
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Ex-Con

        

        
        
          A Thriller

        

        
        
          Vincent Zandri

        

        
          Published by Vincent Zandri, 2025.

        

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Vincent Zandri

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker Box Set

          
        
          
	          The Chase Baker Trilogy:Volume II

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Dutch Diamonds

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Spear of Destiny

          
        
          
	          The Chase Baker Trilogy: The First Three Chase Baker Thriller Novels

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Quest for the Holy Grail

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Pyramid of Madness

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Hunt for Nazi Gold

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker und die Jagd nach Nazi-Gold

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Purple Robe of Christ

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller No. 12

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Lost Ark of God

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          Young Chase Baker and the Cross of the Last Crusade

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 1

          
        
          
	          The Shroud Key

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 2

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Golden Condor

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 3

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the God Boy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 4

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Lincoln Curse

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 6

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Da Vinci Divinity

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 9

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Seventh Seal

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Dick Moonlight PI Series

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Gets Schooled

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Breaks Bad

          
        
          
	          Divorce by Moonlight

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Gets Railroaded

          
        
          
	          Code Blue Moonlight

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Dick Moonlight PI Series Short

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Gets Served

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Goes Viral

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Mafia

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Detour

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Dick Moonlight PI Thriller

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Kills

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Falls: New and Lengthened Editor’s Cut Edition

          
        
          
	          The Dick Moonlight PI Box Set II

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Dick Moonlight Thriller Book 9

          
        
          
	          Dog Day Moonlight

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Gripping Ava "Spike" Harrison Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Concrete Pearl

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Gripping Tanya Teal Corporate War Chronicles Thriller

          
        
          
	          Primary Termination

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Jack "Keeper" Marconi PI Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          The Sins of the Sons: A Gripping Hard-Boiled Mystery Thriller with a Surprise Ending

          
        
          
	          The Innocent

          
        
          
	          Godchild

          
        
          
	          American Prison Break

          
        
          
	          The Jack Marconi P.I. Box Set

          
        
          
	          White Wedding

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      (A Jack Marconi PI Series)

          
        
          
	          The Guilty

          
        
          
	          The Slender Man

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      (A Keeper Marconi PI Thriller Book 5

          
        
          
	          Dressed to Kill

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      American Crime Story: A Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: Book I

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: Book II

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: Book III

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: Book IV

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Meta Man Time Travel Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Passion of Casey Smith

          
        
          
	          Meta Man

          
        
          
	          Meta Man: Mars 900 C

          
        
          
	          Cashless Bail

          
        
          
	          After Life

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Sam Savage Sky Marshal Thriller

          
        
          
	          Dead Heading

          
        
          
	          The Sam Savage Sky Marshal Boxed Set

          
        
          
	          Tunnel Rats

          
        
          
	          The Empire Runaway

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Short Thriller

          
        
          
	          Ghosts

          
        
          
	          Pembroke PInes

          
        
          
	          The Killer

          
        
          
	          Hit and Run

          
        
          
	          The Devil Won't Have You

          
        
          
	          The Girl in the Window

          
        
          
	          Go Get Me A Gun

          
        
          
	          The Left Hook

          
        
          
	          Autonomous

          
        
          
	          Delusional

          
        
          
	          Desperate Measures

          
        
          
	          Domestic Dispute

          
        
          
	          Living Doll

          
        
          
	          The Woman with Two Faces

          
        
          
	          The Man Who Prayed for the End of the World

          
        
          
	          Hitchhiker

          
        
          
	          Bang Bang Shoot Shoot

          
        
          
	          Memory Bank

          
        
          
	          Left Alone

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Short Thriller Collection

          
        
          
	          Desperate Measures: A Short Thriller Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Short True Crime Thriller

          
        
          
	          I Am God

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Steve Jobz PI Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Flower Man

          
        
          
	          The Extortionist

          
        
          
	          The Plumber

          
        
          
	          I, The Judge

          
        
          
	          The Steve Jobz PI Box Set

          
        
          
	          The Blackmailer

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Steve Jobz Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Embalmer

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      (A Thriller)

          
        
          
	          The Scream Catcher

          
        
          
	          A Touch of Evil

          
        
          
	          Detonator

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Caretaker

          
        
          
	          Tarantulas at Thirty Thousand Feet

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: The Complete Saga

          
        
          
	          Deranged Fan

          
        
          
	          The Girl Who Wasn't There

          
        
          
	          Her Darkest Secret

          
        
          
	          Paradox Lake

          
        
          
	          Max Gator: A Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Squatters

          
        
          
	          Assignment Rendition

          
        
          
	          The Ex-Con

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Tony and Stan Thriller

          
        
          
	          Bingo Night

          
        
          
	          Border Crossings

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Vincent Zandri Hard-Boiled Short Read

          
        
          
	          Pathological

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Young Chase Baker Thriller

          
        
          
	          Young Chase Baker and the Well of the Souls

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dick Moonlight PI

          
        
          
	          Full Moonlight

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      PI Jack Marconi

          
        
          
	          Arbor Hill

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      PULP Thrillers

          
        
          
	          Pulp 2: Three Gripping Thrillers Collected in One Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Rebecca Underhill Trilogy

          
        
          
	          The Remains

          
        
          
	          The Ashes

          
        
          
	          The Bones

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      (Vincent Zandri on Writing Book)

          
        
          
	          Pieces of Mind: Fictional Truths & Non-Fictional Lies about Writing and the Writing Life

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Writer's Life Mindset Lecture Series

          
        
          
	          The Writer’s Life Mindset Lecture Series Number 1: The Series that Helps You become a Real Pro Writer!

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Writer's Life Volume 1

          
        
          
	          The Writer's Life

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Pulp!: Two Thriller Novels and a Novella

          
        
          
	          Head

          
        
          
	          Pathological: Collected Short Reads of Sex, Lies, and Murder!

          
        
          
	          Go Get Me  a Gun

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Vincent Zandri’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Begin your Moonlight journey today with a FREE copy of MOONLIGHT FALLS, the first novel in the Thriller and Shamus Award-winning series. 

Or visit WWW.VINZANDRI.COM to nab all of Vin’s stories, novellas, and novels. 



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


PRAISE FOR VINCENT ZANDRI

––––––––

[image: ]


“SENSATIONAL . . . MASTERFUL . . . brilliant.”

—New York Post

––––––––

[image: ]


“(A) CHILLING TALE OF obsessive love from Thriller Award–winner Zandri (Moonlight Weeps) . . . Riveting.”

—Publishers Weekly

––––––––

[image: ]


“. . . OH, WHAT A STORY it is . . . Riveting . . . A terrific old school thriller.”

—Booklist “Starred Review”

––––––––

[image: ]


“ZANDRI DOES A FANTASTIC job with this story. Not only does he scare the reader, but the horror  

Show he presents also scares the man who is the definition of the word “tough.”

—Suspense Magazine

––––––––

[image: ]


“I VERY HIGHLY RECOMMEND this book . . . It’s a great crime drama that is full of action and intense suspense, along with some great twists . . . Vincent Zandri has become a huge name and just keeps pouring out one best seller after another.”

—Life in Review

––––––––

[image: ]


“(THE INNOCENT) IS A thriller that has depth and substance, wickedness and compassion.”

—The Times-Union (Albany)

––––––––

[image: ]


“THE ACTION NEVER WANES.” 

—Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel

––––––––

[image: ]


“GRITTY, FAST-PACED, lyrical and haunting.” 

—Harlan Coben, New York Times bestselling author of Six Years

––––––––

[image: ]


“TOUGH, STYLISH, HEARTBREAKING.” 

—Don Winslow, New York Times bestselling author of Savages and Cartel.

––––––––

[image: ]


“A TIGHTLY CRAFTED, smart, disturbing, elegantly crafted complex thriller . . . I dare you to start it and not keep reading.”

—MJ Rose, New York Times bestselling author of Halo Effect and Closure 

––––––––

[image: ]


“A CLASSIC SLICE OF raw pulp noir...”

—William Landay, New York Times bestselling author of Defending Jacob

––––––––

[image: ]


“ZANDRI (IS) A VETERAN wordsmith who executes quality and quantity at superlative levels.”

—Book Reporter









The Ex-Con

A Thriller

Vincent Zandri



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


“There are things that have to be forgotten if you want to go on living.”

—Jim Thompson

















[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1

[image: ]




I sat stone still on the edge of my cot looking like a flesh and blood statue. I’d been sitting there all night, thinking, shaking, and teeth chattering. This was the day my prison sentence ended and I was to be unleashed onto a world I had grown to loathe over the past twelve years. 

But I guess you could say I was lucky. I somehow managed to get handed a marshmallow sentence of twelve years for killing a Mexican cartel boss in cold blood whose defense attorney managed to convince a jury the deceased was nothing more than a poor “Dreamer.” But the fact of the matter was that the gangbanger was no stranger to torturing a man for days on end just for looking at him wrong. It also helped that I’d learned to play nice with the warden, which is a big bonus when it came to getting a reduced sentence.  

But before I get ahead of my skis, allow me to explain. I had learned a thing or two in prison, one of them, ironically, was how to kill a man using only my bare hands, or maybe with the help of a simple weapon, like a shank created out of a plastic toothbrush and the double blades that come with your average Bick disposable razor. That’s right, even maximum security prisons like Green Haven allowed you to keep a Bic razor in your dop kit. Unless that is, you were marked as a psycho killer, in which case, you either grew a beard, or one of the screws shaved your face for you. 

But I digress. 

During those twelve years, I also made a dramatic change, physically. When I first entered through the prison gates, I weighed one hundred sixty pounds, wet. I was a thin man. It seemed to suit my five feet nine inches well. Not too skinny, not even remotely heavy. But there was little muscle mass on my bones. Mostly soft tissue due to my job which required me to sit in a chair and type out mystery novels and stories as fast as my brain and two fingers would allow. When it came to exercise, maybe I’d get an afternoon walk in. That is after I took a nap. 

But when I got here, I was immediately sized up by the Aryans, the Muslims, the Blacks, the Latinos, the Chinese, and the Queers and the Steers, you name it. Everyone kept to their own tribe. Within the first couple of days, I’d gotten the shit kicked out of me on two separate occasions by a big-ass tattooed Aryan who called himself Brutus. He had to stand six-feet-four inches and weigh in at three hundred pounds. He was bald and rotund. His chest, arms, face, and bald head were covered in tattoos that included swastikas, realistic portraits of Hitler and Goebbels, and three stars tattooed under his left eye...one for every man he killed with his bare, bear-claw hands. 

He picked me up by the neck with one hand and tossed me against a concrete wall. All it took was one punch to send me into a near coma. When I came to, I found that one of my teeth was missing, and I was swallowing blood. 

He came after me again the next morning in the yard. He beat me so badly, I ended up in the hospital ward, which suited me just fine. It was there, while the male burses tended to my lacerations, bruises, and sprains (by miracle of miracles, no breaks) with tender loving care, that I made the decision not only to fight back but to change myself for the better. If I was going survive Green Haven, I was going to have to go through a transformation. I needed to become nothing less than a monster. 

That’s when I began to hit the weight platform, not for a half hour a day, but all day. I ate as much food as I could and paid off the kitchen (my New York agent would deposit cash in my prison account) to give me extra food when they had it available. By the time my first month was completed, I’d put on twenty pounds, and I could bench press two hundred twenty-five pounds fifteen times in a row. I could do thirty true pullups at a time. I could squat three hundred pounds. My workout on the heavy and speed bags was so ferocious, I’d come away with bloody knuckles. 

I was just getting started. But it was this transformation that got the attention of the Warden who, it just so happened, was a fan of my books. But more on this later. 

“Mr. James Brandt,” shouted the voice of a screw. “Inmate 4-8-7 dash 1-2-9-7-6-5-6, you have hereby been granted parole beginning immediately by the State of New York and the Honorable Governor...” 

He said the woman’s name. It was then my cell doors sprung open. The entire cell block started booing, but the boos were meant for the screw and the governor. When they started chanting, “Monster, Monster, Monster...” it was a sign of complete respect for me and what I had done for the prison. You see, as it turns out, it wasn’t the screws who made the place safer over the past twelve years I’d been living behind Green Haven’s concrete and razor wire. The monster who had made the place safe was me. 

James “Monster” Brant. 

Standing, I made my way through the open cell doors and out onto the gangway. The chants of Monster only got louder as I walked to the metal stairs and descended the four flights to the concrete landing. Making my way to the beefy, gray uniformed screw, he offered me a grin and handed me my walking papers, along with a plastic bag that contained my belongings. 

“Let’s see,” he said. “One wristwatch, one wallet containing thirty-five dollars...er scratch that. Not sure where the thirty-five dollars went.” He grinned again. “You know how these things go in prison, Mr. Monster. One pair of loafers, one leather belt, and one set of car keys.”  

He handed me a clipboard with a receipt attached to it, along with a pen. 

“If you’ll just give us your John Handcock, Mr. Monster,” he said through that nasty grin, “you can let the door slap you hard on the ass on the way out. How’s that sound?” 

I might have punched his teeth down his throat or put him in a death-grip headlock, but you see, that’s exactly what the screw was going for. A move like that would automatically cancel my parole and put me right back in my prison cell for at least another year or two. Didn’t matter the deal the warden (or supervisor as he’s sometimes referred to) made with the parole board and the governor. They would have no choice but to lock me up again, especially with the entire cell block focusing their gaze on me, all of them witnesses. 

I signed the receipt and handed the pen and clipboard back to him. He tore out a pink carbon copy of the receipt and handed it to me. I shoved it in the pocket of my now, ill-fitting, way-too-tight civilian clothing, and started for the metal doors that would lead to the prison exit and the front gate. 

“Oh, Mr. Monster,” the screw called out. “I almost forgot to give you something.” 

He pulled a white, business-sized envelope from his back pocket. The warden wanted me to make sure you got this before you checked out of our fine lodging establishment. Inhaling a stale breath, I made my way back to him. I went to grab the envelope, but he did that thing where at the last second, he pulled it back. The entire block erupted in laughter. 

“Kick him in the balls, Monster,” someone shouted. 

“Shank the screw motherfucker,” another inmate barked. 

“That’s what you want isn’t it?” said the screw staring at me with beady little eyes. “Go ahead. Take your best shot. It’ll be the last one you take for a long time.” 

“Just give me what’s mine, please,” I said. “I’m not going to play your game.”

Slowly, he produced the envelope. This time I made sure to snatch it out of his hand before he had the chance to mess with me again. Once more I started walking. But just when I was about to come to the metal doors, I about-faced. 

“Hey, screw,” I said. “Who knows, maybe one day I’ll see you on the outside. We might have a lot to reminisce about. Especially if we’re all alone.”

It was a less than veiled threat and he knew it. He also knew there wasn’t a goddamned thing he could do about it. His grin went south, and his face drained of its blood.

“Let’s hope not,” he said. 

That’s when it was my turn to grin. Turning, I made my way through the door and into a brightly lit concrete corridor. At the end of it was the last set of iron bars I would ever pass through. When the gatekeeper opened them for me, I stepped through them and made my way to the prison exit doors. Stepping outside, I breathed in the fresh air and nearly vomited on the spot.
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There was a bus stop located across the street from the prison. Once per day (always in the early morning), a bus picked up paroled prisoners who wished to travel to Albany and points south. The ride cost nothing, care of the Empire State of New York and its generous taxpayers. I crossed the street and waited at the metal bus stop sign. I was told the bus arrived at seven AM sharp. By the looks of it, I was the only one getting out of prison that day. So be it.

With my plastic bag and business envelope in hand, I stood on the street corner and stared at the concrete and razor-wire-covered prison walls. It was a gray hell-on-earth, but it had also been my home for twelve overly long years. Maybe you’ll think me crazy, or even completely out of my fucking mind, but in a small way, I would miss the place. It wasn’t that I made any friends inside the joint or took on a lover or two. Fact is, even prior to earning my reputation as “the monster of Green Haven,” I was able to resist the advances that came from cellmates, and other horny inmates who didn’t care what they fucked, so long as it contained a hole made of flesh and blood. 

But once I became a monster, even the mere thought of making a sexual advance on me would likely get your teeth rearranged. With that clearly in mind, I was left alone for the rest of my stay at the Hotel Green Haven. Like I said, I didn’t make many friends. Now that I think about it, I didn’t make any friends. Sure, I had acquaintances, but I made a point of keeping to myself. I even ate by myself, lifted weights by myself, and recreated by myself. The entire twelve years was an exercise in self-imposed isolation even while being surrounded by inmates. 

About the only person I might even consider close to being a friend was the prison supervisor. The warden. A late middle-aged man by the name of Bill Leach. He’d witnessed my actions inside the cell block and outside in the yard, and he’d come to see me as a man who could not only take care of himself, but he sensed that I was a man who could be trusted. There was something else too. He was a fan of my hard-boiled mystery novels. It was because of this that he invited me to his office one hot summer afternoon. 

I recall being escorted by one of the screws to his fourth-floor office inside the fenced-off concrete business offices located inside the prison walls. The office was square and spacious. Behind the desk, a big picture, chicken-wire reinforced window looked out onto the prison yard where I lifted weights, and others played basketball, or handball, or just stood around shooting the shit and talking about the daring escapes they would never attempt. To my right, the interior wall was covered in framed diplomas, and to my left were photos of Leach during his various deer hunts. The head of an eight-point buck was mounted to the wall and surrounded by all the photos. 

“That will be all, Sergeant,” the short, but stocky, mostly bald-headed Leach said to the screw. “You can wait outside.” 

“You be careful with this one, Warden,” the screw said. “He can be vicious if provoked.”  

“I don’t recall ordering him to isolation in recent months or years,” Leach responded. 

The screw shot me a suspicious glance. 

“That’s because he’s also smart,” he said. “He knows when to rein his shit in. Don’t you, Monster?” 

This was one of those questions you simply didn’t answer since it was a case of damned if you did and fucked over if you didn’t.

“Like I said, Sergeant,” Leach barked. “That...will...be...fucking all.” 

The screw nodded. He gave me a look and walked out as ordered, closing the wood and glass door behind him. Leach shook his head and rolled his eyes. 

“Goddamn CO’s,” he said while seating himself in his swivel chair. “Most of them are city cop and state trooper washouts because they have zero I.Q. So, they sign on to work one of the worst jobs known to man so they can wear a uniform and look like somebody important to the neighbors and the wife.” 

I didn’t want to judge either way. Being an inmate, and a man who took another man’s life, but for good reason, I wasn’t sure if it was my place. 

“But where are my manners, Mr. Brandt?” Leach said, gesturing with his hand. “Take a seat.” 

“Thank you, sir,” I said. 

He opened up the bottom drawer and came out with a bottle of Jameson Irish whiskey and two clear drinking glasses which he set on the table. He poured us each a generous shot. 

Sliding one of the glasses toward me, he said, “I’m sure you could use one of these by now.” He held up his dominant hand. “Oh, and before I forget.” 

He reached back down and picked something up from off the office floor. He stood up and set it on the desk beside my glass of whiskey. It was an IBM Selectric typewriter. He sat back down. 

“There,” he said. “Whaddaya think of them apples?” 

I didn’t know what to say or how to react, so I just stared at the old typewriter. 

“What, aren’t you happy?” he said. 

I shifted my focus to Leach and gazed into his blue eyes. 

“Yeah, I’m happy,” I said. “I thought my career was finished.”

“Not at all,” he said. “I love your books, and I want you to write more on the inside. Be interesting to see what you come up with while playing the role of the inmate.” 

I grabbed the drinking glass off the desk and took a sip. The whiskey was warm and soothing, like the most beautiful of pussies, only better.

“What if one of the screws wants to take it away from me?” I said. 

He shook his head and drank some whiskey. 

“They have their orders to leave you alone,” he said. “You’ll have all the ribbon cartridges and blank paper you need. I ask only one thing in return.” Shaking his head like he forgot something. “No, two things, actually.”

“Yeah?” I said. 

“First,” he said, “you let me read your first drafts.” 

It wasn’t an unreasonable request, especially coming from a fan and the man responsible for the roof over my head. 
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