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Chapter 1

 


The First Inheritance

 


 


The elm tree canopy provided an appropriate
gloom as well as shade from the hot, afternoon sun. They also
prevented any cooling breeze from penetrating as I left the Montoya
home, where I had been hiding all morning. I would have remained
there except Momma Montoya ushered me out the door.

“Aunt Florence would have wanted you
to be there,” she said gently.

Fingers shoved into the front pockets of my
shorts, head bent down, I shuffled along the uneven sidewalk toward
Aunt's century-old house, where I had lived since my father's death
six years earlier. Physically it was not a long walk. Four houses
separated their house from mine.

I tried to make the walk take an eternity
until laughter lifted my head. In Aunt's drive was a shinny, new
SUV belonging to her youngest son. My stomach muscles cinched
tighter around my gut. Gerald was the last person I wanted to see
now that Aunt was gone, but I'd have to, at least once more.

An ivy-covered wall marked the side boundary
of the corner lot along the sidewalk. Shuffling closer, the voices
were more distinguishable, Gerald’s in particular, loud and
obnoxious as usual, and that of his wife, Beatrice. A couple more
steps would put me in their view. I stopped and peeked around the
corner where the wall turned back to the house. Aunt's four
offspring stood on the front porch. Gerald was talking to his older
brother, Harvey, who was not as loud, but just as detestable, and
Harvey's snooty wife, Helen.

Backing up a few paces I entered the rusted,
iron gate that lead into the side rose garden. A huge lilac bush
camouflaged my hurried steps over the flagstone walk separating
clusters of rose bushes. Entering a side door I passed through the
library and into the foyer. I just wanted to avoid them, go up to
my room, and lock the door against their noise. Raucous laughter
erupted from the porch. Another insipid remark about me. Gerald
went out of his way to berate me. The first time had been at my
father's funeral.

“Ah, listen to the poor cry baby.
Maybe some day he'll grow up and learn real men don't cry, though I
doubt it,” he had said.

Every time the family gathered, so that he
had an audience, Gerald belittled me about something. Never missed
an opportunity. I sometimes wondered if he stayed up late at night
thinking of ways to humiliate me.

“His kids won't need air conditioning
with ears like those.”

I wanted so badly to tell him to stuff those
remarks in disgusting places, but instead turned to go up stairs
and lock my bedroom door. That's when I literally ran into Mr.
Feldmann coming from the kitchen.

“Ah, David, I've been looking for you.
I'd like to speak with you before the others come in,” he said
softly, putting an arm around my shoulder and turning me into the
living room.

He and Aunt frequently met in the park to
discuss business. He would buy me an ice cream cone or cotton
candy.

“Your aunt and I were good friends. I
was her attorney, did you know that?”

I shook my head, no.

“You were very close to her as well,”
he said as we approached the fireplace.

“I've lived with her since dad was
killed. Mom's always gone.”

“Yes, I know. Did your aunt ever speak
to you about her will?”

“No, sir,” I answered.

The four porch people moved inside,
spreading out on the overstuffed furniture in the great room.
Grandma, coming in from the kitchen a minute later was left to sit
on a dining room chair.

“I'll speak to you after we finish
here. In the meantime, take a seat.” Mr. Feldmann whispered and
gaving a curious wink.

That request set me to wondering why of all
the children I had been singled out to be present for the reading.
Quietly assuming my favorite spot on the floor next to Aunt’s now
empty, antique rocker, I glared at the son who's presence was as
rankling as a dead skunk.

Despite all these people, the house seemed
particularly big and empty, and strangely quiet. The creaks and
muffled groans that usually voiced their presence were silent as if
holding a collective breath in nervous anticipation of some
hallowed event. It had never been that way when Aunt was alive. The
two-story house had been a home filled with activity, happy
excitement, and laughter.

As expected, Beatrice with the shrew-like
face and matching disposition advanced that question.

I thought this meeting was just for adults,”
she said, casting a sour glare in my direction.

I imagined her heavy, over-painted lips
kissing the business end of a nine pound cannon while I touched off
the fuse.

“I assembled this meeting, inviting
all those who are specifically mentioned in Florence's will. That
includes Master David,” Mr. Feldmann, patiently, but with obvious
annoyance, explained in his rich, baritone voice.

“But what about my children?” Aunt
Beatrice countered.

“As far as they are affected, it will
be through Gerald. Now, that we are all here we can
begin.”

Mr. Feldmann spoke brusquely over her
peevish interference. This left Beatrice’s mouth unhinged. No one
had ever dared speak to her in such fashion, though they should
have, long before, as Aunt once suggested.

Mr. Feldmann possessed a dominating
appearance. Tall, ramrod straight with a thick mane of silver-blue
hair and matching mustache, his no-nonsense, piercing, gray eyes
commanded attention. Further concerns from Beatrice or anyone else
entertaining such thoughts withered beneath his gaze. Standing next
to the cold, blackened fireplace he looked very much like a modern
wizard opening an ancient book of incantations.

With a slight cough to clear his throat, and
as if to say, “Silence!” he commenced to read Aunt’s will, his
voice rumbling and echoing from the chandeliers, but they were just
so many words evoking renewed heartache. My attention wondered,
flashing through the assortment of tales Aunt frequently spun. Like
the rapid shuffling of cards on her huge Rolodex, each story came
to mind until suddenly stopping on the last one she had related
only a few days before her death. The one about a successful, South
Carolinian merchant suspected of involvement with pirates. That
story had particularly sparked my imagination, spawning more dreams
of great adventures on the high seas. Suddenly Mr. Feldmann spoke
my name ripping me back to somber reality.

“... and to my nephew, Francis David
Dolephene, I leave my most valued treasure, the library of family
histories both written and on computer in their entirety in that he
alone of all my family has shown the most interest, and thus pray
he will continue the great adventure that I and my sister, Edna,
shared for so many wonderful years. For those who are interested, a
digitalized archive can be accessed on the Internet at
genealogywarehouse dot net under my name, and the password
'gofish,' but to David, alone, do I entrust the
originals.”

A sigh of relief from the two sons was
mingled with a huff of disapproval from their wives as I suddenly
found myself with a great gift and responsibility for a kid of
twelve. The extended family as a whole put the greater desire on
material things. For them, possessing Aunt’s life-long work would
have served no other end than for bragging rights, and something
else to dust, eventually to be relegated to so many boxes stuffed
in an attic.

Actually, I had taken an active interest in
Aunt's genealogy work only during the last year or so. Like being
struck by a frozen snowball, I realized how much confidence she had
that I would continue what she had meticulously labored over for
nearly fifty years.

“To my sister, Edna, I bequeath my
home and all its furnishings. We spoke often of this. She agreed to
move in to continue providing the necessary support for my great
nephew David, who, with his mother, shall continue residency in the
house for as long as they desire.”

“First the library, then the house and
all its furnishings,” Beatrice whined, “what about us?”

Oh, how her nasal, high-pitched voice could
irritate, like fingernails dragged down a chalkboard. Forget the
cannon. Just shove a bag of black powder in her big mouth.

“To my sons and their wives I bequeath
an equal portion of my monetary savings,” Mr. Feldmann continued
over her insistent grumbling.

“So how much did the old girl have
stashed in the cookie jar?” Harvey snickered.

“Probably less than taxi fare to send
peanut head to a nut house,” Gerald quipped.

“Your mother was a very humble person,
and did not care to discuss such things even with family, but she
was not without means,” Mr. Feldmann said, a tone of disgust
creeping into his voice as obvious as if describing a porno
billboard next to a church. “Depending on current market levels,
that translates into a bit over one millions dollars—for each
son.”

The hush that enveloped the room was
portentous, finally broken by Beatrice’s sudden wheezing, quickly
followed by the others breaking into laughter and applause. The old
yenta groused for years, especially after the money was gone, as
events would prove their inheritance to be of far less value than
that secreted in what they considered, some old books.
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Chapter 2

 


Grown Men Don't Cry

 


 


Even at age twelve Aunt Florence still
tucked me in at night, sitting on the edge of the bed to tell a
story. Skipping the fairy tales nonsense, she related stories of
our ancestors, some exciting, some scary, some plain whacky. Each
story had an important message about life, however the most lasting
thing she related wasn't about any particular person.

One evening, instead of putting the dominoes
away after finishing a game, she began standing each one on end. I
loved this game, making twists and turns and all manner of
deviations from a straight run.

That night, seated on the edge of my bed,
she said, “Francis, life is like the dominoes we played with
earlier. Each one represents an event in life. Take you, for
instance, one might represent the day your father and my Eben were
killed. It falls into the next representing your mother starting a
business. That one falls into the next which is you coming to live
with me. That would never have happened if the first hadn't moved
into the second.”

The older I got the more I could see the
domino theory working in my life. Many years later I came to
understand, one's chain did not necessarily begin moving at birth.
What has happened within our family could be inexorably linked to
something that began four-hundred years earlier.

Grandpa and Grandma Dolephene had only one
son, my father. When Grandpa was killed in Vietnam during the war,
Dad was two months from being born. Uncle Eben and Aunt Florence
insisted Grandma move into their big house in the College View
suburb of Lincoln, Nebraska. Florence was twelve years older than
her sister and their two boys were teenagers. Dad was taken under
wing by Uncle Eben. Because of that relationship we three guys
spent a lot of time together during my early life.

The winter just before my sixth birthday—a
year I truly wished never happened—the weather had been
particularly harsh, clutching our part of the world in its icy
talons until March lived up to its reputation and literally blew
Old Man Winter away. April decided to be the wettest on record so
my birthday party at the Children's Zoo had to be canceled and
moved inside. May looked promising. With ice off the lakes and bass
snapping at the kitchen sink, Dad and Uncle Eben headed for Branch
Oak Lake northwest of Lincoln.

They always took me along on such outings. I
was pretty handy at baiting hooks and catching more fish than they,
although it seemed to be one of their poles the fish was reeled in
on. However, this time mom prevailed. I had missed enough school
because of the weather. Dad and Uncle Eben never returned. A man
was driving down the middle of the county road when the two cars
met at the crest of a hill.

Mom took the insurance money and started a
tour business in late June requiring lengthy travel, first in the
States, then abroad. In essence, I became an orphan that year,
farmed out to Aunt Florence until mid-August when she insisted we
permanently move into her house.

When First grade started that fall I
remained quiet and apart from the others kids. That was cause for
some older kids to bully me. In my mind I had two choices. First
was to retaliate, knowing full well a First Grader had about as
much chance tangling with two older kids and coming out alive as a
cat in the center arena of the Westminster Kennel Club show. The
second choice was to get sick just before recess. That worked, but
sacrificed Aunt's lunches. After a couple weeks of this I walked
into the classroom on a Monday morning to find a dark-skinned kid
standing next to the teacher's desk.

“Class, this is Raul Montoya. He is
joining our class,” the teacher announced, then assigned him a desk
just ahead and to my left.

I had seen him that previous Saturday as his
family moved in up the street from Aunt's house. Raul spoke English
with an accent so he was teased or ignored by the other kids. I
deliberately hadn't made friends in school, but there was something
about Raul that drew me to him. Since discovering a safe spot
outside, I'd given “sick” a rest. Leaving the building, I spotted
him sitting alone against the school building near the door–my safe
spot. There was always a teacher posted there.

Sitting next to the building a few feet away
I remained silent. Raul turned to look at me and said, “Hi.”

Swallowing away a lump in my throat I said,
“Hi,” but didn't look at him.

Neither of us spoke for a time until he
cautiously ventured, “Do you live in that big house on the
corner?”

“Yeah.”

Gradually a conversation started. By Friday
we had developed a loose friendship. Tuesday of the following week
we were walking along the outer school yard fence when the bullies
decided it was time for some fun and began giving me a bad
time.

Raul said, “Just ignore them. Come on.” We
turned away, but one of them put a hand on my shoulder and the
other kid pushed Raul aside.

Raul wasn't one to turn the other cheek. A
fight was on. Twenty minutes later I was standing in front of the
Principal explaining the donnybrook through a bruised lip.

“That is no reason to engage in a
brawl on the playground, David Dolephene,” Mr. Helman yelled. “You
are suppose to tell your teacher or me of these problem. You're
suspend from recess for the rest of the month.” Mr. Helman always
yelled.

Aunt Florence took a quiet, firm approach at
reprimanding us. “When your father and my Eben were alive, boys
handled such things themselves just like you did. That's how your
Uncle Eben's nose got broken. However, young men, just because they
did it don't think that justifies fighting. Times are different. We
are more civilized. There are other ways to handle bullies.”
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