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​PROLOGUE
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LYNNFIELD, MASSACHUSETTS 

NINETEEN YEARS AGO 

The first time Aimee Reardon saw a dead body was the night of her eighth birthday. 

In the late hours of nightfall, she stood on the backyard deck watching her father drive the point of the shovel into the soil. She watched him without emotion, her eyes too large for a face too small. Yet she stood with all the stillness of a Grecian statue because that was all that was required by the man who just killed her mother. 

In the downpour of a torrential rainstorm, a celestial staircase of lightning fired up the backdrop of the skyline, silhouetting her father into something that was blacker than black. 

She watched him dig a hole to a depth just above his knees, a shallow grave.  

“She was weak,” he simply said, the blade of the shovel biting deep into soil that was quickly transforming to sludge beneath his feet, his voice that of a mortician who’d been jaded with the familiarity of death, smooth and even. “And she deserved nothing less.” 

A sheeted body lay beside the dig, the fabric’s whiteness contrasting the soil. And in this darkness Aimee could see the spots of blood against the fabric that shone like black tar. But when lightning struck, she noted that the color was pink, the one-time color of candy-apple red having bled off into the soil from the wash of rain. 

“I’m almost done,” he told her. “Almost . . . done.”

When he finished, he stepped out of the hole and punched the shovel into the dirt. Then, standing with his hands on his hips, investigated the hole. “You will not miss her,” he said in a manner not to be contested. “I forbid it.” 

When he rounded the makeshift grave, he stood next to the body with his hands on his hips, and with a prompting of his foot he shoved the body into the hole. 

Another strike of lightning, her father once again silhouetted against the backdrop, the handle of the shovel standing erect beside him like a makeshift cross. 

“It’s getting late, Princess,” he said. “Play for me, will you? Leave the door open and play for me . . . You know what I want to hear.”

She didn’t nod. She didn’t speak. She simply reacted with regimented obedience and entered the house, leaving the door open as her father requested. In the living room that led to the kitchen sat a baby grand piano, a Steinway, which held the glossy sheen of black lacquer. 

From the yard her father waited, the rain buffeting him. 

Princess?

And then he heard the melody as she played the keys of the Steinway. Soft at first, very light, the pace picking up as she played “In the Hall of the Mountain King” by Edvard Grieg, one of his favorites. Beneath a boiling sky he closed his eyes and waited for the tempo to peak. When the melody was completed, he then removed the shovel from the mound and geared himself.

“Again, Princess, but don’t stop playing until I say so.” 

She began again, playing slowly, then picking up the pace, her fingers perfect over the keys as she played with the agility of a pianist three times her age. 

Her father began to shovel earth into the grave, keeping pace with the tune the same way a dancer moves poetically with the beat of a song. As the tempo picked up so did his momentum, his actions becoming manic as her fingers moved with incredible speed over the keys, again and again and again. Sweat was now breaking on her brow, her fingers on the verge of cramping as her father filled the hole with unimaginable speed, the rain buffeting him in sweeping sheets as the pace became incredibly fast, lightning fast, the child barely managing, not wanting to contest her father. 

She remained perfect.

And then he was at the doorway with the shovel in his hand, watching her. “You can stop now,” he said evenly. 

The music stopped on cue with no haunting cadences sounding off in the hallways or anywhere within the house. It was just a quick and sudden death that sank the residence into sepulchral silence. 

He moved into the kitchen toward the sink and leaned the shovel against the wall by the pantry door. Blood and dirt made for poor mortar as clumps of sticky soil clung to his hands and forearms. And his face was grimy, as if greased with oil and sweat. “You did not disappoint me,” he told her, and with his elbow he turned on the valve of the faucet and began to wash away the soil and blood from his hands. “Now, Princess, play me something slow.”

She closed her eyes, raised her fingers above the keyboard, and began a skillful rendition of “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.” It was the first song she had learned and one of his favorites, even though it was hugely subpar from Chopin, Brahms or Beethoven, tunes that truly moved his soul.  

He immediately got lost in the moment as he cleansed his hands beneath the water to wash away the sins, with blood and mud spiraling around the drain before disappearing. He then closed his eyes and listened—the music was so poetic, so balanced and fluid, that he failed to notice the police officers standing in the hallway of his home with their guns leveled.  

And then the music stopped, lending to a definable moment of silence. 

He turned from the sink with the dreamlike measure of surreal slowness to the officers, and to his daughter, who expressed no emotion. And then, “Oh, Princess, what have you done?” 

His focus remained so intent he did not feel the officer cuff him from behind. It was only until he was forced into a sitting position that he realized that he was being detained. 

“Mr. Reardon?” This came from the arresting officer, a tall and beefy man with lines of age on his face, a seasoned vet. 

Reardon simply ignored him, keeping his eyes fixed on his girl as two younger officers hustled to the rear of the house, holstering weapons.

“Mr. Reardon, we received a nine-one-one call regarding the welfare of your wife. Now you’re not under arrest, but you are being detained until we can complete an investigation. Do you understand what I just said? You’re only handcuffed for our protection at this time.” 

Reardon looked at the nightstand, noted the phone off its charger, and realized what his daughter had done. “Oh, Princess,” he said to her in pained whisper. “What I could have done for you . . . What you could have become.” 

She sat there without divulging any sense of emotion or thought, the gazes of father and daughter remaining fixed and unyielding.  

And then in a voice filled with disappointment, “Oh . . . Princess.”

At that moment the officers returned from the backyard. But it was the smaller of the two who spoke. “There’s a mound back there, Sarge. But we can’t tell if it’s fresh with all the rain.” 

Reardon proffered a wry grin. “Beneath it you will find my wife,” he said simply. 

The three officers stared at each other as if revelation had simply unfolded its Glory right before them, but too stunned to react to its offerings.

The sergeant took a step forward and looked down at Luther.  “Mr. Reardon, are you telling me that your wife is buried in the back?”

Reardon looked up at the sergeant and gave him a smile that was nothing less than callous. “It’s a graveyard back there,” he whispered. 

The sergeant’s face fell, the veteran taken aback by Reardon’s casualness.

Luther then faced his daughter with the cold fortitude of a machine. If his eyes held the milky sheen of death, then she could understand his underlying nature that was so much of his makeup, which was bitterly cold. But they weren’t. They were warm and blue and as clear as Caribbean waters. “This isn’t over yet, Princess,” he said. “You’re just as weak as your mother. And sometime during the night, when it’s darkest, I’ll come for you for the last dance and take you to where hellfire burns—”

“Get this moron out of here!” ordered the Sergeant, jabbing his thumb toward the entry. 

Reardon was immediately hoisted to his feet by the officers and ushered to the doorway. 

Looking over his shoulder as he was managed toward the cruisers, Reardon called out in a voice that was far from benign. “The last dance is coming, Princess. And no matter what, you won’t be able to run!” 

“Get him out of here!”

When Reardon was gone the sergeant placed a comforting hand on Aimee’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, sweetheart, you did the right thing. He’ll never hurt you or anyone else again.”

Hollow words, she knew.  

With nothing more than a blank expression, she raised her fingers high above the keyboard and brought them down in a rush of astounding anger, pounding the keys over and over with such discord that it sounded like something wailing.  

Happy birthday, Princess.  

Even with her father gone, she could still hear his voice. 
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​CHAPTER ONE
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PRESENT DAY

“What is it about the Man of Darkness that threatens you?” 

In a room of subdued lighting, Doctor Seymour Sutcliffe sits in a chair quietly observing a woman who lies upon a divan. He sits stoically. Yet his face takes on that rubber mask looseness at the edges as if weighted by fatigue. 

He leans forward, his hawkish appearance and close-set eyes coming within the feeble glow of light cast from a single bulb attached to a metronome. As he speaks his voice is smooth and mellifluous, its passive inflection capable of lulling a person into a sense of peace. “Ashley, I need you to tell me what is it about the Man of Darkness that threatens you?”  

Her eyes are closed, but her lids undulate with the movement of REM—slowly at first, then becoming rapid, each eye moving with chameleon independence as they went from side to side, and then up and down. 

“Ashley?”

Her breathing begins to heave and pitch. Her back lifts slightly on the divan. 

“It’s all right, Ashley.”

Her lips part slightly, speaking in hushed tones about the Man of Darkness.

“I can’t hear you,” he tells her. “You’ll need to speak up.”

“He’s coming for me,” she manages.

“Who’s coming for you?” he asks. 

The corners of her lips begin to move in a series of nervous tics.

“Everything’s fine,” he says calmly, placing a hand on her forehead. “You’re in your safe area where nobody can hurt you. Do you understand me, Ashley? Nobody . . . can hurt you.” 

She answers him with a single nod, and then runs her tongue that’s as dry as a strip of carpet over her lips.  

“Good girl,” he tells her, and then he removes his hand. “Now I need you to listen to me, and I need you to listen closely. We’re going to go back to the part of your life when the Man of Darkness—”

She rocks her head with a firm “no,” her back once again arcing. 

Immediately he returns a hand to her forehead and she relaxes—her body yielding as she slowly settles into the curve of the divan. “Ashley, we need to confront this Man of Darkness. You need to see his face and acknowledge him. Do you understand me? You need to face your fears.” 

She rolls her head from side to side without any sense of coordination. It’s as defiant as she can get under the circumstances. “Please . . . I don’t . . . I can’t . . . do . . . this.” 

“Ashley—” Sutcliffe presses his hand firmly against her forehead. His voice no longer even, but carries the tension of mild annoyance. “Ashley, stay in your safe area.”

“No-no-no-no-no-no . . .”

“Ashley,” Sutcliffe slowly falls back into the shadows while keeping a hand on her forehead. “You’re in your safe area where no one can hurt you. Not even this Man of Darkness.”  

After Ashley fell back into a state of composure, Dr. Sutcliffe got to his feet and began to walk a path in the center of the room. Somewhere in the shadows the second-hand of a clock was pacing off the ticks. “You’re eight years old,” he says evenly, “and you know the Man of Darkness is coming.” He stops and looks down at his patient, his shape tall and thin and curving like the blade of a scythe. “Tell me what you see?”

Her breathing begins to hitch unevenly, the pull of air into her lungs now a series of short gasps.

“Remain in your safe area,” he demanded. “Do not forget to stay your safe area.”

Within moments she settles back into gentle repose, her muscles relaxing. 

“Now, Ashley . . . Tell me what you see?”

In her mind’s eye she begins to focus, then in a slow and hypnotic clip begins to speak of the Man of Darkness. “He’s coming up the stairway,” she tells him. “I can hear his footsteps as he calls to me . . . ‘Prinnnncessssss,’ only I don’t answer because I know what he’s going to do.” At that moment on the divan she begins to sniff the air. “I can smell the butane,” she adds. Then as soon as agitation begins to settle in, she arcs her back. “I know what he’s going to do.”

“Stay in your safe area.” 

She calms down, but marginally. “I can hear him play with the wheel of the lighter,” she tells him. “And then I see the glow of the flame beneath the door. ‘Princess,’ he says to me, ‘Princess, I have something to show you.’” And then she swallows, her mouth running dry. 

“Go on, Ashley, tell me about the Man of Darkness . . . Tell me his name.” 

She rolls her tongue once again, still dry: “Now he’s working the doorknob because it torments me.” She then hesitates as if her mind is resetting a new set of memories. And then she continues with the same drunken-like drawl. “He’s opening the door now . . . slowly . . . the light of flame surrounding his hand like halo.” 

“Who is it, Ashley? Who do you see?”

Ashley begins to rock her head back and forth, slowly at first, then faster.

“He cannot harm you.”

This time Ashley can’t disengage herself from the presence of the Man of Darkness who stands in the doorway as something faceless, the flame he holds unable to throw enough light to propose his identity. 

There is no life without pain or misery, he tells her, stepping into the room. I can make you strong. 

Within moments Dr. Sutcliffe’s voice fades until it resembles nothing more than a drone, the voice of the Man of Darkness becoming more articulate and taking hold of Ashley’s mind: You know it has to be, Princess. In order to succeed in life, then you have to learn how to endure the pain that life imparts. The Man of Darkness comes closer to the bed. One who cannot endure the pain can never survive . . . And to endure the pain, you must learn how to tune your mind to accept anything horrible that comes your way. 

The Man of Darkness rolls up the sleeve of his shirt, revealing the greasy whorls of discolored flesh. He then begins to pass the lighter beneath the flesh of his forearm. The trick, Princess, is not minding, he tells her, the flame melting his skin like the tallow of wax. Pain is a constant in life. And it’s up to you to learn that no one is immune. 

He shuts off the lighter, the Man of Darkness deeply camouflaged by shadows. In time the burns will heal, leaving scars. But the lesson here is to learn how to move on by learning how to live with those scars. And I’m not only talking about these scars here, but also up here. She could see him raise his arm, but could not see the scorched wounds in the darkness as he reaches up and taps his temple with the point of his forefinger. The scars up here run much deeper. These are the wounds you have to overcome in order to survive.

Ashley looks into the face of the Man of Darkness, which is nothing but complete and utter blackness. “I know who you are,” she whispers.

Of course, you do. 

On the divan Ashley becomes more animated, her back slightly arcing, then lowering, then once again arcing as if her body was the fulcrum of seesawing emotions. 

The Man of Darkness stands, a shadow among shadows, and looks down at Ashley. In his hand he toys with the lighter, thumbing it so that the brief flashes of fire throw teasing glimpses of his true identity. 

In the staccato flashes of light, she sees the man smiling lasciviously.  

There are lessons to be learned, Princess. 

Ashley forces the back of her head tight against the divan. “Stay away from me.”

The Man of Darkness sighs while thumbing the lighter with quick bursts, but not enough to keep the flame lit. There are lessons to be learned, he repeats.

Like a predator taking careful and calculated steps, the Man of Darkness rounds the bed and chooses his moment, eclipsing Ashley and binding her to the mattress with his crushing weight. With a hand that smells of butane, he covers her nose and mouth, robbing her of oxygen. Do you know what time it is, Princess?

Ashley begins to struggle against something unseen on the divan, her arms coming up to force something away. 

It’s time, Princess . . . for the last—

“Dance!” Ashley bolts upright, her eyes owl wide. But when she awakes the lights to Dr. Sutcliffe’s office are on and he’s sitting behind his desk, the drapes of the window open behind him, offering a view of Seattle’s skyline. 

“I lost you,” he told her. “Again. Your subconscious is not responding to my commands. And you keep leaving your safe area.”

Ashley swings her legs over the side of the divan and plants her feet firmly against the floor. “I saw him,” she said, raking her fingers through her bangs. “He was holding me down.”

“The Man of Darkness?”

She nods. “He said it was time for the last dance.”

Dr. Sutcliffe sat there with all the examination of looking through a microscope. Without betraying any evidence of emotion, without a preamble of raising an eyebrow in concern or fascination or study, he sat there with his hands clasped together and bounced the tips of his forefingers against his chin in thought. “Ashley,” he said, leaning forward. Now the semblance of anticipation begins to creep around his eyes, the crow’s feet somehow deeper, more profound, the eyes asking and pulling for the correct answer. “Who said it was time for the last dance?”

Ashley’s eyes grew vacant, the facial muscles beginning to twitch in war as she struggled to maintain composure. At first it was the quiver of the chin, and then the cheek, her brow, all of which she had no control over. 

“You’re almost there, Ashley. Now take that first step. Tell me who the Man of Darkness is.” 

Ashley slowly gains composure, her features betraying little, almost bipolar in reaction.

“Ashley, if you want closure, then you have to put a face to your fears.” He got to his feet and rounded the desk in a feeble gait; his shoulders and spine sloping forward like a question mark, which happens to be his natural posture, then sits on the edge of his desk. “Tell me,” he says, “who is the Man of Darkness?”

She stares at nothing in particular, although her eyes appear to be fixed upon something in the distance that only she can see. “I’m sorry,” she says. “I can’t.”

“Ashley,” Dr. Sutcliffe takes the seat opposite her by the divan, the flecks of his cerulean blue eyes as dazzling as the facets of sapphires as they looked on with appeal. “You know who he is, so acknowledge him. Once you do that, then your psyche can begin to balance the books.”

“This is harder than I thought.”

“I know that. And that’s where the problem lies. Repressing the truth by turning a blind eye towards the matter never makes the problem go away. You know that. The image simply festers, and the Man of Darkness will fester right along with it. There’s no magic behind what I do, Ashley. It’s simple science of acknowledgement and dismissal, of denying and accepting the truth.”

Simple science? Ashley could only offer a glimpse of a smile, a quick curve at the corners of her lips since simplicity was never an element when it came to her. Ever since her ordeal with the Man of Darkness, she had endured the probing and prodding of mental healers like Sutcliffe who tried to exorcize those combustible fears that often ignited into uncontrollable bouts of terror. How easy it was to explain away these concepts, she considered. Even more so, how easy it was to explain them away with textbook concoctions and scripted anecdotes. At least in Ashley’s point of view, giving liberty to one’s mind was never quite that simple. And after seeking ways to make her life more tolerable, she ultimately lost faith because she remained absolutely consumed with terror that was as staunch as the day when the Man of Darkness was a part her life.

Ashley looks ceilingward, then back to Sutcliffe. “I don’t know why I can’t acknowledge him,” she said. “I don’t know why I only see his face as shadows. I just know he’s there . . . and he’s coming back.” 

“That’s highly unlikely, since he doesn’t know where you are.”

Ashley rises from the divan and stands before a mirror. Six months ago, her face was full and model beautiful, with sleek lines that curved subtly along the jaw, and eyes that held the copper brightness of newly minted pennies. Her lips were natural, exotic, and always held a petulant pout to them. And her widow’s peak drew down over a smooth forehead with skin the color of light cocoa.  

But now she was looking at a stranger. The once slight curvature of her jaw had grown to pointed edges and her chin more pronounced and tapered. Her eyes had dulled to the color of dirty copper that was beginning to settle deeper into her sockets, as gray half moons surrounded them. And her hair was no longer perfectly coiffed or raven with blue highlights, but dulled and listless with an explosion of tufts impossible to manage. 

Bringing a hand to her cheek, she winced at the touch of her skin. Her natural tan was fading, the feel of once-silky flesh now turning to the roughness of tanned leather. In totality her appearance seemed to be taking on the prerequisites of death, she considered. 

She closed her eyes. “It’s never going to go away, is it? The terrors?”

Sutcliffe looked at her and spoke without any sense of passion. “Like anything else, it all depends on how much your mind can tolerate, understand, and perceive the credibility that this person is no longer a threat to you.” Dr. Sutcliffe rises from the chair by the divan and walks across the room in the same bended posture and slow gait to his desk where he takes his seat. “You’re older now, Ashley, but I can’t do this alone. I need your help. And progress is slower than I anticipated.”

Ashley clenches her teeth, causing her jaw muscles to work. At the age of twenty-seven she felt like she was running in sand. “Doctor, I need to forget him. Not remember him.”

“What you need, Ashley, is to come to terms with the fact the you know who the Man of Darkness is, you need to acknowledge him, and then realize that he’s gone from your life.”

In a matter of a split moment her surroundings seem to take on the slowness of a bad dream. She turns to him, his thin blade of a face the same as it usually is, jaded and without any impression of humanity, and challenges him. “But you don’t know that, do you?” 

Sutcliffe countered quickly. “I do know that,” he said. “I know he can never resurface in your life again because there are safeguards to keep him away forever. Is it natural to be paranoid as it is in your case? Of course, it is. No doubt. It’s just a matter of making you believe that you’ve been separated from the Man of Darkness for almost twenty years and that things change.”

“It’s not that easy,” she told him. “Perhaps if I was sitting on your side of the desk . . .” She let her words trail.

Sutcliffe sat there staring at her with no traces of sentiment at all. The man was drained. “He can’t hurt you anymore.”

For a moment she studies him, all sharp angles and dull eyes.

And then: “Ashley.” He leans forward at his desk, his eyes red and raw from too little sleep. “I can’t kill your demons for you. And the sad thing about all of this is that you know who the Man of Darkness is, but refuse to speak his name.”

She sighs.

“Ashley, you need to acknowledge him before you’re too far gone.” 

She studies his features. Like her, they appear deadened and without any semblance of hope or care, but appear far too weary from listening to the individual battles of other peoples’ anguishes. Somewhere, a clock ticks off the seconds.   

“I’m not giving up on you,” he tells her. “I’m merely providing a professional prognosis of your situation.” 

“And I appreciate it.”

Doctor Sutcliffe stares for a long moment, the clock ticking, his eyes studious and calculating, the mind behind them settling on a logical determination as to the next course of action. Behind him, beyond the pane of the picture window, the sky grows darker, the coming of a storm. “I guess I’ll see you next week, then,” he finally said. “And keep in mind what I told you. Put a name to the face and the healing can begin. Turning a blind eye to the problem will eventually destroy you. Trust me.” 

She nods in weak confirmation. “I’ll see you next week.” 

Donning her slicker and grabbing her purse, she leaves Dr. Sutcliffe’s office living a life that moved along with a nightmarish slowness to it.
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​CHAPTER TWO


[image: ]




SEATTLE, WASHINGTON 

Jared Bridwell had been in a gambling rut for most of his life. Once in awhile he would cash in on the “Big Game,” only to lose his winnings on the next “Big Game.” As was the case when he played twenty thousand dollars on the Seahawks’ game, only to lose it when the ‘Hawks lost, even though they were favored by six points.

Now, more than one hundred and thirty thousand dollars in debt, Jared Bridwell knew that his life was in jeopardy.

Parking his car in a spot marked specifically for him at the Bridwell Parking Center in downtown Seattle, Jared grabbed his briefcase and made his way to the front doors of Bridwell Investors Group, a small investment firm built by the blood, sweat and tears of his father, who now lay dead the past seven years.

After usurping the position of CEO by nepotism, it didn’t take Jared long to learn how to embezzle and bankroll incoming investments to fuel his vice without the Commission looking into his misdeeds. He had covered his tracks well. But when the amount of the investments couldn’t cover the amount of his massive bets, he had to borrow from the company’s coffer, which only dug him into a much deeper hole when he lost his wages.

Entering the three-story building, Jared either offered a superficial smile to those he welcomed, or raised a hand in a perfunctory wave of greeting. But when he reached his office his mood became more caustic toward his secretary. 

Jennifer Silkworth was petite and pixie-like with a button nose and bottle-green eyes. Behind the U-shaped desk no one could see her lithe figure or well-muscled thighs, only the upper portion of her hourglass shape. She sat there manning the phone system wearing a Bluetooth assembly and mouthpiece. Behind her, mounted on the wall in chrome, was the company name and logo: BRIDWELL INVESTMENT GROUP. 

The moment she saw him she offered a smile, her teeth paper-white and ruler-straight. “Mr. Bridwell?”

He raised a hand to stop her. “Jenny, I need you to screen all incoming calls and take numbers. Tell them I’ll get back to them as soon as I can.” 

“But Mr. Bridwell—”

“Not now, Jenny.”

“Someone’s here waiting for you—”

“Not . . . now.”

Jared rushed into the comfort zone of his office and closed the door behind him, locking it, and then made his way through the shadows to his desk. After placing his briefcase on the desktop, he went to the window and peeled back a slat from the vertical blind to steal a peek at the busy walkway in front of the building. There was nothing but the natural morning hustle of a new week in Seattle, as Monday lifted off. 

“That’s a pretty expensive-looking briefcase you have there, Jared. I hope it’s full of what you owe me.” 

Jared didn’t even start. He merely closed his eyes as the voice went though him with all the discourse of someone running their fingernails across a blackboard. But when he turned and faced the man sitting in the shadows on the opposite side of the room, Jared became deflated as his shoulders sloped with the crookedness of an Indian’s bow. 

“Look, Cooch,” he said, raising his hands imploringly, his palms facing the ceiling. “Believe me when I say this, but I’m working on something right now and I promise to have the money for you within a month. I swear.”

Antonio Cuchinata sat in a button-studded sofa staring at Jared without divulging a single thought. He was lean, slender, and wore an expensive Armani. The collar of his shirt folded over the collar of his suit, and his shirt was unbuttoned halfway down his chest enough to reveal heavy lengths of gold chains. He was pale and ghostly looking with an impeccably trimmed goatee that was as black as the onyx eyes that pinned Jared with an uncomfortable stare. 

“You know I don’t like to be stroked,” he finally said. “And how many times have you told me that, Jared? How many times have you told me that you’d have my money by ‘the end of the month’?”

Jared’s voice was noticeably shaken. “Cooch, please, all I’m asking is that you give me some more time.”

“And then what? More lies? More promises?”

“I swear to you. I’m really working on something.”

Cooch curled the corner of his lips in a manner of malicious amusement. “Like what?”

Jared tried his best to compose himself by sounding confident, but the high octave in his voice gave him away. “My partner’s working on some new investments that will bring in more than enough to cover the cost of what I owe you.”

“And if you don’t pay me?”

Jared felt totally exposed. “I will. I promise. All I ask is that you trust me.”

Cuchinata pulled a stiletto from the inner pocket of his suit jacket and depressed a button, causing a double-edged blade to shoot out from the hilt. Carefully, he began to trim his cuticles. “Trusting you, Jared, is like trusting a snake to guard the mice. Now I want my money . . . All one hundred and seventy-five thousand.”

“One hundred—I owe you one hundred thirty.”

Cooch held up the blade in display, the chrome sparkling as if newly forged from steel. “What you owe me, you little prick, is one hundred seventy-five thousand dollars, of which forty-five thousand is interest over and above what I’m already charging you. I’m getting tired of your excuses.” Cuchinata held the point of the blade in Jared’s direction, knowing that its showing punctuated his point: Don’t screw me! And then he pressed the button again, the blade disappearing, and returned the knife to the suit’s inner pocket. 

“Right now, Jared, you owe me your life, which isn’t worth much of anything. And if this clap-house business of yours is anywhere near the cost of what you owe me, which I’m sure it is, then I suggest you sell it. But if it’s not, then you better pray that your partner comes through with those investments you’ve been talking about.” Cooch stood up and tugged at the fabric of his Armani, making sure that the sleeve lengths were equal. “Tell me something, does your partner know you’re dipping into the company funds and cooking the books? Or is he in on it, as well? You know, lining his pockets.”

Jared looked visibly ashamed. “He doesn’t know anything. I keep enough in the account for tax and payroll purposes, so as not to draw suspicion. He thinks the funds are tied up in bonds.”

Cuchinata feigned a smile. “Sooner or later your little improprieties will catch up with you, my friend. So if I was you, I’d be smart about it and pay me off. Because if you don’t, I guarantee you’ll be dead long before you become somebody’s prison bitch.” 

Jared looked downward, frightened. He knew the threat was more than just veiled. “I’ll have the money,” he told him. “I promise.” 

“You better hope so,” he returned, “because your life literally depends on it. And there will be no . . . more . . . extensions.”

“Understood,” he answered. “There’ll be no problems, Cooch. None whatsoever.”

“For your sake, Jared, I hope not.”

Long after Cuchinata was gone, Jared’s irritated stomach twisted into a slick fist as nausea overwhelmed him. 
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​CHAPTER THREE
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WALPOLE STATE PRISON

WALPOLE, MASSACHUSETTS 

Luther Reardon had bided his time for nineteen years in a system where mercy and compassion had no foothold. For nearly two decades he sat within the confines of his tiny cell exhibiting a skinny range of emotions; refusing to laugh, to smile, to become angry, never expressing a sentiment or interest in establishing bonds, but resigning himself as a man who needed to coexist alone with time, only to spend every calculating moment staring at distant walls with vacant detachment.

But in those quiet measures of time Luther Reardon was actually contemplating and designing his future with such detail that his vision seemed touchable.

And though he may have seemed mindless at times, Reardon was actually a man of cunning and drive—a man whose propensity for business had crushed competitive companies into the ground with a simple grinding of his thumb, thereby usurping profits by vicious corporate raiding and making him a business phenomenon by the age of twenty-nine.

The notion of taking without regard had become electrifying to him, motivating him to wage further battles for the want of more, finding power a delicious and never-ending well to draw from.

But nineteen years ago his world of promise came crashing down by the hand of a little girl.

Before his sentencing, Reardon was astute enough to pool all his liquid assets and tie them up into government bonds that were safe, guaranteeing a yield over a nineteen-year period which amassed him a fortune well into seven figures. So when the word of his wealth circulated among inmates, Luther Reardon was all but canonized, becoming a dark saint among dark disciples who offered their services for nominal fees. But Reardon declined, his simple worded appreciation bearing nothing more than the cold fortitude of a machine.

But now, almost twenty years later, Luther Reardon was determined to cut loose.

“Reardon?”

He turned toward the guard standing in the hallway. “Yeah, boss.”

“The Board’s ready to see you now.”

Reardon rose from the bench in a hallway paneled in dark walnut and made sure the penitentiary issue he was wearing was meticulously smooth and neat. Clean appearances, he knew, provided an edge.

When he entered the Board Room, he purposely held his head submissively low, discerning that servility was far more suitable than appearing aggressive. 

Crossing the concrete floor, he sat in a wooden chair situated in front of a camera six feet in front of him, the myriad cables winding a serpentine path across the floor and connecting to three high-definition flat screens situated against the wall. On each colored panel was a live feed of the Parole Board, a male and two females, a high-tech presence in which each member’s turnout was from a different locale throughout the state. 

Reardon shifted in his chair that seemed to be as old as the facility—the armrests loose, the legs rickety—and offered a delicate smile. “Good morning,” he said. He then held his knees together and pulled his shoulders inward, trying his best to look small and vulnerable. As a final touch he clasped his hands together in an attitude of prayer and placed them on his lap.

“Mr. Reardon,” this from a woman whose voice was as stern as the prosecutor who convicted him nineteen years prior, a voice that held the roughness of someone who smoked too much. “In the nineteen years as a resident of Walpole State Prison, have you interpreted the crime of which you have been convicted of a proper act of justice? Or do you continue to maintain your innocence, as proposed by your multiple appeals in the past?”

Reardon immediately realized the angle: convicts rarely admit their guilt. This was the norm and never the anomaly. He knew if he persevered with that maxim, then the Board would know he was lying. “The appeals were a tool by my attorney.” he stated. 

“So you readily admit your guilt for the conviction of second-degree murder?”

“I do. Yes.” 

The woman made a check on her form. 

“Mr. Reardon,” a man with dark, non-expressive eyes leaned forward. His face was a truly magnificent display in clarity with the pixels picking up every seam, wrinkle and weathered line on his face. TV had come a long way in twenty years, he considered. “Tell me why I should consider your release into society in which the mission statement is clearly defined that it is our duty to keep the community safe?”

“What I did took place nearly twenty years ago,” he said. “What I did was wrong, I know that, and there’s nothing I can do to salvage a horrible misdeed on my part. All I can do is find redemption and salvation. I hope the Board takes into consideration all of my charitable efforts I offered to the inmates here by teaching them Life Skills, which is necessary for them to succeed once they are no longer with us.”

“I know of your work to aid others while incarcerated, Mr. Reardon. But do you think this Board should consider parole to a man who has taken a life? After all, you’re here for Life with the eligibility of parole after serving seventeen years. You failed your first exam before this Board two years ago.”

Reardon pulled his shoulders inward, with subtlety, trying to look insignificant. “What I did was wrong. I know that. And living here as long as I have teaches a man many things.”

“And what would that be?”

“I sometimes wonder what things would be like if I had conducted myself differently since I had the whole world in my hand, and then let it slip away.”

“Do you have regrets, Mr. Reardon?”

“I do.”

“Regrets for your actions? Or regrets that you got caught?”

“If we were speaking years ago, I would have told you it was for my actions, when in reality my true regret was because I got caught.”

“And now?”

“I’m older,” he said. “And I’m tired. A day doesn’t go by without me praying for salvation. I am absolutely terrified that God has said ‘no’ because of my actions.”  

The man with non-expressive eyes fell back into his seat and said nothing more. His steely gaze forced Reardon to wonder if his response sounded artificial to the point of damaging his testimony rather than help it. He tried not to speculate. 

A heavyset woman appraised Reardon silently through the screen, her eye-to-eye examination telling him on a subliminal level that her insight was too keen for misguided answers. “Mr. Reardon, according to your records you have never been reprimanded for any type of misconduct at Walpole, a model prisoner. What do you attribute to this?”

The answer came quickly. “Discipline,” he said. “All reformation begins and ends with discipline.”

“Is this your philosophy, Mr. Reardon?”

“I look at it this way: If I didn’t lack discipline nineteen years ago, then I wouldn’t be here.”

“And you think this self-restraint of yours can carry you outside?” This came from the man with non-expressive eyes.

“Yes, sir, I do.”

“Then tell me something. How do we know that this discipline of yours will continue to carry you through society?”

Reardon hesitated, then, “Because it’s the only thing I have left.”

The man cast his non-expressive eyes to his pad and scribbled a notation, then quickly went over Reardon’s dossier. “In regards as to what we were talking about earlier in presenting Life Skills to others, I see that you developed an intermediate reading program for inmates who are illiterate—and an advanced program, as well.”

“The library is my home away from my cell, not the gym.”

“You provided a wonderful service, Mr. Reardon.” For the first time Reardon saw the spark of gratitude in the man’s eyes.

“Thank you,” he said. “I appreciate that.”

Toe-to-toe and round-by-round, Luther Reardon answered their questions, feeling confident that the positives outweighed the negatives. After an hour into the proceedings, the Board finally concluded their findings.

“Mr. Reardon,” said the man with the non-expressive eyes. “You’ll be notified of our decision within seventy-two hours. Thank you for your time.”

Reardon stood up from his chair with all the alacrity of a ninety-year-old man, his body English conveying to the very end that he would be nothing less than feeble in society. “Thank you.”

Once Reardon entered the passage leading to his cell, he no longer carried himself as someone who was powerless, but as the man who had destroyed companies and CEO’s without remorse.

Sitting in his cell and staring at the opposite wall, Reardon planned for the future. Oh, little girl, you better pray that they don’t release me, because you know that I will tear you apart inch by inch, piece by piece. And Reardon did what he did for the past nineteen years: He charted a course in which his reprisal would someday collide and destroy a child who had since grown into a woman. “I know you’re watching,” he whispered. “And deep down inside you know that I have to have my way . . . I always have my way.”
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