*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.
