At Odds
part 8

It went against Donatello’s grain to turn off his shell cell, but he did it anyway.  For the last hour the phone had been buzzing with calls he had no intention of answering, as well as beeping with text messages he refused to read.


The family had a rule about never turning off their shell cells, but Don felt justified in breaking it.  His brothers didn’t need the shell cell signal to track him since they knew exactly where he was.

Leatherhead hadn’t said anything about the call Don had earlier, nor had he asked any questions.  Donatello knew that his friend had heard some of his end of the conversation, since it had gotten loud at one point.  There was a good chance that despite having told his brothers not to come looking for him at Leatherhead’s that they would do so anyway, and he could not ask his friend to deny them entry.  That would be too much like choosing sides.

“Um, LH, I turned off my phone,” Don said, glancing up at the large croc.  They were side by side at a work table.  He hadn’t lied to his brothers about working on some of their projects.  “I told them not to come here, but....”


“If they are agitated enough, they will,” Leatherhead said, finishing for him.  “You know that I will let them in.”


He said this without looking at Don, continuing to focus on the wiring job he was doing.

“You won’t have to,” Don said quickly.  “I’ll go out to meet them and deal with the situation.  I don’t want you to feel like you’re caught in the middle of our disagreement.”


Leatherhead’s deep chuckle surprised the turtle.  “Calling what you are going through a ‘disagreement’ rather understates what is happening, don’t you agree, my friend?”


“I suppose so,” Don acknowledged.  “Maybe I should call it an impasse.”

“Only if you believe that the four of you are unable to move on from this,” Leatherhead told him.  “In the years that I have known your family, I have never seen you encounter a set of circumstances that you could not overcome.”

Don sighed.  “I just wish I didn’t feel at such a loss as to how to proceed.”

“So you will remain here until you have examined all that you do know and then determine a course of action,” Leatherhead stated.  “There really is no other thing that you can do, as it appears that your brothers have chosen both blame and denial.”


Brow furrowed, Don said, “I don’t understand why they are blaming themselves for what happened.  In all likelihood, I was the one who sprang the trap.  They should really be mad at me.”

Leatherhead carefully placed the machine part he was holding down on the table and turned to his friend.  “Donatello, would you be open to a small experiment that could help you to remember things you may have forgotten from that night?”

“I suppose so,” Don answered slowly.  “My problem is that most of the important occurrences happened while I was trapped and separated from my brothers.”


“You might be surprised to discover that there were things you noticed or observed that could still provide vital information,” Leatherhead said.  “I have been studying how the mind recalls memories.  It has helped me overcome some of my worst nightmares.”

Leatherhead lead the way out of the workspace and Donatello followed, now curious.  When they entered the kitchenette, Leatherhead indicated a chair and Donatello dutifully sat down.  After dimming the lights and bringing him a mug of water, Leatherhead took a seat across from him.

“LH, I have to tell you that I’ve gone through that night in my head a million times trying to find clues about what happened to my brothers,” Don said.  “I can’t remember something I wasn’t there to see.”


“When we remember things, our thoughts tend to jump around,” Leatherhead said.  “They bounce, like a rubber ball, from something that stands out to something else that stands out.  It is the space between where the ball touches down that is lost in our memory.  Things that seemed inconsequential at the time are forgotten, but often it is those things, when strung together, that give us important answers.”

“I’m certainly willing to try, if you don’t mind hearing it all again.  Where do we start?”

“At the beginning,” Leatherhead told him.  “Before the four of you even left your home.”

Don took a sip of water and began.  “We were going out for a regular patrol.  There had been an uptick in gang activity in the Bowery so we decided to drive there in the moving van.”

“Stop.”  Leatherhead lifted a hand.  “Details, Donatello.  How did you learn of the gang activity?”


Frowning as he thought about it, Don said, “Mostly through Casey.  He told us one of his informants mentioned something about a gang moving into the area.  Casey would have investigated himself, but he’d started noticing some suspicious characters hanging around his neighborhood and needed to focus on that.”

Leatherhead stopped him with a question.  “Was Mr. Jones your only source of information?”


“There were a few blurbs on internet news sites,” Don answered.  “The small borough newspapers that are online had reports and a few editorials calling out the police for not upping their patrols around particular streets.”


“And that is what informed the decision to patrol in that particular area?”


“Yes.”  Don shifted in his chair as a thought struck him.  “Do you think that information was planted by Bishop?  That he purposely drew us out with false news reports?”


“He is a cunning adversary and capable of such subtleties,” Leatherhead replied.  “I would not underestimate the lengths that he would go to in order to achieve his goals.”

“I wonder if my brothers, Leo in particular, have realized this,” Don said.  “Maybe they are trying to keep me from feeling guilty for telling them about those reports.”

“Please, continue,” Leatherhead urged.  “There will be time for those considerations after you recall as much of that night as possible.”

“Well, as we usually do, we waited until after eleven to leave,” Don said.  “Most small establishments are closed by then and people are in their homes for the night.  It’s a time of high activity for gangs and other low-life types.”

“So you most often venture out of the tunnels around the same time?”


“Yes.”  Don rubbed his chin.  “I suppose that makes it a routine for us.”


“Something that could be noted by a person interested in your habits,” Leatherhead said.


“We don’t really think about that since we live in the shadows and hide our existence,” Don said.  “But since we do have enemies who know about us, we should probably take more precautions.”


“There are always lessons to be learned, Donatello,” Leatherhead said.  “Experience is our greatest teacher.”

“Just so long as you survive the experience,” Don replied dryly.


“And in this instance, you did.  What did you do as you prepared to leave your lair?” Leatherhead asked.

“After Leo informed Master Splinter of our plans we met in the service bay,” Don said.  “He gave us the ‘talk’ about following his lead, not doing anything rash, gather information before acting and that sort of thing.  He does that, more or less, every time we go out on a mission.  Mikey sort of listens, but I’m pretty sure his mind wanders, and Raph just gets impatient and ends up snapping at Leo about how he’s growing old standing there.  Then Leo sighs in a kind of world-weary way and we leave the lair.”


There was a smile on his face as he talked about their routine and Leatherhead couldn’t help but to smile in return.  He had lived with the turtles for a time and knew their habits and personalities well enough to picture the scene.


“After we drove to….”

“No, you are skipping ahead,” Leatherhead said, interrupting him.  “Every step that you rebuild in your memory will help you to understand what happened.  Who was driving?”


Don took a deep breath to slow himself down.  Leatherhead was right; each time Don thought about that night he tended to jump to the memories that stood out, but that didn’t mean they were the only important memories.

“Raph took the wheel and I was in the seat next to him,” Don said.  “Leo was at a monitor in the back, checking our route to make sure it was clear, and Mikey had his feet up because he was reading a comic book.”


“Tell me of your conversation as you were driving,” Leatherhead instructed.


For this Donatello had to close his eyes in order to concentrate.  In a moment he had the image in his head of the interior of the vehicle and of each of his brothers.  Their voices played back in his mind like a recording and he relayed their conversation verbatim.  Though there were no revelations, the exercise itself helped bring back that evening more vividly than his past recollections.

After he told Leatherhead where they had parked, which had been near the New York Marble Cemetery, Don paused to take a drink of water.


“When you park your vehicle, do you always try to leave it where it is not likely to be noticed?” Leatherhead asked.

Don set his mug down.  “It’s a huge moving truck, so avoiding notice is pretty impossible.  We do try to park it in areas where it won’t look completely out of place.  There’s a home goods store near the cemetery and there was another truck near there.”


“But it would be fair to say that Bishop is most likely familiar with the truck and knows that it belongs to you?”


Though he nodded, Don’s brow was furrowed as his memory brought up an image of that other truck.  At the time it seemed completely normal to see a paneled truck parked near a shop that sold furniture.


“That truck.”  Don brought his gaze up to Leatherhead’s.  “The only markings on it were small magnetic signs identifying it as belonging to the home goods store.  It could easily have been one of Bishop’s vehicles.”

“We will make note of it but move on,” Leatherhead said.  “Let the memory flow in playback mode.”


“We got out of our truck and moved across the cemetery to buildings overlooking East 3rd,” Don said.  “There’s a cluster of them on a corner which gave us a view of both 3rd and 2nd Ave.  There was one small bar still open, but everything else was closed for the night and it was pretty quiet.  Along that stretch there are a few establishments that have shut down permanently, like an art gallery, electronics store, a party shop and a small hotel.  There’s always been some graffiti on the buildings, but we noticed right away that a number of walls were wearing new tags.  Raph said even he didn’t recognize them and that Casey might have been right about the gang activity.”

“And nothing seemed out of place or untoward about the situation?” Leatherhead asked.

“Not at all.  It was the same sort of scene we’ve encountered hundreds of times while patrolling,” Don answered.  “Especially when some gang is trying to expand its territory.”

“So now the four of you are on the rooftops,” Leatherhead prompted.


Don took a moment to bring back the image of that night, the rooftops around them, and the neighborhood below.  “We kept ourselves low, because none of those buildings is very tall, and settled in to wait.  Leo is really good at what Mikey likes to call our stakeouts.  He can be completely still and silent for hours.  I run formulas and concepts in my head to keep me occupied, but the whole inaction thing drives Raph and Mikey nuts.  After about an hour they were both ready to start running the roofs, and Raph had begun to argue with Leo about it.  That’s when we heard talking and a kind of screeching sound coming from the shuttered hotel.  We moved across the roof to where we had a view of the place and saw a group of guys entering the hotel.  They’d removed the plywood panels covering the entrance and broken the lock on the metal security door.”

“Were they committing theft?” Leatherhead asked.

“We thought so at first, but then we saw a car pull up and another couple of guys, wearing identical jackets to the first group, take some long boxes out of the trunk.  They drove away after the car was unloaded and gang members came out to get the boxes,” Don said.  “They weren’t flimsy cardboard boxes and Raph said it looked like the kind weapons are stored in.”


“That is certainly cause for concern.”

“It’s never a good sign when a new gang moves into a neighborhood and starts stocking up on weapons,” Don said.  “We like to discourage that sort of activity.”


“What was your next step?”


“Leo said we needed to find a way to get a look inside without giving ourselves away,” Don answered.  “Barreling in without first knowing the layout or how many gang members we would be dealing with wasn’t prudent.  He said that for Raph’s benefit because he was already impatient.  Of course Raph knew why Leo said it and he told Leo to get bent.  That’s sort of a typical exchange for them when the adrenaline starts to flow before a fight.”


“Take care that you do not gloss over events because they seem ‘typical’,” Leatherhead cautioned.

“Right.”  Don took a breath.  “Too easy to do.  Okay.  The hotel is only three stories and we decided to make entry from the roof.  We figured that this gang would be on the first floor since that’s where the largest open space is located.  Leo was turned to face us as he lined out the plan, but Mikey was still looking down at the street and he called out that three more gang members had arrived and one had taken up a position next to the door.  Because of that and because we didn’t know if anyone would be looking through windows, we went half a block down on the rooftops on. . . .”

“Wait.”  Leatherhead stopped him.  “During the initial planning, had you decided what to do about the weapons?  Were you going to carry them away, destroy them where they were, commandeer a nearby vehicle?”


“Oh,” Don frowned.  “I see what you mean about skipping around.”


“You had parked your truck some distance away.  Did you plan to go back for it?”


“Yes.  Depending on the situation inside, one of us would go back to the our truck.  We decided on that because there weren’t any other vehicles parked on that street.”  Don’s frown deepened.  “Which is odd for the city, now that I think about it.  Street parking is at a premium and usually cars are parked nose-to-tail.  That was another warning sign we failed to notice.”

“One cannot be cognizant of everything,” Leatherhead said.


“Don’t tell Leo that,” Don said.  “He thinks he has to be and blames himself whenever anything gets by us.  I wonder if Raph and Mikey already caught the significance of the missing cars and are blaming Leo.”

“Remain on point, Donatello,” Leatherhead reminded him.  “There will be time later to revisit these anomalies if they still seem salient.”

“There was no more talking as we crossed the rooftops until we were out of sight of the hotel,” Don said.  “We crossed over to a narrow areaway between two buildings and climbed back up to the roofs from there.  Leo lifted a hand to stop us from moving until he looked around and got a sense of the area.  His expression had gone from cautious to worried, so I asked him if something was wrong.  He said something felt ‘off’, but then Raph interrupted to tell him he always said that.  Leo reminded him that Master Splinter had taught them to rely on more than just our five senses.  Raph called him “Splinter Jr.” and said Leo could stand there sniffing the air, but he was going to pound some street thugs.  He took off, leaving us with no option but to follow.”

Don’s mouth pressed into a thin line as he paused, and then he shook his head.  “If Leo can beat himself up for not realizing what the lack of cars might mean, Raph can punish himself for rushing in without heeding Leo’s warnings.  It doesn’t make sense why they’re still fighting about that night though.  These types of things have happened to us more than once.”

Leatherhead cleared his throat, reminding Donatello that he was getting off track again.  Don took a drink of water and organized his thoughts.


“Raph did slow down when we were on top of the building next to the hotel.  The back part of that building was higher than the hotel and there’s a water tower.  Mikey shimmied up the tower and used that vantage point to survey the hotel.  He came back down and said all was clear, that no one was on top of the hotel.  Leo asked if he’d checked the entire area, but Mikey said that trees blocked his view of the area behind the hotel.  He said that if he couldn’t see past them, no one else could either.”

He paused again, wondering if that failure to take more than a perfunctory glance around was something that was eating at Mikey.


“Donatello?”


Leatherhead’s low, rumbling tone brought Don out of that thought and he continued the story.  “We jumped down to the hotel’s roof and then Raph picked the lock on the roof access door.  Once the door was open, we went in single file; first Raph, then Leo, followed by Mikey and me bringing up the rear.  We paused on the stairs to listen.  There were no sounds coming from the stairwell, so we went down to the door that would take us to the third floor.  That door wasn’t locked, so Leo edged past Raph and opened it far enough to listen for sounds and get a view of the corridor.  Since it was empty and silent, we . . . .”

Before he could continue, the unmistakable sound of the hidden tunnel wall being opened interrupted him.  Don and Leatherhead leaped to their feet, both prepared for the worst.  At the topmost of Don’s mind was that Bishop had somehow found them.


Leatherhead ran towards his home’s entrance.  Drawing his bō, Donatello followed, hoping that he had not led Agent Bishop and the E.P.F. straight to his friend.

TBC…….

