

[image: The Boy from the Woods, Harlan Coben]






[image: The Boy from the Woods, Harlan Coben, Grand Central Publishing, New York Boston]









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

Copyright © 2020 by Harlan Coben

Cover design by Jaya Miceli

Cover copyright © 2020 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Grand Central Publishing

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

grandcentralpublishing.com
@grandcentralpub

First Edition: March 2020

Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Coben, Harlan, author.

Title: The boy from the woods / Harlan Coben.

Description: First edition. | New York : Grand Central Publishing, 2020.

Identifiers: LCCN 2019041849 | ISBN 9781538748145 (hardcover) | ISBN

9781538702734 | ISBN 9781538748169 (ebook)

Subjects: GSAFD: Suspense fiction. | Mystery fiction.

Classification: LCC PS3553.O225 B69 2020 | DDC 813/.54—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019041849

ISBN: 978-1-5387-4814-5 (hardcover), 978-1-5387-0227-7 (signed edition), 978-1-5387-0273-4 (large print), 978-1-5387-0299-4 (special signed edition), 978-1-5387-4816-9 (ebook), 978-1-5387-5135-0 (international trade)

E3-20250224-PDJ-PC-COR








Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Preface

	Part One

	CHAPTER ONE

	CHAPTER TWO

	CHAPTER THREE

	CHAPTER FOUR

	CHAPTER FIVE

	CHAPTER SIX

	CHAPTER SEVEN

	CHAPTER EIGHT

	CHAPTER NINE

	CHAPTER TEN

	CHAPTER ELEVEN




	Part Two
	CHAPTER TWELVE

	CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	CHAPTER NINETEEN

	CHAPTER TWENTY

	CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

	CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

	CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

	CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

	CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

	CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

	CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

	CHAPTER THIRTY

	CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

	CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

	CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

	CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

	CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

	CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

	CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




	Part Three
	CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

	CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

	CHAPTER FORTY




	Discover More

	A Preview of "Nobody’s Fool"

	About the Author

	Also by Harlan Coben





Navigation


	Begin Reading

	Table of Contents






Page List


	xi

	xii

	xiii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	369

	370

	371





   
      
         
            
	    To Ben Sevier

Editor and friend

Twelve books and counting
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From the North Jersey Gazette

         April 18, 1986

         
            ABANDONED “WILD BOY” FOUND IN THE WOODS

            Huge Mystery Surrounding Discovery of “Real-Life Mowgli”

            WESTVILLE, N.J.—In one of the most bizarre cases in recent history, a wild-haired young boy, estimated to be between six and eight years old, was discovered living on his own in the Ramapo Mountain State Forest near the suburb of Westville. Even more bizarre, authorities have no idea who the boy is or how long he had been there.

            “It’s like Mowgli in the ‘Jungle Book’ movie,” Westville Police Deputy Oren Carmichael said.

            The boy—who speaks and understands English but has no knowledge of his name—was first spotted by Don and Leslie Katz, hikers from Clifton, N.J. “We were cleaning up from our picnic when we heard a rustling in the woods,” Mr. Katz said. “At first I worried it was a bear, but then we caught sight of him running, clear as day.”

            Park rangers, along with local police, found the boy, thin and clad in tattered clothes, in a makeshift campsite three hours later. “At this time, we don’t know how long he’s been in the state forest or how he got here,” said New Jersey State Park Police Chief Tony Aurigemma. “He doesn’t recall any parents or adult figures. We’re currently checking with other law enforcement authorities, but so far, there are no missing children who match his age and description.”

            For the past year, hikers in the Ramapo Mountain area have reported seeing a “feral boy” or “Little Tarzan” matching the boy’s description, but most people chalked up the sightings to urban legend.

            Said James Mignone, a hiker from Morristown, N.J., “It’s like someone just birthed him and left him in the wild.”

            “It’s the strangest survival case any of us have ever seen,” Chief Aurigemma said. “We don’t know if the boy has been out here days, weeks, months or heck, even years.”

            If anyone has any information on the young boy, they are asked to contact the Westville Police Department.

            “Someone out there has to know something,” Deputy Carmichael said. “The boy didn’t just appear in the forest by magic.”

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Part One

         

      
   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER

ONE

            April 23, 2020

         

         How does she survive?

         How does she manage to get through this torment every single day?

         Day after day. Week after week. Year after year.

         She sits in the school assembly hall, her eyes fixed, unseeing, unblinking. Her face is stone, a mask. She doesn’t look left or right. She doesn’t move at all.

         She just stares straight ahead.

         She is surrounded by classmates, including Matthew, but she doesn’t look at any of them. She doesn’t talk to any of them either, though that doesn’t stop them from talking to her. The boys—Ryan, Crash (yes, that’s his real name), Trevor, Carter—keep calling her names, harshly whispering awful things, jeering at her, laughing with scorn. They throw things at her. Paper clips. Rubber bands. Flick snot from their noses. They put small pieces of paper in their mouths, wad the paper into wet balls, propel them in various ways at her.

         When the paper sticks to her hair, they laugh some more.

         The girl—her name is Naomi—doesn’t move. She doesn’t try to pull the wads of paper out of her hair. She just stares straight ahead. Her eyes are dry. Matthew could remember a time, two or three years ago, when her eyes would moisten during these ceaseless, unrelenting, daily taunts.

         But not anymore.

         Matthew watches. He does nothing.

         The teachers, numb to this by now, barely notice. One wearily calls out, “Okay, Crash, that’s enough,” but neither Crash nor any of the others give the warning the slightest heed.

         Meanwhile Naomi just takes it.

         Matthew should do something to stop the bullying. But he doesn’t. Not anymore. He tried once.

         It did not end well.

         Matthew tries to remember when it all started to go wrong for Naomi. She had been a happy kid in elementary school. Always smiling, that’s what he remembered. Yeah, her clothes were hand-me-downs and she didn’t wash her hair enough. Some of the girls made mild fun of her for that. But it had been okay until that day she got violently ill and threw up in Mrs. Walsh’s class, fourth grade, just projectile vomit ricocheting off the classroom linoleum, the wet brown chips splashing on Kim Rogers and Taylor Russell, the smell so bad, so rancid, that Mrs. Walsh had to clear the classroom, all the kids, Matthew one of them, and send them all out to the kickball field holding their noses and making pee-uw sounds.

         And after that, nothing had been the same for Naomi.

         Matthew always wondered about that. Had she not felt well that morning? Did her father—her mom was already out of the picture by then—make her go to school? If Naomi had just stayed home that day, would it all have gone differently for her? Was her throwing-up her sliding door moment, or was it inevitable that she would end up traveling down this rough, dark, torturous path?

         Another spitball sticks in her hair. More name-calling. More cruel jeers.

         Naomi sits there and waits for it to end.

         End for now, at least. For today maybe. She has to know that it won’t end for good. Not today. Not tomorrow. The torment never stops for very long. It is her constant companion.

         How does she survive?

         Some days, like today, Matthew really pays attention and wants to do something.

         Most days, he doesn’t. The bullying still happens on those days, of course, but it is so frequent, so customary, it becomes background noise. Matthew had learned an awful truth: You grow immune to cruelty. It becomes the norm. You accept it. You move on.

         Has Naomi just accepted it too? Has she grown immune to it?

         Matthew doesn’t know. But she’s there, every day, sitting in the last row in class, the first row at assembly, at a corner table all alone in the cafeteria.

         Until one day—a week after this assembly—she’s not there.

         One day, Naomi vanishes.

         And Matthew needs to know why.
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