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Dedication


To my mom

She showed me the love of reading

Thank you, mom, I love you!
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“I don’t like that shot, but this one would work. Put that in the mix for the reviews,” Vivian Bolton passed photos to her assistant Carl Blankenship.

“What about this one Viv, look at the lighting, too much right?”

“Yeah, toss that one.”

“I have seven perfect shots that you took. I’ll make sure the client sees them and I’ll get his final say. Great job.”

Carl Blankenship worked for Nashville’s most promising photographer Vivian Bolton. Carl is a gorgeous African American man that loves working with Vivian and loves photography. He has worked for her for the past seven years of the ten years she has been in business. The six-foot four-inch hunk of a man has lived in the area all of his life. When he found Vivian, he found his niche in the world.

Vivian is a long legged sexy five-foot seven inch thirty-two years old, with vivacious curves. When she moves her hips, her long brunette hair moves with her. The curls are natural, and she is gorgeous. Her smile and sassy attitude has brought her to the forefront of the photography world. Her photographs include anything from babies to country music stars. She’s been featured in several magazines and brings fun, glamour, and tenacity to her photos. That’s why everyone in town wants her. She’s booked twelve to eighteen months out, she’s that good.

Carl walked into the conference room of the photo shop, “Viv, your next appointment is here, they are setting up their wedding. Country music star Jenks Masters is marrying his high school sweetheart, Phoebe Moss.” Jenks has headlined for some of the great country music musicians in the country. They were referred to Viv as a photographer by their wedding coordinator.

“Hey Jenks, Phoebe. Nice to meet you both. So, when is the wedding?”

Phoebe looked at Jenks and back at Viv, “November, I know that’s short notice, but we would really like it if you could squeeze us in.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Let me look. Usually, I’m booked up for at least a year.”

Phoebe gave her a pouty smile, “I know, I’m sorry. We just decided to get married, and we don’t want to wait.”

Viv gave her the best smile she could, “I understand. If I can’t do it, my assistant Carl may be able to. He does a lot of weddings for me, he’s really good.

Phoebe shook her head and looked at Jenks.

Viv was looking at her computer schedule, “Yeah, I’m booked up for the dates you gave me. Do you want me to look at Carl’s schedule?”

“Yes, if you have a cancellation though, we would rather have you. You come highly recommended.”

“Thank you, I appreciate your confidence in me. Let me get you on the schedule and we will work it, how does that sound?”

“Thank you, Mrs. Bolton.” Jenks spoke up.

“It’s just Viv, I’m not married.” She gave them a glorious smile. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

They both shook their heads.

“Okay, so in the meantime, it’s always helpful to have a list of photos you would like for us to take. That way we can make sure you get the right photos. See Jaycee at the front desk and she will go over all of our pricing packages.” Viv stood and they followed her out to a nice looking red headed woman.

“Jaycee, Jenks, and Phoebe need to get a pricing plan. They have scheduled with Carl in November. If I have a cancelation, you can move them to me.” She turned to Jenks and Phoebe, stuck out her hand, “Again, it was nice to meet you both.” She shook their hands, smiled, and walked to the back of her shop.

Jaycee O’Grady was a beautiful lanky blond that had been working in a bar downtown Nashville when she met Vivian. Viv gave Jaycee an opportunity to work in her photography studio and it would be a great one. Jaycee jumped at the opportunity; she loves working for Vivian.

Vivian left Jaycee to do her job and get the happy couple set up.

Carl met Vivian in her office twenty minutes later, “We have an appointment at Capital Records. You ready?”

“Yep, let me grab my jacket.”

It was October and the weather was getting crisp outside. The leaves in and around Nashville were starting to fall and the colors were beautiful.

Vivian and Carl head to the Nashville offices of Capitol Records. She had an opportunity to photograph some of the biggest country stars. Yep, things were looking up for Vivian Bolton.
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Vivian was so busy that she didn’t ever have time for her boyfriend of four years, Stewart Bonner.

Vivian and Stewart met at The Hermitage when Vivian was doing a photo shoot for the iconic landmark of President Andrew Jackson. Stewart was working with the people from The Hermitage to set up an event for an up-and-coming music singer.

Stewart was not a bad looking man, tall, dark hair, brown eyes, and brown hair. He was a music manager and had several country singers and some new artists.

Vivian and Stewart started dating shortly after they met. At first, things were going well, lately they haven’t seen much of each other due to work restraints.

By the time Vivian got home in the evenings she was so tired all she wanted to do was shower, eat, and go to sleep.

Stewart was one that stayed out late most nights, mostly weekends and leaves Vivian alone, she’s not sure they are really dating. More like dinner companions.

She missed a call from Stewart while she was in the shower. She listened to the message: “Hey Viv, let’s do dinner Saturday, seven. I’ll text you when I make the reservation.”

“Why does he do that? He’s so damn demanding,” she was talking to her cat, Sissy. Sissy was a black and white rescue cat. Viv loved her cat; it made her feel grounded when sometimes her world felt like it was spinning out of control.

She looked at Sissy again, “Why does he think that I want to go out on Saturday when I have two photo shoots set up across town from each other? Why?” She pulled the cat up to her chin and nuzzled Sissy scratching her fur.

When Vivian moved to Nashville ten years ago, she was just out of college and broke. She had a rundown duplex just outside of the city. She worked her ass off making her way to where she is now. Vivian took every job regardless of how small or how big it was.

Now she does large or small regardless. If they can pay her fees, she will take the job. Since meeting Stewart her business has gone up. Stewart has introduced her to some very successful people and her business cards have found their way into some of the finest establishments. She was thankful to Stewart for all that he had done to help her business.

When Vivian met Stewart for dinner on Saturday night, she hadn’t expected what he wanted to discuss. He made reservations at M. Restaurant and Bar. M. Restaurant and Bar is seated in the renovated Cummins Station, an urban mecca of businesses, boutiques, and local eateries. Touted as both upscale restaurant and hip bar, M. Restaurant and Bar serves up a contemporary twist on Southern classics. Stewart knew that Vivian loved M. Restaurant.

Vivian walked in and was escorted to Stewart’s table. He stood and reached over kissing Viv on the cheek. She sat and asked how he was.

“Good, busy, but good. What have you been up to?”

“Just work. Busy too. So, what’s the occasion for this little dinner? We haven’t been out in a long time.”

Stewart smiled, shook his head, and looked up at Vivian. “Let’s order dinner and I will get to that.”

She just shook her head and smiled. What the hell is he up to? He has an agenda here. He doesn’t do anything without a plan. She kept smiling.

After they ordered drinks and their food arrived, Stewart looked at her, took her hand in his, and spouted, “I’ve met someone.”

The look on Vivian’s face was the look of shock. Her mouth dropped open, she jerked her hand from his, “What are you talking about?”

“I met someone. She’s amazing Viv. You would like her...”

“What? I thought we were seeing each other.” Not sure what she was supposed to say.

“Viv, really...we haven’t seen each other in a month. This is the first time you have been out with me in three months. Really?” He looked at Vivian through his long lashes.

She was shaking her head slightly, but then finally realized he was right. She thought it was because they were so busy, but he had someone else. Damn.

Vivian rose from her seat, took her purse from the back of the chair, “Congratulations, it’s been nice.” Vivian left the restaurant and was shaking. She was shaking and wasn’t sure what to do now.

What the hell? I haven’t dated or even looked at another man. How dare him? Oh my god, why? What did I do?

Vivian got in her late model Chevy and drove to her duplex thirty minutes away. She still didn’t know what happened. Her mind wasn’t processing it.

He invites me out to dinner on a date. He ordered my favorite foods, drinks, and the conversation was light and comfortable. What the hell?

Sassy met her at the door and was purring. “I know your hungry girl. Come on.”

Vivian prepared Sassy’s food and sat her on the floor near the pantry in the kitchen. She talked to Sassy, “Men are assholes Sassy. Really, if I look at another man, stop me. They are mean, not responsible, not...not.” She growled and left the kitchen while Sassy was eating her food.

She opened her bedroom door. As she looked around, she found some things that were Stewart’s. She went back to the kitchen and pulled a trash bag from the box and headed back to her room. She started throwing things into the bag, “Damn asshole.”

She started thinking back, when did we grow apart? Were we ever that close, really? In four years, the first year was great, then after that it seems like we started drifting apart. Was he right, has it been a month since I even saw him? Shit! I’m so done with men.
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Vivian walked into her studio Monday morning and Carl knew something was up.

“What happened doll? You look like shit.”

Vivian looked at Carl, “Thanks a lot Carl.”

“I call it like I see it, what happened?”

“Stewart...I guess he broke up with me Saturday night.”

“Oh girl, that’s terrible. What did he do?”

She huffed, “He ordered us drinks and food we ate, then he said, ‘I’ve met someone’. Really? What the hell?

“Oh girl, I’m so sorry. But really, when was the last time you even saw Stewart?”

She gave him one of her ‘get away from me looks’.

“Really, how in depth were you really in this relationship?”

She huffed again, “That’s not the point. I haven’t seen anyone else; I haven’t even looked at another man in the four years we were together.”

“Maybe you should have. Now you can, you deserve much better than that stupid prick anyway.”

“Damn, blunt much?”

Carl laughed, “I’m your friend and I will always tell you the truth. He wasn’t...well, he wasn’t the nicest person on earth.”

“Stewart? Not nice? What are you talking about?”

“Ok, I wasn’t going to tell you, but since the jerk broke up with you, he told me that the only reason you were doing so well was because of him. I set him straight, but he told me to shut the fuck up and I just stayed away from him.”

“Why am I just hearing this? Does he think I’m not good at what I do?”

“No, he didn’t. He said the only way you made it big was because of the people he hooked you up with. He’s an ass.”

“Oh Carl, I’m so sorry he said those things. He was wrong, most of my business comes from referrals from other clients. Yes, he introduced me to some influential people in the beginning, but we...we have made this business.” She was pointing to her and Carl.

“I know, I know, you're better off without that butt.”

“Thanks Carl, I’m sorry that he was so rude to you. I guess I dodged a bullet there, didn’t I?” She smiled at Carl but was still not sure what happened.
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What the hell is that noise? Shit, who calls at five a.m.?

Very drowsy and very pissed, “Hello!”

“Ms. Bolton?”

“Yes.”

“My name is C.L. Jacobs from Kansas. I’m sorry to inform you that your Aunt Mary has passed away.”

“Oh shit, really?” Viv was awake now. “What happened?”

“Well, she was ninety-six years old. She went to bed the night before last night and didn’t wake up. I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you. What do I need to do?”

“Her arrangements have been made. She left a Will, and you are named in it. The funeral will be held on Saturday here in Perryman. I will text you the information.”

“Great, I will need to move some things around, and I should be there by Friday. Thank you for calling.”

“Ms. Bolton, I am sorry. Aunt Mary was one of a kind and we all loved her around here.”

“Yes, she was. Thank you again.”

They hung the phone up and Vivian wasn’t sure what she was feeling. She hadn’t seen her aunt Mary Compton in over a year. She was her only living relative. Mary Compton was a live wire. She lived her life to the fullest and lived in the same house for the past sixty years. She was her mom’s aunt, so technically she was Vivian’s great aunt. Everyone just called her Aunt Mary.

Tears started and she pushed them back down. I need to get things together and make a quick trip to Kansas. Shit, I don’t have time for this. How long will it take me to get there and back? She picked up her phone and googled the distance from Nashville to Kansas, six hundred and sixty-two miles. Shit!

Her phone buzzed again, and it was from a Kansas number, directions to the funeral home for Aunt Mary. Tears started falling now. Her one and only relative was gone, she was all alone.

[image: image]

She walked into her studio, still had her sunglasses on, said a quick good morning to Jaycee and headed for her office. She buzzed Jaycee, “I need a meeting with you and Carl as soon as he gets in. Thanks.”

She put her head in her hands and tried to figure out what to do next. She powered up her computer and checked her schedule for the next few days. In order to get to Kansas, she would have to leave by Friday morning. The funeral is on Saturday at two. She pulled up a hotel in Emporia to see where she could stay Friday night. Then she would drive over to Perryman.

Hampton Inn and Holiday Inn Express had the best ratings, so she went with the Holiday Inn Express, which was closer to Perryman. The drive from Perryman to Emporia would only take about twenty minutes. Damn I don’t want to do this.

Jaycee buzzed her phone, “Carl is here.”

“Great, have him meet us in the conference in five minutes please.”

“Yes ma’am.” Jaycee didn’t normally talk to Vivian that way, but Viv seemed like she was in a mood, and Jaycee didn’t want to make her mad.

When Vivian walked into the conference room, Carl and Jaycee just looked at her. Then Carl spoke up, “What happened to you, girl?”

“I’ve been up since five this morning.” She cleared her throat, “I received a call from Kansas, my Aunt Mary passed away yesterday. I have to be in Kansas for the funeral on Saturday. I need to see if you can take up the slack for me for a few days Carl. I’m sorry to ask, but I really need to be there.”

Carl reached over and took Vivian’s hand, “Of course doll, whatever I need to do. Jaycee will help too.”

“Of course, Viv. We will do whatever we need to do to help.” Jaycee was nodding her head at her.

“Thank you both so much. I’m sorry, but she is my only relative I have...had left. I’m all alone now.” She started crying again. Just tears falling, not blubbering.

“Oh no girl, you have us. We are your family too. You have me and Jaycee. Isn’t that right Jaycee?”

“Oh yes, Vivian, you are just as much a part of my family as anyone. We will take care of everything. Tell me what to do. Do we need to make calls? What?”

“Yes, we will need to call my clients I’ve booked for Friday, Saturday, and Monday. See if we can move them to Carl or reschedule them for a later time. Please apologize and explain there has been a death in the family.”

Jaycee nodded and headed off to her desk to see what she could do with the already loaded schedule.

Carl looked at Viv, “Okay, now what?”

“What do you mean?”

“Is there more to this cry fest than Aunt Mary?”

“Carl, it’s just everything. First Stewart now Aunt Mary. I’m all alone here. I know I have you and Jaycee, that’s different. You know I love you guys, but my only actual relative is gone. She was so good to me. I loved going to visit her when I was young. She was the one that introduced me to photography.”

“Really, I didn’t know that.”

“Yeah, she loved taking pictures. We would spend hours in the attic looking at old pictures. Then she would get out her old dresses, boa’s, and stuff and we would have an old fashion photo shoot. It was so much fun.”

“It sounds like she was amazing. So, when are you leaving?”

“First thing in the morning. Thank you for understanding. I’m sorry I have to put so much on you. Maybe we need to hire another assistant.”

“Maybe, we can talk about that when you get back.”

Vivian just shook her head. When they stood, Carl gave her a hug and walked her back to her office. Jaycee yelled at Carl to have him come check his schedule before she started moving people around.

Vivian started making travel arrangements. She would have to rent a car to drive because she knew her old Chevy wouldn’t make it all the way to Kansas. She made her hotel reservations and needed to run to the bank for some cash. She always carried cash and cards just in case someone didn’t take credit cards. It is odd in this day and time to think that there were places that didn’t take credit, but there still seemed to be. She gave a huff and closed her eyes.
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Friday morning at seven-thirty in the morning, Vivian took off for Kansas. She routed the fastest way she could find to get there. It would take about ten hours if she didn’t have to stop very much. She was going to try to wait to stop until she got to St. Louis, but she already had two cups of coffee, peed twice, and had a thermos of coffee to go. She knew she would have to stop way before St. Louis.

She headed to I-24 and was heading north and west. It turns into I-64 until she gets to St. Louis then she will head west on I-70 to Overland Park, Kansas. Once she hits Overland Park, she will get on I-35 and finish her drive to Emporia. Then, Saturday she headed north thirty miles to Perryman.

Perryman, Kansas is a very small town. It is approximately five square miles. There are twelve hundred people in the tiny town. There is a café, bank, lawyer’s office, dress store, pool hall, dance joint, grocery store, library, and some empty buildings downtown. The whole of downtown is three blocks long. That’s it, no bigger. There is an implement shop on the edge of town heading east. The school is so small they have eight-man football, a small baseball team, and volleyball. Kansas is big on volleyball.

Vivian finally pulled into the Holiday Inn Express in Emporia at seven-thirty Friday night. She was road tired. Twelve hours on the road was exhausting. She stopped more than she anticipated and that made her mad. The problem with traveling, you stop to pee, you get another drink and snacks, then you have to stop again to pee. It’s a vicious cycle.

She stopped at a fast-food place in Overland Park and grabbed some dinner. All she wanted to do now was shower and fall into bed. She shot a text off to Carl and Jaycee to let them know she made it to Emporia.

Tomorrow was going to be even more draining. She was going to have to meet with the lawyer and finalize anything that Aunt Mary didn’t get done before her passing. She hated lawyers and was not looking forward to meeting this one either.

She showered and fell into bed at nine-thirty exhausted.
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Vivian woke on Saturday morning to several loud horns blowing. What the hell is that? She looked at her clock and it said it was seven. She wasn’t sure why people wanted to blow their damn horns so early in the morning. Then she heard it again. Damn, those are truckers. They must be on the interstate. Shit! She flopped back down on the bed and moaned rather loudly.

Well, they serve breakfast until ten, so I can go downstairs and load up on carbs and come get ready. I will try to contact that lawyer and see if we can go over the will this morning, that will kill some time until the funeral. No pun intended. I will have to deal with the rest at a later date.

She threw on her sweats, threw her long brunette hair with some fine blonde pieces running through it, up in a messy bun, and slipped on her hoodie. She made her way downstairs to the continental breakfast and grabbed as much as she could carry and trotted back upstairs to her room. There was a coffee pot in her room, and she could make coffee up there.

She was standing at her door with her key card in her mouth and her hands full trying to figure out how to open the damn door.

A man came by, a good-looking man, “Ma’am, can I help you? You seem to have your hands full there.”

She shook her head.

He reached for the precariously placed key card that was dangling from her lips, wiped if off, and tried the door.

“Thank you so much. I had no idea I grabbed so much food while I was downstairs. I didn’t think about how to get back in the room.”

“You are welcome, ma’am.” He pushed open the door so she could enter the room. He held up the key card, “Um, where do you want me to put this.”

She smiled then opened her mouth and he placed the card back between her lips, she nodded, “Tank u.”

He laughed and nodded to her, “You are so welcome. It’s not every day I get to help a beautiful damsel in distress.” He smiled and walked back down the hall.

She let the door shut and rolled her eyes. Right, beautiful. I’m looking the worst I have ever looked. After placing the food carefully on the desk, she plopped down in the desk chair and spit the stupid key card out onto the desktop. “I’m too tired to eat now.” She smiled at herself and shook her head.

After she ate breakfast, she got ready to go say goodbye to her dear sweet Aunt Mary. She tried to call the lawyer back to see if they could meet before the funeral so she could get the Will out of the way, but he never answered his phone. She headed to Perryman at one that would give her plenty of time to get to the funeral home, which was housed in an old house on the west side of town. People actually lived in the upstairs part. It was creepy.

When she arrived at the funeral home there were cars lining the drive and the street, she almost didn’t find a parking place. Then she had to walk in her black Louboutin’s for two blocks. They were her favorite pair because of the red bottom that matched the red jacket she had thrown over her black sheath dress. She put her long coat on over her dress and hoped she didn’t die of frostbite before this thing was over.

When she walked in there was no room anywhere to sit except one lonely chair at the very front of the room. She headed to that chair.

“Excuse me miss, that seat is for Aunt Mary’s niece.”

“I’m Vivian Bolton, Mary’s niece, and you are?”

“C.L. Jacobs, I called you about Aunt Mary.”

She looked up into the most gorgeous sky-blue eyes she had ever seen. She shook her head, “Um, I’m sorry, I was expecting a much older man. Thank you for arranging all this. I’ve tried to call you several times this morning.”

“I don’t work on the weekends or after five during the week. I also have a farm. It’s nice to meet you. We will talk afterward to see when you can meet for the reading of the Will.”

He went and took a seat on the other side of the room.

A man stood at the podium, “Good afternoon, everyone, we are here to say goodbye to a wonderful woman, Aunt Mary Compton. She was an aunt to all of us around here that knew her. She
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