*thirty-seven*
CODA
Jenny Chamberlain moved slowly down the row of Formica tables, running her fingers along the smooth surfaces as she went.  The diners, occupying these same booths day after day, crouched low on the cushions, shaking.  Praying.  Terrified of the man with the two glinting steel semi-automatics on the table in front of him.  The man spun the guns slowly with his fingers; hissing on the tabletop; eyes closed as he sat listening to the helicopters overhead and the growing ruckus of law enforcement outside in the damp Oklahoma City heat.
“I’m here,” Jenny said, feeling where to sit across from Arlen Rage, the only person in the diner that she could not read.
Rage opened his eyes and looked at the tired woman who sat across from him.  Her once beautiful eyes now still and sightless; a knit cap pulled low on her forehead, wisps of graying hair escaping by ones and twos.  She could not see him.  She could only see floor tiles, shoes, bench cushions and a man trying to pull a snub nosed revolver from his waistband.

“Mr. Marley,” Jenny spoke loudly, sending a shockwave through the huddled crowds in the diner.  “Do not do it.  He will take your life from you.  He will deprive Roy of his father and Chona of her husband.  Forever.  That’s right…move your hand.  Leave it holstered.  He will not hurt you now, trust me.”
Oklahoma City Detective Simon Marley, at the diner for the afternoon cherry pie special, left his revolver where it was and craned his neck trying to see who this woman was.

“Let them go, Arlen.”  Jenny touched his hand, feeling the cold edge of a weapon on her palm.

He sat silently for a long moment and then spoke.

“Everybody out.  Now.”  He stared at the depression in the pale skin of her forehead as the group scrambled, crawled and ran from the diner.

They were alone for the first time since the motel room in New Jersey a thousand years before.

Once the panicked diners had stumbled to the far side of the street, beyond the police barricades, Jenny reveled in the silence within her own head.  She was blissfully blind and alone with her own thoughts and experiences while in the presence of another human being – something she had not been able to do since that last, late night conversation with Portnoy King; them both sitting in the darkness with the sounds of traffic rumbling by on Asbury.  She inhaled the silent nothingness and felt as one does when a cramp finally releases; intoxicating relief.
“Why didn’t you take me, Arlen?”

Rage sat for a long time, looking at her thin fingers which still rested on his hand.

“I saw who you were,” he said, almost in a whisper.  “I saw Ari in your eyes.  I saw me in your eyes.  And I couldn’t do it.”

“But don’t you know what you did to me?  By leaving me there on that bed, soul still intact?”  Jenny withdrew her hand and wasn’t aware of the pain that simple move had caused the tattooed man.  “When they had to release me, they tried to bury me in a rehab facility.  Do you have any idea what that – what being packed in with so many dying, miserable people and having my ability – do you know what that did to me?

“I couldn’t cope, Arlen.  I couldn’t control what I had, I couldn’t explain it to anyone so they could see what it was like in my head.  In their heads.  I was just a goddamned kid, Arlen.”

Tears ran silently down her face, dropping to and darkening the burgundy sweatshirt that Port had given her once they had reached the mainland at Bodega.
“You’re my daughter, Jenny.  Once I saw that, I couldn’t kill you.”

“But don’t you see, you did.  You put me in hell by climbing back out through that bathroom window.  If who I was meant anything to you, you would have finished what you started.

“I learned to hate at that rehab.  I hated everything about people, Arlen.  How they lived their lives, what they thought about, the things that they had done, the things they wanted to do…it was all blackness and evil and death and sex.  It would have been better if everyone had just shit on me.  I learned that people are sick and perverted and oh how they lie to themselves…the rationalizations, the walls thrown up – barriers made from the tears and blood of other people.
“It didn’t take long for my heart to be black.  I began taking revenge on those around me, and I shudder to remember the things I did.  I was the avenging angel of all those I found to have been wronged, cheated, raped and killed in the brains of those around me.  If you were a quadriplegic lying in bed, living by the mechanical hisses of a ventilator, I’d sit next to you for hours – whispering in your ear all of the evil that you had done in your lifetime with a clarity that must have made it seem like God himself had sent me to judge you.

“If you were a middle aged mom knocked out of your little white-picket life by a stroke, rendered unable to speak and only half-able to walk, I’d follow you as you hobbled away, berating you for not stopping your alco-work-a-golf-a-holic husband from neglecting his own children…for making them feel transparent and worthless.  For needing to look for love and acceptance elsewhere – through others who took advantage of their need.  Their need just to have their goddamned father acknowledge their existence.
“And I found it not difficult at all to manipulate every single human being that I came into contact with.  I made some change.  I made some sit in the stench of their own regrets for the remainder of their lives.  I even made some step off of subway platforms into the paths of oncoming trains.  I caused a lot of suicides.  It’s a natural reaction for many people when you mirror their true selves back to them.

“In the first nine months that I was like this, I bet I killed more people than you ever have Arlen.”
He watched her tears and felt each word as if it were a dart shot deep into his own flesh.  She was speaking an unbearable pain that he had caused by not finishing the job; because in that split-second decision in that shitty motel room he had valued this girl’s life.  He had decided that she – fruit of the searing, destructive passion that he had shared with his sister Arianna – deserved to live.  The irony was that he had chosen selfishly.  Knowing that if he had been aware of the girl’s origins and still swallowed her whole, he would never again have been able to walk through the doors of that black-lit club in San Francisco.  Never again taken Ari by the arm, mid-lap dance on some confused salesman from Omaha, pulling her into the back room to fuck her amidst the clanking boxes of vodka bottles and frozen buffalo wings.  Arianna would have sensed something different and she would have rejected him.
In that moment, Arlen Rage was thankful that Jenny couldn’t see into him.

“And then I had an epiphany,” Jenny said quietly, her voice almost drowned out by a low flying helicopter and somebody barking echoing orders into a bullhorn down the street.  “I saw that I was the one who was evil.  I was the hypocrite.  I wasn’t an angel when Detective King scooped me up and put my life on a shelf at that motel.  What would I have thought of me?  Would I have destroyed my self-image?  Would I have shined a light onto my guilty moments and driven them like spears so far into my consciousness that I’d have spent the rest of my life flinching?  Or…would I have convinced me to throw myself from the observation deck of some high-rise over in the city?
“What right did I have?  How could I see everything, literally everything about these people around me, and hate them so much?  Why didn’t I ever see the good?  How did I set myself up as a judge?  And one afternoon I was sitting outside on a wooden bench, using the eyes of a persistently vegetative former boxer to watch the geese migrating across the blue of the sky, and a door just opened in my brain and the answer tumbled out at my feet.
“I hated people because I was as weak as they were.

“From the perspective of knowing their entire lives – literally from the first glimmer of light in the birth canal until the moment in time that I first encountered them – I realize that I would have made the exact same choices.  I would have wronged, cheated, raped and killed exactly as they had.  And that realization made me physically ill.
“We hate in others, Arlen, what we can’t stand in ourselves.

“That was the beginning of what ultimately brought me to Bernard Starr.  Initially I self-medicated.  I stole every drug I could get my hands on in that facility.  Spending days on end in drug-induced hazes, staring at the yellow wall next to my bed, drooling like some thorazombie.  And then I had to get out, to try and get away from people if I could.
“I lived under a bridge for awhile.  In a park in Newark.   In some abandoned subway tunnel under Queens.  A lot of places.  And discovered heroin and morphine with this group of homeless artists in DUMBO.  I still don’t know how much time I lost during that low.  I was a pretty girl, do you remember?  Young and very pretty.  It didn’t go unnoticed in that stinking underworld and I became a mattress for any guy willing to shoot me up before going at it.  It was like those time-lapse movies where everything moves so fast, you know, but there were some big gaps in my movie.
“One time I’m in a storm drain, guy on top of me.  Then I’m lying in tall, brown weeds looking up at a suspension bridge impossibly high above me, guy on top of me.  I’m being moved into this position.  That position.  Now it’s a police officer looking around nervously as he does me late at night on the cracked tile of a tenement entryway.  Then it’s a group of black middle school kids who found me huddled between two dumpsters, daring each other until one works up the courage.  Needles in my arms, my hands, between my toes, in the insides of my thighs.  Oh God, Arlen…are you getting what you did to me?

“And the irony is that you…the one person who I need to understand…to see why…you are the one person on this whole goddamned planet that I can’t read.”
Another low pass of a helicopter vibrated the abandoned dishes and silverware around them, and Arlen Rage – invisible phantom, murderer of legions and eater of souls – could not speak around his own tears.

*
*
*


The small diner, rich with the traditional 50s art deco rounded edges and glinting stainless steel, was now being flashed across television screens worldwide.  This odd hostage standoff, which began during the lunchtime rush and now only included two people – the hostage taker and a thin woman clad in a dark track suit and wool knit cap who was identified as a “government negotiator” – was captivating the networks on an otherwise newsless day.


“Can we get a clear shot?”  Craig Del Monaco, installed as Division Chief after Jerry Flowers managed to pilot his SUV into a ditch, had flown into the Will Rogers World Airport from D.C. and just arrived on scene.

“Not really,” the incident commander spit tobacco juice onto the pavement.  “Blinds are down on those three adjoining windows and we’re not sure if the movement is our target or your agent.”


Craig grimaced at your agent.  It was the best cover under short notice to keep the questions down, but as a life-long ladder monkey for the NSA it made his gut hurt to think that even these backwater Okie law enforcement guys thought that the skinny, tottering skeleton in a watchman’s cap was the type of person who could be hired by the agency.

“Well, the second you have a shot I want you to take it.”

“Yes sir.”

Del Monaco lit a cigarette and exhaled slowly through his nose, shielding his eyes and counting the helicopters circling slowly overhead.  What a circus this had all become; intertwining the NSA and CIA in a dance of mutual necessity – with everyone keeping their eyes on their own ball (the Lincoln project for one, the Oracle for the other) – and both sides fighting against a strong group of internal traitors with their own agenda.
That’s what The Watchers were, right?  Traitors nestled deep in the systems of both agencies, dedicated to The Oracle more so than their own jobs, departments, or country.  Del Monaco had become obsessed as of late, ferreting out these immoral parasites, exposing them and attempting in all ways to destroy their lives.  Jerry Flowers had been one, as was his girlfriend; with both currently burning in hell if there was one.
He cleared his throat and took another long drag on his cigarette, leaving it dangling from the grim corner of his mouth.  At least he had kept his eye on the right ball.  He now stood less than 200 feet from the small diner and the girl – trying to do everything possible to keep her alive so he could lock her back away behind the walls of the Brightman or some similarly situated facility.  The CIA, the poor bastards on the other hand, had failed miserably.  Forced to watch their prized vehicle for world domination burst into flames at the hand of some empty shell of a rent-a-cop from New Jersey.

“Should’ve had the NSA run that project for ‘em,” he said to no one, drawing a few confused glances from the uniformed men around him.
*
*
*


Arlen Rage looked – really looked – at Jenny Chamberlain.  Her skin pale and sallow, shoulders hanging limp, thin fingers moving back and forth on the edge of the Formica tabletop, her eyes slightly out of focus and staring just to the right of his face, and her chest rising and falling almost imperceptibly beneath the baggy cotton sweatshirt.  He could smell her breath, full of mint and something deep and earthy that reminded him of a fresh grave, open and yawning at the evening sky.

“I’m sorry,” he said finally.


“I forgive you.”


“What do we do now?”


“You know that we end here, Arlen.  We’ve always ended here; in this spot, in full view of the world.”


“A world that will now go on and on with as much uncertainty as before.”


“Thanks to you and thanks to Portnoy, yes.  Isn’t it beautiful?”

“Exceedingly.”


Rage rose from the worn vinyl seat, kissed Jenny Chamberlain’s scarred forehead and picked up both large semi-automatic pistols in one fluid motion; her hands grabbing his tattooed forearms briefly and then falling back onto the tabletop.  She could hear him sliding the metal weapons into the stiff leather of his shoulder holsters and putting his overcoat on, briefly wafting her with the smell of grease, gunpowder and cologne.  She inhaled deeply and forced herself to remember the details of this moment.

He looked into her sightless eyes for the last time, remembering that motel room in a different universe where those same eyes had focused on him; mistaken him briefly for someone else – for Port.  How her smile had faded so quickly when she saw the dark, dead end of the silencer, realization dawning on her beautiful features that this man was not here to protect her and love her like Detective King, but instead to take her life away from her.

Which he had done.


He had hesitated for a fraction of a second before blowing her brain open, which now – in the diner in Oklahoma City – he could slow down in his memory.  And in that sliver of time so many years before he had glimpsed Jenny as she was now, knit cap and pale flesh, sightless eyes focused near him, sitting in this very diner.  She had opened her mouth and spoken five words in his mind’s eye in the moment before he squeezed the trigger.  It was her then and it was her now, simultaneously; superimposed; forever tied together.


“You have to do it,” she said.

Arlen Rage turned and walked toward the diner entrance, dark overcoat trailing behind him.  Outside, the movement in the diner had caused a ripple of tension to burst through the army of local and federal officers surrounding the diner.


“He’s moving,” Del Monaco shouted, throwing a dry turkey sandwich onto the hood of a patrol car and drawing his weapon.  “I want that fucker dead!”


Gun barrels rose to attention up and down the street and the glimmer of rifle scopes in the sun sent a multitude of bright circles clamoring over the side of the diner, fighting for position as the dark figure moved toward the door.  The helicopters stopped in mid-circle, now hovering low in place and sending dust and garbage swirling on the pavement.

As Rage reached for the large, stainless steel bar on the diner door, Jenny’s hands found a cloth napkin in the middle of the table.  As she heard the swoosh of the door opening at the far end of the restaurant, her fingers slid under the linen and discovered two full ammunition clips on the cold tabletop.

Arlen Rage stepped through the doorway and into the shadows of the towering buildings of downtown Oklahoma City; a surprisingly cold wind careening through the manmade canyons and whipping the overcoat around his legs.


There was a moment of utter silence as the uniformed armies lining the streets all held their collective breath…the helicopter blades faded to distant, low frequency thumps…Rage could clearly hear a candy wrapper, caught by the breeze, clattering down the concrete sidewalk.

Muscles tensed.


Beads of sweat appeared on a multitude of foreheads.


Rage reached across his chest – impossibly slow yet so fast that it didn’t quite register with those watching him – and withdrew both silver pistols.  He swung them out, extending his arms towards the largest group of huddled men.


He was smiling as the first lead slugs tore through his overcoat and punched into the thick muscle of his chest.

There was no sound for Arlen Rage.

Just a constant drum beat of bullets pushing into and through his body.  He saw flashes – hundreds…thousands of muzzle bursts.  Like paparazzi, he thought.  Smoke filled the street, curling up between the buildings from the rotor-wash downdraft and the gunpowder burned his eyes and nostrils.
Bit by bit Arlen Rage was disappearing; pieces, strands and chunks being carried away by speeding wads of metal.  His feet lifted from the ground and both pistols fell from his lax fingers.

The officers across the street, between the constant recoils of their weapons, watched Rage float back toward the shattered diner door…feet together…arms outstretched to each side…blood and clothing and ropes of flesh bursting in all directions.  
He crashed back through the door and into an oak and glass display case, scattering pies of cherry and chocolate and lemon meringue in all directions.  His body came to rest inside of the case, surrounded by glass shards, blood, meat, fabric and grey smoke.
The shooting trailed off to an occasional burst, intermingled with yelling, until finally there was silence.  Arlen Rage watched – with one remaining eye – as hands, arms and faces emerged from the large smoking holes in his body.  At first it was an old Chinese man, then a woman with a small heart tattoo next to her eye, and a Russian-looking man, and a black woman, and a guy with a noticeably crooked nose, and a Hispanic man with a goatee, and a young girl and her parents, and on and on and on.  Finally tapering off, much like the gunfire, and ending with Arlen’s father standing over him.
“I’m sorry,” he said, voice echoing in his son’s ears.

Arlen Rage died.  In a pool of glass and blood and meringue.

A small team of men clad in black tactical gear stepped over Rage’s exploded body and scattered methodically into the interior of the diner.  Yells of clear left, clear right echoed out into the street, growing distant as they moved further into the structure.  After two tense minutes, where no one outside on the street even lowered their guns, the team emerged from the devastated and bloody hole that once was the diner entrance, re-holstering their weapons.

The leader of the group walked over to Craig Del Monaco, who still had a blob of mustard on his wide lower lip, and patted his shoulder.
“It’s empty,” the man said.
