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No Honor Between
Brothers

 



Chapter 1

 


He had only gone to the funeral for one reason
to make sure his father was dead. Mitch Wilder waited in his rented
Mercedes across the street from Wharton's Funeral Home and watched the people fight the
blustery wind to go inside. What a hell of a day for a funeral. He took stock of who showed up for his old man’s
service. He certainly didn’t want to be there, didn’t want to
be...home.

It had taken him twice as long to drive from Hamilton than usual. Wind
blowing snow across the highway slowed traffic significantly. But
by the time he'd gotten to Highway 15 and driven into Port Shetland
the wind had eased somewhat.

Mitch picked up the single red rose
on the seat beside him and
held it up to his nose. With eyes closed, he inhaled the sweet
fragrance and brought the image of his mother to his mind. Her
arthritic hands were what he saw first, disjointed fingers curving
over her thumbs. He could hear her labored breathing as she pushed
her heavy body out of a chair. Her knees would
crack.

A tear
dampened his cheek. He wiped it away with the back of his hand.
Mitch remembered the last time he was inside this funeral home. It
had been fifteen years ago when his mother died. Then: a week after
his mother's funeral, he'd been drinking---which gave him
courage---and walked up to his old man. “So, you going to move in
with Stella?”

Len took a step back. “How do you know
about Stella?”

Mitch glowered. “I've known about your mistress for years,
Dad.”

Len eyed Mitch for a few heartbeats
before he said, “I hope you
don't hate me, son. I'm going to move in with
her.”

Mitch's eyes were cold as he raised his
chin...then hit his father. It had taken his old
man by surprise. After he
staggered backward Len wiped the blood from his nose. “That’s the
last time you hit me, Mitch. The next time you’ll be written out of
my will for good.”

“I don’t want your damn money.” Mitch held his
clenched hands at his sides.

“Watch your step, Mitch.” His father glared at him. “I can take the
company away from you.”

“You were the one who kept
begging me to work for you.”

Len nodded. “And I'll make sure you
don't inherit it too. Maybe...”

“Maybe what?” Mitch finished his
whiskey and set the glass
down.

Len took several breaths then said, “Maybe I'll
leave it to your
brother.”

“What?” Mitch blinked several times. “What
brother?”

“You have a brother,
Mitch. His name is Tom.”

Mitch clenched his hands again, then thinking
better of it, he let them
hang loose at his sides. “Well, I don't want anything to do with
your bastard.”

Len held onto Mitch's sleeve, his eyes
glistening. “I'm sorry, son. But your mother couldn't... I
needed...”

Mitch stormed out of the house and
despite his father's attempts
to reconcile throughout the years, Mitch kept them from getting
close. Even as they worked together. After that day, every time
Mitch had a few drinks they'd end up in an intense argument. More
than once Nora’s husband, Joe stepped in between them. Then Mitch
and Len would come to an uneasy truce until the next time Mitch had
a few too many.

Mitch sighed as he opened his eyes. The rose in
his hand didn't seem to be as bright as it was when he bought it
that morning. He twirled it
back and forth between his thumb and forefinger. The idea was to
place it on his mother’s grave after the service. But as a gust of
wind shook the car and made him shiver, he decided not to go out to
the cemetery. “This stupid little flower would just blow away,
anyway.” Scowling, Mitch whipped the rose against the back of the
seat beside him. Three petals flew off. “Sorry,
Mom.”

Mitch set the rose back on the seat. A quick
glance at his watch told him he couldn’t delay this any longer. He
checked his image in the
rear-view mirror and straightened his tie. After a deep sigh, Mitch
forced himself to open the car door.

He stepped into the lobby of the funeral home.
JT Wharton, the owner's son directed him to the room on the left.
To get his bearings and to
delay this for as long as possible, Mitch picked up one of the
announcements and read it. In
Loving Memory, it said. He
scoffed. Maybe in Nora’s loving memory but not his.
Leonard J. Wilder passed away on
March 25, 1967. Mitch stuffed
it into his pocket before he took off his coat, hanging it up on
the rack where dozens of others mingled with his tailored one. It
surprised Mitch to see so many people there, he didn’t think his
father was very well liked. He forced himself to walk through the
double doors and down the aisle, between the two rows of seats,
toward the front.

 


***

 


Claire Lester sat in her seat wondering if Mitch
would show up today. It was late; the service was about to start.
She thought about four years ago when her mother died, and how disappointed she was that Mitch
hadn't been there. He had been close to her mother. Maggie was the
nurse who attended his mother with her arthritis and swollen
knees.

Even at a very young age, Claire had a crush on
Mitch. She used to follow him
around the house, so he'd pay attention to her. Mitch was a
charmer. Maggie could sit for hours and watch him eat or play, or
tease Claire and his sister, Nora. And he'd grin up at her as if he
knew how cute he was. Then he'd say something about his mother's
crooked hands and the tears would flow. Maggie would give him a hug
and rub his back. Not that she ignored Nora. She didn't. But Claire
knew that Mitch had been her favorite of the two. And as they grew
older, Mitch would give Maggie flowers and never forgot her
birthday. “He's such a nice
boy,” she'd
say.

Mitch always stopped in to see Maggie after he grew up. He'd peck
her on the cheek, and she'd blush. Then Claire's father would let
out a harrumph and say, “He's
just schmoozing with you like he does with all the pretty
girls.”

But Maggie didn't care and told
Bud he was jealous. Bud would
shake his head and walk away. He never argued with Maggie. He'd
only argue with Claire in the way Mitch treated
her.

Mitch walked past the row she sat in. Claire must have sucked in her breath
because her father put his hand on her lap. She didn’t need to look
at him, she knew what she'd see: his brow would be deeply creased,
eyes dark and narrowed, his face flushed and mottled. His “Mitch”
look.

Yet, she knew even then where she’d be that night. Whenever Mitch
Wilder was in town, she was his. It didn’t matter if she was dating
anyone else; that man was supposed to step aside. Any man
interested in her soon found out who owned her when Mitch came
home. She suspected that he threatened them. Claire bit her bottom
lip as she watched him walk up to his sister and knew her current
boyfriend was next in line. She wondered if Stan knew Mitch had
come home and if she could head off a fistfight.

Mitch stood beside Nora and looked down at the casket. Claire felt the
wetness between her thighs and the heart palpitations. Besides
being very well hung, Mitch knew how to please her like no one else
could. She squirmed in her seat at the thought. Why did Mitch
always do that to her?

“Sweetheart,” her father whispered in her
ear, “stay at my place
tonight. You don’t have to be with him, you know?” He patted her
lap. “You're with Stan now. Remember it.”

“I know,” she said as she watched
Mitch. The mention of Stan
made her feel guilty. What about Stan? She was very fond of him. He
was easy to talk to; they liked the same kind of music. Stan was
gentle and considerate.

But she had been in love with
Mitch since high school.
They'd date, have a fight, he'd take off. Sometimes for years at a
time. Then when Claire thought she'd gotten over him, she'd start
dating someone else only to have Mitch show up, sending her into a
whirlwind. In the last five years she hadn't dated at all until she
started seeing Stan. And now Mitch was back, and her heart ached
for him.

Mitch stood an even six feet, with broad
shoulders and narrow hips, like a football player. In her mind,
Claire could feel his rippled abs and long lean legs around her. He was what women dreamed
about. She knew too that Mitch would screw around on
her.

But she couldn't help what the heart
wanted. And as Mitch stood up front, Claire found herself pining
for him.

 


***

 


Mitch heard someone whisper as he walked up to the casket. “There he
is, he did come home after all.” He looked neither left nor right
but kept a steady gaze on his sister until he stopped beside her.
“I’m sorry, Nora,” he told her as he gave her a hug. “For you, I'm
sorry.”

“Oh Mitch, I’m so glad you’re here.” Nora lifted her face up so he could give
her a kiss on the cheek. He took her hand and nodded over his
sister’s head at her husband. Joe returned the nod and then looked
back down at the casket. They were probably the only two people
glad to see Mitch there.

He forced himself to follow Joe’s gaze and looked down at the waxen man who
lay before him. Len’s face was transparent, with purple-black spots
that looked like bruises. Snakelike blue veins ran along the tops
of his hands. He wore a navy suit Mitch had never before seen. A
pair of glasses sat on his face. There was no wedding ring or any
jewelry. His father looked old and gray, much older than his
seventy-six years. Mitch had an urge to wipe a strand of white hair
from his forehead. Not out of sentiment, but because it didn’t
belong there. Len looked like he was grinning. Even in death, his
father looked arrogant. There would be no tears, not from Mitch. He
didn't harbor remorse or guilt. Whatever he had thrown at his old
man throughout the years, Mitch thought he deserved
it.

You don’t preach to us about your high morals
only to screw around on your wife! That was the hatchet. He couldn’t let go of it. His father
had expected him to welcome his brother, Tom. Not going to happen. Tom can go to hell.
There he was, in the corner.
Mitch glared at his half-brother.
Tom just sat there with his head down and wouldn’t even look him in
the eyes.

After Joe led them to their seats, the
minister started them in
prayer. Mitch didn’t believe in prayers. Instead, he looked past
Nora and Joe to their son, Todd. He had begun to fill out and Mitch
bet the seventeen-year-old had plenty of girls after him. Todd
looked just like his mother with dark hair, high cheekbones, and a
pouty mouth. The last time he saw his nephew was four years ago.
That was how long it had been since he was home. Even then Mitch
only stayed for a couple of weeks, enough time to turn this town
upside down before he left again.

Mitch still hadn't shed a tear as
he looked over at the casket during
the third prayer and wondered what his father had done during the
last four years. He knew Nora had forgiven Len a long time ago.
Daddy’s little girl. Mitch could picture Len pushing her on the
swing when she was little. Higher, Daddy. Higher. And Len would
smile and push harder. Then he'd turn to Mitch and say,
“Put that frog down. You aren't
going to scare her with it.” Nora even had a relationship with Tom, sort of---they
exchanged Christmas cards. He didn’t though. Even after all these
years, he blamed Tom for taking his father away from him. And Mitch
blamed his father for the man he himself turned out to
be.

 


***

 


He should have known that Mitch would make a
scene, coming in at the last
minute, holding up the service. Mitch was probably happy when Nora
told him that their father died of heart failure.

Two years ago, a car slid across an intersection
on the ice, running right into Tom's mother, killing her
instantly. Nora had shown up
at her funeral, but not Mitch.

Tom Fleming sat quietly in the front row by the wall, his first time in this
funeral home. He watched his older brother with a sense of keenness
he had perfected; blend into the background, jump out when you want
to be noticed. Tom watched and schemed.

He knew Mitch wouldn’t acknowledge him; he never did. After all, he was a
bastard, wasn’t he, born from Len’s mistress, a low-life not worth
consideration? It wasn’t his fault Dad decided to live with her
after Mitch's mother died. But Tom had issues too. No one knew he
was also on the outs with their old man, and this was the first
time he'd seen him since his mother’s accident. If it weren’t for
Nora and Joe, he probably wouldn’t be there. He’d probably still be
in Windsor, suffering the loss of his father by
himself.

He heard
someone whisper behind him. “Who is that guy?” Tom wanted to turn
around and tell them, just to see the shock on their faces.
Instead, he hung his head, not ready to reveal his identity yet.
Very few people knew about him because he stayed in Windsor, seldom
visiting his half-brother and sister. He had only seen them a few
times in his thirty-five years. As far as Mitch was concerned, he
didn’t exist.

Tom sat beside his nephew, Todd, and squeezed his hand to comfort him.
Todd's eyes were full of tears as he glanced at Tom then back over
at the casket. Tom looked over Todd's head at his brother-in-law.
Big Joe filled a doorframe in nicely. In the few times he'd seen
Joe, Tom knew that his bulk alone demanded respect from anyone he
came across. Not because Joe was fat, but because he was all
muscle. Joe was six-foot-four and took no guff from anyone. Yet,
Tom felt safe when Joe was around. Nora told him that, ever since
he was a teen, Joe had been a bodybuilder and was wrestling
champion for his high school three years in a row. Tom also knew
that Big Joe had eyes for only one woman, his wife,
Nora.

Compared to Joe, Nora looked tiny. And Tom was
the male image of his sister.
It would be hard not to see the family resemblance. Maybe Mitch was
the bastard, not him. Mitch had blond hair and hazel eyes. He and
Nora both had dark hair and blue eyes. But Mitch was a Wilder all
right. He resembled their grandfather more closely than the rest of
them did. Tom and Nora took after their Great-Grandmother. Nora had
shown him photos.

Tom never knew any of his grandparents. They
were all gone by the time Leonard owned up to his responsibility.
He never married Tom’s mother, though. But Tom knew that Len had loved her deeply.
They were always smiling at each other, kissing and touching. At
one time Tom had a good relationship with his father and it made
Mitch jealous. Tom thought of the day Len brought the three of them
together for the first time. Mitch was conceited even then, glaring
at him whenever their father’s back was turned.

It had been close to Nora’s birthday. She just
turned twenty-three. Tom bought her a little gift and hoped to at
least win her over. She
opened the tiny box and lifted out the gold chain he’d given her.
She thanked him with a kiss on the cheek. Mitch was twenty-five at
the time, Tom had been twenty-one.

 


***

 


Joe Breckenridge stayed beside his wife, Nora,
after the ceremony and handed her another tissue. The casket was
now closed, and he heard Todd
sniffle. He encircled his son in his muscle-bound arms, holding his
family close. After a few minutes, Mitch stood up beside them and
then the rest of the congregation did. It was if they'd waited
until the family signaled that they could go
home.

Joe saw the sunlight filter through the two stained-glass windows, one on
each side of the casket. The last time he was there was four years
ago when they buried Claire's mother. The room looked the same as
it did then, dark wainscoting on the bottom portion of the walls
with a pale yellow on the rest. It reminded Joe of puke. This
wasn’t a cheery place even with the sunlight that shone onto the
dark polished floor. Why do these places have to be so drab? He
looked around at the walls and noticed there were very few
pictures. They should put more in here, cheery ones. Instead of
religious sayings in frames or pictures of Jesus. He thought there
should be ones with flowers or a country scene, something to make
people reflect, or to make them smile.

Someone poked Joe in the back and he turned to see Tom. “I’m going back to
the house and lie down,” Tom told him. He watched Tom make his way
along the side wall toward the entrance. Too bad Tom didn't have
the guts to face his big brother. He knew of the animosity between
Tom and Mitch and how hard Nora tried to bring her brothers
together. Joe told her a long time ago to forget it; it wasn't
about to happen unless someone hit Mitch over the head to knock
some sense into him. Joe squinted as Tom looked back into the crowd
several times then snuck out.

Joe shook hands with various people and accepted
many condolences before the
crowd filtered out of the room. Some of them would go straight over
to his place for a luncheon. He couldn’t wait to get home and down
a beer, except his wife had told him not to drink booze while the
churchgoing snobs were still there.

Mitch suddenly straightened beside him and
Mitch's face softened. Claire had walked up to them with tears in
her eyes. Her father, Bud,
brushed past Mitch and took Joe's hand. Joe returned the handshake
. Bud said something to him, but Joe didn't hear. Even from where
he stood, he felt the sexual tension between Mitch and
Claire.

 


***

 


Claire leaned into him after everyone started to filter out of the building.
Mitch held her in his arms when he wrapped them around her and
kissed her lips. He heard the soft moan that came from deep down in
her throat. Her body fit into his as if she'd been made just for
him. He didn’t want to let her go. But he did and stepped back to
admire her. To him she was goddamn gorgeous. Even after all these
years, she still had “that” effect on him.

He wasn't given time to talk to her, to tell her
he wanted her, still loved her. Bud took her by the arm and led her out of the building. Mitch
had seen the angry, distrustful glances her father gave him, but
he'd ignored them, as usual. He didn’t care what her old man
thought of him. She was his and he wanted her.

He turned after Claire was out of sight, only to face Julie Marshall. He
almost gagged. She stepped in for a kiss, but he backed up and
shook her hand instead. He walked away and joined a group of men.
Luckily, she didn’t follow him. Mitch glanced back to see her
husband, Bob, watching him. He went up to Bob and offered his hand
only to have Bob ignore it. Mitch just stood there and watched as
Bob literally pushed his wife out the door.

He turned around to ask Joe if he could explain
it. Joe's arm was around Nora as he led her toward the entrance. Todd followed his
parents. He stopped in front of Mitch, looking dazed. Mitch gave
his nephew a hug. Without a word, Todd stepped back, nodded, then
continued after his parents.

And since the wind had eased off, and
the day looked brighter through
those stained-glass windows, Mitch went out to the cemetery after
all, for just a few minutes.

 


***

 


The mourners didn’t go out to the cemetery because there was no
burial today. In this weather, it was just as well. Leonard Wilder
would be cremated tomorrow anyway. Only the immediate family would
be there to pick up the ashes.

After the service, Claire drove her father home and helped him up the front
steps. While Bud opened the door, she reached in and took the mail
out of his box.

“Don’t go over there, Claire,” he told
her while he took off his coat.
“Mitch doesn't own you; you know?”

“I know, Dad. But I have to help Nora and give her support. She is my
best friend, after all.” She took his coat from him and hung it up
in the closet. By the time she turned around his tie and suit coat
were off, and he had draped them over a chair.

He reached for his sweater and pushed his arms through the sleeves. “Had
to get out of that monkey suit,” he said, and then looked around
for his slippers. “Will you pour me a brandy?”

Claire
went over to the liquor cabinet and poured two glasses. Her glass
held just enough to ease her dry throat and her nerves. She downed
it in one gulp. After she handed her father his drink, she picked
up the mail from the hall table and brought it into him. “Here’s
your paper, Dad. I better get going.” She followed his gaze to the
picture on a side table. It was one of her, and her two best
friends, lifelong friends, Nora and Kathy. Her father always called
all three of them his girls. Kathy Hoffman had been dead for twelve
years.

“You should have married Joe,” Bud said as
he shook his head. “He’s the
best one of the bunch.”

Claire rolled her eyes. “I know, Dad. But we
were only seventeen, and we
grew apart.”

Bud let out a loud sigh. “Well, at
least one of my girls caught him.”
He reached up and clutched her coat sleeve. “I just want you to be
happy, Princess.”

Claire kissed his cheek. “I know, Dad.” She
stood back and saw his eyes
glisten. Len Wilder had been his best friend. “You going to be all
right?”

“I'm fine,” he sniffled. “You go.” He turned her
around to face the
door.

As Claire drove over to Nora's she wiped the
tears from her cheeks. She knew her father would be
crying now. He only let out his real
emotions in private, or in front of her. There would be no way in
hell he'd let Mitch Wilder know just how much he'd miss
Len.

Claire took longer than necessary to hang up her
coat when she arrived at Nora's. She still didn’t know what she should do about Stan. What
if she let Stan go only to have Mitch walk out on her, again? Why
was she in love with a man who'd only break her heart in a few
months? Or had he finally changed and would stay with her forever
this time?

At the funeral home earlier, she had known Mitch
had come home, just by the
reaction of the woman in the seat in front of her. The looks of
longing and lusty stares followed that man everywhere he went.
Claire should be used to it by now. Mitch Wilder was gorgeous. He
had it all, a ruggedly handsome face, golden wavy locks of hair and
deep hazel eyes. Eyes that mesmerized you if you dared to look into
them. She stood, halfway in the closet and took several deep
breaths, wondering how long it would take Mitch to claim her this
time.

 


***

 


Joe was leaning against his kitchen counter with a coffee in his hand, wishing
it was a bottle of beer instead or a good shot of something. The
church ladies had prepared a light luncheon even though it was the
middle of the afternoon. Joe watched his friends and neighbors line
up for the food. He didn’t take anything though; he didn’t think
his stomach would handle it. His best friend gave him a quick hug
after he kissed Nora. Bob Marshall was the closest thing Joe had to
a brother. They were distant cousins from a far-off branch on his
father’s side.

Joe refilled his coffee then
sauntered into the living
room. Bob stood beside him with a beer. Joe eyed the bottle as Bob
took a swig. Joe looked down at his coffee, then at the bottle of
beer. He heard Nora talking, then sipped on his
coffee.

Minutes later, Mitch walked up to the two
of them and shook hands with Bob.
Joe saw the way he warily watched Bob’s wife, and rightly so. She
was the only female Joe knew who Mitch tried his hardest to avoid.
Julie, on the other hand, chased Mitch with a brazen audacity that
made Bob look like a fool. Only minutes before she was running her
hand up and down Mitch's arm, leaning into him, smiling seductively
at him. Why Bob put up with it, Joe didn’t know, but he saw the
hesitation in his friend before he took Mitch’s hand. Bob gave a
slight nod and then moved on.

Mitch looked after him in surprise.
“What’s gotten into him?”

“He thinks---” Doctor Claire
Lester walked into the room
and stopped to talk to Nora. Joe heard an intake of breath from
Mitch. Oh
no, here we go, again.

Mitch leaned in closer. “She dating anybody?”

“Yeah. Stan.”

Mitch's left eyebrow rose. “Stan
Cleary? You’ve got to be kidding.”

“He’s the town’s cop now.”

Mitch gave the room a quick glance. “I don’t
see him.”

“He’s probably on duty. They’ve been going out
for about a
year.”

“Well,” Mitch said with a
know-it-all grin. “That isn’t going to last long.”

 


***

 


Tom stood at the top of the stairs, listening to the muted conversations
below. He didn’t lie down like he told Joe he would. He'd heard his
brother’s ridicule when Nora told Mitch where he was. Mitch didn’t
bother to go look for him to console his little brother. Not that
Tom expected him to. Instead, Mitch was probably glad that he
wasn’t there to take all the attention away from
him.

Nora had come upstairs, though and hugged him.
“Do you need anything, Tom, Aspirin? I'll tell everyone you're
too upset.”

“I'm fine.” He was tired of her hovering over him every time he visited
her. “I'll be down in a bit.” It was another reason why he'd stayed
away. Nora was just too suffocating.

Tom couldn’t wait to see the looks on all their
faces. Now that Claire was
finally there, he could go down. He was sure she didn’t see him at
the funeral home. Tom didn't want her to until he was ready. He
waited and listened for a few more minutes. A snicker escaped his
lips, which he tried hard to suppress. Wait until they found out
what he did to his big brother. As far as Tom was concerned, it was
the ultimate betrayal.

Tom made his way down the stairs and took a deep
breath before he turned the corner. He put on a sad face before
entering the living room. Then he walked right up to Claire and put his arm around
her, kissing her long and passionately before stepping back to look
her up and down lustily.

Claire nearly dropped her cup of tea.
“Tom? What are you doing here?”

Tom watched his brother’s
reaction from the corner of
his eye, saw how the color drained from his face. “Why, didn’t you
know? I’m Mitch’s little brother.”

He caught Claire when she weaved. “You are the
mysterious brother?” She looked over at Mitch, her eyes wide. “I
didn’t know. I didn’t
know.”

Mitch pushed Tom away from her. “What’s going on here?” he
demanded. “How do you two know each other?”

Tom backed away and grinned. “I thought you
knew, big brother.” He looked around the room and said in a voice
loud enough for everyone to
hear. “We lived together in Windsor a few years ago.” Tom watched
the rage build up in Mitch, saw Big Joe position himself between
them.

Through clenched teeth, Mitch
addressed his brother. “Why you little basta---”

“Mitch,” Joe yelled just as Mitch took a swing at Tom. Joe caught the blow
with a loud grunt and held Mitch back.

“I’m going to kill you, Tom.” Mitch struggled against the bigger man. “You
just wait, you little prick.”

“Settle down.” Joe pushed
Mitch back.

Tom stepped in behind Bob. “I didn’t know who she was, Mitch. We met in
Windsor the year she went back to university.”

But he did know. He had sought Claire out on purpose, his brother’s
favorite woman.


Chapter 2

 


Mitch called Tom every degrading name he knew.
If it weren’t for Joe, Tom would be mush by now. Mitch still struggled to get at Tom,
the only man in the world who could make him feel like this. He
screwed Claire. And by the way Tom was smirking, he knew exactly
who she was. He saw the amused look on Bob’s face and still didn’t
know the reason why his friend had brushed him off earlier. He
looked over at Claire and wondered just how innocent in this
betrayal she'd been.

Mitch pulled his arm from
Joe’s tight grip and took
several deep gulps of air. “I’m fine,” he said to the big man
before he held up his hands and walked away.

Julie stepped up to him to say something.
He gave her a deadly look and she
backed off. Claire still cried in Nora’s arms, so he went out into
the kitchen. He dropped into a chair, set his elbows on the table
and put his head in his hands.

A few minutes later a familiar voice came
through the haze. “And yet
you don't think twice to do it to her.”

Mitch wiped the tears from his face and looked up at Darren Hoffman. “It’s
not her I want to kill.”

“I know. But just remember, she has a life too. You don’t
own her, Mitch. She’s not your wife.”

Mitch
studied the nineteen-year-old beside him. In the teenager’s group,
Darren was the shortest one, yet there was a commanding presence
about him. Darren always spoke his mind, a quality that Mitch
admired in people. And he always thought Darren Hoffman was smarter
than most of the adults in this town. “You weren’t at the service
today.”

Darren shrugged. “I had to
work.”

“I don’t blame her.” Mitch wiped his eyes again. “I’ve never blamed
her.”

Darren looked toward the living room. “Does she
know that?”

“I'll talk to her. Just
let me get my bearings.”

Darren pulled out a chair and sat down. “Claire’s been dating
Stan.”

“I know, Joe told
me.”

“But not
for long, right?” Darren gave a sneaky grin. “That shouldn’t be too
hard to break up, should it?”

Mitch’s
left eyebrow went up. “You know about Stan?”

“I’ve heard things.”

Mitch checked behind him. “Not many people do
know. And I was sworn to secrecy by someone I admire.”

“Well, certainly not Stan, I know.” Darren leaned
forward. “If he is gay, then I wonder how he can um, go out with women
too.”

“A coverup, so no one will know what he really is. Society isn’t kind to those
types of people.”

Darren
wiped his bangs out of his eyes. His long dark hair was in a
ponytail that reached to the center of his back. His coloring and
lack of height had come from his mother. “I thought you'd have that
cut off by now,” Mitch said.

Darren grinned at him. A minute later he asked, “How long are you home for
this time?”

“I don’t know. Tomorrow we must pick up
Dad’s ashes. Next Thursday we
go to the lawyers for the reading of the will. After
that---”

“You know what I think? I think that if you had
treated your brother better,
then maybe he wouldn’t have done that to you.” Darren stood and
went into the living room.

 


***

 


Someone said that it takes a community to raise
a child. Well, right there
was a good example. Darren’s mother, Kathy, died when he was seven.
Claire had taken over that role, and he loved her just as much as
he would his own flesh and blood. Her parents, Bud and Maggie
Lester had unofficially adopted him as their grandson. Sadly,
Maggie passed away four years ago, the last time Mitch was home. He
left before the funeral and had missed Claire when she came back
from Windsor.

Darren always thought that it was his father who didn’t seem to fit. Pete
Hoffman was the town drunk and was probably in the Mansford Hotel
right now, in the middle of the afternoon. Big Joe took Darren
along with Todd and Justin Marshall to go camping and on hikes.
Mitch played baseball with them and had always treated Darren like
the son he'd never had. And Bob was a father to all the kids. His
twins and Todd were like younger siblings to
Darren.

Claire gave him a big hug when he walked into
the room. “Where’s Gramps?”
he asked while she dabbed her eyes with a tissue.

“He’s home, not feeling
very well.”

Darren knew better. Bud didn’t want to get
into a confrontation with
Mitch. It seemed to Darren that Mitch got into a lot of arguments.
He went over and sat on the couch between the Marshall twins.
Justin was in conversation with Todd, so Darren turned to Lily
Marie and winked at her. She was the most beautiful girl he had
ever known. She had long straight blond hair that turned white in
the summer, bleached from the sun. He loved her light blue eyes
with gold flecks in them and he'd watched her body as it filled out
into womanhood.

Lily Marie blushed. She always blushed when he was near, especially in
the last couple of years. He hadn’t told anyone yet, but he planned
to marry Lily Marie. If she would have him, he vowed not to look at
another girl for the rest of his life. She had always been his
anyway, ever since he could remember. All the adults thought how
cute they were together. They'd ask him to take her around the
neighborhood on Halloween, while Justin and Todd ran off to do no
good. Darren and Lily Marie were paired up at dances and everywhere
else. He protected her from bullies at school and was teased about
it. Even when he was eight, he'd say, “She's my girlfriend. You
don't have one.”

But he was a nineteen-year-old boy and too wild
to settle down yet. Darren figured he’d have his fun and get it out of his system before he got
serious. And he told himself that no other dude was allowed to get
his dirty hands on Lily Marie. Least of all his best friend, Bret
Campbell, his only rival, as far as she was
concerned.

Bret's parents had died in a house fire two years before. He lived
in his Grandparent's old house that he'd inherited, and he rented
out three apartments. Joe had given him a job in the gym, so the
kid wouldn't end up on the streets.

Darren fidgeted in his seat. Lily Marie always made him feel
“uncomfortable” down there. With clenched teeth, he leaned his
elbows on his knees and hoped no one saw the effect she had on him.
He wanted to be her first her only when he got up the nerve and
hoped to be the one to show her all about sex...uh...making love.
After a few long breaths, he could straighten in his seat. He knew
he had to be careful with her if he ever hurt her Bob would kill
him.

The adults were in small clusters with various
drinks in their hands now. Only the tight-knit group of his friends remained. All the
neighbors and Len’s friends were all gone. He watched Claire in
conversation with Tom...no, more like an argument. If he didn’t
know any better Claire still felt something for that guy by the way
she was looking at him.

Darren saw Mitch walk in from the kitchen. He
gave Tom a deadly look, took
Claire by the arm and led her to the corner then whispered in her
ear. She nodded and then the two of them headed toward the back
door. Julie watched Claire with hate and jealousy in her eyes. Bob
pretended not to notice. Tom stood where he was with a satisfied
look on his face. Darren wanted to hit him. He did nothing though.
All he could do at this point was to wait to see how things played
out.

 


***

 


Everything about Bob Marshall was average. He
was average height and weight with brown hair and had a dimple on his chin...not bad to look at
but not the hunk that Mitch was or a guy with a sexy body like Joe.
But overall, he didn’t do too badly with the girls when he was
younger. This was his second marriage, and to him, it was a
prison.

Bob had waited until his
seventeen-year-old twins were
comfortable in the back seat of his red 1961 Chevy Impala before he
put his car into gear. He remembered that the drive over to Joe’s
had been silent, the tension between him and his wife emanating
into the back seat. The kids hadn’t looked at him or at Julie but
sat there and stared through the windows as he drove through town.
Lily Marie had tears in her eyes he was certain didn’t have
anything to do with Len Wilder’s death. It was a common sight now
and he hated it. Bob watched Justin in the rear-view mirror. His
son had withdrawn inside himself. Todd usually dragged him outside
to do stuff teenagers should do.

Port Shetland was southeast of St. Thomas at the
end of Highway 15 and on the north shore of Lake Erie. Waverly Creek cut the town in half.
It was empty now of boats, ice floes still bobbed in the current.
The car tires rumbled as they went over the steel bridge, a
familiar sound which calmed Bob’s nerves somewhat. Pike Hill, where
the kids explored and built forts, was at the west end of town. As
youngsters, he and his friends had done the same thing. You could
see this hill anywhere in town because it was huge enough that a
person could get lost on it.

He was born here; this was where he belonged. Julie was a newcomer even if
she had been there since she was fourteen. Bob turned the car
around a corner and drove past his house. It used to be his
grandparents' until he'd inherited it ten years ago. It was a
two-story red brick house with a huge front porch. The big maple
tree out front shaded it from the afternoon heat in the summer. He
tried to fix it up by putting a new countertop in the kitchen and
re-doing the bathroom. But it didn’t look like he'd done much
because Julie had just let things run down. Often, he'd get home
from his diner to see that none of the housework was done. Either
that or Julie made the twins do it, usually Lily Marie because she
was a girl.

At Joe's, Bob guzzled down two beers within a
half-an-hour as he watched his wife. Julie had been trying to get Mitch's attention all
day. For Christ sakes, he was
just at his father's funeral. Bob grabbed her arm. “We're leaving,” he said. “I'll tell
the kids.”

He drove home from Joe's, then he sat in the car
for several minutes after everyone else left...and waited before his nerves were calm
enough to face the next round.

Bob whispered to his wife as
soon as he walked into his
house. “Don’t you care what people call you behind your back?” He
didn’t bother to hang up his coat. Instead he handed it to Lily
Marie.

It was the first words he said to his wife since
they'd left Joe’s. Julie gave him a look of defiance and paid the babysitter. After the
teenage girl was gone, she picked up her three-year-old daughter.
Sissy looked at Bob with wide eyes, her thumb stuck in her mouth.
He looked back at the kid with something between love and
tolerance.

“If you
don’t like it, leave,” Julie said as she carried Sissy toward the
stairs.

“This is my house, Julie. It was my inheritance,
remember? It’s you who needs
to leave.” By that time Julie was halfway up the stairs and out of
sight. Bob faced his twins. “Sorry kids.”

“She only pays attention to Sissy, like we aren't even here,” Lily Marie
said.

“Until she needs you to babysit,” Justin
reminded
her.

Bob had heard all this before. He knew what his
wife did. She'd wait until he went to work in his
diner and then sneak off with
some guy. Julie left Sissy with Lily Marie a lot, something else
that pissed him off. Sissy wasn't Lily Marie's responsibility. Bob
felt the tears pool in his eyes. Suddenly he couldn't hold them
back any longer. He put his hands to his face and his whole body
shook.

“I'm sorry, kids,” he
finally managed to say.

Lily Marie stepped up and put her arms around
her father. “It's okay, Dad.
We understand. We know what they call her. Both me and Justin have
heard stories.”

Bob groaned and looked over at his son. “The only reason I
haven't left is because of you two.”

Justin also gave his dad a hug. “You've told
us before, Dad. I just wish
you wouldn't fight all the time.”

“I know. But your mother hasn't got any
respect...for any of us. The
only one she cares about is Sissy.”

Lily Marie looked at Bob with
tear-filled eyes. “You don't love Sissy, do you?”

Bob pulled
away from his kids and averted his gaze. He couldn't tell them what
he suspected that Sissy wasn't his. But he was convinced and
thought back to one of the fights he had with his wife. “You aren't
getting Sissy's ears pierced. I have a say in this too, beings I'm
her father.” Julie had lifted her chin and said,
“That's what you
think.”

He could have taken that to mean that he didn't have a say in what she
did with Sissy. But the look she gave him said something else
entirely. So, ever since then, Bob compared Sissy's looks to all
the men in town. Except Sissy looked too much like Julie to be
certain of anything.

Bob leaned against the kitchen
counter and sighed heavily. “When
you guys were little, she threatened to take you away from me, said
I'd never see you again. Now that you are old enough, I still don't
want you to end up with her.”

“What are you going to do?” Lily Marie asked.

He shrugged, helplessly.

 


***

 


Mitch followed Claire to her little green
cottage and parked behind her 1960 Volkswagen Beetle that matched her house. Slabs of ice
bobbed in Lake Erie out beyond the snowdrift that covered the tiny,
secluded beach. The sound of the lake soothed him. He remembered
when he and Claire went skinny-dipping there. As he walked up to
the door, he saw a police cruiser come down the street. Claire
stopped and looked at it in horror. Her hand shook so much he took
the key from her and unlocked the door. By that time Stan had
stepped out of the car and was heading toward
them.

“Mitch.” Stan held out his hand.

Mitch shook it and grinned. “Stan,
come in, won’t you?”

Mitch and Claire took their coats
off in the little entranceway and
hung them in the closet on their right. Claire looked too stunned
to say anything, but she watched her men nervously. Mitch set his
boots aside and led the way into the living room, on their left.
Stan stood by the door with his arms across his chest, a look of
defeat already on his face. “You know how this is going to play
out, don’t you, buddy?” Mitch said as he leaned against the back of
a chair.

Stan was almost as tall as he was with a slim
build, much like Tom, except
Stan had wider shoulders. The constable had been an easy target
when they were younger, and Mitch had bullied Stan unmercifully
back then. Stan had been shuffled from one foster home to another
throughout his life. As they grew older though, Mitch and Stan had
begun to tolerate each other. Some would call it maturity on
Mitch's part.

Stan glanced from Mitch to Claire and then took
off his uniform hat. His bald
head glistened in the sunbeam that filtered in through the big
front window. “You don’t play fair, Mitch. You never did.” He gave
Claire a weak smile. “Is this what you want, Claire?” Claire looked
from one to the other as if she couldn’t make up her mind. Mitch
knew it was only a matter of time before she’d give herself to him,
so he just stayed quiet. Stan shifted from one foot to the
other.

The phone rang in the kitchen which sent Claire
in there to answer it but not before she gave Stan a slight nod. Mitch watched her walk
across the living room, through the archway, and into the kitchen.
He could see her picking up the receiver with her left hand and a
pen with her right. She leaned against the counter; pen poised
above a pad of paper as she listened to her caller. Mitch waited
until she turned her back to them before he stood and faced Stan.
“I know all about you remember, Stan. I don’t want to have to tell
her.” He took a step toward the constable. “Go find a guy to
screw.”

Stan’s whole bald head turned red as he shook
his hat at Mitch. “One of these days Wilder, she’ll
get tired of the way you
treat her.” With a sad look on his face, Stan plopped the hat on
his head and walked out.

 


***

 


“How did you meet Tom?” Mitch asked Claire later that night in her bed. He
lay on his side and traced a finger around her nipple. It never
took long for him to get horny when he was with her. She had the
perfect body, generous breasts, narrow waist, and endless shapely
legs. Her long blonde curly hair spread out around her, framing her
symmetrical face. Her bright blue eyes looked at him as if she
wanted to devour him.

She gave him a sleepy smile. “When I went to
Windsor four years ago to brush up on new diseases and drugs. We
met in a bookstore. I didn’t
know he was your brother, Mitch.”

“I believe you.” He bent down and kissed
that same nipple, heard her
sigh. He savored her tender skin for a few minutes and then came
back up. “How long did you live with him?”

“For about four months.”

“What happened?” He pushed
back the covers and rubbed between her legs.

“Ah.” She tried to concentrate on his question. “I had just finished my
courses when Mom died.”

“Do you love
him?”

“I, ah,” she said in a wave of passion. “That
wasn’t fair.”

“So, then you took over your father’s practice.
Is that when he retired?” He pushed her legs open wider and inserted a finger. She closed her
eyes.

“Mm mm?” He pulled his
hand away; she opened her eyes. “What?”

“Is that when your dad retired?”
He continued to stroke her, pushing
in another finger.

“Yes, he never went back to work after
Mom's death.” She put her
hand on his swollen penis and kneaded it. He inhaled sharply as
ripples of delight crept up his body.

“I came home then, you know?”
he said when he could. “I
just missed you.”

“I heard, but I had to---brush up on
my---doctor’s skills. Oh God,
Mitch,” she twisted and pulled him closer.

He took her then, slid his big dick into her
slowly. Mitch had always loved the way her body moved
with his, loved her little
sighs and moans . No man could get enough of a woman like Claire.
He kissed her hungrily while he pushed in and out with long
strokes. His body became inflamed as he pumped faster. Mitch's
breath came in short gulps as he drew back from the kiss. Claire
bucked underneath him. Pleasure tore through his body with sweet
release. When he had calmed down afterward, he whispered, “I love
you,” in her ear.

“I love you too, Mitch,” she told him. But he saw
a hint of distrust and uncertainty in her eyes.

“I know,” he said as he rolled off her. “But let
me tell you this. You are the
only woman who holds my heart, Claire. And I will try my damnedest
not to spoil things this time.” And he told himself, he had to get
Tom out of her head.

 


***

 


Darren took the car he had worked on all morning
and parked it out by the fence. He headed back into the Texaco Station and opened the hood on
his next car. Darren had to work; his old man refused to pay to
send him any further than high school. When the bell dinged as
someone pulled up to the pumps, Darren set the ratchet down he just
picked up and walked out front. He unhooked the hose and asked Tom
Fleming how much gas he wanted.

“Fill it up please, Darren,” Tom said with a
smile. “Beautiful morning
isn’t it?” he asked through the open window.

Darren nodded at Tom and smiled at Nora
in the passenger seat before he
gassed up the car. He watched the man drive away after Tom handed
him a couple of bills. He wasn't sure about that man. Something
didn’t sit quite right with him. He watched Tom yesterday at Joe’s
and didn't know what Claire saw in him. Tom put on the charm which
Darren thought could be a ruse. After all, look at what he did to
Mitch. How could one brother screw the other one's woman? But then
he wondered if Mitch deserved it. Look at how many relationships he
had ruined on Claire. It seemed like she’d find someone only to
have Mitch snatch her up and her man would just back off. How did
he do it? What did Mitch have that the rest of them didn’t? Why did
Claire always go back to him?

It wasn’t long afterward when
Mitch drove by in the same
direction. They were on their way to get Len’s ashes, Darren knew.
He continued into the bay where he wiped his hands on a rag, deep
in thought, curious as to what had happened last night with Claire.
He could have driven past her house, but he didn’t. One look at the
car parked out front would tell him who was
there.

Darren had always known how much Claire loved
Mitch. If he wasn’t such an
ass, she would have married him a long time ago. But Mitch was a
notorious womanizer which didn’t sit well with Darren. It would
only be a matter of time before that bastard would break her heart,
again. He wondered if she would run back to Tom or Stan. He wished
she would find someone she could hold on to, someone who didn’t
scheme or screw around on her.

She should have stayed married to Bob. She
shouldn’t have let Julie get between them. Darren set the rag down and picked up the
ratchet again. Yes, Claire was married once. It didn’t last very
long after she found out that Bob had gotten Julie pregnant. The
twins should be Claire’s. Julie certainly wasn't the loving mother
they needed.

Someone else pulled up to the pumps. Darren
smiled when he saw Port
Shetland’s only police cruiser. “Hey Stan,” he called as he shoved
the ratchet into the back pocket of his overalls and walked up to
the car. “How’s it going?”

Stan rolled down the window with a sour look on his face and just
grunted. Darren unhooked the hose and filled up the car as he stood
there and watched the traffic go by. The town council would get the
bill, as usual. Since Stan wasn't his usual, friendly self, Darren
knew now what had happened last night.

 


***

 


After Mitch left that morning, Claire paced back and forth in her kitchen.
“Damn you, Mitch Wilder.” She knew his tactics. He asked her
questions while he was screwing her when she was the most
vulnerable.

She was also upset with Mitch because he ordered
Stan to stay away from her.
“Bastard!” The nerve of him, just walking in here after four years
and breaking up her and Stan. And he charmed her into bed with him
and made beautiful love to her, let her know just what she had
missed. How dare he make her fall in love with him all over
again.

It wasn’t just Mitch. Tom had caught her off
guard. Why didn’t he tell her
he was Mitch’s brother? Did he know back then who she was? He also
made her heart flutter yesterday at Joe’s. She thought she was over
him, but she still felt his pull, this beautiful man with his
gentle ways. “Oh Tom, what should I do?”

Claire grabbed a tissue from the box and blew
her nose then continued to pace. Mitch and Tom were brothers; she had to grapple with that,
too. And if it weren’t for Big Joe, they would have torn his house
into pieces yesterday. They fought over her. Mitch wanted to kill
Tom, maybe he would yet. Tom was no match for his bigger brother,
he was slender and was always neat and clean and probably had never
been in a fistfight. Mitch’s broad shoulders and narrow hips turned
her inside-out with lust. And she knew that he could beat Tom to a
pulp.

One thing she did know was that Stan wouldn’t
take this lightly. He may
have just walked out yesterday, but he wasn’t one to take orders
from anyone. He'd be back, she was sure of it.

Claire lifted her coat off the hanger and put it on. She grabbed her keys
and purse and ran out to her car, already late for work. Maybe she
should just tell Mitch to go, to leave her alone, and to forget
about her. “Damn you, Wilder.” He knew as well as she did, she
could never turn him down. She was his. Mitch Wilder is like a drug running through her
veins.

 


***

 


It didn't take long for them to pick up their
father's ashes. Mitch refrained from grinning because Tom jumped every time he moved. He
stayed close to his stepbrother just to intimidate him. Mitch
carried the urn into his sister's place and set it on the kitchen
table. “What are you going to do with that?” he asked
her.

Nora watched it as if it might move on its own. “I don't know.” She
looked at Mitch and then over at Tom. “Are you sure you don't want
it?” Both brothers shook their heads. “I guess I'll find a place
for it, then,” she said as she sank into a chair.

“I take it you're staying here?” Mitch asked Tom.

“Yes.” Tom pulled out a chair and sat
down. “Only till this is over
with. Don't worry, Mitch. I won't be around
long.”

Mitch nodded. “What is it that you do, anyway?”

“What in hell do you
care?”

“Just trying to make conversation, asshole.” Mitch glared at Tom before he
gave Nora a kiss on the cheek. “I guess I'll go,
then.”

He drove past Claire's clinic and saw her car in
the little lot beside it. He
had hours to kill before she would be finished work. There wasn't
even a second thought when he drove into the Golden Oak Motel. “Is
Blondie still doing business around these parts?” he asked the
owner.

“She is,” Jed said. “She asks about you now and then.” He gave Mitch a
knowing grin. “You want her?”

“Yes, for about three hours.”


Chapter 3

 


Tom tried to avoid Mitch as much as
possible and only came
face-to-face with him at Joe’s. There he felt safe even if it was
in his own mind. After his initial outburst, his brother seemed to
have settled down, but Tom didn’t trust him yet. He knew what Mitch
thought of him and knew of his brother’s temper. And he didn't
regret his relationship with Claire, even if it cost
him.

At first, he only knew her as his brother’s
woman, the one Mitch always had when he came home. Tom found this out from Nora. He squeezed
information out of her a little at a time. Nora didn’t know about
his scheme. He wasn't surprised when he first met Claire. Leave it
up to his brother to find a Marilyn Monroe lookalike---with the sex
appeal attached to her as well. What he didn’t count on was how he
felt about Claire now. He did love her as much as he could, a man
like him.

On Thursday morning, Tom looked down at the cup
of coffee in his hands and leaned his elbows on his sister’s
kitchen table. He remembered
how he forced himself to have sex with Claire. She was the only
woman he had ever screwed. He was surprised she didn’t see how
clumsy he was, how hesitant he was in bed, how quickly he wanted to
get it over with. He'd go into the bathroom afterward, shutting the
door, pretending to wash up. The truth was, he'd get
sick.

He sipped his coffee and thought about the way
Claire looked at him the other day. It told him that she still had
feelings for him. He dreaded the day when she would find out he wasn’t
normal.

Maybe that was why it only lasted a few
short months. She didn’t want
to continue their relationship after her courses ended. It was fine
with him; he had done his damage. If only he knew how to destroy
his brother in other ways.

He was gay, the reason he was on the outs with
his old man. Tom closed his
eyes and saw the look Len gave him. “You twisted sonofabitch; you disgust
me.”

“Dad, please.” Tom reached
out to his father.

Len turned his back to him. “Fucking
queer,” he said as he headed
to the door.

Len disowned him as far as Tom
knew, and he wouldn’t be surprised
if he ended up with nothing in the will. Tom wiped his eyes then
looked past the dining room and saw his father's urn on the
end-table in the living room. He wanted his sister to hide it in a
closet, so he could put it out of his mind. He sighed and looked
back down at his cup.

Nora came downstairs. “Are you
ready?”

“I guess.” Tom set the cup down and stood. “Let’s
get this over with and then I’ll get out of your hair.”

“Are you going back to Windsor today? I
thought you’d at least wait
until tomorrow.”

Tom shrugged. “We’ll see.” He wanted to tell
her, “Hell yes.” He wanted to get back to Windsor where he could
hide from his brother’s hate and his sister’s over-protectiveness. Tom was tired of her
hovering over him all the time. He wanted to get home where he
could be himself. And he missed his lover, Chris.

“I'll drive this time.” Nora reached into the
closet for her coat. “Are you sure you don’t want Joe to come with us?”

“No. I don’t see any reason why he
should be there.” He tried to act
brave. Inside, it felt like a train had hit him. “Mitch won’t do
anything in front of a lawyer, would he?”

 


***

 


Mitch was ten minutes late for the
appointment. It wasn't
planned, but he slept in which put him in a foul mood. He'd had a
bad argument with Claire that morning. Mitch wanted to move right
in with her, but she wanted him to wait. Hell, he'd been there for
most of the week, what was her problem?

“Let me get over Stan,” she said, “and come to
grips about Tom. You just
showed up and I need to get my head on straight.” Claire had given
him a wary look. “I still can’t believe Tom’s your brother. Why
haven’t we met him before?”

“Why indeed?” Mitch thought as he took his seat beside Nora. She squeezed
his hand after he nodded to the lawyer who sat behind a big
mahogany desk. He wondered if she took the middle chair on purpose
to put herself between him and Tom. Mitch had yet to acknowledge
him then decided not to. What Tom did to him still made him want to
kill that little pecker-head.

The young lawyer opened the file on his desk.
“Sorry, Mr. Cooper couldn't be here this morning.” He offered no
explanation as to
why.

Mitch's left eyebrow rose. We have to deal with this pimply-faced
pup?

Mr. Cooper had been Len's lawyer for as long as Mitch could remember.
The new lawyer cleared his throat and glanced at each one of them
in turn. Then he looked down at the document on his desk and read
it word for word as if for the first time. “We are here today for
the reading of the will of Leonard Jacob Wilder.” He gave the date
and time before he picked the document up with both hands. “The
will reads as follows...”

Most of it was lawyer jargon so
Mitch let his mind wander.
Claire asked, “Why didn’t we
meet Tom before now?” He'd
told her the truth. “Because as far as I’m concerned, he doesn’t
exist. I don’t want him in my life.”

“But he's your brother, Mitch. Just like Nora is your
sister.”

“No, it is
not the same. Tom's a bastard.”

She turned away from him. “You don’t know how lucky you are to have
siblings, Mitch.”

“To my daughter, Nora, I leave this diamond
earring and necklace set.” The lawyer gave her a tiny package.

She opened the package and lifted out the necklace. “Oh, my,” she said, her
face flushed with excitement.

“It’s worth over ten-thousand dollars,” the
lawyer said then looked back down at the will. “And the contents of
two bank accounts which add
up to almost fifty-thousand dollars.” Nora was handed a brown
envelope.

“Holy,” she said then fanned her face with her hand. “I never expected
this.”

“Good for you.” Tom smiled
and squeezed her hand.

“To my son, Mitch,” The lawyer glanced up at him,
“I leave the sole control of the Great Lakes Shipping Company which he's been running since
1959.” Mitch smiled. He'd only ran it for the last eight years. It
was his now.

“To my son, Tom, I will have Mitch offer him
twenty percent shares of said company. Tom is to work with and for
Mitch. He is to collect a
decent salary that the two of them agree on. If neither sees this
as an option, then the company will be sold, and the proceeds will
go to charity.”

A brick wall, that’s what hit Mitch. He didn’t
move for some time, hardly breathed, couldn’t think. At length Nora said, “Let’s go to my
place, we can talk
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