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  OTHER WORKS BY ROGER BRAY




  Part One


  Chapter One


   


  Ben stepped through his back door pulling it closed behind him.  The cold drizzle hit him as soon as he stepped out from the shelter of the rear porch and, turning the corner, walked down the driveway toward the road. Typical for a November night in Portland, not freezing, but close, no snow but the drizzle had a hardness to it, sleet; soaking, miserable, and cold.


  He pulled the collar of his jacket up around his neck and pulled his knitted cap down further to fill in the gap, trying to keep out the rain. For a moment he thought of going back into the house and getting his gloves, and had his hand in his pocket, wrapping around the bundle of keys, held together on a carabiner with its rubbery TRIUMPH keychain attached.


  Screw it … he thought It’s only ten minutes to the store, ten minutes back. I’ll be nearly there by the time I find the damn gloves.


  He let the keys go and pushed his hands deeper into his pockets, the Canuck’s game was being broadcast later and Ben wanted to be back, sorted and settled down with a cold beer and some snacks before it started.


  Pulling his jacket collar up tighter he turned left onto 67th Avenue and walked south toward Woodstock Boulevard to buy the groceries he’d forgotten earlier.


  For a moment he considered doubling the walk and heading further along Woodstock to the big Safeway but decided against it. It was not an evening for walking forty minutes both ways in the drizzle.


  He cursed himself for not driving down to the supermarket. More choice, but he’d probably spend twice as long in there, anyway. And, he decided, he could probably do with the exercise, he’d hardly left his house in the last week, apart from driving down to the suppliers for the parts he had needed for the 50s Triumph he was rebuilding in his garage.


   


  *****


   


  Rebuilding, he laughed to himself, un-building more like. The motorcycle lay in major pieces on his workbench, the frame and the rust dusted wheels stacked in one corner. He’d picked the bike up for a good price the previous summer, a 1957 Triumph Tiger 100. The color was what drew him to it, a silver gray, which, in his mind anyway, perfectly complimented his other classic, the bike which had given him purpose and direction for nearly six years.


  He had been mercilessly ribbed by his friends for the time and trouble, not to mention expense, of rebuilding a real basket case into his pride and joy, a 1957 Triumph Thunderbird which he rode every chance he got. It had started more conversations than he ever could.


  Men of a certain age would come up to him when he parked to tell him of their first bike and even some women would reminisce about an old boyfriend their parents hadn’t approved of and, more importantly, the old bike he rode. It was also directly responsible for the chance meeting and purchase of the Tiger.


  He’d always liked the old British bikes and had a newer model for his daily ride but when he’d seen his current bike’s namesake sitting forlornly in the corner of a wrecker’s yard in Seattle, he knew he had to have her.


  As he wandered up to her, he brushed his hand across the tank and could see past the state she was in and imagine the machine she had been and would be again. Her gold paint flaked, faded, and worn, the seat ripped, rust sprouting everywhere rust could grow, the tires flat, hard, and cracked, rubber missing, one muffler propped up alongside and the other nowhere to be found. He’d tried one push on the kickstart and the engine turned, no spark, no life but he knew she was waiting to be reborn.


  And she was.


  He’d spent time sitting with her in his workshop, a cup of coffee or a beer in hand looking at her, making an ever-growing list of jobs to be done and parts to be sourced. His new girlfriend, his friends had christened her, but he had no girlfriend and, hell, truth be known, he had nothing better to do.


  He was coming up for retirement, no family, his mom had died five years before, his dad ten years before that, no siblings he’d been a late only child, his mom thirty-eight when she’d had him, when they’d given up all hope of having children and along he’d come, the joy of their lives apparently, though he was sure they were disappointed he had never given them grandchildren.


  He did have a child, but his parents had never known and nor, in truth, had he when she was born. Telling them would have only raised a hundred questions he couldn’t answer. The mother, a girl he had been seeing, probably going to marry, suddenly ups and leaves town, no real goodbye or explanation. It was only a few months of increasing tension between them; where not long before they had laughed and talked now there had been an awkward silence, not even arguments; she retreated into herself and that was their new life until he got the note, short and to the point.


  She’d left town.


  It wasn’t until over a year later a chance meeting with one of her old friends revealed he was a father to a little girl, Anna. The friend didn’t know where they were and had only received a Christmas card with a short note written inside.


  Ben hadn’t even known where to start looking. His ex was an orphan, raised by her grandmother who had long since passed; he thought she had an aunt in California, but that was as close as he could get. He tried to trace her using avenues available to him as a cop, but nothing ever came back. He considered filing a missing person report but knew from experience that once the Christmas card surfaced she wouldn’t be considered missing and the file would join the thousands of others gathering dust in the basement.


  Coming up to retirement and with most weekends free he’d decided to do what he’d always wanted to do and rebuild a classic motorcycle and the 57 Thunderbird was, in his mind, as classic as they came.


  The old Bird was loaded onto the back of his pickup, tied down like the precious cargo she was and brought back to his house in Woodstock in the eastern suburbs of Portland. With the help of his lifelong friend, Paul Truscott, he’d got her into his workshop at the back of the house and started the long process of restoration. He could have done the work a lot quicker, probably got her running in two years but had decided he wasn’t in a hurry, and he would take his time. Six years’ worth, until she’d had every part, every nut, bolt, screw, bearing, bracket, and cable restored or replaced.


  The first time he had kicked her over, and she’d roared into life was one of the happiest moments of his life, and since then he’d take her out as much as possible. Four, five-hour runs to Newport or Lincoln City, alone or with other classic bike riders, through the hills and the green rolling landscape between Portland and the coast.


  It was on one of his solo trips that old Ellie Hall had approached him and started a conversation which had led to his purchase of the second classic bike in his garage.


  He’d started out on Saturday morning on a solo ride, alone on the Thunderbird, not sure where he was going until he’d turned onto 99w and was heading south-west toward Sheridan and continued to the Oregon Coast Highway north of Lincoln City. At the intersection, a decision was made, and he turned left and followed the coast road south to Newport with the intention of stopping near the Bayfront and having lunch at one of the eateries in the area.


  He pulled up and parked up in the parking lot next to the Barge Inn and went through his normal routine of turning off the fuel and letting the Bird run for another minute before turning her off. He got off and started taking off his helmet and gloves while looking, as he always did, at his bike. A friend, Jim Matheson had always said that if, when you’d got off your bike and were walking away, you didn’t look back with pride; you’d bought the wrong bike.


  Ben understood and always looked back and smiled.


  This time he didn’t get a chance to walk and look back before being accosted by Ellie Hall.


  “Nice bike.” He heard her before he saw her.


  She looked at him, at the bike, and back to him. Tall and spindly with bobbed hair, mousy colored with a lot of gray framed by a long peaked, open-topped sunshade advertising a long ago closed business. She wore a multicolored, almost Hawaiian shirt, three-quarter length red pants, and sandals that looked way too big for her. Ben couldn’t help but grin and that shut him up long enough for her to continue.


  “Thunderbird, late 50s,” she stated, rather than asked.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Ben replied. “57.”


  “Thought so, my Jimmy wanted a Thunderbird, but he bought a 57 Tiger instead. Not as big as the Bird, only a 500, but big enough for us.”


  “Jimmy was your husband?”


  She laughed, “Not at the time, but we knew we’d marry. We’d been going steady for nearly two years, after he came out of the army, back to Newport, found a job and started courting me.”


  “So, he bought himself a Tiger.”


  “No, he bought us a Tiger,” she corrected.


  “We went everywhere on that bike. Up and down the coast, Salem, Portland, all over for ten years until our daughter was born, then we bought a car. Still took the Tiger out some weekends, with my mom babysitting and Jimmy was always messing with it. But you had to with those old bikes, didn’t you?”


  “She knows her stuff,” Ben thought before grinning again and saying aloud, “yes, ma’am you did, but that’s half the fun.”


  She smiled at the memory, “Yes it was and less of the ma’am, my name is Elizabeth, but everyone calls me Ellie, which I’ve always preferred to Lizzie, which Freddie Johnson used to call me, but he was a bully and I didn’t care for that, or him, and that’s why I don’t like it.”


  Ben held out his hand to the spirited old lady.


  “Ben, Ben Davis, pleased to meet you.”


  “So, Ben Davis, did you buy the bike like that,” she nodded toward the Thunderbird, “or did you restore her?”


  Ben smiled, “Found her in a wrecker’s yard in Seattle and spent six years rebuilding her.”


  “Not completely original though,” she observed.


  “Pretty much except I converted her to twelve volts and put some LED turn signals on, so I could ride at night.”


  Ellie nodded, “Jimmy was always tinkering with the Tiger, even when he wasn’t riding her, even when he was too old, and after he got sick and couldn’t ride her. He was always in the shed, tinkering. I think he wanted to bring her back, but he passed before he could. Fifteen years now.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  Ben was wondering where the hell this was going.


  “Oh, he was suffering in the end, mesothelioma could hardly breathe, he could only manage wheezing, coughing, and choking. They don’t know where he got it from, but back in the sixties he had a job pipe lagging for a while, and that was it, I think. Even so, he still went up to the shed to look at the Tiger every chance he got. But even that got too much for him, so his passing was God’s blessing. I still miss him though, even after all these years.”


  “I’m sure you do.” Ben wasn’t sure how he could break away from this increasingly depressing conversation, but Ellie changed direction again.


  “Jimmy had always been at me to learn how to ride myself, get my own bike and ride with him, but I was always happy being out with him. It was the end of the riding when he died.”


  “So, you sold the bike?”


  “Hell no!” Ellie exclaimed, “I couldn’t, not worth much the way it is, but it was Jimmy’s pride, and I couldn’t let it go easily, but …” she looked at him. “I might now. Are you interested Ben Davis?”


  Ben was taken aback, not the conversation he imagined. Normally he’d spend ten minutes while people reminisced about their youthful adventures on bikes then, conversation exhausted, they would part ways.


  “Yes, well maybe. What about your children, wouldn’t they want it?”


  She shook her head, “I only had the one daughter, and she moved away years ago, never see her more than once a year, and she’s got no interest.”


  “Why ask me, after you’ve hung on to it all these years?”


  “Why ask you particularly?”


  Ben nodded.


  “I’m pushing eighty now and won’t be around for too much longer and I’d rather see the bike go to someone who knows what to do with her and look after her than have her rot down in the shed. If you restored the Thunderbird the way you said, you’ve done a great job, even with the turn signals.”


  “Yes, ma’am I did, even with the turn signals.”


  She laughed before pulling a small notebook from her bag and then hunted around until she found the short stump of a pencil; she licked the tip and scribbled something on a fresh page before tearing it off and handing it to Ben.


  “Here’s my address, it’s not far, about 300 yards up the hill. If you are interested drop by and have a look.” And with that, and a backward glance at Ben’s Thunderbird, she slung her over-sized jute bag over her shoulder and wandered off down the road, leaving Ben staring after her, smiling, and shaking his head.


   


  *****


   


  For an hour Ben kept asking himself the same half-dozen questions as he drank a couple of sodas and pushed an excellent lunch of locally smoked Pacific salmon around his plate.


  The answers were always maybe or yes and after an hour he was no closer to deciding than when he first sat down. He had two choices, ride away or go and have a look and riding away could cause him more regret than going to have a look.


  Twenty minutes later Ben found himself parked in the driveway of a small timber house set up on the hill above the harbor, he checked the address written on the piece of paper to confirm, but the movement of one of the curtains at the front of the house convinced him Ellie was waiting for him.


  She was, he had barely knocked on the front door when it was flung open and Ellie was standing, dressed as he’d seen her earlier, but without the sunshade which he could see hanging on an elaborate series of coat hooks on the side of the hallway.


  “Decided to come and have a look after all,” Ellie stated, surprising Ben at how close her choice of words actually was to his decision-making process.


  “If you don’t mind?”


  “Hell, if I minded I wouldn’t have asked you now would I?”


  “No, I suppose not,” Ben admitted as Ellie pushed past him and walked down the driveway toward a wooden, double lock-up at the rear of the house.


  After they entered, Ellie walked up to a big, gray lump at the back which Ben realized was an old tarp, covering, he assumed, the Triumph. Before Ben could offer help, Ellie took hold of one corner of the tarp and after pulling and rolling it revealed the front of the bike.


  “There she is, told you she was a good ’un.”


  And she was. Ben looked at the bike, not too closely, as he’d already decided to buy her, and saw a pretty much unmolested 1957 Triumph Tiger. Tires flat, bodywork dusty and dirty all around, but all the parts were there and in a much better condition than his Bird had been.


  Jeez, he thought, his buddies were going to give him heaps over this decision. Instead of a crazy cat lady, I’ll be the crazy old bike guy.




  Chapter Two


   


  Ben shook himself from his thoughts as he realized he had reached Woodstock Boulevard. He could see the neon sign of the convenience store glowing brightly from across the road, splashing color onto the wet pavement.


  Pretty empty, as usual, he thought glancing through the window as he walked toward the door, mentally listing the groceries he needed.


  He pushed the door open and glanced at the clerk before starting to turn toward the ranks of shelves. Something clicked in his mind, something was not right with the scene he’d witnessed, and he stopped and turned back toward the counter.


  This was something he had attended many times post-incident but had never witnessed like this.


  The clerk, a young Asian guy was feverishly pulling the bank notes out of his till and shoving them into a paper bag, while he looked at a young, blonde woman standing on the customer side.


  Ben took in the scene.


  Robbery! His good mood sank.


  The woman, well, girl; mid-twenties, but looked older, dirty disheveled hair; lank, touching her shoulders; slim, heroin chic, though completely at the other end of the scale to anything that could be called chic. She was wearing a dirty, hooded jacket, too big for her, hanging down below her knees.


  Junkie, registered in his thoughts.


  Ben looked up at her face, sunken cheeks, angular cheekbones protruding, acne and, when she shouted, “Fuckin’ hurry up,” to the terrified clerk, he could see her rotten teeth.


  Crackhead, he corrected. Shit!


  The girl turned and saw him for the first time and Ben saw the panic in her eyes, she pulled her right hand out of the overcoat pocket and pointed the handgun at him.


  He raised his hands to shoulder height while talking in a voice that was a lot calmer than he felt.


  “That’s fine, lady, you can take the money, I’m not going to try to stop you.”


  Ben slowly moved away from the door, leaving the girl a clear escape from the counter and out onto the street. “Look …” he said, “… I’m out of your way; take the money and go.”


  And stop waving that gun around, he didn’t add.


  The clerk had finished and was trying to pass the bag with the cash in it over to her. The girl looked into the bag, her face clouding over with anger, and she pushed the gun toward him. His arms shot above his head and his eyes widened.


  “Is that it? Is that fucking it?” she demanded.


  “That’s all I got, lady, the float and some takings, slow night, haven’t got too much.”


  “That’s it, lady. That’s all there is, take it and go. No need for anyone to get hurt,” Ben said softly but firmly.


  The girl waved the gun first at the clerk, then at Ben, and back to the clerk. She screwed the bag of money up and shoved it into one of her coat pockets then took a half step toward the door. Fear, anger, agitation, and failure showed in her eyes and movements, indecision; should she take what she had and leave? What choice did she have? Leave or stay but she knew there was no more money and she couldn’t force the clerk to give her money he didn’t have.


  She quickly turned her body, stabbing the gun toward Ben, “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”


  Ben knew what was going to happen, as she finished, the gun went off.


  The first round struck him in the left shoulder, in the center of the dimple where the shoulder becomes the arm.


  Oh shit! Ben put his right hand up to where he felt as though he had been punched and turned his head expecting to see a jet of blood. He had no time to register if he was badly injured before the gun went off again.


  The second round hit him half an inch above his left eye and Ben knew he was in trouble. He felt sick and his vision blurred as he rocked back from nausea and shock. He felt his knees going out from under him and he grabbed a wheeled snack stand to steady himself, but only managed to push it off to one side as he crumpled onto the cold floor. As he fell Ben could see the horrified look on the clerk’s face and the slow realization in the haunted look of the junkie as she shoved the gun into her right pocket.


  He sensed, rather than saw her run past him and he felt the cold and damp night air blow into the store as she pushed open the door and fled into the night.


  Looks like I’ll miss the game after all, was his last thought before darkness came over him and the sick feeling returned.


  Ben became aware of someone shaking him and trying to pull him up. He opened his eyes and saw the clerk kneeling in front of him, fear in his eyes.


  “Hey, man, I called the cops, man are you OK, you’ve been shot,” the clerk kept repeating.


  Yeah, thanks for the update, thought Ben.


  He tried to pull himself up and a surge of pain wrapped itself around his head, he blinked and blew out hard then sucked in a deep breath of cold air. The clerk, seeing what he was trying to do, grabbed him by the left upper arm trying to help. The pain transferred from his head to his left shoulder, or at least the pain in the shoulder was worse, a lot worse, at that moment and took over the pecking order.


  “Damn,” Ben screamed, “let go.”


  “Shit, sorry man, I called the cops,” the clerk flustered.


  Ben grunted out a breath as he fell against the shelf end and the pain in his shoulder receded to a bearable level while the pain in his head interjected itself into his consciousness again. He slowed his breathing and tried to take stock.


  The clerk was still trying to talk to him, to reassure him Ben guessed, and was doing a terrible job of it.


  Poor kid, Ben thought, Part-time job, probably a student, and this happens.


  “It’s OK, kid, it wasn’t your fault,” Ben managed to say. “You called the cops?”


  “Yeah, I called them, I called the cops.”


  “Paramedics?”


  “Shit, no. I …” the clerk looked over to the counter, at the phone that sat there.


  “Don’t worry about it. If the cops got a shooting call, they will already have someone on the way, paramedics will have been called.”


  As if to back up his words the sound of sirens could be heard, growing louder as the response came closer and Ben could see the flashing lights echoing off the surrounding buildings, becoming more constant as the first cruiser pulled up outside the store.


  The clerk stood and went to the door as the first officer pushed it open and entered, his gun in his right hand but held down at his side.


  “What’s happened?” he asked the clerk.


  The clerk, definitely a student Ben had decided, relieved that responsibility had been taken from him quickly stated, “Some bitch robbed me and shot this guy.”


  He pointed toward Ben.


  “She’s gone?” the cop asked.


  “Yeah, she’s gone, ran out after shooting him.”


  The cop kneeled next to Ben, “Hey, buddy, can you hear me, where are you …” his voice trailed off.


  “Shit! Ben?” he said as recognition dawned. “Oh, shit man, what’s happened?”


  Ben looked up at the clerk, “What he said. Bitch robbed him and shot me. Shoulder and one skimmed my head, I think, automatic, I’m not sure, I didn’t recognize it, but I think it was East European, not large caliber.”


  “That’s OK. We’ll get all that later. EMTs are here, you’ll be OK, Ben.”


  The front door to the store pushed open and two EMTs walked in, both carrying their large bags of life-saving supplies over their shoulders. The first took one look at Ben now slowly leaning toward his right side and turned to his partner telling him they would need the gurney after all. As the first EMT continued toward Ben, the first cop walked over to his partner, a rookie, three months into the job.


  “Do you know him?” the rookie asked looking over at Ben.


  The older cop pulled the door open so the second EMT could get the gurney through and over to where Ben was now lying on his right side. He looked at his young partner, the shock evident in his face.


  “Yeah, Ben, Ben Davis. Shit, he only retired a couple of years ago, after over thirty years on the job. Not a scratch I know of, then this. Shit!” he repeated. “One of the best beat cops I ever met or worked with, straight up guy, you know.”


  The rookie shook his head as the older cop continued, “Get out to the car, bring them up to speed, and tell them it’s Ben Davis.”


  “OK, what about a description?”


  The older cop looked puzzled.


  “You know, the perp, shouldn’t we get a description first and get that out?”


  “Don’t worry about that for now, she’s gone but…,” he nodded toward the ubiquitous camera over the counter. “We’ll deal with her later.”


  “OK.” The rookie turned toward the door.


  “Shit,” the older cop remembered, “ask them for a current phone number and address for Paul Truscott as well.”


  “Who?”


  “Paul was Ben’s partner, they worked together for years. He’s retired as well, about the same time as Ben.”


  As the rookie went out through the door, the EMTs who had been treating Ben stepped up.


  “Well?” asked the cop, “What’s the damage?”


  “GSW to the left shoulder probably hurts like Hades, but not too bad. The bullet’s still in there, but they’ll get that out OK.”


  “And the head wound, a round nicked him he thinks.”


  The EMT frowned, “I wish. No, it’s not so good, it’s a through and through, in above the left eye, and it came out behind the left ear. I’m surprised he’s still conscious let alone alive; I’ve seen people die of a lot less. Good news is there is no brain matter I can see, which is unusual, but I’ll take what I can get to keep him alive.”


  The older cop turned his hands out, asking the question.


  “He’s losing focus, starting to black out, I think it’s inevitable but if we can get him to Emanuel, he might have a chance in the golden hour. All we are doing is trying to stabilize him and get him moving. My partner radioed ahead and they’re starting to put a team together.”


  Oh damn, oh shit, the cop thought, looking back where the second EMT, having cut away Ben’s clothes, was applying a pressure bandage to his left shoulder.


  “OK, thanks, you just do what needs to be done.”


  “We’ll do what we can,” the EMT turned back to where Ben lay and continued working on him while encouraging him to stay awake.


  As the cop watched, they had Ben’s left shoulder bandaged and the first EMT was placing bandages on the front and back of his head while his partner wrapped more bandages around to hold them in place, then secured a cervical collar around Ben’s neck.


  Finishing, they turned to the cop, “Can you give us a hand, we want to get him on the gurney, keep his head as still as we can.”


  The cop followed the instructions and Ben was soon on the gurney, straps in place, he kept blinking, his sight was blurring, and he feebly lifted his right hand toward the older cop.


  The cop grabbed his hand, “Don’t worry, Ben, they’ll have you down to Emanuel in a few minutes, you’re going to be fine.”


  An oxygen mask was placed over Ben’s face as he tried to talk, so he nodded slowly, and the cop squeezed his hand in reply and reassurance.


  The EMT’s raised the gurney and moved toward the door which was opened and held by the crew of a second police cruiser which had turned up. As Ben was wheeled through, they entered and looked around,


  “Hold up?” one asked.


  “Some junkie bitch apparently,” the first cop said, “You heard who got shot?” he nodded toward the gurney which was now being loaded into the ambulance outside.


  “Yeah, Ben Davis. Shit out of luck there.”


  “Wrong time, wrong place, so yeah. Can you guys start off here; I need to get to the hospital and get hold of Paul Truscott.”


  “Not a problem, go. And don’t worry about Truscott; I think dispatch has already been onto him.”


  The lights came on the ambulance, sending a blue and red shimmer around the store, the sirens kicked in and built up to a crescendo as the ambulance pulled away from the curb and headed west on Woodstock toward the Emanuel Medical Center.




  Chapter Three


   


  Paul was in the kitchen of his apartment waiting for the coffee machine to finish. He had a mug with cream and a single sugar ready and once the coffee had finished sputtering, he pulled the jug out and poured himself a cup. As he stirred, he watched the rain being driven onto the window and draining down in solid rivulets.


  Coffee poured, and a sandwich made, Paul carried them both out into the lounge room and sat in his favorite chair, a standard lamp behind it to help his aging eyes read. Paul settled back and took a bite from his sandwich before picking up the novel he was currently reading.


  He’d barely got half a paragraph read before the phone rang. He considered ignoring the electronic annoyance for a moment but knew if he did, it would either ring again or his concentration would be broken by wondering who was calling and as he didn’t have an answering machine anymore he would have to wait until the return call to find out.


  It had better not be some damned phone company, he thought as he closed the book and set it down on the small table.


  Standing up and taking five steps, he was at the phone which he snatched up and answered with an irritated, “What!”


  “Paul?” asked a female voice he didn’t recognize, “Paul Truscott?”


  “Yes, speaking.”


  “It’s Margaret, Margaret Biskin.”


  “Who?”


  “Margaret Biskin, PB dispatch.”


  “Ah,” his memory caught up with the conversation, Margaret, a civilian dispatcher at the Police Communications Center. He did know her, vaguely, enough to recognize her and say hello when they had passed in the corridor.


  “Margaret, yes, hi, how are you? What can I do for you?”


  “I’m good thanks, Paul, but I have some bad news.”


  Of course, you do, Paul thought, it’s never good news, is it?


  “OK, so what is it?” he asked, not wanting an answer.


  “Look, Paul, I don’t know how to tell you this—”


  “Margaret, take a moment, take a breath, and tell me.”


  “It’s Ben Davis.”


  “Ben, what about him?”


  “He’s been shot.”


  Paul gasped and felt sick like he’d been kicked in the stomach. “Shot, how did that happen, where?”


  “Robbery gone wrong is what I’m told. He was in a convenience store on Woodstock, there was a holdup and he got shot.”


  “Jesus.” Paul waited a moment before continuing, his mind was racing, and that sick feeling was getting worse.


  “And he’s …” he left the question hanging.


  “He’s alive, they took him to Emanuel, but from what we’re being told it’s not good; a headshot.”


  Paul closed his eyes and took a couple of deep breaths to try to get a hold of his thoughts.


  The dispatcher continued, “Paul, I’m sorry we rang you but one of the first responders asked us to get hold of you. You and Ben were tight, and he had … has,” she corrected, “… no next of kin.”


  “Margaret, look that’s fine, I appreciate the call. Emanuel, they took him there?”


  “Yeah, they took him to the trauma center. Paul, you know if there’s anything we can do, the shift is already putting a collection together, and the watch commander has been in contact with the Chief. Anything at all Paul, you know you only have to ask.”


  “I know, thanks, Margaret. I’m going to hang up now; I need to find out what’s going on.”


  Paul hung up without waiting for a reply.  He stood rubbing his face with his hands for a moment before looking into the mirror above the small table and seeing a suddenly older man looking back at him.  At this moment he was feeling all of his years.


  He stood leaning against the table, eyes closed as the mantra began, Let him be OK, let him be OK. Jeez, Ben what were you doing?


  Thirty minutes later Paul walked into the Emergency Center at the Legacy Emanuel Hospital. As he suspected he would, he found a gaggle of cops inside, apparently there for his friend and apparently waiting for him.


  One of the cops turned as the doors whooshed open and Paul felt a little relieved when he recognized him.


  “Carl.”


  “Hey, Paul, dispatch got hold of you then?”


  Paul ignored the obvious, “What the hell happened, Carl? How is he?”


  “Hell, of a thing, Paul, hell of a thing. The eyewitness, a clerk at the store, gets held up by some meth head. Halfway through, he’s shoving dollar bills into a carrier bag and Ben walks in. Doesn’t do anything, doesn’t try anything. The kid said he sounded calm and stepped out of the way, damn it, he almost held the door open for her. Then she took the cash and shot him.”


  “Bitch,” Paul muttered.


  “Indeed,” the cop nodded. “No reason to, from what the kid said she was agitated because there wasn’t much money in the till but there was no real panic or anything. From what we know she was pissed, stoned, or coming down and then she shot him for no reason.”


  “So, where is he?”


  “He’s having a CT scan now.” The cop nodded at the sign pointing toward Radiography.


  “He got hit twice, left shoulder and left upper head. Shoulder they’re happy with, get the bullet out, a bit of a patch up, and he’ll be fine. The head wound is another story, hence the CT.”


  “Were you first response?”


  The cop nodded, “He was awake when we got there, a little groggy, but talking. He went downhill after that and was pretty much out to it when the EMTs carted him off; I don’t know what the situation is since then.”


  “Thanks, Carl.”


  Paul approached the triage station and explained who it was he was there for. He hadn’t expected anything in the way of news and wasn’t disappointed as the nurse routinely said Ben was being assessed and she would pass on any news as she received it. She asked him about next of kin which Paul had avoided, explaining he was Ben’s oldest and best friend. She at least seemed satisfied, probably as she now had some detail to put on the admission form.


  Two hours later, Paul sat on an uncomfortable plastic chair, the center one of a rack of seven bolted together along a steel frame fixed to the floor. Two rows across, eight rows deep lined up like a caricature of a cheap cinema. Most of the cops had left, their shifts ended but all with promises to return or to do anything they could to help.


  He had consumed three coffees and the clock on the wall slowly clicked its way toward midnight. The nursing staff shift rotated through as well and at least a couple of the new staff he knew from his previous life, standing around in a blue uniform, gathering evidence, passing messages to worried next of kin. Now he found himself in that position and the staff would make eye contact and occasionally nod reassuringly in the manner of someone with nothing else to tell him, no news, no update, nothing.


  Paul’s mind wandered to his friend and the realization they had been friends for nearly forty years.


  They’d first met on their first day at Portland Junior High. Recognizing themselves in the other they had taken the first steps of a friendship which had lasted until this moment.


  And God knows I hope it doesn’t end like this, Paul found himself thinking before admonishing himself. Ben’s a strong guy, he’ll pull through, he must.


  From that first day of Junior High, a solid friendship had quickly developed through football, first dates, first drinks, his first marriage, and his first divorce, the next marriage and subsequent divorce from that one as well. He and Ben had always been there for each other. In nearly every first moment of his life, Ben had been there, a part of it.


  They’d gone through school together, played football, double dated, graduated, gone to college, and joined the police academy together and he refused to believe the end was this, sitting on a godawful plastic chair, drinking something that was coffee in name only. It was the middle of the night and somewhere in this building his friend was fighting for his life and there wasn’t a goddamned thing Paul could do to help.


  Twelve thirty and still nothing, Paul was considering what he should do, should he approach the staff or wait for them to come to him, they knew why he was there, who he was there for, so if there was news they would approach him, surely?


  12.45 am. and Paul decided that at 1.00 am, he would approach the desk and ask.  As he made the decision a green scrub dressed man approached the desk and spoke to the duty nurse, she looked over to Paul and pointed at him.


  The doctor, as Paul presumed he was, approached; he was at least a foot shorter than Paul and was completely bald, except for a gray monk’s fringe around the back of his head. He was portly to the point of comedy and, even with his short legs, his scrub trousers were four inches too short. He had a small smile on his face as he approached but Paul wasn’t sure if this was a good sign or not.


  “Hi,” green scrubs started, “Are you a relative of Ben Davis?”


  Paul stood, “Not as such, but as close as you’ll find. Ben doesn’t have any next of kin to speak of. I’m Paul Truscott, an old friend.”


  “No next of kin?” Green scrubs frowned.


  Oh crap! Paul thought This does not sound good.


  “No, only me. Well, he does have a daughter, but they’re estranged, have been her whole life.”


  “I think this would be a good time for them to be reunited.”


  “I’ll see what I can do. What’s happening, how’s Ben?”


  Green scrubs looked at Paul and decided he could be included in this conversation.


  “I’m Hartley Rose; I’m a neurosurgeon here at Emanuel. I’ve come from operating on your friend.”


  “So, he’s still alive then?”


  “For sure and doing well when I left him in the OR.”


  “And?”


  “As you may be aware, your friend suffered two gunshot wounds, one to the left shoulder but, the extent of this injury was minimized by the clothing he was wearing. The type of bullet, the type of gun all helped, but about four layers of clothing and a heavy jacket bore a lot of the impact of the bullet. Another surgeon had already operated on him, removed the bullet, and some foreign material from the wound. That surgery was complete when I came in. The surgeon, Dr. Blythe, is happy with the outcome and confident the shoulder will recover with minimal impairment.”


  “There was a head wound as well?”


  “Yes, indeed.  An extremely interesting presentation it was.”


  Unless you’re the poor bastard with it, Paul thought.


  “You and the patient …”


  “Ben.”


  “Yes, sorry. You and Ben were police officers I understand?”


  “Yes, we both retired a couple of years ago.”


  “Well then, you would understand bullets are strange things, you can estimate their trajectory most of the time, but once they hit something they can go anywhere.”


  “So, he got a ricochet?”


  “No, no not at all; the bullet hit him here.” Rose pointed to a spot to the left of  his left eyebrow and about an inch above it. “I don’t know why or how, but I suspect Ben’s head was turned slightly to the left as the bullet impacted. The bullet entered and exited here.”


  Again, Rose pointed to his head, about an inch behind the left ear and slightly above center.


  “So, it was a straight through and through then?” Paul stated, dismayed.


  “Ah, no and that’s what was interesting.” Rose looked a bit excited and was starting to annoy Paul.


   “It penetrated the skull and instead of proceeding directly through to where it exited, an event which would have been catastrophic and, in my opinion, possibly barely survivable without major complications.  It followed the contour of the skull to the exit point.


  “The bullet traced a line hard against the skull. I have heard of such an event but have never seen one before and probably still wouldn’t have believed it had I not seen it myself on the scan. It didn’t penetrate the meninges, the covering of the brain, at all. Ben suffered a head injury but not, by definition, a traumatic brain injury.”


  “Because the brain wasn’t damaged.”


  Rose held up his finger like a lecturer.


  “Penetrated, it wasn’t penetrated, at least not by the bullet, but it was certainly damaged by the shock of the bullet forcing its way around the inside of the skull and lacerations caused, mainly at the entry point, by bone fragments being forced inwards. The other damage, and probably the most important to manage, is the swelling that is inevitable in any major head trauma.


  “My team and I have operated and cleaned the wounds, especially the frontal entry wound where we had to remove some bone fragments; we haven’t fully closed the wounds as they may help relieve pressure. I am expecting some major hematoma on that side of the brain between the point of entry and exit. There were two major fractures of the skull at the entry and exit point of the bullet.  These may cause hematomas as well, but the fractures themselves are manageable.  I expect them to fully heal. There is also a weak line where the bullet scored the skull, but this is also manageable.”


  “What are his chances?”


  Rose considered the question.


  “Ben was semi-conscious when he was brought in, according to the EMT report and on first admission, he was able to respond to simple commands. This is a good sign. The more response a person has after an injury of this type, the better the prognosis is, but …”


  Rose thought for a moment before continuing in a more cautious manner, one which would have made his liability provider proud.


  “At the moment, Ben is still gravely ill, he is being placed in a chemically induced coma and will remain that way until we can see the progress of his recovery.”


  Paul shook his head slightly and closed his eyes briefly.


  Rose, in the manner of his profession, was separated from the patient, the physical injuries and treatments, and the emotional effect they were having.


  “This isn’t a bad thing. We use induced comas for these types of injuries to slow the patient’s brain function and as a method to manage any increase in inner pressure. Put simply, to give his brain the best chance to repair itself.


  “In this state, his brain will need to do nothing more than that, critical care will take care of everything else. The brain needs to heal itself, there is nothing we can do except manage hematomas, any swelling, and pressure they may cause, and anything else which may come up.”


  “And will he recover, I mean fully?”


  “I’m sorry,” Rose shook his head, “I couldn’t give that prognosis until we are much further along in his recovery. Your friend was in good physical shape and he received prompt medical treatment and, his level of consciousness after the incident was good. The short answer is I don’t know, but I am optimistic.”


  “Is there anything I can do?”


  “Not for the moment but if I were you, I would contact his daughter.”


  “That bad?”


  Rose shrugged, “We’re managing it and will continue to do so, he has a lot in his favor, but situations change, and unforeseen things do occur.”


  Paul nodded, “OK, can I see him?”


  “He will be in critical care by now, but give them an hour to get him settled. I shall inform the nursing staff he is allowed limited visits for short periods.”


  “Thanks.”


  “You are most welcome.” Rose turned and walked, almost waddled, toward the nurses’ station leaving Paul alone again with the row of plastic chairs.


  The next twenty-four hours, the next three days, the next week, these milestones were all to be crossed. Paul considered the worst case, permanent brain damage requiring Ben to have full-time care then quickly dismissed the idea and considered the best case, minimal damage, no impairment, and a quick recovery.


  He gathered up his empty coffee cups and walked slowly toward the row of bins. Ignoring the recycling signs for conscientious disposal, he threw them in the closest and walked toward the main entrance.


  Paul walked out of the hospital and stood looking out at the top level of the floodlit parking lot, deeply breathing in the damp, cold air. The floodlights made the surrounding darkness darker but with them, he could see, although the wind had died down, the rain had increased and was now coming down in a heavy stream, cones of silver water in the mostly empty parking lot.


  Staring into the night Paul thought again of his friend. Of the scrapes and lucky escapes they had been through as teenagers and young men. Broken-down relationships, broken-down cars, and broken-down bikes, they had helped each other through and shared so many things in their lives. And, as with any good friendship, they ribbed each other mercilessly, yet knew there was no line that couldn’t be crossed and whatever was done or whatever was said they always had complete trust in each other.


  Paul laughed sadly, more trust than in his marriages. For the first, he had trusted her and shouldn’t have. The second he had betrayed her, but the result was the same, quick divorce and move on. Ben had been honest with him before both marriages. And the advice he’d given, to run away from the first girl and hang onto the second, had been correct and given with perfect honesty, but Paul hadn’t listened, and he knew he’d messed up both times.


  He smiled while he considered the friendship he had. They were the same in so many ways, the same likes and dislikes, they shared the same sense of humor, the same sense of adventure, and of wanting to live life the best way they could. It was the subtle differences that was the glue which held them together and Paul was honest enough with himself to know what they were. Ben always seemed to consider any alternatives while Paul put everything into Plan A, which was probably the cause of his two failed marriages.


  And Ben had an uncanny knack of being able to talk to people though he hated being called a “people person”. He could listen, give the right answer, and make people trust what he said, make people believe he cared, although that wasn’t so hard for him as mostly he did care.


  Paul laughed remembering the old lady down in Newport with the old bike he had helped Ben to pick up. She hardly knew him, they’d only met a couple of times, yet she carried on like he was her long-lost son, she seemed so happy she’d met him and he was taking the bike. But that was Ben, someone to trust.


  The rain wasn’t slowing, and the edges of the parking lot were lost in the dark and the rain. Paul thought it was the perfect night for this, bad news, bad timing, all neatly sewn up by the awful weather.


  Paul turned and walked back into the hospital toward the nurses’ station to find out if he could go up and see Ben and for the first time in over ten years wished he had a cigarette.


  Apart from the situation which was shitty enough, Paul knew he had to make a visit he did not want to make. But cowardice was not one of his failings; he always faced situations head on and did what needed to be done.


   




  Chapter Four


   


  Paul knocked on the apartment door, half hoping no one was home, but as he heard movement on the other side of the door, his heart sank a little.


  The door opened onto the security chain, and a blonde woman peered at him through the gap.


  “Yes?”


  Paul cleared his throat and started, “Anna? Anna Bauer?”


  “Yes, do I know you?”


  “No, well …” he flustered, “We sort of met at your mom’s funeral, but no, you don’t know me.”


  She looked at him, trying to recall, but obviously failing. She shook her head.


  “My name is Paul Truscott; I’m a friend of your father’s.”


  He saw the surprise and question on her face.


  “Look, I know this is a little unexpected but, can I come in?”


  “Why?”


  “I’ve some news for you, and I would prefer not to do it standing in the hallway.”


  “He’s dead?” she half asked, and half stated.


  Paul shook his head, “No, but he’s in the hospital, and it’s not good.”


  The door closed, and Paul could hear the rattle on the other side as the chain was disconnected. The door opened again, and Paul looked at Anna. She was slim and blond, and her neatly cut, straight hair hung past her shoulders. She was naturally pretty, but then Paul remembered her mother who had certainly turned heads and Anna was the same, though he could see his friend in her eyes, his intelligence, and questioning.


  Anna nodded and stood to one side as Paul entered the small apartment.


  Neat, clean, and homely, like Ben’s house, he thought, the décor similar, the colors, and even the furniture could have been matched to Ben’s.


  Paul laughed to himself at how similar Anna was to a father she’d hardly met.


  “He’s in the hospital?” Anna asked. “Sick?”


  “No, he’s been shot.”


  Anna flinched; this was not what she’d expected.


  “But I thought he’d retired?”


  “He has, a couple of years now.”


  “So how?”


  “From what I know, it was a robbery gone wrong. Ben … your father went to a local convenience store, there was a robbery. He didn’t do anything stupid, no heroics he stood back to give the perp a clear exit, but she shot him anyway.”


  “She?”


  “Some crackhead apparently. Got away with two hundred bucks, some small change, and shot your dad.”


  “Where is he?”


  “Emanuel, Intensive Care Unit.”


  “Intensive care, that doesn’t sound good.”


  “It’s not,” Paul explained, “he was shot twice, once in the left shoulder, that’s OK, they got the bullet out and patched him up, shouldn’t be a problem, though it’ll probably tell him when rain’s coming in the future. But he was shot in the head as well.”


  Anna sat down on the arm of the couch and Paul could see the color drain from her face. He thought she was about to faint, she certainly looked as if she would at any moment, and he knelt next to her.


  “Are you OK, can I get you anything? A drink of water?”


  She shook her head and looked at him.


  “Sorry, I need a moment; I need to get a handle on this. I was making coffee when you knocked, can you get me one?


  “Of course.”


  Paul went to the kitchen area and found two mugs, into one for him he poured a straight black from the jug. In the other, regardless of how Anna actually had her coffee he poured cream and two sugars, then as an afterthought after glancing at her still looking ashen, sitting on the arm of the couch he dumped in a third and gave it a good stir before walking back to her.


  Anna smiled and looked at him through reddening eyes as she took a mouthful of her coffee, she winced at the sugar but then took another gulp realizing she probably needed it.


  When Paul saw she was ready he took a mouthful of his own coffee and continued.


  “The EMTs at the scene thought it was a straight through and through. That is, it went in and came out in a direct line. Had that been the case I don’t think your dad would have made it to the hospital.”


  “Where did it hit him?” she asked, now sounding a lot more concerned than Paul thought she would have been.


  “Here above the eye,” copying the movements of Doctor Rose earlier in the morning, Paul touched his finger to above the corner of his left eye. “And, it exited here.” Again, he used his finger, touching above and to the rear of the left ear.


  “What size of bullet, what type of gun?”


  Paul laughed inwardly again. Details, exactly the sort of question Ben would have asked.


  “The bullet at the scene was too distorted to be of much use, it finished up flattened by a metal shelf but, as it was a cold, wet evening your dad was wearing a few layers of clothing and a heavy jacket. This lessened the impact and distortion of the bullet that hit him in the shoulder. When the surgical team got it out, it was in a pretty good condition. It was a 9mm, together with the cases from the scene it looks like it was fired from some Eastern European gun, Yugoslavian maybe. That’s what the ballistic boys are saying, anyway.”


  She nodded, “The head wound?”


  “As I said, had the bullet gone straight through it would have probably caused major damage to the front and rear of the brain, the ejection of brain matter would probably have been enough to put him in a proper coma and I doubt he would have survived.”


  She frowned at his graphic description.


  You idiot, Paul realized what he’d said and the matter-of-fact way he’d said it.


  “I’m sorry; you don’t need all the details.”


  Anna looked up at him, “It’s funny, I don’t even know why I’m upset, I hardly know anything about him, and I’ve only met him once. Don’t apologize, I’d like to know.”


  “OK. From the CT scan, the doctors think his head was turned slightly as the second round hit him, probably because of the first shot. Not much but enough so when the round entered it sort of skewed off and instead of traveling straight through it traveled between his skull and the brain before exiting at the back.


  “There was no ballistic damage to the brain, but there are fractures at entry and exit wounds and some bone from the entry wound has entered his brain, but the neurosurgeon I spoke to was confident they had removed the major fragments.”


  “He’s conscious?”


  “Not when I saw him. After he was shot he was, but his brain started swelling almost immediately, the EMTs treated him on site, stabilized him and got him to the Trauma Center at Emanuel quickly. On arrival, he was still conscious but deteriorating. According to the doctor I spoke to, the fact he was awake is a good sign.”


  “So, now what?”


  “I’ve been there all night until about half an hour ago. He was taken to the critical care unit and placed into a medical coma to give his brain the best chance to recover and lessen the effects of any swelling, which they are expecting. They’ll monitor him for signs of any hematomas—blood clots—and deal with them if they occur.”


  “Why the medical coma, he’s that bad?”


  Paul shrugged, “He’s certainly bad, not as bad as it could have been though. The way it was explained to me is inducing a coma pretty much slows everything down in the brain, function and blood flow, it allows the brain to start healing itself.”


  “How long?”


  “In the coma?”


  Anna nodded.


  “I have no idea, but my gut tells me as long as is needed, but shorter is probably better, so maybe up to a few weeks rather than months.”


  “Thank you, Paul. Thanks for coming over and telling me.”


  She was silent for a few moments trying to continue. “It’s … I …”


   “Don’t know what to do about it?” Paul finished for her.


  “No, I mean, yes that’s it exactly. He’s my father, but he’s not, I don’t know him, I’ve never known him. I’m sorry this has happened to him but what do you want from me?”


  Paul nodded slowly as he looked at her, still sitting on the edge of the couch arm. He realized her eyes were a lot redder than when he’d walked into her home, and he felt he couldn’t walk away, having dropped this particular bomb.


  “Anna, I don’t want anything from you, I know your dad doesn’t want or expect anything either. But I thought you should be told, you needed to know.”


  “I did, but I still don’t know how to react. How am I supposed to react, Paul?”


  Paul had passed on bad news a lot during his time on the job; rape, murder, death, and mayhem. The recipients, the spouses, parents, brothers, or sisters had reacted in different ways, but it nearly always came down to either them trying to be rational and asking questions which he often couldn’t answer, or, completely freaking out.


  Whichever the case, he would try to answer the questions the best he could or find another relative or friend who could come over and look after them. It was always a shitty feeling to give such damning and bad news, then leave.


  He felt the same now, except it was about someone he actually knew and cared about.


  “Anna, you’re right, he wasn’t there, he wasn’t a father to you but there’s a lot about the circumstances, about him, you don’t know.”


  “I don’t know anything about him at all, he is … well was, a cop. That’s it. That’s all I know. I know nothing about him, what happened, does he care, did he ever care?”


  Paul raised his hands, “There are a lot of things I can tell you, and probably a lot I can’t. But ask me whatever you like, and I’ll tell you what I can.”


  Faced with the chance to have some of those questions that had haunted her for twenty years answered, Anna froze, unsure where to begin.


  She’d dreamed of meeting her father from the time she realized she didn’t have one and other kids did. They had a mom and a dad, but she didn’t. Her favorite dream was to come home from school and walk into the living room to find her mom sitting on the sofa with a stranger, introduced to her as her long-lost father back from, wherever it was long-lost fathers came home from.


  He would introduce himself to her then scoop her up into his arms, tickling her, and telling her how much he’d missed her while her mom sat on the sofa, a broad smile on her face as she looked up at her complete family. It was all on the up from there, family picnics, holidays, outings to the ice cream store, and every other thing dads did with their daughters.


  Of course, it had never happened.


  So, the void remained. There was a story, she knew there had to be but, regardless of how much she wanted to, she couldn’t put substance to it. She knew, with the innocent belief young children have, there was a dad somewhere and even if he couldn’t be there, he loved her and that, while not ideal, was enough until she reached her teens. Then the reality of life slowly chipped away at any fanciful or romantic ideas she had, and she was left with the stark reality there was no dad, he’d left her mom, and her and that was the whole story, right there.


  She swallowed hard and blurted out, “OK, why did he leave my mom?”


  Paul actually laughed at this but regretted it almost immediately.


  “He didn’t, Anna, your mom left him.”


  “No, no, no, that’s not right at all,” Anna said firmly, “He ran away when Mom told him she was pregnant.”


  “No, Anna, I was there at the time. I’ve known your dad nearly all his life; we’ve been friends longer than I care to remember. We went to high school together and joined the police together. I was out with him on the night he met your mom. She was a beautiful girl, and he was completely smitten; hell, he was even talking of marriage a month later. He knew she was the one, and they were so happy, everyone could see it.


  “His mom and dad took to her as well. Your dad’s an only child and it would have had to be a special girl to get her hands on Mrs. Davis’s little boy. But I suppose she grew on them and they could see she made your dad happy, so they were happy.”


  “How long were they together?”


  “About two years. After about twelve months they moved in together, a little apartment downtown, and it all seemed great. When they weren’t working they went everywhere together, did everything together, they were not an average couple, they were almost one thing, complete only when they were together, two halves. They complimented each other perfectly.


  “Hell, I’ve never been one to believe in soul mates, two failed marriages tells me I probably don’t have one but, if I had to point at a couple as proof they do exist, it would have been your mom and dad.”


  Paul could see the confusion on Anna’s face, in her gray eyes that now even more so reminded him of Ben.


  “If they were so happy, so much in love—soul mates; what went wrong?”


  “As far as your dad was concerned nothing went wrong, what your mom thought I have no idea.  I do know a couple of months before she left Ben told me she seemed moody and they had stopped talking, she seemed to want to, but couldn’t, she was preoccupied. Distracted was how your dad put it, moody but not angry.


  “In hindsight, she must have found out she was pregnant with you and flipped out or something. Anyway, Ben got home from a late shift and she’d gone, she’d packed her gear and left.


  “He was devastated, couldn’t understand why she’d gone or where, he thought they had something, were going to make a future together. It took us, his friends, almost a year to get him over it
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