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            Chapter

One

         

         At the age of somewhere between forty and forty-two—he didn’t know exactly how old he was—Wilde finally found his father.

         Wilde had never met his father. Or his mother. Or any family member. He didn’t know their names or where he was born or when or how he, as a very young child, ended up living alone in the woods of the Ramapo Mountains, fending for himself. Now, more than three decades after being “rescued” as a little boy—“ABANDONED AND FERAL!” one headline had put it; “A MODERN-DAY MOWGLI!” shouted another—Wilde sat no more than twenty yards from a blood relative and the elusive answers to his mysterious origin.

         His father’s name, he had recently learned, was Daniel Carter. Carter was sixty-one years old and married to a woman named Sofia. They had three grown daughters—Wilde’s half sisters, he assumed—Cheri, Alena, and Rosa. Carter lived in a four-bedroom ranch on Sundew Avenue in Henderson, Nevada. He worked as a residential general contractor for his own company, DC Dream House Construction.

         Thirty-five years ago, when young Wilde was first discovered living alone in the woods, doctors estimated his age to be between six and eight years old. He had no memory of parents or caregivers or any life other than scrounging around to survive in those mountains alone. That little boy stayed alive by breaking into empty cabins and summer homes, raiding the refrigerators and pantries. Sometimes he slept in empty homes or in tents he’d stolen from garages; mostly, if the weather was cooperative, young Wilde liked to sleep outside under the stars.

         He still did.

         After he was located and “rescued” from this untamed existence, Child Services placed the little boy with a temporary foster family. With the onslaught of media attention, most speculated that someone would come forward immediately and claim “Little Tarzan.” But days turned into weeks. Then months. Then years. Then decades.

         Three decades.

         No one ever came forward.

         There were rumors, of course. Some believed that Wilde had been born into a mysterious and secretive local mountain tribe, that the little boy had run off or been handled in a somewhat negligent manner, and so the tribespeople feared admitting he was one of their own. Others theorized that the little boy’s memories were faulty, that he couldn’t really have survived on his own in the harsh woods for years, that he was too articulate and intelligent to have raised himself with no parents. Something awful had happened to little Wilde, these people surmised—something so traumatic that the boy’s coping mechanism had blocked out all memory of the incident.

         That wasn’t true, Wilde knew, but whatever.

         His only early memories came in incomprehensible snap-flash visions and dreams: a red banister, a dark house, a portrait of a man with a mustache, and sometimes, when the visions decided to be audible, a woman screaming.

         Wilde—his foster father had come up with that apropos name—became something of an urban legend. He was the local boogeyman who lived alone in the mountains. If parents in the Mahwah area wanted to make sure that their offspring came home at sunset—if they wanted to discourage them from wandering through those miles of thicket and trees—they’d remind their children that once darkness set in, the Boy from the Woods would come out of hiding—angry, feral, thirsting for blood.

         Three decades had gone by and still no one, including Wilde, had a clue about his origin.

         Until now.

         From his rental car parked across the street, Wilde watched Daniel Carter open the front door and head toward his pickup truck. He zoomed in on his father’s face with his iPhone camera and snapped a few photos. He knew that Daniel Carter was currently working on a new town house development—twelve units, each with three bedrooms, 2.5 baths, and according to the website, a kitchen with “charcoal-colored cabinetry.” Under the “about” section of DC Dream House Construction’s website, it read, “For twenty-five years, DC Dream House Construction has designed, built, and sold top-quality, top-value homes that are personalized to meet your needs and dreams.”

         Wilde texted three of the photos to Hester Crimstein, a renowned New York City attorney and probably the closest thing he had to a mother figure. He wanted Hester’s take on whether she thought there was any resemblance between himself and the man who was supposed to be his biological father.

         Five seconds after hitting send, Hester called him.

         Wilde answered and said, “Well?”

         “Whoa.”

         “‘Whoa’ as in he looks like me?”

         “If he looked any more like you, Wilde, I’d think you were using age-progression software.”

         “So you think—”

         “It’s your father, Wilde.”

         He just held the phone to his ear.

         “You okay?” Hester asked.

         “Fine.”

         “How long have you been watching him?”

         “Four days.”

         “So what are you going to do?”

         Wilde thought about that. “I could just leave well enough alone.”

         “Nah.”

         He said nothing.

         “Wilde?”

         “What?”

         “You’re being a candy-ass,” Hester said.

         “Candy-ass?”

         “My grandson taught me that phrase. It means coward.”

         “Yeah, I got that.”

         “Go talk to him already. Ask him why he left a little boy alone in the woods. Oh, then call me immediately because I’m super curious.”

         Hester hung up.

         Daniel Carter’s hair was white, his skin sun-kissed, his forearms ropey probably from a lifetime of manual labor. His family, Wilde had observed, seemed pretty tight. Right now, his wife, Sofia, was smiling and waving goodbye as he got into his pickup truck.

         The past Sunday, Daniel and Sofia had a family barbecue in their backyard. Their daughters Cheri and Alena and their families had been there. Daniel worked the grill wearing a chef’s hat and an apron reading “Trophy Husband.” Sofia served sangria and potato salad. When the sun dropped low, Daniel lit the firepit, and the entire family actually roasted marshmallows and played board games, like something out of a Rockwell painting. Wilde expected to feel a pang as he watched them, pondering on all he had missed, but in truth he felt very little.

         It wasn’t a better life than his. It was just different.

         A big part of him wanted to drive to the airport and fly home. He had spent the last six months living something of a normal, domestic existence in Costa Rica with a mother and her daughter, but now it was time to return to his remote Ecocapsule deep in the heart of the Ramapo Mountains. That was where he belonged, where he felt most at home.

         Alone. In the woods.

         Hester Crimstein and the world at large may be “super curious” about the origin of “The Boy from the Woods,” but the boy himself was not. He had never been. In his view, his parents were either dead or had abandoned him. What difference did it make who they were or what their reason was? It wouldn’t change anything, at least not for the better.

         Wilde was good, thank you very much. There was no reason to add unnecessary upheaval to his life.

         Daniel Carter turned the ignition key of the pickup truck. He headed down Sundew Avenue and made a left on Sandhill Sage Street. Wilde followed. A few months back, Wilde had succumbed to the temptation and reluctantly put his DNA into one of those online genealogy databases that were all the rage. It didn’t mean anything, he told himself. If a match came in, he could still ignore it if he chose to. It was a noncommittal first step, nothing more.

         When the results came in, there was nothing earth-shattering. His closest match was someone with the initials PB, whom the site described as a second cousin. Big deal. PB reached out. Wilde was about to respond, but life ended up throwing him a massive curveball. Surprising even himself, Wilde ended up leaving the woods he had always called home for an unconventional attempt at family life in Costa Rica.

         It hadn’t gone as planned.

         Two weeks ago, while packing to leave Costa Rica, the DNA genealogy site had sent him an email with the subject: “IMPORTANT UPDATE!” They’d matched him to “a relative sharing far more DNA” than “any other in your relative chain.” This account went by the initials DC. At the bottom of the email, a hyperlink urged him to “LEARN MORE!” Against his better instincts, he clicked it.

         DC was, according to the age, gender, and match percentile, Wilde’s father.

         Wilde had just stared at the screen.

         Now what? The door to his past was right in front of him. All he had to do was turn the knob. Still, Wilde hesitated. Didn’t this crazy, intrusive website work the other way too? If Wilde had received notification that his father was on the site, didn’t it stand to reason that his father received one saying that his son was here too?

         Why didn’t DC reach out to him?

         For two days, Wilde let it go. At one point, he almost deleted his entire genealogy profile. No good could come of this. He knew that. Over the years, he had gone through all the possible machinations that might explain how a little boy had ended up in the woods, left alone for years, left (if we want to be frank) to die.

         When he’d called Hester about this paternal match and his reluctance to pursue it, she’d said, “You want my take?”

         “Sure.”

         “You’re a schmuck.”

         “Helpful.”

         “Listen to me closely, Wilde.”

         “Okay.”

         “I’m a lot older than you.”

         “True.”

         “Quiet. I’m about to drop some knowledge on you.”

         “Did you get that line from Hamilton?”

         “I did.”

         He rubbed his eyes. “Continue.”

         “The ugliest truth is better than the prettiest lie.”

         Wilde frowned. “Is that from a fortune cookie?”

         “Don’t be a wiseass. You can’t walk away from this. You know that. You need to know the truth.”

         Hester was, of course, right. He may not want to turn that knob, but he couldn’t spend the rest of his life staring at the door either. He signed back onto the DNA site and wrote a message to DC. He kept it short and simple:

         
            I may be your son. Could we speak?

         

         When he hit send, an auto-reply bounced back. According to the website, DC was no longer in the database. That was both suspicious and odd—his father choosing to delete his account—but it suddenly hardened Wilde’s resolve to get answers. Screw turning the doorknob; it was time to kick the damn door down. He called Hester back.

         If Hester’s name seems familiar, it could be because she’s legendary television attorney Hester Crimstein, host of Crimstein on Crime. She made some calls, used her connections. Wilde worked some other sources from his own years in what is dubiously dubbed “freelance security.” It took ten days, but eventually they got a name:

         Daniel Carter, age sixty-one, of Henderson, Nevada.

         Four days ago, Wilde flew from Liberia, Costa Rica, to Las Vegas, Nevada. Now here he was, in a blue Nissan Altima rental, following Daniel Carter’s Ram pickup truck to a construction site. He had stalled long enough. When Daniel Carter pulled up to the town house development, Wilde parked on the street and got out of the car. The construction noise was in full throat, deafening. Wilde was about to make his move when he saw two workers approach Carter. Wilde waited. One man handed Carter a hard hat. The other handed him some sort of earplugs. Carter put them all on and led his cohorts into the heart of the development. Their work boots kicked up desert dust to the point where it was hard to see them. Wilde watched and waited. A sign put up with two-by-fours announced in too-ornate a font that VISTA MEWS—could you come up with a more generic name?—would feature “three-bedroom luxury town houses” with a starting price of $299,000. A red banner slashing left to right read: “COMING SOON!”

         Daniel Carter might have been the foreman or general contractor or whatever you might call the boss, but the man clearly didn’t mind getting his hands dirty. Wilde watched as he led his workers by example. He hammered in a beam. He threw on protective goggles and drilled. He inspected the work, nodding toward his employees when he was happy, pointing out deficiencies when he wasn’t. The workers respected him. Wilde could tell. Or maybe Wilde was projecting. Hard to know.

         Twice Wilde saw Daniel Carter alone and started to make his approach, but someone always got there first. The site was busy, in constant motion, loud. Wilde hated loud noises. Always had. He decided to wait and catch his father when he got back home.

         At five p.m., the workers started to leave. Daniel Carter was one of the last. He waved goodbye and hopped into his pickup. Wilde followed him back to the ranch on Sundew Avenue.

         When Daniel Carter turned off the ignition and stepped out of the truck, Wilde pulled up and parked in front of his house. Carter spotted Wilde and stopped moving. The front door of the ranch opened. His wife, Sofia, greeted him with an almost celestial smile.

         Wilde slid out of the car and said, “Mr. Carter?”

         His father stayed by the open truck door, almost as though he were debating getting back in and driving away. Carter took his time, staring warily at the interloper. Wilde wasn’t sure what to say next, so he went with the simplest:

         “Could I have a word with you?”

         Daniel Carter glanced toward Sofia. Something passed between them, the unspoken language of a couple who had been together some three decades, Wilde assumed. Sofia stepped back inside and closed the door.

         “Who are you?” Carter asked.

         “My name is Wilde.” He took a few steps closer so that he wouldn’t have to shout. “I think you’re my father.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter

Two

         

         Daniel Carter didn’t say much.

         He listened quietly while Wilde explained about his past, about the DNA genealogy site, about reaching the conclusion that they were most likely father and son. Carter kept his expression neutral throughout, nodding every once in a while, wringing his hands maybe, losing a little color in his face. Carter’s stoicism impressed Wilde, reminded him, oddly enough, of himself.

         They were still in the front yard. Carter kept sneaking glances back at his house. Finally, he said, “Let’s take a drive.”

         They got in the pickup truck and drove in silence, neither feeling the need to talk. Wilde assumed that his words had stunned Carter, that Carter was using the drive like a boxer uses the standing eight count. But maybe not. Hard to read people. He could be stunned. He could be cunning.

         Ten minutes later, they slid into a booth at Mustang Sally’s, a sixties-themed diner located inside a Ford car dealership. The booth had red vinyl seating and tried very hard to bring on nostalgia, but when you come from New Jersey, faux diners just don’t cut it.

         “You after money?” Carter asked him.

         “No.”

         “I didn’t think so.” He let loose a long breath. “I guess I could start off by doubting your claim.”

         “You could,” Wilde agreed.

         “We could do a paternity test.”

         “We could.”

         “But I don’t really see the need. There is a resemblance between us.”

         Wilde said nothing.

         Carter ran his hand through his white mane of hair. “Man, this is weird. I have three daughters. Did you know that?”

         Wilde nodded.

         “Greatest blessings of my life, those girls.” He shook his head. “You’re going to have to give me a few minutes with this, okay?”

         “Okay.”

         “I know you have a ton of questions. So do I.”

         A young waitress came over and said, “Hey, Mr. C.”

         Daniel Carter gave her a warm smile. “Hey, Nancy.”

         “How’s Rosa?”

         “She’s doing great.”

         “Tell her I say hey.”

         “I sure will.”

         “What can I get you fellas?”

         Daniel Carter ordered a club sandwich with fries. He gestured toward Wilde, who ordered the same. Nancy asked if they wanted anything to drink. Both men shook their heads at the same time. Nancy picked up the menus and left.

         “Nancy Urban went to high school with my youngest,” Carter said when she was out of earshot. “Great kid.”

         “Uh-huh.”

         “They both played on the same volleyball team.”

         “Uh-huh,” Wilde said again.

         Carter leaned in a little. “I really don’t get this.”

         “That makes two of us.”

         “I can’t believe what you’re telling me. You’re really that little boy they found in the woods all those years ago?”

         “I am,” Wilde said.

         “I remember the news stories. They called you Little Tarzan or something. Hikers spotted you, right?”

         “Yes.”

         “In the Appalachians?”

         Wilde nodded. “The Ramapo Mountains.”

         “Where are those?”

         “New Jersey.”

         “Seriously? The Appalachians reach New Jersey?”

         “They do.”

         “I didn’t realize that.” Carter shook his head again. “I’ve never been to New Jersey.”

         So there you had it. His birth father had never been to the state Wilde had called home his whole life. Wilde wasn’t sure what, if anything, to make of that.

         “You don’t think of New Jersey as having mountains,” Carter said, trying to grasp at anything. “I think more about overcrowding and pollution and Springsteen and The Sopranos.”

         “It’s a complicated state,” Wilde said.

         “So’s Nevada. You can’t believe the changes I’ve seen.”

         “How long has Nevada been home for you?” Wilde asked, trying to gently steer the conversation.

         “I was born near here, in a town called Searchlight. Ever heard of it?”

         “No.”

         “It’s about forty minutes south of here.” He pointed with his finger, as though that was helpful, then he looked at the finger, shook his head, put his hand down. “I’m making small talk for no good reason. I’m sorry.”

         “It’s fine,” Wilde said.

         “It’s just…a son.” His eyes may have been welling up. “I’m having trouble wrapping my head around that.”

         Wilde said nothing.

         “Let me tell you one thing right off the top, okay, because I’m sure you’re wondering.” He dropped his voice. “I didn’t know about you. I didn’t know I had a son.”

         “When you said ‘didn’t know’—”

         “I mean, never. Not until this very moment. This is all a complete shock to me.”

         Something cold coursed through Wilde. He had waited for answers like this his whole life. He had blocked on it, pretended that it didn’t matter, and in many ways it didn’t, but of course, the curiosity was there. At some point he’d decided that he wouldn’t let the unknowable define him. He had been left in the woods to die and somehow survived. That obviously changed a person, molded them, was part of everything they did or became.

         “Like I said, I have three daughters. To find out now, all these years later, that I had a son before any of them were even born…” He shook his head and blinked his eyes. “Oh boy, I have to get acclimated to this. Just give me a little time to catch my breath.”

         “Take your time.”

         “You said they call you Wilde?”

         “Yes.”

         “Who named you that?”

         “My foster father.”

         “Apropos,” Carter said. Then: “Was he good to you? Your foster father?”

         Wilde didn’t like being on the answering end here, but he said “Yes,” and left it at that.

         Carter still wore his work shirt. There was a film of dust on it. He reached into the breast pocket and pulled out a pen and reading glasses. “Tell me again when you were found.”

         “April of 1986.”

         Carter wrote that down on the paper mat. “And they guessed you were how old?”

         “Six, seven, something like that.”

         He wrote that down too. “So that means, give or take a year, you were born around 1980.”

         “Yes,” Wilde said.

         Daniel Carter nodded, his eyes on his writing. “My guess would be, Wilde, that you were conceived sometime in the summer of 1980 and born nine months later, so that would be, what, between March and May of 1981.”

         A small vibration shook the table. Carter picked up his mobile phone and squinted at the screen. “Sofia,” he said out loud. “My wife. I better answer it.”

         Wilde managed to gesture for him to go ahead.

         “Hey, hon…Yeah, I’m at Mustang Sally’s.” As he listened, Carter flicked his gaze toward Wilde. “A supplier. He’s bidding to get the PVC pipe order. Right, yeah, I’ll tell you about it later.” Another pause before he added a very sincere, “Love you.”

         He hung up and put the phone back on the table. He stared at it for a long time.

         “That woman is the best thing that ever happened to me,” he said. Still staring at the phone, he added, “It must have been hard on you, Wilde. Not knowing about your past. I’m sorry.”

         Wilde said nothing.

         “Can I trust you?” Carter asked. Before Wilde could respond, Daniel Carter waved him off. “Dumb question. Insulting even. I have no right to ask anything from you. And a man either keeps his word or he doesn’t. Asking him isn’t going to change anything. The biggest liars I’ve ever met are the best at making promises and holding eye contact.”

         Carter folded his hands and put them on the table. “I guess you’re here for answers.”

         Wilde didn’t trust his voice, so he nodded.

         “I’ll tell you what I can, okay? I’m just trying to think of where to start. I guess with…” He looked up in the air, blinked, dove in. “So Sofia and I started dating our senior year of high school. Fell in love pretty fast. We were kids though. You know how it is. Anyway, Sofia is a lot smarter than me. When we graduated, she went to college. Out of state. In Utah. First in her family to attend college. I joined the air force. Did you serve?”

         “Yes.”

         “What branch?”

         “Army.”

         “Did you see action?” he asked.

         Wilde didn’t like to talk about it. “Yes.”

         “I didn’t. My age, I was lucky. After Vietnam, I mean in the seventies and up until Reagan bombed Libya in 1986, it felt like we’d never go to war again. I know how weird that sounds now, but it’s true. That’s what Nam did to our psyche. Gave us a nationwide case of PTSD, which maybe was a good thing. I was mostly stationed at Nellis, maybe half an hour from here, but I also did short stints overseas. Ramstein in Germany. Mildenhall in the UK. I didn’t fly or anything. I worked Pavement and Construction Equipment, basically building bases. It’s where I learned about construction.”

         Waitress Nancy interrupted. “The fries were ready, so I brought them out first. They’re best when they’re hot.”

         Carter snapped on the wide, charming smile. “Well, isn’t that thoughtful of you? Thank you, Nancy.”

         Nancy Urban set down the big basket of fries between the two men and put small plates in front of them. There was already ketchup on the table, but Nancy moved the bottle to the center, as though to remind them it was there. When she left, Carter reached out and grabbed a single fry.

         “Sofia and I got engaged right before I left for my summer assignment at Ramstein. We were still really young, and I was worried about losing her. She was meeting all these cool people at college. Every high school couple I knew had already broken up—or had a shotgun marriage because they were pregnant. Anyway, I bought an engagement ring from a pawnshop of all places.” He narrowed his eyes. “Do you have any trouble with alcohol, Wilde?”

         “No.”

         “Drugs? Any kind of addiction?”

         Wilde shifted in the booth. “No.”

         Carter smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. I had a bout with alcohol, though I’m twenty-eight years sober. But I can’t blame that. Not really. The long and short of it? I had a crazy summer in Europe. I figured it was my last chance as a single man, and stupidly I thought I should sow my wild oats or whatever nonsense we men used to justify acting out that way. That summer was the only time I cheated on Sofia, and sometimes, even after all these years, I look over at her sleeping and feel guilty. But I did it. One-night stands, we used to call it. Heck, I think people probably still call them one-night stands, don’t they?”

         He looked at Wilde as though he expected him to answer.

         “I guess,” Wilde said to keep the conversation going.

         “Right. You married, Wilde?”

         “No.”

         “Not my business, sorry.”

         “It’s okay.”

         “Anyway, I slept with eight girls the summer of 1980. Yep, I know the exact number. How pathetic is that? Other than Sofia, they are the only women I’ve had sex with in my entire life. So the obvious conclusion here is that your mother is one of those eight women.”

         Conceived during a one-night stand, Wilde thought. Did that matter? Wilde couldn’t see how. Perhaps there was some irony in the fact that Wilde was most comfortable in short-term situations or, more bluntly, one-night stands. He’d had girlfriends, women he tried to connect with, but somehow it never quite worked out.

         “Those eight women,” Wilde said.

         “What about them?”

         “Do you have their names or addresses?”

         “No.” Carter rubbed his chin, his eyes turning upward. “I only remember a few first names, sorry.”

         “Did any ever reach out to you?”

         “You mean after? No. I never heard from any of them again. You have to remember. This was 1980. None of us had mobile phones or emails. I didn’t know their last names, they didn’t know mine. Do you ever listen to Bob Seger and the Silver Bullet Band?”

         “Not really.”

         A wistful smile crossed his face. “Oh man, you’re missing out. I bet you’ve heard ‘Night Moves’ or ‘Turn the Page.’ Anyway, in ‘Night Moves,’ Bob sings, ‘I used her, she used me, but neither one cared.’ That’s what it was like for me that summer.”

         “So they were all one-night stands?”

         “Well, one girl was a weekend fling, I guess. In Barcelona. So that was more like three nights.”

         “And they only knew you as Daniel,” Wilde said.

         “I go by Danny mostly, but yeah.”

         “No last names. No addresses.”

         “Right.”

         “Did you tell them you were a soldier or where you were stationed?”

         He thought about that. “I may have.”

         “But even if you did,” Wilde continued, “Ramstein is huge. Over fifty thousand Americans.”

         “You’ve been?”

         Wilde nodded. He had spent three weeks there training for a secret mission in northern Iraq. “So if a young woman got pregnant and she wanted to find the father and came to the base looking for a Danny or Daniel—”

         “Hold up,” Carter interrupted. “Do you think your mother looked for me?”

         “I don’t know. It’s 1980. She’s pregnant. Maybe. Or maybe not. Maybe she was just one-night-standing too. Maybe she had one-night stands with a bunch of guys and didn’t know or care who the father was. I don’t know.”

         “But you’re right,” Carter said, his face seeming to drain of color. “Even if she tried to find me, she would never have been able to locate me at that base. And I was only there for eight weeks. I may have even been back stateside by the time she’d learned that she was pregnant.”

         Nancy came back with their sandwiches. She placed one platter in front of Carter, one in front of Wilde. Her eyes danced between the two. Sensing the mood, Nancy hurried away.

         “Eight women,” Wilde said. “How many of them were Americans?”

         “What difference does that make?” Then: “Oh right, I see. You were left in the woods in New Jersey. It would stand to reason that your mother would be American.”

         Wilde waited.

         “Only one. I mostly met the girls in Spain. It was like spring break for all kinds of Europeans back then.”

         Wilde tried to keep his breathing even. “What do you remember about her?”

         Carter picked up a single french fry, held it between his thumb and forefinger. He stared down at it as though it might give him the answer. “I think her name was Susan.”

         “Okay,” Wilde said. “Where did you meet Susan?”

         “A discotheque in Fuengirola. That’s a town on the Costa del Sol. I remember saying hi to her and being surprised when I heard her accent because there were so few Americans who vacationed down there.”

         “So you’re at the disco,” Wilde continued. “Try to think back. Who were you with?”

         “Some guys from my regiment, I guess. I don’t remember. Sorry. They may have been there. We’d bounce from disco to disco.”

         “Did Susan tell you where she was from?”

         Carter shook his head. “In fact, I can’t even say for sure she was American. Like I said, we rarely saw young American girls down there. It wasn’t a spot for them back in 1980. But her accent was clearly American, so I’m guessing she was from here. I also had a lot to drink. I remember dancing with her. That’s what you did. You danced hard and sweaty and then you left.”

         “Where did you two go?”

         “A couple of us had chipped in for a room at a hotel.”

         “Do you remember the name of the hotel?”

         “No, but it was right near the nightclub. A high-rise. I remember it was round.”

         “Round?”

         “Yeah. It was a round high-rise. Distinctive. Our room had a balcony. Don’t ask me how I remember that, but I do. If I looked at pictures of hotels online, I could probably figure it out. If it’s still there.”

         Like that would make a difference, Wilde thought. Like he could fly over to Spain and visit some hotel and ask them whether a young American woman named Susan had a one-night stand in their hotel in 1980.

         “Do you remember when exactly this happened?”

         “You mean like the date?”

         “Whatever, yes.”

         “I think she was later in my stay? Like the sixth or seventh girl, so probably August. But that’s a guess.”

         “Was she staying at this round high-rise too?”

         He made a face. “I don’t know. I doubt it.”

         “Who was she traveling with?”

         “I don’t know.”

         “When you started talking to her, was she with anyone?”

         He slowly shook his head. “I’m sorry, Wilde. I don’t remember.”

         “What did she look like?”

         “Brown hair. Pretty. But…” He shrugged and said that he was sorry again.

         They talked about other possibilities. An Ingrid from Amsterdam. Rachel or Racquel from Manchester. Anna from Berlin. An hour passed. Then another. They eventually ate the sandwiches and the now-cold french fries. Daniel Carter’s phone buzzed several times. He ignored it. They talked, though Carter did the majority of the speaking. Wilde wasn’t one for opening up.

         When the phone buzzed yet again, Daniel Carter signaled Nancy for the bill. Wilde said that he would pay it, but Carter shook him off. “I would say it’s the least I could do, but that would be too insulting.”

         They got back into the pickup truck and started back toward the house on Sundew Avenue. Both men fell into a silence so thick you could reach out and touch it. Wilde looked out the front windshield at the night sky. He had spent his entire life looking up at the stars, but there was something about the color of the sky just past dusk, the turquoise tint that you only find in the American Southwest.

         “Where are you staying tonight?” his father asked.

         “The Holiday Inn Express.”

         “Nice.”

         “Yeah.”

         “I need to ask you a favor, Wilde.”

         Wilde looked over at his father’s profile. There was no doubting the resemblance to his own. Carter was staring out the front windshield, his gnarled hands gripping the wheel at a perfect ten-and-two-o’clock.

         “I’m listening,” Wilde said.

         “I got a really nice family,” he said. “Loving wife, wonderful doting daughters, grandkids even.”

         Wilde said nothing.

         “We are pretty simple people. We work hard. We try to do the right thing. I’ve owned my own business for a long time now. I never cheat anyone. I provide a solid service to my customers. Twice a year, me and Sofia, we take a vacation in an Airstream to a different national park. The girls used to come with us, but now, well, they’ve got families of their own.”

         Carter carefully put on his turn signal and steered hand over hand. Then he looked at Wilde.

         “I don’t want to drop a grenade on their lives,” he said. “You can understand that, can’t you?”

         Wilde nodded. “I can,” he said.

         “When I got home from that summer, Sofia met me at the airbase. She asked me about what I’d done over there. I looked her straight in the eye, and I lied. It may seem like a long time ago—and it is, don’t get me wrong—but if Sofia hears now that our marriage was built on that lie…”

         “I understand,” Wilde said.

         “I just…can I have a little time? To think about it?”

         “Think about what?”

         “To think about telling them. If I should tell them. How I should tell them.”

         Wilde thought about that. He wasn’t so sure that he wanted any of that either. Did he want three new sisters? No. Did he want or need a father? No. He was a loner. He chose to live by himself in the woods. He was best detached. The only person he felt any real responsibility toward was his godson, Matthew, a high school senior—and the only reason he did was because Matthew’s father, David, Wilde’s only friend, had died because of Wilde’s negligence. He owed the kid. He would always owe him.

         There were other people in his life. No man, not even Wilde, was an island.

         But did he need this in his life?

         When they pulled onto Sundew Avenue, Wilde felt his father stiffen. Sofia and his daughter Alena were on the front stoop.

         “How about this?” Daniel Carter began. “We meet for breakfast tomorrow morning. Eight a.m. at the Holiday Inn Express. We discuss it then and make a plan.”

         Wilde nodded as Carter pulled into the driveway. Both men hopped out. Sofia hurried toward her husband. Her husband started peddling the PVC pipe supplier story again, but judging by the way she looked at him, Wilde was not convinced that Sofia was buying it. She never took her eyes off Wilde.

         When it didn’t seem to be overly rude, Wilde made a production of checking his watch and said that he had to go. He quickly headed toward his rental. He didn’t look back, but he could feel their eyes on him. He slid into the driver’s seat and hit the accelerator. He never, not once, looked over his shoulder. When he got back to the Holiday Inn Express, Wilde packed his bag. There wasn’t much stuff. He checked out, drove to the airport, dropped the car off at the rental dealership.

         Then he caught the last flight from Las Vegas back home to New Jersey.

         He sat in a window seat and replayed the conversation. He didn’t want to drop grenades on them. He didn’t want to drop grenades on himself.

         It’s over, he thought.

         But he was wrong.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter

Three

         

         Chris Taylor, formerly known as The Stranger, said, “Next up—Giraffe.”

         Giraffe cleared their throat. “I don’t want to sound melodramatic.”

         “You always sound melodramatic.” That was Panther. Everyone chuckled.

         “Fair enough. But this time…I mean, this guy deserves a world of hurt.”

         “A Category 5 hurricane of hurt,” Alpaca agreed.

         “A Black Death plague of hurt,” Kitten added.

         “If anyone deserves our worst,” Panther said, “it’s this guy.”

         Chris Taylor sat back and looked at the faces on his giant wall monitor. To the layman, this looked like a Zoom call on steroids, but this meeting was taking place on a secure video conferencing program Chris himself had designed. There were six of them on the screen, stacked three on top, three on the bottom. Their true images were hidden by full-body digital Animoji of, you guessed it, a giraffe, a panther, an alpaca, a kitten, a polar bear, and The Stranger’s own mask as the group leader, the lion. Chris, who now hid in plain sight in an upscale loft on Franklin Street overlooking the Tribeca Grill in Manhattan, had not wanted to be the lion. He felt the lion was too on-the-nose for the leader, separated him too much from, if you will, the pack.

         “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Chris said. “Please present the case, Giraffe.”

         “The application was filled out by a single mother—or should I say was a single mother—named Francine Courter,” Giraffe began. Their giraffe Animoji always reminded Chris of his childhood toy store—Geoffrey the Giraffe had been the mascot for the chain Toys “R” Us. Chris remembered his parents taking him there on only the most special of occasions and being awestruck as he entered, the sheer magic and wonderment of the place. It was a happy memory, and he often wondered if Giraffe, whoever they (the pronoun for every member of the group) might be, had chosen this Animoji for this very reason.

         “Francine’s only child—her son Corey—was murdered in that school shooting in Northbridge last April. Corey was a fifteen-year-old sophomore. Theater kid. Talented musician. He’d been at a rehearsal for the spring concert when the gunman burst in and shot him in the head. There were eighteen kids shot in that rampage, if you remember. Twelve died.” Giraffe stopped and took a breath. “Lion?”

         “Yes?”

         “Do I need to go into more details about that shooting?”

         “I don’t think so, Giraffe,” Chris/Lion said. “We all remember the news stories. Unless someone objects?”

         No one did.

         “Okay, let me continue,” Giraffe said. Even through the voice-altering app, Chris could hear the quake in Giraffe’s tone. They all used voice-changing technology of one sort or another. Part of the security and anonymity. The Animoji didn’t just cover their faces either—they replaced their entire appearance.

         “After burying her only son, Francine fell into a terrible sadness. You can all imagine, of course. Her way out was to channel her grief, try to do something so that other parents wouldn’t have to go through this hell. She became a vocal advocate for gun control laws.”

         “Giraffe?”

         It was Polar Bear.

         “Yes, Bear?”

         “Maybe I shouldn’t raise this, but I’m pro Second Amendment. If someone is disagreeing with this woman’s viewpoint, even if she’s a grieving mother—”

         Giraffe cut them off with a snap. “That’s not what this is.”

         “Okay, I just don’t want to get political in here.”

         Chris spoke up. “We all agreed. Our mission is about punishing cruelty and abuse, not politics.”

         “This isn’t about politics,” Giraffe insisted. “Someone truly evil is attacking Francine Courter.”

         “Go on,” Chris told them.

         “Where was I?…Right, she takes up the cause. Naturally, like Bear said, people disagreed with Francine’s viewpoint. She expected that. But what started as tough discourse quickly grew into a sweeping targeted campaign of terror against her. Francine received death threats. She was constantly hounded online by bots and harassed. Her residence was doxxed. She had to move in with her brother’s family. But nothing prepared her for what really got the ball rolling.”

         “And that was?”

         “A conspiracy wingnut posted a video claiming that the shooting never happened.”

         “Seriously?” Kitten said.

         “Guess that CCTV footage of kids being slaughtered wasn’t enough proof for these psychos,” Panther added.

         “A fake,” Giraffe said. “That was what the conspiracy video claimed. All staged by gun control advocates who want to take away your guns. Francine Courter was a ‘crisis actor,’ whatever that means, and—this is the truly awful part—the video claimed that her son Corey had never even existed.”

         “My God. How did they—?”

         “Mostly they just made stuff up. Or they manipulated the narrative to the point of incredibility. For example, they found another Francine Courter who lives in Canada and lists herself as childless, and so they have an audio of the narrator calling her on the phone and ‘Francine Courter’ saying she never had a child named Corey and so, of course, no child of hers was shot or killed. Ergo it’s all a hoax.”

         “I can’t with these people,” Alpaca said.

         “Bad enough to lose a child,” Kitten, who had an English accent, though again that could be from their voice-distortion app, added, “but to then be tormented by these lunatics.”

         “Who is dumb enough to believe this stuff?” Polar Bear asked.

         “You’d be surprised,” Giraffe said. “Or maybe you wouldn’t be.”

         “What else did the conspiracy video show?” Chris asked.

         “Nothing that makes sense. They ask weird suggestive questions like, ‘Why are some of the school CCTV videos only in black and white and others in color?’ as if that’s proof it’s all a fake. Then they doctor or make up evidence with photographs. So, for example—and wow, this is just so skeevy—a bot posted a photograph of someone who looks a little like Corey at a Mets game that took place after the shooting. Then they write, ‘Here’s the actor who played Corey Courter in the Northbridge High shooting at a ball game last week!”’ and then others comment stuff like, ‘Wow, this is proof it was all staged, he looks fine to me, it’s a fraud, stupid sheeple, stop believing what the mainstream media tells you, do your own research, Francine Courter is a traitor,’ whatever.”

         “Awful as this sounds,” Polar Bear said, “it seems like we are talking about too many people to take meaningful action.”

         “That was my worry too,” Giraffe said, “until I dug into the second video.”

         “Second video?”

         “So the first video posted on YouTube claiming that the shooting was a hoax was created by an account called Bitter Truth. Eventually it was taken down, but as always with these things it was too late. By then, it had over three million views. It was duplicated and spread, you guys all know the drill. But a second video came out under the name Truth de Bitter.”

         “Not much of a nom de plume,” Chris said.

         “No, not much of one at all. He wanted us to know it was the same guy.”

         “You said ‘he,’” Panther noted.

         “Yes.”

         “So it’s a man?”

         “Yes.”

         None of them were surprised. Yes, women troll. But not like men. That wasn’t sexism. That was simple data.

         “His second video…” The Giraffe stopped, overcome.

         Silence.

         Panther broke it. Tenderly they said, “You okay, Giraffe?”

         “Take your time,” Chris said.

         “Yeah, just give me a second. It was just hard to watch. The link will be in my report, but in sum, the guy goes to Corey’s gravesite. To the tombstone of a fifteen-year-old boy. The guy is wearing all ninja black and a mask, so he can’t be recognized. Anyway, he brings this device with him. It looks like a metal detector you see guys walking with at the beach. Heck, it probably is. He claims it’s a ‘BCD’—a Buried Corpse Detector. He demonstrates at other graves how when he hovers it over the ground, it gets a reading. A sound like static. That’s how the device knows, he claims, that there is actually a dead body buried underneath the tombstone. Then he waves the device over Corey’s tombstone. Guess what happens?”

         “Oh my God,” Alpaca said.

         “Exactly. He claims the reading says that there is no body underneath.”

         “And people buy this?”

         “If it fits their narrative,” Chris said, “people buy anything. We all know this.”

         “Sadly, I’m not finished,” Giraffe said, letting loose a deep breath. “At the end of the video, the guy urinates on Corey’s grave.”

         Silence.

         “He then posts the video of him doing that on every page associated with Francine Courter.”

         Silence.

         Chris spoke first. “What’s his name?” he asked between clenched teeth.

         “Kenton Frauling. It took me a while, but I traced at least ten of the bots to the same account as Bitter Truth and Truth de Bitter.”

         “How did you track him down?”

         “I sent an email pretending to be a member of the media who believed his story. He clicked the link, and well, you know the rest—”

         “So not only did this Frauling guy create these awful videos—”

         “He made most of the comments, yes. Carried on fake conversations with himself. Attacked in unison. He also hired a foreign bot farm to join him in the ceaseless barrage on Francine. Besides tons of posts on Twitter and Facebook and all that, he calls Francine’s phone at all hours. He sends letters to her home with graphic pictures of Corey, even put flyers on her car.”

         “And what’s Frauling’s deal?”

         “He’s a thirty-six-year-old sales manager for a large insurance company. Makes six figures.”

         Chris felt his hands tighten into fists. This part, the fact that Kenton Frauling had a life, should have shocked him, but it didn’t. Most people assumed that the vast majority of destructive trolls harassing people were unemployed losers furiously posting from Mommy’s basement, but more often than not, they were educated, employed, financially comfortable enough. What they did have in common was carrying some sort of perceived slight, some sort of imagined resentment, some unwarranted feeling of victimhood.

         “Frauling has two kids. Recently separated. That’s the outline of the case. I’ve sent you all a file with the videos and posts.”

         Chris said, “On behalf of the other members of Boomerang, I want to thank Giraffe for their tireless work on this case.”

         There were murmurs of agreement.

         “Let’s take the vote,” Chris said. “All in favor of moving forward on Kenton Frauling?”

         All voted “Aye.” This was the sixth and final case presented to the Boomerangs today. The rule was, if two members voted nay, the troll was left alone. Of the six cases today, five had passed. The only one that had been rejected involved a pretty-boy reality star getting hounded online. Panther had presented, but the pretty boy was a fairly unsympathetic victim, so they chose to spend their energies on the more deserving.

         The Boomerangs’ motto was an obvious one: Karma is like a boomerang—whatever you give out will come back to you. The group carefully selected their targets after a thorough application and vetting process. In his previous guise as The Stranger, Chris had learned the hard way that you only seek justice when there is no question—no reasonable doubt at all—that the perpetrator deserves it. To be absolutely sure, Chris would now comb through Giraffe’s full file to make sure all the details fit the presentation. Doubtful that there would be an issue. Giraffe was the most anally thorough of them all.

         “Okay,” Chris said, “let’s talk response. Giraffe, what hurricane category do you want to go with?”

         Giraffe did not hesitate. “If there was ever a monster crying out for a Category 5…”

         “Aye,” Panther cut in. “Category 5.”

         The rest quickly agreed.

         The Boomerangs did not go to Category 5 often. Most trolls came in more at a Category 2 or 3, in which case their punishment would involve hurting credit ratings or emptying a bank account or perhaps blackmail, something to teach the troll a lesson but not destroy them.

         Category 5, on the other hand, was cataclysmic. Category 5 wasn’t so much about damage as total annihilation.

         God may offer mercy, but for Kenton Frauling, the Boomerangs would not.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter

Four

            Four months later

         

         Hester Crimstein, celebrity defense attorney extraordinaire, watched her opponent, prosecutor Paul Hickory, adjust his tie and begin his closing statement.

         “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, this is not only the most obvious and clear-cut murder case that I’ve ever prosecuted—it’s the most obvious and clear-cut that anyone in my office has ever seen.”

         Hester resisted the urge to roll her eyes. It wasn’t time.

         Let him have his moment.

         Hickory lifted the remote with a flourish, pointed it at the television, hit the on button with his thumb. The screen came to life. He could have had the image already up on the monitor, but no, Paul Hickory liked a little pizzazz, a little showmanship. Hester put on her bored face, so that if any jury members sneaked a glance at her, they would see how unimpressed she was.

         Sitting next to Hester was her client, Richard Levine, the defendant in this murder trial. She had discussed with Richard at great length how he should behave, what his demeanor should be, how he should react (or more importantly, not react) in front of the jury. Right now, her client, who would spend the rest of his life behind bars if Hickory got his way, had his hands neatly folded on the table, his gaze steady.

         Good boy.

         On the screen, there were maybe a dozen people crowded together near the famed arch in avant-garde Washington Square Park. Paul Hickory made
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