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The moose, bison, elk, deer, antelope, boar, goats, rabbits, etc., arrived in town Saturday. The grizzlies have not put in the appearance yet. The fence is to be eight-feet high.

—The New Hampshire Spectator, 1887

Someone’s gonna die before this is over.

—Ozzy Osbourne, 2010
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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.”





Maple Street Cemetery

Everton, NH

43.3623° N, 72.1662° W

Years later, when people in Everton would tell this story, they would say it was Clive Starling who called the reporter, the way that man loved attention.

But we remember it the way it happened: it was the midwife who slid down the hall to the payphone to get the Upper Valley New Hampshire News on the horn. It was a slow news day, so the reporter had zipped right over to the hospital, and he let the midwife go on and on into the tape recorder about a condition called charismata iamaton, which translates, from Greek, to “gifts of healing.” She insisted that the hands of this newborn baby, tiny hands still coated in the awful gunk of birth, had cured her sciatica. She said most people with natural healing talents are unaware of their gifts, but this baby had the strongest natural talent she’d ever seen.

baby with miracle healing potential born, the next morning’s headline read. town of everton, n.h., rejoices.

As we recall it, Clive Starling wasn’t rejoicing. He was pretty ticked off, actually; the reporter didn’t bother to interview him. Not one single question. Not even his goddamn name was printed, mentioned only as a poetry professor and the baby’s father. “Might as well be chopped liver,” he said, tossing the newspaper to the side. The reporter clearly didn’t know how to do his job; Clive would have been much more forthcoming than his wife. He would have said he’d known this baby was bound to be special.

Clive’s wife was quoted in the article, her full name was there in black and white, but all Ingrid Starling had to say was that the whole thing was nonsense, to please leave her family alone. Truthfully, Ingrid did wonder if there was something different about her baby, but how would she know? She’d never had a baby before. This was her first one. She didn’t have anything to say about it yet, especially not to a reporter from the Upper Valley New Hampshire News.

Clive and Ingrid took their miraculous baby home, where they learned through a series of experiments that their child’s hands weren’t magic-magic, not exactly, but they sped up the natural healing process. A bad ten-day cold could be knocked down to a three-dayer, a poison-ivy rash could heal in a day, a dog bite could scab up overnight. Clive Starling dubbed it “The Charm,” but just because it had a name didn’t mean his wife was going to let their daughter use it, not until she was at least eighteen. The people of Everton respected that, for the most part, even if it seemed more than a little selfish, with so many in town suffering from an illness or pain. Still, Evertonians believed a woman should be able to do what she wants with her own kid. The midwife’s testimony in the newspaper helped too: According to most accounts, she’d explained, charismata iamaton grows much more powerful after the healer grows into adulthood. It’s completely unreliable when the healer is still a child.

So our town could wait. No one wanted unreliable healing.

As she grew, little redheaded Emma Starling was often asked for high fives around town, just in case any of her lucky health-giving juice rubbed off, but for the most part, everyone treated Emma like a normal kid, albeit one headed for great things. Emma was not only a natural-born healer but smart too. When she got to high school, she was top of her class at Upper Valley Regional.

Emma did go through a rebellious period starting around sixteen, when she and her best friend, Crystal Nash, would sit in the McDonald’s by the longest covered bridge in America and charge for time spent with a REAL-DEAL TEENAGE HEALER, advertised on Craigslist. But nothing truly astonishing ever occurred during those years of adolescent healing, and eventually Emma had to leave our town for college. Fifty-four percent of our students go on to a two- or four-year college, but Emma went farther away than most, to Pomona College in California. Out of our jurisdiction.

Of course, we kept tabs on her through her mother. We listened to Ingrid Starling bragging in the supermarket over the next four years, Emma this and Emma that, Ingrid glossing over what was happening with her son, Emma’s younger brother, headed to rehab again. We heard when Emma graduated with honors, and we heard when Emma was starting medical school at the prestigious UCLA David Geffen Med. We overheard when Ingrid told her friends at the book club that Emma had agreed to come home for Thanksgiving break. She’d been away for two years, but she was flying back for Turkey Day, to see her dying father, who was suffering from some kind of mysterious brain disease. The man had always been a little whacked in the head, but it had gotten much worse.

“I think it’d do wonders for him if you could come home for the week,” Ingrid had said over the phone. And then she’d asked if Emma thought she might be able to do something to help delay her father’s degeneration, slow it down just a tad, so they could all have more time with him. Ingrid said she’d read on the internet about new research claiming electric shocks could be helpful in preventing the advancement of brain diseases; music and aromatherapy could also help, so yes, they would try all that, but who knows what a dose of the Charm could do? We tittered with excitement at Maple Street. We wanted to see Emma work her magic. We had waited so long.

“I don’t know, Mom,” Emma said. We could hear Emma breathing through the phone line, and we wished we could hear what she was thinking, but she was all the way out in California. Out of our reach.

“It’ll at least give him something else to focus on,” her mother said. “Since his retirement . . . well, he’s gone a little adrift.”

Professor Clive Starling had been forced to retire mid-semester, the end of October, since he had started seeing small animals in the classroom, asking students: “Who let the cats in here?” It was a source of entertainment at Maple Street Cemetery. Both funny and sad, the kind of story we like best.
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MR. ERNEST HAROLD BAYNES AND HIS TAME FOX.
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“A wondrous and wonderful story filled with unforgettable
characters, both living and dead . . . an instant classic.”
—JEFF VANDERMEER
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