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Author’s Note

This is a novel. I made it up.

But much of the really neat historical stuff is true.

I have included a more detailed note about my research at the end of the book. Thank you to the local historians who shared the good gossip about Ernest Harold Baynes (b. 1868–d. 1925), the real-life Doctor Doolittle of New Hampshire and alleged total ladies’ man. A special thank-you and an apology to Larry, who told me to “keep it positive.”





Chapter 1

 

Emma Starling didn’t come into Everton the way that took her by Maple Street Cemetery, so she didn’t hold her breath when she drove by us, like she used to on the school bus as a kid. She didn’t drive by the town square either, so she missed the celebratory sight when the four men and two teenage boys finally caught the wild boar. Emma hadn’t seen the way they whooped and slapped one another on the back.

Boars aren’t native to New Hampshire, but here in Everton, they often dig out underneath the electric fence to escape the private hunting park that spans the Upper Valley. The park is enormous, 26,000 acres, fenced in about 135 years ago by the nineteenth-century robber baron Austin Corbin as his grand retirement project; he bought up the land from farmers and shipped in animals from all over the world. The Corbin family went bankrupt after the world wars, and today the park is owned by a small club of anonymous millionaires, each member with their own hunting cabin. These millionaires tend to keep to themselves, unless a boar gets out, when park headquarters puts out a call to catch the pig: $1,000 reward.

“Shit,” Emma said, her anxiety mounting as she drove. “I can’t believe I’m back here.”

Even though Emma didn’t drive by us in the cemetery, we could hear her muttering to herself; we could see that she had an enormous white dog in the backseat of her red rental car; we were beginning to hear some of her thoughts. We see and hear it all in Everton, one of the perks of being dead, omniscience within town limits. It’s a little frustrating how the living come and go, but we always get the full story eventually.

Emma’s story was trickling out of her now. We learned it wasn’t a triumphant return for the twenty-two-year-old red-headed medical school student, who was wearing a nice enough gray sweater but had rips in the knees of her jeans that her mother would never approve of. It seemed things had gone all wrong back in California, but right now, she was mostly thinking about what she was driving into. Her father’s new doctor said he couldn’t be sure exactly what the disease was until an autopsy, which was definitely out of the question as long as Clive remained alive, but it was causing tremors, confusion, and extremely vivid hallucinations.

“Today he says he’s seeing a ghost,” Emma’s mother had complained on the phone. She’d sighed. “Dr. Wheeler says a year, two at the best.”

“How can this doctor say it’ll be a year when he doesn’t know what disease it is?” Emma asked.

“It’s not the time to outsmart everyone, Emma. It can be a little tiring. Just come home. I know your brother would like to see you too.”

Emma knew there was no way Auggie gave one single flying fart about whether she ever came home or not, but she knew it was time to come home anyway.

“And you need to forgive your father before he dies,” her mother had reminded her. “Otherwise, that guilt will eat you from the inside out.”

“Okay, Mom,” Emma had said, and the phone call was pretty much over after that. Her mom had followed up with an email, had given it the subject line “THINGS TO TALK ABOUT WITH YOUR FATHER,” but Emma hadn’t bothered to read it. She was angry that her mother had let her dad back in the house after only two months of sleeping under his desk in the Meriden College English Department Building. Emma would have left him there at least a few months more, but her father got away with everything.

The man is dying, she reminded herself as she drove. Have some sympathy. The big white dog in the backseat sniffed at the top of the window, wondering if Emma could please crack it a little to let some smells in. We learned then that Emma had picked up the dog only a half hour before. When she turned onto the Route 10 exit toward Everton, the dog had been trotting along, no owner in sight, no collar, matted fur. Emma loved dogs, but she would have stopped the rental car for anyone if it meant she could delay her arrival. She would have stopped for a hitchhiker, a possible serial killer. When Emma pulled the car over, the dog had hopped right in the backseat. He was super-duper glad to see her, nothing close to a killer. She named the dog Moses, after that famous orphan and savior, because Emma felt like she needed a savior right then. Moses put his head between the seats and rested his chin on her bony shoulder. Emma had always been small. She was pale with freckles. A 7 out of 10, according to Jesse Peters (b. 1984–d. 2013), one of our graveyard residents who considered himself an armchair expert on the ladies.

“You’re going to live in the palace,” Emma told Moses, even if that was not exactly how she felt about her childhood home, but her parents’ house was definitely a good place to be a dog. Her mother’s last rescue dog had died that summer, cancer, and she had recently said that she had “a dog-shaped hole in her heart,” even though her husband was also dying.

Moses went to swipe the side of Emma’s cheek with his tongue, and a drool loogie fell from his jowls and stuck to Emma’s sweater, which was extremely gross, but Emma’s heart warmed. “Good boy,” she said. Friend, Moses was thinking at that moment. We liked that about dogs, we always had, how clearly they can show a person exactly what they’re thinking. We spend most of our time focused on the thoughts of the human beings of our town, but sometimes it’s good to be absorbed in the thoughts of a dog.

Emma drove past the sign advertising snowmobile rentals: kids under five ride free! So many people don’t know how redneck New Hampshire really is, Emma thought, which hurt our feelings a little. We had hoped she would be glad to be back after so much time away. We’d hoped that once she’d seen the traffic of Los Angeles, she could have appreciated our town’s charm. Because Everton is really a nice place to live, or it was for us.

Other than the enormous private hunting park, Everton is more or less a normal New Hampshire town. There are pine trees and winding roads and blue-green mountains. Sugar River snakes through the town, dotted with covered bridges, and the water is clean enough to swim and fish in. We’re particularly proud of Maple Street Cemetery, which is surrounded by a neat stone wall, with a large iron gate, and is very well maintained by our groundskeeper, the one-handed Mr. Ridley Willett, an army vet. It’s really a town no different from any other, a place where people live and people die.

But maybe, now that Emma Starling was coming back to Everton, things could be different. Just this once, maybe someone would cheat death, edge the Grim Reaper out by a nose. We weren’t naïve at Maple Street; we knew about the limits of Emma’s abilities from her years of adolescent healing attempts, her days sitting in the sticky red booth at the McDonald’s with Crystal Nash, the girls charging forty-five dollars cash for a half hour of real-deal teenage healing. Crystal was the business manager, the entire operation had been her idea. Crystal used to insist that with Emma’s power she could be like Jesus. But Emma wasn’t exactly Jesus. Emma had trouble getting close to people, and Jesus, well, that dude was charismatic. Jesus must have been a helluva guy; not many people can say they came back from the dead. The rest of us stay here when we go.

But Emma didn’t have to be Jesus; you don’t have to be Jesus to want to save your dad from what’s killing him. And at least by now, the time of her return to Everton, Emma was older, more mature. The Charm should have grown stronger, so maybe she could really heal her father, extend his lifeline by a little. We didn’t want Clive to live forever, we just wanted a little more time tacked on at the end. Extra time would mean something, for anyone, and especially for a man like Clive, who still had some things to work out with his family.

“Don’t hold your breath for a miracle,” Charles Tepper (b. 1932–d. 1998) said from his seat on his grave, since he didn’t believe Clive’s condition was curable. A bunch of us laughed, funny since none of us breathe anyway.

“What about mothers who lift cars off babies?” Mae Belle Henick (b. 1799–d. 1820) argued from her headstone. “Anything could happen, Charles, you know that.” Mae Belle had died before the invention of the automobile, but at Maple Street we stay up on current events.

As Emma got closer to her parents’ house, more and more of the trees along the road were littered with white flyers staple-gunned to the trunks. Maybe Emma needed her eyes examined, because from the driver’s seat, she could only make out the word “missing” at the top. Emma figured it was a missing pet, or a stolen car, or a tractor or snowblower gone missing from a garage. Emma wasn’t at all concerned about the flyers, which disappointed us. We thought since she’d stopped for the stray dog on the side of the road, she’d stop to see what those posters were all about, and she would learn what her parents hadn’t been telling her.

In the middle of every poster, there was a flattering photo of a young woman. dob: 04/03/91 hair: blond (natural brunette) eyes: blue (wears makeup, glasses sometimes) last seen: juNE 2014. name: crystal nash. Emma’s best friend from high school had been missing for several months, longer than most missing people can hope to be found. Emma’s dad was the one hanging the posters, and he was pretty much the only one looking for Crystal, because everyone thought there was an easy enough explanation for why young people in Everton go missing. Our town was currently dealing with what the Upper Valley New Hampshire News called an epidemic. We love our town, we really do, but it had seen a rough stretch of years.

Emma wasn’t thinking about Everton’s opioid problem as she drove. She was too wrapped up with figuring out how to confess to her parents, the big lie she’d been telling them about medical school. Wait, what lie about medical school? The record scratched at Maple Street. We leaned forward on our gravestones, and we learned: Emma wasn’t in med school! Orientation had started in July, but what her family didn’t know was that Emma hadn’t shown up to her white-coat ceremony. She simply hadn’t gone to orientation. Not even one day of it. It was November now. That ship had sailed.

“I told you that a natural-born healer never needed medical school,” Donald Brown (b. 1890–d. 1965) said, because Donald had been a successful enough lawyer without ever stepping foot in a law school, but the rest of us at Maple Street were worried. Something bad had happened out there in California, we could feel it. We weren’t sure exactly what had happened yet, but we were likely to find out if we kept listening. “Oh no,” we said once we’d heard more, what had happened on the West Coast and how bad it really was. “This changes everything,” wailed Donald from his grave.

Soon the Missing posters on Corbin Road were stapled to every last tree. Emma’s parents’ house was just up this way.





Chapter 10

 

Emma headed to the north part of town, toward the Wilderness’s Edge Express coffee shop, a repurposed old-fashioned train car on the side of a wooded road. Her father loved Wilderness’s Edge Express. It was where he had liked to do his grading, and where he brought his poetry students to write their odes to New Hampshire. It was peaceful there, and close to the entrance of Corbin Park. Her dad loved to tell his out-of-state freshmen about the park, how enormous it was, about the eccentric millionaire who had built it and had animals shipped in from all over the world, and who-knows-what was in there now. The Meriden College students who hailed from the manicured suburbs of New York and Connecticut and New Jersey were always impressed. They all found New Hampshire to be much wilder than they’d expected.

Emma parked in the little dirt lot, and she left Moses in the car, the windows only slightly cracked so he couldn’t jump out again. The dog wouldn’t boil to death in a hot car; it was November in New Hampshire. Emma walked up the steps of the train car and was immediately greeted by a community bulletin board inside the door, littered with posters. Babysitters wanting to babysit. Firewood hoping to be sold. Crystal Nash waiting to be found.

“Would you look who’s back in town,” Crystal Nash said from her missing person poster. “Never thought we’d see her again, did we, Sparky?” There was another poster tacked up nearby, for a lost dog. Responds to Sparky, the writing underneath the photo said. Please do not chase.

Emma had never had bad effects from her Lexapro before; it wasn’t even supposed to be habit-forming. Hallucinations weren’t one of the listed side effects; Emma had been mostly worried about possible weight gain. She reached out to touch the words underneath the poster: have you seen this person? That feeling gathered in her throat, the one you get before you’re about to cry, but she swallowed it down. Emma had never had a friend like Crystal, not before or since. Her roommate Tessie Blatt didn’t even come close. Tessie was fun, and really very generous, but she was also obsessed with her boyfriend, the one who was always cheating on her.

“Where did you go?” Emma asked the poster. “Where did you fucking go?”

The poster said nothing in response, only stared blankly.

“Who are you talking to?”

Emma looked up, and it was the girl who worked at the coffee shop; she was the only other person there. It was midafternoon, Emma remembered, so that wasn’t unusual. A coffee shop has a morning crowd. “Oh, I was on the phone. My mother.”

The girl grunted. “My mom sucks too.” The girl was wearing a brown visor and had a tattoo of Hello Kitty on her arm. She couldn’t have been more than seventeen, but that Hello Kitty would be around a long time. The name tag on her shirt said Angell, spelled with two l’s, and her hair was dyed blue. Emma ordered a latte and a raspberry-orange scone, and hoped she wouldn’t have to make small talk.

“Hey, aren’t you Clive Starling’s daughter?” Angell asked. Emma didn’t think she knew this girl, but they must have met before, it was such a small town, and of course it made sense that she knew her father. He was a regular.

Emma nodded.

“He talks about you. He was in here just a few hours ago,” Angell said, pointing to the booth in the corner of the empty shop, where a coffee cup was broken on the floor in the train’s aisle and a muffin was crushed, it looked like it had been stomped on by Clive’s big motorcycle boot. “He had a big fight with his friends this morning,” Angell explained. “I haven’t had time to clean up.” Angell Kimball played a game with herself while she worked, and the game was to see how little work she could do. She spent nearly her entire shift staring out the back window behind the register. The window looked out into the woods. It calmed Angell down, all those trees.

Emma didn’t know if she was supposed to pick up the broken coffee cup, pay for it, or something else. She had no clue what this Angell expected of her. She did know her dad often met his bandmates at Wilderness’s Edge Express. Dennis Hollingdrake, the band’s drummer, was her dad’s best friend, other than Ralph Kelsey, and a pretty big hothead. “I’m sorry for the damage,” she finally said to Angell, and offered to pay for the coffee cup and the smashed muffin. “He’s been going through a hard time.”

But Angell said she already knew all about it, she’d overheard the argument. “It’s no big deal,” she said. “But if you could give me, like, seven or eight bucks, I think that would cover it. Then, like, the owner won’t be mad.”

Emma forked over the rest of the change from the twenty she’d used to pay for the coffee and scone. Now she watched Angell pocket the money, and Emma wondered if it should have gone in the register, but well, what did it matter? What did any of it matter?

Emma was almost done with her latte and scone when she heard a voice she recognized. She looked up and saw Mack Durkee, her high school crush, perfect SAT score, total dreamboat, a look-alike of Jim Halpert from The Office, standing at the coffee counter. He was holding a baby goat in his arms. She thought it was another hallucination, was ready to go cold turkey on the Lexapro. Mack was the last person Emma would have expected to see still stuck in Everton. Maybe he was just back for Thanksgiving.

“Emma Starling,” Mack said. “I heard you were home.”

“You did?” Emma could not remember when she’d ever talked to Mack Durkee. He had been a senior when she was a freshman, but now Emma stood up to hug him as if they were old pals. Be cool, she said to herself. He’d gone away to New York for college, she remembered. “How are you?” she asked. “Still in New York?”

He shook his head. “Came back here after college. Only the big-time smarties move out to California.”

Well, this certainly lifted Emma out of her doldrums. She couldn’t believe Mack Durkee knew so much about her life. She liked that he called her a smarty. She liked that he knew she knew she was too good to stay in this town forever. “And who is this?” Emma asked, pointing to the baby goat in Mack’s arms.

“I’m Mack Durkee, remember?” he said with a sly little grin.

“I meant the goat,” Emma said, and laughed. Emma was flirting! She was euphoric. Look at her! On top of the world.

The goat struggled a little, baa-ed. “How rude of me, to not introduce you,” Mack said. “This is Doris Durkee, and she’s a baby pygmy goat.”

“This is the second Doris I’ve met today.”

“Must be fate.”

“A coincidence,” Emma agreed. What Emma didn’t know was that this goat had been named for Doris Jones the Dream Far secretary by the high school students, because Doris Jones always called the cops on any cars she saw parked at Make-Out Point. In return, the teenagers egged her house and named this goat after her.

“And why is Doris in the coffee shop?” Emma asked.

Mack Durkee, with his goofy smile and his floppy brown hair and generally lovable face, said he was now a biology teacher at Upper Valley High School. Emma thought of the job interview she’d just been offered, and wondered if everyone with a college degree was offered a job in the Everton schools. But she didn’t see how that explained the goat.

“Part of my job is to teach sex ed,” Mack explained. “That’s where Doris comes in. We started a ‘No Pregnancy Until Graduation Pact,’ although now we’re calling it ‘Kids, Not Kids.’ That was the girls’ idea. I think it’s pretty clever. I thought the sophomores could take care of a goat, to prove to them how hard it is to take care of a baby.”

“All the kids have their own goat?”

“Oh man, no, I think it would get pretty chaotic if we let every student have a goat. We can only handle Doris, and honestly, she’s turned into something of a distraction in class. And the students aren’t allowed to take her home at night, so I guess I’m the only one who’s really learning how hard it is to take care of a baby. Isn’t that right, Doris?” He patted her rump.

“What happens to Doris when she isn’t a baby anymore?” she asked. “Is there a sad ending to this story?”

Mack opened his mouth to answer, but he pointed out the window, taking a hand off Doris, leaving her front end unsupported. “Oh my God,” Mack Durkee said as he pointed. “Your father.”

There, in the middle of Unity Road, was Clive Starling. He was walking along the yellow line of the road, strewing missing person posters on the ground behind him as he went. He was wearing a red ski parka, and no pants, no underwear. It wasn’t a busy road, but the cars went fast around there. “Your father,” Mack Durkee said again, proving to Emma it wasn’t another hallucination, and then he put the baby goat down on the floor of the coffee shop and she teetered on her unsteady legs. Mack ran out toward the road. Emma rushed out after him, after she’d stood there shocked for a second, and Angell, still behind the counter, yelled after them: “Your dog! Your dog! You forgot your dog!” And even as Emma’s brain was mostly full of thinking about her father, and how scary and embarrassing this moment of her life had turned, there was also a part of Emma that still felt euphoric, that wanted to stop and laugh at her father’s bare butt, at how he looked like Winnie-the-Pooh in the red top, no pants, and also at this girl who had pocketed her money, who couldn’t tell the difference between a goat and a dog.

Together, Mack and Emma shepherded Clive Starling into the front seat of the car, where Moses was waiting in the backseat. Clive wasn’t talking at all. He was in some kind of trance. Didn’t even react when the dog licked his face. Mack said he’d follow Emma in his Jeep once he retrieved Doris the baby goat. “You can’t leave a human baby on the floor of a coffee shop,” Emma said, trying to make a joke, a joke in this big mess, because Mack had just touched her dad’s penis accidentally as he’d buckled his seatbelt. Emma would have left her father unbuckled, but maybe Mack thought Clive Starling needed restraining, so he wouldn’t wander off again.

“A goat isn’t a human baby,” Mack said. “They can walk almost immediately after birth. It’s not a perfect experiment, I admit.”

“I’m sure you’re a wonderful teacher,” Emma said. It looked like she had hurt Mack’s feelings, and she hadn’t meant to. She’d meant to be funny.

“I had to come home to care for my mom,” he said, gesturing to half-naked Clive Starling in the front seat, as if he represented all aging parents.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Is she—”

“She’s hanging in there, stage-three breast cancer, but in fact, actually, I was hoping to run into you while you’re home. Your mom told me you were coming home, and I was hoping you might . . .”

Emma could see why Mack Durkee cared about her, why he knew who she was. He wanted her to heal his mother. Of course. Of effing course. She shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she said.

“I figured,” he said, and straightened himself up. “Go on ahead, I’ll follow you.”

“You don’t need to,” Emma said. “Thanks for your help.” She got in the car with her dad. She turned the key. As she drove, she noticed Mack’s Jeep was behind her, following anyway. Some guys won’t take no for an answer, Emma thought, but she couldn’t help but smile a little in the rearview.





Chapter 11

 

The Corbin Mansion and caretaker’s house were about three miles from Wilderness’s Edge Express coffee shop, and on the ride back, Emma’s dad started rambling. He had the time alone with his long-lost daughter, and instead of telling her anything that mattered, how much he loved her or how sorry he was for some of the bad shit he’d done, he was telling her some story about how when Ernest Harold Baynes was a college student, he’d walked seven miles in one of the worst blizzards on record, and it was then that he became a true naturalist.

Emma drove past her dad’s red motorcycle with its double sidecar abandoned on the side of the road, which explained how her dad had gotten all the way over to Unity Road, three miles from the house. Someone would have to come back and get the bike later, and her dad would have to be banned from his motorcycle for a while, possibly forever.

“Let’s go inside, Dad.” Emma tried to coax him out of the car when they got to the house. Her dad really flipped out then, yelled “No, no, no!” so many times that Auggie came out as Mack pulled up in the Jeep.

“Doin’ the No-Pants Dance, huh, Dad?” Auggie said.

“Where’s Mom?” Emma asked.

“At the store,” Auggie said. “Tomorrow’s Thanksgiving,” he said, as if Emma didn’t know that. “But I can handle it. Come on, Dad.”

Clive went fairly willingly with Auggie, and Mack grabbed Clive’s other arm to steady him. They went into the house like that, and Emma followed behind them on the stairs, trying not to look at her dad’s bare bottom. Moses was circling, too, the dog all worked up. Auggie got some clothes from the dresser. He put their father’s underwear on, and then his pants, coaching him to step through each leg hole.

“This is humiliating,” their father said with sudden clarity.

“Nothing to be embarrassed of. Just the imperfect human body having a hard time,” Auggie said, with a kindness Emma didn’t know her brother possessed. “Mack, you can go,” Auggie said. “It might help us more if you go.”

“Auggie, don’t be rude,” Emma said, horrified.

But Mack said of course he would leave, and wished them luck. Emma watched him go. He hadn’t gotten ugly since high school, that was for sure.

“Oh,” Clive said, remembering something. “Emma, by the way, your mother wanted me to tell you that she’s not running a Bed and Breakfast.”

“What does that mean?” Emma asked.

“You’re going to have to help out. No sleeping until noon.”

“I just saved you from getting hit by a car. And Auggie—”

“Please don’t shoot the messenger,” her father interrupted, putting his head down on the pillow and closing his eyes. He was ready for his afternoon nap, in his jeans and ski parka. He never missed his afternoon nap.

“Well,” Auggie said, after their parents’ bedroom door was closed. “That Mack Durkee’s kind of an ass, huh? I don’t know why Mom thinks he’s so great.”

“He didn’t have to help us.”

“Oh right, I forgot. He was GG’s big unrequited love.”

“How did you even know that?”

“I lived in this house.” Auggie gestured to the hallway where they stood. “Did a lot of eavesdropping. You loved him and Crystal loved the math teacher.”

Crystal had actually thought the math teacher was a pervert who should be arrested, but Emma didn’t correct him, he would think she only wanted to argue. Her brother had wallowed in a puddle of anger and resentment since his eleventh-grade spinal subluxation in the third quarter of the game, and all that wallowing had left him pretty nasty. Auggie went back into his room, probably back to his videogames. Not my problem, Emma decided. She didn’t want to deal with Auggie. She didn’t care. She’d come home for her father, not her brother. She was headed for the real, final loss of her dad. Yes, her dad exhausted and frustrated and embarrassed her, and she hadn’t forgiven him for having an affair, but she also couldn’t imagine the world without him. Her father had always taken up so much space. All the oxygen in the room.

Emma went to her dad’s office. She wanted to feel close to who he used to be, or who she’d thought he was. His office was the room on the second floor with a cherry-wood desk and matching bookshelves. She sat down at his desk, a chair she’d sat in so many times. There was a bulletin board propped up, a corkboard full of clues and pictures of Crystal. This was her father’s shabby detective work. The work of a madman, or a man suffering from a serious brain disease. There were pictures printed out from Crystal’s Instagram, which hadn’t been updated since she’d gone missing, and scribblings of Crystal’s last known whereabouts. There were cut-out newspaper articles of unrelated kidnapping cases, and a list of all the cults in New England, which appeared to have been printed out from a Wikipedia page. Nothing that amounted to real evidence or a clue.

On the desk was The Collected Writings of Ernest Harold Baynes, the book her mother had stolen from the Everton Historical Society. She read the first few pages, which recounted the story her dad had been telling in the car: as a college student, Baynes had walked seven miles in a blizzard to go see Louise Birt O’Connell, his future wife. It might have been foolish, Harold wrote, but I cannot regret that walk in the blizzard, for it proved the depths of my love for Louise, and at the same time it brought me face to face with the relentless powers of nature. It was instrumental to my life as a naturalist, in that it greatly deepened my sympathy with the wild creatures whose daily portion it is to face the possibility of death and tragedy at every corner.

“My daily portion,” her dad had murmured over and over on the ride home, from the comfortable-enough microfiber seat of the red rental car.

The book also said the Baynes cottage in Everton had been on Unity Road, on Sunset Ridge, near where Emma had found her father. In his confusion, her dad was lost in time. He had probably thought if he knocked on the door of the little red house, Ernest Harold Baynes would answer with a squirrel on his shoulder, and welcome Clive Starling in to sit by the fire with all the critters of the world from Corbin Park. It made sense to Emma that her dad was drawn to the park at the end of his life. He had always loved the park history. The lore it invited. He said it was one of the special things about living in Everton.

Emma remembered the elaborate bedtime stories her dad used to tell, stories that almost always ended with one of her mean classmates left to the jaws of the crocodiles of Corbin Park. If Emma’s mother was in earshot, she would say that there had never been crocodiles in the park, even if Rudyard Kipling had said there were. Kipling had lived in the area for a few years with his American wife in the late 1800s, around the time the park opened, and he said the park was full of “lions an’ tigers an’ bears an’ buffalo an’ crocodiles an’ such all.” Ingrid insisted a crocodile would never survive a New England winter.

“There’s definitely crocs in Corbin Park,” Clive would say. His wife could naysay all she wanted, but the best thing about the private hunting park, built in 1887 and fenced in ever since, is that no one knew what went on in there. Not even Ralph Kelsey, local millionaire and gun-factory owner, had gotten an invitation to visit. He always joked it kept getting lost in the mail.

“They hunt children,” Clive would say in another bedtime story, this one to both Emma and Auggie. “They make the most beautiful taxidermy out of little kids.” Then her dad would start the tickling. The tickling was the part Auggie liked best, but Emma always wanted her dad to get back to the story. To tell them what else happened in the park, if any of the children ever escaped.

“Who cares how the jaguar feels?” Ingrid would say from the doorway, quoting the classic story “The Most Dangerous Game,” to make her husband laugh. There had been so many happy times like that in their marriage, when Clive and Ingrid would team up against their kids.





Chapter 12

 

We know Corbin Park is a big mystery to most people in our town, but we could have told anyone what was beyond those Jurassic Park–style wooden gates, if anyone ever stopped by Maple Street to ask. From the outside, the fence isn’t much to look at, just chain-link and electric wires, but inside the park, we could tell you how dense those woods are. The trees have been allowed to grow and grow, like nature intends for trees to do. The park is enormous, 26,000 acres, which is 19,696 football fields; that’s three-fifths the size of Washington, DC. There is one road that loops around the entire park, one loop that connects all twenty-five cabins, each complete with a huge parcel of land. Corbin Park would be the largest national park in New Hampshire, if it were public land. Many of the residents come in and out of the park by helicopter, and most of the cabins are second homes, hunting retreats for the weekend. But there are a few hardcore residents, full-timers.

Eighty-six-year-old Mavis Spooner, for example, hadn’t left the park in nearly ten years. The older she got, the more time Mavis wanted to spend in the woods. She loved the proximity to wildlife, although sometimes the wildlife of Corbin Park got a little too close, even for Mavis. Earlier that day, for example, the day of Clive’s walk through the imagined blizzard, Mavis Spooner had overslept, and when she awoke she could hear Jack on the porch. Jack was not, had never been, a patient bear, but this was the first time he’d come up on the porch. Mavis got out of bed, her bedroom was to the left of the kitchen, and she shuffled across the rug. She looked out her sliding-glass door to the porch to where Jack was pacing.

“Don’t be huffy,” she called. “I’ll be right out.” Jack stopped pacing, turned, licked the glass. It would need windexing later, Mavis thought, but she also knew she was unlikely to do it. Mavis had given up on most of the housecleaning, her husband had been gone so long. It was just Mavis and the bears, most of the time, and the raccoons in the garage, the deer and elk on the lawn, except for on Saturdays, when the little girl would show up for her lesson. Decades before, Mavis Spooner had been on the faculty at Boston Conservatory. She still taught voice lessons in her home, but only to children; she made their parents wait in the car. Adults made Mavis nervous. Mavis only had one student these days, a little girl named Leanne Hatfield, because Everton was short on young vocal talent, and park headquarters put up such a stink about residents giving out too many day passes. She’d had to make several phone calls for Leanne Hatfield and her grandfather to finally get a sticker for their windshield.

Mavis used a walker, and it took her a while to get Jack and Jill’s breakfast together. That morning, breakfast was dog food and a pint of yogurt and a dozen hard-boiled eggs. “He’ll be sorry he got so upset,” Mavis said, balancing Jack’s bowl on her walker. She’d have to come back inside for Jill’s. She knew Jill was waiting for her breakfast at the edge of the woods, down off the porch where good bears belonged.

Outside, Jack went right to it, eggs first, his favorite. Mavis had named the bear for Jack, her husband, dead nine years of lung cancer. It felt good to say his name. And she named the other bear Jill, because they were a pair, and she couldn’t exactly name the other bear after herself. It was against the law to intentionally feed bears in New Hampshire, but no one ever bothered Mavis Spooner in Corbin Park. She didn’t receive calls of complaint, no certified letters in the mail. “The single sole good thing about really rich people,” her Jack used to say, “is that they respect your privacy.”

Sometimes we wondered who we’d get first, Mavis Spooner or Ralph Kelsey or Clive Starling. They were all to be buried at Maple Street, even the reclusive Mavis, because Jack was put to rest in town and she was going to be laid next to him. Jack Spooner (b. 1926–d. 2005) had been a social guy; even though he did appreciate his privacy, he liked a good party too. His wife, Mavis, had only gone weird, as he called it, after he’d kicked the bucket. “All that time alone,” he would regularly complain. “It hasn’t been good for her.”

It very rarely is, we agreed, very rarely good for the living to be alone too long. It can even make the dead strange. Harold Baynes helping a man sick with brain disease order a fox as a pet off the internet, for example. Idiotic, frankly. We’re lucky to have each other here at Maple Street for company and conversation.

One thing we’ve learned from one another, chattering away as we do, is that a good story doesn’t always follow an arrow, sometimes it meanders a little instead, so we hope you’ll excuse this tangent about Mavis and her bears. It might seem unrelated, but sometimes a minor character doesn’t become important until later, so don’t forget about Mavis Spooner. The lives of the living often get tangled up in unexpected ways, especially in a town as small as ours, even when an eight-foot electrified fence splits it up.





Chapter 13

 

On Thanksgiving morning, Emma found the turkey sitting naked on the counter, the potatoes not yet peeled. She’d set an alarm so she wouldn’t be accused of being on vacation in her own home, but her mother must have gone out for a run to blow off some steam before the holiday. Her dad was at the kitchen table, clicking away at something on his laptop, and Emma watched him from the doorway. His silver-white hair was in a single braid. He was wearing a blue plaid flannel, the sleeves rolled so you could see the flock of tattooed birds. He didn’t look so near death, even if he looked old. Well, she admitted, the hallucinations weren’t a good sign. What had happened yesterday in the middle of Unity Road really wasn’t a good sign. There was a book next to her dad on the table, the English to Russian dictionary.

“Good morning,” she said, and he looked up. “Catching up on your Russian?”

“Da. Did you sleep well?”

“Not great,” Emma lied. “Hard not to sleep in my own bed.” Truthfully, the bed upstairs was the only bed she’d really ever felt was her own bed. All the other beds in her life had been temporary. It was just a passive-aggressive way to remind her father that she had grown up and moved out.

But her dad didn’t seem to notice. “Hey, I could use your help with something,” he asked. “If you can keep a secret from your mother.”

“I can’t,” Emma said, because honestly, What the hell?

“It’s just something I need your help with on the computer. A mistake I made.”

“I’m taking the dog for a walk,” Emma said, pouring her coffee into a travel mug. “Ask Auggie.”

“Fine. I’ll figure it out myself.” Clive went back to clicking madly at the laptop. “Now, what was I doing,” he muttered, which Emma didn’t think was unusual, it was obvious her dad had memory problems, and he’d been frustrated with the computer long before that. Emma didn’t know that her dad had been trying to undo yesterday’s ridiculous purchase, but during the course of their conversation, he had forgotten why he needed the English to Russian dictionary. So instead, Clive went to his Facebook page, clicked on some of his old colleagues. An econ professor he hated.

By noon, the turkey was in the oven, and Dr. Wheeler arrived to examine Clive at the house. Dr. Wheeler had shown up in a Prius as white as his lab coat, like some kind of TV doctor. He was tan with Ken-doll blond hair. He had a slight scruff. He looked to be in his mid-forties, and Emma was a little bit disarmed by his beauty. Emma had never heard of a doctor who still made house calls, not these days, especially not on a major holiday, but her mother had called the doctor in a panic after her husband was found on the road without his pants. Dr. Wheeler said he’d come for an exam as soon as he could, and that meant noon on Thanksgiving Day.

“What disease does Clive have exactly?” Ralph Kelsey asked the doctor, once Clive was out of earshot, gone upstairs for his afternoon nap. “I haven’t been told.” Everyone was in the living room. Ingrid had put out some appetizers on the coffee table, stuffed mushrooms and a wheel of brie.

“Well, it’s not exactly clear. We know it’s causing cognitive and motor problems,” Dr. Wheeler explained. “Hallucinations of small animals or children are common in people who have certain types of dementia.”

“Children?” Ingrid said. “That would be awful.”

“How would that be worse?” Emma asked. She thought of the fifth graders on the playground. They were no worse than small animals.

“Well, Ingrid,” Dr. Wheeler said, concluding his notes. “He’s going to need a legal guardian. Things have escalated to the point where a guardianship is our best option.” He explained that in his experience, these neurodegenerative diseases follow a similar pattern: Clive would likely have good days and bad days, but there would be a noticeable loss of physical and mental function as time went on. A guardianship would mean Clive would have to be declared incompetent in front of a judge, so that his wife could start making all his choices for him, financial and health-wise. And so that he couldn’t get arrested for indecent exposure, if something similar happened again.

“He’s not going to like losing all his rights to his wife,” Ralph Kelsey warned.

“He’s going to have to deal with it, Ralph.” Ingrid was annoyed that Ralph needed to add his two cents.

But it was true that Clive didn’t take it well, once he was up from his nap. “Well, doesn’t this get more humiliating by the day,” he said.

“I’m sorry, Clive. We don’t have a choice.”

“Can Emma do it then? Can Emma be my guardian? There’s something horribly degrading about my wife being my guardian. Especially since it looks like she’s got her hands full with the good doctor here.”

Ingrid turned bright red. Emma realized her father was having a good day, and he could see, clearly as anyone, that something unprofessional was going on. More than once, Dr. Wheeler had touched Ingrid on the shoulder. A year ago, Emma would have said maybe her dad deserved it, that what’s good for the goose is good for the gander and all that, but now her father was dying. It was too late for any kind of revenge. Her mom could have all the boyfriends she wanted once her husband was dead.

“What do you say, Emma?” Clive asked. “You’ll guard your dear old dad?”

“I think it’s a great idea,” Ralph said. “Emma would be my












































































Author’s Note on Her Research

I decided it might be worthwhile to explain how this novel came to be—especially out of respect for the real people of the Upper Valley, New Hampshire.

In December 2016, my husband and I were visiting our friends Chris and Courtney at their recently purchased home in Newport, New Hampshire. We went out shopping for a Christmas tree, and we drove past this enormous yellow mansion. No Trespassing signs were posted at the base of the driveway. What is that? I wondered. Who lives there? My friends, still new to the area, didn’t know.

Dear reader, I googled: “Newport, New Hampshire, enormous yellow mansion,” and from there I learned about nineteenth-century robber baron Austin Corbin, who allegedly razed his childhood home, except for the room he was born in, and built his mansion around it. I found out about his hunting park, which he began to build in 1886, buying up land from farmers, which would eventually span 26,000 acres. It was stocked with animals imported from all over the world, among them bison, boar, antelope, elk, beavers, and quail. When the first white-tailed deer arrived by train from Canada, the entire town came to see them—at the time, deer were hunted out of New England—and Corbin Park would help reintroduce deer to the area. I also found—wowee-zowee!—the park was still intact today, owned by an anonymous group of hunters. Chris and Courtney had heard something about the park, because the real estate agent had warned them: sometimes wild boars get out and dig up gardens.

“Someone should write a book about this,” I said, like a big dummy; I’d recently sold my first novel. But I don’t write historical fiction—I like my characters to use the internet and tell fart jokes—so I didn’t think it was going to be my story to tell. And besides, I was writing another book, one about fifth graders and their substitute teacher.

But my obsession with the park only grew, and once I learned about Ernest Harold Baynes, the real-life Doctor Doolittle who was a naturalist for the park, well, stick a fork in me. I scrapped most of the other novel (but kept the fifth graders). I made up a fictional town—Everton means “Boar Town”—because I didn’t want to be bound too closely to the facts, and I made Ernest Harold Baynes a ghost. I started spending more time in Newport, camping out in the attic of the historical society.

Here is one delicious thing I’ve found about writing novels: if you work on something long enough, the universe starts to send you encouragement. In May 2018, not wanting to keep burdening my friends, I booked a short research stay at Freewill Farm in Newport. By happy coincidence, I learned the woman who owned the farm, Cathryn Baird, also happened to be president of the Newport Historical Society. And when I arrived, her twentysomething daughter was wearing a Black Sabbath T-shirt, which is Clive Starling’s favorite band.

In the months following, Cathryn Baird introduced me to Bill Ruger, who was in the final months of his life after a battle with cancer but wanted to meet to talk about my book. Bill owned the gun factory, which I knew, and I learned he also owned the Corbin Mansion. I had already fully assembled the character of Ralph Kelsey, who also owned the mansion and the gun factory, so I was a little surprised by the coincidence, but like I said: the universe! Bill Ruger was also one of the few publicly known members of Corbin Park (formally called the Blue Mountain Forest Association), but we didn’t talk about the park much. To be honest, I, like Clive Starling, love the lore the park invites more than what might really be inside. That said, I would absolutely die to go in.

(For those really interested in the park: New Hampshire Public Radio had a great segment about it—the episode is called “The Millionaire’s Hunt Club”—which outlines how impossible it is to get inside the gates. One local I spoke with called it a black hole in his backyard.)

I also did some key research at the Plainfield Historical Society, which has a treasure trove of Ernest Harold Baynes photos (Baynes actually lived in Meriden, a village of Plainfield, but I moved his house for my purposes). It was there that I learned Baynes had affairs with women at the Cornish Art Colony down the road, a gossipy tidbit I loved.

For Baynes’s excerpts used throughout the novel, I repurposed much of his real writing from his various books, cutting up his sentences and collaging them, adding my own writing to provide a bit more of a narrative through line and some of the details about his marriage. Harold Baynes had a documented sense of humor, so I hope he would be amused by my repurposing of his work.

And a last note on my research for this novel, and perhaps my most important note: I am not a writer overly concerned with realism, but I am inspired by true events, and real life is where all my ideas originate. As I began to assemble a story about a small town in Sullivan County, New Hampshire, I found I had to address the opioid crisis. It casts too large a shadow over the real town I was inspired by to ignore it in my fictional one. According to some old Boston Globe articles I found, heroin was first brought to Newport by a group of dealers who drove up from Massachusetts and gave out free samples at parties. Once heroin arrived, it stayed. Today, fentanyl has only made the problem worse, and New Hampshire has one of the highest opioid overdose rates in the country. People under thirty-five are more likely to die from an overdose than a car accident.

I wanted to approach this topic with extra caution, leading with empathy for people struggling with addiction and for their families. I read books and articles, and I watched documentaries. Most important, I consulted several trusted friends willing to share their experiences, insights, and expertise. I am grateful to them for their time and thoughtfulness with me and with the manuscript. Any failings to accurately or sensitively depict the opioid crisis are mine alone.

I hope I’ve done right by the subject, and I hope I’ve rendered the characters as complete and complicated people. This book is about rooting for everyone, and about loving a place. And I hope it’s clear that I deeply love the place.
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