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Chapter One: Candace


“I
don’t care,” Candace Fletcher said to the man in front of her desk. “I don’t
care if the president himself told you
that. That was not our agreement, and you
know it.”


“Now,
Candy…be reasonable,” Bob Miller said cautiously.


“What
is it…exactly…Bob, that you find unreasonable in my position?”


“The
president needs you on this.”


“The
president is not my boss. The people of New York are. You want me to endorse
something that will further cut spending on infrastructure in a state that
houses one the largest cities in the world.” Bob opened his mouth to speak, and Candace ran right over him. “A city
that depends on public transportation to function. Might I remind you of the
cost to the city of New York, the cost to business, and the cost to the federal
government when New Yorkers can’t get to work?”


“You’re being a bit
dramatic, don’t you think?” he said. Candace smiled so sweetly at Bob Miller he
thought she might give him a cavity. That spelled trouble. 


“Dramatic.
Well, I do like the theater. No, Bob. I am thinking ahead. So, when the subways are stopped, or the George
Washington Bridge is forced to close down, or the Lincoln Tunnel suddenly
springs a leak; you can tell President Wallace that he can explain that to the
millions of people inconvenienced, losing pay, and the companies losing
profit.”


“Candy…”


“Don’t
you dare Candy me…Get me a proposal that is reasonable,
and I will be agreeable.”


Bob
Miller sighed. “This job sucks,” he said.


Candace
laughed heartily and came around her desk. “Well, Mr. Vice President, welcome
to The White House,” she laughed some more.


“Oh
yeah, it’s a joy,” he returned. 


“You
wanted the job,” she reminded him. 


“Well,
if you had shown any interest,” he began earnestly.


Candace
laughed harder. “Oh yes, a fifty-five-year-old,
divorced mother of three who happens to be a lesbian; that’s always the first
choice on a presidential ballot.”


“Senator
Fletcher?” a woman’s voice called through the door.


“Come
in Susan,” Candace said. “The vice president was just leaving.”


“Still
having that Christmas party?” the vice president asked.


“Me?
Turn down the chance to throw a party? Should I expect your regrets?” she asked
her old friend.


“Not
even a Republican landslide could prevent me from making that party.”


“Bite
your tongue,” Candace said. “The election is only two weeks away. No way are we
losing that much ground.”


“I’ll
talk to our people,” he assured her. 


“I
know you will. I can’t endorse it, Bob,” she said almost apologetically.


The
vice president nodded. “I’ll be in touch.”


Candace
watched him leave and chuckled. “Poor thing,” she said before turning to her
personal assistant. “I have no idea why he wanted that job.”


Susan
shrugged. “Why wouldn’t he? Wouldn’t you?”


“Hell
no!” Candace answered with another laugh. “No way. I am happy where I am until
I retire or get my ass handed to me.”


“When
do you think that might be?” Susan asked jokingly. 


“Depends
on which way it happens,” Candace answered. She took a seat in a large leather
chair and stretched.


“Well,
from where I sit you do most of the “quote” ass handing,” Susan observed.
Candace raised an amused brow at her assistant. “And, as for retirement?
They’ll be wheeling your ass in here while you hand them theirs at the same
time; oxygen tank and all; I am sure.”


Candace
smirked. “So? What do you have for me?” she asked.


“Just
the usual. Dana dropped off your press schedule, and Brian said he would get you the
revised budget request from the Department of Transportation.”


“Great.
That’s timely,” Candace mumbled.


“Not
a great meeting; I take it?” Susan surmised.


“It
was fine.” Senator Candace Fletcher was the chairman of the Transportation,
Housing, and Urban Development Subcommittee. Appropriations. The job always
came down to appropriations; how much money who
could have to spend and where they would be spending it. Candace groaned. “I
have no idea where they are going to pull more money from,” she said. “All I do
know is that we have a lot to repair before we end up in a situation we can’t fix so easily.”


“Speaking
of,” Susan said as she handed the senator a folder.


“What’s
this?”


“Dana
dropped it off with your press schedule. Said to tell you it’s Steven’s college
friend that she mentioned,” Susan explained.


“Oh,
the illustrious architect he had such glowing praise for,” Candy commented. 


Candy
loved her staff. Susan had been with her since her days in the New York State
Senate. Dana Russo was Candy’s press secretary. Dana’s husband, Steven owned a
large law firm in Maryland. He and Candace had both graduated from Cornell
University, both studied political science and international law, and both had
a secret passion for National League Baseball. Dana often joked that the only
reason Senator Fletcher wanted her on staff was so she could drink beer with Steven,
talk about Cornell, and watch the Mets.


“Well,
interesting,” Candy mused as she studied the contents of the folder. “J.D. Reid
Architectural Design. Jameson Reid. Summa Cum Laude from Cornell University
2002,” Candy read from the file. “And then again in 2005, huh? Wonder if
Jameson likes the Mets,” Candy laughed.


“Still
thinking of having the house restored?” Susan asked.


Candy
smiled. She loved her home in upstate New York. She’d bought it from her
brother shortly after her father’s death. For years, she had thought of restoring it to its original grandeur, and
building an addition to expand the kitchen. “Oh, well…I am thinking about it,”
she said.


“You’ve
been thinking about it for the last fifteen years. Why not just do it?” Susan
asked.


“The
kids aren’t interested in the house,” Candy replied. Susan could detect a note
of sadness in the senator’s voice. “You know, they thought I was crazy when I
bought it from David. If they had their way I would sell it now and downsize,”
Candy snickered sarcastically. “I swear they think after fifty you are just
planning for the nursing home,” she laughed. 


Susan
nodded. The senator had three grown children, Marianne, Michelle, and Jonah.
Susan had known them since they were small. They adored their mother, but they
did not always understand her choices. Not the least of which was her coming
out at forty-three as a lesbian after her divorce from their father. “They
probably all want you to move closer to them so you can babysit.”


Candy
snorted. “Well, last I checked the senator from New York did not keep residence in Massachusetts, California, or
heaven forbid, Texas. No, I am a Yankee through and through,” she said. “They
think smaller. Buy a condo. Buy a townhouse,” she laughed again. “Not my
style.”


“So…call
Mr. Reid,” Susan suggested.


“Maybe
I will,” Candy said. 











Chapter Two: Meeting
Jameson


“Did
I miss something?” Steven Russo asked his friend.


Jameson
laughed. “No, you didn’t miss anything.”


“I
thought this was your one true passion,” he joked. “So, what’s the problem?” he
wondered.


“God,
I hope that’s not my only passion,” Jameson laughed. “Steve, you know how I
feel about politics.”


“Yeah,
well you aren’t going there to debate her. You’re going there to look at her
house,” he pointed out.


Jameson
looked at the photograph of the Georgian style colonial home. The house had been built in 1798. This picture was dated 1998. Moderate changes were evident.
The windows were custom; far more modern than the period that they were meant
to reflect. The old clapboards at some
point had been replaced with what
appeared to be synthetic siding. The landscaping was pristine, certainly not
the type that would have adorned this building in its youth. Jameson sighed. It
was true. This was her passion. It was
not the kind of work that made her
millions. It was the kind of project that was, simply put, fun. This was a project she could dig into,
research, design, and that would allow her to get her hands dirty.


“Come
on J.D., just go talk to her,” Steven urged his friend.


Jameson
puckered her lips and arched her eyebrow. “Fine.”


Steven
flashed a sly grin at his friend. “You won’t regret it.”


Jameson
had to snicker at the hop in her friend’s step as he left the room, phone in
hand. She shook her head ruefully. “Why do I have a very bad feeling about this?” she muttered. 


***


Candace
stretched and rubbed her tired eyes. The weekend had been exhausting. Tuesday
was Election Day, and that meant the last
week had been full of stumping for local candidates and the district
congressman. Typically, she thrived on
this season. Campaigning could be tiresome, but Candace had spent her life
around politics. It was in her blood. Her father had been a congressman for
twenty years before his unexpected death, and her grandfather had served as
Governor of New York for two terms. Candace’s brothers had both served locally,
but neither seemed to have caught the “bug” as her father called it. She
enjoyed meeting people, pressing the flesh as the like to call it, and rallying
a crowd. This year, however, she was struggling with fatigue.


There
were multiple issues weighing on the senator’s mind. Her children, while she
adored all three, were increasing the pressure on her to consider stepping back
a bit from the fast lane. Candace found their concern amusing most days.
Marianne was twenty-eight and had just had her first baby. She lived in Austin
with her tech savvy husband, Rick. Candace was still not sure exactly what her
son-in-law did.  He was a southern boy
through and through, and her daughter’s move to Texas seemed inevitable once she
was engaged. Marianne seemed to think
that Candace should start considering retirement. She pointed out that her
mother’s considerable wealth meant that Candace would never have to work again.
And, why wouldn’t she want to be closer to her family? Candace had tried
numerous times to explain gently that she
had three children that qualified as family,
and that she enjoyed her work. Marianne was much more like her Candace’s
ex-husband. She had been daddy’s girl from day one. Candace finally suggested
her eldest child might have more success in an attempt to entice her ex-husband
to the Lone-Star State. 


Michelle
was Candace’s middle child, and by all accounts the most like her mother. She
had chosen to stay closer to home after graduating college and was teaching
high school outside of Boston. Candace was eternally grateful for Michelle.
They frequently visited and Michelle
seemed to understand Candace’s life more than her other children. When Candace
and her husband Jonathan split, it was Michelle who had remained her mother’s
stalwart supporter. Candace’s youngest child,
Jonah was twenty-two and was pursuing his graduate studies at Caltech. Jonah
tended to stay out of the family mix as much as possible. He had little
interest in the political landscape, and
Candace was aware that her public persona sometimes caused her son a degree of
discomfort. She was unsure if that had more to do with her political positions
or her sexuality. She suspected it was a bit of both. Many of Jonah’s friends
came from conservative backgrounds. Candace was satisfied
that he had made his peace with her life, but she was often in the press. She suspected Jonah took a fair amount
of ribbing over the years from his peers about his mother’s relationship. 


Personal
issues and stresses aside, there were several pieces of controversial
legislation set to be addressed in the
new session. It was never comfortable to depart from one’s party platform.
Candace had done it before, but never on a major piece of legislation. The
president had a new education bill that he was set to propose. The House had
made its revisions, and the issue was
expected to come before the Senate early in the new legislative session.
Candace sighed as her thoughts ran over the finer points that concerned her. It
wasn’t the spirit or intention of the legislation that bothered her. The devil
as they say was in the details. There were too many loopholes, too many obscure
expenditures that she did not feel had any business in an education bill. If
she decided to vote against the bill, others would likely follow. It was a
decision she would need to weigh carefully, and just thinking about it was
bringing on a formidable headache. She was ready to pour herself a stiff drink
when she was startled by the doorbell. Candace looked at the large grandfather
clock and furrowed her brow. “Who the hell could that be?”


***


Jameson
made her way up the narrow brick pathway to the front door of Candace
Fletcher’s home. She studied the building in front of her as she walked. It had
been well preserved, but clearly updated
throughout the years. She wondered what the senator envisioned. Jameson could
see the structure in her mind’s eye as it would have appeared just over two
hundred years ago. It brought a brief smile to her lips, and she took a moment
to imagine the area with no driveways, roads, or street lights. “Must have been
magnificent,” she mused. Jameson took a deep breath and reached out to ring the
doorbell. “This ought to be interesting,” she chuckled.


***


“Pearl?”
Candace called out. She was making her way toward the door when the older woman
met her. “Are we expecting someone?”


Pearl’s
eyes crinkled in amusement. She had worked for Candace’s family for years and
considered the senator one of her children. “You mentioned someone coming about the house,” she winked at Candace.


“Oh
my God, that’s right! How did I forget that? Damn good thing I’m not in my robe
already.”


Pearl
shook her head. It was only four o’clock and Candace was never that comfortable
before the clock struck nine or ten. “You want me to send him away?” Pearl
joked.


Candace
waved the older woman off. “Go home, already,” she scolded. “I’ll take care of
Mr. Reid,” she assured. She was still busy shooing
the older woman away when she pulled the door open. “Go on, go home,” she waved
Pearl off.


“I
just got here,” Jameson offered lightly. 


Candace
caught the amused expression on Pearl’s face and turned to the figure in her
doorway. It took her a moment to register the sight. “I’m sorry? Can I help
you?”


“I
think the question is; can I help you?” Jameson replied. Candace stood
bewildered. “J.D. Reid,” Jameson said as she extended her hand.


“The
architect?”


“That’s
what the degree claims,” Jameson countered.


Candace
finally smiled. “I’m sorry. I was expecting…”


“Let
me guess; someone slightly taller with more facial hair.” Jameson winked
playfully. “Guess Steven left a few details out.”


“Yes,
he did,” Candace admitted. “Come in.” She watched as Jameson walked through the
door and shook her head. “I am sorry,” Candace apologized.


“No
need to apologize Senator Fletcher. Steven has a unique sense of humor
sometimes.”


Candace
nodded. “That he does,” she agreed. “And, please, just Candace.” Jameson
nodded. “So, Ms. Reid…”


Jameson
stopped the senator’s thoughts. “J.D.”


“I’m
sorry?”


“J.D.,
that’s my name, Candace.”


Candace
laughed. “Touché. So, J.D.; what do you think of the house?”


“From
the outside?” J.D. asked lightly. Candace nodded. “It’s beautiful.”


“But?”


“No
but.”


Candace
frowned playfully. “Ah, J.D. I’ve made a career out of my ability to read
people. There is definitely a but.”


“It
would be even grander without the modernization.”


“Which
is why I called you,” Candace returned. “Would you like to see the inside?” she
offered. Jameson nodded. 


Candace
spent the better part of the next hour ushering Jameson through her home. She
explained the history of ownership and reveled
in the attentiveness of the architect. Jameson remained quiet, listening to
each detail and every anecdote with fascination. Candace watched Jameson’s eyes
study each room methodically. It was clear that the architect was noting even
the finest details. Jameson’s eyes seemed to twinkle when Candace would offer a
short story about some historical moment in the home, or some treasured memory that
had been passed down. 


“So....this
house has been in your family for a while,”
Jameson commented as the senator led her toward the kitchen.


“Five
generations, so yes. Can I offer you something?” Candace asked as they entered
the kitchen. “Wine, coffee? Water?” she asked as she set about starting a pot
of coffee. “I know; it’s late. It’s my addiction.”


“It’s
never too late for coffee in my book,” Jameson replied. “I’d love a cup.”


“Well
then, I suppose we have at least two things in common.”


“Two?”
Jameson asked.


“We
share a love of old houses, history, and coffee.”


“Three,”
Jameson said.


“What?”
Candace asked as she pulled the cream from the refrigerator.


“That’s
three things we have in common; unless I counted wrong.”


“Ah,
I suppose so. So, tell me, J.D.; I’ve seen your portfolio; you’ve designed some
impressive buildings. Why an interest in this old place? And interior design?”


Jameson
smiled. The truth was that Jameson had not had an opportunity to work on any
historical projects in a long time. Her time and efforts had been consumed with building her firm. She had
deliberately taken on larger projects for the last few years, designing
corporate buildings and industrial complexes. Her success allowed her to bring
on four additional architects and a robust support staff. Now, she was ready to
take a small step back and return to her roots. This project had come about at
the perfect time. 


“Well,
it’s true; the last seven years have been full of larger projects. And, those
are always challenging, but not nearly as exciting
as something like this,” Jameson said. She noted the curious glint in the
senator’s eye. “I have a secret passion for American History,” she explained.
“My mother was a teacher. My father worked in construction. I guess the two
were destined to meet in me,” she
shrugged. “As far as design; I don’t know how you dismiss one from the other. A
home is the sum of all its parts. It’s what makes projects like this so much more
interesting than designing office buildings. There is history; memories. The buildings I design have yet to
tell their story.”


“A
soft spot for history, I see.”


“Like
I said, it was destined,” Jameson answered. “I spent years with my father
traveling to jobs. I loved to watch him work. Every house he worked on, he
would remind me that it was someone’s treasure; their home; never a structure,
always a story,” Jameson explained. “Crazy?”


“Hardly,”
Candace said before shifting gears. “What do you think about it? The house, I
mean,” Candace clarified as she placed a steaming cup of coffee in front of
Jameson. “Is it doable?”


“Doable?
Anything is doable, Senator,” Jameson
quipped.


Candace
nearly spit out her coffee. Jameson had a
dry humor and a quick wit. “You sure you aren’t a politician?” 


“Nope.
No politics here. Safer that way,” Jameson answered. She was surprised to see
Candace’s cheerful expression dim slightly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.” Candace smiled. “To
answer your question; I think the house could be restored very closely to its
original look. And, yes; I am confident
we can design an addition off of this room that will appear seamless. Of
course, with all the modern conveniences. We’ll look to blend the old and the
new eloquently. Assuming that is what you are hoping for.”


“It
is. What about cost?”


Jameson
took a sip of her coffee. “That depends a great deal on materials, and on what
might be discovered underneath all the
layers. I can get you a ballpark figure on the exterior and the addition.
Interior costs will depend on what you choose for materials. I’ll send you some
samples and ideas. I have the photos you sent; any photos you have through the
years will be helpful. I’ll try to find similar options wherever possible. You
see what strikes you. We can go from there. That is, assuming you think my
proposal is doable?”


Candace
narrowed her gaze at the architect. “Why don’t you get me that information and
I will make my assessment of its ‘doability,'
shall we say?”


“Is
that a political term?” Jameson asked. Candace’s reply was a simple wink. “This
could be very interesting,” Jameson thought silently. “Very.”











Chapter Three: Demons
Past


“You
left a few details out,” Senator Fletcher pointed to her press secretary.


“Mwah?”
Dana feigned her innocence. Candace arched a fair eyebrow at her friend. “What
did you think of J.D.?” Dana asked, barely concealing a sly smirk.


“Intelligent,
charming, witty,” Candace said a bit whimsically.


“And?”
Dana urged knowingly.


“Oh
no, you don’t! I know where this is heading.”


“Come
on now, Senator; admit it. She’s not hard to look at,” Dana said.


“She’s
young enough to be my daughter,” Candace said flatly.


“She’s
thirty-five, Candy.”


“Are
you trying to help me remodel my home or are you trying to reconstruct my love life?” Candace asked.


“Well,
they are both a bit dusty, so they could both use a little attention; if you
ask me.”


“I
didn’t ask you,” Candace replied a bit harshly.


Dana
sighed and shook her head. “Are you going to hire her?”


Candace
sipped her coffee and took a seat across from her friend. “Yes….to work on the
house; not to remodel my love life.”


“Mm-hm.”


“Dana,”
Candace called in her best warning tone. 


“Why
not; because she’s younger than you? Come
on, don’t tell me you don’t find her attractive.”


Candace
kneaded her temples. She had been thinking about Jameson more frequently than
she ever planned to admit to her friend. It wasn’t J.D.’s looks that had
engaged Candace the most; not that she hadn’t noticed how attractive the
architect was. J.D. Reid possessed a quality that Candace did not often find in others. She carried herself with
a quiet confidence that enhanced her natural good looks. That was the only way
Candace could think to describe the younger woman; natural. Jameson had long,
chestnut hair that fell in natural waves just below her shoulders. If the
architect had been wearing any makeup, it had not been readily detectable. The feature that captured Candace’s attention
the most were Jameson Reid’s eyes. They were a soft brown that Candace had
noticed seemed to lighten to a faint golden tone when Jameson was amused or
intrigued; something that seemed to occur quite often in their short time
together. Candace had enjoyed Jameson’s company. Their conversation had wound
its way into late evening. Jameson had shared a bit about her family and
reluctantly admitted that she knew very little about baseball. Candace had even
found herself opening up about her life far more than was customary to a
virtual stranger.


Dana
tried not to laugh at the expression on the senator’s face. She’d met Candace
Fletcher when she was interning for another senator during college, and
immediately decided that someday she would work for Senator Fletcher. She
admired the older woman. Dana valued the senator both as a friend and as a
mentor. Those who were closest to Candace Fletcher understood that her life had
become lonely in the last few years. A year after Candace’s divorce, the
senator had become involved with Jessica Stearns; a prominent New York lawyer.
The relationship had lasted seven years. In that time, Dana had seen Candace
happier than ever before. The ending of the relationship, however, proved
painful and bitter. Jessica had been caught
in an affair with another lawyer in her firm. It had been splashed across the news media, made its way onto nearly every
magazine cover and tainted Candace’s
political clout for nearly a year. Worse, it had devastated the senator
personally. Trust was a precious commodity in political life. The senator had
risked a great deal to follow her heart. Her political career had been tested with
her decision to come out as a lesbian at all. The announcement of her
relationship with the attorney and the
ensuing personal appearances as a couple drew a bevy of critics with harsh and
hurtful words. Candace’s children had struggled with the demise of their
parents’ marriage, and then with their mother’s new reality. Jessica’s betrayal
was heartbreaking for Candace. She poured herself into her work after that. And,
she kept her distance from potential romantic entanglements. It had been more
than a few years since Dana had witnessed the sparkle in Candace’s eye that
just mentioning Jameson prompted.


“Senator?”
Candace heard Dana calling to her and suddenly realized that she had drifted
off in thought. “Is that it?”


“What?”
Candace asked.


“The
age difference. Is that what bothers you about J.D.?”


Candace
sighed heavily. “Dana, I barely know her. And, I have no interest in a
relationship with anyone. You know that.”


“If
you say so.”


“I
do say so, so let’s just change the subject,” Candace replied abruptly.


“When
are you seeing her again?” Dana persisted.


“What?”


“Well,
you said you were hiring her. I would assume that means you will be seeing her
again,” Dana pointed out.


“I
don’t know,” Candace said. “We’ve exchanged a few emails. Pearl will take care
of whatever she needs while I am away,” Candace attempted to end the
conversation. “Now, what is on today’s agenda?”


Dana
sighed inwardly and proceeded to hand the senator the day’s press schedule.
Candace continually kneaded at her temples as she reviewed it and played with the glasses resting on the
bridge of her nose. Dana was certain that
the senator’s behavior was driven by
something other than the day’s schedule. It might not have been obvious to most
people; Dana was sure that J.D. Reid had
piqued Candace Fletcher’s curiosity. “I wonder what J.D. thought of you,” she
mused silently. 


***


“No,
Melanie. I am headed back upstate today,” Jameson said.


“The
project with the senator, or are you just heading toward home?” Melanie McKenna
asked.


“Both,”
Jameson replied without looking up from her desk.


“So,
what’s she like?” Melanie asked her boss. Jameson was focused on the sketches Melanie had brought in for her to
review and did not respond to the question. “Hello! Earth to J.D.!” she called
again. 


“What?”


“I
asked what she is like.”


“Who?”
Jameson asked as he studied the papers before her.


“Senator
Fletcher; what’s she like?”


Jameson
pushed the plans aside and looked up at her friend. “She’s nice enough.”


“She’s
nice enough? Oh, come on, J.D.! Is she a
dragon lady or is she all prim and proper?”


“What
is your fascination with Candace?”


“Candace?
Hum, that’s pretty informal. What happened to Senator Fletcher?”


Jameson
rolled her eyes. “Since when are you so interested in a politician?”


“Candace
Fletcher is not just a politician, J.D.
She’s one of the most respected women in Washington.”


Jameson
chuckled. “Do you have a crush on my client?” Melanie shrugged. “You do! You
have a crush on Candace Fletcher!” Jameson laughed.


“So
what if I do?”


“Mel,
might I remind you that you and the good
senator bat for different teams,” Jameson said.


“Well,
I can be flexible.”


Jameson
shook her head in amusement. Melanie was the newest and youngest architect in
Jameson’s firm. She was bright, energetic, and talented. Jameson had to admit
that the main reason she brought Melanie on,
however, was her humor. “Uh-huh,” Jameson
raised an eyebrow. “Older women and younger men, huh?”


“Whatever
works. Besides, Candace Fletcher is gorgeous,” Melanie commented.  Jameson looked back at the papers on her desk
and gave a slight nod. “She is; isn’t she? Huh? Come on, J.D.! Is it all camera
tricks or is she as stunning in person?”


“She’s
attractive,” Jameson said quietly.


Melanie
grinned slyly. “She’s single; you know?”


“Mm-hm.”


“And,
she is a lesbian.”


“Yes,
I think I might have heard that,” Jameson
replied.


“So,
maybe you….”


“Enough
matchmaking. She’s a client, Mel. But, if you are interested….”


“Yeah,
yeah,” Melanie laughed.


Jameson
smiled. “Plans look good,” she complimented the younger woman’s work. “Be ready
to present it next week,” she instructed as she made her way to retrieve her
jacket. “Bryan will lead the meeting.”


“You’re
not going to be here?” Melanie asked in disbelief. “J.D. this is a huge account.”


“Yes,
I know. You’ve done a fantastic job. Branmore
will be thrilled with your proposal. Bryan will keep you steady.”


“Where
are you going to be?”


Jameson
winked. “I have my own client to take
care of; remember?”


Melanie
narrowed her gaze at her boss as Jameson strutted out of the office. “Oh, you
think you’re fooling me, huh?” she whispered as Jameson walked out the door.
“Not fooling me. You like the senator. Hah! I knew it!”


***


Pearl
opened the door and greeted Jameson with a warm smile. “Well, I guess she
didn’t scare you away,” she winked.


“Oh,
it would take more than an ornery old senator to scare me away from all this,”
Jameson gestured to the home.


“Well,
that’s good to know, Ms. Reid. Cause between you and me? My little Candy can be
a handful.”


Jameson
returned the older woman’s smile. “Known the senator a long time, I take it?”


“You
could say that,” Pearl replied as she led
Jameson through the house. “Her granddad hired me in nineteen sixty-eight.
Candy was eight,” the woman explained. Jameson tried to picture an eight-year-old Candace. She snickered. Pearl
led Jameson through the house into the kitchen and directed her to take a seat.
“Hard to imagine her that way; I know.”


Jameson
smiled. “Not really,” she said. 


Pearl
nodded. She had kept quiet with the senator about her suspicions. After Jameson
Reid’s first visit she had noticed a lift in Candace’s spirits, and a
measurable bounce in the senator’s step. At first, Pearl had chalked up the
change to Candace’s excitement over finally remodeling the house. It was a
project she had talked about for years. This house,
Pearl understood, meant a great deal to Candace Fletcher. As a child, Candace
found any excuse she could to visit her
grandparents. When her father inherited the house, he had immediately passed it
on to her brother David. Candace’s disappointment had been evident. As soon as
David expressed an interest in selling the home, Candace swept in. 


It
was also evident to the older woman that there was more to Candace’s sudden
shift in moods.  Candace was like a
daughter to Pearl. It had always been impossible for Candace to hide the truth
from the older woman about anything. Pearl began to suspect that the young
woman now seated in front of her might be the cause of Candace’s vitalized
spirit. Pearl had entered the kitchen the morning after Jameson’s first visit to
find the senator engrossed in her computer. That was not unusual. What struck
the older woman as strange was the grin that kept edging its way onto Candace’s
expression. She watched curiously as
Candace would shake her head, type furiously, and then chuckle. She finally
asked what had the senator so amused at six-thirty on a chilly November
morning.


“One second,” Candace had replied. “No parakeets
in the living room,” Candace muttered. Pearl wrinkled her nose in confusion as
Candace hit the enter button on her keyboard dramatically. “What did you ask
me?” Candace turned her attention briefly to the older woman.


“I asked what has
you so amused this early in the morning,” Pearl repeated her question.


Candace started to answer and then looked at the
computer screen. “Orinthophobe! Ha! She
probably thinks I need to look that up.”


Pearl shook her head. “You dealing with another health care bill?” Pearl guessed.


“What?” Candace asked. “Oh, no,” she said as she
typed. “Smart ass. No, no, Pearl, I am dealing with a snarky architect.”


“Is there a cure?” Pearl asked cheekily.


Candace was gloating over something she had written. “A cure for the snarky or for the architect?” Candace quipped. Pearl
turned away to conceal her smirk. She heard Candace let forth a caustic
chuckle. “Yeah, I know. I know what a hip roof is. No, I don’t think they had
them at Woodstock, you lunatic! And, no I wasn’t there. I was nine.” 


Pearl listened for the next twenty minutes while
the senator typed away, making comments as she went, occasionally groaning, only to start laughing in another instant.
“You know, you’re going to miss your flight if you don’t get moving,” Pearl
reminded the senator.


“Oh, shit!”
Candace chastised herself. “Crap! It’s almost seven. Why didn’t you say
something?”


“You seemed intent on solving your snarky artifact
problem,” Pearl said.


Candace finished typing something and closed her
computer. “Architect, Pearl. It’s a snarky architect; a snarky, expensive architect.”


“Well, I’m sure you’ll find a remedy,” Pearl
responded.


“I always do,” Candace said with a kiss to the
older woman’s cheek. “I will see you next Tuesday.”


“I’ll be here.”


Pearl
pulled herself from her musings and noted that Jameson was watching her
attentively. “So, what does my Candy have in store for you?” she asked the
architect.


Jameson
laughed. “Something tells me that I should be the one asking you that
question,” Jameson replied.


“You’ll
do just fine,” Pearl said. “You want some coffee, Ms. Reid?”


Jameson
looked around the large kitchen. “J.D.” Pearl gave the architect an odd look.
“My name is J.D. or Jameson, whichever. And, coffee would be great.”


“So,
Jameson,” Pearl began. “What are your plans for this old place?”


Jameson
pulled out her laptop. “Would you like to see some of them?” she asked
excitedly. Pearl nodded and took a seat beside the young woman. “It all really depends on Candace,” Jameson said earnestly as she booted up her computer. She
pointed to the screen. “I’ve discovered she has a bird aversion.”


“A
bird aversion?”


“Yeah,”
Jameson said pointing to the screen again. “In the eighteenth century wall
coverings were block printed. See, here? I suggested parakeets. She didn’t like
that concept,” Jameson smiled. 


Pearl
tried not to laugh as she gained a new understanding of the senator’s musings
earlier in the week.  “I see.”


“Um.
So, I suggested pigeons,” Jameson showed the older woman a different design.


“Pigeons?”


“Um.
She didn’t like that either. Bird aversion.”


Pearl
laughed heartily. “You’re not too far off there,” she said.


“Really?
Candace is afraid of birds?” Jameson asked. “Oh shit,” she whispered. “I’ve
been sending her bird designs all week,” she said. 


Pearl
watched the color drain from Jameson’s face and chuckled. She put a comforting
hand on the architect’s shoulder. “No, no. She’s not afraid of them,” she said.
Jameson looked up hopefully. “She had a pet canary when she was small. Her
older brother let it out of the cage one day and,” Pearl stopped.


“And?”


“Jinx
ate it.”


“Jinx?”


“Her
brother’s cat.”


“Oh
no,” Jameson said, trying to contain her laugh. 


“Oh
yes. She cried for days. So sensitive, that one,” Pearl said affectionately.


Jameson
listened and couldn’t help but smile. “She loves this house,” Jameson said
softly. 


“Yes,
she does,” Pearl agreed. “Candy was her granddaddy’s baby; the apple of his eye. She followed him
everywhere. He loved this old place. Had a story for every nook and cranny, he
did. He was a good man,” Pearl said wistfully. “She told you a bit about him?”


“She
did,” Jameson said. “Actually, she told
me a great deal about spending time here as a little girl; how she always hoped
she’d raise her children here.”


Pearl
was surprised as she listened to Jameson recap some of the highlights of her
conversations with Candace. Candace was an adept communicator, and she loved people, but she had become gradually
more reserved in allowing people to get close to her over the years. Pearl wondered
what it was about the architect that opened the senator up so quickly. Pearl set a cup of coffee in front of
Jameson. “She would have loved to have this house for the kids. It has never
meant to them what it does to her,” she stated a bit sadly. “For them, home is
just a house. They don’t have those memories,” she continued. Pearl sighed. “They
moved time and again. That was Jonathan. Bigger and bigger,” she said with a
shake of her head. “Candace used to have to fight just to cook their dinners.”


“Candace’s
ex?” Jameson asked softly.


“Indeed,”
Pearl said. Jameson looked up at the older woman inquisitively. “They both came
from prominent families,” Pearl said. “Jonathan’s employed a rather large
staff. He was raised by nannies and housekeepers,” she explained. She winked at
the unspoken question in Jameson’s eyes and laughed. “Governor Stratton had
only two people in his employ, myself and Mr. Bridges, his driver. Honestly,
neither of us did much,” she laughed. “Mrs. Stratton seldom allowed me to cook a meal by myself, and all of
her children were expected to contribute to the household duties. I was only
seventeen when I started with the Strattons,”
she reminisced. “I could barely boil water.” Pearl smiled at Jameson. “That’s
why Candy loved it here,” Pearl said. “There was always something to do, always
something to explore. Candy’s father married a woman much like her husband
turned out to be. That was never Candy’s way,” she explained. “She wanted to
learn everything about everything. When her father was away; you could always
find her here with her Granddad and Gram. I think it about killed her when they
both left this world. And, then she lost her father. David had this house,”
Pearl sighed deeply. “He didn’t require my services.”


“He
fired you?”


Pearl
chuckled. “Gracious no. David may be a bit spoiled, but he would never have
dismissed his Pearlie,” she said. “Candy needed me more at that time. The kids
were small, she was running for office. It made more sense for me to be there
for her,” she said. “I was never so glad when David sold this house to her. I
remember she walked through the house for hours that first day as if she needed
to recall every moment.” Pearl winked at the architect. “Well, I’ll
leave you to it.”


“Pearl?”
Jameson called after the older woman. Pearl turned inquisitively. “What is her
favorite room?”


Pearl
smiled. “That’s easy, her granddad’s study.”


“Do
you remember?” Jameson asked. “What it looked like then?”


Pearl’s
expression softened. “Governor Stratton never touched that room. It stayed the
same until David changed it. The wallpaper was
tattered from age. The Governor could never bring himself to change it.
It reminded him of his father.” Pearl slipped into a memory. “She is so much
like him,” she said softly. She sighed again as she recalled the older man.
“Yes. It was ornate even in its disrepair. Orange and reds as I recall.” 


 “Thank you, Pearl. I may be wandering about
the house on and off,” Jameson said.


Pearl
nodded. She began to make her way out of the kitchen and turned back to see
Jameson focused intently on her computer screen. The expression reminded her of
Candy’s. She shook her head. “I wonder if either of them even see it,” she
chuckled.











Chapter Four: Kitchen
Conversations


“Everything
is open to negotiation except birds and cats. No
birds. No cats.” Jameson read the email
and laughed. She snickered slightly and sent off a singular picture in
response. Jameson waited for the reply. None came. 


“You
did say anything was open to negotiation,” she fired off a short quip. Jameson loved
toying with the senator. Their banter had lightened her days these last two
weeks. In truth, she was keeping her promise to adhere as closely to the
original style of the house as possible. She was certain that Candace knew
that, but it seemed they both took great pleasure in this game. She was
surprised that there was still no response from the senator. Normally, Candace
had a quick retort. Senator Fletcher was a busy woman,
and Jameson shrugged it off. There certainly would be more pressing matters for
Candace to address than Jameson’s antics. She returned to her task of mapping
out the kitchen so that she could design the addition off the back of the
house. Jameson found herself musing that she was grateful that winter was upon
them. It meant that any construction would have to wait. Secretly, that gave
her an excuse to draw out this project longer than she needed to. Candace
Fletcher intrigued her. The sound of the phone in the distance and Pearls’
voice interrupted her pondering.


“Why
are you calling the house phone? Don’t you have her number? Um-hum. Jameson!”
Pearl’s voice rang through the house. Jameson walked sheepishly into the large
living room. She pointed to herself as if to question Pearl’s need for her
presence. Pearl shook her head and handed the phone to the architect. “It’s for
you,” she said. “I don’t know what you did to get her to call home,” she
chuckled.


“Hello?”
Jameson said tentatively.


“Ms.
Reid,” a stern voice came over the line.


“Yes?”


“You
apparently did not pay much attention in
American History class; did you?” Candace questioned as if cross-examining a witness.


“I
would beg to differ.”


“Well,
the evidence would suggest otherwise,” Candace replied.


“You
have evidence? I wasn’t aware that I was on trial.”


“In
which part of history did you find naked marble men the most prominent?”
Jameson tried not to laugh at Candace’s attempt to drill her. “Ms. Reid?”


“I
suppose ancient. That would be Roman or Greek.”


“Does
my home look Roman or Greek to you?”


“Actually, Senator; it does,” Jameson replied.


“My
Colonial American home appears Greek to you?”


“Roman,”
Jameson returned.


“I’m
sorry?”


“No
need to be sorry, Senator. You apparently
skipped architecture as an elective,” Jameson snickered. “James Gibbs is credited with much of the English style your
home reflects, as well as most notable buildings of the period.”


“And
he was Roman?”


“No,
he was Scottish, but he studied in Rome in the early eighteenth century and his
designs reflect that Roman influence,” Jameson explained. “So, you see; as a
point of fact; Roman statuary is actually
a well-placed addition….particularly for one with as much reverence for history
as you have, Senator Fletcher,” Jameson gloated. The continuing silence began
to unnerve her slightly. “Senator?”


“Well,
aren’t you just the cat that ate the canary,” Candace replied.


“No,
as I understand it his name was Jinx.”


Another
moment of silence was finally broken by
Candace’s roar of laughter. “You are a complete lunatic. Just how many
skeletons have you discovered in my home?”


“Only
the ones Pearl is willing to unearth,” Jameson replied.


“That
does not bode well for me,” Candace sobered.


“Actually, it bodes quite well for you,” Jameson
replied sincerely. She and Candace had only had a few phone conversations over
the last two weeks, but each had been enjoyable. Each time they had found a
reason to speak; the conversation had naturally turned to discussing their
days. And, each time they spoke, Jameson had found she would become spellbound
by the senator’s stories and her voice. Jameson found Pearl’s nuggets about the
senator endearing. The older woman had great affection for Candace. It was a
sentiment that Jameson was beginning to understand intimately.


Candace
felt Jameson’s compliment lodge itself in her chest. She closed her eyes for a moment
to quiet an unexpected rise of emotion. What was it about Jameson Reid that
captivated her? She looked forward to Jameson’s emails. She realized as the
silence lingered on the line, that when more than a few hours passed without
any contact from the architect, she felt disappointed. She cleared her throat. “Don’t
believe a word she says,” Candace said lightly.


“I
believe every word,” Jameson said. “So, no statuary, no birds, and no felines.
Any specific requests?”


“Chinese,”
Candace replied.


“You
want me to decorate this house with an Asian influence?” Jameson asked
skeptically.


“No,
I want Chinese food.”


Jameson
laughed. “I’m afraid I am a little far to deliver on that request.”


“How
long are you going to be occupying my kitchen?”


“What?”


“It’s
a simple question, Jameson. How long can I expect you to be in my kitchen?”


“Probably
another few hours. Why?”


“Do
you have any specific requests?”


Jameson
was lost. “I don’t….”


“For
Chinese food,” Candace clarified. She started laughing. “I am sitting in the airport
right now,” she explained. “I should be home in about two hours. I thought
perhaps you could show me what you’ve been working on over dinner.”


“I
would love to.”


“So;
any requests?”


“Surprise
me,” Jameson said in challenge.


Candace
felt her face flush at the intended flirtation she detected. “Be careful what
you wish for, Jameson.”


“Sweet
or spicy, Senator. I can handle it.”


Candace
chuckled. “Noted. I will see you in a couple of hours.”


Jameson
disconnected the call and stood staring at the phone in her hands. “Did I just
flirt with Candace Fletcher? Oh my God; did she just flirt with me?” Jameson
put the phone back in its cradle and wandered into the kitchen.


Pearl
looked up and saw the architect’s dazed expression. “You all right? She didn’t fire you; did she?” Pearl asked
half-kidding, half-worried over the expression on Jameson’s face.


“What?
No, she’s bringing home Chinese.”


Pearl
pursed her lips in amusement. “Do you not like Chinese food?”


“What?
No. I….I need to put this all together to show her. She already thinks I’m
crazy.”


Pearl
shook her head watching Jameson focus on her new task. “Oh, you’re crazy all
right,” she thought. “Crazy about my Candy.”


***


Jameson
heard Candace’s voice as the front door opened and felt her heart pick up its
pace. Suddenly, she felt like a high school girl waiting to be picked up for
her first date. She hadn’t seen Candace since their first meeting. The prospect
of being in the same room with the affable senator made her stomach flutter.


Candace
smiled at Pearl. “She’s in the kitchen,” Pearl said with a smirk.


“You’ve
been telling my secrets, Pearlie,” Candace mock scolded the older woman. 


“Only
the good ones,” Pearl promised.


“I’m
sure,” Candace groaned playfully. “Jinx?” she asked. Pearl shrugged. “What
other skeletons did you unearth for her?” Candace whispered.


“Why?
You trying to impress her?” Pearl returned.


Candace
pretended not to hear the older woman and headed for the kitchen. “Ms. Reid,” Candace greeted the architect
formally.


“Senator,”
Jameson replied, unsuccessful in concealing an automatic grin.


Candace
momentarily thought her feet might have become rooted in the floor. Jameson’s
smile lit her from within, and Candace
was helpless not to react with a broad smile of her own. “Looking for more bird
motifs to torture me with?” she asked.


Jameson
laughed. “No. I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize dinner.”


“I
see. So, the way to keep you focused is to feed you Chinese take-out?”


“No,
I’m not that picky,” Jameson answered.


“I
guess that explains your affinity for my kitchen,” Candace replied as she set
the bag on the table. 


“You
need anything from me?” Pearl asked from the doorway.


“Not
at all,” Candace said. “Don’t you want to join us? I got chicken wings,” she
attempted to entice the older woman with a carton. “And fortune cookies.”


Pearl
shook her head. “No, thanks. I will leave
you two to your evening,” she said. “Go easy on that,” she warned Candace. 


“Worried
about my girlish figure?” Candace asked, pulling a bottle of white wine from
the refrigerator.


“No,”
Pearl pointed to the bottle in Candace’s hand. “Worried Jameson will have to
carry your girlish figure upstairs when you finish that bottle,” she winked.


Candace
pursed her lips. “Don’t listen to her,” she said to Jameson. “A glass of wine
and she thinks I’m an alcoholic.”


“Ha!”
Pearl waved off the younger woman as Jameson listened
on. “Hardly. Watch her with that, Jameson. She can hold her liquor just
fine. Wine….”


“Enough
of you,” Candace laughed. “That was one time and I was seventeen.”


“Oh?
What about that time at your Christmas party when Rach….”


Candace
made her way swiftly to her friend and covered Pearl’s mouth with her hand.
“Don’t you have some place you need to
be?” she asked.


Pearl
shook her head when Candace removed her hand. “So eager for me to leave? I
thought you wanted me to stay and share your fortune cookies,” Pearl quipped.
Candace just chuckled. “Just watch her,” Pearl called back to Jameson as
Candace gently nudged her from the room. Pearl turned to Candace and kissed her
on the cheek. “Have a good night,” she said with a wink.


Candace
rolled her eyes as Pearl headed out the door. “Incorrigible,” she mumbled as
she made her way back to Jameson. “So? Chinese food and Early American décor;
would you like some wine with that?” she asked the architect.


“Depends,” Jameson answered.


“On?”


“How
heavy are you?”


Candace
looked at Jameson in disbelief for a moment and then laughed. “I promise you,
Jameson; it will take more than a couple of glasses of wine for me to get
carried off to the bedroom.”


Jameson
smiled. “I’ll make a note.”


***


“What
do you think?” Jameson asked. Candace looked at the pictures on Jameson’s
laptop screen in amazement. Her inability to answer began to alarm Jameson. “If
you don’t like something…”


“What?”
Candace jumped. “Jameson….it’s….I’m just
amazed that you were able to put this much together in such a short time.”


“It’s
what I do,” Jameson said humbly. “You gave me a lot to work with and Pearl has
been immensely helpful.” Candace nodded silently. Jameson watched a myriad of
emotions flicker in the senator’s expression. “Candace?” she asked softly in
concern. Candace sighed. “Hey, what’s wrong?”


Candace
released another small sigh and then looked at Jameson. The genuine concern
that reflected in the architect’s eyes touched her. Jameson held the senator’s
gaze firmly but compassionately, and
Candace finally smiled. “Nothing is wrong,” she said. “Pearl loves this old
place as much as I do,” she said.


“I
know,” Jameson replied. “She loves you more.”


“Yes,
she does,” Candace agreed. “She’s always been like my mother. I think if I were to be honest,” Candace closed her eyes in
an effort to compose herself. She felt Jameson’s hand on top of hers and took a
deep breath. “If I were to be honest; she may not have given birth to me, but
she really is the only mother I have ever
known.” 


Jameson
listened attentively. She could feel the emotional burst emanating from
Candace. The declaration did not surprise her. Jameson had spent enough time
with Pearl to have gained an understanding of the unique relationship she
shared with Senator Candace Fletcher. She was certain that there were a great
many details about both women that she had yet to learn. Jameson tightened her
grip on Candace’s hand gently as the senator continued.


“My
mother was a debutante in every sense of that word. She’s eighty, and she still thinks she is a sixteen-year-old at some ball,” Candace said
with a chuckle. “Don’t get me wrong; she is my mother. I love her, but Pearl
is…”


“I
think I understand,” Jameson interjected. Candace looked at Jameson hopefully.
Jameson was sure she could detect a
moniker of both guilt and fear in the older woman’s eyes. She could not remove
her gaze from Candace. She felt her thumb begin to stroke Candace’s hand in
reassurance. She was positive she noticed
a slight hitch in the senator’s breathing. “I don’t think biology defines
family,” Jameson said. “It certainly doesn’t define
love.”


“No,
it doesn’t,” Candace replied in a whisper. She stayed locked in Jameson’s gaze
for a moment. Candace’s head felt the urge pull away, but her heart desperately
wanted to move closer to the architect. She smiled weakly and pulled her hand
away to retrieve their plates. “I should pick this up,” she said.


Jameson
closed her eyes. She was positive that Candace had felt the gravity of the
connection between them. She wasn’t at all certain how to bridge the gap that
she was afraid may have just widened. Composing herself, she made her way to
the sink to help. “Let me help,” she offered. Candace nodded with an
appreciative smile. Jameson began to assist in cleaning up from their dinner.
They worked silently but efficiently in tandem. Jameson was surprised as the
last container was thrown away that she
felt content in their continued silent companionship. She closed her computer
and stowed it in its bag. “I should let
you get some rest,” Jameson said a bit reluctantly.


Candace
nodded her affirmation. She walked with Jameson to the front door. “What are
your plans for Thanksgiving?” Candace asked curiously. “All this talk about my
house and my family; I haven’t even asked you.”


“Same
as every year,” Jameson answered. “I’ll head down to my folks’ for the
weekend.” She was surprised to detect a hint of disappointment in the senator’s
eyes. “You?” she asked.


“Oh,
well, Michelle and Jonah will be here tomorrow night,” Candace explained.
“Spencer, my grandson, he’s still small so Marianne won’t come up this year.
I’ll see them in Texas next month.”


“How
old is he?”


“Six
months,” Candace beamed.


Jameson
smiled. “Nothing quite like a baby; is there?”


“Not
really, but I did my time in that realm.
I’m happy to be Nana and not Mom this round.”


“I
think I can understand that.”


“Travel
safely,” Candace said.


“You
worried about me; Senator Fletcher?”


Candace
was surprised at the answer that flew from her lips. “Let’s just say I would
like to see you again.”


Jameson
instinctively knew the required response. She leaned in and placed a chaste
kiss on Candace’s cheek. “I will be sure to obey all the rules of the road,”
she promised. “I’ll talk to you soon.”


Candace
just nodded as Jameson walked to her car. She watched Jameson pull away and
closed the door slowly, feeling an unexplainable sense of loss. “Wine,” she
mumbled. “I think I’ll have another glass of wine.”











Chapter Five: Give it
Time


“You’ve
been quiet all weekend,” Jameson’s mother observed. 


“I’m
sorry.”


Maureen
Reid took a seat next to her daughter at the kitchen table. “J.D.?”


“What?”


“Everything
okay with the firm?” Maureen asked.


“Yeah;
why?”


“Why?
Clearly, something has you preoccupied.
New project?”


Jameson
chuckled uncomfortably. “You could say that.” Maureen implored her daughter
with her eyes. Jameson groaned. “It’s not exactly the project that’s the
problem.”


“Difficult
client?” her mother inquired.


“No,”
Jameson answered. “I don’t think I’d call Candace difficult. Puzzling, maybe;
difficult no.”


“Candace,
huh? Would I be right in guessing this is someone you are interested in?”


Jameson
took a deep breath and held it for a few moments before releasing it. “She is definitely interesting,”
Jameson answered with a smirk.


“So?
Engineer?” Maureen guessed.


“What?”


“Well,
you usually are working with engineers. Is she an engineer?”


“Not
exactly.”


“J.D.?”


Jameson
sighed heavily. “Senator.”


“I
don’t think I follow.”


“She’s
a senator.”


“Oooo….moving
on up, J.D.! She spends a lot of time in
Albany then?”


“No,
Washington,” Jameson deadpanned.


“Washington
County?”


“Washington
D.C.,” Jameson returned.


Maureen
was puzzled for a moment until the realization hit her. “J.D.?” she questioned.
Jameson offered her mother a lopsided grin. “Are you telling me you are seeing Candace Fletcher?”


“Seeing?
Yes. Dating? No.”


Maureen
regarded her daughter suspiciously. “Explain.” Before Jameson could speak, her mother continued. “How on earth do you
know Candace Fletcher?” she asked. Jameson was about to answer the question
when her mother got up from her seat, wandered toward the sink, and then
continued. “What’s she like? I’ll bet
she’s fascinating. Is she friendly? I’ll bet she is demanding….does…”


“Mom!”
Jameson stopped her mother’s ramblings. Maureen snapped to attention, and Jameson snickered at her
mother’s excitement. “Thank you,” Jameson said. She rubbed her forehead in
thought and sighed. “I’m working on her house. Designing an addition and
planning a historically relevant remodel,” she said. “That’s how I know her.”


“How
did you…”


“Steve,
Mom. Remember Steven Russo?” she asked.


“Yes…”


Jameson
laughed. “Steven Russo, Mom; he married Dana.”


“Yes?”


Jameson
laughed again. “Dana Marelli,” Jameson said. She rolled her eyes at her
mother’s confusion. “Now she is Dana Russo,” she said. She waited for her mother to catch up. “She’s Senator
Fletcher’s press secretary.” Maureen nodded
but still was not completely following her daughter’s train of thought. “That’s
how I met Candace. She’s been thinking
about this remodel for a number of years. Steven and Dana gave her my name,”
Jameson explained.


“Oh.
So, you are working on her house?”


“Yes.”


“You
are not dating her?”


“No.”


Maureen
studied her daughter’s expression. “But?” she asked. Jameson shifted
uncomfortably. Maureen nodded and sat back down. “What does she think about
this?” she wondered. Jameson just stared at her hands as they rested on the
table. “She doesn’t know?”


“That
I am working on her house?” Jameson tried to be funny. “Of course, she knows.”


“Very funny. J.D. She doesn’t know that you are
interested in her?”


“I
don’t know.”


“You
don’t know if you are interested in her?” Maureen asked.


“No,”
Jameson answered quietly.


“No;
you don’t know…or no; she doesn’t know? Help me out here.”


Jameson
intertwined her fingers nervously. “I don’t know…I
don’t know if she knows that I am interested in her,” Jameson finally managed.


“I
see,” Maureen replied. She gave Jameson a moment to explain before continuing.
“Jameson,” she called across the table. Jameson looked up. “This isn’t a
passing fancy; is it?” Jameson’s reflective smile was the only answer her
mother needed. “Are you in love with her?”


“I
don’t know her well enough to say that,” Jameson said honestly.


“No?”


“No.
I like her.”


Maureen
shook her head. “So, you would like to…what? Take her to the movies?” she asked
with a giggle. 


“Mom!”


“Oh,
please, J.D.! I wish you could see the look on
your face. You look like a lost little puppy,” she said.


“I
do not.”


“Yes,
you do. It’s actually quite adorable.”


“Mom,
come on. This is not funny. She’s a
client and I….”


“And,
you what? Jameson Reid,” her mother said seriously.
“I gave birth to you. I’ve seen you survive every crush and every crushed
heart. I have not once seen that look in your eyes.”


“What
look?” Jameson asked.


Maureen
took her daughter’s hands. “You think love has a timetable?”


“I
think love takes time.”


“Relationships
take time, J.D.,” her mother answered. “Love happens in an instant.” Jameson hung
her head and swallowed hard. “What are you so afraid of?”


“I
don’t know,” Jameson answered truthfully. “I never worried about someone…I mean about what might….”


“You’ve
never been in love before,” her mother said plainly. “Give it some time.”


“You
just said there is no timetable,” Jameson
reminded her mother.


“And,
you just admitted you’re at the very least, falling in love her without even knowing it,” Maureen said. Jameson shook
her head. “I also said that relationships take time. So, give her some. Give
yourself some.”


“What
if she doesn’t…”


“Then
you will cry the tears you need to cry and pick yourself up,” Maureen told
Jameson. “But, I’m not convinced that is what has you the most worried.”


“What
do you mean?” Jameson asked.


“I
think you know,” her mother said. “You’ve waited a long time to even consider wanting a relationship with
someone. Maybe you had just resigned yourself to the idea that you never
would.”


“I’ve
had relationships.”


“You
know what I mean. Two months of weekend wantonness and a few romps in the
backseat of your old Mustang in high school are not what I was referring to,”
her mother said. 


Jameson
laughed and then grew serious. “She’s out of my league.”


“Hardly.”
Jameson looked up to a pair of motherly eyes that shone with pride. “She’d be
lucky to have you; any woman would.”


“You’re
bias.”


“No,
I’m not.  But, if she’s the one who has
finally captured your heart….Well, I’d
imagine she must be an extraordinary woman,” Maureen observed. 


“She
is,” Jameson said. 


Maureen
put her hand on her daughter’s cheek and smiled. “Take your time, J.D.” She
pulled out her chair and reached her feet, stopping to place a kiss on
Jameson’s head. “And, I wouldn’t be in a hurry to tell your father.”


Jameson
was confused. Her father had never had an issue with her sexuality or any of
the girlfriends she had brought home. She combed her thoughts for the reason
behind her mother’s statement. “Why?” she asked. “You think he will have an
issue with the age difference?”


Maureen
laughed. “Nope, I think he’ll have an issue with the Democrat,” she winked.


Jameson
laughed. “He married you,” she pointed out.


“Ah,
yes; he did,” Maureen agreed. “And, I have never let him live it down,” she
winked. Jameson nodded. “Imagine another Democrat at the dinner table. One that
has opinions; I mean.”


Jameson
laughed. “I don’t think you need to worry,” she said.


“Don’t
be so sure,” Maureen told her daughter. “Stranger things have happened.”


“You
mean like Dad falling in love with you?”


“Nah,
who wouldn’t love me?” Maureen gloated. “But, I fell in love with him. I’d lay
odds you can catch Senator Fletcher.”


“I
guess time will tell,” Jameson mumbled.


Maureen
made her way out of the kitchen and stopped for
a moment to look back at her daughter. She just smiled. “Guess I know
who we’ll be voting for in the next election,” she mused.


***


“Mom?”
Michelle called to Candace.


“Hum?”


“You
know Marianne doesn’t mean to be such a…”


“Bitch?”
Candace finished her daughter’s statement. Michelle sniggered. “Yes, I know.”


“She
just wishes we were all closer, I think,” Michelle offered. Candace just
smiled. Michelle was the typical middle child. She had always been the
peacemaker. They had just returned from taking Jonah to the airport for his
flight home. Candace had enjoyed the weekend with her two younger children;
although they were no longer children. Pearl had joined them on Saturday
afternoon for a late lunch and some old movies. They had all agreed to an
internet chat with Marianne in the late afternoon that day. It had started out
well. The kids were catching up and cooing
over little Spencer. Then it turned ugly.


Pearl
mentioned the remodel of the house and she and Candace began to talk about
Jameson and her plans. Marianne’s reaction was less than accommodating, and far
below interested. She had scolded her mother that it was a waste of time and
money. None of the children wanted to live in that house. Why on earth was she
so adamant about investing in something like an old house? After all, Candace
was in Washington the majority of the year. And, Marianne wondered what kind of
accomplished architect would accept such a project. Candace had grown used to
Marianne’s harsh criticisms regarding her choice of living arrangements, and
her desire to continue working until such time as she deemed retirement was
necessary or wanted. Candace did not appreciate her daughter’s freely given
assessments about her life, but it was not a battle she felt was worthy of her
energy. She had no intention of changing her home, nor any inclination to
change her career. Sooner or later, she was positive Marianne would give up the
ghost and learn to live with it all. Marianne’s comments and unsolicited
assumptions about Jameson had touched a nerve in Candace. No one anticipated
Candace’s reaction.


“An architect? Mother, are you sure this woman is an architect and not some scam artist?”


Candace held her temper in check. “I do know how
to check references, Marianne.”


“Yes, well; you also give everyone the benefit of
the doubt.”


“She’s a good friend of Dana and Steve’s; if you
must know. And, she is quite accomplished,” Candace said. She mentally pictured
Jameson and smiled.


“Why on earth would a successful person such as you
have described want to wander around some old house in the boonies? Are you
sure she isn’t after something else?”


Pearl was watching Candace from across the room
and immediately caught the senator’s change in expression. “Uh oh,” she
whispered to Michelle. 


“And, just what do you think she might be after?”
Candace asked her daughter.


“Mother, please. You are a powerful, wealthy
woman. How is it that someone as educated and intelligent as you are, cannot
see the handwriting on the wall?”


“I see all the writing very clearly, Marianne.
Perhaps, you are reading in a different language than me.”


“I am simply
trying to protect you.”


Candace took a deep breath and steadied herself.
She prided herself on maintaining control when arguments arose. She had always
guided her children with a firm yet gentle hand. Few times in the past had Candace ever raised her voice to one
of her children, even when she had been furious about one of their actions or
decisions. Marianne had just entered treacherous waters with her mother.
Candace was about to tell her daughter to tread lightly.


“I appreciate your concern. I am more than capable
of judging a person’s character and motives for myself,” Candace said.


“Oh, like Jessica?”


“Jameson is not Jessica,” Candace answered
harshly.


“Because you are not sleeping with her? Or, are
you? There is more than one way to cheat, Mother.”


Pearl put her face in her hands and braced herself
for the response she anticipated. Michelle and Jonah looked at the older woman
and then to their mother. “My life is just that, Marianne; my life. I certainly
do not need your guidance on dishonesty.”


“Quick to defend this woman; aren’t you?”


“Jameson does not need me to defend her,” Candace said. She watched the screen in
front of her and recognized her daughter’s mounting protest. She effectively
ended it before it could begin. “She doesn’t need me to, but she certainly
deserves at least that much from me.” Candace saw Marianne bristle and heard
her begin to speak. She held up a finger in warning. “You are entitled to
whatever opinions you wish about my life, my home, and my career. It’s a free
country. I should know. I will thank you to keep
your uninformed and rude judgments about
the people in my life to yourself. I raised you better than that.”


“I am simply…”


“I am simply telling you that this conversation is
over,” Candace said sternly. 


“Mother…”


“I’ll give you to your sister,” Candace said.
“Kiss Spencer for me.”


“Mother, this woman could be…”


“Marianne!” Candace finally yelled. “I have had
enough. Jameson has done nothing to warrant your scrutiny and skepticism. Now,
enjoy the rest of your weekend. I will talk you to you next week.” Candace got
up from her seat. “Michelle,” she called over to her younger daughter. Michelle
looked like a deer caught in the headlights. “You and Jonah come and visit with
your sister.” She forced a small smile and headed toward the kitchen.


Pearl followed a few moments later and found
Candace holding onto the sink to steady
the shaking in her body. “Candy,” she said gently.


“She has no right to attack Jameson,” Candace said
angrily.


“No, she doesn’t.”


Michelle had noted the uncharacteristic trembling
in her mother’s hands as she left the room. She left Jonah to chat with
Marianne, making the excuse that she needed to use
the bathroom quickly so that she could check on her mother. The sound of
voices stopped her just shy of her destination. She lingered outside the
kitchen, listening to the two women who had instructed her the most in life.


“Candy?” Pearl called again. “You know; you are
right, Jameson is not Jessica.”


“I know.”


“I hope you do know.”


Candace turned to Pearl. Pearl wiped a tear from
the corner of Candace’s eye. “Give it time, my love. Give it some time.”


“She could be my daughter.”


 “And, you
could be mine,” Pearl said with a wink.


“You know what I mean.”


“I do know what you mean. She’ll keep you on your
toes,” Pearl chuckled.


Candace smiled. “I don’t think she sees me…”


“Oh, love; she sees you.”


“You know what I mean,” Candace said.


“Yes, I do. Maybe it’s you who is afraid to see
her,” Pearl suggested. Candace sighed. “Give it time, Candy,” she said. She
kissed the senator’s forehead as Candy began to cry and wrapped the woman in
her motherly embrace. “Life is strange sometimes. It tends to take us where we
need to go, if we let it, that is,” she comforted the woman in her arms. “I
love you, Candy.”


“I love you too Mama Pearl.”


“I know you do, so trust me.”


Michelle stood completely still as the
conversation beyond the wall turned silent. She’d only heard her mother cry a
few times in her life, and she’d never heard her mother refer to Pearl as Mama
before. She wondered who this Jameson person was that she could have affected
her mother so deeply. “Oh, Marianne; I think you are in for a surprise.”


Michelle
looked back at her mother and took a deep breath for courage. She didn’t want
her mother to think that she had been deliberately eavesdropping on a private
conversation. She had intended to check on her
mother, but the tender exchange between the two women she loved most in her
life had stopped her in her tracks. Something in Pearl’s words to her mother
had struck a chord within Michelle. She felt the need to reach out
somehow. “I’m sorry, Mom,” she said.


“Sorry?
What are you sorry for?” Candace wondered. Michelle just hung her head. “Shell?”


“I’m
sorry Marianne upset you so much.”


Candace
nodded. “I’m all right.”


“Mom?”


“Yes?”


“Is…Jameson is important to you,” Michelle said
quietly.


Candace
was surprised at the observation. “She’s a friend.”


Michelle
let the response linger for a while. She returned her focus to the book in her
lap. She thought a different approach might be more successful. After she had felt a sufficient amount of time had passed to
lower her mother’s guard, she spoke. “Is she pretty?” Michelle asked a bit
playfully.


“She’s
beautiful,” Candace replied as if the question had come from within. Realizing that it had come from Michelle, she flushed with embarrassment. “I…”


“I
figured,” Michelle commented with a smile.


“It’s
not what,” Candace began to stammer. Michelle arched an eyebrow at her mother.
“Shell, it’s not like that. She’s a friend;
that’s all.”


Michelle
smiled at her mother. “I look forward to meeting her.”


“You
want to meet Jameson?” Candace suddenly felt a wave of nausea hit her.


“Some
reason that you wouldn’t want me to?”


“No,
of course, not.”


Michelle
giggled. “Don’t worry Mom, I prefer them short and blonde, or maybe redhead. I
guess I could…”


“What?”
Candace interrupted.


“What
do you mean; what?” Michelle laughed. “And, I prefer them under thirty.”
Candace’s jaw fell slack. “Mom? You did
know that I like girls? I mean, you met Donna. You met Rebecca.”


Candace
started to laugh. “Your sister will undoubtedly
blame me.”


“I
didn’t think I needed to spell it out for you,” Michelle laughed. “And, don’t
let Marianne fool you.”


“Excuse
me?”


“She
kissed more than one cheerleader under a bleacher,” Michelle winked.


“Stop!”


“Okay,
I made that up,” Michelle admitted.


“Why
didn’t you tell me before now?” Candace asked.


“You
mean you really didn’t know?”


“No,
I knew,” Candace admitted. 


“I
guess I just was waiting for the right time.”


“Why
now?”


Michelle
went to sit beside her mother. “Maybe I just thought you should know that I
love you no matter what, just like I know you love me no matter what.”


“I
know that,” Candace said.


“So?”


“What?”
Candace chuckled.


“Come
on, Mom, the architect? Beautiful?”


“Do
you have any idea how odd this conversation is?” Candace asked.


“What?
A lesbian mom and her lesbian daughter talking about hot chics?”


“Shell,
I think I am past the hot chics phase.”


“So,
Jameson isn’t hot?”


Candace
threw a pillow at her daughter. “Are you sure you haven’t already met?”


“Why?
Think she’d like me?”


“Lunatics,”
Candace laughed. “I am certain she will.”


“Good!
Let’s call her!” Michelle ran for the phone. Candace just laughed. “Chicken!”
Michelle taunted her mother. “You can argue with heads of state and you’re
afraid to call one little lesbian?”


“No,
smart ass. She’s away for the weekend.”


“What?
She has no phone? Is she impaired
somehow; technically? How old is this woman?” Michelle narrowed her gaze.


“No,
she’s not impaired; technically or otherwise,” Candace replied. Michelle waited
for her mother to continue with a growing
smirk. “All right! She’s thirty-five!” Candace exclaimed in exasperation.


“Oh
my God, my mother is a cougar! Senator Candace Cougar!”


“What
part of she is a friend did you not understand?” Candace laughed at her
daughter’s theatrics.


“A
young, smart, hot, happens to be a lesbian friend,” Michelle pointed out.
Candace rolled her eyes. “So, why are you lying on that couch? Don’t you have
her number?”


“Of
course.”


“Hello!”


“Shell!”
Candace couldn’t help but laugh. Michelle was, in many ways, her best friend.
They had always been kindred spirits. Candace thought most people would find it
unbelievable, but she had felt the bond between them from the moment Michelle was born. Much like she had felt a bond with
Pearl the first day she sat with her in her granddad’s kitchen, and much like
the connection she felt the moment she saw Jameson Reid standing in her
doorway. She shook her head. “She’s a friend. A friend who happens to be twenty
years my junior,” she reminded her daughter.


Michelle
retrieved her mother’s cell phone from the side table and put it in Candace’s
hand. “Senator Fletcher, meet the twenty-first century,” she said. Candace
sighed. “We can watch the news on phones we carry in our pockets, open car
doors without a key, a woman can marry anyone she chooses, even another woman,
even if she is…wait for it twenty years younger, oh, and the entire world now
knows Rock Hudson was, in fact, gay,”
Michelle declared.


“I’m
not getting married,” Candace said flatly.


“Won’t
be getting much of anything if you can’t even make a call,” Michelle said with a broad grin before starting to run away.


 Candace threw another pillow at her daughter. “Lunatic!”


“Call
her!”


Candace
looked at the phone in her hands and sighed. “Call her, huh?”


“Might
help!”


With
a deep breath, Candace closed her eyes and pressed the name on the screen.











Chapter Six: Baby
Steps


“Hello?” Jameson answered the call in disbelief.
Candace found herself tongue-tied for a
moment, wondering what excuse she could use for the call. “Candace?” Jameson
began. “You there?”


“Sorry, yes, I’m here.”


“Did you butt dial
me?”


“Excuse me?”


“Well, you called me, but you sound surprised to
hear my voice,” Jameson observed with a chuckle.


Candace laughed softly. “I’m not sure my butt, as
you put it, is quite that talented,” she said in reply.


“That’s a good thing, trust me. Dana dialed me
once at about one in the morning. Let’s just say I got an earful of more than I
ever needed to hear,” Jameson said. “So, what can I do for you?”


“Nothing, unless you would like to bring over some
Chinese food to go with this bottle of wine I opened.”


“Craving Chinese food? Really? Too much home
cooking?” Jameson asked. 


“Let’s just say I could use a fortune cookie about
now,” Candace said. “How’s your visit home?”


“Fine. Always interesting here. Lots of unsolicited motherly advice. You know
how it goes.”


“Mm. I do, except in my case it seems to be lots
of unsolicited daughters’ advice.”


“Oh.” Candace had told Jameson a bit about all of
her children. Pearl had filled in some of the blanks. “Issues with the
remodel?”


“If Marianne could, she would remodel my entire life,” Candace answered
flatly.


“Ouch.”


“Then again, so would Shell; just in a different
way it seems,” Candace laughed.


“Sounds like a spirited weekend.”


“I’ll tell you something, they never really change and as much as they think they
grow up; they never really change,” Candace said affectionately. She was still
angry with Marianne’s line of questioning and her daughter’s unfair assessment
of Jameson, but that was Marianne. At the end of the day, Candace loved all
three of her children more than anything in her life, even with their quirks, habits,
and unwanted advice.


Jameson listened to the sudden lilt in Candace’s voice. “So, wine to celebrate
the remodel or wine to forget about it?”


“Depends on which remodel you are talking about;
my house or my life?”


“Do you want to remodel your life?” Jameson asked.


“No,” Candace replied. Jameson nodded on the other
end of the phone. “Shell was quite interested in your plans,” Candace said.


“Oh really? Which would she like to see more of;
the Roman statuary or the bird watching motif?”


Candace laughed. “I think you could leave out the
well-endowed Romans,” she said. “So, I’ll assume she will agree with me on the
other as well. Seems my daughter, and I
have similar tastes.”


“Apple didn’t fall far from the tree, as they
say?” 


“Not that apple
it appears.”


Jameson laughed. “Did you know?”


“That Shell was a lesbian?”


“Yeah.”


“I knew. I was beginning to wonder if she did
though,” Candace chuckled.


“You sound like my mother when I finally told her.
How is it mothers seem to know these things before we do? Is it a hormone or
something?”


Candace laughed at the genuine curiosity in
Jameson’s voice. “If it is, I am unaware of it. I think it’s just that we have
years to observe; everything. That’s what
mothers do the most; you know? Observe. I’m sure my children would disagree,
but it’s true. You only advise based on what you’ve come to understand. In my
experience, it’s easier most times for an outsider to see things objectively.”


“Sounds like motherhood was good preparation for
the congress,” Jameson interjected.


“I think it was,” Candace replied honestly. The
conversation seemed to come abruptly to a
halt; neither woman certain of what to say next. “So; when are you heading
back?” Candace asked.


“Not sure yet,” Jameson replied. “You?”


“Shell is leaving late afternoon tomorrow. I fly
back to D.C. Monday. Tomorrow will be a quiet day for us.”


“Chinese food?” Jameson suggested.


“Perhaps….Listen, sorry if I interrupted your….”


“You can interrupt me any time,” Jameson said.


Candace took a shaky breath. “Travel safely.”


“Don’t worry. I promised to obey all the signs on
the way here. I’ll behave on the way home. I am, after all, working for a lawmaker. Wouldn’t be prudent to start breaking
them.”


“I suppose not,” Candace agreed. “I’ll see you
soon.”


“I hope so.” Jameson took a deep breath.
“Candace?”


“Yes?”


“I’m glad you called. I was getting bored with no
one to torture.”


Candace smiled. “Glad I could be your willing
victim,” she said. “I’ll look forward to seeing what you devise for future
torment.” Jameson laughed. “Good night, Jameson.”


“Night, Senator.”


***


Jameson felt her heart begin to thunder in her
chest as she pulled her car into the long, narrow driveway that led to Candace
Fletcher’s home. She glanced across to the passenger seat at the large paper
bag that sat beside her. “Well, look at it this way,” she said aloud. “If no
one is home, you won’t have to grocery shop for a week.”


“Mom?” Candace made her way to the sound of
Michelle’s voice. “There’s a car headed up the driveway.” Candace peered out
the window with her daughter. The moment she saw Jameson’s car, she began to
smile. Michelle looked at her mother and fought to conceal her knowing smirk.
“Let me guess; Jameson?”


Candace nodded and headed for the front door just
as Jameson was exiting her car. She stood on the front step, smiling at the
approaching architect. “What are you doing here?” she asked.


“Didn’t you request Chinese food?” Jameson held up
the bag.


Candace bit her lip gently as Jameson stepped up
to her. “You’re a lunatic; you know that?” she asked. Jameson just winked. “You
drove all the way back here from Ithaca to deliver Chinese food?”


“Maybe I just missed you,” Jameson said without
thinking. Candace stared at the woman before her as her heart rate instantly
increased. “Besides, Pearl would never forgive me if you drank wine on an empty
stomach,” Jameson pointed out. “Are you going to let me in?” she asked
playfully.


“Depends,”
Candace said.


“On?”


“How many fortune cookies are in that bag?”


“I don’t need a cookie to predict your future,”
Jameson said.


“Really?”


Jameson closed her eyes and pretended to
concentrate. “I see it now; chicken wings, spare ribs, lo mein, and wine.” She
opened her eyes. “How’d I do?”


“Get in here, you lunatic.” Candace pulled Jameson
through the door. “Shell!” Michelle sauntered into the hallway from the living
room. “Jameson, this is my daughter, Michelle. Shell, this is Jameson Reid,
snarky architect and part-time Chinese delivery driver.”


Michelle smiled. “Nice to meet you, Jameson.”


“J.D.,” Jameson said. “For some reason, your
mother and Pearl insist on calling me Jameson. Everybody else calls me J.D.”


“It’s your name; isn’t it?” Candace asked.


“That it is, Senator Fletcher.”


Candace rolled her eyes,
and Michelle reached for the bag in Jameson’s hands. “I’ll call you anything
you’d like,” Michelle said, “as long as you feed me.” She took the bag and
headed off for the kitchen.


“That’s the apple nearest the tree, huh?” Jameson
asked. Candace nodded. “This should be an
interesting lunch.”


“You hoping to torture in tandem?” Candace asked.
Jameson shrugged. “That’s what I thought.”


***


 “I never
knew you had a pet bird,” Michelle looked at her mother. “That’s the real
reason why you never let us have a cat; isn’t it?”


Candace mock glared at Jameson, who in turn
snickered. “Don’t you have things to pack?” Candace asked her daughter.


Michelle winked at Jameson. “I suppose I do. I am
surprised though.”


“About what?” Candace asked.


“Mom, you’ve run against some of the meanest
S.O.B.’s in the country and you’re afraid of a cat?”


“I am not afraid of a cat,” Candace said
indignantly. “I just prefer not to have to deal with them.”


“What did he look like?” Michelle asked.


“Who?” Candace replied.


“Jinx. What did he look like?”


“Black. He was a black cat. No one should name a
black cat Jinx,” she groaned. “This is what happens.” Jameson hid her face in
her hands to quell her laughter. Senator Candace Fletcher had, in an instant,
taken on the persona of a wounded eight-year-old girl. 


“You know, you always told us we needed face our
fears to overcome them,” Michelle reminded her mother.


“I am not afraid of cats!” Candace defended
herself. “Are you trying to tell me that you think I should allow Jameson to wallpaper
this house with cats?”


Michelle shrugged. “No, I think you should get
one. Pearl loves them. It would keep her company when you are away. And, Mom…a
cat is not going to eat wallpaper. Let J.D. put up the birds. It’s pretty.”


Candace looked over at Jameson, who kept her face
hidden in her hands. “Did you see this in my future?” Candace directed her
question to Jameson.


“Well, your cookie did say Soon you will meet a friend from your past,” Jameson pointed out. 


Candace smacked Jameson lightly. “I smell a
conspiracy.”


Michelle laughed. “I’m out of here before she
bombards me with pillows again,” she said. “It was nice meeting you J.D.”


“You too, Shell,” Jameson said. Candace sat
shaking her head as she watched Michelle leave the room. “That apple is definitely
from the same tree,” Jameson said definitively. 


Candace shook her head again. “Lunatics,” she
grumbled.


“Why don’t you?” Jameson asked.


“Why don’t I what?”


“Get a cat?” Jameson replied.


“Have you completely lost your mind?” Candace
wondered.


“No.”


“You’re serious.”


“Well? She doesn’t think you will,” Jameson
gestured up the stairs. She was confident
that Candace would take the bait. She enjoyed all of her conversations with
Candace, but Jameson took particular pleasure in their banter. 


Candace considered the statement for a moment.
Jameson was issuing her a challenge, much like Michelle just had. Candace never
backed down from a challenge. The youngest of three children, and the only
girl; that was a lesson she had mastered early in life. A devious smile edged
its way onto her lips. “I’ll tell you what,” she began. “You find a black, male
cat that needs a home and I will agree to allow him the pleasure of Pearl’s
company.”


Jameson pretended to consider the offer. “Done….If
you name him Jinx.”


“Done,” Candace agreed.


“One question,” Jameson said.


“What is that?” Candace folded her arms across her
chest.


“Whom should I bill for this service I am rendering; you or Jinx?” Jameson asked
thoughtfully.


Candace lost all hope of maintaining her stoicism
and laughed. “You are certifiable.”


***


“What on Earth
is in there?” Pearl asked Jameson.


“In here?” Jameson pointed to the cardboard
carrier.


“Yes, Jameson; in there.”


“Oh, that. That’s Jinx.” The look on Pearl’s face
was comical, and Jameson started
laughing.


“Explain yourself, young lady.”


“Well, Candace agreed that if I could find a
black, male cat that needed a home, she would allow him the pleasure of your
company,” Jameson explained. Pearl’s eyes grew as wide as saucers. “I agreed to
find a needy feline as long as she agreed to name him Jinx. It’s actually Shell’s
fault.”


Pearl shook her head as if to clear her confusion.
“What does Michelle have to do with this nonsense?”


Jameson sighed dramatically and set down the
carrier. “We were having lunch and I was showing Shell some of the wallpaper
designs. That led to the whole story of the cat that ate the canary….”


“Go on.”


“And, later Shell told Candace that she needed to
face her fears.”


“Oh no.”


“I pointed out that her fortune cookie predicted
she would meet a friend from her past….”


“I don’t believe this.”


“And, so here we are,” Jameson said. She opened
the carrier and retrieved a small black kitten with bright green eyes. “Jinx,
meet Pearl. Pearl, this is Jinx.”


Pearl flopped into a chair in disbelief. “Candy
let you get her a cat?”


“No, she let me get you a cat,” Jameson said with
a grin. 


Pearl shook her head. “Jameson, I never thought
I’d say this, but I think Candy has finally
met her match.” She took the kitten from Jameson’s hands and looked at it in
amusement.


“Jinx will give her a run for her money,” Jameson
agreed.


Pearl stood up with the kitten in her hands and
laughed. “I wasn’t referring to the cat.”











Chapter Seven: Wishing
You Were Here


Candace played with
the glasses that sat on the bridge of her nose. She was making every attempt to
concentrate on the papers in front of her. It had been a long and tedious day
that lingered in the middle of what had already become an arduous week. She
pulled off her glasses and rubbed her tired eyes. Only one more week before the
holiday break. She was looking forward to a slight reprieve. She was not at all
sure that four days at Marianne’s home would provide any tangible refreshment.


“Senator?” Susan’s
voice broke through Candace’s private musings.


“What is it, Susan?”


“Dana is here.”


“Send her in.”


Dana walked into the
senator’s office and regarded the dark circles under Candy’s eyes. “Long day?”
she asked.


Candace looked up and
offered her friend a half-hearted smile. “Long life,” she quipped. Dana nodded
her understanding just as Candy’s cell phone buzzed. Candy held up a finger to
her friend to give her a moment. “Yes?” she answered the phone a bit playfully.


“Good afternoon,
Senator Fletcher,” Jameson’s voice greeted.


Candace smiled at the
sound. Dana watched the transformation and wondered what its cause might be.
“What can I do for you?” Candace asked just as her office door opened, and Susan peered in. 


Susan held up a paper
bag. “Did you order Chinese?” she asked in confusion. 


“I don’t know,”
Candace said. “Are there chicken wings in that bag?” she asked.


“There are,” Jameson
answered on the line. 


Candace looked at
Susan who was rummaging through the bag. “How many fortune cookies in that
bag?” she asked.


“Looks like four or
five,” Susan answered.


“Let’s hope they
don’t all predict friends from my past,” Candace chuckled.


“I’m sorry?” Susan
asked.


“It’s fine, Susan.
Just set it down,” Candace instructed as she returned her attention to the
phone. “Any predictions?” she asked Jameson.


“Only that you will
be eating Chinese food.”


“Um. Is this your
peace offering for that mangy feline that Pearl is
already attached to?” Candace asked.


“He’s not mangy, and you were an equal party to that
agreement,” Jameson reminded the senator.


“So, I was,” she
admitted. 


“Your email
seemed….well, you just seemed tired,” Jameson said.


Candace noted the
concern in the architect’s voice. “Long week.”


“It’s only
Wednesday,” Jameson said.


“Exactly. Thanks,”
Candace replied gratefully. 


“It’s not much.”


“The only thing
missing was the usual delivery driver,” Candace said honestly.


Jameson smiled at the
endearment. “She is working with a very
demanding client right now. Doesn’t give her much time to moonlight.”


Candace laughed.
“Sounds like a bitch.”


“No, but I certainly
don’t want to disappoint her.”


Candace closed her
eyes and inhaled the compliment. “I don’t foresee that in your future.”


“No?”


“No, but I do see you
on a plane this weekend,” Candace said.


“Is that so? You
already opening dessert?” Jameson asked.


“Maybe I am….let’s
see – it says, a lunatic will crash your
Christmas party.”


“Shell is headed to
D.C.?” Jameson asked.


“I was thinking of a
certain snarky architect.”


“She might be moonlighting
that night,” Jameson replied. “She relies on tips; you know?”


Candace laughed.
“Well, let her know that there will be a tip as to the itinerary in her email
later this afternoon.”


“I’ll check her
schedule with the secretary right now, please hold,” Jameson said. Candace
chuckled while she waited for Jameson to return.
Dana pretended to peruse some files as she listened. “Master Jinx says he can clear her schedule for the weekend if
necessary. He wants to know if there will be wine.”


“Thank Master Jinx
for me and assure him every amenity will be provided,” Candace said.


“I’ll let him know,”
Jameson said. “Guess, I will see you.”


“Jameson?” Candace
said. Dana looked up abruptly. “Thanks. I needed that today.”


“It’s what I do,”
Jameson said. “Remodeling a day is part of the package.”


“I must have missed
that in the fine print,” Candace returned. “Let me know when you get the
email.”


“I will. I have to go; Master Jinx has taken up residence on my
plans.”


Candace laughed. “I
told you they were trouble.”


“Jinx!” Jameson
exclaimed. “Aww, dude! Come on! Gotta go…”


Candace disconnected
the call. “Why doesn’t anyone ever believe me?” she mused quietly.


Dana looked over at
her boss and lifted an eyebrow. “I’m not sure I want to know what that
conversation was about.”


Candace winked.
“Chinese?”


***


Jameson looked at her
reflection in the mirror. She tugged at her tailored jacket. “Why am I so
nervous?” she asked her reflection.


“Why are you so
nervous?” Dana asked. Jameson spun on her heels. Dana narrowed her gaze at the
architect’s startled expression. “Okay, J.D.; truth
time. What is going on with you and Candy?”


“What are you talking
about?” Jameson asked. Dana sat on the edge of the bed in the guest room and
waited for an honest response. “Dana, she’s a client. That’s all.”


“Uh-huh. So, you send
all of your clients Chinese food randomly when they are having a bad day? Chinese food you have to arrange to be delivered to the Senate offices? Just who did you bribe to pull that one off?”


Jameson shrugged. “I
know more people than you think.”


“J.D.”


Jameson sighed.
“She’s a friend.” Dana raised her brow again. “Okay, I like her.”


“You like Senator
Fletcher?”


“No, I like Candace,”
Jameson replied dryly.


“As a friend?”
Jameson turned back to the mirror and sighed. “That’s what I thought. So, why
don’t you do something about it?”


Jameson shrugged. “I
don’t know.”


“J.D., I’ve known
Candy as long as I’ve known you…well, almost. Trust me, she feels the same
way.” Jameson turned back to face her friend. Dana was surprised to see fear
and hopefulness in Jameson’s eyes. She smiled knowingly. “You’re in love with
her.” Jameson did not respond. “Are you?” Jameson plopped down beside Dana and
nodded. Dana put a comforting arm around her friend. “Can’t say I saw that one
coming.”


“Neither did I.”


Dana patted Jameson’s
knee. “Want my advice?”


“Not really,” Jameson said.


“Good,” Dana replied.
“Wait; what?” she asked. Jameson snickered. 


Dana pinched the
architect’s knee. “Ow!”


“Just take her in
your arms and kiss her senseless,” Dana said.


Jameson laughed.
“Just walk up to Candace, pull her to me and kiss her; that’s your solution?”


“Pretty much,” Dana
said.


“And, she thinks I am
crazy?” Jameson asked. 


“Hey, if she kisses
you back; you’ll know.”


“Somehow, Dana…I
think that plan might be flawed.”


“Worked for Steve.”


“Happy for you both,”
Jameson replied.


“Seriously, J.D.; no
matter what she says or does; you will know.”


Jameson gave her
friend an uncomfortable smile. “I guess, we’ll see.”


***


Candace stretched out
on the bed. A quick afternoon nap before all the festivities would begin seemed
deserved. She’d been hosting this Christmas party for twelve years. This event
had become a sought-after invitation in
the halls of the Washington D.C. power structure. Some years, even the president
had attended. Candace Fletcher was the perfect host. She had learned that skill
from her mother. Her parties were always elegant and ornate. That was not what
drew the elite. It was Candace’s style and candor that courted her harshest
critics and prompted even her political adversaries to seek an invitation.
Candace was a rare breed in Washington. Her demeanor, her wit, and her ability
to put politics aside for even an evening, harkened back to a different time in
the U.S. Senate. The most senior government officials in Washington had
nicknamed her The Charming Maverick. She was not afraid to go against the
grain, and with just a few words she could charm her most cantankerous opponents.



Candace looked
forward to this event every year. It reminded her of holidays past in her
granddad’s home. The New York social circuit would be abuzz every year about
Governor Stratton’s Christmas party. Businessmen, politicians, the aristocratic
element of the great Empire State all clamored for invitations. Governor and Mrs.
Stratton always invited entire families. The children were entertained by an appearance from Santa Claus, games, and
inevitably an old fashioned sleigh ride through the large fields that abutted
the governor’s home. There were no sleigh rides to offer here in Arlington,
Virginia. Candace’s townhome was a fraction the size of the house in New York.
Still, she strived to capture the feeling she remembered as a child.
Invitations were sent to families. Santa
would attend, and Candace would delight as much in the sound of children’s
laughter, and the nervousness of watchful parents, as she did in observing the political
jockeying that always entertained her. This year, there seemed to be only one
guest that she was truly anxious to see.
She reached for her phone.


“Senator,” the voice
greeted her.


“You made it in
safely.”


“I did. You do
realize that Steven is driving to this shindig of yours?”


“That certainly does
have risk factors,” Candace laughed.


“You sound tired,”
Jameson noted.


“It was a long week.”


“Are you feeling all
right?” Jameson asked.


“Worried about me,
Jameson?”


“Maybe,” Jameson
admitted. Candace had sounded drained all week when the two had spoken. Jameson
was positive that the senator had drifted off during one of their conversations
earlier in the week. 


“I’m fine. It’s just
that time of year.”


Jameson was
skeptical, but she let it lie. “Well, can you rest for a bit before this…”


“Shindig?” Candace
finished the thought. “Yes, I think I will. Just wanted to be sure you were all
set.”


“I feel a little
funny coming empty handed,” Jameson said.


“What do you mean?”


“Should I stop for
some chicken wings?” Jameson joked.


“Don’t tempt me!”
Candace laughed. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”


“That you will,”
Jameson promised.


Candace laid back and
closed her eyes. Only one picture painted her thoughts as she drifted off to
sleep; a snarky architect.


***


Candace stood at the
railing of her upstairs balcony. She was
unsure if the chill that suddenly
traveled up her arms was due to the brisk December air or the presence that she
sensed behind her. She closed her eyes as Jameson’s hands caressed her arms.
“What are you doing out here?” Jameson whispered. 


Candace closed her
eyes and struggled to catch her breath. “Why? Did you miss me?”


“Always,” Jameson
answered, placing a kiss behind Candace’s ear. Candace sighed. 


“Everyone is gone?”


Jameson’s arms pulled
Candace closer and traveled slowly from her waist to her abdomen. “Just you and
me,” she whispered while continuing to place light kisses on Candace’s neck.


 Candace sighed as Jameson’s hands continued
their gentle journey upward. “Jameson,” she moaned. Jameson smiled as Candace
leaned into her. She cupped Candace’s breasts through her dress. Candace’s
breath was becoming shallower as Jameson’s fingers played over her cleavage. 


Jameson heard her
name through another ragged sigh and turned Candace in her arms. Candace looked
at the architect and cupped Jameson’s face in her hands. Jameson smiled. “I
love you,” Jameson promised before kissing Candace passionately.


“Oh God, Jameson,”
Candace said as Jameson broke their kiss. “I love you.”


“Senator,” a voice
startled Candace. “You feeling okay?” Susan asked.


“Huh? Yeah, I guess I
drifted off.”


“You look a little
flushed,” Susan observed.


“I’m fine. When did
you get here?”


“Just now. George let
me in.” Candace nodded. ”Are you sure you are feeling okay?’


“I’m fine,” Candace
reassured her assistant. “But, I’d better get myself together before the
caterers get here and the masses arrive.”


Susan smiled. “I’ll
see you downstairs. Anything you need me to handle?”


“Just the usual,”
Candace said. Susan nodded and left the room. Candace took a deep breath and
made her way into the bathroom. She looked in the mirror and shook her head.
“Oh, Jameson,” she mumbled. “What have I gotten myself into?”











Chapter Eight: I Just
Needed You To Know


Candace
made her way through the house taking a moment to greet each guest and engage
in the required pleasantries. Her mind was a million miles away from every
conversation she found herself drawn into.
If anyone had bothered to ask her what she had been discussing just a moment
before, she would have been stumped to give a recounting. The house was full,
her glass had run dry, and she had yet to catch a glimpse of Jameson. She
offered the congressman that she had been chatting with her best smile when a
face in the distance captured her attention.


Jameson
stopped a few yards away from where Candace was standing. She stopped so
abruptly that Dana failed to realize she was walking alone. She turned to her left to say something to the architect.
Realizing she was alone she glanced behind her to see Jameson smiling stupidly
at something in the distance. She followed Jameson’s line of sight and shook
her head when she caught sight of the subject of her friend’s attention sporting
the same expression. 


Candace
was fairly sure that if anyone had been
paying attention, they would have noticed the ridiculous smile on her face. “If
you’ll excuse me,” she made her apology to Congressman Stanley.


“Of
course,” he said.


Candace
smiled and slowly turned her attention toward Jameson. Jameson wasn’t sure that
her feet were moving. She couldn’t take her eyes off of Candace. Candace was
wearing a dark green dress that hung slightly off of her shoulders. It sported
a plunging neckline that Jameson forced herself to lift her eyes from. When she did, she was met with a
pair of blue eyes that sparkled in amusement. The next few moments felt like
hours to Jameson as one person after another attempted to command Candace’s attention.
When she finally came face to face with the senator, her words were simple,
honest, and unapologetic. “You look beautiful,” she said.


Candace
smiled. Jameson made a stunning impression. Her black pantsuit was tapered in all
the appropriate places. The heels she wore placed
her about an inch higher than Candace. Her make-up was subtle as it always was,
but her hair was curled and framed her face perfectly, bringing out the bright golden-brown eyes that Candace loved.
“Loved,” Candace thought silently. “My God,” she realized. That was exactly what she felt looking at Jameson
standing before her. “You clean up quite nicely yourself,” Candace winked. 


“I
lost you,” Dana said, coming even with the pair. “But, I see that you are in
capable hands,” she commented to Jameson.


“I
do know where the bar is located,”
Candace said without removing her gaze from Jameson.


“You
sure you remember?” Dana chuckled.


“What?”
Candace finally looked at her friend.


“Oh,
nothing,” Dana feigned innocence. “I am going to go find that man I call my
husband.  I’m sure the senator can lead
you to whatever you require,” Dana smirked.


Candace
raised her brow at Dana and then looked at
Jameson, who was blushing furiously.
“Ignore her,” Candace instructed the architect. “Wine?” Jameson nodded
appreciatively. Candace stopped and whispered in Dana’s ear. “Stop scaring
her,” she said. 


Dana
rolled her eyes as the pair walked away. “Is J.D. okay?” Steven sidled up to
his wife.


“No.”


“No?
What’s wrong?” he asked.


“Love.”


“Huh?”


Dana
turned to her husband and patted his chest. “Your best friend,” she began. He
looked at her in bewilderment as she continued. “Is in love with my boss.”


“What?
J.D….Wait, J.D. is in love with Candy?” Dana gave her husband a silly grin.
“Are you sure?” Dana nodded. “Oh, shit.” 


“It gets worse,” Dana told her husband.


“Candy
knows?” he guessed. 


Dana
tipped her head. “Pretty sure; yeah.”


“Oh
no.” He looked at Dana’s sheepish grin. “What aren’t you telling me?”


“Pretty
sure my boss is in love with your best friend.”


Steven
looked off in the distance to where Candace was handing Jameson a glass of
wine. “Oh boy. Maybe you are just imagining
it.”


Dana
looked at the scene across the room and shook her head. “You think I’m imagining that?” she pointed.


Steve
took a large sip from the drink in his hand. “Can’t say I saw that coming. What
do you think she’ll do?”


“Which
one?” Dana giggled. Steve looked at her and smiled. “I hope she just kisses
her,” Dana said, taking the glass from her husband’s hand and downing a large
swig. 


“Which
one?”


Dana
laughed. “Want to place bets?” she asked.


“I
bet on Candy.”


Dana
handed the glass back to her husband. “You bet on my boss and I bet on your
best friend? That’s just wrong. What are we betting?”


“Okay…if
J.D. kisses Candy first, I will take you
for drinks at Red Derby.”


“You
in a dive bar?” Dana laughed.


“Yeah;
so what do I get if I am right and Candy makes the first move?”


“She
won’t,” Dana said flatly. Steve pouted.
“Fine, I will take you to dinner at whatever politico hot spot you choose.”


“You
hate those places,” he reminded her.


“You
seem confident, so am I.”


“Wait?
How are we going to know?” he asked.


“I
have my sources,” Dana assured him. 


“I
hope J.D. doesn’t get crushed,” he said quietly.


Dana
sighed. “Me too.”


***


Jameson
recognized many of the faces in the room. Candace had tried to keep her company
and introduce her to the crowd, but the senator’s attention was in constant
demand and Jameson inevitably lost track of Candace in the crowd. “Kind of boring, isn’t it?” Dana said.


Jameson
shrugged. “It’s fine.”


“She’s
in her study,” Dana said softly. Jameson looked at her friend in confusion.
“Sometimes she needs a minute to regroup. She finds her way there every year
about this time.” Jameson nodded. “Come on,” Dana grabbed Jameson’s hand.


“Where
are you taking me?”


Dana
nodded toward a door. “Go on.”


“Dana,
you just said she needed to step away.”


“Yes,
I did,” Dana admitted. “I’m not sure you are in that equation.” Jameson looked
skeptical. “Trust me, J.D. Go on,” Dana encouraged. Jameson sucked in a nervous
breath and walked a few steps to the door. She turned back to Dana for
encouragement and received a nod.


Steven
found his wife watching as Jameson entered Candace’s study and closed the door.
“Stacking the odds in your favor, huh?”


Dana
shook her head. “I honestly don’t care who wins. I just hope someone does,” she
said. 


Steve
sighed. “It’s up to them. Come on.”


***


“Candace?”
Jameson called across the room. Candace turned and smiled. “You all right?”


“I’m
fine. Just needed to catch my breath,” Candace said. “Sorry, I left you to fend
for yourself with the wolves.”


Jameson
laughed. “I’m was out in college. I’ve experienced the pack mentality a few
times,” she joked. “You certainly are popular.”


“That’s
a relative term,” Candace said. “Anyone who offers free booze, the ability to
network, and decent food can be the star of an evening in this town.”


Jameson
had made her way to Candace and was standing in front of her. “I think you sell
yourself short on that one,” she said sincerely.


“Maybe
you give me too much credit,” Candace replied. “Believe me when I tell you, I
would just as soon eat chicken wings with you and Pearl.”


“Mmm,”
Jameson pursed her lips.


“What?”


“You
love this too,” Jameson commented.


“You
think so?”


“I
do. I watched you work that room,” Jameson said affectionately.


“You
watched me?” Candace lifted an eyebrow. Jameson nodded. “Really?” Candace tried
to joke.


“People
are drawn to you,” Jameson commented.


“Because
they think I can do something for them.” Jameson shook her head ‘no’. “Yes,
Jameson. They are good people, but they are always working; looking for an
opening….”


“They
look to you,” Jameson said.


“I’ve
been doing this a while,” Candace replied.


“Maybe.
That’s not the only reason,” Jameson said. Candace struggled to catch her
breath as Jameson moved closer. “It’s not just what you do,” she said. “It’s
who you are,” Jameson complimented. She looked in Candace’s eyes and instantly
lost her heart. “Maybe you just can’t see what they see,” Jameson suggested.
“What I see.” Jameson closed the short remaining distance and took Candace’s
face in her hands. She could see a hint of apprehension mingling closely with
anticipation in the senator’s eyes. She closed the rest of the distance and
placed her lips on Candace’s.


Candace
felt Jameson’s lips on hers and closed her eyes in surrender. She wrapped her
arms around Jameson’s waist and allowed Jameson to pull her closer. Jameson
coaxed Candace’s lips to part and Candace answered the request. Jameson’s kiss
was so tender that Candace thought for a moment
her heart might break from the connection
between them. The kiss continued, softly exploring, unhurried and searching. It
was as if Jameson were attempting to speak some truth without any words. When
Jameson began to pull back slowly,
Candace kept her eyes closed. She felt Jameson’s hands caress her cheeks. 


Candace
opened her eyes slowly and looked at Jameson. “Jameson,” she said softly.


Jameson
smiled. “I just wanted you to know,” she said. 


Candace
was about to respond when the door opened. “Hey,” Dana called to the pair. She
took note of Jameson’s hands as they dropped from Candace’s face. “I’m sorry.”


Candace
moved in front of Jameson. “It’s all right, Dana.”


“Vice
President Miller just arrived,” Dana explained.


Candace
nodded. She looked back at Jameson apologetically. Jameson offered her an
understanding smile. “Go.” 


 “I…”


“I’ll
see you later,” Jameson promised.


Candace
nodded again and walked past Dana in the doorway. Jameson closed her eyes,
already missing the older woman’s presence. “I’m sorry,” Dana said sincerely.


Jameson
opened her eyes and smiled. “It’s okay. I just needed her to know.”


***


“Hey,”
Candace caught up to Jameson. Jameson smiled. “You
are leaving with the lovebirds?” she asked kiddingly.


“Looks
like it,” Jameson said. 


Candace
tried unsuccessfully to smile. She desperately wanted to say something
meaningful to Jameson. Emotions and questions were running through her at such
an overwhelming pace; she thought that
she might drown in them. She looked up at Jameson helplessly. “When are you
headed home?” she finally asked.


“Monday,”
Jameson answered. “When are you leaving for Marianne’s?”


“Monday
morning.”


Jameson
forced a small smile. She looked ahead to Steven as he opened the car door for
Dana. “Looks like my chariot is waiting.” Candace smiled weakly. “Merry
Christmas, Candace,” Jameson said with a quick kiss to the senator’s cheek.


“Jameson?”
Candace reached out for the younger woman’s arm. Jameson stopped. Candace lost
her courage. “Merry Christmas.” Jameson winked and headed for the car. Candace
watched her climb into the backseat and waved to the threesome as Steven hopped
into the driver’s seat and shut the door. She watched from the doorway for a
moment, wishing she could follow rather than return to the guests that waited
for her inside. Why didn’t she say something; anything? Candace wrapped her
arms around herself to stave off the December chill. She walked back to the door with one final glance down the
street. With a deep sigh, she returned to the
world she knew best.


***


Candace
mingled for a few minutes. She found herself wandering back toward her study.
She walked into the room and covered her face with
her hands. She should call Jameson and say something. “What are you going to
say, Candy?” she chuckled to herself. “You know this is a bad idea.”


“Now,
what on earth is the host hiding from?” a low
voice beckoned.


Candace
turned around and painted on a contrived smile. “Rachel,” she greeted the
woman.


Rachel
Hutton had been a partner in Candace’s ex-husband’s law firm. She was six years
younger than Candace, tall, slender, blonde, and nothing short of aggressive
both in and out of the courtroom. “Bored?” Rachel asked. 


“I
wouldn’t say that,” Candace answered.


Rachel
took a step closer. “It’s never easy to endure these things alone,” she said
seductively.


Candace
sighed. This situation had the potential to devolve into an uncomfortable mess
quickly. “I manage,” she said lightly.


“Why
only manage?” Rachel asked suggestively.


***


“Oh
shit!” Dana sighed in frustration.


“What’s
wrong?” Steven asked.


“I
forgot my damn handbag.”


Steven
sighed through a chuckle. “I’ll turn around.”


“On
with the shoes,” Dana groaned.


“I’ll
run in and get it,” Jameson offered.


Dana
turned in her seat. “J.D., you don’t have to….unless, of course, there is some
reason you want to.”


Jameson
just shook her head. “Don’t worry about it,” she said. She sat silently in the
backseat listening to her friends bantering in the front. They had been
together since college, and Jameson envied their relationship. They had just
seemed to fit instantly. Many of their friends predicted that the real world
would signal the end of Dana and Steve’s honeymoon. Fourteen years and two
children later, the pair seemed as happy with each other as they had been at
twenty-one. 


Jameson
looked at the townhouse as it came into view and readied herself. Perhaps,
Dana’s handbag was the excuse she needed to say what she had meant to say to
Candace. She opened the door and peered back inside. “Do you know where you
left it?”


“Yeah,
I set it on the table right outside Candy’s study when I said goodbye to the
vice president; unless someone moved it.”


“I’ll
be right back,” Jameson promised.


“Take
your time,” Dana said. “We’ll find something to do,” she laughed. Jameson
rolled her eyes and shut her door. Dana watched her go.


“You
left it there on purpose; didn’t you?” Steven asked.


“Me?”
Dana gasped in offense. “I can’t believe you would think that.” 


Steven
laughed. “You watched too much Spin City,”
he said. “And, read too many romance novels. You should have put that on your
resume to warn Candy,” he told his wife.


“Watch
it Russo or you’ll be sleeping on the senator’s couch.”


***


Jameson
made her way through the thinning crowd until she reached the short hallway that
led to Candace’s office. She spotted Dana’s handbag and made her way to
retrieve it when she heard voices.


“Candy,”
Rachel implored the senator.


Jameson
could not resist the urge to peek inside the study. She felt her heart drop
rapidly in her chest when the tall blonde woman pulled Candace to her. The
woman’s hands wrapped around Candace’s waist tightly. Jameson looked to the
ceiling and then closed her eyes in an attempt to banish the image. She turned
quickly on her heels and left.


“Rachel,”
Candace started to pull away. 


“We
could be so good together,” Rachel whispered.


Candace
closed her eyes for a moment. She had made this mistake once; lost her senses
after one too many glasses of wine and led Rachel to her bedroom. It had been
nothing more than a one night stand for Candace. Rachel continued to see it as
a potential opening for more. Candace finally pulled away more forcefully.
“Stop,” she said.


“I
don’t understand you,” Rachel said. “You can’t tell me that you didn’t enjoy…”


“I
never said I didn’t find you attractive,” Candace admitted. “I’m not in love
with you.”


“Don’t
you think we are getting a little old for that kind of fanciful thinking?”
Rachel asked.


Candace
shook her head. Did she? She thought for a moment. The singular image that
played in her mind was Jameson. “Maybe,” Candace finally answered. “Maybe it is
fanciful. That doesn’t make it impossible.”


Rachel’s
sweet expression did little to conceal her displeasure at Candace’s assertion.
“Candy, are you looking to martyr yourself as the Queen of Broken Hearts?” she
asked. Candace’s gaze grew petulant. “Love is for the young and fool hearted.”


“And,
what would you suggest in its place?” Candy wondered.


“The
three A’s; attraction, acceptance, and alliance.”


Candace
nodded. “You certainly picked the right town to pursue that equation. I think
you might find that theory is flawed,” Candace suggested. She went on to
explain. “You left out a few A’s; arrogance, apathy, and animosity; to name a
few.”


Rachel
threw her hands in the air. “You are impossible.”


“And,
you are relentless,” Candace said with a wink.


“Who
is she?” Rachel asked. Candace just smiled. “Oh, so there is someone,” Rachel
teased. Candace lifted both brows and shrugged. “Well, now that you’ve broken
my heart….”


“Didn’t
you sell that old thing years ago?” Candace poked.


“Some
of us do have sense; you know?” Rachel returned.


“Come
on, I’ll buy you a free drink,” Candace offered.


“Chivalrous
to the end,” Rachel said.


“Always,”
Candace winked.


***


“J.D.
just stay,” Dana said.


“No,
I have a lot to do. I’m just going to rent a car and drive home.”


“What
happened last night?” Dana asked.


“Nothing
happened, Dana. There are a lot of new projects I need to look over at the
firm; that’s all.”


The
change in Jameson’s mood from reflective to sullen was evident. Dana wondered
if Candy had said something to upset Jameson. That seemed unlikely. She
couldn’t imagine what had caused Jameson’s apparent need to get away. “J.D.,
Christmas is Thursday. Why don’t…”


Jameson
set her bag on the bed and faced Dana. “I just need to go.”


“Call
her,” Dana implored her friend. “Whatever happened, and J.D., I know something
happened; just call her.”


Jameson’s
downcast glance nearly broke Dana’s heart. “I’m not sure that’s such a good
idea right now,” she said softly. “Thanks for everything,” Jameson said,
reaching to hug her friend. “The drive will be good for me,” she promised. 


Dana
watched as Jameson retrieved her bag and started to leave the room. She sighed
dramatically, wondering if she should intervene somehow. Steven caught her in
the hallway and knew immediately what she was thinking. “Dana, whatever it is;
you have to let them work this one out.”


“I’ve
never seen J.D. like that.”


Steven
agreed. “She loves your boss,” he tried to relieve the tension.


“Yeah.”


“Maybe
Candy just doesn’t feel…”


Dana
shook her head. “Steve….I’ve never seen Candy the way she is with J.D.”


“Jessica?”
he asked.


“No.”


“So,
maybe she just…”


“Is
terrified?” Dana suggested.


“Candy;
terrified?” he scoffed at his wife’s idea.


Dana
turned and looked at him. “Yes, terrified. You know what that whole thing did
to her.”


 “Of J.D.?” he asked in disbelief.


“No,
of what she feels for J.D. and what that means. Maybe I should call…”


“No.
This is between the two of them, Dana. It’s not a story you need to spin. It’s
their story to write. Have a little faith in them. They’ll figure it out.”


“What
makes you so sure?” she asked doubtfully.


“I’ve
never known either of them to back down from a challenge,” he said. 


Dana
snickered at the observation. “Well, that’s true,” she said.


“Come
on, we’ve got some alone time now before the kids come home.”


“Looking
to take advantage of your best friend’s misfortune?” she asked.


“No,
just looking to take advantage of my wife.” 


Dana
laughed and gave into her husband’s kiss. “Remind me to thank, J.D.”











Chapter Nine: What I
Should Have Said


Candace
set her phone on the table and put her face in her hands. “Mom?” Michelle
called to her quietly. Candace did not move. Michelle sat down beside her
mother and put a hand on her back. “What’s wrong?” she asked. When Candace
looked up, Michelle was startled by the tears in her mother’s eyes. “Mom?”
Candace just closed her eyes and shook her head. Michelle sighed. “What
happened?”


“I
really don’t know,” Candace finally answered.


“J.D.?”
Michelle guessed. Candace nodded. “Did you have an argument over something?”


Candace
laughed nervously. “Not exactly.”


“Okay?”


“She
kissed me.”


Michelle
was puzzled. “And, that is a bad thing?”


“I
don’t know,” Candace answered truthfully.


“Did
you kiss her back?” Michelle asked curiously. Candace looked at her daughter
indignantly. “Okay….Well, what then? She’s a bad kisser?” Michelle was stumped.


“No,”
Candace laughed nervously.


“Okay;
so she’s a good kisser?”


“Shell!”


“I
guess I don’t understand what the problem is,” Michelle admitted. “What
happened next?”


“I
got called away,” Candace said. Michelle nodded and waited for her mother to
continue. Candace sighed heavily and got up from her chair. “And, I didn’t say
anything,” she admitted in frustration. 


Michelle
watched her mother closely. Candace covered her eyes and massaged them wearily.
“What did you want to say?” Michelle asked cautiously. Candace closed her eyes,
took a deep breath, released it slowly and looked to her daughter helplessly.
Michelle smiled. “So, why didn’t you tell her?” she asked her mother. Candace
shook her head. She felt an enormous sense of self-loathing. “Mom,” Michelle
made her way to her mother. “You can still tell her; you know?” 


“I’m
not so sure about that,” Candace said.


“Just
call her.”


“I
tried. She hasn’t returned any of my calls.”


Michelle
offered her mother a compassionate smile. “So? Why are you here?” Candace was
stunned by the question. “Marianne will forgive you....eventually,” Michelle
giggled. “You can sulk and worry here or go see J.D. and find a way to be
happy.”


“Shell….it’s
not that simple.”


“It
is that simple,” Michelle said flatly. “What’s complicated?”


“Jesus,
Shell! For one thing, Jameson is only six years older than your sister! Think
about that in twenty years,” Candace argued. Michelle pursed her lips in
defiance. “Michelle,” Candace groaned. “My life is not ready made for…”


“For
what? For a relationship or for a relationship with J.D.?” Michelle interrupted
her mother. “J.D. is old enough to make her own decisions. And, you deserve to
be happy, Mom,” she said lovingly. Candace’s doubtful expression pained
Michelle. She grabbed both her mother’s arms and looked in her eyes. “Stop
making objections like this is a case to argue in the courtroom or on the Senate
floor.”


“Shell…I
don’t even know if she wants to see me. I froze. I just….”


Michelle
smiled. “Do you love her?” she asked knowingly. Candace closed her eyes in
resignation. “Oh, Mom.”


“It’s
Spencer’s first Christmas,” Candace said tacitly.


“Yes,
and you know that he will be here next year. Can you say the same thing about
J.D.?” she asked. Candace could not answer. “Go. I’ll handle Marianne.”


“When
did you become so determined?”


“I
learned from the best,” Michelle said. Candace chuckled as Michelle embraced
her. “I love you, Mom.”


“I
know you do. I love you too, Shell.”


“So,
go and do something for you; for once,” Michelle said. She could see her mother
teetering on the edge. “If you can’t do it for you; do it for J.D.”


“Shell…”


“That
must have been some kiss,” Michelle guessed. Candace nodded. Michelle picked up
her mother’s phone and handed it to her. “So, are you calling the airlines, or
should I?”


***


Pearl
stood at the sink keeping a close eye on Jameson. Jameson had met with the
construction team earlier in the morning. She had been markedly quiet
afterward. For the last hour, Pearl watched as the architect stared aimlessly
at the same screen on her computer. Occasionally, she would lift her cell phone
and look at it, sigh, and then put it back down. Pearl moved beside Jameson
with the coffee pot, refilled the half empty mug that sat beside Jameson’s
computer, and then collapsed into the chair that sat beside the younger
woman’s. “Care to tell me what is going on with you?” she asked.


Jameson
shrugged. “Just tired.”


Pearl
directed Jameson to look at her. “Jameson, I raised two children, not to
mention the horde that grew up in this house. I know that look.”


“What
look?”


“That
one. Candy sported the exact same expression for the entire week after Jinx ate
that bird. Now, what is going on? Someone eat your canary?”


Jameson
laughed in spite of herself. “No.”


“Look,
your folks are away, my kids are away. If you are going to spend your time
moping around here all through Christmas I will have to take some drastic
measures.” Pearl pointed to a small paddle that hung on the wall. It was
adorned with basically everyone’s name who had ever resided in the house. “So,
what is it going to be? You gonna fess up, or am I gonna give you your right of
passage?”


“I’m
an idiot,” Jameson said. Pearl was perplexed. “I didn’t know Candace was
involved with anyone.”


Pearl’s
eyes flew open. “What on earth are you talking about?”


Jameson
shrugged sadly. “I just made a total ass of myself, that’s all.” Pearl looked
at Jameson to explain. “I kissed her.”


“Candy?”
Pearl asked for clarification. Jameson nodded. “And, she told you she was
involved with someone?”


“No….”
Pearl put up her hands in questioning. “No. She didn’t say anything at all.”


“And,
that made you think she was seeing someone?”


“No.”


“Jameson!
What on earth are you talking about? Did she push you away?” Jameson shook her
head. “What would give you the idea that Candy was involved with someone?”


Jameson
groaned. “I had to go back to get Dana’s bag. She was with that, well there was
this gorgeous blonde that…”


“Rachel,”
Pearl rolled her eyes.


“I
don’t know. I just…they were close. I felt stupid. Of course, she would be…she
just never said anything.”


Pearl’s
howl of laughter startled and confused Jameson. “I’m sorry, Jameson. Candy
would no more be involved with Rachel Hutton than she would become a
Republican,” she continued to laugh.


“I
don’t know…”


“Oh,
I do know. Look, it’s not my place….Rachel’s been after Candy for years,” Pearl
said. Jameson looked at the older woman expectantly. Pearl sighed deeply. “One
night, right after everything blew up with Jessica in the press; Candy had a
few too many glasses of wine….Well, let’s just say as hard as Candy has tried
to forget it, Rachel has never let her.”


Jameson
felt mixed emotions in the knowledge that Candace had been with the other
woman. “How do you know…”


“I
know my Candy,” Pearl said assuredly. “Jameson….Look….I’m going to tell you
something, and I want you to listen to me; okay?” Jameson nodded. “Candy
is…well, there are always people pursuing her, some for the right reasons, most
of them with little regard for who Candy really is. It’s always been that way,
even before she was in office,” Pearl explained. Jameson smiled. Candace was a
strikingly attractive woman. She was charming and intelligent, and she came
from a well-connected family. It was easy for Jameson to comprehend anyone’s
desire to be with the senator. Pearl continued. “She’s beautiful, she’s smart,
she’s wealthy, she’s compassionate,” Pearl said. 


“Yes,
she is,” Jameson agreed with the assessment.


Pearl
smiled. “Mm—hm. You see the real Candace, Jameson. Some people only see the
senator now. They don’t see the parts of her that she has let you get to know.
The mom, the daughter, the woman at the center.”


“I’m
not sure I follow,” Jameson admitted.


“I
know you love Candy,” Pearl said. Jameson made no comment. “I can’t speak for
her and I won’t, but I’d bet this house that she held on tight when you laid
that kiss on her.” Pearl saw Jameson’s lips turn into a small smile. “I told
you, I know my Candy. If you hope to have any kind of relationship with her,
you are going to have to accept the fact that there will always be people
trying to win her away. And, you are going to have to trust her.”


“Pearl,
I don’t even know how she feels.”


Pearl
laughed. “Yes, you do. You wouldn’t have kissed her otherwise.” Jameson sighed
again. “She’s not as complicated as she likes to think,” Pearl said. “Her life
can be. To be truthful, that’s what happened with Jessica.”


“What
do you mean?”


“Jessica
is not the witch Michelle and Marianne, and the press think she is. She
cheated. That devastated Candy. I think Candy also knows Jessica loved her;
even then.”


“I
can’t imagine cheating on a woman like Candace.”


“No,
I know you can’t. Jessica was always jealous of the attention Candy received.
Candy can make you feel like a million bucks; like you are the only person in
the world that exists when she is talking to you. That’s her job. And, she is
sincere when she is with you, but it’s never meant as a slight to the people
closest to her. Those few people in her personal life; they are Candy’s world.
Jessica never understood that. She tried to compete when she never needed to. I
think she wanted Candy to feel that; that fear.”


“Now,
I feel like a bigger idiot.”


Pearl
winked. “Love will do that,” she said. “Now, stop staring at that little box
and call her.”


***


“I
could have gotten a cab,” Candace said to her son-in-law.


Rick
smiled. “I really can stand to miss this episode of The Sibling Wars,” he
joked.


“Sorry
about that,” Candace said with a smirk.


“Don’t
be.”


“I
do feel badly about leaving,” Candace admitted.


“Don’t,”
Rick said as he pulled up to the curb. “I know Marianne comes on a little
strong. She does love you.”


“I
know.”


“We
all do,” he said. Candace smiled. “She just worries. And, I think part of her
worries about losing you.”


“Losing
me?” Candace asked in disbelief.


“Yeah,”
he said with a sideways grin. “I don’t think you realize how much your opinion
means to her.”


Candace
was surprised. “She’s my daughter, Rick. I would do anything for her.”


“Yeah,
I know that. So does she, but she’s always trying to prove herself to you; you
know?”


“She
doesn’t have to prove anything.”


“You
are a lot to live up to,” he said earnestly.


Candace
shook her head. “Not really.”


Rick
nodded. “You just don’t see it.”


“You
are the second person to say that to me recently.”


“I’m
betting the other is the reason you are getting on that plane,” he said. Candace
smiled. “Sounds like a winner,” Rick said. “Shell is right, Mom,” he said.
Candace was curious. “You deserve to be happy.”


“I
guess we’ll see,” Candace said.


***


Candace
took her seat on the plane. She took out her cell phone with the intention of
calling Pearl to inform her of her impending arrival. She was surprised to see
the missed call and voicemail notification. She wasn’t certain she was prepared
to hear the message, but she thought at the very least it would prepare her for
what she might be confronting soon.


“Hey. It’s me. Guess you know that, though; huh?”
Candace smiled at the sound of Jameson’s voice. “I don’t want to interrupt your
visit with your family, so you don’t need to call back or anything. I just
wanted to say Merry Christmas. I just…” Candace listened intently as Jameson’s
voice trailed off. “Just, have a good holiday. I’ll try to get these birds on
the wall before the New Year.” Candace laughed. “Oh, Jinx says hi and…well, I
guess I should say….I miss you. Anyway, say hi to Shell. Merry Christmas,
Candace.”


Candace
closed her eyes in relief. Maybe she would get the chance to tell Jameson the
truth after all. She put her phone in airplane mode and stowed it in her bag.
“A few hours,” she muttered. 


***


Pearl
was in the kitchen fixing some lunch for her and Jameson. Jameson had headed into
the study to do some work after their morning conversation. She had been
secretive about the room, instructing the construction crew to leave that room
for her personal attention. Pearl had peeked in unknowingly and immediately
understood the reasons why. This was Candace’s favorite room. Jameson intended
to honor that with care. Jameson had been on a ladder hanging familiar
wallpaper when Pearl left to start on lunch. Pearl smiled as she put the bread
away and went to set the sandwiches she had made on the table. She wondered if
Candace had any idea how lucky she was to find someone like Jameson Reid. 


“Jinx!”
Jameson yelled. A huge crash followed and Pearl dropped the sandwiches in her
hand in a mad dash toward the sound.


***


“Jameson,”
Pearl called. “Jameson. Hang on, kiddo,” she said. She scurried to the front
door. “In there,” she pointed to the study. She watched as the paramedics
tended to the architect. “Oh, Jameson,” she sighed. She grabbed the phone in
the hallway and dialed Candace. “Voicemail. Figures. Candy…listen, I am on my
way to Mercy with Jameson. You need to call me on my cell phone as soon as you
get this. I have to go.”


***


Pearl
paced in the emergency waiting room. She continually checked her phone. There
was no answer from Candace. Finally giving into her frustration, she called
Marianne.


“Hello?”
Michelle answered the phone.


“Shell;
is that you?” Pearl asked.


“Yeah.
Hey, Grandma Pearl!”


“Shell,
is your mother there?”


“No.
Didn’t she call you?” Michelle asked.


“Call
me? Why would she call me?”


“She’s
on her way home,” Michelle explained. “She should be home in an hour or so, I
would think. Maybe sooner now.” Hearing the heavy sigh on the line Michelle
became unnerved. “Why? What’s wrong?”


“It’s
Jameson,” Pearl said.


“That’s
why she’s coming home,” Michelle said. “To talk to J.D.”


“No,
Shell. I’m at the hospital with Jameson right now.”


Marianne
came down the stairs and caught the terrified expression on her sister’s face.
“What’s wrong?” she asked her sister.


Michelle
shook her head. “Is Jameson okay?” Michelle asked Pearl.


“I
don’t know. I’ve been trying to call your mother for an hour. I can’t get any
answers here.”


“What
happened?”


“Mrs.
Johnson?” a woman’s voice called to Pearl.


“Yes?”


“Can
you come with me, please?” the nurse asked.


Pearl
nodded. “I have to go Shell.”


“Wait!
What about Jameson?”


“I
don’t know. If your mother calls tell her we are at Mercy. I have to go. I’ll
call when I know anything,” she said and disconnected the call.


Michelle
hung up the phone and covered her mouth. Tears were beginning to fill her eyes.
Marianne took the phone from her sister’s hand. “Shelley?”


Michelle
shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “Something happened to Jameson. Pearl
is…she’s scared, Marianne; I could hear it.”


“Grandma
Pearl doesn’t get scared,” Marianne said.


“I
know,” Michelle said quietly. 


Marianne
hugged her sister. “It’ll be okay, Shell.”


“I
hope so,” Michelle said. “I don’t think Mom could handle that.”


“She
really loves this woman,” Marianne said more to herself than to her sister.


“Yeah.
She really does.”


***


Candace
thanked the agent and slid into her rental car. She put her hands on the
steering wheel and took a deep breath. She smiled, wondering if Jameson might
be at the house. “I guess I really should call Pearl,” she said. She grabbed
her phone and was stunned to see the number of missed calls. “What on earth?”
Just as she was about to listen to the messages the phone rang.


“Shell?”


“Mom?
Where are you?”


“I
just got into the rental car; why? What is going on?” Candace asked.


“Mom,”
Shell said as steadily as she could. 


“Michelle;
what?”


Michelle
sighed nervously. “You need to go to Mercy.”


“Mercy?
Mercy Hospital? Why?”


“Grandma
Pearl is at…”


“What
happened to Pearl?” Candace asked fearfully.


Michelle
took a deep breath. “She’s fine, Mom….it’s…”


“Why
is she at Mercy?”


“Mom!”
Michelle called for her mother’s attention. “It’s not Grandma Pearl. She’s
there with J.D.” Candace’s heart stopped. “Mom?” Michelle called. “Mom?” 


Marianne
took the phone from her sister. “Mom,” Marianne’s voice came over the line. 


“Jameson….”


“Mom,
calm down, okay? We don’t know anything, just that Grandma Pearl is at Mercy
and wants you to meet her there,” Marianne said. Candace nodded dumbly on the
other end of the phone. She felt suddenly paralyzed by fear. “Mom?” Marianne
called. “Are you going to be all right to drive? I’ll call and have someone…”


“No,”
Candace snapped to attention. “No. I’m on my way. If Pearl calls tell her I
will be there in about half an hour.”


“Mom….”


“Marianne,
I’ll be fine.”


“It
will be all right,” Marianne said with genuine compassion.


“I
hope so.”


“It
will be. I still have to harass this woman,” she said. Candace smiled as best
she could. “Call us when….”


“I
will.”


***


Candace
blew through the emergency room doors like a small tornado. She made her way to
the desk, flushed and fearful. “I’m looking for Jameson Reid.”


The
desk attendant looked up. “Senator Fletcher,” he immediately recognized the
woman.


“Yes.
Jameson Reid,” she said pointedly.


He
looked at the screen in front of him. “Room four,” he said. Candace was already
moving forward when he stopped her. “You need this,” he said, handing her a
visitor sticker with the room number on it. He pressed a button to open the
automatic doors and the world slowed down for Candace. People were bustling
through the hallway. She saw the room number ahead and willed her feet to keep
moving.


“Senator?”
a woman’s voice called for her attention. Candace turned. “Your friend asked
that I make sure you find the room.” 


Candace
nodded. “Is she?”


“Right
in here,” the nurse said, pushing the door open.


Pearl
was standing in front of the bed and Candace could not immediately see Jameson.
She stopped just inside the doorway as a wave of fear eclipsed her. Pearl
turned and smiled. “Took you long enough,” she said. She moved aside and
Candace finally saw Jameson. 


Jameson
smiled as best she could. The relief that traveled through Candace instantly
produced a steady stream of tears. She made her way to Jameson’s side and
gently touched the architect’s cheek. Jameson had a bandage over her right eye
and a sizable welt on her forehead. Her eye was several shades of green and
blue. Candace tenderly traced the injuries, without any words.


“I’m
okay,” Jameson tried to reassure her. Candace’s tears fell more swiftly as she
finally looked in Jameson’s bloodshot eyes. “Hey, people are going to think you
like me or something,” Jameson tried to coax Candace to relax.


Candace
laughed through a sob. “I more than like you, you lunatic.”


Jameson
smiled and took hold of the hand that was continually stroking her cheek. “Spoken
like a true politician,” she said. Candace continued to cry. “And, I love you
too,” Jameson said.


“Don’t
you ever scare me like this again,” Candace warned the woman in the bed.
Jameson kissed Candace’s forehead. “I love you,” Candace admitted hoarsely.


“I
know,” Jameson said, allowing Candace’s head to fall onto her shoulder. “But,
it’s nice to hear you say it. So, now, use your clout and get me out of here.”


Candace
laughed. “I don’t know about that. Let’s see what the doctors say.”


“They
say I can go home as long as someone stays with me. Know anyone who might be
willing?” she asked.


Candace
looked at Jameson. “I might have some connections,” she said before leaning in
to kiss Jameson’s lips softly.


“Is
that one of my prescriptions? Because I might look to fall off a ladder every
day, if it earns me one of those.”


Candace
pulled back and scolded Jameson with her eyes. “What do you mean you fell off a
ladder?” Jameson shrugged. Candace looked to Pearl who in turn shrugged. “How
did you fall off a ladder? Where were you on a ladder? Wait…why were you on
a….”


Jameson
stopped Candace’s rant with a quick kiss. “Jinx.”


“Jinx?”


“Yeah,
I guess he wanted to help me with the wallpaper.”


“Explain.”


“I
was hanging wallpaper. I was on the ladder and he jumped off of a shelf onto my
shoulder. I fell, the ladder fell on top of me; knocked me out cold,” Jameson
explained in one long breath.


“I
told you! No black cat should be named Jinx! Why doesn’t anyone ever listen to me?”
Candace said in exasperation.


“I’ll
change his name, just take me home,” Jameson implored the senator.


Candace
shook her head. “Is this what I have to look forward to?” she asked.


Jameson
smiled. “I’ll try not to get a concussion too often….Does that mean you’ll keep
me?” she joked.


“You,
yes; the cat….”


“Aw,
it was just an accident,” Jameson said. “I survived.”


“We’ll
talk,” Candace said, knowing that Jameson could likely convince her of
anything. “Keep an eye on her,” she instructed Pearl. “I’ll see about taking
you home,” she promised. She leaned in and kissed Jameson’s forehead before
leaving.


“That
went well,” Jameson said to Pearl.


“Don’t
be surprised if she sells that cat to the Chinese restaurant,” Pearl laughed.
“And, next time you want her to kiss you, do me a favor and just ask; okay? I
almost ended up in the bed next to you with a heart attack.”


“Sorry,”
Jameson apologized.


“Kids,”
Pearl groaned.











Chapter Ten: A New
Design


Candace
felt Jameson’s arms around her waist. She snuggled back into the architect’s
embrace. They had spent a quiet couple of days together. Jameson had slept on
and off, and Candace was content to lie beside the woman she loved. She had
crept into bed a few hours earlier when Jameson was sleeping. She felt
Jameson’s lips on the back of her neck. “You’re awake,” Candace observed
softly. Jameson’s answer came in the form of more insistent kisses down
Candace’s neck. Her hands began mapping out Candace’s hips and abdomen. Candace
closed her eyes and reveled in the feel of Jameson against her. “Sweetheart,
what are you doing?” she began to protest. She turned in Jameson’s arms.


Jameson’s
hands continued their methodical exploration, tracing patterns on Candace’s
back. “I love you,” Jameson said.


Candace
took Jameson’s face in her hands. “We have plenty of time, Jameson. I’m not
that old,” she tried to joked. Jameson answered with a tender kiss that began
to deepen steadily. Her hands began moving up and down Candace’s back with more
urgency and intention. “Jameson,” Candace sighed. “You need to rest.”


Jameson
kissed Candace and moved her onto her back. She hovered over the senator and
shook her head. “I need to make love to you,” she said. Candace fought to
breathe. Jameson’s directness was accompanied by a passionate gaze. She lifted
her hands to Jameson’s face and held it tenderly. Jameson felt the trembling in
Candace’s touch. “What are you afraid of?” she asked the older woman.


“Losing
you,” Candace confessed her heart.


Jameson
smiled. “Candace,” she said. “I have waited my entire life for you.” Candace
closed her eyes at Jameson’s admission. “I am in love with you. Completely in
love with you.” Candace opened her eyes and traced over Jameson’s eyebrows and
cheeks with her fingers. Jameson kissed Candace’s forehead tenderly. “The only
way you will ever lose me is if you send me away.”


“Jameson….when
I am seventy-five you will be my age now.”


“And,
I will make love to you just as slowly and passionately as I am about to now.”
Candace sighed as Jameson’s hands traveled gently over her body. “Do you love
me?” Jameson asked directly.


Candace
smiled at the woman above her. “You might not believe this, but I love you more
than I ever thought possible.”


Jameson
kissed Candace and felt Candace’s hands drop to her back, searching and
exploring. She pulled back slightly and smiled. “Let me show you,” Jameson
requested.


Candace
was helpless to do anything but surrender. She could feel the truth in
Jameson’s declarations and in every delicate touch of the architect’s lips and
hands. Jameson’s kiss remained loving, but grew more insistent and demanding
before she moved her lips to Candace’s neck. Candace threw her head back to
give Jameson better access. She felt the muscles in Jameson’s back through the
light T-Shirt she wore and suddenly had an overwhelming need to feel Jameson’s
skin. Jameson sat up and allowed Candace to help her pull the T-Shirt over her
head. 


Candace
lost her breath at the sight of Jameson’s half naked form sitting above her.
Her hands reached out and drifted over Jameson’s breasts. Jameson smiled at the
growing desire evident in Candace’s eyes. Candace was wearing a night shirt and
Jameson gave a suggestive lift of her brow as she reached down to remove it.
Candace sat up at the unspoken direction and Jameson swiftly removed the
offending article. Facing each other, Jameson moved in and captured Candace’s
lips in an ardent kiss that caused Candace to moan. 


Jameson’s
lips traveled over Candace’s throat slowly, her tongue softly tracing a line
toward the senator’s cleavage. Her arms wrapped tightly around Candace’s waist.
Her hands firmly taking a loving hold of Candace’s lower back and pulling her
closer as her kiss traveled over Candace’s breasts. She heard Candace whisper
her name and looked up to see Candace close her eyes in submission. Jameson
watched as need etched the expression of the face she loved, and dropped her
kiss deliberately over Candace’s right nipple. She kissed it reverently,
slowly, so softly that Candace could barely detect the sensation. A small moan
encouraged Jameson and she sucked the small bud into her mouth firmly. 


“Jesus!”
Candace gasped. Jameson sucked harder and then pulled away, leaving faint
kisses across Candace’s breasts before capturing the other nipple in the same
way. Candace felt an electrical current travel straight through every nerve in
her body, and settle directly south. Jameson began to pull away again and
Candace grabbed hold of her to urge her continued exploration. “Please,”
Candace begged.


“Please
what?” Jameson asked playfully.


“Please,
don’t stop,” Candace said.


“Don’t
stop this?” Jameson asked, taking a nipple in her mouth and sucking on it
gently. “Or this?” she asked, sucking harder.


“God!”
Candace gasped.


Jameson
obeyed the unspoken request. She moved her right hand to Candace’s other nipple
and pulled at it gently, careful to give equal attention to both. Candace’s
breath was beginning to grow quick and shallow. Jameson could feel the arousal
growing in them both. She sucked in a ragged breath when Candace’s hand cupped
her breast and the senator’s palm grazed her nipple. 


Candace
felt the response from her lover and squeezed Jameson’s nipple gently.
Jameson’s automatic reaction was to bathe both of Candace’s breasts in a flurry
of small nips and kisses. Jameson understood Candace better than Candace
realized. She pushed Candace back onto the bed and lifted the senator’s hands
over her head, holding them there. She kissed Candace deeply, allowing their
tongues to dance and battle for dominance. She gently tugged at Candace’s
bottom lip with her teeth and then pulled back to look into Candace’s eyes.
“Let me make love to you, Candace,” Jameson said. Jameson watched desire and
confusion play across Candace’s face. “Just let me love you,” she said softly
before lowering her kiss back to Candace’s breasts. 


“Jameson,”
Candace moaned.


Jameson’s
hands roamed over Candace’s stomach and thighs while her lips and tongue
continued to make love to each of Candace’s nipples. Jameson felt Candace’s
hips rise to meet her touch when her hand reached Candace’s thigh. Jameson
looked up briefly and smiled. Candace’s need and anticipation were evident in
her breathing, her deep sighs, and the mixture of frustration and ecstasy that
caused her eyes to close tightly. 


Jameson
allowed her fingers to faintly cover the soft curls between the senator’s legs.
“Oh my God,” Jameson sighed as she felt the softness beneath her touch.


“Jameson,
please,” Candace encouraged her lover. She moaned loudly when Jameson slipped a
finger inside of her. “Jameson!”


Jameson
had become lost in the sensations that touching Candace produced in her body.
She was beginning to crave release for herself, but she was determined to spend
every ounce of her energy and effort on Candace’s pleasure. Her kisses began to
wander lower; her tongue tasting the skin of Candace’s stomach and legs. Her
fingers kept a steady rhythm with the grinding of Candace’s hips against them.
She would pull them back as far as possible without breaking all contact and
feel Candace’s hips rise in desperation. Jameson thrust deeper and harder and
Candace cried out. 


Candace’s
heart was thrumming so fast and hard that she could barely remember to breathe.
Jameson’s exploration of her body was driving her closer and closer to the edge
of sanity. She wanted to let go. She wanted Jameson to take her completely, and
yet she did not want the delicious torture she was experiencing to end. She
felt Jameson’s fingers move inside of her and held her breath when a soft,
warm, wetness traveled the length of her need. 


Jameson
dipped her tongue inside Candace for a split second, before allowing it to find
Candace’s greatest need. She flicked it lightly over the small, sensitive area
that seemed to grow with each kiss, then sucked gently while her fingers continued
their assault. “You feel so good,” Jameson said through a small moan before
tasting her lover again. 


Candace
could feel her muscles gripping Jameson’s fingers. The more her body responded,
the faster the pace of Jameson’s efforts became. “Oh God!” Candace screamed as
she drew closer to her release. She had never made a declaration in the throes
of passion before, but as she felt Jameson bring her over the final precipice
she called out for the woman she loved. “Jameson….I love you….I love you,” she
cried.


Jameson
was amazed at the rush of emotion that surged through her with Candace’s
release. She heard Candace’s words and it compelled her to gentle her touch
without stopping it. She slowed her pace and drew out Candace’s orgasm until it
rolled into another wave, and then another. Jameson finally lifted herself and
noted the tears that bathed Candace’s cheeks.


“Why
are you crying?” she asked in concern.


Candace
reached for Jameson and kissed her tenderly. “I love you so much,” she said.


Jameson
smiled. “I know you do,” Jameson said. She narrowed her gaze at an unfamiliar
expression in her lover’s eyes. In an instant, Candace had reversed their
positions and was straddling Jameson’s hips. She didn’t say another word. She
claimed Jameson’s lips in a kiss that would have brought Rome to its knees.
Jameson swallowed hard as that same fervent kiss found its way to her breasts.
She sighed.


Candace
could tell that Jameson was aching for release. There would be time for her to
make love to Jameson slowly, and she had every intention of delivering the same
methodical torment she had just happily endured soon. Right now, she could
sense the urgency in Jameson. Her tongue teased every inch of Jameson’s flesh
and she delighted in the way the younger woman began to writhe beneath her.


“Candace…I
need you,” Jameson confessed.


“What
do you need, Jameson?”


“You,”
Jameson repeated. 


Candace
found Jameson’s sudden shyness endearing. It seemed the architect’s boldness
withered under the senator’s touch. Candace understood. Making love with
Jameson; Jameson making love to her had been the most vulnerable she had ever
felt. “I’m right here,” Candace promised as she took a nipple into her mouth.
Jameson moaned. Candace pulled back and looked at her lover. “What do you
need?” she asked. Jameson’s body moved against her will and Candace pressed her
weight against her lover to steady her. Candace lifted her kiss to Jameson’s
mouth. When Jameson’s searching became desperate, Candace pulled back and
replaced the fiery battle for dominance with the most delicate kiss Jameson had
ever experienced. Candace brushed the hair from Jameson’s eyes. “What do you
need, Jameson?” she asked gently.


Jameson
met her lover’s reassuring gaze and closed her eyes. “I need you inside me,”
she confessed.


Candace
smiled and moved her hand to comply with the request. She held Jameson’s eyes
as she entered the younger woman tentatively. Jameson was so wet Candace had to
fight the desire to taste her. She understood what Jameson needed. “Look at
me,” she instructed the woman beneath her. Jameson complied. Candace moved
gently in and out of Jameson, stroking her with her thumb at the same time.
Jameson was struggling against the urge to close her eyes, but Candace’s gaze
held her firmly in place. It was the most erotic thing she had ever
experienced. Candace’s eyes conveyed all the love and desire that she felt for
Jameson. Jameson desperately wanted to let go. That had always been difficult
for her. Somehow, it seemed that Candace was aware of that.


“Let
go,” Candace told Jameson. Jameson held onto Candace tightly. Candace allowed
her fingers to search deeper and she increased the pressure with her thumb,
softly stoking in a circular pattern. She placed her forehead against Jameson’s
and whispered. “Let go, Jameson. I’m right here.”


Jameson’s
world exploded into an array of color and light unlike she had ever seen. She
could swear that Candace had become part of her somehow as her body lifted from
the bed. Part of her wanted to pull away. She had no control. She screamed
Candace’s name in desperation. Candace held her close and whispered continually
in her ear while Jameson’s body continued to succumb to shudder after glorious
shudder. “I’m right here,” Candace promised. "Right here,” she kept
repeating until she felt Jameson’s body finally begin to relax.


Candace
laid down beside Jameson and pulled her into an embrace. “Candace?” Jameson
whispered.


“Hum?”


“Is
it always like this for you?” she asked.


Candace
smiled and turned to look at the woman she loved. They had never discussed
their previous relationships or lovers in any detail. She did know that Jameson
had never had a committed relationship. She kissed Jameson’s forehead. “No,”
she said. “It’s never been that way for me until you.”


Jameson
nodded. “Me either. Do you think that’s strange?”


Candace
laughed. “No, I don’t.”


“Really?”
Jameson asked in surprise.


Candace
kissed over the small bandage on Jameson’s forehead. “Really,” she assured her
lover before pulling Jameson back into her arms. 


“Still
want to keep me?” Jameson asked kiddingly.


“As
long as you don’t bring home anymore cats.”


“Deal.”


Candace
closed her eyes in contentment. Jameson nestled against her lover and followed
suit. “Oh shit,” Jameson said.


“What’s
wrong?” Candace opened one eye.


“I
didn’t get you anything for Christmas. I didn’t think I’d see you and…” Candace
laughed and kissed Jameson soundly. “What was that for?”


“Jameson,
sleeping next to you is the best and most unexpected Christmas present I’ve
ever gotten.”


“The
best, huh?”


“Yes.”


“I’m
in trouble next year. How am I going to top that? I’ll have to find something
new to design….maybe…”


“Go
to sleep, you lunatic.”


“Merry
Christmas, Candace. I love you.”


“I
love you too, even if you are a lunatic. Now go to sleep or Santa will never
come,” Candace warned.


“You
really are connected,” Jameson said as she closed her eyes.


Candace
chuckled. “Good night, Jameson.” She waited for a response. A soft purring was
emanating from Jameson. “Snoring already,” she laughed. Candace looked down and
saw a small kitten cuddled beside her sleeping lover. “I’m watching you,” she
said sternly. “Merry Christmas, Jameson. It’s going to be an interesting New
Year,” she laughed before closing her eyes. “Very interesting.”






To Be Continued in Part Two: Under Construction
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