
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 in that motel room before blowing her brain open.  It was a moment in history 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 sat up in the bed and opened her mouth, speaking five words in his mind’s eye in the moment before he squeezed the trigger.

“You have to do it,” she said.  Then and now.

Arlen Rage, knowing now that it was inevitable, 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.  Her tears flowed freely from brown, unfocused eyes.

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.
“The place is empty,” the man said.
*EPILOGUE*


Fall.

The sky was drawing ever closer to the earth, boiling with clouds of grey and black, and a bitterly cold wind blew across the wide open plains northwest of Tulsa.


“Looks like it’s just gonna start pissin’ on us any minute,” Billy Edwards downshifted the semi, listening to the whine of the diesel engine, and rolled his big rig to a stop in a large dirt a gravel.


“Where are we?” Billy’s wife Hester poked her head through the curtain from the sleeper and rubbed her eyes.


“Some little Podunk town west of Skiatook.  Oklahoma.  Want lunch?”

The semi sat, ticking as the engine cooled, in a lot next to a large but nondescript wooden building with “Amish Kitchen” painted carefully on the whitewashed side.  Two girls in plain black dresses and white headscarves rode up to the building on an old, rust-colored tractor and waved at the trucker before ducking into the restaurant.

“Hell, why not,” Hester stretched and ducked back into the sleeper to put her shoes on.


The Amish Kitchen was like many other Amish family style restaurants dotting the Midwest and northeastern U.S.; long, plain tables, antiques lining the bare wood walls, and shelves heavy with jars of jam, painted handmade pigs and quilts (all for sale, of course.)  The air was humid and warm, but not uncomfortably so, and the smell of roasting meat, buttered vegetables and handmade cobblers was intoxicating, especially to the travelers whose last sit-down meal was at a Cracker Barrel in Louisiana five days before.


“Sit anywhere you’d like,” a young, pregnant woman smiled genuinely and then set about wiping down one of the long wooden tables while humming softly to herself.

“Do you mind if we join you?” Hester walked over to an Amish woman who was sitting against the far wall of the spacious room, pulling hand towels from a laundry basket and folding them neatly on the table in front of her.  Hester Edwards loved meeting the locals as she called it.  It’s why she loved travelling with Billy now that the kids were grown and off on their own.

The Amish woman sat for a moment with a distracted smile on her face, her hands falling into the pile of towels in her lap.


“Oh folks, folks,” the pregnant woman hurried over.  “Let’s go sit over here.  I have a nice table all cleaned off just for you.”


“It’s okay, Emma,” the woman finally said, returning to her folding.  “Of course you can sit with me.”


The pregnant woman moved away slowly, ringing the wiping cloth between her small hands.


“So what brings you to our little piece of heaven?” The folding woman smiled.


“Got a load of steel spindles going down to Houston,” Billy sat heavily on the bench seat and began tracing patterns on the tablecloth.


“We’re just passin’ through, ma’am,” Hester shot a sideways glance at her husband.  “He ain’t got much of a sense for socializin’.”


“It’s quite alright,” the woman grinned.  “I know the type well.  Good man, though, isn’t he?”


“Oh heavens yes!” Hester patted Billy’s pale arm.  “He’s the best.  Can I ask kind of a personal question?”


“Sure.”  The folding stopped.

Hester spoke almost in a whisper, “Are you blind?  It seems like it, but then it kind of doesn’t and I don’t want to be rude or anythin’.”


“You’re not being rude, Hester,” the Amish woman reached over and touched the other woman’s hand lightly.  “My eyes don’t work so well, but I make do just fine.”


“How’d you know my name?” Hester suddenly felt a bit off-center – like she was spinning but the room was perfectly still.


“Miss ma’am, oh miss ma’am,” a booming voice broke the momentary silence as a large, smiling woman burst from the kitchen with her arms loaded with plates.  “I made a grilled cheeses sandwich and tomato soup for you today!”


“Thank you Lucy,” the woman smiled and set her folding aside as a plate and bowl skittered onto the tabletop in front of her.


“And what do you nice folks want?” Lucy placed a pudgy hand on each of their shoulders and looked expectantly from one to the other.

“Um…the grilled cheese and soup would be lovely,” Hester finally said, Billy nodding next to her.


“Oh goody!” Lucy clapped as she skipped off towards the kitchen.  “You’ll see, I’ll make yours just as perfect as I do for miss ma’am.”


“It’ll make your day just as right as rain,” the Amish woman smiled to the travelers.


As if on cue, the thunderheads hanging low outside exploded, sending torrents of rain down onto the Oklahoma plains; it was part of a huge weather system spanning from eastern Oklahoma through to Virginia and New York, and within minutes a heavy rain was baptizing everything under that dark, thousand mile canopy.

In New Jersey, Annabella Hanson stood on a hillside, hugging herself tightly and watching as the rainwater collected in her long black hair, mingled with tears, and fell in rhythmic patterns onto a bronze plate nestled in the grass.  It had been nearly a year since Port’s body arrived from San Francisco and had been placed in the ground at this Hillside Cemetery overlooking what once was Bella’s Sangre de Cristo Basin neighborhood.  She loved Port.  From the first time that she saw his young body moving during that humid wrestling practice so long ago until this very moment, she had always loved Port.

And the rain fell; washing clean all of the roads and the buildings and the people in a world that would now continue on indefinitely; thanks to men like Portnoy King and Arlen Rage, and those who helped them…and those who died trying.

And the rain fell; the clear, cold rain of renewal…and of redemption.
