tides.

Jim rested a hand against the trunk of a maple, weighing in his mind the sap that lay pooling within, when it struck him: the tree wasn’t tapped, and neither were any of the others. That’s why it was so quiet – there was no plink-plink of maple sap dripping into buckets. He frowned to himself. Soon these maples would bud and the sap would turn, no longer suitable for syrup. Flatlanders! Frowning at the waste of it, he glanced again at the ridge looming directly ahead and walked on.

The soil was wetter as he approached the river, the beginnings of a spring creek evident in a shallow ditch, its border of snow still pure white and pristine. A few feet ahead, another crystalline stretch, but this one lay dimpled, ice piled in telltale granular furrows about its length. He extended a foot, the ice crunching beneath his boot as he shoved it aside; underneath, the meaty, speckled spathes of a skunk cabbage. The spring flower of the woods. It simultaneously curled about itself and thrust upwards in a red, fecund heat, melting its way through the ice.

A stray, boyhood memory: placing a spathe of cabbage in his mouth; the burning an instant later, like a hundred needles piercing his tongue. The Major, holding him above the kitchen sink, washing out his mouth.

He was shaking the ice off his boot when he spotted the scat. A sizable pile beneath a gnarled oak, bare of foliage and thick through the butt. He hunkered down over the droppings and when he glanced again at the ridge, there she was, out of nowhere.

Madeleine Scott. She stood with her hands on her hips, calmly watching – nearly startling the crap out of him too.

‘This is posted property.’

‘Didn’t see no signs.’

She laughed. ‘They’re everywhere! Douggie likes people to know what’s his.’

He stood up, brushing his hands on his shirt.

‘Oh, don’t leave, for God’s sake.’ She grinned. ‘I won’t tell if you don’t.’

She came down the slope towards him, hair fiery against the backdrop of grey bark and clear sky. She stamped her feet as she reached the bottom, a light gesture that barely dislodged the mess of pine needles and soil from her boots. She seemed neither to notice nor to care.

‘I won’t tell,’ she repeated, shading her eyes as she looked at him. ‘Besides, if you go, Jim Stonebridge, how am I ever going to find my way out of here?’

She’d remembered his name. A frisson of pleasure, followed by annoyance at himself for caring either way.

She bent over the scat. ‘What are these? Droppings?’

‘A bobcat’s.’

‘How do you know?’

He shrugged.

‘How?’ she persisted.

‘Been hunting them a long time.’

‘Still,’ she said doubtfully, ‘how can you be certain?’

‘The ends,’ he said, exasperated. ‘See how they are blunted and not tapered? That’s typical for a bobcat. There’s a lot of it too – the scat, it’s in bits and pieces.’

‘Bits and bobs of bobcat scat.’ She laughed. ‘You learn something new every day. So what else can you teach me, Hunter Stonebridge?’

He looked at her, a swift, sideways glance, but she appeared to be genuinely interested, her expression guileless. Their eyes met for an instant, held. ‘Their tracks are rounded,’ he said stiffly, ‘more so than those left by coyotes or fisher cats.’

She nodded, and he found himself wondering what else she might find interesting. That bobcat claws were retractable and didn’t always show in the tracks? The way they had of crossing a logging road as soon as they came upon it, instead of padding cautiously alongside like other creatures tended to do? That some folks called them Wood Ghosts; that to see one was a good omen, and he had seen one, once, years ago on the frozen river, a spectre carved from ice and woodsmoke?

‘They’ve summer and winter coats,’ he offered, ‘silver in the winter, brown and red,’ – he glanced at her hair – ‘in the summer.’ Abruptly self-conscious, he turned from her as if to scan the ridges.

‘How long have you been tracking this one?’

‘Not long.’ He hesitated. ‘A couple of hours. Goes better with a dog,’ he added defensively.

‘Don’t you have one?’

‘Gave her away.’

‘Oh. Why? Was she no good?’

‘She was great.’

‘So why did you—’

‘Why are you here anyway?’ he demanded. ‘Are you really lost or just following me around?’

She laughed. ‘That’s right. First I lie in wait at the store and now I’m stalking you through the woods.’ She seated herself on a large rock, tilting her head as she looked up at him. ‘I’m a trifle lost, I have to admit. It was such a lovely morning that a walk seemed like just the thing, but now—’ She sighed dramatically. ‘I can’t quite figure out my way back.’

‘Damn fool thing to do, wandering about alone when you’re not familiar with the woods. What would you have done if you hadn’t seen me?’

‘Climbed a tree or something? Walked to the water and waited there?’ she shrugged, unperturbed. ‘I’d have thought of something.’

He shook his head, amused despite himself. ‘There are snakes around these parts, you know.’ He gestured towards where she sat. ‘Rattlers, under rocks and such.’

She shot to her feet. ‘Rattlers?’

He grinned. ‘No.’

‘That’s not funny.’

‘Come on, let’s get you back.’ He started back towards the dirt road that bordered the woods. ‘I take it you’re staying at Doug Garland’s place then?’

‘Yes. But what about your bobcat?’

‘Long gone. You talk far too loud for it to have stuck around.’

‘I do not,’ she said calmly. ‘A lady never raises her voice. I don’t think there was a bobcat here in the first place. In fact, I don’t think you know what you’re talking about, Jim Stonebridge.’

He turned around at that, just like she knew he would. ‘Oh, I don’t, do I?’

She settled back on the boulder and shook her head. ‘No, I’m afraid you don’t. What’s more, you’ve been very rude to me every time I’ve met you.’

‘Have I? Third time’s the charm.’

‘A third time!’ She laughed. ‘You’re very confident that there will be a third.’

He looked quizzically at her, neither letting on about that first encounter of sorts at the river which would make this the third time they had met, nor disabusing her of the notion that he fancied meeting her again.

When he told the Major that Madeleine would be visiting, Jim waited, shoulders unconsciously tensed, fork poised over Ellie’s boiled dinner, unsure how his father would react.

The Major continued to chew his food. He took a slow sip of whisky and nodded as he set down the tumbler. ‘Flatlander?’

‘From Boston,’ Jim replied, relieved.

Jim said nothing more about how they’d met, or how, despite meaning to drop her off at the road that led to the Garland place, he’d found himself dawdling.

They’d meandered back as he pointed out the skunk cabbage he’d found, and another patch of ice, honeycombed in the light. She told him that her father taught economics at the University in Boston and was doing some research for Douggie on the side. The invitation, when it came, had worked out well, her theatre group had been looking for a place to practise and …

‘What’s your play about?’ he asked.

‘It’s called Catharsis. An interpretation of the Great War through modern dance. Here,’ she said by way of explanation. Standing in the middle of a clearing, the sun picking out all kinds of colours in her hair, she folded her body in half, bending over an extended foot like some graceful, long-necked bird. She turned, arms outstretched, light streaming down over creamy skin and fluid muscle.

He said nothing then, but he would think of that moment often. The glory of her hair, the grace of her body, sunlight flowing over her as if over the surface of a river. ‘What do you want with the Major?’ he’d asked brusquely, to mask his discomfiture.

‘Your father? He sounds interesting.’

‘He never talks about the war.’

‘Alright.’ She smiled. ‘It doesn’t matter, it was just an idea.’

Of course, now that she didn’t seem all that keen to meet the Major, perversely, he wanted her to. He wanted her to see the old house, discover for herself how erudite his father was, to show her the apple orchard, and the books in every room.

‘Even if he doesn’t talk about it, you should meet him.’

‘Alright,’ she said again, simply. ‘When?’

He looked now at his father. ‘This Wednesday,’ he said, in response to the Major’s question, and the latter nodded.

That was the end of the conversation, father and son fell back into their daily routine of eating at the twelve-seater carved dining table together, but mostly in silence. Jim slathered mustard on to his portion of beef and began to tuck in heartily, thinking again of his meeting with Madeleine in the woods. He’d just dropped her off near the gates of the Garland estate when he’d turned, on a whim:

‘Some folks call them Wood Ghosts,’ he’d called out. ‘Bobcats. It’s good luck if you see one. Spotted one by the frozen river once, not far from where we were today. Just sitting there, staring into the woods. Like a statue carved from ice. Its breath had frozen into icicles about its nostrils and frost had bearded its face.’
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