
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for 
BORROWED TIME

			“Borrowed Time is so many things. Epic, thrilling, suspenseful, beautiful. There are horrors in this story that are truly monstrous, and I’m a sucker for a brutal, complicated villain. But it was the love story that got me. When I finished the last page, I actually had to take a moment to breathe.”

			—Victoria Dougherty, Bestselling Author of 
The Bone Church and the Breath series.

			“Longtime journalist John Nolte’s compelling and moving Borrowed Time is no mere first novel. It is the first fictional work to forcefully dramatize the terrifying world we live in today—what Nolte calls the All at Once—while showing us the way out through God and love. Read this extraordinary book now!”

			—Roger Simon, Oscar-nominated Screenwriter, 
Prize-winning Mystery Novelist 

			“John Nolte’s Borrowed Time is a story-telling breath of fresh air. With a deft touch, Nolte tells a tale that is at once magical, and is yet rooted in a kind of Dickensian naturalism. This novel is a high-wire narrative that meditates on life and death and God’s eternal presence. The novel is also an unabashed love letter to America. An absorbing story of love and the role history plays in our lives, I read this book in one sitting and look forward to reading it again, out loud, to my grandchildren. This is, quite simply, a great American novel.”

			—Robert Avrech, Emmy-winning Screenwriter of 
Body Double and A Stranger Among Us

			“John Nolte has written a fine page turner of a novel. Sure to be a fun summer read. A love story with a cinematic almost Capra-esque throwback to its feeling and passion, which at the same time is a smart thriller jumping along at a fun clip. I really enjoyed it.”

			—Mike Binder, Comedian, Screenwriter, Director of 
Upside of Anger, Reign Over Me, and Author of Keep Calm

			“I will read anything John Nolte writes. He’s sharp, he’s fearless, he’s hilarious. But Borrowed Time is something special. The idea at its center is ingenious, and seeing where he takes this concept is a thrill. I couldn’t put it down.”

			—Alex Marlow, Editor-In-Chief of Breitbart News 
and New York Times Bestselling Author

			“John Nolte has achieved something on which many Christian fiction writers fall short: he’s produced a riveting, fast-paced novel without sanitizing the characters or the gritty reality of our modern world and without preaching. Though this book cannot fairly be categorized as Christian fiction, it expresses Christian themes as surely as if it were, and more effectively. I marvel at Nolte’s creative imagination and his facility for storytelling. This is a fun but provocative read.”

			—David Limbaugh, Author and Lawyer
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			“Even the immortals live on borrowed time.”

			—Origin Unknown





Prologue

			1

			The year was 1849 and Joshua Mason had just discovered he was an American.

			For the better part of two decades Mason had been roaming Northern Mexico. Then sometime last year, and without anyone asking his opinion on the matter, Mexico and the U.S. signed a treaty. Now both he and the land he called home were American.

			Mason was puzzling out what this might mean as he entered his adobe hut. There he unloaded supplies purchased at the same trading post that had apprised him of his updated citizenship status.

			It was after dark and he was exhausted from the twelve-mile walk. The bed looked inviting, but so did his purchases.

			He was outside sipping steaming coffee and enjoying the aroma of sizzling bacon when a heavily accented and exhausted voice croaked from the dark, “Hello, the camp!”

			Mason tensed. His flintlock pistol was some ten paces away in the hut. But then the stranger was hit with a brutal coughing fit. Mason used the distraction to step away from the firelight and into the black. Moments later he returned with the flintlock. The stranger was still hacking away. After the coughing quieted, Mason called out: “How many?”

			“Just I, sir! Semyon Mikhailevich Akhrosimov! And I can assure you I am alone, sir—unless you wish to consider the company of this godforsaken mule.”

			“Come on, then. There’s coffee and bacon.”

			If Semyon Mikhailevich Akhrosimov wasn’t so obviously near death, his presentation would have been comical: while trying to remain straight-backed and dignified, the sick man bounced atop a truculent mule with no saddle. One bony hand held tight to the reins and the other held a dented top hat in place. The ensemble was completed with a dusty, oversized black suit that included a vest and string tie. Swimming in all that black cloth was the withered body of a man who looked to be about forty and had no chance of reaching forty-one.

			The man’s face was sweaty and yellow with death. Mason had seen the ravages of consumption before, but never like this—at least not outside of a casket. The exertion required to dismount the mule gave the visitor another coughing fit.

			The sick man coughed and coughed until his legs trembled. Mason jammed the flintlock in his belt and eased his guest to sit on the ground. There the stranger gasped and hacked into a piece of ragged cloth already stained with blood. Then he caught his breath just long enough to express some sarcasm: “Just a moment, kind sir, while I inhale the miracle desert air my esteemed doctor assured me—” the coughing returned.

			Mason retrieved a blanket and water from the hut. He draped the blanket over the dying man’s shoulders like a cape. A few sips from the canteen allowed Semyon Mikhailevich Akhrosimov to gather himself.

			“It’s a noble kindness you’ve shown this weary stranger.”

			“Don’t talk, mister. I’ll take care of your animal.”

			“Ach,” said Semyon Mikhailevich Akhrosimov, “shoot the cursed beast and I will repay you the price of the bullet.”

			2

			After Mason had fed, watered, and hobbled the mule, he returned to find his guest near the fire stretched out on his side and propped up on an elbow. His free hand poured whiskey from a silver flask into a cup of coffee that sat on the ground.

			“I do hope you don’t mind me helping myself,” he said, referring to the coffee.

			“Nope,” Mason replied and picked up the canteen. “There’s bacon.”

			“Your coffee is generous enough,” he said and offered Mason the flask. Mason thanked the stranger, and instead took a long pull from the canteen.

			“Out there in the dark,” Mason said, wiping water from his mouth with the back of his hand, “what was that name of yours you called out?”

			The visitor smiled, and like a conductor about to go to work, he lifted his hand in the air and flicked the silver flask to and fro to the beat of each syllable: “Sem-yon Mik-hail-ev-ich Ak-hros-i-mov. But since we are about to become very good friends, you and I, you may call me Simon.”

			“You sound Russian.”

			“American, sir. One hundred percent American. Born and bred. It was my parents who escaped the brutality of serfdom under Alexander the First. And it was here, in this great country, where they turned swampland into a thriving ranch and left it to a worthless son who squandered it on roulette and young whores.”

			The speech cost Simon his wind. He replaced it with raspy breaths. Then he coughed a few times into his cloth, downed some more whiskey from his flask, and gathered himself enough to offer Mason a rakish grin.

			Mason responded, diagnosing him. “Consumption. Pretty far along.”

			Simon’s grin remained, but sad eyes and a small nod confirmed his tragedy.

			From the oversized clothes and all the loose skin hanging from his jowls, Mason guessed the sickness had melted at least fifty pounds of robust living from this man.

			“I am dying, Joshua Mason. Which is why I followed you—” Suddenly, a wet cough fired out of Simon’s mouth. Mason heard a spray of blood sizzle when it hit the fire.

			Simon got to his knees and hacked away, until all pretense of dignity disappeared. He bent over and the top hat tumbled from his head. The flask fell from his hands. He coughed and moaned and coughed some more, all the while holding onto himself as though the coughing might break him apart. This went on until he toppled over unconscious.

			Mason carried his guest into the hut, laid him on the bed, and wondered why the stranger’s name sounded familiar. Then he wondered why, so near death, the stranger had ridden all this way.

			While spreading out a blanket for himself on the floor, Mason put those wonders aside. He’d met all kinds of Russians over the years, all kinds of people. Names tended to blend together after a while.

			3

			Early the following morning, Mason was awakened on the floor by Simon’s coughs. He sat up to find his new roommate lying in bed lighting a freshly rolled cigarette.

			“I see you live life on your own terms,” said Mason as he stood and folded his blanket.

			“Is there any other way, sir?” replied Simon. Then he took a puff, and began hacking away.

			Mason could only chuckle at the man’s stubbornness.

			Still coughing, Simon pulled the cigarette from his mouth and offered it to his host. Mason gently eased the folded blanket behind Simon’s head to prop him up, accepted the smoke, took a couple of satisfying puffs, and let it hang from his lips.

			“A vicarious smoke is better than none,” Simon said with an edge of self-pity.

			“You gonna want some coffee?” asked Mason before he stepped outside.

			Shivering, Simon pulled the blanket up to his chin and said nothing.

			4

			The coffee was just boiling when Simon, trembling and wrapped in a blanket, shuffled out of the hut. He would not have made the last few paces without Mason’s help.

			“You should stay in bed, friend,” said Mason.

			“If you’re going to allow me to die, sir, allow me to die beside the warmth of a fire.”

			Mason eased his guest to the ground and then retrieved a pillow for his head. Then he lifted a lid to check on the biscuits, poured coffee, and offered his guest the cup.

			Simon didn’t respond. He stared at something beyond the desert as his ravaged lungs rasped and wheezed.

			Nothing was said for a long while, not until the biscuits were brown and removed from the flame.

			Mason broke the silence. “You know my name,” he said.

			Still lying on the ground, Simon kept his eyes locked on the horizon. “When I was a boy, Joshua Mason, you died in my bed. My father dug your grave. My mother spoke prayers over you.”

			“You’re feverish,” said Mason. “I’ll fetch you some water just as—”

			Simon cut in: “I suspect that to a man like yourself, it was not so long ago.” He downed the last of his whiskey and turned to look at Mason with the soft eyes of remembrance. “I was a child then, ten or eleven, and Joshua Mason was in my father’s employ clearing the swampland in Alabama that would become the ranch I would lose with the unjust bounce of a white ball. Yes, you died in my bed. A terrible death. Unforgettable. My father laid you there after you stepped into a nest of water moccasins. Thirty years later, I am lying in my own deathbed, a filthy cot in the back of a trading post run by a greedy pig waiting for me to die so he can steal my clothes and feed my naked corpse to the coyotes. And then, in answer to a prayer I did not make, I hear your voice—I am very good at remembering voices. I peer through the curtain and there you are, alive and unchanged. I rub my eyes. ‘This cannot be true,’ I tell myself. But there you are. An angel? The Devil? I care not who you are in league with. I refuse to die on a filthy cot from a disease given to me by a fifteen-year-old whore. She was a beautiful whore, I must say. A lovely Polish girl. Stefania. And in that regard, I have no regret. But after catching her condition from a railroad worker, Stefania grew bitter and told no one of her illness until it was too late…. Until many of us were doomed. She doomed even those like myself who were kind to her, who were gentle and brought her small gifts. She’s dead now, Stefania…poor little Stefania…. Although still unsure I was not deluded by fever, I removed myself from that deathbed, stole that dreadful mule you must promise me to shoot, and followed you here. And very soon after, I was sure. Here you are. You. Joshua Mason. Who else could you be? You answer to ‘Joshua Mason,’ and although you correctly diagnose my condition, you still risk a terrible death carrying me, giving me your bed, sharing a canteen, and finally, accepting a cigarette that has just touched my consumptive lips.”

			Finished making his case, Simon rolled over and gave his back to Mason. There was no sound other than the terrible wheezing.

			Without a word Mason stood, grabbed the canteen, and walked away.

			Exhausted from his monologue, Simon fell into a deep sleep.

			5

			When Simon woke, it was night, the stars shone like diamonds, and he was warm—warmer than he’d felt in many weeks. With some effort, he managed to roll himself over and found Mason a few feet away stoking an oversized fire. The dying man tried to sit up. He didn’t have the strength. His smile was just as weak. “You are a good man, Joshua Mason. I am warm.”

			“And the water’s cold,” Mason said. Then he snatched up the canteen, pulled its cork, and knelt so Simon could drink. The water made the sick man cough some. Mason wiped his visitor’s mouth with a cloth, sat down next to him, and absently poked at the fire for a while. Then he said, “If I could give you more time, Simon, more years, I would.”

			Simon nodded a little. “So you can only save yourself from death, ah? Not Semyon Mikhailevich Akhrosimov?”

			“No, I could save you. I could. But I won’t. Not you. Not anyone. Not ever.”

			Simon coughed a few times, but the strength had now left even his cough.

			“I see,” was all he said.

			“A good man who cannot die, who lives forever, is cursed,” said Mason. “And an evil man who cannot die is a curse on everyone else.”

			“And you are a good man, Joshua Mason?”

			“No…no, I’m not. I’m both cursed and a curse, so I keep to myself.”

			“I see,” Simon repeated.

			Then Mason turned to his guest and said, “But I won’t steal your suit of clothes, Semyon Mikhailevich Akhrosimov. And I promise the coyotes won’t get to you. And if you ask me to, I’ll speak prayers over your grave.”

			Simon’s rakish grin returned. “And you will shoot that mule?”

			Mason closed his eyes and let out a laugh, something he’d not done in a long time.

			 





PART ONE

			The Love 
Stories





Mason

			1

			In the busy parking lot of a Starbucks still celebrating its grand opening, Joshua Mason leaned against the sun-bleached hood of his pickup truck as the world did what it always did: went about the business of not noticing him.

			There was nothing to notice. Guys like Mason were scattered all over Southern Arizona: lean, late-fortyish, brown skin, dark eyes, scuffed cowboy boots…

			If people noticed anything, it was his 1981 Chevy pickup, which looked as weathered and used up as he did.

			Beneath a low sun that promised a blistering day, Mason stared at a tall hospital building directly across a road choked with four lanes of morning commuters. Only, he wasn’t staring at the building. Not really. In his mind’s eye, he was sitting quietly with Doreen while she slept.

			This daily ritual gave him some comfort. Not much, some. Enough to make the thirty-five-mile trip worthwhile.

			Although he was early today, Mason still hoped Doreen would sense he was out here. The last time he’d seen her was two weeks ago, on that inevitable day when she’d told him he could never come back. He’d known that day was coming, and when it did, he promised to be outside her window every day at noon. She declared the idea silly, but did so in that way only a wife can—in that way that said she still saw her husband as the impulsive young man who’d won her heart.

			The idea wasn’t silly to her, not at all.

			A noon visit wasn’t possible today. Mason was expected in Las Vegas before dark and it took most of a day to get there.

			2

			Vegas was necessary because Doreen’s dying hadn’t changed their money situation, hadn’t changed the fact that the Rebel Yell, their rundown little motel in the middle of nowhere, was operating deep in the red—a fact that had to be kept hidden from Charlie.

			Charlie was Doreen’s thirty-six-year-old grandson. At age seven, he’d been forever brain-damaged in a terrible car accident after Charlie’s father—who was high on acid and died instantly—deliberately drove into the oncoming headlights of a dump truck. Also killed was Charlie’s mother, Doreen’s daughter Maya.

			Charlie’s brain damage was so extensive it halted his ability to mature. He still hasn’t matured. Not by a single day. Mentally and emotionally, twenty-nine years later, Charlie remained a seven-year-old with a terrible stutter encased in a grown man’s body.

			Through his marriage to Doreen, Mason became Charlie’s step-grandfather, but the marriage has been kept secret—even from Charlie.

			The secret marriage meant that to the rest of the world, Mason was just another one of the faceless handymen Doreen had hired over four decades. The truth, though, was that there was only ever one handyman: Mason. To know that, you’d have to notice him. But no one did, and that was how he wanted it.

			3

			Mason was off to Vegas to make some desperately needed cash. Not at the craps tables or roulette. What he was about to lay down was something more than money.

			From Vegas, he would be taken someplace else. He didn’t know where, only that it would be a place where the rich and powerful play…those rich and powerful enough to cough up $50,000 for the privilege of murdering him using whatever method entertained them most.





The All at Once

			1

			Mason guided his exhausted pickup through that part of the desert where there were no problems, just two lanes of blacktop with government barbed wire hanging on either side. Here the world remained the same: endless miles of wasteland unchanged since the beginning. But then, as though his vehicle were a time machine barreling towards the future, he’d suddenly find himself in a town or city, and there it sat, the suffocating banality of contemporary life, a world filled with sameness and surveillance.

			Mason used to enjoy driving through the desert. Its timelessness calmed him, anchored him. The desert had always been his home. He was here before the Americans, before the Navajo and Apache, even before the Aztecs. But these days, nothing calmed him, not with Doreen’s dying digging a hole in his guts.

			Still, if he couldn’t be with her, couldn’t visit her, if he couldn’t even stand across the street at noon in the parking lot of that stupid Starbucks, driving through the desert was something. A little something.

			2

			Although it always found its way back to her, the drive gave his mind a chance to meander and enjoy refuge in thinking through troubles that hadn’t yet arrived, but would. Although the stakes were as real as Doreen’s old age and cancer, puzzling out how he’d continue to survive in a future rapidly closing in on him, distracted and even intrigued him.

			The modern world had arrived so quickly it caught Mason unprepared. For thousands of years, human civilization hardly advanced, and then—just like that—it was bursting with marvels that would’ve been labeled science fiction or witchcraft only a generation before.

			Mason didn’t have a name for this explosion of wonderment, this era of modernity that suddenly arrived and then hit light-speed, but if he did, he might’ve called it the All at Once.

			3

			Mason had seen more change in the last hundred years, maybe even the last fifty, than all the previous years combined. Millennium after millennium of almost no change and then all at once, the world was choking on neon, asphalt, rock ’n’ roll, super highways, satellites, mass media, plasma TVs, Roombas, and iPhones.

			For thousands of years, fire lit the dark and animals provided transportation, and then all at once, there was electricity, automobiles, computers, internet, drones, Netflix, air travel, laser surgery, smart weapons, and skyscrapers.

			Mason could hardly comprehend how it came about so quickly, how in such a short period this society went from worrying about harvesting enough to eat to thinking nothing of whole establishments devoted to selling only ice cream, chicken, pizza, bagels, donuts….

			The bounty.

			4

			Back in the early ’90s, right around the time Charlie came to live with them, local flooding left a woman named Connie Shields and her children homeless. Until the government found them a new place, state vouchers covered their stay at the Rebel Yell.

			Being on welfare all her adult life embarrassed Connie, so she’d buried that shame the only way she knew how: by convincing herself the world had singled her out for indignities.

			“Can’t believe they’re making me live in this shitbox,” she’d snort whenever Mason passed within earshot, something he couldn’t avoid with her always sitting outside puffing on a Lucky Strike.

			Seemed like every day she had a new complaint. One time it was the air conditioning. Another time it was the mattress. One day she berated him over the weather, which he had no control over.

			The final time she lashed out was the day he stopped holding his tongue. “You got cable TV, plenty to eat, clothes everywhere, even a swimming pool,” Mason said to her. “What’s enough?”

			He hadn’t said it to be mean or even to argue. It was just that this society’s stubborn refusal to appreciate the bounty bewildered him. He hoped some perspective might make her feel better about her situation. But all he got in return was a death stare—which she held onto as she dropped her smoke, stubbed it out with a slippered toe, and strolled over to the office to complain about the uppity handyman.

			Doreen assured her she would have a word with him.

			Boy, they had themselves a good laugh over that one.

			Keeping the marriage secret was difficult, but sometimes things happened that made that secret kinda special, something all their own.

			The two of them stole away as many nights as they could. Those nights became fewer after Charlie came to live with them.

			5

			The door behind the motel’s front desk gave way to the small apartment Doreen shared with Charlie. Mason lived in Room 14, the room at the end of a tired row of fourteen rooms.

			Room 14. That was the one she’d given him the night they met.

			Mason realized he was thinking of Doreen again.

			Driving through the desert helped, just not much.





Doreen

			1

			Three months ago, seventy-seven-year-old Doreen was told she had three months to live. After receiving this death sentence, Doreen’s mind turned to her Aunt Patsy.

			Everyone liked Doreen’s father. He’d been a handsome, charming, successful corporate attorney—also a hopeless gambler. Doreen was only ten when she saw him for the final time.

			Doreen’s mother might’ve survived her husband’s death, but the fact he’d disappeared—the not knowing—was too much. Doreen was only eleven when she saw her mother for the final time, in a bathtub.

			What happened next remained a bit of a haze. Doreen had never met Patsy, her mother’s older half-sister, but by way of familial machinations she took no part in, Doreen was sent to live with her.

			Goodbye, Connecticut.

			Hello, Arkansas.

			2

			Doreen would never understand why her aunt agreed to take her in. Patsy was never cruel, just indifferent, and seemed to tolerate her orphaned niece as though she were a lodger.

			Aunt Patsy didn’t work—didn’t do much of anything. She’d won a small house and a pile of alimony by way of a bitter divorce. Afterward, she decided real life wasn’t for her anymore and cocooned herself with a TV and homemade baked goods. From morning to night, year after year, Patsy sat on a plastic-covered couch devouring pastries and what she called “her stories”: soap operas, sitcoms, detective shows, Westerns….

			Artificial comfort is still comfort.

			Doreen hadn’t been unhappy. She was fed, clothed, even received an allowance. Her aunt simply didn’t care. Not about Doreen’s grades (which were pretty good), how late she stayed out (never late), or who she stayed out with (boys would come after high school, when Doreen’s baby fat melted away).

			3

			The final time Doreen spoke to her aunt was the day she left for college. Aunt Patsy gave her a peck on the cheek, a check for one hundred dollars, and never took her eyes off a Father Knows Best rerun.

			The final time Doreen saw her aunt was two decades later. There Patsy lay dying of colon cancer in a god-awful hospital room with pea-green walls. Patsy wasn’t watching TV, not anymore. Instead, her artificial comfort came from morphine, a sight that outraged Doreen—the very idea of wasting life’s final moments in a drug-induced stupor.

			And this was why, after receiving her own death sentence, Doreen’s mind fritzed out and hopped through every moment of her life before landing on the memory of Aunt Patsy, lost in that morphine haze.

			4

			Here on her deathbed in the hospice wing of the Santa Cruz County Hospital, Doreen’s lifespan was no longer measured in months or weeks. It was measured in days, perhaps hours. Nevertheless, until the pain became so agonizing it threatened to cloud her mind as much as the morphine, she refused to press the button that delivered the narcotic. Instead, she was determined to live every moment of life she had left, to honor her past by remembering it, and to honor God by praying with a lucid mind.

			It was Doreen’s fear of God that kept her sane. She couldn’t imagine facing death without this fear. Without it, she would dive into a vat of morphine. Those without faith would never understand the comfort and peace that came with a terrible fear of God.

			Mason, her husband of some thirty-five years, surely didn’t.

			5

			Doreen found Christ in a tired, old church during those dark days just after Rodrigo, her first husband, abandoned her and their baby daughter Maya.

			It was then when Doreen came to understand that the only way to gain acceptance into Heaven was through belief in God. The Bible made it clear good deeds and repentance weren’t enough. You must believe.

			For decades this knowledge brought her only stress and agony. Every doubt about God’s existence—and there were many—came with the paralyzing fear this doubt would send her to Hell. And then one day, not long after her seventieth birthday, the most significant breakthrough of her spiritual life came to her. She realized her fear of God was itself proof, not only of her faith, but that her faith was instinctual and came from a place deep down inside.

			If I didn’t believe in God, she reasoned, I wouldn’t fear not believing in Him.

			To Doreen, it was that simple, and this comforted her like nothing else.

			There was comfort too in Mason, in the angel God had sent her. Mason would always protect Charlie, her only grandchild. If that weren’t the case, if she were leaving Charlie to an uncertain future, there’d be no hope for a peaceful death. The thought of any harm coming to Charlie, of his innocence being shattered or even pricked, was a thought as intolerable to Doreen as Hell itself.

			6

			Loving Mason had been both easy and not. There was nothing easy about growing old while your husband remained the same age, remained young and virile. Doreen had her vanity—a woman’s vanity—and things became especially difficult after she arrived at that place beyond growing old, to that place where she was old.

			Even so, she understood that was a small price to pay for the love of a good man and the knowledge that Charlie will always be protect—will be—will alwa—aw—

			She could feel the cancer now, the rot.

			The pain was all-consuming. It slashed away at her insides and derailed her train of thought.

			She had no choice now but to press the button, so she did, and the serene warmth of the narcotic immediately marched to her pleasure sensors.

			She surrendered to it, closed her eyes and drifted on it.

			God will understand, she told herself. God loves me. God brought me Mason. Maya was still alive then. My Maya…. The accident hadn’t yet killed her or damaged Charlie’s brain. Everything was just about to fall apart…and just in time, there he was, looking for a room in the middle of the night. No suitcase, only those saddlebags filled with books—like a cowboy out of one of Aunt Patsy’s Westerns. He was so handsome and sexy. And he was nice—nice and gentle like a man should be…. Like Mr. Arthur was…. An angel….

			7

			Time vaporized into a cloud and hovered beside her like a lover. Together, she and time prepared to drift beyond the sterile stench of noisy hospices, beyond the wrinkle in a bed sheet that would’ve given her a bedsore had she lived to see tomorrow.

			Over the times of her life she would drift, through the good and the bad….





The Rebel Yell

			1

			Even at its inception, the Rebel Yell Motel was nothing special: a single strip of fourteen rooms with an attached office and manager’s apartment. It sat all alone in the middle of a desert thirty-five miles north of the Mexican border and twenty miles from anything that might pass as a town.

			Originally called the Sleep-Inn, the Rebel Yell was built in 1928. The All at Once was just getting started then, so there were no hotel or motel chains, just what were called motor inns and roadhouses. Most were owned by individual proprietors.

			Those driving along the single lane Highway 661, which was then a well-traveled artery between Rio Rico and Tucson, would come upon the Sleep-Inn and the restaurant next door.

			Both establishments had the misfortune of launching a few months prior to the market crash of ’29. The restaurant went bankrupt in ’31 and the owner, an otherwise honest man with a large family, burned it down for the insurance money. He was never caught.

			Between 1933 and the end of World War II, the Sleep-Inn closed and reopened four times under four different owners.

			It was Benito and Marina Medina, the parents of Doreen’s first husband, who changed the motel’s name to the Rebel Yell.

			2

			Although born in Mexico, Benito obtained legal entry into America during the war and earned a Purple Heart machine-gunning Nazis for Uncle Sam in Europe.

			Benito loved America. Even more, he loved being an American.

			After his honorable discharge, he was granted citizenship, married his high school sweetheart, and purchased the shuttered Sleep-Inn for the price of the back taxes.

			To prove how American he was, Benito changed the motel’s name to the Rebel Yell and decorated the office with American and Confederate flags, along with photos of Robert E. Lee, Ulysses S. Grant, and his own personal hero, Emiliano Zapata. This was his way of saying, There’s room for everyone in America and to disarm those suspicious of immigrants with shaky English.

			It worked. One look around, and a smile would creep across the face of even the hardest of men. “You’re alright with me,” that smile said.

			Benito and Marina worked eighteen-hour days and their only time off came with the births of their five children. Rodrigo was the youngest.

			All that dedication combined with the post-war boom and America’s exploding car culture allowed the Medinas to comfortably retire in the late ’60s. This was just after Rodrigo graduated college and brought home his new bride: a pregnant Doreen, fresh with her own degree in Hospitality Management.

			3

			Rodrigo and Doreen had taken over the Rebel Yell with the idea of someday purchasing it outright from his parents. The plan didn’t last two years. Just after Maya was born, Doreen discovered she’d done what too many young women do: married a version of her father, a handsome charmer with no sense of family or responsibility.

			Doreen had also married too young. Rodrigo was the first boy to stir her up sexually and the marriage ensured she would never have to return to Aunt Patsy’s indifference.

			She’d loved Rodrigo. She really had. It had taken effort, sure, but she’d loved him. Even more, she loved the idea of running his parents’ motel. That was all she’d ever wanted—a place where families came to make memories.

			It was true that she’d never respected Rodrigo. He was lazy, arrogant, and a bit of a peacock. He sure was sexy, though. Problem was—he knew it. Still, she’d never tried to change him. Figured he’d grow up as they grew old, and convinced herself there was a fine man in there and that time would keep whittling away until he stepped out.

			Then he up and left. Just like that. No anger, no fights, no resentment, no warning. Don’t hate you, he said. It’s not another woman. I just want out.

			This second helping of indifference exploded her all over the place. The little pieces were everywhere.

			Rodrigo ran off to California and the bank repossessed the Rebel Yell. Her in-laws stayed in touch and offered to help, but Miami was a long way from Arizona and Doreen couldn’t bring herself to ask for money.

			After the foreclosure, she was forced to rent a room in a boarding house on Dankworth Road just off Route 202.

			“Bathroom’s down the hall,” the landlady told her.

			4

			The shame Doreen felt applying for welfare wouldn’t allow her to finish the application. With Maya in her arms, she walked out and wandered around Browning’s small downtown until exhaustion and heat drained her of that pride. She was on her way back to finish the application when she came upon the Church of the Holy Mother and its wide-open doors. She needed to sit down out of the sun, so she went inside.

			The place was cool, dark, and empty; not a soul in it. The sanctuary was small, worn out, right on the edge of used up: eight wooden pews going up one side, eight going down the other; white plaster walls, wobbly ceiling fans, plain wood floor….

			Seated in a back pew feeling like a trespasser, Doreen was satisfied just being out of the heat. But, when she peered down at her sleeping child, at fragile little Maya, despair arrived.

			Tears streamed down her face, and since she didn’t have a better idea, she decided this might be a good place to give prayer a try. She’d never prayed before, or even thought much about God. So she swallowed her pride to do something she’d not done before: ask for help. She admitted she didn’t know what kind of help to ask God for, so she asked if He could figure that out for her.

			Praying in this clumsy way embarrassed her, made her feel small and silly.

			She did it anyway.

			Over time, prayer would come to feel like settling into a warm bath. But that time was a long ways off.

			By the time she left the church, Maya was hungry, the welfare office was closed, and Doreen’s head felt like an unmade bed.

			5

			There was no place in the tiny rented room for a crib, so Doreen pushed the bed into a corner and used pillows to make a sleeping spot for the baby. After Maya was fed, Doreen stretched out next to her in the dark, sipped a can of beer, and began to sort through everything wrong in her life.

			The beer was nearly drained before she was able to stop feeling sorry for herself and zero in on the real problem: she couldn’t afford to work and pay for daycare.

			Sure, she could tread water on welfare or look for a man to bail her out. She could also lay down and die. There was no shortage of bad ideas.

			She was chuckling over the hopelessness of her dilemma and wishing she’d picked up a second can of beer when she was hit with the idea of getting a job at a daycare center.

			The one that hired her was right on Highway 661, about three miles past the Rebel Yell. Coming and going, there it sat, a monument to Doreen’s failure as a wife and businesswoman.

			After months of driving past this taunt twice a day, Doreen decided she’d have to live with being a failed wife, but not a failed businesswoman.

			6

			So it wouldn’t fall into disrepair, Doreen convinced the bank to allow her to move into the motel as its caretaker. After that, all of her daycare earnings went into fixing the place up.

			Come hell or high water, she was determined to repurchase the Rebel Yell and make a go of it.

			A couple years later, her luck took a turn when she landed a good-paying job as the night manager of Monument Resorts, an upscale hotel on the outskirts of Tucson that had just gone national. The hotel allowed Maya, who’d just turned three, to sleep in the back office.

			At night, Doreen managed someone else’s hotel. During the day, she willed the Rebel Yell back to life. You should’ve seen the look on the bank’s face when she walked in and made a serious offer to buy it back.

			After the deal closed, her work had just begun, and so had the good years.

			Those years would be so good that even as she lived them, Doreen would sometimes stop right where she was and take a long look around so she’d always remember.

			No one had ever told her that remembering the good times made the bad times worse.





Charlie

			1

			The welder’s gloves worked perfect. Made of thick leather, they nearly reached Charlie’s elbows. As Misty struggled, slashing away with her sharp claws, she didn’t leave a mark on him.

			Charlie held tight until the terrified cat went limp. Then, filled with childish excitement, Charlie held the dead animal by its neck in one hand and shook the glove off the other. He then transferred the dead cat to his bare hand and shook off the remaining glove.

			The next part was his favorite.

			With both hands now bare, Charlie squeezed the cat’s neck until he felt it…give.

			He lifted Misty’s lifeless body and looked into her eyes, into the void he put there. This filled him with a sense of superiority.

			Charlie was so happy with his accomplishment, he skipped in a circle and whipped the dead cat around like a Fourth of July sparkler. He liked knowing he had the power to do whatever he wanted to Misty, the name he’d given her last week. Naming the animals made the kill more personal, more rewarding.

			2

			Misty was one of the countless strays that made their way out of the desert to the Rebel Yell looking for water and someone to trust. Charlie was well-practiced at earning that trust and then betraying it.

			And for a time, Misty did have a loving home, warm bed, and saucers of milk. She’d been purring and rubbing a figure eight around Charlie’s legs when he suddenly stuffed her in a sack and tore out the back of the Rebel Yell deep into the desert, to his den.

			3

			Charlie adjusted the thick, horn-rimmed glasses that had slid down his sweaty nose and dropped Misty’s slack body into a ghoulish pile of kills. The dead animals—primarily dogs and cats mixed with the occasional desert creature—were sacrifices to Charlie’s rage, something that had been expanding within him ever since he realized he was trapped inside of a fat fucking retard.

			4

			After the car accident killed Charlie’s mother and father and mangled Charlie’s brain, Doreen maxed out every credit card she could get her hands on to take Charlie to the country’s top experts.

			The verdict was always the same: the damage was permanent. Those parts of Charlie’s brain that controlled reasoning, problem-solving, decision making, and personality would never heal. This meant Charlie would never mature. His ability to learn and to develop emotionally had been destroyed forever.

			“Developmental incapacity,” they called it, and so, twenty-nine years later, Charlie still had the mentality of a seven-year-old—only now it was entombed in the tubby, bespectacled body of a thirty-six-year-old man in frequent need of a shave and shower.

			5

			What the doctors failed to foresee was what happened after Charlie turned fourteen. This was when something in the unsolvable mystery of the brain winked open and took a good, long look around.

			This wink was a spark of self-awareness. Charlie was suddenly aware of the fact he was mentally disabled. Before that, you would’ve described him as innocent, happy-go-lucky, forever seven, and blissfully unaware of his disability or how the outside world saw him.

			Then he wasn’t.

			This self-awareness initially seemed like it might be a solution. Now that Charlie knew there was something wrong with him, he could work on improving himself—except, he couldn’t.

			No matter how much he struggled, nothing improved and he could only watch helplessly as everything came out of him in the bumbling, stuttering blah, blah, blah of an overexcited seven-year-old, of a fat fucking retard, which was how he came to see himself.

			No matter how long he stared at a book written above a second-grade level, he couldn’t comprehend it. Worst of all, he knew he couldn’t.

			No matter how much he concentrated, something as simple as replacing a faucet washer was beyond him, and he knew it was beyond him.

			Charlie was mentally disabled and aware he was mentally disabled, and when you mixed that tragedy with all the psychological and chemical complications that come with puberty, the result was toxic.

			Charlie once saw a movie where a man fell into a covered swimming pool. The more this man struggled, the more he got tangled and trapped. That was how Charlie felt in his disabled brain: trapped, suffocating, and forever drowning. Only his pool was filled with black oil.

			At first, that wink of self-awareness frustrated him. Then it depressed him. Now it had turned to rage, and Charlie’s rage was blacker than the oil.

			6

			Charlie was fifteen the first time he killed—his own dog, Wolfie. The pup had been a birthday gift. Charlie had named him after Wolverine, his favorite comic book character. He loved Wolfie. He loved strangling Wolfie even more. Killing soothed the intolerable frustration and rage, and mollified the self-hate…at least for a while.

			Murder was an act that hit Charlie’s sweet spot. Killing animals required a level of cunning and it was the one thing he could execute in the precise way he visualized it. Strangling a cat or dog never came out in blah, blah, blah.

			The fat fucking retard finally discovered something he was good at.

			Most of all, outsmarting the animal and stealing its life force satisfied Charlie’s need to feel special, which came from a sense of entitlement that was itself downstream from a raging current of self-pity mixed with victimhood.

			Like any seven-year-old, Charlie was efficient at lying and not getting caught. He knew the difference between right and wrong, so he concealed his wrongdoing from his Grandma Dory and Mason. All they saw was a thirty-six-year-old good boy who did his chores, brushed his teeth, and didn’t argue too much over bedtime.

			Bamboozling them was part of the thrill that made him feel superior.

			7

			With Misty already forgotten and his rage temporarily soothed, Charlie strolled back to the Rebel Yell feeling sunny about things.

			Mason was away on one of his work trips and wouldn’t return until later tonight or tomorrow. Grandma Dory was in the hospital preparing to go to Heaven. So, today, Charlie was running the place, the whole operation. It even said so on the badge pinned to his wrinkled shirt: Charlie Breslin: General Manager. He was good at it, too. Sure, he struggled with credit card payments—stupid machine—and any repairs that required more than a plunger had to wait for Mason. But that was Mason’s job. He was the handyman. He reported to Charlie.

			Much of Charlie’s rage was caused by Mason. Not that Mason treated him wrong or anything. Mason loved Charlie and Charlie loved Mason. Heck, Charlie loved Mason almost as much as he loved Grandma Dory—and he loved Grandma Dory a whole lot. Charlie would someday like to be Mason: a capable, confident, easygoing guy who could fix anything, someone people like and respect. Yep, if Charlie could be anyone, he would be…well, his first choice would be Wolverine, and then Mason.

			But sometimes Mason was so self-assured and competent, he made Charlie feel like a fat fucking retard, and sometimes Charlie resented that.

			Sometimes he resented it a whole lot.

			8

			Still sated from strangling Misty, Charlie stood behind the motel’s front desk feeling every inch the proprietor, the man in charge. This was his motel. Grandma Dory told him so. He knew that wasn’t entirely true. She still vetoed a lot of his decisions. Like the licorice.

			Charlie had wanted to advertise free licorice with every night’s stay. Charlie loved licorice. If he ever had to choose a motel, he’d stay at the one that offered free Twizzlers.

			Grandma Dory said no.

			She said no a lot. But once she was in Heaven, there would be no one to say no to him. That meant things were going to change. He wouldn’t be advertising Twizzlers. He loved his grandma and had no intention of defying her after she was gone. That wouldn’t feel right. But there were other things he wanted to do that he’d never brought up because he knew she’d say no.

			Mason couldn’t say no. Mason worked for him. So after Grandma Dory went into the hospital, he had told Mason to reopen the swimming pool. That was why Mason was out on one of his business trips—to make money to repair the pool.

			Another of Charlie’s new ideas was already in full swing: the continental breakfast. On an old TV tray, in a corner of the office, sat a box of powdered donuts and warm pitcher of Hawaiian Punch. Charlie ended up consuming most of it.

			The motel’s sign needed repainting. He would start on that tonight. He wouldn’t do a good job; Mason would make it right.

			Then there was the website. Every motel needed a website. Out of frustration, Charlie had smashed two laptops trying to build that stupid website. Maybe he’ll hire someone to do that.

			9

			As the proprietor of a crumbling motel in the middle of nowhere that averaged fewer than twenty guests a week, Charlie managed to keep himself busy. He patrolled the grounds every hour, wiped dust off the front desk with his sleeve, sharpened pencils, straightened stacks of scrap paper, and ate the continental breakfast.

			There were only two customers today. He wanted to knock on their doors and ask if they needed anything, but his Grandma Dory had told him to stop doing that.

			Instead, he snatched up a couple of donuts, shoved one in his mouth, and headed outside to pick up litter and make sure no marauders were lurking about.

			10

			Charlie strolled aimlessly around the motel grounds until he saw a candy bar wrapper. He picked it up and thought of his dad. His dad’s favorite movie was about a boy who spent a day in a chocolate factory. Charlie was named after that boy, his dad had told him.

			Sometimes Charlie hated his dad for killing his mom and mangling his brain, hated him more than anything. Other times, he missed him more than anything. He’d been a pretty cool dad until he ruined everything.

			Charlie always missed his mom, even though she’d spent most of her time in the back bedroom and only came out to yell at him to be quiet. That was how it seemed, anyway.

			They’d been dead a long time now, his mom and dad, a real long time. Charlie was just a little kid then. He remembered how they’d planned to go and see the new Lethal Weapon movie. That’s how long ago it was.

			11

			Thinking of his past, of who he was before the car accident and the unfairness of it all, angered Charlie. So he turned around and headed for the garbage cans. That was where he left out food and water for all those poor, helpless animals that got lost in the desert.

			It was never too early to start making a friend.





Valhalla

			1

			Mason slowed and pulled into a gas station. Outside, the sign said “Qwik-Shop.” Inside was Valhalla, the mind-stopping miracle of a convenience store dropped right in the middle of a desert.

			The door announced Mason’s arrival with a pleasant ding and the cool, dry air instantly washed over him.

			The air conditioning in Mason’s pickup died a while back and was the one thing he hadn’t repaired on a truck he’d kept running all these decades. There was a leak in the cooling unit and the Freon required for the 1981 cooling system had been outlawed long ago to save the planet or something. He could still get it, but only if he signed a bunch of government forms.

			Government forms—one of the countless ways the All at Once found and tracked you.

			Just like that, the world got computerized, everyone was assigned a number, and loaded into a central government databank to be labeled, cataloged, archived, and inventoried.

			The digital age complicated Mason’s life to no end.

			2

			Mason was in possession of the one thing this spoiled society didn’t have, the one thing that those who have everything would still want more than anything else: immortality.

			He didn’t hold the secret to immortality and had no idea how it had happened to him. He found the whole thing confusing. But this ignorance wouldn’t protect him, not in a world where people riot over a TV sale the day after something called “Thanksgiving.”

			So he remained hidden.

			Prior to the All at Once, hiding had been easy. For centuries, he’d lived in what was now called the Sonoran Desert. That great expanse had belonged almost exclusively to him. After people arrived, he sometimes lived among them, first with the Indian tribes, then with the Americans whose government had wiped out those tribes. His only fear was someone noticing his agelessness, so he moved on every few years.

			At one time or another, Mason had lived all over North America.

			Life had been simple then. Drifting here to there, meeting different people, working various jobs, never becoming too attached to anyone or anyplace…. Those were good days. And he was never lonely.

			He knew nothing of loneliness before Doreen.

			Then the federal government confiscated much of the desert, called it a preserve, put up barbed wire, and sent out patrols. What the government didn’t take got smothered in asphalt, office parks, and strip malls.

			After that, the computers arrived, followed by a world where everyone carried a camera.

			The All at Once, with its databases and social security numbers, with its fingerprinting and DNA, had relentlessly stalked Mason and now had him cornered in a crumbling motel that sat on a piece of land so barren and lonely, the wind and dust didn’t bother to stop. They just blew on through looking for a better place to land.

			3

			Should I risk driving without a license or risk breaking the law to get one? Will Charlie someday notice I haven’t aged, and how will a grown man with a seven-year-old mentality keep that secret?

			Those were some of the problems Mason tried to work out on his long drives.

			There were more problems, plenty more. Mason had a backup plan, a place to wait out this thing called Western Civilization—a safehouse. Nevertheless, he still signed nothing.

			What if those Freon forms are scanned into a computer and eighty years from now I sign something else and the matching signatures are flagged?

			Everything required to be in someone’s name was in Doreen’s name: bank accounts, deeds, insurance, license plates. After Doreen died, they would transfer over to Charlie.

			Charlie could sign for the Freon, but what if someone discovered Charlie shouldn’t be signing anything?

			It made his head spin.

			A mere hundred years ago, he didn’t have to worry about any of this. Hell, thirty years ago, it was manageable. Now, even here in Valhalla, security cameras hovered like gargoyles, like snitches.

			4

			Mason had no credit or debit cards, so he didn’t pay for gas at the pump, which was fine by him. Any excuse to enter Valhalla. Good heavens, what a place…. Indoor plumbing, fluorescent lights, music piped in from somewhere, refrigeration, enough food and drink to carry a man for years, games of chance, and pre-rolled cigarettes.

			Mason missed smoking more than anything. Doreen wouldn’t allow it. Not around her and never around Charlie. She wasn’t a hard woman, so he knew it mattered when she was firm on something.

			Mason always gave himself time to walk Valhalla’s aisles. Look at all this stuff. Most of all, he enjoyed the air conditioning. He dare not get used to it. Like everything else, like all civilizations, the All at Once and its conditioned air would someday disappear. Getting used to it would make him soft. He didn’t turn it on in his room. Probably for the best it died in the pickup.

			There was one exception: those times when he and Doreen snuck away. Then there was air conditioning and love-making and cold drinks and soft skin and hot showers and crisp sheets and intimate talks spoken in whisper and….

			And all the roads of his mind led back to her.

			5

			“Yes, sir?” the cheery clerk asked as Mason approached the register. She was in her late fifties and her smile was no put-on.

			Why would it be in Valhalla?

			“Here’s forty for pump six,” he said, handing her the bills. “And I’ll need a prepaid phone with international minutes.”

			“‘International minutes,’” the clerk repeated with a wink in her voice as she searched the shelves behind her. “You must be a spy.”

			Mason told her the truth: “Overseas bank account.”

			She laughed, enjoying the most exotic moment of her day. The nametag said her name was “Angie.”

			Mason liked Angie. He liked all the world’s Angies, those who appreciated the bounty.

			If asked, Angie would probably say, I don’t know why; I guess I’m just a naturally cheerful person.

			That wasn’t it. Angie and her unspoiled, everyday decency instinctively understood how good life was and appreciated it—appreciated what she had and didn’t worry about what others had. She was what you’d call good people. There were plenty of good people in the All at Once. Mason knew that. He also knew they were losing ground to the not-so-good ones.





Vegas

			1

			Mason’s trip through time reached its zenith in Vegas. The bounty of bounties. A city devoted to excess: casinos, showbiz, neon, hookers, restaurants, pawnshops, limos, and hoards of people all in a hurry to experience everything before they died.

			What had been nothing but desert for millions of years was now a shiny, noisy, electrified Mecca of Want.

			2

			He’d been here before. This wasn’t the first time Mason sold his life, not by a longshot. Things had been desperate for a while. It took money to build a safehouse and to hold onto the failed motel that served as Charlie’s Potemkin existence.

			Luckily for Mason, the bounty had made obsolete the very struggles that give one’s life meaning. Everything came too easy in the All at Once. Men were hardwired to protect and provide for a family through problem solving. Then modernity solved all those problems. Women were hardwired to nurture a family. Then society told her to award that honor to daycare, schools, and electronic screens. Without a purpose, people began to wander. Some found meaning elsewhere. Too many went astray and lost themselves in self-worship and nihilism. So, yeah, there were plenty of buyers for the one thing Mason had left to sell. 

			Las Vegas was a key part of the deal he worked out with his buyers. Using black market software, Mason advertised his life on the Dark Web with four conditions: 1) the price was $50,000, 2) the meet takes place in a hotel, 3) the buyer chooses the hotel, but 4) the hotel must be in Las Vegas.

			Mason understood that someone willing to pay $50,000 to commit a cold-blooded murder was the most dangerous person in the world: someone with everything to lose and the resources to leave nothing to chance. Vegas was far enough away to keep Charlie and Doreen safe from a buyer paranoid about loose ends—but only temporarily. All Vegas could really do was slow down the hunt. With all the electronic footprints in the All at Once, there was no question a determined buyer would eventually find and kill Doreen and Charlie, and in the process, they might stumble across Mason’s secret.

			While Mason knew that not every buyer was a threat, it was a chance he’d never take. He killed them all.

			3

			With its two airports, multiple bus terminals, and countless parking garages, Vegas made it impossible for the buyer to monitor everything. If no one saw Mason arrive, no one could trace him back to where he’d started by way of a license plate or talkative cabbie.

			And it was in one of those garages ten miles from the Strip where Mason parked his treasured pickup, Doreen’s wedding gift to him.

			At this point, the routine was the same: Mason separated the pickup’s ignition key from the key ring and carefully emptied his pockets. Except for that key, the just-purchased burner phone, forty dollars in cash, and a hotel key card (mailed by the buyer to a post office box Mason would never use again), everything else was locked in the glove box.

			Mason exited the truck, secured it, and hid the key in the parking garage. Before hailing a cab, he walked two miles so the driver couldn’t connect him with the garage.

			He further covered his tracks by having the cabbie drop him about a mile from the hotel.

			Mason didn’t mind the walk. If he could, he’d walk everywhere. Once, he had.

			4

			He entered the hotel’s elevator, another modern miracle, a thing made entirely of glass.

			You can see everything.

			He pressed 12 and the doors closed, but before he could take in the view, the giant bubble leapt twelve stories in the air and immediately ordered him out.

			He’d wanted to savor that view but was outvoted by a world in a hurry.

			5

			In front of Suite 1212’s large double doors, Mason double-checked the key card. Scrawled on the back in black marker was “FOUR SEASONS 1212.”

			He was in the right place.

			From here, he would use the alias “Mike Stark.”

			He paused a moment to gather himself, because once again he was about to pay the price for having never cared about money.

			Making money was something he’d never considered. Too much hassle. Too much risk. Sure, had he opened a simple savings account a few hundred years back, he’d be a wealthy man today. He knew that now. He knew that then. But it had always been him alone.

			Well, now he wasn’t him alone. He had a wife, Charlie, a mortgage, responsibilities…. So he slid that card into the slot and the little red light on the locking mechanism switched to green.

			Mason pushed open the door.

			“Mike Stark” disappeared on the other side.

			The door slammed shut.

			6

			In that empty hallway, the little green light switched back to red. And in that luxury room, Mason would unknowingly take the first step into the events that would bring about the end of the world.





Ernest

			1

			The morning of “Mike Stark’s” arrival, Ernest showed up at the Las Vegas Four Seasons a few hours before check-in time.

			The hotel accommodated him. When you’re paying $2,700 a night for a suite, the hotel accommodates you.

			Suite 1212 was everything Ernest had hoped for during his noisy, crowded coach flight from D.C. After tipping both bellboys for hanging up the suits, Ernest escorted them out, locked the double doors, and beheld the luxury: mammoth rooms, high ceilings, full bar, hot tub, fresh flowers, whole wall of windows, and one helluva view of the Strip.

			“Fuck yeah,” said Ernest as he kicked off his shoes.

			2

			The early flight hadn’t been his idea. Ernest wasn’t allowed to have ideas. Still, he’d been happy to be on it—thrilled, if you must know. Before this Mike Stark fella arrived, Ernest was determined to enjoy every minute of his time alone.

			“Mike Stark” wouldn’t be his real name. Ernest didn’t care about that. It was none of his business. Besides, he had bigger things to worry about, like the grudge the universe held against him. He knew the universe would soon smite him, so he kept his focus on grabbing hold of life’s pleasures while he could.

			One pleasure he would not be grabbing hold of was the hotel’s amenities: room service, pay-per-view, or that full bar. Like many wealthy and powerful men, Ernest’s employer was petty and greedy and would personally scrutinize the bill (while smoking a two-hundred-dollar cigar). If so much as a candy bar was missing from the mini bar, Ernest would go to prison—not for stealing the candy bar, for something far worse.

			That’s why Ernest brought along his own candy bars: eighteen Almond Joys in a cooler loaded with Orange Gatorade. He also brought along his favorite movies and a laptop computer to watch them on.

			Yes, for one blissful afternoon, and for the first time in months, Ernest would not be on 24/7 call to the Old Rich Prick—as he called him, but never out loud, not even when alone. With all the hidden and not-so-hidden cameras and microphones in the Old Rich Prick’s world, were he to even whisper, You old rich prick, he’d die in prison.

			This luxury suite sure wasn’t for Ernest. Nope, it was for this Stark fella. You see, the Old Rich Prick believed that wowing his Sacrifices kept them calm. What’s more, the only reason Ernest was set free so early today was to ensure a thorough search of the suite for electronic devices. After finishing that search, he was under strict orders not to leave the room for any reason. Well, that was fine by him. Ernest intended to settle into the luxury bed of this luxury suite, gorge himself on candy bars, and watch his favorite movies: The Goonies, The Sandlot, and Stand by Me.

			Yes, for a few hours, Ernest would forget all about the universe, all about the horrors that were in store for this Mike Stark fella tonight, and his own dreaded role in those horrors.

			It wasn’t that Ernest was squeamish about body disposal. It was that he weighed 350 pounds, and body disposal was fucking exhausting.

			3

			Ernest was fifty-one years old, felt every day of it, and earned his living as the Old Rich Prick’s “body man.” This meant he drove the limo, ran the errands, killed people, got rid of bodies, and pulled down the Old Rich Prick’s pants every morning to give that wrinkled, old pimply ass a shot of “vitamins” that were really amphetamines.

			For his loyalty, Ernest received $100,000 a year plus room and board. His girth testified to the quality of the board. The room was lovely and large and located…right next to the Old Rich Prick’s room.

			“Ernest, goddammit, get the car!”

			“Ernest, goddammit, where’s my Viagra!”

			“Ernest, goddammit, vodka tonic!”

			Ernest, goddammit! rang in Ernest’s ears. Sometimes he heard it when it wasn’t shouted. Mostly it was.

			The alternative was prison. No, the alternative was death in prison, and the Old Rich Prick never let him forget it.

			“Murderers in prison murder child rapists in prison,” the Old Rich Prick was fond of saying.

			So Ernest did everything he was told, and every year—on the anniversary of the day the Old Rich Prick enslaved him with videos of his crimes—the Old Rich Prick wired $100,000 into Ernest’s bank account.

			Except for small expenditures, like Almond Joys, the money sat untouched. Ernest was a millionaire. Barely, but still: a millionaire! He could hardly believe it.

			4

			After the Old Rich Prick died, Ernest would be free and rich. Except he wouldn’t be and he knew it. He knew the Old Rich Prick would double-cross him in death because the Old Rich Prick double-crossed everyone in life. Ernest knew, just knew, that after the Old Rich Prick croaked the videos of his crimes would be forwarded to the authorities. Ernest hadn’t figured out what to do about that. He spent a lot of time thinking on it. Once, he’d even confronted the Old Rich Prick.



OEBPS/OEBPS/font/Brother-1816-Regular.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/image/black_vertical.png





OEBPS/OEBPS/font/Brother-1816-Book.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/BemboStd.otf


OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/posthill_v_black.png





OEBPS/OEBPS/font/Calluna-Bold.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/BemboStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/image/2.png
BORROWED
TIME

JOHN NOLTE

A
)&()\!I};ltl]l ER





OEBPS/OEBPS/font/Calluna-It.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/Brother-1816-Bold.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/Brother-1816-Medium.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/Calluna-Regular.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/Calluna-SemiboldIt.otf


