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THIRTEEN.

Natalie smiled to herself as she watched her daughter at the front door, waving goodbye to her friends. The sleep-over celebrating Brianna’s thirteenth birthday had been a success, if the amount of giggling was any indication. Thankfully, today was Sunday and they could all get a decent night’s sleep before school started again tomorrow.

“Thanks for the party, Mom.” Brianna bounded into the kitchen and looked around. “You haven’t left me anything to do. I wanted to help with the clean-up.”

“There wasn’t that much.” Natalie dried her hands on a towel. “How does it feel to be a teenager?”

Brianna climbed on one of the stools and focused all of her attention on her mother. “Actually I feel quite different. Some might even say mature.”

She’s so much like me, thought Natalie, steeling herself for what she suspected was coming. Thirteen going on thirty and I have no idea where the years have gone.

“We need to talk, Mom.”

Natalie considered her options. She could pretend not to know what Brianna was talking about, but that would only give her a few moments of respite. Besides, she’d made a promise – both to her daughter and to herself – that she’d never refuse to talk about Brianna’s father. No matter how much it hurt.

“All right, Bri.” Natalie raised her head and met her daughter’s gaze squarely. 

Brianna composed herself. She had always been a methodical child, and for a moment Natalie found herself wondering what sort of a career her daughter would choose. There was no doubt that she’d excel in any field she might choose; her single-minded focus and determination were almost frightening.

“Mom, I know it’s hard for you to talk about this.” The gentle tone took her off guard... another example of the subtle changes in her daughter’s behaviour. This past year, Natalie had glimpsed flashes of previously unseen sensitivity in her daughter. Not frequently, but they were there... evidence that Brianna’s gonzo attitude to life was beginning to mellow.

Natalie took in a deep breath and took the stool across from her daughter, offering what she hoped was an encouraging smile. “What is it Sweetheart?”

Brianna pushed her hair back, as though the strawberry blonde locks were impeding her ability to think. “It’s about my father,” she said tentatively. “But you already know that, right?”

Natalie nodded. For some reason, Brianna had taken to asking about her father on her birthday. The first time had been when she was eight, and the tentative inquiries had come as a complete surprise. Now the questions simply elicited a dull ache somewhere in the vicinity of her heart.

Brianna grabbed the salt shaker that had been sitting on the counter and rolled it between her palms. It was one of Natalie’s earlier efforts; a bit coarse and slightly lopsided, but Brianna had refused to let her mother throw it on the scrap heap. No surprise there – she loved every piece of pottery that Natalie had ever created.

Brianna directed her words toward the salt shaker, unwilling to meet her mother’s eyes. “I know you said you’d tell me about him when I reached sixteen, but I don’t want to wait.” She threw back her shoulders and raised her head. “I’m thirteen now, Mom. A teenager as you so correctly pointed out. And I don’t want to wait any longer. I want to know who he is.”

“But we agreed...” Natalie’s words trailed off. She’d been fighting a headache since waking up and wasn’t sure she had the strength to get into this with Brianna. But even as she phrased her refusal, she wondered what had prompted Brianna to make the request. She usually asked for one or two new details about her father – things she hadn’t been told before – almost as though she were fitting the pieces of a jigsaw together and the result would be a picture of her father.

“Why now?” Natalie had to know. Hope bloomed in Brianna’s eyes and Natalie held up a hand. “I didn’t mean that as encouragement, but I think you’ll agree that it’s a fair question. Why now?” she repeated.

Brianna stopped toying with the salt shaker and set it aside. “We were talking last night,” she said, staring down at her empty hands. “Connie’s uncle died.” The words started to tumble out. “He’s her father’s brother and he lives in Spain. Connie had never met him and we started talking about people in our lives we’d like to see more often. I really wanted to talk about my father, but I couldn’t get the words to come out.” She lapsed into silence.

“I didn’t know.” Natalie’s words came out strangled.

Brianna’s head flew up. “But you do, Mom. I ask you about him every year. I’d ask more often, but I don’t want to upset you.”

Natalie shook her head. “Sorry, that’s not what I meant. What I meant to say was that I didn’t know you girls talked about such serious stuff.”

Brianna raised her eyebrows and lifted both shoulders in a surprisingly adult gesture. “We talk about lots of stuff.” Determined Brianna was back. “Lots.”

“You really are growing up, aren’t you?”

“I’ve been trying to tell you, Mom. But let’s not get off the subject here.” She shifted on her stool and edged forward. “What if something happened to my father between now and when I’m sixteen? What if I never got to meet him? Wouldn’t that be tragic?”

Natalie smiled. She couldn’t help it. “Have you been reading Anne of Green Gables again?”

Brianna’s lips twitched in a smile, confirming her mother’s suspicion. “Maybe.”

Pain throbbed in Natalie’s temples. She was always susceptible to headaches when she hadn’t had enough sleep, and last night certainly qualified. Yet she couldn’t allow the oncoming headache to put off the rest of the conversation.

“I hear what you’re saying,” she said, feeling her way along as though blindfolded. “But you know I’m no good at split-second decisions.”

Brianna rolled her eyes. “Tell me about it.”

“Give me some time to think about this, okay?” She glanced at the iPad mini on the counter and tapped the calendar. “You’ll be out of school in seven weeks. Let’s talk again then, okay?”

Recognizing that she’d gained a small victory, Brianna decided not to push. “Thanks, Mom.” She stood up, walked around the end of the counter, and hugged Natalie. “You’re getting a headache. I can see it in your eyes. Better go lie down.”

Natalie nodded. Even the slight movement hurt. Brianna preceded her into her bedroom and pulled the drapes closed, darkening the room. Sometimes Natalie didn’t understand this mercurial creature that was her whole life. Bold and demanding one moment; gentle and caring the next. If they didn’t share the same strawberry blonde hair and sprinkle of freckles across their nose, she’d wonder where the child had come from.

As if she could forget.
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“GOOD MORNING.” MATTHEW Bradford placed his hands on the sides of the podium, and then forced himself to loosen his grip. No sense letting the reporters know that he was ticked off... again.

As the Press Secretary to the Premier of British Columbia, he’d been called on to speak at his share of press conferences. But lately he’d been the go-to guy more frequently, and it was beginning to annoy him. Not that he minded the give and take with the reporters; he knew as much or perhaps more about the government’s programmes than the Premier, so he was at ease with the questions. No, it was the reason for the Premier’s absence that bothered him.

He looked into the familiar faces. Unlike in the movies, he had no enemies here. He’d never given the press in Victoria any reason to dislike him. As a matter of fact, most of them knew that his door was usually open if they needed clarification on anything they were about to print.

A skilled communicator, Matthew cherished his job, and the opportunities it provided him. Well, maybe not all the opportunities, he thought, spotting Hilary Spencer, a particularly aggressive reporter. He’d made the mistake of having a drink with her one evening after a long day at work, and she’d been pursuing him ever since. She tilted her head toward the side door, suggesting that he meet her later, but he pretended not to notice, smiling instead at RuthAnn Reynolds. Now there was someone whose company he enjoyed.

At somewhere close to seventy, RuthAnn was a veteran reporter. She’d known him virtually all his life, having been socially active in the same circles as his parents when her husband was still alive. She was rumoured to be independently wealthy, and many of the other reporters openly speculated about why she continued to work, but Matthew understood.

“Someone has to get it right,” RuthAnn had said to him during one of their lunches in the Legislative Dining Room. “Most of these young bucks who call themselves reporters shoot first and take names later.”

RuthAnn took her time packing her briefcase while the others drifted out of the room. Matt gathered his notes, and stepping down from the podium, he approached her.

“Mrs. Reynolds. Good to see you.”

RuthAnn squinted up at him, one eyelid drooping ever so slightly. She’d had a mild stroke a few years back, but had recovered almost completely. “How many times do I have to tell you, young man? My name’s RuthAnn.”

“Sorry, ma’am. I just can’t do it.” Matthew offered his most dazzling smile. Most of the single women who worked in the Parliament Buildings, not to mention a few married ones, swooned a little every time he directed that smile in their direction.

RuthAnn rose slowly, her head coming up to the mid-point of his chest. “Save that smile for the single ladies, my lad.” She tilted her head sideways and her voice softened. “Sometimes I wonder if you have any idea just how good looking you are.”

A bright red blush crept up Matthew’s neck and into his cheeks. If the comment had come from anyone else, he might be offended, but he knew that RuthAnn was just trying to get a rise out of him.

“I’m teasing, you know that,” she said, laying a hand on his arm.

He smiled and remained silent.

“That’s the third time this month you’ve had to fill in for him,” she said, keeping her voice lowered. “You’d think he could manage his affairs on his own time.”

He looked at her sharply. How many people knew of the Premier’s mistress in Vancouver? Matthew had learned about the affair many years ago, but it still troubled him. After sweeping into office on a platform of Family Values, the power had gone to Premier Watson’s head, and he’d taken up with the first woman who had come on to him. At least that’s what Matt had thought at the time, but he now knew that Premier James Andrew Watson had known his mistress before getting married. A master manipulator, Watson had recognized that the woman who was now his wife had the money and connections to get him into office. He’d married her and produced two daughters before returning to his affair. Matt still didn’t know if his wife was aware of his extracurricular activities.

The urge to defend the Premier with a heartfelt denial didn’t last long. He glanced discreetly around the room, ensuring that they were alone before he spoke. “Does everyone know?”

RuthAnn shook her head as she slowly headed for the door. “Not really. A couple of them might suspect, but they aren’t quite so bold as to poke the hornet’s nest.” She looked at Matthew through eyes that had seen it all. “They like their jobs, and this beat is the only one that really matters here in Victoria.” She shrugged. “So...”

“Thanks, Mrs. R.”

She paused just shy of the hallway. “You must be disappointed in him.” Before he could deny it, she continued speaking. “I know you’re the one who came up with the campaign concept the second time he ran. Don’t deny it. I spoke to one of the insiders, who told me how hard you had to work to convince him to adopt it as a platform. To hear him talk now, it was all his idea.” She gave an unladylike snort. “Family values, indeed! If there’s anything I detest, it’s a man who doesn’t value his family.”

“You’re good at what you do, Matthew, but I sense you’re unhappy. Don’t stay in this job out of some misguided sense of loyalty. I can assure you, he wouldn’t do the same for you.” She moved into the hall, her footsteps echoing on the marble flooring. “Give my regards to your parents, will you?” she said, and then walked briskly toward the exit.

Matt watched her go for a moment, and then headed for the circular staircase. He ran lightly up the stairs and strode toward his office, but for the first time he could remember, he wished that he were somewhere else... anywhere else.

“How did it go?” Ashleigh Barnard, his secretary, looked up. “Anything I should know about?”

Matt hesitated, wondering if he should ask her if she knew Watson’s whereabouts. But what would that prove? Nothing. Besides, he’d thought for some time that Ashleigh knew as much as he did about the Premier’s philandering ways. If they didn’t discuss it, they could both pretend it didn’t exist.

“It went smoothly,” he reported. “I’ll dictate a few notes later.” He came to an abrupt stop. “You know something, Ashleigh? I think I’m going to take the rest of the day off.”

The startled look on his secretary’s face was evidence of how infrequently he took time off. Never, in fact, other than his annual vacation time, and even then he was always around, ready to put out any fires. 

“Good idea,” she said, recovering quickly. “You’ve earned it.”

He grinned. “You’re right, I have. I think I’ll call my cousin and see if she’s free for lunch.”

Ashleigh frowned. “Your cousin? I don’t think I knew you have a cousin in town. Where does she work, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“She owns her own fitness studio over on Wharf Street.” He looked out the window. “It’s a nice day, I can walk over. Then I’ll come back, pick up my bike and go home.”

Ashleigh brightened “You mean New Beginnings? I go there.” She lowered her gaze. “Not frequently enough, but I do belong. I didn’t know she was your cousin.”

“We don’t see each other that much. We got along well when we were kids, because the family used to gather at our property on Galiano Island every summer.” He pulled out his cell phone. “I hope she’s free.”
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“JODI FLEMING.”

Matthew smiled into the phone. She sounded just the same as when they’d been young.  Straightforward and to the point. He’d jokingly called her ‘The Steamroller’ a couple of times until he realized she didn’t like it.

“Hi, cuz. Are you free for lunch?”

There was a moment’s hesitation. “Matt? Is that you? Holy cow.”

“Yeah, it’s me. Sorry to call at the last minute, but I was wondering if you’d like to go out and get a bite.”

“There’s nothing wrong, is there? Your parents are okay?”

Jodi’s comment made Matt realize how remiss he’d been about keeping in touch. “No, everything’s fine. I just thought it would be nice to get away from this place for once.”

“I’d love to have lunch with you but as usual I can’t take long. Can you come over here? There’s a little place just a few doors down. Trang makes the best noodle soup.”

Matt glanced at his watch. “I thought I’d walk over. So that will take me... what... ten minutes?”

“Sounds about right. I’ll see you then.”

* * *
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A WEIGHT LIFTED FROM Matt’s shoulders as he exited the Parliament Buildings. The cherry trees that lined the streets on either side of the building were beginning to drop their blossoms, adding to the fairy tale atmosphere of Victoria’s famous Inner Harbour. Tourists wandered leisurely across the lawns, taking pictures of everything in sight. He slowed his steps and glanced back at the building. When he was young, working in the parliament buildings had seemed like an unattainable goal. But now he knew it to be a job, much like any other. Well, maybe not quite like any other, but it was still a job.

One of the colourful little Harbour Taxis snugged up to the dock, disgorging a laughing group of tourists. In only a few weeks, the harbour would be full of sailboats prior to Swiftsure, the premier yacht race in the area, and the qualifying race for the Victoria to Maui Transpac race. Matthew hadn’t been raised in Victoria, but his pride in the city ran deep, and as he turned onto Wharf Street he admired the old buildings, some of which had been erected during British Columbia’s gold rush era. There was something to be said for living in a city steeped in history.

Jodi stood outside on the sidewalk, frowning at the front of her fitness studio. New Beginnings had been her idea from the get-go, and she’d built it up until it was the most popular of its kind in Victoria. When Jodi Fleming agreed to work with a client on a private basis, they knew what to expect going in... a rigorous workout that would in all probability push them to their limit, but had them coming back for more. There was something about her tough love attitude that her clients relished, and that quality extended to her dealings with her friends.

“What’s the matter?” asked Matt. “You look like you’re mad at the building.”

“No, it’s not that. I’m trying to decide if I should ask Tori to do a window treatment for Swiftsure. People love her designs.”

“I saw that piece on television about your Christmas window. That was her, wasn’t it?”

“That’s right. She claims that’s when her business really took off, but between you and me, with her talent she was always going to be successful. That television spot just accelerated it.” She turned away from the building. “I’ll decide later. Let’s go have some lunch.” She started walking, her long strides eating up the pavement. “I’m glad you called. I don’t get out often enough, although the owner of this little place treats me as though I come here every day.” She paused and let Matt open the door.

A small man greeted them, a broad smile on his face. “Miss Jodi, good to see you.” He glanced briefly at Matt, but his smile was for Jodi. “Thank you for coming to see Trang.” He led her to a table overlooking the water. “It’s warm enough to eat outside today, yes?”

“Thank you, this is wonderful.” Jodi turned to Matt. “I’d like you to meet my cousin, Matthew Bradford.” She gestured across the water. “Matt just escaped from the looney bin over there.”

Trang frowned.

“Sorry old friend. I meant the Parliament Buildings. Matt works over there.”

Trang bowed. “Welcome, Mr. Matthew.”

“Thank you.” Matt sat down and looked across the table at Jodi. “I’m in your hands. Order away.”

Jodi turned to Trang. “Some tea please, Trang. Could you give us a few minutes to drink our tea and talk, and then bring a couple of bowls of your wonderful noodles?”

“Yes, Miss Jodi.” Trang bowed again and left them alone.

“He likes you,” said Matt, stating the obvious.

“I like him, too. When he first set up shop he could barely speak English. I sent him some customers, and word got around about the quality of his food. Now I hear it can sometimes be hard to get a table here at lunchtime.” A couple of business women rose to leave and Jodi stifled a laugh.

“What is it?”

She shook her head. “Nothing. Just those two women who just left. No, don’t look. One of them just about fell on her face trying to get you to notice her.” She looked up as Trang’s daughter placed the teapot and two cups on the table. “Thanks, Yvette.”

The young woman glanced at Matt and a soft pink blush crept up into her cheeks.

Jodi eyed the retreating young woman. “What is it with you, Matt? Do women always react like this around you?”

“No.” Matt looked up and could tell she didn’t believe him. “There must be something in the air today.”

“That’s what I thought when you called.” She poured their tea. “How long since we’ve seen each other? Seems like forever.”

Matt thought for a moment. “A couple of years, at least. When you and your Mom came over to Mom and Dad’s for that pre-Christmas party.”

“That’s right. Your boss had just been elected, and you’d been Press Secretary for a short time.” She tilted her head to one side and studied him. “I never could figure out why your Dad was disappointed about you taking that job. Has he changed his mind now that he can see how good you are at it?”

Matt took a sip of tea, then slowly lowered the cup. “Yes, thankfully. I have to give him credit for giving in graciously. He always wanted me to be an investment banker, like him.”

Jodi sighed. “It’s such an old story, isn’t it? Father and son at odds because the son wants to make his own decisions.” She offered up a rueful smile. “Sometimes men can be so pig-headed... not to mention other things.”

“He meant well. And you have to give him credit for all the philanthropic work he does. Considering the fact that I went against his wishes, we get along fine.” He looked up. “What about your Mom? How is she?”

“She’s fine.” She pulled the paper off her chopsticks and studied them as if she’d never seen chopsticks before. “You know, it’s amazing that she’s not bitter toward my father. I was only about ten when he left to live with that other woman. It must have been hard on her, but she’s kept a smile on her face. She’s dating a very nice man.”

“I know it’s none of my business, but did he support you financially?”

“Yes, but that was only after your father stepped in. We have him to thank for that.”

Matt stared into the distance for a moment. “I didn’t know that, but it sounds like something he’d do. Dad’s big on doing what’s right.”

“Well it was the right thing for us.” Their noodles were placed before them and Jodi’s face lit up. “You’re in for a treat.” She pointed to the chopsticks. “Do you want me to ask for regular utensils for you?”

Matt grinned. “Is that a challenge?”

“Hell, yes.” Jodi looked up. “Thanks, Yvette. The man says he’s fine with chopsticks.”

The young girl giggled and left. For several moments the only sound was loud slurping coming from Jodi’s side of the table.

Matt finished his noodles shortly after Jodi and tipped up the bowl to drink the liquid. “These are good. I’ll have to come back here.” He poured more tea into both cups and sat back with a satisfied sigh.

Jodi drank the hot liquid, regarding him steadily over the rim of her cup. “Okay, so now that we have the small talk out of the way, what are you really doing here?”

Any number of reasons sprang to mind, but Matt wasn’t in the mood for prevaricating.

“I don’t know, Jodi.” He raised his eyebrows. “Actually, I do.” He stared into his teacup. “I’m not very happy with my boss these days.”

“Watson?”

Matt nodded.

“What’s he done? Or perhaps you’re not allowed to say.”

“Not really.”

“Fair enough.” Jodi thought for a few moments. “You’ve been working for him for a while now, haven’t you.” It was more of a statement than a question.

“I met him shortly after graduation. I had a newly minted MBA with an emphasis on communications and back then he was an MLA, elected out of the riding of Vancouver Hastings. I worked in his office as a volunteer, observing and learning. He hired me on after that, and I worked in his campaign office during his first run for Premier. I thought he was a good man, plus the work was challenging and I learned a lot.”

“He didn’t win the first time he ran for Premier, if I recall correctly.”

“No.” Matt drained the small tea cup and placed it on the table in front of him. “There was no focused message. It wasn’t until too late in the campaign that I noticed how the crowds responded when he talked about family values.”

Jodi snorted. “I
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