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Chapter One


“Well, Daryl...I would have to say that Senator Fletcher is the logical
choice for the Democratic candidate. New York loves her.”


“I agree with you. She is extremely popular in the
party. But, the question is; how will that play out for them down the line? She
is out in front by twenty points in early polls for the governorship. You have
to think that the party will want more from her sometime in the future. But,
why would she leave Washington? One would think
that she could position herself just as well from her current position in the Senate where she has considerable influence.”


“There could be personal reasons,” the female pundit
offered.


“And those personal reasons could be a hindrance down
the line for Senator Fletcher and the party.”


Candace
grimaced and clicked off the television. 


“Candy,”
Dana called gently. “No one in the party believes that.”


“Yes,
they do,” Candace laughed. “And, they would be right.”


“Look,
I’ve heard all of your arguments. I have. I just don’t understand this
hesitancy of yours. J.D. supports you. The party wants you. Christ, Candy; the
people want you to run,” Dana said.


Candace
flopped into her office chair and sighed. “I know.”


“All
right? We’ve been going round and round this for months.”


Candace
looked at her friend. “I promised the president I would give the party my
decision by April 1st.”


“That’s
less than a month away,” Dana observed.


“I
know.”


“Candy?
Look, I know you think we are all pushing you.”


“You
are.”


“You’ve
worked your entire career to be in this position. I don’t get it. I’m sorry,
but I don’t. J.D. will be thrilled for you. She’s proud of you; you know?”


Candace
smiled. “I know.”


“You
seem to be saying that a lot. For a woman who is so in the know, you certainly are indecisive.”


“I
guess that is true,” Candace laughed.  “I
promised to make a decision and I will.”


“Will
you..”


“When
I know; you’ll know,” Candace said. She closed the laptop on her desk, packed
it in her briefcase, and made her way to the coat rack in her office. “Now, I
am heading home for five days. Away for this chaos.”


“You
know, if you were governor, you would be in New York most of the time. Close to
home. Close to Shell. Close to J..”


“I
know,” Candace laughed. “Someone paying you under the table?”


“No,”
Dana answered. “I just want you to be happy.”


Candace
paused in the doorway of her office. “I don’t need to be governor to be happy,
Dana.”


Dana
nodded. “I know.”


Candace
shook her head. “I’ll see you on Wednesday morning.


“You
will. Any big plans?” Dana wondered.


“No.
No plans at all, and that is exactly what I need.”


***


Candace drove down the
winding driveway that led to her house, thankful to be home. She needed to
escape Washington. She needed to escape politics. She needed to be Candy, not
Senator Fletcher, not potential candidate Candace Fletcher. Candace’s time of
waffling, debating, protesting, and avoiding making any career decision was
coming to an end. She’d attempted to sift through her reservations quietly.
She’d discussed the pros and cons with her lover and her family. She’d listened
to the pitches and arguments of her colleagues. She’d paid attention to the
fervor of the pundits. No amount of time, reasoning, listening, or debating
seemed to have brought Candace any closer to a resolution. For a moment, she
would think she had come to a decision only to change her mind the next day.
Right now, she needed to step away from it all. Perhaps she was grasping at
straws, but she hoped a quiet weekend would put life in the proper perspective.



Candace
looked up toward the house and her heart stopped. She could see Jameson’s
father, Duncan standing on the roof. He was looking up and Candace followed his
line of sight through the branches of a large oak tree that hung over the
house. What was he looking at? Jameson? What was Jameson doing in the tree?
Candace had learned to deal with Jameson’s acrobatics. She’d seen Jameson on
ladders, the roof, and crawling into tiny spaces countless times over the
course of the last year. It was part of who Jameson was. Candace had learned
that while Jameson Reid was a talented architect, there was nothing her lover
enjoyed more than construction. Jameson like working with her hands. That
thought would have brought a smile to Candace’s lips normally. Jameson above the roof in a tree produced a different
reaction.


“What
in God’s name are you doing?” Candace called out as she exited her car
hurriedly. Jameson and Duncan both looked down at the senator as she
approached.


“Hey!”
Jameson called out excitedly. “You’re home early!”


“And,
you are in a tree!”


“Can’t
fool you,” Jameson tried to joke.


“What
are you doing in a tree? Get down from there!” Candace said a bit harshly.


Jameson
was puzzled. She looked at her father who conveyed his silent advice to comply
with the demand. Jameson moved down through a couple of branches and hopped
back onto the roof. She turned for her father to unclip her safety harness and
swiftly made her way down a ladder to the ground. Candace was walking toward
her quickly.


“What
are you doing home?” Jameson asked. She looked at Candace, who was shaking. “Hey…What’s wrong?”


“What
the hell were you doing?” Candace asked.


“In
the tree?”


“Yes,
Jameson; in the tree,” Candace answered.


Jameson
looked at Candace with curious concern. Candace was afraid. Jameson had only
seen that look in the senator’s eyes once in over a year. “Candace,” Jameson
said softly. She took Candace into her arms. “What’s going on? I’m fine, honey.” Jameson could feel Candace
trembling. “Hey. I was perfectly safe; I promise.”


Candace
stepped back and gathered herself. “I’m sorry, Jameson.”


“Why?
For worrying?”


“For
overreacting. I just…I didn’t expect to see you in a tree.”


Jameson
chuckled and finally felt Candace relax. “Well, I didn’t expect to see you
home. What are you doing home so early? Not that I am not happy to see you.”


“Sometimes,
you just have to hit pause,” Candace said.


“Needed
the break, huh?”


“Needed
to be home,” Candace answered.


“We
were close to finishing for the day. Give me about an hour to get this mess
cleaned up,” Jameson offered.


“The
yard doesn’t look too bad,” Candace replied.


“I
meant me,” Jameson said with a kiss to Candace’s cheek.


“You
don’t look so bad either; now that you are on the ground.”


Jameson
laughed. “Go get settled. Pearl will be glad to see you,” she said before
kissing Candace softly. “I’m happy that you are
home.”


“Me
too,” Candace agreed. She waved to Duncan and headed for the house. Jameson
watched as Candace walked through the door.


“Everything
okay?” Duncan asked as he approached his daughter. Jameson just shook her head.
“J.D.?”


“No,
everything is definitely not okay.”


“She
mad?”


“No.
It’s not that. She’s home early. She’s on edge. Something is on her mind,”
Jameson observed. She turned and looked at her father.


“J.D.,
you were pretty high up in that tree. I have to say
if I didn’t expect to see that; it might have knocked a couple of years off my
life too.”


Jameson
sighed. “Yeah, I know. It’s not just that, though. I could hear it in her voice
last night on the phone.”


“Work?”
Duncan guessed.


“Partly.”


“The
kids?”


Jameson
laughed. For once, all seemed quiet on the family front. “No. Everything has
been pretty quiet with the three of them for a bit; which I am thankful for.”
Duncan looked at his daughter curiously. “It’s this governor thing. I’m sure of
it.”


“Think
she is going to do it?” he asked.


“I
don’t know.”


“Does
she want to?” he wondered.


“I
don’t know,” Jameson answered honestly. “I think sometimes she does and
sometimes she doesn’t. Something keeps holding her back.”


“Any
idea?”


“Yeah,
I have a pretty good idea,” Jameson admitted. “I just haven’t figured out what
to do about it yet. 


“Why
do I get the feeling that is not entirely true?”
her father asked knowingly.


Jameson
huffed. “All right, maybe I do have an idea. I just hope I’m not left hanging
in that tree when I share it with her.”


Duncan
grasped his daughter’s shoulder. “Based on the look I saw on her face? I’d say
your tree swinging days are over.”


Jameson laughed. “I hope you are right, Dad.”


***


“Well, look what the cat
dragged in!” Pearl greeted Candace. Candace sighed and plopped into a kitchen
chair. “You feeling okay?” Pearl asked. “You look a little pale.”


“Mm.
I think I just lost five years off of my life.”


“You lost me.”  


Candace
raised a brow. “Jameson missed her calling.”


“Still
lost.”


“She
should have joined the circus or maybe taken up residence in a zoo,” Candace
said. Pearl waited for the explanation. “She was up in that damned oak tree
when I pulled in the driveway.”


“You
know her, she can’t help herself,” Pearl laughed. “She’s careful, and besides,
Duncan would never let anything happen to her.”


“I
know. It still makes me nervous,” Candace confessed. Pearl studied Candace closely. Candace looked tired. Pearl couldn’t
help but chuckle when the senator bent over and lifted the small black cat at
her feet into her lap. “I thought you were going to keep an eye on her for me,”
Candace scolded Jinx.


“You
should be thankful he isn’t,” Pearl said. “Last time Jinx got in the mix of
Jameson’s climbing she ended up bleeding on the floor.”


Candace
looked at the cat. “That is true, you know?” She put Jinx back on the floor and
looked at Pearl. “It’s just; it’s so risky.”


“Are
we talking about Jameson’s climbing?” Pearl asked. Candace groaned. “That’s
what I thought,” Pearl said. “All right, Candy; let’s have it.”


“I
promised a decision by the first of the month.”


“About
whether or not you’ll launch a campaign?” Pearl guessed.


“Yes.”


Pearl
took a deep breath and considered her response. “I think you should do it; if
that matters.”


Candace
was stunned. Pearl seldom offered an opinion about
Candace’s career choices, wisdom yes, motherly guidance yes; a point blank
assessment? No. “You do?”


“Yes.
I do.”


“Why?”
Candace asked.


“You
want to,” Pearl saw Candace opening her mouth to speak. “Oh, I’ve heard it all.
I know you, Candy. Better than anyone, except maybe Jameson,” Pearl added.
Candace smiled. “You spent your life listening to your Granddad. You loved it;
all the people, all the debate. You loved it when you were ten and you never
outgrew it.”


“Things
aren’t like they were when I was ten,” Candace noted.


“Nope.
Sure aren’t.”


“It
could get…Pearl, it could get ugly at points. You know how the press can be.
You know how the trail can be. I haven’t had a target on my back for a while in an election. Believing I will
win will only make them come at me harder this time.”


“I’m
sure that’s true. What exactly do you think the target will be or should I
guess?” Pearl asked. Candace shook her head. “I’ve heard them chatting away
too. So, let them chat, Candy. The kids are with you. Jameson will be all
right. She’s tougher than you give her credit for.”


“It’s
not just that,” Candace said. She watched as Pearl waited patiently for her to
continue. “It’s different, Pearl. I will have more security, less autonomy.
That will directly impact Jameson’s life. I don’t want her to…”


“If
it doesn’t feel right to you then don’t do it. Just make sure you can live with
that decision.”


Candace
could sense Pearl had more to say. “Say what you’re thinking, Pearl,” Candace
said. 


“I
think you are scared of losing Jameson,” Pearl said bluntly. Candace sighed. “I
think you are more likely to lose her by selling her short. She’s not going
anywhere. If you asked her to buy a one way ticket so that you could run hell,
she’d buy it just to be with you.”


“Maybe
so, but hell is different for different people.”


Pearl
put her hands on Candace’s shoulders. “Candace,” she said softly. Candace
looked up in surprise. “You need to decide if you can give Jameson what she
deserves.”


“What
does that mean?”


“It
means exactly what I said. It’s been a year, Candy. Give her all of you, or you
will lose her.”


“I…”


Pearl
smiled. “You know exactly what I am talking about. Sooner or later you are
going to have to trust her completely or you are going to have to let her go.”


“I
do trust her.”


“Then
trust yourself,” Pearl said. She kissed Candace on the forehead and smiled.
“Now, I am going to leave you kids to your weekend.”


“Pearl?”
Candace called. Pearl stopped and turned back. “Thanks.” 


Pearl
smiled. “You’re welcome.”











Chapter Two


“Hey there,” Jameson
greeted Candace from the doorway to the kitchen.


Candace
turned to find Jameson holding up a large paper bag. “What is that?”


“Dinner,”
Jameson said. “I had my Dad run and grab it while I showered.”


“Is
he joining us?” Candace wondered.


“No.
This is a private affair,” Jameson answered as she placed the bag of Chinese
food on the table.  “Well, we do have
Jinx to contend with, but I will slip him a chicken finger to keep him quiet.”


Candace
laughed and walked over to Jameson. “I missed you this week.”


Jameson
smiled at her lover. “I missed you too.”


“Chinese
food?” Candace inquired.


“You
love Chinese food. Sometimes I think you love
it more than you love me,” Jameson joked.


“Not
a chance,” Candace promised. Jameson sat down across from Candace and started
pulling out the various containers. 


“So,
tell me…what prompted you to come home so early?” Jameson asked.


“I
had a conference call late yesterday.”


“And?”
Jameson urged. “Is that why you sounded so stressed out last night on the
phone?”


“That
was part of it. I promised to have a decision by the first about running for
governor.”


Jameson
nodded. “Okay. What’s the other part of it?” Candace was toying with her food.
“Candace?”


“It
will change things,” Candace said quietly.


Jameson
took a deep breath. “In my experience things tend to change whether you want
them to or not.”


Candace
looked across at Jameson. She was often amazed by Jameson’s candor and her view
of life. Many times, it had been Candace to reassure Jameson. Their roles had
now reversed. “I know. I just,” Candace chuckled. “Maybe I just wish I had a
fortune cookie that could actually predict the future.”


“Predict
the future, huh? What would you want it to say?” Jameson asked. Candace smiled
but did not answer. “Well,” Jameson said with a deep breath. She fished in her
pocket under the table and pushed a fortune cookie across the table to Candace.
“Maybe you should try that one.”


Candace
looked at Jameson quizzically. “What are you up to?” Candace asked
suspiciously. Jameson just shrugged. Candace looked back at the cookie and
opened the package. She took her time and broke it open to retrieve the
message. She studied it carefully for a
moment.


A
ship in the harbor is safe, but that's not what ships are built for.


Candace was lost in her
contemplation of the message. She looked up and was startled to find Jameson
kneeling in front of her. “Jameson?”


“It’s true. You can build
a strong, majestic ship, Candace. It
isn’t worth its weight nor its grandeur if you never sail it. You can’t ever
hope to see the world if you are too afraid it will sink.”


“Jameson, I…”


“Would you be quiet and
let me do this, please?” Jameson asked lightly. Candace smiled. “I know you are
afraid of what this will mean for us. I think we’ve built a strong ship. I
trust it to sail across some rocky waters and still find its way,” Jameson
said. “I love you. I trust you to
navigate, if you’ll trust me to keep the ship safe and cared for.”


“I trust you with my
life,” Candace said.


“Then share it with me,”
Jameson responded. “Marry me, Candace.”


“Jameson, I…Did you just
ask me to marry you?” Candace asked.


“I think those were my
words,” Jameson said nervously. Candace could not find her voice and the
silence began to unnerve Jameson. “Maybe I…”


Jameson’s words were
silenced by a kiss. “Yes.”


“Yes, you will marry me?”
Jameson asked in disbelief.


Candace laughed. “Of
course, I will marry you, you lunatic.”


“Really?” 


Candace laughed harder.
“Are you actually surprised?”


“I don’t know! I never
asked anyone before and I… Wait!”  Jameson exclaimed. Candace jumped. Jameson
reached back in her pocket and pulled out a stunning sapphire and diamond ring.
“I have to do this right.”


Candace took a breath and
watched as Jameson took her hand. It was the most endearing thing she had ever
experienced. Jameson’s expression was priceless. Candace found herself wishing
she could record the moment although she
was certain she would never forget it. Jameson took another deep breath and
then looked at Candace.


“Candace, will you marry
me?”


Candace was ready to
remind Jameson that she had already answered, but the earnestness in Jameson’s
eyes stopped her. “Yes, Jameson. I would love to be married to you.” As Candace
spoke the words, she realized the truth in them. She’d been proposed to before;
more than once. She’d been married. She’d never once in her life felt the way
she did at this moment. This was not a
proposal formulated in the dreams of a young girl about fairytale weddings. It
was not the proposal that came as a
business arrangement. Candace did not only
want to marry Jameson, she wanted to be married to Jameson. Looking at Jameson,
she was certain her emotional sentiment was shared equally by her lover. 


Jameson slipped the ring
onto Candace’s finger. She was shaking so hard that Candace reached out to
steady her. “I’m sorry,” Jameson whispered. “I’m just so nervous.”


Candace smiled. “I love
you, Jameson.”


Jameson looked at Candace, who was smiling compassionately at
her. “I don’t know what lies ahead. I do know I don’t ever want to be without
you again, no matter what.”


Candace closed the
distance between them and kissed Jameson lovingly. “I don’t want to be without you either.” Jameson placed
her head on Candace’s shoulder. “Are you all right?” Candace asked.


Jameson chuckled. “One
more thing I never thought I would do,” she admitted. “And, one more thing I
can’t wait to do.”


Candace closed her eyes
and held onto Jameson. She understood that sentiment perfectly. Life had changed dramatically for them both in a year’s
time. Candace had never been happier in her life. That was one of the reasons she
was reluctant to change anything. Jameson was right. Change was inevitable whether they invited it or not. That was
clear. Candace didn’t need a marriage proposal to trust in Jameson’s
commitment. What frightened Candace was the possibility of her life causing
Jameson pain. She needed a reminder that nothing could cause either of them
more pain than being apart. Candace felt Jameson pull back and opened her eyes.


“Whatever you decide,”
Jameson said. “I will be beside you, ring or no ring.”


“I know,” Candace assured
Jameson. “Just one favor?”


“Anything.”


“Limit the tree climbing.
I already have twenty years on you. I can’t afford to lose anymore off my
life.”


“If I can reach them
without the roof?”


Candace laughed.
“Lunatic.”


***


Candace woke up and looked over at Jameson. Jameson
was sleeping peacefully. Candace reached out and brushed the hair out of
Jameson’s eyes. Instinctively, she looked down at the ring on her finger. “Oh,
Jameson.”


“Hum?” Jameson grumbled.


Candace smiled. “Nothing.
Go back to sleep,” she whispered.


Jameson pried one eye
open. “Why are you awake?”


“Go back to sleep,”
Candace said again.


Jameson forced her eyes
completely open and looked at her lover. “Second thoughts?”


“What?” Candace asked.


“Are you having second
thoughts about us getting married?”


Candace kissed Jameson in
reply. “Not in the slightest, no.”


“What is it then?”


Candace kissed Jameson
again. Her kiss was filled with passion and Jameson gave over immediately.
Candace’s hands dropped to Jameson’s back and pulled her closer. Jameson was
astonished by the intensity of Candace’s touch. They had made love for hours
before falling asleep contentedly. She wondered when and why this emotional
tide had resurfaced in Candace. She was happy to surrender to it. Candace’s
hands were mapping out Jameson’s body methodically. Her kiss continued just as
unhurriedly. For a moment, Candace would pull back and gentle her exploration,
just grazing Jameson’s lips with hers. Then, in another instant she would trace
Jameson’s lips with her tongue and her searching would begin all over again.
The dance went on and on while Candace’s hands caressed Jameson lovingly. 


Jameson found Candace’s
tenderness incredibly arousing. Candace had not ventured to touch her in any
way that was overtly sexual. She allowed her hands to roam over Jameson’s hips,
her back, stomach, shoulders, thighs, and neck, lovingly exploring every curve
and dip of Jameson’s body. When Candace’s kiss finally strayed to Jameson’s
neck, Jameson gasped. “Jesus,” Jameson whispered hoarsely.


Candace’s mouth continued
a slow assault down one side of Jameson’s neck and then up the other. She
stopped and placed a kiss on Jameson’s lips before running her tongue leisurely
down Jameson’s throat until she reached Jameson’s breasts. Jameson closed her
eyes and sucked in a ragged breath. Her heart skipped wildly when Candace’s
fingertips barely brushed over Jameson’s nipples. Jameson wanted to call out to
Candace, but she could not seem to make
the words come. It was as if she were suddenly drowning; drowning in a sea of
passion and promise. She reached out for Candace and Candace stopped to kiss
the palm of Jameson’s hand without words. 


The sensation of
Candace’s tongue beginning to circle her nipple forced a sigh to escape
Jameson’s lips. Candace looked up and watched as Jameson’s expression changed
from startled to hopeless surrender. She smiled and dropped her kisses lower.
Jameson thought her body might have caught fire. Every nerve was pulsing in
anticipation. She opened her eyes to see Candace above her. Her hands grasped
onto Candace’s as Candace’s hips began to sensually rotate against her. Jameson
traced Candace’s lips with her finger and arched her back to meet Candace’s
movements. Her heart was pounding with pleasure. 


“God,” Jameson breathed.
“You are so beautiful,” she said with wonderment coloring her voice.


“Jameson,” Candace called
through a moan. Jameson’s body moved rhythmically against hers. She held onto
Jameson’s hands as if they were her anchor. Jameson was her safe harbor. She
looked into Jameson’s eyes as their bodies melded together in an erotic dance. 


Jameson moved her hands
to hold Candace’s hips, guiding her impossibly closer.  She felt a stirring in her center and held on
more tightly. Candace dropped her hands back to Jameson’s breasts and gently
tugged at her nipples. Jameson was softly being transported, much like a leaf
is carried by a faint breeze. Jameson was
drifting upward, dipping and gliding, helpless to resist the tumbling. She felt
no inclination to control the flight. Instead, she let go. Candace was the
wind; the air in her lungs, the breath that had given Jameson’s existence new
life. There was never a need to pretend, to fear or to hold back with Candace.
Whether Candace carried her gently or sent her soaring in a violent swirl of
energy, Jameson would always land safely, quietly, and lovingly in Candace’s
embrace. As much as Candace could lift Jameson in what often seemed an endless
whirling spiral of emotion and desire, she was also the earth; the rock that
grounded Jameson. 


Jameson’s body rose at
the same instant that Candace sank into her. “Jameson,” Candace whispered just
before her body erupted in a multitude of sensations. Jameson followed, her
body climbing and trembling. Candace kissed Jameson urgently as her body
shuddered against an onslaught of uncontrollable physical pleasure. Her muscles
clenched and her heart thrummed violently in her chest. Jameson returned her
kiss with fervor and held on to her hips firmly. Jameson wasn’t sure that she
would ever reach the ground. Each time she felt herself begin to settle,
another gentle breeze would lift her and she would find herself gripping
Candace in an attempt to remain grounded. 


Finally, Jameson pulled
Candace down to her firmly. “Jameson?” Candace’s voice called gently. Jameson’s
only reply came in the form of a tender kiss. She sighed and held Candace
close. 


“Thank you,” Jameson
said. Candace was puzzled. “Yes, thank you,” Jameson said again. “For letting me
love you.”


Candace smiled.
“Sweetheart, I think it’s me who should be thanking you.”


“No. It isn’t,” Jameson
said. Candace propped herself up to look at Jameson. “I’ve never told you
this.”


“Told me what?”


“Why it’s so hard for me
sometimes…To let go, I mean,” Jameson said. Candace listened attentively. “It
was a long time ago. I thought I knew who I was. I didn’t have a clue, you
know?” Jameson said. “I don’t know why I have never told you this.”


Candace took a deep
breath. She wasn’t sure what Jameson was about to reveal, but she was positive
it was a painful memory. “You can tell me anything. You don’t have to tell me unless you want to.”


“I do want to,” Jameson
said assuredly. She kissed Candace gently. “I was sixteen. He was nineteen,”
Jameson said. Candace took another deep breath. “I suppose I knew, I mean…I did
know that I liked girls. Of course, I did. I just…Well, that wasn’t really an
option. I didn’t think so; you know?”


“I think I understand.”


“Anyway…People suspected.
I know they did. A couple of my friends hinted about my sexuality; my crushes
on girls. It scared me,” Jameson admitted. “I don’t know what scared me more,
to be honest; the idea that it was true
or the possibility that people would realize it was true,” she said. Candace
listened silently and tenderly caressed Jameson’s abdomen as Jameson continued.
“Jed…He was popular. Older, handsome…not cute, handsome.
He paid a lot of attention to me. Not like he was the only guy to, but…”


Candace smiled. It was
not hard to imagine Jameson garnering the attention of either gender. Jameson
was a beautiful woman. She was athletic and feminine, all curves and softness,
even when she tried to wear a rugged exterior. She had a natural charisma and
charm that she was not aware of. It was endearing and one of the many things
that Candace cherished in Jameson. “Go on,” Candace encouraged her lover.


“It just happened. I
guess I should have expected it. I didn’t,” Jameson said softly.


“Expected what?” Candace
asked, expecting she already knew the answer.


“Why else would he want
to be with a sixteen year old high school girl? It’s not like we hadn’t made
out before. I just…I didn’t expect it to continue. And, I didn’t know what to
do…I just…Candace….I asked him to stop. He said the rumors must have been true,” Jameson sighed deeply. Candace let out a
nervous breath. Her heart ached for Jameson, for Jameson’s innocence. “I didn’t
kick him. I didn’t scream. I cried. I just cried, but even when I was crying…I
still…he touched me and it…”


“Jameson,” Candace said
softly. “He had no right to take that from you. And, you can’t always control
what your body does, love.”


“I should have. How could
he have? How could I have? I just…”


Candace kissed Jameson’s
forehead. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I am so sorry that anyone hurt you that way.”


Jameson nodded as a tear
rolled over her cheek. “It’s easier for me to make love to…”


“I know that,” Candace
said.


“But, with you…I want you
to take me there. I know that you will…”


 “Sweetheart, you don’t ever have to be or feel
anything with me that is not honest. You know that; don’t you?’


 “Yes, I do,” Jameson promised.


“Good. I’m not perfect. I
know there are times that something I say or something I do will hurt you.”


“Candace.”


“Listen. It’s true. We
both know that. The last thing I ever want is to see you hurt.”


Jameson smiled. “I know.
I feel the same way.”


“I want you to feel
safe.”


“I do,” Jameson said.
“That’s the point. I’ve never felt safer. Not ever.”


Candace kissed Jameson
and pulled her closer. “Thank you for sharing that with me.”


“There isn’t anything I
don’t want to share with you.”


 “Sometimes, Jameson, I can’t remember what it
was like without you here. I don’t want to imagine what it would be like now.”


“Well, there would be no
cats and your roof would probably be leaking by now.”


Candace chuckled as
Jameson snuggled into her embrace. “You really are a lunatic sometimes.”


“You love lunatics.”


“Yes, I guess I do.”











Chapter Three


Candace wandered into the
kitchen and stopped to watch Jameson talking to Jinx.


“Your
mommy said yes, you know?” Jameson said to the cat at her feet. “That means you
are both stuck with me now. So, now you really get two mommies, just like every
other kid, or well, kitty in your case.”


Candace
leaned in the doorway and smiled. “Should I call the lawyer and draw up the
adoption papers?” Candace asked.


Jameson
stood up and turned to her lover. “You would let me adopt Jinx? Really?”
Candace shook her head and closed the distance between them. She kissed Jameson
on the cheek and headed for the coffee pot. “So? What are your plans for the
day?” Jameson asked.


“Actually,
I was going to ask you that.”


“Hadn’t
really thought about it. I told my dad I’d call him later. Things sort of took
an unexpected turn last night,” Jameson said.


“Oh?”
Candace asked. “What things might those be?”


“Well,
I woke up thinking about trimming tree branches and I fell asleep thinking
about weddings.”


Candace
sat down at the table and sipped her coffee. “Jameson, out of curiosity; when
did you decide to propose?”


Jameson
shrugged. “Truthfully?” she asked. Candace nodded. “Uh…well…”


“Jameson?”


“Okay.
I bought the ring when you went back to Washington after New Year’s.”


Candace
was stunned. “Jameson, are you telling me you have been keeping that ring since
our first month together?” Candace asked. Jameson shrugged again. “You’re
serious.”


Jameson
sat down across from Candace and sighed. “I don’t know. I just knew someday I
would need it. I just didn’t know when that someday would be.”


Candace
laughed. “You are a hopeless romantic, Jameson Reid.”


“Not
really. I knew it would be a while. I thought about asking you on the Fourth of
July. That’s when I had the fortune cookie made.”


Candace
grinned. “Really?”


“Yeah.
I chickened out.”


“Why?”


“Why?
What would you have said?” Jameson wondered.


“I
would have said the same thing I said last night.”


“Really?”
Jameson was surprised. “We’d only been together six months.”


“This
from the woman who buys an engagement ring the week after she sleeps with
someone for the first time,” Candace laughed.


“Good
point. Remind me never to debate you.”


Candace
laughed again. “Does anyone know?”


“That
I bought the ring?” Jameson asked. “No. What do you think the kids will say?”


“I
doubt they will be surprised. What about your family?”


Jameson
rolled her eyes. “My mother will be delirious. Not only is her daughter getting
married but she’s marrying a Democrat,
who happens to be a senator. She’ll probably want a red, white, and blue themed
wedding,” she laughed.


“What
about you?” Candace wondered. “You said you fell asleep thinking about
weddings. What were you thinking?”


“Me?
That’s your department. You handle my mother, and Dana and the kids,” Jameson said. “As long as you show up, it
doesn’t matter to me. Whatever you want is fine. I just want to marry you. It
could be us at City Hall for all I care.”


“No
wedding fantasies?”


“I
didn’t say that,” Jameson winked. 


“You’re
impossible,” Candace laughed. 


“What
do you want to do? When do you want to? Not that I am pushing. I don’t want you
to think…”


“Jameson,
relax. I would marry you today,” Candace said. She sighed thoughtfully.


“But?”


“There’s
no but,” Candace said. 


“Uh-huh.”


“There’s
not. There are realities. Some that I don’t like,” Candace explained. “The
press will grab onto this. We have to decide how we want to handle that. Do we
try and do it quietly or do we just put it out there?” she continued. “If I
decide to run…well, they will want to make it a publicity plus,” she said with
a groan.


Jameson
shrugged. “Will it help you? If you run, I mean.”


“Probably,”
Candace admitted.


“Okay.”


“Okay?” Candace questioned.


“Yeah. God knows I have no other way to help you.”


“That’s not true,” Candace said flatly. “This is our life, Jameson. I don’t want you to
think our marriage is a publicity stunt.”


“You worry too much about me,” Jameson said. “I don’t
care what people think, Candace. They can all still believe you hate cats. I
know the truth.”


Candace rolled her eyes. “I still don’t know what I
want to do,” she said honestly.


“About running or about a wedding?”


Candace smiled. “I would like to do that here,”
Candace said.


“The wedding?” Candace nodded. “And?” Jameson asked.


“And, I would like it simple and small. You, me, the
kids, your family…maybe a few close friends. No politicos, no press, no
dignitaries,” Candace said. “As far as when; I guess I would say when it is a
little warmer. When Marianne and Rick can be here with Spencer.”


 “So much for
all is quiet on the home front. When do you want to tell them?” Jameson asked.


“How about now?” Candace suggested.


“Now?” Jameson coughed.


“No time like the present,” Candace said. Jameson
turned pale. “I thought you didn’t care what people thought.”


“Your kids aren’t people,” Jameson said. Candace
raised an eyebrow. “You know what I mean!”


“Okay. How about we start with the easy ones. Why don’t we see if Shell and your
parents are available for dinner tomorrow?”


Jameson took a deep breath. “They’re going to think
something is up.”


“Something is up,” Candace laughed. “Second thoughts?”


“No. Can’t we just go to Vegas and then tell them? It
worked for Kelly Ripa and Bette Midler.”


Candace shook her head. “Kelly Ripa and Bette Midler?
Do I want to know how you know that?”


“I don’t need tabloids. Melanie is like E! on steroids.”


“I see. Well, I don’t think those are the best models
for us.”


“I was afraid you would say that.”


“Would you feel better if Pearl came tomorrow?”
Candace asked knowingly. Jameson nodded. “Your protector,” she chuckled.


“Pearl is everyone’s protector,” Jameson said.


“That she is,” Candace agreed before making her way to
the sink.


“Candace?” Jameson began. Candace turned and raised
her brow. “Would you really let me adopt Jinx?”


 “Lunatic.”


“That will make you Mrs. Lunatic,” Jameson quipped. 


Candace picked up a dishtowel and tossed it at
Jameson. “I guess they call it committed for a reason,” she said.


***


“So? What is going on?”
Michelle asked pointedly. 


“What
makes you think anything is going on?” Candace asked as straight faced as she
could manage.


“Umm…Besides
the fact that J.D. keeps finding reasons to leave the room, there is the fact
that you have casually kept your hand hidden
this whole time. Nice ring, Mom,”
Michelle laughed.


“Shell,”
Candace whispered.


“Oh,
I know. Mum is the word until J.D.’s
folks and Grandma Pearl get here. You do know that you can’t walk around with
your hand in your pocket all afternoon,” she laughed. 


“Sometimes,
Shell…if I didn’t know better, I would swear you and Jameson were related,”
Candace commented.


“Will
be soon enough!” Michelle responded.


“Will
be what soon enough?” Maureen Reid asked as she entered the living room with
Jameson, Duncan, and Pearl.


Jameson
looked at Candace curiously and Candace shrugged. Michelle was trying not to
laugh. Jameson rolled her eyes. “Why don’t you guys have a seat?” she
suggested. “I’ll go grab a bottle of wine and we can relax before dinner.”


Pearl
looked at Jameson and crossed her arms. “You’ll go get the wine?”


“Well,
yeah. You are guests…”


“Sit
down, Jameson,” Pearl ordered. Jameson sighed and took a seat between Candace
and Michelle. Michelle could no longer hold back her amusement and feebly
attempted to conceal her growing smirk with her hand. 


Jameson
looked at Candace and then at Michelle. “Busted?” she whispered to Michelle. 


Michelle
nodded “Nice ring, though,” she whispered back just as Candace lightly smacked
Jameson’s knee.


“What
was that for?” Jameson asked Candace.


“All
right, you two,” Pearl interceded before Candace could respond. “First off, I
have not been a guest in this house in more than forty years. Impromptu family
dinners. Jameson wants Candace drinking wine at three in the afternoon. Shell
is giggling like a school girl. Quit whispering. Who died? Who is pregnant or
who is getting married?”


“Shell!
You’re pregnant?” Jameson asked excitedly.


“Yeah,
and the Pope is a Jewish lesbian,” Michelle quipped.


Candace
looked a Jameson. “Face it, honey, we are…”


“Busted,”
Michelle said.


“Am
I the only one who is lost here?” Maureen asked.


Jameson
took a deep breath and then took Candace’s hand. “Sorry, Mom. Okay…The thing is,
I asked Candace to marry me.”


“And
she said yes?” Maureen responded.


“Yes,
she said yes!” Jameson answered. Candace laughed.


“About
time,” Pearl said. Her smile belied the firmness in her voice. Candace looked
at Pearl and shook her head. 


“J.D.,
when?” Maureen asked.


“When
what?”


“When
are you getting married?” her mother inquired.


“We
haven’t decided that yet,” Candace answered honestly.


“Yeah.
We still have to tell Marianne and Jonah,” Jameson said quietly. She felt
Candace squeeze her hand in reassurance.


“Don’t
sweat it, J.D.,” Michelle said. “Marianne will be fine. It’s not like you got Mom pregnant or anything. Although, I’m
sure you tried,” she whispered not so softly in Jameson’s ear. 


Jameson
rolled her eyes. “I’m never going to live that down; am I?”


“Well,
at least it will be legal now,” Maureen said.


“Mom!”
Jameson scolded her mother.


“You
mentioned wine?” Candace asked. “I think I could use a glass now.”


Pearl
chuckled and followed Candace into the kitchen. She watched as Candace grabbed
a bottle of white wine and began opening it. “So, let’s see it.”


Candace
smiled and made her way to Pearl. She held out her hand so Pearl could see the
ring Jameson had given her. Pearl was markedly quiet. “Pearl?”


“She
is really something,” Pearl said emotionally. 


“Yes,
she is.”


“Candy,
you don’t recognize that ring; do you?” Pearl asked.


“What
are you talking about?” Candace asked.


 “Come with me.” Pearl led Candace into the
study and retrieved an old photo album. “I wondered why she asked me about
that.”


“Asked
you about what?” Candace wondered.


Pearl
pointed to a picture in the album. Candace squinted without her glasses of
bring it into focus. It was a photo of her Granddad and her Grandma when they
were first married. “I don’t…” Pearl sighed and flipped another few pages
forward. She pointed to another photo. 
“Oh my God,” Candace gasped. She looked at her ring. “This is almost
exactly the same as Grandma’s ring.”


Pearl
nodded. “You can’t really tell what kind of stone it is. I wondered why Jameson
asked me that. But, you know Jameson. She’s curious about everything. She’d
asked about the color of the wallpaper, what type of cigars your granddad
smoked, every detail she could think of. I told her the story about the time
you dressed up in your grandma’s wedding dress. How she found you and told you
that one day you would find someone just as special as she did. You swore you’d
marry someone just like your granddad,” Pearl laughed. “She loves hearing those
stories about you, you know? I should have known,” Pearl mused. Candace’s eyes
had drifted to her ring. 


“Hey,”
Jameson’s voice called from the door. “I wondered what happened to you two.
What are you doing in here? I thought you went to get some wine.” Candace
walked to Jameson and put her arms around Jameson’s neck. “What did I do?”
Jameson asked. “And, was it a good thing?”


“I
love you,” Candace said. Jameson looked at Pearl in confusion. “What? You don’t
believe me?” Candace asked. “I’m an idiot,” she said.


“What
are you talking about?” Jameson wondered.


“The
ring, Jameson. I’m so sorry. I didn’t even notice it was…”


Jameson
kissed Candace sweetly. “Well, it isn’t exactly the same. Pearl told me that
your grandmother always wanted you to have it, but your mother and father gave
it to David to give to Carol. I know it’s not the same.”


“No,
it’s even better,” Candace said with a kiss.


“I’m
going to go get that wine,” Pearl said. “I trust you will be right behind me?”
Jameson nodded. “Good. As fascinating as I find
Shell’s tale of the fireworks on the Fourth of July, I would prefer you wait
until after I leave for a repeat performance,” she said as she walked out the
door.


Candace
collapsed her head on Jameson’s shoulder. “Why doesn’t she just rent a
billboard?”


“Well,
look at the bright side. If you run for governor you could save a lot of money
and just hire Shell for your campaign,” Jameson suggested. “She certainly knows
how to get a message out.”


“Campaign
for what? Madame Candace of the Jameson Reid House of Ill Repute?” Candace
asked.


Jameson
laughed. “Eh, no one looks for honest politicians anyway.”


“Jameson!”
Candace swatted her lover. 


“Just
kidding. Come on, or there will be a whole new campaign running through this
family before we know it,” Jameson said. 


“Jameson?
Thanks.”


Jameson
smiled. “Don’t thank me until you hear all of my mother’s ideas,” she laughed.


“Oh
no.”


“Oh
yes,” Jameson laughed.


“Red,
white, and blue?” Candace asked. Jameson just smiled. “Oh boy,” Candace
chuckled. She let Jameson lead her back to their family. “Why do I suddenly
think a campaign might be less stressful?” she thought silently.



 










Chapter Four


“No,” Candace said
firmly. “I said no. There are only two letters in the word, Daniel. It
shouldn’t be that difficult to understand…even for you.”


Dana
walked into Candace’s office and flinched at the tone of the senator’s voice. Candace was annoyed and on the threshold of
angry. Dana took a seat on the sofa and listened to Candace’s end of the phone
call.


“What
would possess you to even ask me to co-sponsor this bill?” Candace barked into
the phone. She played with the glasses on the bridge of her nose and tapped the
pen in her hands repeatedly on her desk. “Of course, I understand the issue,
Daniel. I am not putting my name on something that has the potential to empower
the wrong people.”


Candace
could feel her head beginning to pound. Two weeks back in Washington and she
was ready to go home. The climate in the nation’s capital was contentious at
best. Candace had one policy that she never compromised on. If she felt in her
gut that a bill would do more harm than good, she would not sponsor it nor
would she vote for it. Compromise was
necessary to get things done. Compromising her morals was not something she was
willing to do. It had become an increasingly difficult policy to adhere to.
Lobbyists and donors and worse still,
lobbyists for donors, were always
knocking at her door. She often wondered who the authors of the majority of
legislation that rolled across her desk were. Were they congressional staffers
or corporate and special interest lobbyists? Candace groaned inwardly as she
listened to the senator on the line. Everything these days seemed it was special interest and little of it served the
interests of the people she represented. 


“No.
Flat out, unequivocal no. That’s it,
Daniel,” she repeated her answer. “That’s nice. I’m sure that President Wallace
will appreciate your efforts,” Candace said. “My answer is still no.” Dana
looked over at Candace and Candace shook her head in disbelief. “Yes, well, I
have not made a decision about that yet. That has no bearing at all on my
answer. Yes. You as well, Senator.” Candace hung up the phone and rolled her
eyes. “Nitwit.”


“Senator
Barker?” Dana guessed.


“Senator
Nitwit,” Candace corrected. “What is it with these men? Do they not understand
when a woman says no, she means no?”


“Are
we still talking about legislation here?” Dana asked.


“Yes…and
no. I’m tired of it, Dana; the lack of respect. Half these guys couldn’t pass a
fifth grade history test and they treat the handful of us women as if we are
their wives or worse still, daughters. I am not Senator Barker’s wife. Talking to
me like I am a teenager who hasn’t learned about the birds and the bees! He’d better
watch himself before he gets stung on the ass. I could teach him a thing or two
about birds and bees.”


Dana
couldn’t help herself. She erupted in a fit of laughter. Candace tossed her
glasses on the desk and chuckled. “Birds and bees, Senator?” Dana was laughing
so hard she began to cry.


“Senator
Fletcher,” the office intercom beckoned.


“Yes,
Susan?” Candace replied through a few giggles.


“There
is a delivery here for you,” Susan said.


“That’s
fine, Susan. Bring it in,” Candace said. She looked back at Dana and they
started laughing again.


“Whose
office did you two toilet paper?” an amused voice inquired from the doorway.
Candace and Dana both turned in surprise. 


“Jameson?”
Candace asked in disbelief. Jameson just smiled. “What are you doing here?”


“Nice
to see you too, Senator Fletcher,” Jameson responded. 


“Well,
get in here,” Candace said.


“Dana,”
Jameson greeted her friend. “Sorry if I am interrupting something important,”
Jameson said playfully.


“No,
your fiancée was just explaining the birds and the bees,” Dana replied.


Jameson
looked at Candace suspiciously. “”Environmental legislation?” she asked.


“Cute,”
Candace laughed. “Not exactly.” Candace stood and greeted Jameson with a hug.
“Now, really…What are you doing in Washington?”


“I
have a meeting in Baltimore at three. Thought I might be able to lobby you for
dinner?”


“No
lobbying necessary. When did this all happen?” Candace asked.


“Just
this morning. Bryan was supposed to make the trip. I figured we could save on
the hotel expense if I came instead.”


“I
see,” Candace said.


“So…Dinner in Georgetown? Dana, would you like to
join us?” Jameson asked.


“Davey
has his first T-Ball game,” Dana said.


“That
will probably be more exciting than dinner in Georgetown,” Candace commented.


“Maybe.
You think Senator Barker is bad? You should see some of these parents,” Dana
groaned.


Candace
laughed. “I have every confidence you will put them all in line if necessary.”


“True.
It’s what I do,” Dana agreed.


“All
right,” Jameson began, “sorry to pop in and out. I need to get going. Have to
catch a train.” She leaned in and kissed Candace on the cheek. “Meet you here
later?”


“Actually,
how about we meet at Martin’s? Say around six-thirty?” Candace suggested. 


“See
you then. Wish Davey luck for me,” Jameson said to Dana.


Dana
waited until Jameson had closed the door and then turned to Candace. “What was
that all about?”


Candace
sighed. “I don’t know. Something is on her mind.”


“Maybe
she just missed you,” Dana suggested.


“Oh,
I am sure she misses me. That’s not why she came down here. She’s up to
something.”


“Well,
at least you know it isn’t for a proposal,” Dana offered. 


“At
least not marriage,” Candace laughed. 


“Come
on, Candy. You know J.D. She hates being away from you. What could she possibly
have up her sleeve?”


“Dana, in the last year Jameson has convinced me to take a
lover twenty years my junior. I have gotten engaged when I swore I would never
marry again and remodel my entire home. And, even more unbelievably, I have allow
a cat to keep residence in that home.
What does she have up her sleeve? God only knows,” Candace said.


“She’s
good for you,” Dana said flatly.


“Yes,
I know,” Candace admitted. “I just hope I am as good for her.”


Dana
smiled. “Still twirling this governor race around in your head? Stop worrying,
Candy. I’ve known J.D. since we were barely twenty. She’s never been happier.
And, J.D. is tough. I’ve always admired that in her; the way things roll off
her.”


Candace
offered Dana a weak smile. She believed that Jameson was happy. She also knew
Jameson was a determined person. Jameson was hardly tough. Jameson was the most sensitive person Candace had ever known.
Candace was aware that most people saw the humorous Jameson, the professional
Jameson. They knew J.D. Reid. Candace loved J.D. but she was in love with
Jameson. Jameson was the person underneath the exterior, much like Candace was
the woman behind Senator Fletcher. Jameson’s appearance in Washington meant
something was on her mind. Candace was eager to find out exactly what that
might be. She sighed and looked at Dana. “Let’s get down to business. Seems we
both have important dates tonight.”


***


“How was your meeting?”
Candace asked Jameson.


“Fine,”
Jameson responded. “Typical. Nothing out of the ordinary.”


“Uh-huh.
You flew down here for a typical meeting to save money on a hotel?”


“I
flew down here to see you,” Jameson said taking a sip of her wine. “I missed
you.” Candace looked across at Jameson doubtfully. “What? I did miss you.”


“I
know. That isn’t why you are here. What’s going on?” Candace asked.


“Candy?”
a voice startled Candace from behind her. 


Candace
saw Jameson’s expression fall and turned to the sound of the voice. “Jessica?”


Jessica
Stearns smiled at her former partner. “It’s been a while,” she said softly as
she made her way to stand beside Candace
and Jameson’s table.


“What
are you doing in Washington?” Candace asked.


“I
do still have friends here, Candy,” Jessica chuckled. 


Candace
sighed. “I didn’t mean it the way…”


“I
know,” Jessica said a bit sadly. She extended her hand to Jameson. 


“Oh
God, I’m sorry. Jameson Reid meet Jessica Stearns,” Candace made the formal
introduction. 


“Nice
to meet you,” Jameson said cordially.


“I
hear congratulations are in order,” Jessica offered. Candace smiled a bit
uncomfortably. She had not seen her former lover in over two years, not even in
passing. 


Jameson
watched the exchange between Candace and Jessica with interest. She had heard
stories and opinions about the infamous Jessica Stearns from all of Candace’s
children, Dana, and even Pearl. Candace never spoke ill of Jessica in spite of
the scandal Jessica’s affair had caused. That was not Candace’s way. She had
moved on. Jessica had been part of her life, an important part. Jameson often
wondered about the woman who had share Candace’s life before her. She wondered
how anyone could be foolish enough to let Candace go.


Jessica
was every bit as attractive and polished as Jameson would have expected. She
also noted the genuine affection in Jessica’s eyes as she looked at Candace.
Jameson had never given any thought to the likelihood that she would eventually
confront this part of Candace’s past. She’d met Candace’s ex-husband a handful
of times. That had been inevitable. They shared three children. To her
surprise, she had been relaxed in his presence. He and Candace had been apart
for many years. Their divorce was amicable. While Jameson was certain there was
no animosity between them, she also recognized there was also little emotion at
all. Jessica was different. Candace had loved her once. Jameson understood
that. Jessica had hurt Candace deeply. Jameson knew
that as well. She smiled at Candace when Candace grasped her hand.


“Yes,”
Candace said to Jessica. She smiled at Jameson and turned back to her former
lover. “Thank you.”


Jessica
nodded. “I hear you might be spending less time here shortly,” she said to Candace. Candace sighed. “You are going to
run; aren’t you?”


“I’m
not sure yet,” Candace answered.


Jessica
looked at her curiously then looked at Jameson and nodded. “How are the kids?”
she asked with genuine interest.


“Good,”
Candace beamed. “How about you?”


“The
same,” Jessica said. “Work, work and more work.”


Candace
laughed lightly. “Comforting to know some things don’t ever change,” she
teased.


Jessica
looked at Jameson. “And, some things do,” she said. “I’ve taken enough of your
time,” she said.


Jameson
surprised herself with her words. “Why don’t you at least join us for a drink
while you wait for your table?” Candace looked at Jameson in disbelief.


“I
would love to, but I have someone waiting for me,” Jessica said with a gesture
to the far corner of the restaurant where an attractive woman was watching
their table curiously.


Candace
smiled. “How is Monica?”


“She’s
Monica,” Jessica laughed. Jameson noted the mischievous glint that mingled with
remorse in Jessica’s eye. “It was good to see you, Candy. And, to meet you, Jameson,” she said sincerely. She leaned
in and placed a friendly kiss on Candace’s cheek. “I’m happy for you, Candy,”
she whispered. Candace nodded and watched Jessica make her way across the
restaurant.


“You
okay?” Jameson asked.


Candace
turned back to Jameson and smiled. “Sorry about that.”


“Don’t
be,” Jameson said sincerely. “Are you sure you are all right? We can go if…”


“I'm all right,” Candace promised. “It was a
little awkward, but in a way I’m glad it’s over.”


“You
mean seeing Jessica again or her seeing you with me?”


“Both,”
Candace replied honestly. 


“She
seems very nice,” Jameson said quietly.


“She’s
a good person, Jameson. She just isn’t
good for me.”


Jameson
sipped her wine and let her gaze drift back across the room to where Jessica
was seated with her partner. This was not how she had planned the evening. She
didn’t feel any jealousy, which surprised her a bit. She did wonder what was
going through Candace’s mind. Jameson was not one to push. She resigned herself
to letting her questions lie at least for the moment. She smiled when she saw
Jessica glance her way. “Your loss, my gain,” she thought silently.


“What
are you grinning about?” Candace asked.


“Nothing,”
Jameson said. “Just enjoying my wine.”


“Mm...You
are terrible at hiding things; you know?”


“Not
true. I hid that ring for over a year,” Jameson reminded her lover.


“I
guess you did. Anything I else I should go snooping for?” Candace asked.
Jameson just shrugged. “Just so long as it’s not another cat,” Candace said.


“No.
No new additions without prior notice,” Jameson replied with a wink.


“I’ll
remember you said that.”


***


Candace had been quiet
all evening. The dinner conversation had taken an abrupt turn to discussing
Jameson’s project, the kids’ lives, and some legislation that Candace was
battling with. Now, Candace was lying in Jameson’s arms while Jameson combed
her fingers through Candace’s hair. “Candace?”


“Hum?”
Candace moaned in contentment.


“Why
don’t you want to run for governor?”


Candace
sighed heavily. “That’s why you came down; isn’t it?”


“You
have to decide this week,” Jameson noted. “I guess I just want to understand
why when everyone seems to think you should, you don’t seem to want to.”


“I
do want to,” Candace said tacitly.


Jameson
brushed her lips over Candace’s head. “Talk to me.”


“Oh,
Jameson, the past has a way of coming back to haunt you sometimes. Politics has
a way of making that happen.”


“Is
this about what happened tonight?” Jameson asked. 


Candace
shifted to look at her lover. “No.”


“I
don’t understand,” Jameson confessed.


“It’s
not only my past that can resurface,” Candace said.


“You
lost me,” Jameson said. Candace sat up and took a deep breath. Jameson noted
that she was twirling her engagement ring thoughtfully. “What is it?”


Candace
sucked in a nervous breath and released it slowly. “I don’t know how to…”


“You
can tell me anything.”


“I
know.”


“Candace,
nothing you could tell me would change us. It doesn’t matter to me if you run
for governor, stay in the senate or want
to come home all together. I just want you to be happy.”


“I
am happy,” Candace said. “My choices affect other people. I know that too.”


“What
is it?”


Candace
kissed Jameson gently and spun the ring on her finger again. “My grandfather
was the best person I ever knew. I mean, he was kind but strong,” she said. “I
always wanted to be like him.”


“From
what Pearl says you are a lot like him.”


“Yeah.”


“You
are a lot like her too,” Jameson laughed.


Candace
nodded. “I know,” she said. “There’s reason for that, Jameson,” Candace said.
Jameson frowned at the pained expression on Candace’s face. “My grandfather was
not perfect.”


“No
one is perfect.”


“No.
They aren’t. He loved my grandmother. She loved him. I always envied that. I
mean, my parents’ marriage was more of an arrangement. Granddad, he was always
so attentive to my grandmother. It’s hard for me to believe he ever strayed.”


“You
mean he had an affair?”


“Yes.
A lengthy one, actually,” Candace said. “Back then, you could conceal those
things publicly. There were barriers that the press did not cross when it came
to public officials. That was one.”


“Did
your grandmother know?”


“Yes.
She knew. He had to tell her after,” Candace’s thought trailed off.


“Candace?”


Candace
sighed. “After Pearl was born.” Jameson’s jaw fell open. Candace nodded with an
uncomfortable grin. “Pearl is technically my aunt.”


“I…Does
she know?” Jameson wondered.


“She
knows. She doesn’t know that I know.”


“How
do you know? I mean, if Pearl didn’t tell you…Why wouldn’t Pearl tell you that?”


“Pearl
would never shatter my image of him; not ever. As for how I know, my
grandmother told me just before she died. Funny, she loved Pearl, just like
Pearl was her own,” Candace reminisced.


“Like
Pearl loves you,” Jameson said.


“Yes.”


“Wow.
Are you worried about someone unearthing that skeleton? Candace, no one has ever
even mentioned that Pearl…”


“Things
are different now, Jameson. People delight in unearthing
old drama. They don’t consider the people involved. They just like the
sensationalism. My Granddad, he was a popular
figure, a successful governor. I don’t ever want to see that tainted. I don’t
want Pearl to endure that either.”


“How
would anyone even find out?” Jameson asked.


“I
don’t know that they would. I don’t know if it’s worth that risk to me.”


Jameson
leaned in and kissed Candace gently. “I think you should talk to Pearl.”


“I
can’t,” Candace’s eyes began to grow teary. “How can I….”


“Yes,
you can,” Jameson said. “Pearl loves you. I mean…Candace, I think you are the
most important person in her life in most ways. I never really understood that,
but…”


“Pearl
is my mother in every way that matters,” Candace said. “My grandmother, when
she told me, she was so calm. It was as if she believed it was just meant to be
that way. She told me that Pearl’s
mother…well, she was absentee. She took off when Pearl was barely eight. Pearl
actually lived with my great grandmother for seven years before she moved into
my grandparent’s house as their ‘housekeeper’. I knew that, but I never knew
why. No one talked about it.” Jameson was stunned. It was the type of story she
envisioned as the makings of a T.V. movie. Candace continued. “But, Grandma
felt about Pearl the way Pearl does about me. Truthfully, Pearl is just like
Granddad. If anyone bothered to pay attention they would see how much she even
looks like him, like me.”


Jameson
chuckled. It was true. She had always found it uncanny, but Jameson chalked up
the likeness she saw in Pearl and Candace to all the mannerisms they shared
more than anything. That, she accepted came from so many years of being around
each other. “I can’t tell you what to do,” Jameson said. “I think you owe it to
yourself to talk to Pearl. She’s wondering what is holding you back too.”


“I
know. I feel like I am betraying a confidence. It’s her past. It’s their past.
I don’t want my future to bring up painful memories for Pearl, or to taint who
my Granddad was.”


“Well,
I don’t see how what you told me taints anyone. It was a different time. Your
grandparents never walked away from Pearl. I would say that is a testament to
who people thought they were. That they were right,” Jameson said. Candace
closed her eyes and listened. “Plus, Candace, couldn’t this come up some time
anyway? I understand he was governor and maybe you think someone will reach,
but sooner or later it might come out anyway. And, I think you and Pearl deserve to be honest with each other.
You’ve both been keeping this secret to protect the other. I know it feels
earth shattering; it really isn’t. It just feels that way. Sometimes, you have
to face the past before you can confront the future.”


“When
did you get so insightful?” Candace asked playfully, but lovingly.


“I’m
not. I’ve learned a lot this year about that. Letting go of the past, I mean.
It’s the past. You can’t change it. I think it hurts you more if you try and
avoid it. You’re hanging on to something you can’t change when you need to let
it go.”


“What
about you?” Candace asked.


“Me?”


“Yes.
You just moved to open an office here in D.C. for one thing,” Candace said. 


“I
would have done that no matter what happened eventually,” Jameson said. “And,
who knows? That might prove a very wise
decision in another five or six years,” she said.


“You
really are okay with this?”


“I
wouldn’t have asked you to marry me if I wasn’t,”
Jameson said. “Look, I know I joke a lot. I know…Well, I know we still have a
lot to learn about each other. I think as long as we are honest, we will be
fine; no matter what happens. I don’t think the ghosts of the past should
dictate our future. Whether that’s here or New York
or anywhere else.”


“You
just want to live in that Governor’s Mansion,” Candace poked.


“It’s
a bonus,” Jameson said. “When will you announce your campaign, Governor
Fletcher?”


“After
I talk to Pearl,” Candace said. “Jameson…This will impact our plans.”


“You
mean the wedding?” Jameson asked. Candace nodded. “I’ve been thinking about
that, actually.”


“Really?
What have you been thinking?”


“What
if we do it the Fourth of July?”


“You
mean at the barbeque?” Candace asked.


“I
was thinking before that. Simple. Just my parents, Pearl, the kids and us,” Jameson
said. 


“Jameson,
what about your brothers and…”


“They
can all come for the barbeque the next day. You can invite as many people as
you need to for that. That will be our celebration. I don’t care how public it
is. If I thought we could get away with
it just being the two of us…We both know my mother and Pearl would kill us
both.”


“That
is a safe bet.”


“And,
I want the kids there,” Jameson said.


“You
do?” Candace was a bit surprised.


“They’re
not my kids, Candace. They are my family. It’s strange sometimes, but I feel sort of…well…”


“Protective?”
Candace guessed. She’d seen Jameson’s protective streak around both Michelle
and Jonah.


“Yeah,
I guess so. Is that strange?”


Candace
kissed Jameson soundly. “Not at all.” She laid back in Jameson’s arms. “Thank
you for coming down here and making me talk,” Candace said.


“Thanks
for saving me money on the hotel bill.”


“You
are impossible,” Candace chuckled.


“Good
night, Governor.”


“Not
yet,” Candace chuckled.


“Eh,
gotta get used to it somehow.”


“You
don’t even know if I will win,” Candace said.


“Yes,
I do. It was in my fortune cookie the other day.”


“Uh-huh.”


“It
was! It said: Men play the game, but
women know the score.”


“And
that somehow managed to convince you that I would become governor?” Candace
laughed.


“Fortune
cookies don’t lie,” Jameson said.


Candace
kissed the skin beneath her lips. “I love you, Jameson…even if you are a
lunatic.”











Chapter Five


Jameson was spinning the
straw in her soda continuously. Michelle reached out and grabbed her hand.
“What is up with you J.D.?” Michelle asked.


“What
do you mean?”


“I mean, you call and invite me to dinner like there is
something important you need to tell me. Now that we are here, you seem more
interested in the contents of that glass than me,” Michelle observed.


“I’m
sorry.”


“What’s
wrong J.D.? You and Mom have a fight or something?”


Jameson
snickered. “No, not this week anyway.”


“Do
you guys ever fight?” Michelle asked, curious to know the answer.


“Sometimes.
Not actually fight, I guess…disagree. Usually, she is right,” Jameson admitted.


“Okay,
so love conquers all is still the theme of the day then.”


“You
are such a wise ass,” Jameson laughed. “There is something I want to talk to
you about.”


“You
are starting to freak me out here,” Michelle said. Jameson had been acting odd
all evening. She had barely eaten her dinner. She was distracted even when
there were no visible distractions. Michelle could not recall seeing Jameson so
scattered.


“I’m
sorry. I was just thinking about your mom.”


“She
seemed all right when I talked to her yesterday. What’s going on J.D.?”


Jameson
smiled. “Nothing, Shell. Nothing you need to worry about,” she said. Candace
had headed home from Washington and had planned to spend the next day with
Pearl. Jameson’s mind had been preoccupied with the conversation she knew
Candace intended to have. That was not why she had called Michelle. Michelle
looked at Jameson skeptically. “Honest,” Jameson promised. “Everything is good.
I guess maybe I’m not sure how to ask you this.”


“Ask
me what? Oh God, you don’t want to set me up with someone; do you? Because,
J.D. I can find my own dates…I mean…”


“Shell!
God! No.”


“Okay?
So, what gives?” Michelle asked.


Jameson
took a sip from her straw. “I should’ve ordered a beer.”


“J.D.!”


“Oh,
all right. The thing is…your mom and I…well I have this…you know…well, I thought we might make things
official in July.”


Michelle
laughed. “You mean get married? It’s not a four letter word, J.D. Geez, I
thought you were about to tell me you have an STD or something.”


“Shell!”
Jameson scolded and then started laughing. 


“What
do you want me to address envelopes or something? Get the lesbian daughter to
do all the licking.”


Jameson
threw an ice cube at Michelle. “If your mother heard the things that come out
of your mouth…”


“Ha!
She’s marrying you for God’s sake,” Michelle said. “My mouth shouldn’t be a
shock.”


“God!
I’m not even going to respond to that.”


“No?
Guess my mother isn’t the only Fletcher woman who can render you speechless,”
Michelle quipped.


Jameson
tried to respond, but words failed her.
Michelle loved to tease Jameson mercilessly. In truth, Jameson loved it too.
She understood it was part of Michelle’s acceptance of her. Michelle was
gloating at her perceived victory. Jameson shook her head and laughed.


“Well…maybe
so, Shell,” Jameson confessed. “You Fletcher women certainly are a unique
breed,” she said. “So, would you be willing then to stand up for me when I
officially become part of this Fletcher insanity?” Jameson asked. Michelle
stared blankly at Jameson. “Shell?” Jameson was shocked when she noticed that
Michele had become teary eyed. “Hey, listen…I’m sorry. You don’t have to feel
like…”


“I
would love to, J.D.”


“Really?”
Jameson asked. “Are you sure? Because if…” 


“I’m
just surprised you would ask me,” Michelle admitted.


“It’s
going to sound weird, but I kind of think of you like a little sister. I mean,
I know you are Candace’s…”


Michelle
chuckled. “I get it. For the record? I feel the same way. It means a lot that
you would ask me. I guess I just figured you would ask Toby or Steve…or maybe
even Dana.”


“No.
It’s not that I don’t love them; I do. I feel like this is something I really
want you to be a part of.”


“What
does Mom think?” Michelle wondered.


“I
haven’t told her who I planned to ask. She’ll understand,” Jameson said. 


“She
probably thinks you will ask Toby or Dana.”


“I
doubt that. They won’t be there,” Jameson replied.


“What?”
Michelle asked.


“Just
you and your brother and sister…well, Rick and Spencer, my mom and Dad and
Pearl.”


“That
small?”


“Yeah,”
Jameson said.


“That’s
what Mom wanted, huh?” Michelle guessed.


“No.
She wanted small. I wanted even smaller,”
Jameson laughed.


“Better
get used to those crowds, J.D. If Mom runs a big campaign you’ll be in them a
lot.”


“I
know. I just would rather one of them not be on the most important day of my
life,” Jameson said honestly. “I’d kind of like to keep that one personal.”


Michelle
nodded. “Well, just don’t lose your voice that day. I can handle holding a
ring, even holding you up, but I am not speaking your vows to my mom. That’s
just too weird, even for me.”


“No
worries,” Jameson said.


“So?
When is the big day?” Michelle asked. 


“July
3rd. Party to follow on July 4th. Then you get the
crowd.”


“You’re
good at this,” Michelle complimented. “Covered all the bases. Maybe you should
quit architecture and run Mom’s campaign.”


“I
don’t think so,” Jameson answered. 


“So,
she is going to run…”


“Shell…”


“J.D….”


“Your
mom…”


“Oh,
I get it. It’s like Mom hiding her engagement ring from me until Grandma Pearl
and your folks got there that day. I get it. Mums the word.”


Jameson
rolled her eyes. “Maybe it’s you who should consider politics.”


“I
don’t think the world is ready for two of us,” Michelle said.


Jameson
laughed. “Ready or not, I have a feeling the apple
is not that far from the tree.”


“Maybe
someday,” Michelle said. “After I am old and married like you.”


“Laugh
it up. Your time will come.”


“Maybe,”
Michelle said with a wink.


“Shell?
What aren’t you telling me?”


“Mum’s
the word,” Michelle said. “Now, come on.
I could use an adult beverage after all this bonding…and you are buying!”


“Why
am I buying?”


“You’re
the parent. It’s your job to provide,” Michelle said as she pushed the check
for their dinner to Jameson and left the table.


“Kids,”
Jameson grumbled.


***


Pearl sat on the couch
watching Candace as she sipped her wine. “Careful there. Jameson isn’t home yet
and I can’t carry you up those stairs,” she warned Candace. They had enjoyed a
day together shopping, talking, and teasing each other. It had been longer than
either had realized since they had spent any quality alone time. Pearl could
tell that Candace’s thoughts had drifted
to someplace troubling in the last few moments. She reached over and removed
the glass of wine from Candace’s hand. “Let’s have it,” she said.


“What
do you mean?”


“Candy,
you can fool almost anyone. You have never been able to put one over on me.
Your face is a roadmap to the truth.”


“Must
be hard to follow with all those added lines,” Candace joked. Pearl crossed her
arms and waited. “I don’t really know how to start,” Candace admitted.


“The
beginning is usually a good place.”


Candace
chuckled. “I’m not even sure I know where that would be,” she said.


“I
know this is not about Jameson. So, what is it? One of the kids?”


“I
ran into Jessica last week.”


“And?”
Pearl urged. 


“It
got me thinking about the past,” Candace said.


“In
what way?”


“Just
how it has a way of popping up when you thought it was behind you,” Candace
replied.


“It
is behind you,” Pearl said. 


“Yes,
but it can get drudged up. That can be painful.”


“Did
it upset you to see Jessica?” Pearl asked.


“No,
not really. It was a little awkward when she came up to our table. Jameson was
so gracious.”


Pearl
smiled. “I’ve no doubt. Did it upset Jameson?”


“No,”
Candace said happily. “I think she was curious about Jessica.”


“Yeah,
she’s curious how she could have blown her life with you,” Pearl said.


“I
don’t think…”


“Oh,
she is. She told me so more than once,” Pearl laughed. “So, if it’s not Jessica
that upset you; what is it?”


Candace
took a moment and then sighed. “You remember when Grandma got sick?” she asked
softly. Pearl nodded sadly. “I used to sit with her for hours. I think I felt guilty. I mean, I loved her but I was always with Granddad. I guess I felt like maybe I’d
missed something.”


“Your
Grandma was the sweetest person I ever knew,” Pearl said. “She was like my
mama.”


Candace
wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “You know she felt that way about you;
don’t you?”


“Candy,
what is this about?”


“Pearl,
Grandma…She told me a story.”


Pearl
nodded and smiled. “She told you that your Granddad was my father.” Candace
nodded. Pearl smiled more broadly. Candace could transform into a little girl
in less than an instant with Pearl. “He was. For all the lies and all the
secrets; he was my father.”


“I’m
sorry, Pearl.”


“Sorry?
Whatever are you sorry for?”


“For
how that must have made you feel,” Candace said. 


Pearl
could see the curl in Candace’s lip that always appeared when she was battling
her anger. “It made me feel like a second class citizen,
to be honest,” Pearl admitted. Candace grimaced. “Thing is, I still loved the
old phony. And, I loved your Grandma.”


“I
know. I can’t believe that he…”


“This
is why I never told you,” Pearl said. “You see? That thing you said about the
past? You’re getting upset over a memory that isn’t even yours.”


“Pearl,
there is no one on this earth outside of my kids and Jameson that I love more
than you.”


“I
know that, Hellion. I know that. But, you can’t be angry at your granddad. That
was a different time. You know that. He loved me. He did. Your grandma…well,
she wanted him to acknowledge it. I think he was just too afraid.”


“Of
what? His reputation?”


“No,
Candy. He was too afraid for hers. Too scared
for your father’s….for yours. He did the best he could.”


“Bullshit!”


Pearl
moved beside Candace and took her into an embrace. “Is this what you’ve been so
worried about? You think some young twerp might dig out the skeletons in the
Stratton closet?”


“It’s
not as crazy as you make it sound,” Candace said. “You know how it works.
People are already comparing me to him. Look at my family. Untraditional. It’s
ammunition, even if it’s stupid. And, I won’t hurt you like that.”


Pearl
laughed. “Hurt me? Candy, I don’t much care who knows or who doesn’t know who
my parents were. I know who I am. I know who I was to him. No one can change
that. And, no one can change the past now. It’s over. All this is just
memories. It might surprise you, but my memories of my parents are not so sad.
When I lived with your great grandma, I had the best life. Your grandma and
granddad were always kind to me, always
there for me as much as they could be. When I moved in with them? Hell…I hardly
lifted a finger. You know that. Certainly no more than your daddy and his
brothers did,” Pearl laughed. 


“Why
did you stay? I mean after they passed?”


“Because
it’s my family,” Pearl said. “Families are what they are. I wouldn’t change
mine. I like my life. I wouldn’t have it if I’d had another family. You don’t
need to worry about me. I just don’t want those ghosts to hurt you.”


“I
wish you knew how many times I laid awake wishing you were my mother.”


“I
do know,” Pearl said. Candace had begun to cry in her arms. “Your mama is who
she is, Candy. She loved you the best she could. If you ask me, she never had
anyone love her, not even really your father. Like my own mama. She just didn’t
know how to be one. Families aren’t always what you are born into. You make
them as you go.”


“I
know, but…”


“There
is no but,” Pearl said. “Your granddad, my father…He thought you hung the moon.
We are very much alike; so do I.” Candace began to sob and Pearl rocked her
gently. “You need to let this all go. Let it go;
all of it. You have too much to let the weight of these old hurts
jeopardize everything you have to look forward to.”


“That’s
what Jameson said,” Candace chuckled through her tears.


“Smart
kid; that one.”


“She
is. Smart, I mean.”


Pearl
laughed. “You need to let go of that too.”


“What
do you mean?” Candace asked.


“Well,
to me you are still a kid. Jameson is a woman, a grown woman who loves you.
She’s your equal.”


“I
know. People are going to talk. You know that as well as I do,” Candace said.


“Yeah,
but in my experience most of the time no one is really listening. They forget
what they heard five minutes before, just as soon as something else strikes
their fancy. Ghosts, Candy. All these things you are worried about; that’s what
they are; just ghosts. They’re not real. Just passing images, memories and
snapshots of other people’s imagination. You know what’s real. Don’t let those
ghosts haunt you.”


Candace
snuggled against Pearl. “Thanks, Mama.”


“That’s
what mamas are for,” Pearl said. “Now, you stop all this foolishness and go
remind folks what it was like to have a Stratton in the Governor’s Mansion.”


“One
more thing,” Candace said.


“What’s
that?”


“Well,
Jameson and I decided to do a small ceremony here the day before the Fourth of
July barbeque.”


“Smart
idea,” Pearl said.


“It
was Jameson’s.”


“I’m
sure it was. So, how many people am I cooking for?”


Candace
laughed. “None. You are not cooking anything. Not this year. I’m having
everything catered. Period.”


“I
know I’m supposed to know where this is going…”


“I
want you to stand with me when Jameson and I get married. It’s only going to be
the kids, Maureen, and Duncan. That’s it.
I’m past having anyone give me away,” Candace laughed. “It would mean the
world…”


“Candy,
I would love to be there with you…this time,” Pearl chuckled.


“I
think you might just love Jameson even more than me.”


Pearl
kissed the top of Candace’s head. “No. I love Jameson because she loves you so
much. And, I know that when I am gone someone will be there to protect you.”


Candace
closed her eyes and let Pearl hold her as if she were still a child. She found
herself pondering a conversation she had with Marianne. Sometimes, it was nice
to be needed. Candace hated to see her children disappointed or in pain, but
she was grateful when they still felt inclined to slip into her embrace for
comfort. Sometimes, it was nice to be a child that needed her mother. Pearl had
always been Candace’s haven. She had been the person who always made Candace
feel safe, loved, and protected. Pearl was right. For the first time in
Candace’s life, she had two places to find refuge. One with the woman who had
protected her since childhood, the other in the arms of the person who would
hold her for a lifetime. Candace sighed in contentment. 


“Don’t
you get any ideas about going anywhere anytime soon,” she warned Pearl.


Pearl
laughed. “And miss this show? It’s cheaper than cable. No way.”











Chapter Six


“I’m not stumping here.
It’s my wedding, not a campaign stop,”
Candace reminded the group seated before her.


“I’m
not suggesting that it should be,” a voice responded.


Candace
looked at the voice’s owner. She’d known Jason Singleton for fifteen years. He
was an up and comer in the Democratic Party when Candace first arrived in
Washington. He was bright, intuitive, imaginative
and driven. Those were all the qualities that made someone an effective
campaign manager. Candace admired all of those qualities. Jason could also be
aggressive. The line that stood between determined and aggressive was often
extremely fine. There were times in a
political campaign when an aggressive posture was beneficial. This was not one
of them. Candace could see Dana and
several of her staffers flinching in the background as she stared down her
campaign manager. 


“That
is exactly what you are proposing.
Jameson and I will decide what photographs to release and when we will release
them. I’m not restricting guests at the barbeque from playing on their little
phones and posting their little sentiments. The day before is for our family.”


“Candy,
be reasonable,” Jason implored her.


Candace
looked out at the rest of the room from over her glasses. “Would you please
excuse us? Jason and I need to have a discussion.”


Dana
motioned to the small group that was gathered in Candace’s office. She stopped
in the doorway and grinned at Candace from behind Jason’s back. He was about to
get a lesson in Who’s The Boss 101. “I’ll see you in a bit,” she said. Candace
nodded her agreement to Dana as the door closed and promptly returned her
attention to the man seated in front of her.


“Candy,
this is a golden opportunity. I am sure that Jameson understands that.”


Candace
nodded thoughtfully. She removed her glasses, set them down gently, and rubbed
her eyes. She deliberately moved from behind her desk to lean against the front
of it and shook her head at the younger man. “This is not about what Jameson
understands.”


“What
is it about?” he asked her pointedly. “You have a chance here, one that not
many people get I might remind you.”


“What
kind of chance might that be?”


“You
know exactly what I am referring to. How many people launch a campaign at the
same time they are getting married? On the Fourth of July no less!”


“Actually,
we are getting married on the third of July,” Candace reminded him.


“Cute,
Candy. You are trying to tell me that this is just happenstance? You didn’t
plan this timing deliberately?”


“I
didn’t plan this timing at all,” Candace said flatly. “It was Jameson’s idea to
get married that weekend, not mine.”


“Smart
woman. I like her more and more,” he said.


“Glad
you approve, and yes, she is,” Candace agreed.


“Even
your partner sees the low hanging fruit here,” he said.


Candace
chuckled. That was true. Jameson had excellent instincts about many things.
Candace had no doubt that Jameson saw the political gain in the timing of their
wedding. That was where the compromise of the weekend had been born. Candace
recognized that. Jameson did not need to say anything specific for Candace to
realize that their plans were, in fact,
one of many compromises they would make in their relationship. Jameson was a
private person marrying a public figure. She had engineered a plan that would
respect both their private world and Candace’s public persona. Candace had no
intention of breeching that unspoken agreement. She folded her arms across her
chest and raised an eyebrow at the man before her.


“I
think we need to establish some ground rules, Jason. First, I will accept your
advice at face value. I accept that it is
based on what you see in my best interest regarding this election,” she said.
Jason smiled. “With that said,” Candace continued, “you will respect that the
decisions ultimately lie with me. When I say no, it means no. When I close the
debate, it is closed.”


“You
aren’t even open to debate,” he said.


“Oh,
you will find that I am open to debate on many things. You want to rearrange
the campaign schedule? We’ll talk. You want me to address one issue over
another? I am all ears. You want to align
this campaign with a certain group or issue? We’ll discuss it. You want me to
appear beside someone at an event? The conversation is open. What is not ever
open to debate is my family. Any decisions that affect my children, my marriage,
or the people I care for will rest with
me and me alone.”


Jason
groaned. “You know as well as I do that family can be either an asset or liability. Nothing in a campaign is off the
table for the press. You of all people know that.”


Candace
nodded. “I certainly do know that. That is precisely why those decisions rest
with me.”


“Candy,
this could go either way in the courtroom of public opinion. It all depends on
how it is spun.”


“Jason,
I want you to listen to me.”


“I
am listening to you! You are not listening to yourself!”


Candace
laughed. Jason was still young. He was energetic and she genuinely liked him.
He still had a great deal to learn. She had spent her entire life around politicians and campaigns. The courtroom
of public opinion was a playground. It moved back and forth, up and down just
like a swing. You could kick as hard as you wanted, inevitably you would fall
back down again. Sometimes it was best to just stretch out your legs and coast
for a bit.


“You
are going to do well,” she complimented him. Jason was confused by the praise.
Candace laughed at the peculiar look on his face. “You’re not married yet,” she
observed. “No children running amok.” 


“No.
What does that have to do…”


“It
has everything to do with everything,” Candace said. “For you, this is life
itself. Am I right?” she asked knowingly. “There is more to life than campaigns
and elections, Jason.”


“I
understand that.”


“Do
you?” she questioned him.


“Why
run if you aren’t willing to put everything into it?” he asked.


Candace
took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Everything? I’ve spent my entire
life in this world. I do mean my entire
life. As early as I can remember I followed my grandfather at campaign stops. I
watched him press the flesh. I learned how to work a crowd. He was a master.”


“Yes,
he was,” Jason agreed. “Most people think that he could have been president if
he’d wanted,” Jason said. Candace smiled. “So could you, Candy. It’s not only
me who believes that.”


“Maybe
he could have been. He never wanted to. Maybe I could be. I’m not at all sure
that is what I want either.”


“Why
on earth not?”


“Because…There
are more important things in life than elections, Jason. At least, there is for
some of us. There are two kinds of people in this business,” she said. He
listened. “There are those who are in it to win it. It’s a competition. It’s a
challenge to be the best and come out the victor, to climb the ladder as high
as it can take them.”


“And
the other?” he wondered.


“The
other is a different breed. They enjoy the competition and they love to win.
There is exhilaration in the game of an election. There is also gravity at its
end. They fight for the right to serve. They are gratified by their victories.
They are even prideful. That is a necessity for survival in this business,” she
told him. “But, they are not arrogant. They understand their power is derived
from the flesh they press. At the end of the day, they are humbled more than
inflated by that fact. People matter more than positions, Jason. When you lose
sight of that, you lose everything,” she said.


“No
one is questioning your integrity,” he said.


“Wrong.
Everyone will question my integrity at some point, even you. Everyone that is, except
the people who love me. Me. Not Senator Fletcher. Not potential Governor
Fletcher. Not Governor Stratton’s granddaughter. Not the woman on the magazine
cover or the morning talk show. Me. Those are the people who matter the most.
My grandfather never lost sight of that. His decision to wage a campaign or to
quietly retire was steeped in that understanding. So is mine.”


Jason
groaned. “I understand, Candy. I don’t see how this compromises that.”


“I
know you don’t. You don’t need to. That’s not your job. Your job is to advise
me on how to maneuver in this campaign. It’s to keep the wheels lubricated. It’s
to coordinate and create positive momentum around my candidacy,” she said. She
watched as he began to speak and stopped him. “You will have to trust me on
some things. Someday, there will be no more elections for Candace Fletcher.
When that day comes, there will still be
three children who need their mother. God willing, there will be Jameson beside
me. That day might come in a year. It might happen
in ten or twenty. It will come. All this will be a memory that is left in the
past. This is part of my life. It’s not my life’s foundation. That lies
elsewhere. Whether or not you believe that; I assure you it is the reason I
have made it this far. It is the reason I will win this election. It is the
reason I even have the courage to try.”


Jason
shook his head and smiled ruefully. “I can’t say I agree with your decision,
but I hear you.”


“Good.
Now, go find Dana and send her in here. You have a campaign launch to plan.”


Jason
nodded and marched off dutifully. Candace took a deep breath when he closed the
door. “It’s going to be a long year,” she mused.


***


Dana was leaning on the
corner of Susan’s desk when Jason exited Candace’s office. “I see you are still
in one piece.”


“I
feel like I just got grounded,” he said. Dana and Susan laughed. “It’s not
funny. She’s scarier than my mother.”


Dana
patted him on the shoulder. “You’ll find there are a lot of us who wish we had
a mother like Candace Fletcher,” Dana said honestly. 


Jason
nodded. He had just been lectured and effectively
put in time-out. In some ways, he felt
like a chastised child. Usually, that
would have infuriated him. Somehow, he had emerged from the experience more
determined than ever to please Candace Fletcher. “How does she do that?”


“What’s
that?” Dana asked.


“Reduce
you to a two year old and make you want her approval at the same time,” he
said.


Dana
and Susan shared an understanding glance. “She’s the real deal, Jason. I’ve met
a lot of people in this town, worked or a few, and with many more. Candy is a
rarity. People love her. People loathe her. Either way, they tend to respect
her. Take my advice, listen at least as much as you advise. You’ll learn a lot
more than how to run a campaign.” she told him. Dana hopped from her perch and headed for Candace’s door.


“She
wanted you to…”


“I
know,” Dana said. “Go nurse your wounds,” she laughed. “I’ll check on the beast
that lies within.”


Jason
laughed. “I’ll come back after feeding time,” he said.


“Just
remember, Jason; never mess with mama
bear’s cubs or her mate. You’ll earn quickly how sharp her claws can be.” Jason
nodded his understanding and left.


“Think
he’ll make it?” Susan asked.


“Possibly,”
Dana said. “If he’s smart he’ll win over Jameson and Pearl. If he does that?
He’s learned.”


“If
he doesn’t?”


“He
better just not piss them off. I learned about Pearl my first month on the job.
He’s got double the trouble,” she laughed heartily.


“You
are enjoying this; aren’t you?” Susan asked.


“Every,
single, solitary second,” Dana admitted. “This is going to be an awesome year.”


Dana
disappeared through Candace’s office door and Susan shook her head. “It’s going
to be a year all right. I just wonder how we’ll all survive it.”


***


Jameson collapsed her
head into her hands on her desk. There simply were not enough hours in the day.
She had four projects that she needed to oversee. She had three meetings that
had run long and put her behind. Now, she was supposed to go shopping, of all
things, with Michelle and her mother. She pounded her desk lightly in silent
defeat.


“See
you for dinner?” she heard a familiar voice outside her office.


“Wouldn’t
miss it. Seven still good?” she heard
Michelle’s voice answer.


“Seven
is perfect,” Melanie responded. Jameson picked her head up slowly and strained
to listen. She could hear the faint sound of their voices, but they had dropped
to a whisper and she could not make out the words. 


Jameson
shook her head. “What are those two up to?” she wondered.


“Hey,”
Michelle called as she opened the door slightly. “You okay?”


Jameson forced a smile. “Great.”        


“Uh-oh.
Bad time? I thought we were supposed to
meet here?”


“No…I
mean, yes. We were supposed to meet here. Lately, there is no good time,” Jameson said.


“J.D.
you look like shit. What is wrong?” Michelle asked.


“Just
tired. I really need to wrap two of these projects before next week. I just
have no idea how I am going to do it. Probably going to have to inconvenience
you and crash at your place all weekend. Sorry.”


Michelle
laughed. “J.D., my place is actually your place; remember?”


“Nah.
You pay rent,” Jameson said.


“Uh-huh.
Like half what the place is worth. Don’t worry about me. I probably won’t be
home this weekend anyway.”


“Really?
Why’s that?”


Michelle
grinned. “Actually, celebrating the end of the school year with friends,” she
said.


“What
kind of friends?” Jameson asked suspiciously. “Oh…this is that mum’s the word
thing of yours. When do we meet her?”


“Friends,
J.D. Just friends.”


“Yeah…You
have that look,” Jameson said.


“What
look?”


“The
one your mother gets when she’s about to…”


“Stop!
I don’t want to know!” Michelle shuddered.


“I
was going to say open her fortune cookie. But, thank you for confirming where
your mind is.”


“All
right, so maybe there is someone I might be interested in. We’re just friends.
That’s all.”


Jameson
nodded. “Well, I hope it works out, Shell. By the look on your face, you like this
woman almost as much as your mom likes her fortune cookies, and that’s saying
something.”


“So?
You ready to go shopping or what?”


“Or
what?” Jameson responded. “Is there a what? If this is a multiple choice question,
I will take answer B, please.”


“I
might let you off the hook, but your mom is another story,” Michelle said. Jameson mumbled something under her breath.
“What was that?”


“Nothing.
Let’s go. Your mom is going to kill me for not coming home this weekend.”


“I
doubt it, but why don’t you just have her come here?”


“To
the condo?” Jameson asked.


“Yeah.
Why not?”


“Maybe.
She’s been on a tear with Pearl for this barbeque.” Jameson said.


“This
barbeque is your wedding reception,” Michelle reminded Jameson.


“I
know.”


“J.D.?”


“I'm okay. Just too much to do and not enough
time to do it. That, and I don’t know how to deal with Gollum.”


“Who?”


“You
know…Gollum,” Jameson repeated.


“Like
the creature in Lord of the Rings?” Michelle asked. “I’m afraid to ask.”


“That
little ankle biter that’s following your mom around the last month.”


Michelle
erupted in laughter. “Jason?”


“Yeah,
him. The ankle biter.”


“Ankle
biter?” Michelle kept laughing.


“Yeah.
He’s always on her heels and when he’s not he’s on mine or Pearl’s. Ankle biter…slithering
around all the time. He’s Gollum,” Jameson said.


“Well,
maybe when we pick up your rings later you will be able to banish him,”
Michelle offered through her laughter.


“What
are you talking about?” Jameson asked.


“The
One Ring. J.D., you’re the one who called him Gollum. Don’t you get it? Do you
even know the story?”


“NO!
I know he is a slithering little creature who repeats himself constantly.”


Michelle
covered her face and shook her head. “He’s just trying to get a feel for you,”
she said.


“It’s
annoying,” Jameson replied.


“I’d
get used to it. You’re going to have gnaw
marks on your ankles for the next year,” Michelle said.


“Great.
And, she was worried about Jinx? How can a woman who deals with slimy little
creatures all day be opposed to cats?” Jameson wondered aloud.


“Well,
you seem to have cured her of that aversion. Maybe Jason will grow on you.”


“Yeah,
like a fungus,” Jameson replied.


Michelle
laughed harder. “Come on. Look at the bright side.”


“There’s
a bright side?” Jameson asked.


“Sure.
At least Gollum isn’t going shopping with us.”


“Remind
me not to call you when I need cheering up,” Jameson said.


Michelle
pushed Jameson out the door. “Let’s go old lady. Slithery creatures are nothing
compared to mothers left waiting, and yours is no better than mine on that
count.”


“Ugh.
I told her we should have just flown to
Vegas,” Jameson grumbled. “One more week. Just one more week.”


“Until
you’re an old married lady,” Michelle said. “Look at it this way, you get stuck
with us for life. Your ankles will only need bandages for about a year unless Mom runs for president or something
crazy like that.”


“Oh
God, I’ll need a body cast. Let’s go. Explain this ring theory of yours to me
on the way.”


Michelle
rolled her eyes. She waved to Melanie on the way out. Melanie mouthed her
question to Michelle silently. “Ring theory?”


“Later,”
Michelle mouthed back.


“Did
you say something?” Jameson asked.


“Nope.
Come on. I’ll explain on the way.”


“Where
is J.D. going?” Bryan Mills asked Melanie.


“Something
about rings and theories. Don’t ask me,” Melanie shrugged.


“You’re
awfully chipper. What gives?” he asked.


“You
know…When the boss is away, the architects play,” Melanie said as she skipped
off.


“This
place has gone crazy,” he laughed as Melanie skipped off in one direction and
J.D.’s arms flailed in protest of something as she walked out the door with
Michelle. “Completely insane.”











Chapter Seven


Marianne walked into the
kitchen and found her mother staring out the back door. “Mom?”


Candace
turned to her daughter and smiled. “When did you get here? I didn’t even hear
the door.”


“Just
now. Rick is taking the bags upstairs.”


“Where’s
Spencer?” Candace asked.


“J.D.
commandeered him the minute we pulled in,” Marianne said. “Actually, I was kind
of hoping that Rick and I could talk to the two of you before everyone gets
here.”


Candace
frowned slightly. Marianne had traveled miles in her acceptance of Jameson.
Candace had thought that she was actually happy to have Jameson in their
family. She couldn’t imagine what Marianne would want to discuss with them. She
took a deep breath and held it for a moment.


“It’s
not what you are thinking,” Marianne said.


“What’s
not what you’re thinking?” Jameson asked as she entered the room carrying
Spencer. 


Candace’s
face immediately lit up at the sight of her grandson sleeping on Jameson’s
shoulder. “Marianne and Rick have something they
want to talk to us about,” Candace said.


Jameson
looked at Marianne hesitantly. Marianne sighed. “It’s not what you two are
thinking. Honestly. Can we just go sit in the other room and wait for Rick?”


“You
sure don’t waste time,” Jameson said with a nervous chuckle.


“I
just want to talk to you before Shell or Jonah get here later,” Marianne
explained.


“Okay.
Should I be opening wine or pouring coffee?” Candace asked.


“Neither,”
Marianne responded. She grabbed her mother’s hand and led her toward the living
room.


Jameson
whispered in Spencer’s ear. “What is your momma up to, buddy?” she asked the
sleeping toddler. He nestled into her neck. “Yeah. I’m with you there, bud. Hold
me. I’m afraid,” she giggled as she made her way into the living room. Rick
followed her in and took a seat next to his wife. Jameson sat beside Candace.


“You
have our full attention,” Candace said. “What’s on your minds?”


Rick
smiled and Marianne took his hand. “You know that Rick lost his mom when he was
only eleven,” Marianne said. Candace and Jameson acknowledged the statement
silently. “Well, it’s something we’ve both talked a lot about. When we had
Spencer, we talked about it. What each of us would do if one of us passed
unexpectedly or got sick.”


Candace
felt the breath leave her body. “Marianne?”


Marianne
saw the fear that washed over her mother’s features. “It’s okay Mom, no one is
sick.” Candace let out her breath and felt Jameson squeeze her hand. “In fact,
we are all well. All of us,” Marianne grinned.


“Marianne?”
Candace asked again.


“I’m
pregnant.”


Candace
smiled widely. “That’s what this was about?”


“Partly,”
Rick said. “We wanted to tell you both first. That’s because we also wanted to
ask you something,” he said.


“What?”
Candace asked.


Marianne
looked at Jameson, then at her mother, and then back to Jameson. “J.D., we’ve
talked about this a lot. I know you and Mom don’t want to have children,” she
said. Jameson looked at her curiously. “We both think it’s important that we
have a plan. God forbid anything happened to us. I hope that never happens, but
if it ever did…”


Jameson
nodded. “What are you asking?”


“We
would like you two to raise them. It won’t happen, but it would give us peace
of mind if we knew you would agree,” Marianne said.


Candace
looked at Marianne in disbelief and then at Jameson. Jameson instinctively held
Spencer a little tighter and looked directly at Marianne. “You never have to
worry about that, either of you. I shouldn’t speak for your mom. In this case,
I’m fairly sure we are on the same page. If that’s what you would want, then
put your mind to rest. You always have a home here. Spencer does and so does
anyone else that might come along.”


Candace
tightened her grip on Jameson’s hand. “Jameson is right. I have to tell you
that I am a little surprised. What about Rick’s brother and sister, or your
own?” she asked.


Rick
nodded. “They are all wonderful. We also know you would make certain that our children know that; know their family.”


“Of
course,” Candace agreed.


“The
truth is you are the only Mom I’ve ever really
known. My mom was sick for a long time. My dad was lost when she died.
Spencer….Well, look at him. We don’t want to impose on your life. We just…”


“Spencer
could never be an imposition,” Jameson said. “It’s true. I told you,” she
looked at the pair seated across from her. “I told
you once that your mother and I didn’t have any plans to have children.
That’s the truth. We don’t. Things happen. I hope it never happens that your
kids have to spend more than a weekend or a summer vacation here because that’s
what they want to do. If it ever happened, and it won’t…I can promise you they
would be raised to know who their parents were. We would do our best for them
in every way we could. Not just your mom, me too.”


Marianne
nodded. “I know, J.D.”


Candace
smiled at her daughter. “Enough with the heavy
drama. When do I get another grandchild?”


Marianne
laughed. “Sometime right after the first of the year,” she said.


“I
think you just gave your Mom the best wedding present she could get,” Jameson
commented. She watched as Candace made her way to Marianne and enveloped her in
her arms.


“Thank
you,” Candace whispered to her daughter.


“Thank
you, Mom,” Marianne said. 


“You
really don’t know how much what you both said means to me,” Candace replied.


Marianne
smiled. “Yes, I do.”


“What
is going on in here?” Michelle said as she threw her bag on the floor. “I
thought I was coming home for a wedding,” she said. Candace turned and Michelle
saw the tears running over her cheek. “What the hell? You made her cry on her
wedding weekend?” she barked at her sister. Candace started laughing and shook
her head. “Okay? What am I missing?” Michelle asked.


“I’m
pregnant,” Marianne said.


Michelle
nodded and looked at Rick. “You the father of this one too?” she asked
seriously.


Rick
jumped slightly as the rest of the room fell into a fit of laughter.
“Understand the choice now?” Marianne whispered to her mother. Candace just
laughed.


“Better
be a girl this time. One named Shell. That sounds about right,” Michelle said. 


“You
birth it and you can name it,” Marianne shot back.


“The
only thing I am birthing right now is a beer.
Once I find it,” Michelle said as she wandered off to the kitchen. “Come on preggo,”
she called back to her sister. “I’ll pour you a nice glass of milk.”


“Little
shit,” Marianne griped as she made her way toward the kitchen.


“Grab
me a cold one too!” Rick called out.


“He
meant milk!” Marianne’s voice carried.


Candace
shook her head and flopped back onto the couch beside Jameson. “You do know
what you are getting into tomorrow?” she asked.


Jameson
leaned in and captured Candace’s lips in a tender kiss. “I knew a long time ago
you had a thing for lunatics.”


Candace
chuckled. “That in a fortune cookie too?”


“Nah,
but you fell in love with me. Something must have paved my way.”


Candace
placed her head on Jameson’s shoulder and her hand on Spencer’s back and closed
her eyes. Jameson leaned back and closed hers. Marianne stopped in the doorway
and smiled. She turned and beckoned her husband and sister to the doorway. 


“They
look good like that,” Rick said.


“Yeah,
don’t get any ideas,” Michelle whispered. “Jameson has an aversion to ankle
biters. I think you two will have to provide the new additions.”


Marianne
looked at Michelle. “Now, you know, you are telling us that story.”


“Okay,
but let’s wait for Jonah.”


“That
good?” Marianne asked and pointed toward the kitchen. 


“I
went shopping with Jameson. Trust me. It’s good. Like fireside, beer drinking
kind of good. J.D. hates shopping, has deemed Mom’s campaign manager Gollum,
and actually asked mom if they could get married in Vegas,” Michelle said as
the trio slowly walked down the hallway.


Marianne
shook her head. “Why do I always have to be pregnant when there is an occasion
for beer?”


“Don’t
look at me!” Michelle laughed. “No itty bitties for me. I practice safe sex.”


“Shell,
you are a lesbian,” Marianne said more loudly than she had planned.


“Where
there is a will, there is a way,” Michelle chimed. She took a long pull from
her beer.


“I
don’t want to know what that means. Backyard
now,” Marianne ordered.


“God,
you’re bossy,” Michelle complained.


“And
you are annoying. Go!”


Jameson
felt Candace shaking with laughter against her. “Gollum?” Candace asked.


Jameson
groaned. “She really should just rent billboards to embarrass me. It would be
easier.”


“Don’t
give her any ideas,” Candace said. “Now, really? Gollum?”


Jameson
groaned. “It’s like this…”


***


“You ready?” Candace
called. Jameson turned and nodded. Candace smiled and approached Jameson
slowly. “Still have time,” she said.


Jameson
shook her head. “I might be a lunatic. I’m not stupid,” she said. She took
Candace’s hand and led her through the back door. 


Jameson
looked out at their family. There was no fanfare, no music, no tuxedos, not
even an expensive dress, only some simple flowers. Candace walked hand in hand
with Jameson to stand under a large oak tree in the back yard. She had
purchased an elegant, ivory pant suit that complimented the navy suit that
Jameson had chosen. Pearl stepped beside Candace and Michelle to stand with
Jameson. Candace could sense the photographer behind her. Life was full of
compromises, even on this day. Jameson had a close friend who agreed to
photograph the wedding. Candace had asked one of her dearest friends to
officiate. Justice Bevins had been appointed to the Supreme Court just three
years earlier. Candace had known the colorful judge in law school. Jameson was
more than happy with the arrangement. It had quieted “Gollum’s” concerns.
Candace chuckled as they stood before the judge recalling Jameson’s explanation
as to Candace’s campaign manager’s nickname. She took a deep breath when
Jameson turned to her to speak her vows.


“We
said simple,” Jameson said. “I have been
trying to think of a way to explain how I feel right now, today. You are the
one who delivers speeches. I design buildings. I have even built them. That got
me thinking. Anything that lasts starts with a
strong foundation. It is simple. I love you. It’s that simple. I don’t
want to think about my life without you in it. It’s that simple. No one has
ever made me laugh more. No one has ever understood me better. No one has ever
accepted me so completely. No one has ever made me feel safer. No one. I’ve
never been as honest with anyone in my life as I am every day with you. You were my friend before you were my lover. You’ve
become the foundation of my life. There is no more, my future. There is only
our future. I don’t want a future without you in it. You are the rock that is
my foundation. The strongest person I know. The most loving. It’s that simple,
Candace. I promise you that no matter what, I will remember the simple things.
The fact that I love you. The fact that I miss you when we are apart, that you
make me laugh, that you accept me, that you trust me. I’ll do my best to build
this marriage into the strongest part of both of our lives. That is what I do.
Nothing has ever meant more to me than building our relationship, our marriage.
Not one thing. It really is that simple. I love you.”


Candace
smiled. “Jameson…For many years I thought I understood life and love. I learned
many things raising my children, working, losing people that I cared for. I
seem to learn something new from you each day. I look forward to coming home,
not because this is a house filled with sentimental memories, but because you
are here. It isn’t the house. It isn’t the state. It’s you. I’ve spent too many
years dwelling in the past. I forgot that the past is really just the memories
we make today. I want a life full of colorful memories with you. I want to look
back one day and know that I lived every second of our life together loving you
and letting you love me. It makes me know that I am alive. You remind me in
every moment why I fell in love with you. The truth is, Jameson, I fall in love
with you every day. Each time I see you talking to Jinx. When you are mulling
over a problem at your desk. I fall in love with you when I see you holding
Spencer or laughing with Shell. I watch you and sometimes I have to remember to
breathe. When you hold me, everything in the world fades away. I’m home,
exactly where I am meant to be. I promise you I will never forget what comes
first in our life. You and me, our family. That’s what you’ve given me, a whole
family. I promise that I will cherish that for the rest of our lives. You are
right. It is that simple.”


Michelle
handed Jameson her mother’s ring and kissed Jameson on the cheek. “I’m glad she
found you, J.D.” 


Jameson
smiled. She was startled to see that Michelle was crying. Pearl was crying. Why
was everyone crying? She looked at Candace and Candace chuckled. Jameson was
deliriously happy. She had thought she would choke up. She and Candace had both
cried the night before. They had been talking about the next day. Their
conversation wound its way around Rick and Marianne’s request. It had taken
them both back several paces. It was all the proof either needed that they were
creating a family. It might have been different from what many people would
envision, but it was their family. In many ways, Jameson felt she had spoken
these vows to Candace a million times. She slipped the ring on Candace’s finger
with a smile. 


Candace
accepted Jameson’s ring from Pearl and slipped it onto Jameson’s finger. She
held it in place for a moment and looked into Jameson’s eyes. “I love you,
Jameson.” 


Jameson
brushed her lips against Candace’s forehead. “I love you too.”


“It
seems the senator and her wife are determined to lead this ceremony,” Justice
Bevins joked.


“Is
she?” Jameson asked.


“What?”
Justice Bevins responded with a chuckle.


“My
wife? Is she my wife now?” Jameson asked to the sound of laughter.


“Yes,
Jameson. She most certainly is, so I suggest you kiss her and make it
official.”


Jameson
ignored the laughter surrounding them. She took Candace’s face in her hands.
“Thank you for marrying me,” she said before kissing Candace tenderly. Jameson
pulled back and Candace wiped some lipstick off of Jameson’s lip.


“You’re
welcome,” Candace said. She leaned into
Jameson’s ear. “I will thank you later.”


Jameson
beamed. She hugged her parents and Pearl, then each of Candace’s kids. “What do
you all say we go enjoy a glass of champagne?” she suggested. “Except you,
Marianne. You and Spencer get apple juice.” She took Candace’s hand and walked
off with her mother and Pearl beside them.


“Jonah?”
Michelle asked her brother.


“Yeah?”


“Is
your tent still in the barn?” she asked.


“I
think so. Why?” he responded.


“I
think we might want to camp outside tonight,” she suggested.


“You
can camp outside. It’s hot and besides, Mom has people coming to set up at six
in the morning. I need my sleep,” he replied.


“Oh?
You think getting up at six will be more traumatic than sleeping in your old
room?” she asked him.


“Yeah.”


“Well,
then I hope you have earphones. Because, Jonah – some things you just can’t
‘un’ hear,” she said with a smirk and scurried off to catch up with Marianne
and Rick.


Jonah
stood still for a moment until his sister’s meaning took root. “Wait!” he
yelled after her. “Shell! Wait up! You are helping set it up!” Michelle turned
and stuck out her tongue at her brother. “And, you better find Mom’s bug
spray!” he called.


“What
on earth are those kids yelling about out there?” Pearl asked.


Jameson
peeked out the back door and motioned for Candace to join her. Jonah was racing
Michelle toward the barn and Spencer was trying with all his might to toddle
behind them. “Tent,” Jameson said.


“What?”
Candace asked.


“Bet
you a back rub they are getting Jonah’s tent.”


“Why
would they do that?” Candace asked. 


“Oh,
Candace,” Maureen Reid said a bit dramatically. 


“Oh
God,” Candace groaned.


“I
think I might recall hearing that too? Was he visiting last July?” Maureen
joked. “Duncan?” she turned to her husband.


“I
think I’ll go help the kids,” he said.


“Chicken,”
Maureen called.


“Mom!”
Jameson swatted her mother. “Watch it or you’ll be out there with them,” she
warned.


Candace
laughed. “How exactly do they think they got into this world?”


“It
wasn’t me.” Jameson held up her hands. 


Candace
rolled her eyes. “Lunatics. All of you.”


“Yeah,
well…get out the strait jackets, Mrs. L. You are the head of this asylum,”
Jameson said.


“Can’t
be worse than Washington,” Candace laughed. She kissed Jameson and let her lips
linger. “Don’t look now but your ward is on its way in.”


“Mm.
Can we put them to bed without dinner?” Jameson whispered.


“No,
but we can send them outside to play afterward,” Candace promised with a
playful kiss. She walked away and joined Pearl at the kitchen table.


Jameson
waited a moment and followed. “I don’t care if Shell goes on CNN,” she laughed.
“Hope that tent is sound proof.”


***


Jameson moved behind Candace, who was looking out the window and
caressed her shoulders. “Watching the kids?”


“Mm,”
Candace answered. She leaned back into Jameson and closed her eyes. 


“Did
you have a good day?” Jameson asked as she nipped lightly at Candace’s neck.
Candace reached for Jameson’s hands and held them around her. “Candace?”


“I
had a dream like this once, a long time ago.”


“A
dream like what? That we got married?” Jameson asked. She moved Candace’s hair
aside and kissed her neck gently.


Candace
sighed. “No, a dream that you came up behind me, wrapped your arms around me,
and told me that you loved me. I realized when I felt you there, in that dream, that I was in love with you.”


Jameson
pulled Candace closer. “I do love you.”


“I
know,” Candace said. She brushed her fingers lightly up and down Jameson’s arms
as Jameson’s hands drifted upward and cupped Candace’s breasts. “I think you
might have done that too.”


“Oh?”
Jameson asked. She nibbled softly on Candace’s earlobe and grazed over
Candace’s nipples with her thumbs. 


“You
definitely did that,” Candace moaned. 


“Tell
me more,” Jameson said. 


“Mm.
I wish I could. Something woke me up right after I said that I loved you.”


Jameson
turned Candace in her arms. “When did you have this dream?” 


“The
day you first kissed me,” Candace confessed.


Jameson
stroked Candace’s cheek. “You were so beautiful that night. I remember walking
in and thinking I would pass out. I wanted to tell you the moment you walked up
to me that I was in love with you.”


“I
knew,” Candace said. “And, I knew that I loved you…so much, Jameson. So much,
it hurt. Like right now.”  


Jameson
kissed Candace softly. She felt Candace melt into her. There was no urgency in
their kiss. It was longing, a desperate, penetrating need that went far beyond
physical attraction. Jameson could feel the light trembling in Candace’s body
and she held her close. “Shh,” Jameson whispered. “Why are you crying?”


“I
don’t know,” Candace admitted. “It just hit me, just feeling you behind me.”


“What?
That we’re married?”


“No.
The truth is, I’ve felt more married to you since the first night you slept
beside me than I ever did to Jonathan,” Candace said. She reached up and kissed
Jameson tenderly. “Maybe it’s just that I know where I will be for the rest of
my life; where I was always supposed to be.”


Jameson
kissed Candace and led her to their bed. She began unbuttoning the ivory blouse
that Candace was wearing, taking the time to trace along the sides of Candace’s
breasts. Her kiss moved gently over Candace’s throat as her hands pushed the
soft material off of Candace’s shoulders. Candace held on to Jameson’s head,
her fingers combing through Jameson’s hair as Jameson lowered her to the bed.
Jameson hovered above Candace, looking down at
her in admiration. “You have no idea how beautiful you are,” Jameson said.


Candace
smiled up at Jameson and touched her cheek. “That is just how you see me,” she
said.


“No,”
Jameson replied. Her fingers skimmed the softness of Candace’s cleavage and she
bent down to capture Candace’s lips in an ardent kiss. 


Candace
moved her hands over Jameson’s back tenderly. She was overcome by the intensity
and honesty of both Jameson’s words and her touch. There was a unique exhilaration
in feeling completely safe even as every hidden vulnerability they each
possessed surfaced against their will. Candace felt Jameson remove her bra and
the softness of Jameson’s lips fall over her breast. She struggled to inhale a
full breath against the familiar ripples that traveled over and through her. She
closed her eyes and allowed herself to float on the wave of desire that she
knew would continue to surge until it finally crested and pulled her under.


Jameson
was lost in her exploration of Candace. She never tired of the woman beneath
her. Making love to Candace was intoxicating. Jameson felt transported into a
foreign world that existed only for them. The
sound of Candace’s sensual sighs, the feel of Candace’s fingers as they tugged
gently at Jameson’s curls, the warmth that emanated from the body beneath her; it
encompassed Jameson’s senses, banishing everything that surrounded them.
She closed her lips around Candace’s nipple and circled it slowly. Candace moaned.
Jameson continued teasing Candace. The way Candace was moving in time with her
stoked the embers of a simmering fire in Jameson. Jameson had been intent on
letting the warmth between them smolder. Now, she felt familiar sparks
igniting. She raised a hand to brush over Candace’s throat just as Candace
threw her head back in submission. 


Candace
could feel her entire body tingling with anticipation
when Jameson began raining faint kisses across her abdomen. Amid the fire
burning between them, it felt a great deal like cold raindrops. She shivered
slightly. Jameson pulled her closer, her kisses continuing their path lower. Jameson
pulled off Candace’s pants swiftly and moved still lower. Her fingertips grazed
the tips of Candace’s nipples. Candace trembled. Jameson’s lips reached Candace’s
center. The cool caress of Jameson’s
kisses was swiftly replaced with the blazing heat of her tongue and Candace
cried out. 


Jameson
was instantly on fire. She had lost an inclination to maintain a slow burn. She
tasted every inch of Candace. Candace began to writhe beneath her. Jameson
tugged gently at one of Candace nipples while her tongue danced over Candace
and dipped inside of her. She was startled when Candace pushed away and then
pulled Jameson up to her. Jameson looked at Candace in concern. She was met
with a hungry gaze. “I need to feel you,” Candace told her. Jameson was still
puzzled. She searched Candace for her meaning. Candace grabbed the bottom of
Jameson’s blouse and pulled it over Jameson’s head. It was the only explanation
Jameson required. She closed her eyes as the rest of her clothing was stripped
away and Candace’s mouth enclosed over a straining nipple.


“Jesus,”
Jameson cried out. Candace could feel the warmth of Jameson’s arousal on her stomach.
It stirred her passion further and she arched her back in response. She was
reeling from the steady pulse that throbbed in her core. She needed Jameson. She
needed to feel her, to taste her, to lose
herself in Jameson. Jameson sensed the urgency in Candace and pulled back slightly
from her touch. She kissed Candace deeply, a searing kiss that swallowed both
their cries. She deliberately shifted their positions, placing Candace above
her.


Candace
smiled and arched a fair brow at her wife. Jameson’s eyes had glazed over and darkened into a lustful
haze. “What do you want?” Candace asked seductively. “Tell me, Jameson.”


Jameson
was often quiet when they made love. She sensed that Candace needed to hear her
voice her need. “I want you while you take me,” she confessed. 


Candace
leaned in and kissed Jameson urgently. She licked along Jameson’s neck and
stopped at her ear to whisper. “Do you have any idea how much I want you?” she
breathed. Jameson moaned throatily. “I’m going to take you someplace you’ve never
been until you beg me to stop,” she
promised. 


Candace’s
declaration fanned the flames of Jameson’s need higher. Jameson slid down on the bed and gripped Candace’s hips, guiding her
to where she wanted her. Candace followed the unspoken direction. She turned
and slowly lowered herself closer to Jameson’s mouth. Without warning, Jameson’s
tongue had begun lavishing its attention over the length of Candace’s center.
Candace lifted in response, but Jameson grabbed her hips and pulled her still
lower. Candace could feel the reverberations of Jameson’s quiet moaning against
her and it set off a series of small tremors in her core. She took a deep
breath and bent over Jameson, gripping Jameson’s thighs and flicking her tongue
faintly over Jameson’s need. Jameson lost her breath for a moment. “So good,” Candace sighed.


“Oh
God,” Jameson whispered against Candace as she resumed her searching and
probing. Jameson felt Candace’s hips begin to rotate and slipped a finger
inside her. Candace’s response was to suck Jameson’s clit between her lips for
a second. Jameson pressed deeper into Candace, feeling Candace meet her thrusts.
She struggled to keep pace with her tongue when Candace entered her. 


Candace
tried to steady herself and concentrate on making love to Jameson. Jameson was
bringing her higher by the second. Her muscles had grown rigid. Her heart was
pounding. Her head was swimming in an array of sensation. She could feel
Jameson’s muscles clenching, and her legs beginning to tremble. Candace gripped
Jameson tighter, her breasts fell against Jameson’s stomach while Jameson’s
nipples rubbed against hers. They fit together perfectly, in every way. Candace’s
body erupted in a blast of violent shuddering without warning. She strained to
maintain her attention to Jameson’s need. Jameson lifted up to her and Candace felt
Jameson’s hips buck uncontrollably. It produced another incredible swell of
pleasure within her. Candace tried to pull away, but Jameson pulled her down
and thrust into her again, gently but forcefully. “Jameson!” Candace cried out
before finally collapsing in exhaustion. 


Jameson
guided Candace back up and into her arms. She brushed a strand of blonde hair
away from Candace’s eyes and kissed her tenderly. She pulled back slowly and
looked into Candace’s eyes. “I would give you the world if I could,” she said
earnestly.


Candace
smiled. “You already have, Jameson. You
already have,” Candace promised before snuggling into Jameson’s embrace. 


Jameson
breathed in the woman beside her. She chuckled at the realization that Candace
had immediately fallen asleep. “I love you, Candace,” she said with a kiss. “More
than you will ever know.”


***


“God, there are so many
people here,” Jameson said.


“Yeah…Well,
your wife is a popular lady,” Dana said.
Jameson beamed and Dana giggled. “You really are like a teenager in love, J.D.”


Jameson
shrugged and took a sip from her beer. “I guess. I was never in love as a
teenager, so I have nothing to compare it to.”


“Where
is the missus?” Dana asked.


“Candace
is with Gollum and that guy from that magazine,” Jameson said. Her gaze had
drifted across the back yard to Michelle. 


“Gollum?”
Dana asked.


“Huh?”



“Who
is Gollum?” Dana asked in amusement.


“Jason,”
Jameson replied evenly. Her attention had landed on a familiar pair of faces in
the distance.


“Hello?
J.D.?”


“Sorry,”
Jameson turned back to Dana.


“You
okay? You just went from school girl to serious in less than sixty seconds.
What gives?” Dana wondered. 


“Just
putting the pieces of a certain puzzle together,” Jameson said. She looked back
over toward Michelle, who waved. Jameson
held up her beer and smiled. She watched and sighed heavily as Michelle turned
her attention to a cute little redheaded architect.


“Why
are you looking at Melanie like you want to kill her?” Dana asked.


“I
am not.”


“You
so are. I always thought Melanie was your favorite at work, the way you talk. I
mean, you talk like you love the girl to pieces,” Dana observed.


“I
do, just not more than I love Shell.”


“What
does that have to do with anything?” Dana wondered.


Jameson
sighed and put her arm around Dana. “Everything,” she said.


***


“You’ve done a great deal
to the house,” Don Burgess commented.


“Me?
No,” Candace laughed. “This was all Jameson,” she said proudly. 


“That’s
how you met?” Don asked.


Candace
smiled at him. “It is. My press secretary and Jameson have known each other for
years. Her husband Steve and Jameson have been best friends since college.”


“And,
you had never met before?” he asked.


“No.
It’s actually strange that we hadn’t in some ways. Dana is one of my closest
friends.” Candace led the reporter and Jason down the hallway.


“It’s
a beautiful home. It was your grandfather’s; wasn’t it?” Don asked. 


“It
was, and his father’s, and my great-great grandfather’s as well,” Candace
explained. “I spent most of my free time as a child here with my grandparents.
I love this house. You should have seen it before Jameson got her hands on it,”
she laughed. “It was a shadow of what it looks like now.”


“It
doesn’t look new,” he commented.


Candace
nodded. “No, it doesn’t; does it? That was a neat trick. She’s very talented
and very thorough,” Candace said. She pointed to a light fixture that hung in the
living room. “That, for instance,” she said. “That chandelier is actually a
period piece from the early 1800s. It’s wired for modern convenience. The
lights come through the hollowed candles. Those are real.”


“Clever,”
he said. “Must have cost a fortune for all those details.”


“Not
really. It took Jameson a while to find the pieces that fit the style of each
room. The detail work took time. She wired that in a weekend,” Candace said
proudly.


“You
mean she did it herself?” the reporter asked in disbelief.


“Yes,”
Candace beamed. “Originally, I had thought that I would just have some cosmetics
done and the addition to the kitchen built. Jameson loves a challenge,” she
chuckled. “And, she just threw herself into it. Found a lot of hidden treasures
in the process in the attic. And, a few hidden issues too. So, the entire house
was in upheaval for a year. She and her father did as much as they could
themselves. But, work takes precedence sometimes and we couldn’t live in the rubble. So, contractors handled most of the structural
work, even the painting. Not the details though. She didn’t trust them for
that,” Candace laughed. She led the pair into her grandfather’s study. “This is
my favorite room. Always has been. This one, Jameson did herself.” 


“I
feel like I just stepped back in time,” Jason commented. “I thought Jameson was
an architect?”


Candace
laughed. She wanted to respond. “Well, she thinks your Gollum.” She didn’t. “She
is an architect. Quite successful,
although she could tell you more about that. I find it fascinating, but I can’t
begin to comprehend the plans she lays out on our kitchen table sometimes,” she
said. “Her father owns a small construction company in Ithaca. Jameson grew up
building things. She loves it. This was Granddad’s study. It’s almost exactly as
I remember it, only in even better condition.”


Don
Burgess turned to Candace. “Must be a lot of memories here.”


“There
are,” she responded.


“What
do you think he would say?” Don asked. “If he were here now?”


“About
his study?” Candace quipped. “He’d probably never leave it and Grandma would
never forgive me.”


“No,
I mean about you. Your life, your decision to run for the office he once held. How
do you think he would see his granddaughter as the first lesbian governor? Do
you think he would approve?”


Candace
took a moment. She noticed that the color had drained from Jason’s cheeks
slightly. She had expected these questions to arise. She was not anticipating them
so soon. “I think,” she began, “that he would see his granddaughter.”


“Yes,
but by all accounts your grandfather was a steadfast family man, and a faithful man in
his religious convictions. Do you think he would approve? His reputation and legacy
are impacted by your entrance into public
life; more so now than ever.”


“That’s
true, I suppose. My grandfather lived in a different time, Mr. Burgess. I don’t
know what he would say about my relationship
although I am reasonably sure he would adore Jameson,” she answered.


“Don’t
you worry at all? Surely, you know there will be comments and questions now.
Not everyone supports marriage equality. You’ve taken a huge step in that
regard. It may polarize more people than you think, even here in New York. How
the press depicts you to the public and how people react. You’ve often said
that Governor Stratton is your role model. What do you think your grandfather
would advise you? Do you think he would be glad that you are pursuing his old
office?”


“That’s
not really,” Jason began.


Candace
held up her hand. “It’s a fair question,” she said. “My grandfather was an interesting
man, Mr. Burgess. You mentioned his focus on family. You are quite right. He
was a people politician. Do you know what I mean by that?” she asked him.
Burgess shook his head. “I mean that his desire to serve was about people. He
loved people. People first, politics second, press last. Those were his priorities.
Things have changed in many ways. You are asking me several things. Do I think
my grandfather would approve of me as a lesbian? Do I think he would approve of
my marriage? I think my grandfather might surprise you. Family was always first, even on the campaign trail, even when he
was in office. He was not a perfect man, Mr. Burgess. He was a man who chose to
try to lead. Did you know that he employed more women in his administration than
anyone before him? He valued people. So, I don’t know what he would say. That
was a different time. I do know that he loved me. I do know that Jameson loves
me. I think he would see that. I don’t dwell on those questions. There’s no
point.”


“But
others will raise them.”


“True.
They will. And, they will believe whatever they choose. Most never knew my
grandfather, and even those who did, Mr. Burgess; they knew Governor Stratton,
not Granddad. He was part of a greater person. I am not running for governor to
reclaim the past. I am running to make an impact on the future. History teaches
us, but it is past. None of us can go backward. And, why would we want to when
there is so much living still to do?” she asked him.


***


Jameson sidled up next to
Melanie. “Having fun?”


Melanie
jumped and then smiled. “I am, J.D. This is great. By the way, I am really happy for you.”


“Thanks.
What about you?” Jameson asked.


“Me?”


“Anyone
interesting in your life these days?” she asked.


Melanie
blushed. “Maybe…not sure yet.”


“Oh?”
Jameson inquired. She watched Melanie’s gaze fall on Michelle and sighed. “Mel,”
she said.


“Yeah?”


“Be
careful,” Jameson said bluntly. Melanie turned to Jameson and flushed
immediately in embarrassment. “Shell’s been hurt once, pretty badly.”


“J.D.,
I…”


“Just
listen. She’s a big girl. This might sound weird to you. Shell’s not just my
friend. She’s only nine years younger than me. I get that. To me, she is like a little sister, but in reality
she is my step-daughter now. I love her.”


Melanie
smiled weakly. “The thing is J.D., I love her too.” Jameson was surprised at
Melanie’s revelation. As far as she knew, Melanie was straight. That worried
her. Her hackles were raised protectively. She adored Melanie, but she loved
Shell. It was almost unsettling how protective she felt. Melanie watched
Jameson’s jaw tense. “J.D….I really do. I
didn’t plan it. I didn’t see it coming. The thing is, she’s become like my best
friend. I don’t even know how she feels. I don’t want to lose her, so you don’t
need to get all mama bear on me. I haven’t even said a word to her.”


Jameson
took a deep breath and scanned the crowd for Michelle. Michelle’s forehead
creased in worry when she caught sight of Jameson looking at her and standing
beside Melanie. Jameson chuckled uncomfortably and turned back to her friend.
This was an awkward situation. Melanie was a friend but also Jameson’s
employee. Michelle was Jameson’s friend but also Jameson’s step-daughter.
Melanie’s words had stuck a personal chord with Jameson. No one could predict when
they would fall in love. She looked at the ring on her finger and back to
Melanie with a shake of her head.


“You
do know how she feels,” Jameson said. Melanie swallowed hard. “Look, I can’t tell
you this doesn’t worry me. It does. If you really love Shell, you owe it to her
to tell her that. I just hope you are prepared for what that means.”


“J.D.,
Shell is not some experiment if that’s what you are thinking. I miss her when
she’s not with me; you know? Like…I just want to talk to her. It’s kind of
scary for me too; you know? I’ve known
for a long time I guess, about me. I just ignored it. My parents, they won’t be
like your parents are, J.D. With Shell, I just…I don’t want to lose her.”


“I
can see that. I do understand. Just be sure this is what you want. Shell, she
talks a good game. She’s really very sensitive and I do know when she falls,
she falls hard,” Jameson said.


“Yeah,
I know. If she hasn’t fallen for me, I lose her altogether.”


Jameson
saw Michelle beginning to make her way over. “Somehow, Mel, I don’t think you
need to worry about that,” she said. “Just know…you break her heart, I’ll kick
your ass. And, I’m a lot less intimidating than Candace,” Jameson said just as
Michelle reached them.


“What
are you two whispering about over here?” Michelle asked. Melanie looked at the
ground nervously. 


Jameson
shrugged. “We weren’t whispering. You just weren’t here to hear us,” she said. “I
need to go find my wife,” she said with a smirk. 


“That’s
so weird to hear,” Michelle said.


“Yeah,
not really. One day you’ll get to practice it too, I’m sure,” Jameson said.
Melanie coughed. “You okay there, Mel? Something go down the wrong way?” Michelle
looked at Jameson suspiciously and instinctively put her arm around Melanie. Jameson
shook her head. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” she said.


“Based
on Mom’s scream last night, I’d say we are screwed then,” Michelle quipped.


Jameson
shrugged. “Jealousy doesn’t become you, Shell.” She winked at the pair and took
her leave.


***


Candace searched the
crowd for Jameson. “She’s over there,” Pearl said as she pointed to the pool. “How’d
the tour go?” she asked Candace.


“Oh,
you know...Fine. What would Granddad think of his married, lesbian granddaughter
running for his old office?”


“He’d be very proud,”
Pearl said. “And, he would love Jameson; just in case you wondered at all.”


“No,”
Candace said. “I know he would.”


“You
do?”


“Sure.
You love her. You’re just like him,” Candace said.


Pearl
smiled. “I guess I am, except I am a far better cook.”


“Agreed,”
Candace chuckled. She smiled as Jameson caught sight of her and began heading
over.


“Speaking
of just like someone,” Pearl gestured to Michelle. 


“What
is going on there?” Candace asked. Michelle was sitting next to Melanie with
her head on the architect’s shoulder.


“Young
love,” Jameson answered. She kissed Candace on the cheek.


“What?”
Candace asked. “Shell is in love with Mel?”


“Yep.
Think so,” Jameson said. “And, Mel is in
love with Shell. Oh God, that rhymes. Mel and Shell? That’s just…”


Candace
whacked Jameson gently. “Leave them alone,” she said. Jameson moved behind Candace
and wrapped her in an embrace. Candace leaned back happily.


“They’re
cute,” Pearl said.


“Mm,”
Jameson groaned.


Candace
gently stroked the hands holding her. “You don’t approve?” she asked Jameson as
the trio watched Michelle and Melanie in the distance.


“It’s
not that,” Jameson said.


“What
is it then?” Pearl asked curiously.


“Like
I told Mel, if she breaks Shell’s heart I’ll have to kick her ass. Good
architects are hard to find, you know.”


Candace
laughed. “A little protective; are we?”


Jameson
huffed. “Maybe, I am,” she admitted. 


Candace
leaned back farther and let Jameson support her weight. “How do you know it won’t
be Shell to break Melanie’s heart?”


Pearl
laughed. “You two. Why do you think anyone’s going to get their heart broken?” Candace
and Jameson both turned to Pearl. “Peas in a pod. See that? I seem to remember
a similar pair sitting in my kitchen all goo-goo eyed and too afraid to say
anything about it.”


“What
are you talking about?” Candace asked.


“Uh-huh.
Nice try, Candy. Just like looking in the mirror; isn’t it?” she chuckled.


“We
were never like that,” Jameson said indignantly.


Pearl
looked at the pair and shook her head. “Kids,” she muttered before walking
away.


“What
do you think?” Candace asked.


“About
them?” Jameson replied. She felt Candace’s nod against her. “Well, I hope they
are as lucky as us.”


“Me
too.”


“Hey?
Where’d Perez Hilton go? Is he snooping round here somewhere still?” Jameson
asked.


“Do
you have a nickname for everyone?” Candace wondered.


“I’ll
never tell,” Jameson said.


Candace
laughed. “No worries about snooping. I left him in the company of Gollum.”


“Ooo.
You must not like him much. His ankles are gonna be sore tomorrow.” Candace
laughed harder as Jameson’s lips brushed over the top of her head. “You are a
complete lunatic.”


“Careful
how loud you say that. Perez will be calling you Governor Gazoo.”


“Maybe
he should call me Governor Reid.”


Jameson
pulled back and spun Candace to face her. “What?”


Candace
grinned. “What?” she repeated the question back to Jameson.


“I
asked you first.”


“You
don’t think it sounds good?” Candace asked.


“I
didn’t say that. Everybody knows you as Senator Fletcher. That’s your name.”


“Actually,
my name is Candace Stratton. It was
until I married Jonathan. I don’t think it’s appropriate for me to keep my
ex-husband’s name. That’s not fair to my wife.”


Jameson
smiled. “I appreciate that. It doesn’t bother me. You do what you think is
best.”


“I
will,” Candace said flatly.


“Good.”


“Senator
Candace Fletcher might just be a thing of the past. Need to make way for
Governor Candace Reid,” Candace said. She kissed Jameson and then leaned back
in her arms again.


“Gollum
is gonna freak,” Jameson laughed in delight. 


“Well,
he’ll get used to it. It’ll give him something else to gnaw on.”


Jameson
chuckled. “Good, I like my ankles.” 


“I
do too,” Candace said. “Don’t worry, honey. He’ll have plenty of little Perez
Hiltons’ heels to nip at. Should keep him off of yours,” Candace said.


“Oh
man…You are Mrs. Reid! I married my mother!” Jameson cracked.


Candace
laughed loudly. “Complete lunatic.”


“Who
happens to love you,” Jameson said.


Candace
sighed. “I love you too, Jameson. Just remember that tomorrow and the day after
that.”


“Don’t
worry. I will.”


“I’m
counting on it.”


THE END.


To Be Continued in: ROUGH DRAFTS
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