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Mistaken is dedicated to my family and friends.

Those who assisted me with editing, thank you! I would also like to thank my husband for lending me his ear to run ideas past him. He was such a help, even though he doesn’t think he is! Thank you!
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Chapter One
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He stood in front of the burning brick building, waiting for Thomas to jump out from behind the bush scaring him senseless. It was supposed to be the greatest prank they played in years, making people think Thomas was dead. It was the perfect plan. He would stand where everyone would see him while Thomas snuck out of the building unseen by witnesses. The prank would play out until after the funeral, and then he would pop out of nowhere, scaring everyone. It took them months to prepare everything, but they needed props, and to get the plan in motion. Thomas said they had permission to be in the building, but Mark wasn’t sure if that was true. He went along with it, just the same. Thomas had never done anything wrong before, so Mark trusted that he did right this time.

The longer he stood in front of the burning building, the more nervous he felt. He began thinking their plan wasn’t going to work. Thomas would be caught and the two of them would be arrested for burning down the building and stealing the corpse—those two things, they didn’t have permission for.

The building was scheduled to be torn down, and they carefully checked to make sure it was empty, but still burning a building down was a crime, and this wasn’t the first time they had broken a law to commit these childish pranks. It was the thrill of it all that pushed them into doing this in the first place. If they played it just right, no one would get hurt and their plan would go unpunished with their rehearsed explanations.

Mark stood there as he watched the fire trucks pull into the large parking lot. He was a distance away from them, but close enough to see what they were doing. He went back and forth between watching the building and watching the men pull out the hoses. And then the police arrived—Mark couldn’t stand still when he saw them. His hands shook, his heart done gone through his chest, and his head was spinning. “Damn it, Thomas, where are you?” Before long, a crowd gathered in the area and joined him in watching the firemen put out the blazes. There was still no sign of Thomas, and it was already too late to run in after him.

An hour passed by. Mark was getting more agitated as he waited for his twin brother to appear. The fire trucks were almost finished putting out the blazes. The police were questioning everyone standing on the street within the block. He knew he would be next, which would ruin the plan and send them to prison. It was never supposed to take this long. Mark decided he would head home and wait there.

“Excuse me, young man. Did you see what happened here?” Damn it, too late. The officer spotted him. 

He would have to come up with his answers now. What was the plan again? Oh, yeah, he fell asleep smoking a cigarette. But how am I supposed to know that was what happened? Shit, he’s looking at me as if I’m supposed to know. What do I tell him? Come on, Thomas, what would you do? He cleared his throat. “Yes, officer?”

“Did you happen to see what happened here?” the officer asked Mark again.

Mark spoke clearly and made sure his voice sounded calm. “Actually, no I haven’t, sir. I don’t know. What have the others been saying? Just being curious.”

“Never mind, young man.” The officer shook his head. “Get out of here.”

“Yes, sir.” Mark got out of there as quickly as he could. He didn’t want to be there when Thomas was caught sneaking out on the other side of the building. He ran around the corner and jumped into his car leaving the scene before anyone else saw him.

When he finally reached the apartment, he rushed inside and turned on the television. Lucky for him, it was on “live”, so he watched the scene as everything unfolded. He watched the firemen pull a body out of the burning building and laughed. “Ha, you guys think that man died in the blaze? Boy, do you have surprising news. I wish I could see the look on your faces when you learn the man was already dead and had been exhumed already. Shit, I should be there watching this in person. Damn it, Thomas. You had to go ruin our plan. Where the Hell are you?”

Mark grabbed his black I-phone and called his brother. He waited for him to answer, so he could yell at him. “Come on, pick up ass hole. The best prank we ever pulled and you’re nowhere to be found. Come on.”

“Hey, you know what to do. Beep,” Thomas’ recording said on the other end.

“Hey, dude. What the Hell? Where are you? I thought we were supposed to meet up afterward. Did you get cold feet or something? Call me back, man.” Mark ended the call and sat down, watching the news as it continued to unfold. He thought he heard a noise coming from outside the window so he rushed to the window and opened it, ready to yell at his brother for changing the plans without telling him.

“Meow,” the yellow tiger cat said.

Just a dumb old alley cat. Mark looked past the cat and noticed the metal ladder hadn’t been pulled down, so his brother wasn’t going to be able to sneak up to the window. He shut the window and locked it before returning to the news. Thomas is just going to have to come in the normal way—through the front door. He’s such a dumbass.

Hours slowly passed by, and he hadn’t heard from Thomas, so Mark was more nervous than when the cop asked him what happened. Did their plan work or did something go wrong? Was the joke on him? Mark had gone from nervous to just plain pissed off as he left another message on his brother’s voice mail. “Hey, Mother Fucker. This is the third message already. Ha-ha, the joke’s on me. Call me back, I mean it.”

He waited a couple more hours before calling his brother’s phone again. No answer, so he just hung up instead of leaving another message. He may have been the biggest prankster known to man, but this wasn’t like Thomas at all. Mark was going out of his mind, worrying about him.

The night dragged on as Mark paced the floor trying to think of places Thomas would hide. He was racking his brain trying to figure everything out. Only one body had been found, and he knew who that was—the guy from the morgue. He remembered helping his brother steal the body from the mortuary earlier that week and hiding the body on ice for the big prank. Everything was going as planned until his brother messed things up during the actual fire. How could he have messed things up like that? They had gone over everything the night before. They both had their contribution to the plan down pat. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. Where the Hell was Thomas? He picked up the phone and tried him again. The phone rang three times and the voice mail picked up again.

“Dude, this ain’t funny! Why aren’t you answering? It’s five o’clock in the fucking morning! Call me as soon as you get this message. I’m going to kick your ass if you don’t call me back!”

As he hung up the phone, there was a knock at the door. Mark thought that it was odd that Thomas wasn’t using his key so he opened the door without asking who it was. “What, you forgot your keys? Oh, sorry. What can I do for you, officer?”

“May I come in, sir?” a cop asked as he stood at the doorway. The officer was taller than Mark, probably close to six feet. He had a small bump for a belly so he wasn’t all that physically fit, but he did look as though he could run a few laps before tiring out. His green eyes were small, although they seemed to fit his face pretty well.

“Yeah, sure. What’s this about?” He just knew his brother had been caught and ratted him out. If he could just get his hands on him, he would truly be dead because he would kill him, himself. He was pissed at Thomas for making him worry about him.

“Do you have a brother named Thomas Witt?” the officer asked.

“Yes, I do. What’s this about?” Mark watched a couple other officers walk in after the first. He tried to keep his cool. He acted normal, kept his eyes still, and spoke as clearly as he could without shaking. It was the hardest thing Mark ever did. “Does this belong to your brother?” The officer showed Mark a picture of a hand wearing a golden ring that had been badly burned. Mark looked at the picture. There were only two rings that looked like that—a thick ring with an image of a family crest carved into the metal—and Mark owned one of them. He still had his ring on his index finger, so that meant the hand in the picture belonged to Thomas. Maybe he put the ring on the dead guy. Mark knew that was the plan, so he didn’t think anything of it. But he wasn’t answering any of his calls.

“Uh, yeah, this was my brother’s. Where did you find it?” Mark asked, acting the part as planned.

“I’m sorry, son, but it was found on the man we pulled from the fire yesterday.”

Mark gulped. “No, you’re kidding. Seriously, where did you find this ring? It belongs to my brother.” Mark acted as though he was in shock, but he was beginning to feel like he was. This couldn’t have ended like this. He knew his brother wouldn’t have made any mistakes, nothing that serious to cause his death. He held in what he knew, hoping to hear something better. He kept telling himself that it was all part of the plan and his brother was just playing one of his pranks on him. He hated being the butt of Thomas’s jokes.

“I’m sorry to be bringing you bad news like this, son.”

“Stop calling me son. How did you even know who this ring belonged to?”

“One of the officers found this cell phone just outside one of the windows. We think he dropped it when he snuck inside. We were able to locate this number here under ‘home’ and pulled up the address.”

Mark suddenly felt sick. He couldn’t believe that his brother messed things up that badly. It was only a joke; no one was supposed to die in that fire. The plan was idiot-proof; there should’ve been no mistakes at all. He cleared his throat. “May I have his things back?”

“I’m afraid we can’t do that at this time. When the investigation is complete, you may have his belongings. We will notify you when that time comes.”

“Investigation?” Mark asked as he stood there, feeling numb. He hadn’t moved from where he stood when he answered the door. He wasn’t even sure how the other officers made it through the doorway. But they all stood there, watching him. They know something. Why else would they send so many cops to my door? They want me to say something wrong, and they’re going to slap those handcuffs on me so fast, my head’s gonna spin. Play it cool, Mark. Don’t act suspicious.

The officer continued to watch Mark, taking time to answer his question. “Yes, there’s always an investigation when someone sets a fire, and since there were bodies in the building we can’t rule out homicide until we know the facts.” “Bodies?” Mark asked.

“Yes, there were two bodies.” The officer opened his tablet and pulled out a pen. “Do you have any idea why he was in the building?”

Two bodies? We hadn’t taken two bodies? Does that mean Thomas is dead? Oh, God, did I kill my brother? Mark thought over the question for a moment before carefully answering. “Um, no I don’t. I can’t think of anything.” He inched to his brown leather chair and sunk into the seat. It took all of his strength to move his legs.

A second officer walked over to Mark. “Do you need a moment?”

“Can I have...” He cleared his throat. “Can I have a glass of water, please?”

A third officer made his way through the third-floor apartment and retrieved a glass of water from the kitchen. There was a clean glass in the dish strainer. The officer handed it to Mark and he gulped it down.

“Thank you, officer.” Mark suddenly remembered that their plans had been left on the kitchen table. He couldn’t believe how stupid he was. Thomas had told him to destroy all evidence and he left everything out where the police could see it. He began to feel sick as he looked at the officer who had fetched the water. Did he see the plans? Was he waiting for the right time to say something and arrest him? He could feel the sweat building up on his forehead as he watched the officers standing before him. He knew he was as good as caught. He just knew it.

“Do you know of any of your brother’s friends? Someone who he would hang out with?”

“No, I didn’t pay much attention to his friends. We may look alike but we have separate lives,” Mark said as his eyes watched the officer in the kitchen. He hadn’t looked at the table yet, but people have a way of looking at things without doing it directly. Mark had no way of knowing if the officer had seen the papers.

“Do you know if Thomas had any enemies?”

“Uh, no, he was a loveable guy. Why? Do you think he was murdered or something?”

“It’s just part of the investigation. Nothing to be alarmed about.” The officer wrote down Mark’s answer. “Is there anything else you think is important that you haven’t told us?”

“Nothing at all,” he told them as he sat there, ready to explode from what he was hiding. Thomas was always the calm one between the two. Without his brother there, Mark had no idea how to act. He was trying too hard to remain calm, so he wouldn’t raise any suspicion. He was such a bad liar, and he knew that. He knew he should’ve been the one inside the building.

These officers were seeing right through his charade and he knew it. Why were they even taking their time? He was going crazy as this officer asked question after question with those long breaks between them. Was he trying to coax a confession out of him? Did they know more than they let on? Mark kept looking back at the kitchen, worrying about what he left on that table. He had to stop doing that, or they would notice and Mark knew that. He wiped the sweat off of his forehead and took another sip of water.

“I’m sorry, but I think I’m going to be sick. May I be excused?” Mark asked as he slowly stood up.

“Yes, sorry about this. Here’s my card, son. Let’s go, people. We’re done here. We’ll let ourselves out.” The officer slowly walked away as Mark worked his way to the bathroom.

Mark heard the door close as he lowered his body over the toilet. As he vomited, he couldn’t get his brother off of his mind. What went wrong? How did his brother wind up being dead? Thomas was missing for a few hours before the fire took place.

What did he do during those hours?

When his stomach began to feel better, he flushed the toilet and inched his way back to his feet. He stumbled to the vanity and turned on the cold water. He splashed his face and looked in the mirror. Mark looked terrible. Beads of sweat had been replaced with the fresh water, but didn’t make him look any better, or any less guilty of what he had done. As he looked at his reflection, Mark suddenly saw his brother standing behind him. He quickly turned around. He was gone, a figment of his imagination. “Thomas!”

He staggered out of the bathroom in search of his brother. “Hey, man, are you here?” He swayed down the hallway and through the living room. There were no signs of his brother being in the apartment. He inched his way to the kitchen and grabbed all the papers off the table. He brought them to the sink, found a match, and lit the loose papers. He watched them burn as he dropped them into the sink. The smoke detector went off, so Mark rushed to the window and opened it, grabbed a towel, and fanned away the smoke until the papers were done burning. When they were nothing but ashes, he turned on the water and watched it all slither down the drain. No more evidence to tie me to the crime. Now I just need to work through this, and I’ll be clear of any wrongdoing.

Mark’s stomach tightened as he fell to the floor. How was he going to manage without his brother being there, telling him what to do? Thomas was the backbone of their relationship. He always knew the right answers and how to get out of every situation they got themselves into. Without his brother, he was nothing. There was only an hour between them, but his brother always seemed to be years older, and now he wasn’t there. Mark felt lost without him. Who was going to help him get through this? How was he going to get through this?

Mark felt sick again and rushed to the bathroom in time to make it to the toilet. His stomach only seemed to get worse, the more he thought about the situation. Nothing was ever going to be better again. He knew that. And he also knew it would only be a matter of time before the police put things together, pinning him for his brother’s death. He would go to prison for murder and the fire. And he had nothing to do with the first.

He held his head over the toilet bowl, waiting for his stomach to stop spinning. He could feel the beads of sweat dripping from his forehead, and wiped them away with his sleeve. As he rested there, waiting, he heard the door open and the sweet voice of Thomas’ girlfriend calling out.

“In here, Lizzy,” Mark managed to say.

“Hey—are you all right?” She rushed to his side and helped him up. Elizabeth pulled his arm around her neck and attempted to carry him to his room.

“I’m so sorry, Lizzy. I didn’t want this to happen. I’m so sorry.”

“Mark, what are you talking about? Where’s Tommy?”

“He’s dead, Lizzy.”

“What do you mean he’s dead? I just spoke to him.” 

His words were slurred as he tried to tell her what happened. “No, he’s dead. He died in the fire, Lizzy. He’s not coming back and it’s my fault.”

“What fire? Mark, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?”

“Something went wrong and he didn’t come back. He’s dead from the fire. It’s my fault and now I don’t have a brother.”

“Mark, you need to look at me.” She dropped him on the bed and pulled him into a sitting position. Elizabeth firmly placed her hands on his face and pulled it up, to look directly at her. “Mark, look at me. What’s going on?”

“Didn’t you see the news? There was a big fire at the abandoned warehouse. He didn’t get out!” His words were clear now. “Lizzy, it wasn’t supposed to happen that way.”

“Mark, what isn’t supposed to happen that way?” Her voice was more serious, more one-toned as if she was fishing for a confession. It was a tone mothers used to get a reaction. Elizabeth was good at using that tone.

“It was supposed to be a joke. He was supposed to meet me. My, God, he’s really dead. I can’t do this. I can’t live without him. Find a gun and put me out of my misery, please end this.”

Elizabeth removed his shoes and helped him into the covers. She pulled the top blanket over him and left the room, shutting out the light as she left the room. Mark didn’t notice that she had left the room. When he heard her scream, he knew what happened. The TV was still on; she must have heard it for herself. Thomas was dead. She ran back into the room.

“I told you but you didn’t believe me. He’s gone, Lizzy.”

“I thought you were making it up—some sick joke or something. You didn’t have something to do with his death, did you?”

“No, I didn’t. It was supposed to be a prank. I didn’t think he’d do this to himself. There weren’t any signs that he was depressed or in trouble. I don’t understand why he’d do this,” Mark told her. “What am I going to do without him?”

Elizabeth rushed out of the bedroom again. Mark could hear her in Thomas’s room, opening drawers, and slamming the drawers closed. Their rooms were next to each other, so it wasn’t hard to hear through the wall.

Mark forced himself off the bed and joined her in his brother’s room. He felt terrible putting himself before Thomas
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