Kiss Lonely Goodbye

Chapter 1

“We shall all greatly mss our dear brother. He |eft
behind loving famly and a host of friends.”

“You're at the wong funeral, Rev,” N cole nuttered.
She slid to the left and avoided a jab of her nother’s
el bow.

She gazed at her |least favorite great-uncle, the late
Hosea Summers. Dressed in a thousand dollar black
pinstriped suit, he lay in a fancy slate gunnetal gray
coffin with real brass trim

I n accordance with his wi shes, the famly had brought
Uncl e Hosea honme for his final rest to Lafayette Parish.

Ni col e’s nother and father had arranged the services at
Sacred Heart Catholic Church. Uncle Hosea had al ways said
he didn’t want to be buried in Houston, Texas. He nostly
got what he wanted. Great Uncle Hosea s pet nane for N cole
had been “That smart nmouthed rug rat”. He'd rattle off the
words in that gruff steel pad voice that nmade her want to
kick his shins. Wiich she did regularly fromage three to
fifteen. Enough was enough. She caught Reverend Pai ne’ s eye

t hen tapped her wi stwatch.



Reverend Pai ne stamrered then runbl ed on a few seconds
| onger and ended with a prayer. The organist did her job
with a mournful version of Nearer My God To Thee. The | arge
extended Sumers famly filed by to pay their |ast respects
Wi th dutiful serious expressions.

At six feet two, Stanton Summers was still a
commandi ng physi cal presence despite his sixty years.

Ni col e had inherited his stature and her nother’s
tenperanment. Nicole’'s father was the only nourner who
seened genui nely touched. He stood at the casket | onger
while the rest filed by with only cursory glances. Nicole
joined him She tried to work up sone bit of
sentinmentality, failed and gave a nental shrug.

“Cone on, daddy.” Ni cole tugged at his arm

“Unc was a pain in the ass nost of the tinme, but he
was hell of a businessman, He woul d have been pleased with
the turnout,” Stanton said as he | ooked around.

“Yeah, he could insult everyone at once,” N cole
j oked. She followed his gaze at their colorful assortnent
of relatives. “Maybe | should carry on his |egacy. | know
exactly what he’ d say about Aunt Cora’ s | atest husband.
Then there’'s Cousin Elton. He—=

“Behave, N kki,” Stanton broke in with a frown.

“Anyway, Uncle Hosea |ived and died the way he want ed.



“Slunped over a thick financial report. The king was
in his counting house, counting out his noney,” N cole
said, repeating an old nursery rhyne her great-grandfather
sang to her as toddler.

“Hel | of a businessman,” Stanton repeated, m ssing the
sarcasm of N col e’ s response.

A couple canme up to offer condol ences just then. Wile
they talked to her father N cole's attention wander ed.
Slowy the large roomhad filled with people fromthe
service. Many had cone in late only to nmake an appearance.
A tall man wth w de shoul ders wal ked in a side door behind
a woman with twin five year old boys. H s steel gray suit
nmol ded to his wel |l -devel oped body |ike only fine silk-blend
fabric could. The newcomer had skin the col or of m nk,
expressive cocoa brown eyes and a full nouth that could
inspire hot fantasies. He wore a solemm expression in
keeping with the occasion and still |ooked absolutely drop
dead sexy.

“All the good ones are taken,” N cole said | ow

“What ?” Stanton stopped talking to the couple and
gl anced at her.

“Who is that?” N cole nodded toward the nan.

“Enmel da Qurso and her boys,” Stanton replied.

“Jeff nust be parking the car.” He turned back and resuned

hi s conversati on.



Ni col e tugged at his armto get his attention. “lIsn’t
t he guy standing there her husband?”

Her father followed her gaze. “No. You renenber Jeff.
He went to school with your sister.”

“Please tell nme he’s not ny cousin.”

“Jeff?” Stanton blinked at her.

“No, him” N cole jerked her head again at the
handsonme man.

“He | ooks famliar, but he’'s not a relative.”
Stanton’s attention was diverted when two nore peopl e canme
up and started talking to him

“Hm now there’s good news,” she sai d.

Ni col e stole glances at the man fromtine to tinme. He
moved with the grace of a trained athlete. She watched him
sign the guest book provided by Robertson’ s Funeral
Directors. Hs broad nose gave hima royal |ook, like
Ni cole’s notion of a Nubian prince. Wile she nused at her
own girlhood dream he lifted his fine face and gazed
straight at her. After a formal, polite smle her prince
noved on

“Thanks for comng.” Stanton shook hands with the two
men and accepted a peck on the cheek froma woman. Wen
they left, he turned back to N cole. “How are you hol di ng
up, sugar?”’

“Better now,” she nmurnured still watching the nman.



Her prince wal ked through the door |eading back into
t he sanctuary of the church. She was considering follow ng
hi m when her father’s voice brought her up short.

“Life goes on. Uncle Hosea really cared about the
famly.”

“Ckay, I'Il take your word for it.”

“H's own children were a big disappointnent.” Stanton
bit off further comment when the subjects of his assessnent
wal ked i1 n.

“Maybe they won’'t notice us.” N cole took an intense
interest in the tips of her shoes. Her cousins Jol ene and
Russel |l Summers marched toward them

“Hell o, Uncle Stanton,” Russell said. “Terrible day.”

“Yes, I'll mss Daddy so nuch.” H's sister gave a
delicate sniff.

“Hm ” Ni cole eyed them both. Her father put a warning
hand on her arm

“If there’s anything | can do to help with the
conpany, let ne know,” Stanton said in earnest tone.

“Thanks, Uncle Stanton. 1'Il call you if necessary. O
course, | know the business inside out.”

Ni col e pursed her |ips to suppress a w secrack. Jol ene
and Russell would probably drink a toast with expensive
chanpagne to celebrate later on. They'd clashed with their

irascible father for years over noney. Russell had wanted



control of the business, sonething Uncle Hosea said would
happen over his dead body. Well, Russell’s w sh had cone
true finally. The pretense around N cole was wearing thin.
Ni col e gl anced around for her prince. He provided the only
source of pleasant distraction yet seened to have vani shed.
Her brother Terrell strolled up. At thirty-seven, he was a
handsone copy of her father.

“These little neatballs are tasty.” Terrell polished
off three speared on a |ong toothpick. He patted his nouth
wi th a napkin.

“d ad sonebody is having a good tinme,” N cole said
Wi th a sour expression.

Terrell smled as he finished chewing. He took a drink
fromhis glass of ginger ale. “Mght as well. Uncle Hosea
wasn’t sentinmental. He d appreciate us having only the best
food at his funeral.”

Ni col e’ s grandnother and Stanton’s nother, Lillian
Mayveaux Sunmmers wore a dark blue suit with gold tone
buttons. A matching hat with a half veil along the front
and soft feathers wapped around rimconpl eted the
ensenbl e. At seventy-six she wal ked slowy but w thout
faltering.

“What in heaven’s name is going on? Francine is
rolling out a large television. This is hardly the time to

wat ch soap operas.” Mdther Lillian huffed in irritation.



Franci ne, one of seven lawers in the famly, wore a
tight-1ipped expression. She directed one of her three
t eenage sons pushing a thirty-two inch set into the room
Ni col e went to her.

“What ' s up?” she asked her ol der cousin.

“You heard the expression about stuff hitting the
fan?” Franci ne whi spered. “Well, stand back ‘cause you're
about to get a big splatter.”

“ VB 2"

“You better believe it. Excuse ne everyone.” Francine
waited until the nmurmur of voices died down. “Uncle Hosea
left instructions with an attorney, Phil Waserstein, to
deliver this tape to ne along with his last will. Naturally
the latter is only to be shared with famly affected. He
did want this tape played now.”

“Now?” This is disgraceful!” Mther Lillian frowned at
her great-niece. “Francine, | should think you d know
better.”

“Grandnmot her, as a lawer it’s nmy |egal and ethical
duty to conply with Iegal instructions.” Francine pressed a
button on the renote.

Russel | pushed his way through a knot of people. “I
have his wll.”

“Another will? That’s inpossible,” Jolene spluttered,

her eyes glittering with outrage.



“I think the tape will explain everything. Here we
go,” Francine nuttered aside to Nicole.

The tape canme on with nusic froma vintage M| es Davis
recording the nmusic faded away. Uncle Hosea sat in his
favorite leather chair. He was in his library at hone.
Wearing a rel axed expression, Uncle Hosea nodded once and
crossed his legs. Every silver hair in place, he was
dressed in one of his favorite thousand doll ar black silk
suits.

“Hell o, there. | hope you' re eating well and enjoying
my funeral. Isn't technol ogy wonderful? I feel like we're
right in the same room Wll, maybe we are. | could be
standing right next to you, Lillian.”

Mot her Lillian junped but recovered quickly. “I never
liked my brother-in-law s sense of hunor.”

“Still can’t take a joke, | see.” Uncle Hosea gave a
gruff laugh. H's expression turned serious. “Now to
business. | won’'t bore you with the details of ny last wll
and testament. That | preferred putting on paper, all nice
and iron-clad, Russell and Jolene.”

“This is humliating.” Jolene bristled when Francine
waved at her to be quiet.

Uncl e Hosea folded his hands in his lap. “For ny dear
chil dren and busi ness conpetitors the good news is |I'm

dead. | left a hefty estate behind. |I sold off ny insurance



agency, nost of the real estate holdings and a few ot her
odds and ends for a healthy profit.” Uncle Hosea grinned
wi del y.

“The bad news is ny children won’t get as much as they
hoped for and ny conpetitors won't get off so easy. Don’t
worry Russell and Jolene. You Il be very confortable. No
doubt you still won't be satisfied. Tough! Thank God |
won’'t be around to hear your whining. As for ny security
firm I'’mleaving it in the hands of soneone with as nuch
guts and killer instinct as | have, or had |I should say. Go
get ‘em N cole. Have fun, kids.”

Uncle Hosea lifted a heavy tunbler of anmber |iquid
and drank deeply. After a sigh, he reached over and picked
up a long cigar. He lit it and puffed snoke rings.

“Aln"t this the ife?” He | aughed heartily. “Goodbye,
everyone. It’s been a real pleasure getting on your nerves
all these years.”

He gave a jaunty wave as the picture faded and the
t ape ended. There was stunned silence for several m nutes.
Mot her Lillian spoke first.

“He wasn’t supposed to drink or snoke.” She scow ed at
the screen. Several relatives giggled then stopped when she
gl ared at them

“Uncl e Hosea was a proud nman who had al ways been

active. He couldn’t stand the thought of ending his days
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feebl e and dependent on others,” Stanton put in. “That’s
why he travel ed and enjoyed hinself in the last two years.”

“You nean he made a fool of hinself with wonen half
his age,” Mdther Lillian put in. “Di sgusting!”

Uncl e Hosea has al ways preferred nuch younger wonen.
Jol ene and Russell were in their late thirties. Their
not her, one of Uncle Hosea's three ex-w ves, had been
thirty years younger than himwhen they married.

“Mot her, please. This isn't the place for such talk.”
Stanton shot a | ook of censure at her. His nother puckered
her lips in annoyance but said nothing nore. “Uncle Hosea
chose the way he wanted to live.”

“We all know how rmuch he |iked control,” N col e said.
She crossed her arns. “What’'s this got to do with nme?”

“Not hing. Russell and | are his only legal heirs,”

Jol ene said in brisk voi ce.

“Not according to the last will,” Francine repli ed.

“Are you saying he's |l eaving noney to Nicole?”
Russell’s eyes narrowed to slits.

“W' Il nmeet |later, but Nicole is now an heir.”
Francine wore a frown that said she fervently wanted to be
anywhere el se.

“How nmuch?” Jol ene said, cutting to the chase.

“Not here—= Francine rai sed a hand.

“How nmuch?” Jol ene repeated with a gl are.
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Franci ne sighed deeply. “I don’t think we should tal k
about it now.” She gl anced around.

Ni col e | eaned close to her. “Cbviously the ol d—=

“Ahenl” Reverend Paine’s brows drew together as he
gazed at her.

She started over. “Qoviously Uncle Hosea neant for us
to discuss it now. He wouldn’t have sent this little
bonmbshel | fromthe great beyond ot herw se.”

“Let’s go sonewhere a little nore private.” Francine
| ooked at the mnister.

“This way.” Reverend Paine |led themto smaller roons
used for Bible study and Sunday school cl asses.

Jol ene and Russell marched ahead of themall. Terrel
followed Wwth Stanton, Analine and Mdther Lillian. No one
sat down in the blue folding chairs arranged in a circle.
For several mnutes there was only a lot of angry staring
and tense silence. Francine finally joined them

“Sorry, | had to nmake sure | got the tape. Reverend
Pai ne and our Cousin Darcus will take care of greeting
peopl e.”

“Fine, fine.” Russell waved at her with inpatience.
“What is going on?”

“The bottomline is your dad left the Summers Security
LLC to...” Francine took a deep breath and squared her

shoul ders as though bracing for a strong wind. “Ni cole.”
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“What!” Stanton and Terrell yelled in unison.

“That’s ridiculous!” N cole s nother sat down hard and
fanned her face.

“No way. |’ mnot taking over a group of crossing
guards! Forget it.” Nicole shook her head until her
shoul der 1 ength hair bounced.

“You sure can forget it!” Russell said. “M father
isn't going to get away with this. | put up with his bad
tenper and di srespect for years. | poured ny blood into
t hat conpany.”

“He included provisions that exclude al nost all of
your inheritance if you fight the will,” Francine repli ed.

“W're his children!” Jol ene snapped.

“He executed the will in Louisiana. A parent has the
right to | eave his assets to whonever he chooses,” Francine
said. “lI’ve explained it to you at |least five tines
already. So will his attorney Sid Waserstein.”

“Russ, do sonething!” Jolene shouted in frustration.

“There’s no point talking to them They' re going to
gang up on us. Let’'s get out of here.”

Stanton bl ocked the door. “Wait, Russ. Be reasonabl e.
We can work sonething out.”

“Unh, Uncle Stanton, we’'re tal king over a business with

net sales of over ten mllion last year,” Francine said.
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“Yeah, and twenty full-tinme enployees, thirty nore
contract and part-time workers and a | ot of headaches,”
Terrel |l added.

Ni col e shook her head again. “No thanks. |’ve got ny
own career.”

“Ch please!” Analine burst out. “I wouldn't cal
strolling into your father’s office whenever you pl ease a
career.”

“You re right of course, Nikki. It’s unreasonable to
t hi nk you could run a conpany,” Stanton added.

Ni col e ground her back teeth. “I didn't say | couldn’'t
do it, just that | didn't want to.”

“There nmust be a way out of the will.” Terrell turned
to Francine. “Ni cole doesn't have managenment skills.”

“Russell will need help, too,” Stanton said to his
son. “Ahem Uncle Hosea nentioned a few problens.”

“I know.” Terrell nodded and gl anced at Russell.

“l did not poorly manage Summers Security. This is
sonet hi ng you peopl e set up!” Russell shouted as he waved
his hands in the air.

“l don’t care about Uncle Hosea’s will. | don’t want
to run a security business. It’s boring.” N cole crossed
her arns.

Franci ne put a hand on her shoul der. ®“You have to take

over for at |east a year.”
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“Inpossible,” Stanton said pronptly.

“No way,” her ol der brother agreed.

Ni col e tapped the toe of her Ann Klein black |eather
punp. “Listen you two, |I’mnot exactly an idiot.”

“But you know as well as we do that becomng CEO is
out of the question,” he father replied with a firm shake
of his head.

“Hosea nmust have been senile,” her nother said.

“Which nmeans the will is invalid,” Jol ene said,
| eapi ng on her coment with eyes abl aze.

“There is a doctor’s statenent included that your
father was nentally sound despite his poor physical
heal th.” Francine pursed her |ips when Jol ene scow ed at
her .

“I inherited it legally,” N cole tossed back. “Not
that | want it.” She |ooked at Francine. “1’'Il talk to that
| awyer and find a way out.”

“Summers Security will sold and people will |ose jobs
if you refuse to becone the CEQ " she answered.

“Over ny dead body she will.” Jolene flung open the
door and stonped out of the room Russell gave them one
| ast hostile frown before he foll owed her.

“That al one m ght nmake ne change my mnd,” N cole
retorted. She | ooked at Francine. “You' re serious? | have

to take over Summers Security?”’
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“I'f you don't it will be broken up into units and sold
of f piece by piece.” Francine sat dowmn with a weary sigh.
“CGod, this has been a day.”

“Help ne find a way out of this ness.” N cole sank
into a chair next to her.

“In a year you can sell it off if you like. Apparently
Uncl e Hosea wanted you to try it for at |east that | ong.
Franci ne took a | ong envel ope with the conpany | ogo on it
fromthe pocket of her suit jacket. “He left you this.
You're to get with his vice president and read it.”

Ni col e pul |l ed back as though Francine was trying to
hand her a snake. She stared at the envelope with a
grimace. “The only neeting |’mgoing to have is with a
consultant who' Il tell nme how to unload this thing.”

“Don’t be hasty,” Stanton said. “W should discuss the
ram fications Francine has pointed out.”

“There mght be a bright side to this situation.”
Anal i ne wore a thoughtful expression.

“She neans you' Il neet eligible nen,” Terrell nunbled
aside to Nicol e.

Anal i ne rai sed an eyebrow at them both. “And what’s
wong wth marriage?”

“Atwo for one bonus, sis. You get a new career and

nmore chances find a husband.” Terrell w nked at her.
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“Very funny.” Nicole jabbed himw th an el bow. She
turned to Francine. “Frannie, help!”

“Excuse ne.” A deep voice cane fromthe open doorway.

Ni col e | ooked up at six feet four inches of delicious
man. Up cl ose he was nore than handsone. Tight dark curls
the color of deep coffee covered his head |ike | oops of
soft wool. He had the neck and shoul ders of a |inebacker
and the slimwaistline of a runner. She backed up to get a
better | ook. Head to toe he was one sweet package.

“I think you' re ny new boss.” He stuck out a hand with
long fingers. “Marcus Reed. |’ mvice president and
oper ati ons manager at Summers Security.”

She took his hand and felt a shock of heat when it
cl osed around hers. A slow smle spread across her face.
Finally some good news that was genui nely good.

“Ni col e Summers Benoit, proud owner of a new

busi ness,” she purred.



