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    CHAPTER 1


    “I’m going to kill you!”


    Peri Reed stormed up to her friend, Kyla Stone, as she power-walked on the treadmill at Bodyworks Gym in Arlington, Texas. She had one agenda: read Kyla the riot act. Peri was still dressed in work clothesher usual designer suitbut she was steaming mad at Kyla and wanted to set her straight before changing.


    Kyla returned her stare with clear green eyes and a wide smile. Her velvety brown skin was moist with sweat as a result of walking on the treadmill. “Oh, you mean about Paul.” She continued walking, trying to hide her smile and failing miserably.


    Peri counted to ten before she spoke. “Look, I’m going to change, then we’ll discuss that loser you hooked me up with!” She hoisted her gym bag on her shoulder and stomped off in the direction of the ladies’ dressing room.


    She hurriedly changed into her workout clothes and rejoined her friend. There was one vacant treadmill next to Kyla. “I can’t believe you set me up with that guy.” She took a deep breath and began reciting a litany of his faults. “He lives at home with his mother; between jobs; behind on his child support to multiple baby mamas; and apparently between wives!”


    Kyla laughed harder. “Okay, okay. I’m sorry. He was bugging me about finding him a woman and you’re always playing this ‘poor me’ song, I wanted to show you what a loser looked like.”


    Peri set the controls on the treadmill and started walking. “So you set me up with this guy? Who, by the way, didn’t even have a car!”


    “Okay, I’m sorry about that. I’ll make it up to you, promise. I’ll buy coffee tonight.”


    “A four-dollar cup of coffee is not going to make up for that excuse of a man. He was just awful. I had to fake a headache to end the date. Do you know he had the nerve to still ask me for sex!” Peri wrestled with her shoulder-length hair, attempting to put it in a ponytail while maintaining her stride on the treadmill. Finally, she straddled the moving belt to maintain her balance.


    Kyla jumped off the treadmill, giggling unmercifully. “Okay, stop. You’re making that up!” She hopped back on the treadmill, holding her stomach in laughter.


    “I don’t have to make any of it this up. This actually happened, which is why we have the Kyla Stone rule in the first place. No more set-ups for Peri.”


    “Unless the guy is totally for you.”


    Peri shook her head. “Yeah, like that will happen in this lifetime.” She concentrated on walking, blocking out the rest of Kyla’s well-meaning drivel about the right guy being right under her nose.


    She tried to look straight ahead, but her gaze kept going to the tall man running on the treadmill next to her. His lean form seemed to be made for running. He had muscles in all the right places, she noticed. Not too bulky. Just right. Peri quickly turned straight ahead and started watching whatever was on TV. When she turned her attention back to him, he was watching her.


    “I thought I recognized you,” he said to Peri in an incredible Irish accent, reminding her of the movie star Liam Neeson.


    She said nothing.


    “I know you,” said the eyes.


    How did he know her? Could it be from work, or her marketing classes? No, she’d have remembered a body like that, white or not. He probably just knew her from the gym, she hoped. After all, she’d been coming here for over two years. She concentrated on the alternative music blaring from the speakers and tried not to fall in front of the treadmill runner.


    “You go to Shaker’s Hair Salon at the mall,” he said.


    “Y-yes, I do. How do you know that?” Peri said, wondering if he had been stalking her. Or worse, was he a friend of Robert’s? She thought of her ex-lover, whom she hadn’t seen in over two years. Thank goodness he’d been in jail.


    “Keisha does your hair.”


    Peri looked at the man, who had gotten off the treadmill and was now standing beside her. Heat radiated from his body, awaking Peri’s body in all the wrong places. It was something about a sweaty man, she thought. “Yes, she does. How do you know that?” She struggled to keep the sound of fear out of her voice.


    “My name is Brendan Donovan,” he said slowly. “My ex-wife works there.”


    Okay. Knowing his name and how he knew her made her feel a little better. Perhaps he was just stalking his ex. “Hi, I’m Peri Reed. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you,” she said.


    He smiled, reassuring her. “That’s okay, usually I would see you there when I picked up my daughter. Usually you were reading a magazine, and I realized that I recognized you from the gym,” he said. “Have a good workout,” he said and then turned and walked to the weight training area.


    After their workout and shower, the women prepared to exit the gym. “Who was that white guy talking to you on the treadmill?” Kyla asked Peri.


    Peri shrugged her shoulders. “Some guy who recognized me from Shakers.”


    “I told you about getting your hair done at the mall, girl,” Kyla teased her friend. “You two seemed to be chatting pretty friendly.”


    “He caught me off guard.” Peri failed to mention that her heart started racing the minute their eyes met.


    “He’s cute. He has the rugged good looks every other man working out in this gym is trying to get. Curly brown hair, big blue eyes, and tanned skin. He would go perfectly with your mocha coloring. You would look like a vanilla chocolate ice cream twist in bed.”


    “Will you stop!” Peri closed her eyes against the erotic picture forming in her mind.


    “No.”


    “Didn’t you notice something different about him?”


    “Yes, I did. I also saw a man that maybe has a little interest in you. Peri, just because he’s different means nothing. I’m told they all have the same working equipment.”


    “Anyway, he was just saying hello. You promised me Starbucks.”


    “Starbucks sounds great. I will need the caffeine for tonight, anyway.”


    “Why?”


    “With my new promotion, I also get to bring home more work. So I will be up late tonight.”


    “Is Ryan in town?” Peri asked about Kyla’s husband of ten years.


    “Yes, but he’s working late. Even when he’s in town, he’s out of town.”


    Peri heard her name being called. Slowly she turned around, thinking it was one of the attendants from the gym, but to her horror it was Brendan! Apparently he had showered and was also preparing to leave. Reluctantly she introduced Kyla to Brendan, fearing the worst.


    “We were just going to Starbucks for some coffee. Why don’t you join us?” Kyla asked Brendan as she winked at Peri.


    She hadn’t had to wait long for Kyla to strike. Not even five minutes. Maybe he had plans, or a girlfriend, wife, something, but no such luck.


    “That would be wonderful. I’ll be just a minute. I have to get my wallet out of my SUV.”


    The women walked to the coffee shop while Brendan went to get his wallet. When Peri and Kyla entered Starbucks, which was a few doors down from the gym, it was unusually crowded. Luckily, they found a table after getting their order.


    “Why did you ask him to join us?” Peri planted her body in front of Kyla, staring directly in her eyes, demanding the truth.


    “Because it looked like he wanted to chat with you and I knew that you never would have otherwise.”


    “I might have,” Peri said defensively.


    “Peri, you’re one of my closest friends, but I know that you’re scared.”


    “Kyla, I’m not scared. Cautious, maybe. I just don’t want to relive what I went through with Robert.” Peri shivered, remembering the past and her mistakes with the man who left her for dead.


    “Scared,” Kyla observed.


    “Okay, maybe I’m little scared.” Peri wished Kyla could be wrong about her just once.


    “But?” Kyla prodded her friend. “Maybe if you talked about your experience with Robert, it would help you to overcome some of your insecurities.”


    But Peri didn’t want to talk about Robert, her ex-lover of two years. She wanted to talk about Brendan. “Why is he having coffee with us when he could be with any of those young blonde hard bodies in the gym?” Or in this coffee shop, she mused.


    “Maybe he saw something in you that I’ve always seen, but you manage to keep hidden away from everyone else.”


    “I could be shy, you know.” Peri valiantly tried to defend herself.


    “Yes, this is true, but you are not.”


    “How long is Ryan in town this time? You know, I can’t remember the last time I saw him.”


    Kyla twitched her nose at Peri’s sudden change of topic. “I know what you’re doing. But he’s in town for about two weeks, then he’s off to San Francisco. He has a trip to London coming up soon and wants me to join him, but I just got that promotion and can’t take off work for a whole month. He’s says I don’t love him, but it’s not that.”


    Peri gazed around the room, looking for Brendan; maybe he decided against having coffee with two black women, she hoped.


    “Peri, are you even listening to the saga of my marriage?” Kyla laughed. “I’ve never seen you like this over a guy. Not that I have much to compare it to, but still, it’s quite eye-opening. I saw how you were checking him out as he walked to his truck.”


    “You caught me. What is the problem with Ryan?”


    “I just got a big promotion, and, while my husband is supportive, he’s ready for me to start popping out babies. You know we’re both thirty-five.”


    “I know how old we are. But if you’re not ready for babies, tell him.”


    Kyla winked at Peri. “What about you? Are you ready?


    Although you never talk of your history with Robert, I know he must have hurt you badly,” Kyla said.


    “Yes, he did hurt me badly, and no, I don’t want to talk about it.”


    “Sorry I took so long.” Brendan interrupted the friends’ conversation. “My daughter called to tell me that she had lost her tooth,” Brendan said as he sat at the table. The aroma of Hugo Boss aftershave followed him into the room.


    “That’s okay,” they both chimed in unison.


    Then there was the awkward silence, the awkward silence of strangers. It seemed to last forever.


    Leave it to Kyla to break the ice. “Brendan, I detect an accent. Not your average Texas twang, mind you, but I definitely detect some accent. Can I assume that you are not from the Dallas/Fort Worth area?”


    “Yes, I’m originally from Ireland.”


    “What are you doing in Arlington, Texas?” Kyla watched her nervous, silent friend.


    “I’m the art director at Maza’s,” said Brendan, watching Peri.


    “That’s the huge gallery in the arts district in Dallas? Isn’t it rated fifth in the nation?” asked Peri, finally contributing to the conversation. One thing she was confident in besides work was art. “I’ve been dying to go there. I hear it’s an awesome gallery. I love art.” Peri shot a warning glance at Kyla as she realized the mistake she just made.


    * * *


    Brendan looked at Peri and smiled. He couldn’t believe his good luck. She was beautiful in an understated way. Her light brown skin was flawless, her shoulder-length hair hung freely about her shoulders, and she was nervous. She’d barely contributed ten words to the conversation until they had started talking about his job. Now they were on his playing field. “Yes, that’s the one. We’ve actually moved up to third in the nation this year. The ratings came out today. We’re having a showing of a new artist, Vicente Corazone, next Saturday night. Would you ladies like to come?”


    Kyla looked at Peri with a hint of a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Peri, that would be so great! You love art and you’re always trying to drag me to a museum or some art function. You even got me drinking Starbucks, for goodness sake!”


    Peri reluctantly agreed. She couldn’t make eye contact with Brendan, which was what he surely wanted; she kept her head down and took deep breaths. A panic attack. But what was she panicked about?


    “That’s great! I have the invitations in my SUV,” said Brendan. He smiled at the silent woman, who had now piqued his interest even more.


    “This is very nice of you, Brendan. Isn’t it, Peri?” asked Kyla, trying to drag her friend back into the conversation.


    Peri stammered a yes, but was otherwise quiet.


    They finished their coffees and prepared to leave. As they walked to Brendan’s Range Rover, he asked Peri what kind of art she was interested in.


    “I like contemporary art. I love black and white photography,” answered Peri in a quiet voice. “Maybe a little of the Renaissance period. I love Claude Monet. Sometimes, Thomas Kincaid. I really enjoy Impressionists. You know, like Monet, Renoir, Moreau, Cézanne, and Picasso.”


    Brendan was so amazed that she could name the Impressionists off the top of her head like that he felt his heartbeat speed up. Somewhere he had lost control of the conversation and found himself just looking at this introverted, beautiful woman in wonder. “Well, Corazone is very modern. He is my latest discovery,” Brendan boasted proudly. “I discovered his work while I was in Spain last year.”


    “How long have you been an art director?” asked Kyla the inquisitor.


    “About fifteen years. Here and in New York.”


    “How did you get from Ireland to Arlington?” Peri asked quietly.


    “It is a twenty-year story. Maybe you can hear it another time,” said Brendan.


    He handed each woman an embossed invitation to the gallery. “The directions are on the back,” said Brendan. “If you have any trouble entering the event tell the host to call me.” He made a mental note to speak with his assistant on Monday.


    “Thank you very much, Brendan. It was very nice meeting you,” said Peri. She shook his hand, as did Kyla.


    “It was very nice meeting you, too, ladies.” His eyes were riveted on Peri as he said it.


    Brendan climbed into his truck after he watched the women leave the parking lot. He took a deep breath. After his heartbeat finally settled down, he opened his console and took out his cell phone. He took another breath as he dialed his former home. Smiling as he heard his former wife’s voice. “Okay, I did it. Now what? She and her friend are coming to the gallery showing.”


    “Brendan, calm down. You’re just making the first move. She always seems so skittish when she’s in the salon. You’ll need to be careful.”


    “What does that mean, Claire?”


    “That means you can come on pretty strong when you’re in that hunter mode. You’re like act first, and think later, damn the consequences. Keisha says Peri’s always quiet. She usually has to pull information out of Peri. That means someone hurt her pretty badly.”


    Brendan took a deep breath and released it slowly. “So that means I’m still paying for someone else’s misdeeds!” He tried not to dwell on the past, but the fact that he was talking to his ex-wife about how to approach a potential date still boggled his brain.


    “Brendan, don’t even start. Our marriage was a mistake from the beginning and we both know it. The only good thing that came out of it was Chelsey, our daughter.” Claire took a deep breath and relaxed. “Now let’s help you get this woman!”

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    Saturday afternoon Peri and Kyla searched the Parks Mall for a cocktail dress to show Brendan how hot Peri was. Kyla’s words, not Peri’s. They stopped at an upscale boutique called Shai’s, known for their pricey yet one-of-a-kind dresses. Peri stood in the doorway, standing her ground. “Kyla, I’m not stepping one foot in this place.”


    Kyla laughed. “Oh, stop. It’s not like you can’t afford it. You just got that huge raise. Besides, this is a special occasion. You know when you step into that art gallery you’re going to have to bring it.”


    Tell me something I don’t know. Brendan was probably used to scantily clad women. That was so not her. “But dresses in this place range from five hundred to the thousands of dollars. I checked the website.”


    Kyla ignored her protests and pulled her inside the store. “This is like your coming out dress. This is your first real outing since your break-up. You want to look your best when Brendan sees you.”


    Peri sighed. She still didn’t believe that this hunky Irishman was attracted to her. “I still don’t see it, Kyla. I think he was just being nice to us. But you’re right for the most part, and since this is my first outing, I do want to celebrate.”


    “Finally.”


    Kyla walked further inside the store and stopped at a display of dresses that left little to the imagination. Peri ran her hand across one of them. Her hands glided over the smooth fabric. Silk? She glanced at the price tag and her heart almost stopped. Eight hundred dollars, and that was on sale! Was she actually thinking of buying this very expensive dress? Hopefully, there was something else that would catch her eye and not bankrupt her.


    “Peri, check this out,” Kyla said walking up to her with a strapless turquoise number.


    “It looks short, Kyla. Where am I supposed to keep my keys, or lipstick?”


    “There’s this thing called a purse,” Kyla teased. “I think this will look great against your slender frame.”


    Peri snorted. “You know sometimes I still see my old body when I look in the mirror. I mean, I know I’ve have lost weight, but you know.”


    Kyla shook her head. “I know. This is one way to get rid of that old image stuck in your head. I still think this will look hot on you. Get some matching stilettos, and Brendan won’t know what hit him.”


    “About that,” Peri started. “I just can’t see him being attracted to me.”


    “Trust this old married woman. He’s attracted to you.”


    Peri was about to refute her friend’s statement when Kyla’s cell phone started singing the latest Maxwell ballad. Kyla answered. “Hey, baby.”


    Peri knew it was Kyla’s husband, and she didn’t want to eavesdrop, so she continued shopping in the small store. She was in the middle of trying on her third pair of stilettos when Kyla joined her with a big smile on her face. “Ryan wants to have dinner later.”


    “That’s great, Kyla.”


    “Girl, that’s man code. He wants to have sex tonight and knows he’s going to have to work for it. I’ve not been in the mood lately.”


    She knew her friend’s favorite method for punishing her husband. “How long is lately?”


    “About a month or so.”


    “You don’t mean it?” Peri tried to hide her giggle. “Poor Ryan.”


    Kyla nodded. “Yes. I cut him off.”


    * * *


    Robert Evans watched the two women shopping in the pricey store, taking inventory of his ex-girlfriend. Two years was a long time. Maybe she didn’t think about him anymore.


    He sure thought about her. Twenty-four months in prison will do that. Especially since she was the reason he had been there. It was her fault that he flew into a rage, beat her and forced a miscarriage.


    And he was going to make her pay for every minute he spent in prison.


    Peri had lost weight, he noted. The shirt clung to her figure and the jeans were a little tight for his taste. He wouldn’t have allowed her to go out looking like she was a college student. Her slim figure reminded him of how she looked when they first met. Before all the lies started.


    At first she didn’t seem to mind the minor discrepancies in his stories; toward the end, she didn’t seem to care. Not until she found out she was pregnant. Then everything had changed. But he didn’t want the baby, let alone changing the set-up he’d worked so hard to get.


    He continued watching the women as Peri modeled a pair of stilettos for the other woman. The Peri he knew would never have worn those kinds of shoes. Apparently, this Peri was very different from that mouse of a woman he ran over years ago. It was pure luck he was at the mall and noticed her shopping. She’d moved from the condo they shared while he’d been in prison and he’d had a hard time discovering where she lived now. He’d almost given up finding her, but luck was finally on his side.


    * * *


    Later that afternoon, after Peri had purchased the dress, shoes, and matching purse, she sat in her condo with nothing but time on her hands. She could visit her parents, who lived at the other end of Arlington, but quickly nixed that idea. She’d see them tomorrow after church. She thought about her sister, Bailey, but came to the same conclusion. She was to see Bailey tomorrow as well. The entire Reed family attended the same church and they would convene at her childhood home for the traditional Sunday dinner. Kyla was otherwise occupied on her date with her husband. The evening stretched out before Peri. She was trying to fight the addiction, but it was so hard.


    An hour later she gave in to her emotional crutch. Well, not completely. She still went to the Olive Garden, an Italian restaurant for dinner, but this time she decided she would eat her meal at the restaurant. Normally, she got her meal to go.


    “One?” the cheery teenager asked.


    “Yes.” She glanced around the lobby area of the restaurant; there were couples and families as far as she could see, not another single person in sight. She noticed a man and his little girl also waiting for a table. The man was handsome and reminded her of Brendan. Great, now she was imagining that man everywhere. She had to get a grip on her rattled brain.


    “It should be just a few minutes,” the hostess said.


    Peri nodded and took the first vacant seat.


    “Donovan, party of two,” the hostess announced.


    Perhaps it was him, she mused. What would be the odds?


    “Peri?”


    She knew the instant she heard her name that her suspicions had been correct. It was him. She pretended she had a great interest in the floor as she sensed him walking past her. She didn’t think he’d recognize her, and she surely didn’t think he’d stop in front of her.


    “Peri?”


    She looked about and feigned shock. “Brendan! What a surprise to see you here.” She hoped he would keep walking, but he stayed.


    “Why don’t you join me and my daughter for dinner instead of eating alone?”


    Okay, he just announced to the entire lobby that she was a lonely, single woman, so she had few options. She could always take the high road and eat alone, but she knew the minute Kyla found out, she’d kill her. “That is very nice of you, Brendan,” she started in on her refusal. Unfortunately, Brendan only heard the beginning.


    “She’s going to join us,” he told the young woman. He introduced his daughter as the server gathered the menus. “This is my daughter, Chelsey. Chel, this is Ms. Reed.”


    Peri shook the little girl’s hand. Chelsey was the spitting image of her father, dark brown hair and bright blue eyes.


    “Hello, Miss Reed,” said Chelsey. She smiled easily at Peri and offered her tiny hand.


    “It’s very nice to meet you, Chelsey. You are a very pretty young lady.”


    “Thank you.” Chelsey looked up at her father.


    The hostess nodded, smiling at Brendan, but that smile didn’t extend to Peri. “Yes, sir. Right this way.”


    * * *


    As they were led to their table, Brendan gazed at Peri’s attire with approval. She was dressed in a clingy blouse, jeans, and stilettos, his personal favorite. After they were seated, he had to think of something to say. “You look relaxed. Where is your friend?” The server handed them menus and took the drink order.


    “She is on a date with her husband,” said Peri.


    “That’s terrific! So why are you here?”


    “No date. This is my Saturday night ritual.”


    “Huh?” Brendan was confused.


    “Normally, I get it to go.”


    This had to be some kind of sign, he thought. This was out of his and Chel’s normal schedule as well. “Oh, ours is McDonald’s, but tonight I wanted some real food.”


    Peri nodded. “I know how you feel. Sometimes, I babysit my niece, Dakota. She’s seven,” she said to Chelsey. “She always wants to go to McDonald’s.”


    “I love McDonald’s,” Chelsey announced. “I wish we could have gone there.”


    “Chelsey,” Brendan admonished his daughter. “We can’t always eat where we want all the time.”


    “Yes, Dad.” Chelsey continued reading the menu.


    Brendan sighed. Not the ideal way to impress a future date, he mused. He saw the opportunity. He took it and damned the consequences. So what if his five-year-old daughter had accompanied them on a pseudo-date. “What are you having, Peri?”


    “First, I was thinking about the lobster ravioli, now I’m leaning toward the seafood fettuccine. What about you?”


    He glanced at his daughter. “I’m leaning toward some spaghetti. What about you, Chel?”


    “Lasagna.”


    The server arrived with their drinks, took their orders, and quickly left the table. Both Peri and Brendan had a glass of wine, while Chelsey had a glass of juice.


    Brendan decided to use this time to get to know the woman who had intrigued him the last few months.


    * * *


    Two hours later Brendan settled Chelsey in front of the TV in the game room and called his ex-wife. After the customary chit-chat with Oliver, Claire’s live-in lover of three years, he finally connected with her.


    “Yes, we had dinner at the Olive Garden,” Brendan said, opening his laptop. He sat behind his massive cherry wood desk, a find he was rather proud of. He had located the desk in Maine a few years back and only paid a few hundred dollars for it. It cost more to ship the desk back to Arlington than he had paid for it. Now it was worth thousands. “I know that wasn’t our usual place to eat, but I just wanted to eat some real food. We ran into Peri, she was eating alone, so I invited her to eat with us.”


    Claire laughed. “At least that was something. I hope you didn’t let Chelsey eat everything on the menu. Any luck with Peri?”


    Brendan smiled. “Yeah, she was a little hesitant about giving me her phone number.”


    “Oh, no. I hope you didn’t frighten her. I can just imagine your face when she hesitated.”


    Once his computer booted up, he signed on to the auction’s website. “Hey, were you there? I hate when you’re right about me. Yeah, I kind of went overboard. But I got it in the end.”


    Claire laughed. “Yeah, let’s hope you do.” She ended the call.


    * * *


    Peri returned to her condo after her dinner with Brendan and his daughter. Talk about a turn of events; Kyla wouldn’t believe it. Peri didn’t, either, and she was living it. She actually had dinner with Brendan and enjoyed it.


    She settled on her couch to watch Saturday night British comedies on PBS. She was in the middle of watching Are You Being Served? when her phone rang. A man’s voice asked for her. A chill went down her spine, awakening a fear she hadn’t felt in two years. Was it Robert? Was he out of jail already? The voice stated her name again. She relaxed as she recognized the caller’s voice.


    “Peri?”


    “Yes.”


    “This is Brendan. Are you busy?”


    Peri smiled. “No, just watching British comedies on PBS.” She tried to sound calm, as if men called her all the time.


    “You watch Britcoms?” He sounded surprised.


    “Sure. Every Saturday and Sunday night. I love them. You watch?” She settled back on her couch, turning the volume down on the TV.


    “Sometimes. I usually watch BBC America, but sometimes it just makes me homesick for my family,” Brendan admitted.


    “I guess that I would be homesick, too, if I saw my hometown on TV. Or homeland, for that matter.”


    “Where are you from, originally?”


    “I was born and raised right here in Arlington.”


    “Really?”


    “Yes, my parents and siblings all live here in town. Sometimes living near your family is not all it’s cracked up to be.”


    He laughed. “Neither is living almost five thousand miles away from them. When I first moved to the states, I thought everybody talked funny.”


    “I know you’re from Ireland, but where in Ireland?”


    “A small rural village about twenty miles from Dublin.”


    Before she knew it, they had exchanged an abundant amount of information. They talked about his divorce, his ex-wife, why he was still in the area, his job, Robert, her job, her friendship with Kyla, and more things than she would have thought. She also learned that besides art, they had other interests in common.


    “I take it your break-up with Robert wasn’t a good one,” Brendan said.


    “No, it wasn’t.” Peri hoped her short answer would close that line of questioning. Normally that worked with her family.


    “I know he hurt you emotionally,” he said. “I know how that feels. You feel like your world has ended. At least that’s how I felt after my divorce.”


    Peri took a deep breath. Someone actually understood how she felt. “You’re the first person who actually gets it. I just wish Mr. Evans would get it.” Peri couldn’t believe the comfort she felt in finally saying it.


    “I’m sure he will,” Brendan said quietly. “I know you probably don’t believe it now, but things will get better between you and him. When Claire and I first divorced, we couldn’t even be in the same room without arguing. But now we’re really good friends.”


    She glanced at the oversized clock on the wall. It was almost eleven o’clock! They had been on the phone for three hours! When was the last time she’d ever talked to a man for this long? When was the last time she talked to a man that wasn’t a blood relative or her best friend’s husband? She had to get off this merry-go-round. “Well, it was nice chatting with you, Brendan, but I had better let you go.” Why was she so afraid of one Irish man?


    “Okay. I need to check on Chelsey, anyway. She’s supposed to be asleep, but I keep hearing giggles on the monitor. Talk to you soon.” He ended the call.


    Peri’s heart was beating twice its normal speed as she hung up the phone. She desperately needed to talk to Kyla, but she would have to wait until morning.


    She fell asleep on the couch, worrying about it. The doorbell woke her the next morning. Groggily, she stood and walked to the door. She opened the door to find Kyla dressed in polka-dotted capris and a matching knit blouse and polka-dot tennis shoes. “How was your date, or dare I ask?”


    Kyla glanced at Peri and walked inside the condo. She started talking before Peri could close the door. “Ryan was wonderful. Yes, he was really trying to seduce me last night. We even went dancing at Sambuca’s, the jazz club in Dallas.”


    “But?” Peri guessed as Kyla fell on the couch laughing.


    “I told him I was on my period!”


    Peri laughed. “That’s so wrong. Poor Ryan!”


    Kyla sat up. “No, poor me. I really wanted to make love last night. But one lone attempt is not going to cut it. He’s going to have to woo me again.”


    “Make him.” Peri looked away from Kyla’s observant eyes.


    “Why do you look like someone has come and pushed your panic button?”


    Peri sat on her couch, focused on Kyla for a little moral support, and began her story about the previous night’s events.


    “So?”


    “Kyla! You know how on edge this whole thing with him has made me, plus the added factor of meeting his daughter and us having dinner like we had been doing that forever. Then, him calling me and finding out we have so much in common just scared me.”


    “Such as?”


    “We both love art, poetry, British comedies, even some of the shows that come on BBC America,” Peri said, still not believing it herself.


    “You mean even that crazy show about the priest and the bartender that you made me watch and got me hooked on?”


    Peri laughed at Kyla’s description of the show, but she knew what she meant. “Yes, that one. It’s just too weird. I can count the guys I’ve met on one hand who even know what BBC stands for. We talked like we had known each other previously or something.”


    “Peri, is his skin color stopping you? I didn’t take you for a racist,” Kyla taunted. “If he was a brother, would all this be non-issues?”


    Peri whispered, “It’s just… It’s just he’s the first man since Robert. I just don’t want to relive that by losing myself in the process.”


    “Nobody said you had to relive your abusive relationship with Robert. This is a totally different man.” Kyla laughed.


    “But what about if he wants to…you know?” Peri lifted her chin, not wanting to think about the probabilities.


    Kyla grabbed Peri’s hand. “Just relax. If you’re this upset about a phone call, what are you going to do at the gallery showing next Saturday? How are you going to prepare for that?”


    “Drink a little courage along the way.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    Monday afternoon Brendan put the finishing touches on the arrangements for the opening on Saturday night. A lot was riding on one gallery showing with one shallow artist and his large, inflated ego.


    He walked to his office door, bellowing for his assistant. “Dante, come here.” He walked back to his desk, trying to calm down. Yelling would only make everyone in his office more tense, with the opening just days away.


    Dante Jackson instantly appeared, filling the doorway with his six foot, one inch frame. His gray suit complemented his brown skin. He smoothed his mustache, preparing for Brendan’s Irish temper as if to say ‘bring it.’ “You yelled, Brendan?”


    Brendan smiled. Try as he might, Dante was always ready for him. No matter what Brendan threw at him, Dante never once appeared frustrated. But today Brendan needed some advice.


    “Sorry, Dante, sit down.” He pointed to one of the two wingback leather chairs in the large office.


    Dante obliged, folding his large frame into the chair. “What is it? Is Vicente still crying he needs more display space?”


    Brendan sat on the corner of his desk. “Well, yes, but that’s not what I want to talk about. I need some advice about a woman.”


    Dante gazed at his boss. “You know women aren’t my domain. Why would you ask me, anyway? Women seem to fall at your feet.” Dante smiled, taunting Brendan.


    This was pretty hard not to sound like a racist. He would have to apologize to Peri for that remark. “Well, this woman I met is like you, and I thought maybe you could give me some pointers.”


    “You mean her parents forced her into an art career, too? Or is the more obvious reason? We’re both African-American. I’ve never seen you have problems with a woman before. You usually have them parading through here like the contestants for a Miss America contest, but obviously this sista got you all worked up.”


    “Yeah, she does. I invited her to the showing Saturday so I could ask her on a date properly.”


    Dante laughed. “This woman must be all that. Why can’t you just call her up and asked her? Why this elaborate scheme? You know rumor is that Mr. Big Stuff may make an appearance at the showing. My connection at headquarters had to make plane and hotel reservations.”


    Brendan really didn’t care that the elder Maza was going to make an appearance. He was more concerned about Peri. “She appears to have been hurt by someone, and it sure is making my way hard.”


    Dante nodded. “I know. I just hate when that happens.”


    “Any suggestions?”


    Dante stood and walked to the open door. “Let me work on it, boss. I’ll have you singing ‘Ebony and Ivory’ before you know it. But I have to meet this woman before she’s presented to my baby.”


    “Too late, Chelsey met her last Saturday.”


    * * *


    The evening of the gallery showing, Peri was a nervous wreck. “Calm down, Peri,” Kyla said as Peri pulled on her dress for the millionth time.


    “I am calm.”


    “Not when your hands are constantly moving and you’re that quiet.”


    “I’m fine. Really.” She wasn’t; she was in definite need of a confidence booster.


    Without another word Kyla pulled into a convenience store parking lot and parked. “Be right back.” She rushed into the store and was out before Peri could figure out what was going on. She had a bottle of Coke in her hand. She handed it to Peri and opened her glove compartment and retrieved a small bottle of Jack Daniel’s.


    Peri stared in disbelief as Kyla poured a healthy shot of the brown liquid into the bottle. “Your bottle of courage. Drink up.”


    “Kyla, I wasn’t serious.”


    “I am. Peri, you’re nervous about going to the gallery showing, and it’s understandable. After a few sips you’ll be calm and ready to face Brendan.”


    Peri knew Kyla was right. Her stomach was already giving her fits and they were nowhere near Dallas yet. She was going to have to calm down or she’d be face down in the toilet. She took a sip and let the cool liquid flow through her body. “Thanks, Kyla. You know me better than I know myself.”


    Kyla resumed driving. “I know you don’t believe me, Peri, but it happens to everyone else once in a while.”


    They arrived at Maza’s Gallery, and Peri thought she’d died and gone to heaven. The gallery had always amazed her when she drove past it during the day as she headed to work. Tonight, illuminated with elegant lighting, it looked like something straight out of Rome. “This place is awesome, Kyla.”


    “And there’s valet parking,” Kyla commented as she maneuvered her Lexus in the long line of cars. “Looks like they’re moving pretty fast.”


    Peri watched in amazement as people were quickly and efficiently, being helped out of their cars. The passenger door opened and a young uniformed man offered a pale hand to Peri.


    “Welcome to Maza’s Art Galleries, ma’am.”


    Peri took his hand and exited the car as Kyla did the same. She reached in her purse to tip the young man, but he shook his head. “No tips, please. Just follow the red carpet inside. Have a nice evening.”


    Momentarily confused, Peri nodded and waited for Kyla to join her on the said carpet. “So this is what opulence feels like,” Peri murmured as they walked inside.


    “Good evening, ladies. Welcome to Maza’s Art Galleries. May I have your invitation?” a young man outfitted in a tuxedo asked.


    Peri handed them over. The host opened the invitation and his entire non-existent facial expression changed. “M-Mr. Brendan Donovan actually gave you these?”


    “Yes, he did. He said if there was any problem to call him. I think the number is on the invitation.”


    “No, no, everything is wonderful. We don’t have to bother Mr. Donovan.” He snapped his fingers and a woman with a tray of champagne appeared instantly. “Jeanine, these women are personal guests of Mr. Donovan, please introduce them to Mr. Corozone.” After Peri and Kyla each took a glass of champagne, Jeanine handed the tray to the host.


    “Of course. This way, please.”


    Peri darted a glance of surprise at Kyla and whispered, “What’s going on here?” They followed the young woman.


    Kyla took a sip. “I don’t know, let’s just enjoy the ride. This champagne is smooth.”


    Peri took a sip of champagne. It tasted wonderful, not like any she’d ever had. She was going to have to watch the amount she drank or she was going to be in a lot of trouble when she came face-to-face with Brendan.


    After meeting the artist of the evening, Vicente Corozone, Peri didn’t think he was all that. Pretentious definitely, with a little bit of a jerk mixed in. She quickly guided Kyla to the other displays. “That guy is not an artist. Well, not what I call an artist. Yeah, he had paintings, but his attitude sucks,” Peri said as they left. They visited the various sculptures, oil paintings, watercolors, pencil, charcoal, and black and white photography on display. Peri was in heaven, much to Kyla’s dismay.


    “That is Edward Weston. He was a really great photographer in the fifties. Ansel Adams was big from the forties through the seventies,” said Peri excitedly. “He’s famous for a lot of photos, but my favorite is ‘The Moonrise over Hernandez.’ It’s in black and white, but it’s still a gorgeous shot. I wish I had that kind of talent.”


    Kyla shook her head. “Too much. Please stop! I feel like I’m in elementary school on one of those awful field trips.”


    They heard a masculine laugh behind them and turned around. Brendan was smiling at them. He looked very dashing in what Peri surmised had to be a designer tuxedo. “I was beginning to wonder if you guys were still coming.”


    “My fault. Traffic,” said Kyla apologetically.


    Brendan stared at Peri as he spoke, heating her blood something awful. “You both look very nice.”


    “Thank you,” they said in unison.


    “You look very handsome tonight,” said Peri. She said it so softly that she didn’t think he heard her. She was about to repeat herself, a little louder, when they were interrupted.


    “Mr. Donovan, could I have a word with you about the auction next week?” A distinguished gentleman seemed to appear out of nowhere to demand Brendan’s attention.


    “Of course, Mr. Maza. If you ladies will excuse me.” Brendan stepped away from them to speak with the gentleman. They ended up walking to a secluded area.


    “I wonder what exactly he does here. It seems that everyone is deferring to him,” commented Peri, staring as Brendan was now speaking to a group of people. The minute his lips stopped moving, those people scattered like mice and he went back to speaking to the gentleman.


    “I think he’s in charge of buying all the art here. You saw how that usher reacted when he saw Brendan’s name on our invitations,” Kyla noted.


    “Yeah, I remember.” Peri exhaled, hating herself for checking Brendan out. “Well, Armani fits him very well.”


    “How did you know that was Armani?”


    Peri did not want to appear that interested in him, so she shrugged her shoulders, avoiding Kyla’s eyes. “I saw the label when he pulled his business card out for that guy.”


    “I see a few nice looking men walking around, maybe my second husband is here somewhere,” Kyla commented sarcastically. She was still happily married to her first and had no intention of ending her marriage.


    Peri glared at her friend, and they both laughed. “Why would he want to date me? He could have any Barbie doll here.” And there were too many to count for her taste.


    “Maybe he doesn’t want a toothpick. Some men do like their women to have a little meat on their bones. They like to have something to hold on to. Maybe he would like to have an intelligent conversation about art. He doesn’t seem the type to jump into bed.” Kyla tried to boost Peri’s confidence about the handsome Irish art director.


    “But why me?”


    “Peri, you will have to ask him.”


    “You know I won’t.”


    Kyla looked at her with sympathetic eyes. “Why don’t you tell me more about those awful paintings?” Kyla guided Peri to another display.


    Peri had been looking forward to the evening and already just a few gorgeous women prancing around in next to nothing shook her confidence. She took a deep breath and began showing Kyla the artwork when Brendan interrupted them again.


    “I’m sorry for the interruption, but there is a huge auction in New York next week. I’m trying to get out of going,” Brendan said.


    Curiosity was killing Peri. She was biting her lip in an attempt not to ask him, but she had to. “Why do you want to get out of it?” She loved art and would consider it to be a dream trip.


    “I don’t want to fly to New York for a day. It’s too much time in the air,” Brendan said. The words were barely out of his mouth when they were interrupted again. Again, the women watched as Brendan left to talk to someone else. Peri and Kyla resumed looking at the art.


    “Man, it’s like these people can’t spit without his approval,” Peri complained.


    Kyla laughed and pointed to the waiter. “Oh, don’t worry. Somehow I think we’ll be seeing Brendan again, before the night is out. Or at least you will.” She winked at Peri.


    “Ma’am?” The waiter nudged the cheese tray toward her.


    Peri shook her head. She wanted a Brie-topped cracker, but she was already drinking the champagne, and didn’t want to overdo it. The strapless dress was very form fitting and didn’t allow for too many snacks.


    “Try this, Peri. It’s really good,” said Brendan as he returned again, not giving her chance to refuse. He took the cracker from the tray and popped it in her mouth. When his hand touched her lips, they lingered for just a second. That was all it took. She felt a tingle up her spine and down to her toessomething she had not felt in years, even when she was happy with Robert.


    She drank some champagne to get the feeling out of her head. She either succeeded or was getting light-headed from the bubbly. Brendan smiled at her reaction and was about to speak when they were interrupted again. Again, the women watched him go talk to someone else.


    * * *


    Thirty minutes after being interrupted for the third time, Brendan retreated to his office for some strategic thinking. It seemed fate was playing an awful trick on him tonight. He had hoped to gain some ground with Peri by being able to introduce her to Vicente and to show her around, but his over-eager staff beat him to it.


    Brendan watched Peri from the balcony upstairs. He wanted to ask her out, but the night wasn’t going as he planned. Hopefully Dante’s plan would work. He smiled as he watched Peri guide Kyla to the displays. He knew that it was killing Kyla, because she didn’t have the enthusiasm Peri had for art. It spoke volumes about the women’s relationship.


    Peri’s dress fit as if it were made for her body. It showed off all her wonderful curves and her gorgeous legs. He watched them as they interacted with another couple. He walked back into his office and called his secretary.


    * * *


    Peri and Kyla were talking to some other guests when an usher found them. “Miss Reed, would you follow me to Mr. Donovan’s office, please?” Peri gave Kyla a pleading look.


    “This mile you have to walk alone, honey,” Kyla said.


    “I know. Don’t leave, please.”


    “Never.”


    Peri gulped the last of the champagne. Then she followed the usher up the winding staircase down to the end of the very long, dimly lit hall. He opened the door labeled B. DONOVAN, ART DIRECTOR, nodded to her and left.


    “Come in, Peri. Sit down, please,” Brendan said as he noticed her hovering outside his office door.


    He stood at the fax machine reading some kind of paper. “I’m sorry this evening has been such a mess.”


    “No, it’s been great.” Peri sat down in the plush leather chair. She discreetly tried to pull her dress down, but it refused to cooperate. Slowly, it crawled up her thighs.


    “No, there have been all kinds of problems. They sent the wrong champagne, and Vicente was over an hour late from the hotel across the street.” Brendan took a deep breath, reeling in his temper. “That is not why I asked you here.” Brendan leaned against the desk in front of her.


    “Why did you ask me here?” Peri fidgeted with her purse. She dragged her eyes upward.


    “I enjoyed dinner with you, last week. And I was wondering… Are you busy Friday night?”


    Peri hesitated for a minute. “No, Friday I’m free.”


    “How about dinner?”


    Peri stared at him. The brilliance of his blue eyes blocked out everything else in the room. Those eyes had haunted her dreams for the last week. In her head, she could hear Kyla’s voice screaming at her to accept the invitation. “Dinner sounds good.”


    “Really?”


    Peri smiled. “Yes, I would love to go dinner with you.”


    Brendan breathed a sigh of relief. “Do you like Shakespeare in the Park?”


    “Yes, I do, but no one else I know does.”


    “You know me. I have tickets for next Saturday night’s performance, if you would like to go. I think it is Much Ado About Nothing this year.”


    Peri watched him for a moment and decided the pros and cons of going to her favorite Shakespearean play with this white man. They both loved art, and he was willing to be seen with her in public, unlike Robert. She sent up a silent prayer and agreed. “Okay. Are you sure you can stand me two nights in a row?” Peri asked as she pulled her dress down again.


    “I am sure I can.” He smiled.


    His intercom buzzed, interrupting their conversation. He reached across the desk to answer it. “Yes?”


    “Mr. Donovan, Hong Kong on line two,” a female voice answered him.


    Brendan looked at Peri and his smile widened. “I will call them back Monday.”


    “Yes, Mr. Donovan.” The female voice ended the call.


    “If you need to take it, I can leave.” Peri wanted to get out of that office and maybe this was her chance.


    “No, that’s okay. I told them Monday, I meant Monday.” He pushed the intercom button again. The female voice answered him immediately.


    “No interruptions until you hear from me.” Brendan’s Irish accent and his tone made him sound very demanding and used to getting what he wanted. For one split second he reminded her of Robert, and that scared her.


    They stared at each other. Peri was shaking. She needed a drink to calm her nerves. Brendan took her hand and made her stand up. He still towered over her. “You are very beautiful.”


    “No, I’m not,” Peri said, breaking the eye contact, staring at the floor.


    Brendan placed his hand under her chin, making her look deep into her eyes. “Yes, you are. I think your eyes are beautiful. I feel like I could get lost in your brown eyes,” Brendan said honestly.


    She wanted him to kiss her, but he didn’t. He simply gazed into her eyes. Time stretched between them and still he stared. She felt him caress her bare arms and she exhaled a shaky breath.


    “Why are you so nervous?” Brendan asked, as he caressed her face. “I want you to be comfortable with me.” He wrapped his arms around her.


    She took another deep breath and inhaled his cologne. To her surprise, she hugged him back. He tilted her head back and kissed her ever so gently. She was not sure if he had actually made contact or not. Maybe, she imagined it. He lowered his lips to hers again and this time she was sure. The gentle kiss quickly escalated to some serious tongue dancing. After they both got their breath back, he reached across his desk, not relinquishing his hold on her. He gave her a business card. “You can call me anytime.”


    Peri looked down at the card in her shaking hand. She noticed that he had written three lines on it. Each line had a different phone number. One was to the gallery, one to his home, and the last was his cell phone number.


    “I-I had better get back downstairs.” She put the piece of paper in her purse and headed for the door, but he was on her heels.


    “I probably should make an appearance downstairs, too,” Brendan said as he opened the door for her. “I’m sure someone is looking for me.”


    Shakily, Peri went back downstairs, checking her lipstick before she got to the crowd. The same usher who had taken her upstairs now offered her a glass of champagne. He winked at her, making her blush. She searched the crowd for Kyla, smiling as she spotted her talking to a group of people.


    Immediately Kyla was at her side asking a million questions in one. “Well?”


    Peri laughed, admitting she had kissed him. “I kept thinking how good it felt. You know on TV, how they push everything off the desk and have sex right on the desk. That didn’t happen, but came real close. I think he sucked my brain right out of my head!”

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    Sunday morning came much too early for Peri. The alarm clock buzzed at her. The phone rang at the very same time each Sunday morning. She knew it wasn’t Brendan, it was her mother. That woman was as regular as clockwork. The phone rang again. Peri sighed and reached for the phone. “Good morning, Mom.”


    “Good morning, dear. Are you going to morning services?”


    “Yes, Mom. I’m getting up right now.” She pushed back the covers on her king-sized bed.


    “Good. I’ll tell your father. See you soon.” She ended the call.


    Peri sighed. So much in her life had changed in the two years since she had ended her relationship with Robert. Her relationship with her parents had been the biggest casualty while they were together, but thank goodness that rift had been repaired within months of Robert’s departure. She took a shower and got dressed for church.


    She arrived with moments to spare before morning services began. Her older sister, Bailey, greeted her as she prepared to enter the church.


    “You look tired. Working late again? Your bosses are really taking advantage of you being an overachiever.”


    Peri was so tired of hearing this speech. She loved her older sister dearly, but some days, it was a struggle not to tell her where to get off. “For your information, I was at the Maza Art Gallery opening last night with Kyla.”


    “I’m glad you’re actually going out. Even if it is with one of the wildest women in Arlington.”


    “Don’t start.”


    “Peri, I like Kyla for the spark she lights in you, but you have to face facts, that girl is outrageous. Anyway, I’m glad if I can’t get you to go out, at least Kyla can.”


    Peri wanted to shut her sister up once and for all. “Actually, it’s due to Kyla that I have a date next weekend.” She walked inside the church without another word.


    She sat down a few rows behind her parents’ customary seats. Pilgrim Rest Missionary Baptist Church was one of the largest churches in Arlington with more than ten thousand members. Even with all those members, Peri felt at home in the megachurch. Her sister soon joined her.


    “What do you mean, you have a date? You don’t date. Maybe I should have him checked out. I can get Elijah to run a background check on him.”


    “Don’t you dare,” Peri whispered to her sister. “I just met the man. Let me find out if there’s something wrong with him.”


    “Like Robert.” Her sister loved reminding Peri about the past. “I don’t want to see you like that again. So if I can do anything to prevent it, I will.”


    Peri heard the conviction in her sister’s voice. “Thank you, sis.” She patted her hand. “I don’t want to relive the past either.”


    Sunday afternoon dinner with the Reed family was always a race against the clock with Peri. How long would it be before one of her dear parents would remind her that she needed to start dating again? Her mother had outdone herself today with roasted loin of pork, garlic mashed potatoes, Brussels sprouts with bacon, and corn on the cob. Peri’s mother was a firm believer in vegetables.


    Peri sat between her brother, Xavier, and her niece, Dakota. Her sister and brother-in-law sat at opposite sides of the large dinner table. Elijah was wearing a grin that told her something was afoot. Again. As soon as her father, Edward, finished the prayer, Elijah struck.


    “Peri, Bailey tells me you have a date next Friday.” He reached for the platter of Brussels sprouts.


    Every adult at the table gasped in amazement. Her mother cleared her throat and spoke. “Now, Elijah, if Peri wants to share about the first date she’s had since that man left, that’s her business.”


    Talk about subtle. “Okay, so you guys won’t badger me to death. His name is Brendan Donovan. He works at Maza’s Art Gallery in Dallas. I met him at the gym. He invited Kyla and me to a showing. He’s divorced and has a five-year-old daughter named Chelsey.” She left out a few crucial details, like he’s Irish and definitely not a brother. She hoped she’d offered enough information that no one else would ask her any questions.


    “Hmm,” Elijah mumbled. “Donovan sounds Irish.”


    “So does your last name, and you’re certainly not Irish.” Elijah’s skin was a shade or two lighter than dark chocolate.


    “True, but I’m not the art director of a major art gallery, either. Nor is my picture planted on the front page of the arts section of the Dallas Morning News this morning. Nice dress, I might add.”


    Oh, no, she thought. No way. No way in hell. Was she going to be outted by her irritating brother-in-law? “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


    He chuckled. “I’m sure you don’t.” He reached for the pork loin and speared a piece of meat. “Mr. Donovan looks like he might know what I’m talking about.”


    She really hated when Elijah took this tone, and she hated when he directed that FBI line of questioning at her. “Isn’t this leading the witness?”


    “I can’t stand this. Peri Reed, tell me what’s going on with this man,” her mother, Sonia, demanded. “There’s something you’re not telling us.”


    The jig was up and she knew it. “There’s something I’m not telling you, but being that the FBI has stuck his nose where it doesn’t belong, I’ll tell you now.” She took a deep breath. “Brendan is white.”


    Her mother exhaled. “Oh, that.”


    “Mom!”


    “Honey, you’re 35, and it’s your life. Just make sure he’s going to make you happy.”


    “Mom, we’ve only had dinner.”


    “What?”


    “We ended up at the same restaurant last week. So I ate with him and his daughter.”


    Her mother smiled. “This sounds promising. When can we meet him?”


    “Not for a while,” Peri hedged. “We don’t know each other yet, and he’s very busy at work.”


    “I’m sure you’ll work something out,” her mother said.


    Peri shook her head. Her mother heard what she wanted to hear, and it was now up to Peri to make it happen.


    * * *


    Sunday evening Brendan had to try his luck. Maybe Peri hadn’t seen the photograph of them in the newspaper, he reasoned. He dialed her number and waited for her to pick up the phone. He felt himself smiling when she finally answered.


    “Hi, Brendan,” she said quietly.


    He cleared his throat. “I hope I didn’t catch you in the middle of something.” Or someone.


    “No, I was just sitting here looking at the paper.”


    He grinned. His plan was taking action. “So I guess you saw the pictures from the showing.” He hoped she had. Now he just had to determine if she was upset.


    “Yes, I did. Actually, my brother-in-law told me about it. I checked it out when I got home. I don’t think I’ve ever had my picture in the newspaper. My mom was impressed.”


    “Good. I mean, it’s good you’re not upset. I was worried when I saw the pictures this morning. Normally, when there’s a showing, the press is always around. You’ll have to get used to seeing them where I’m concerned.”


    “So you’re like a local celebrity?”


    Was she teasing? “No, I’m not. I’m well-known in the art community, but that’s about all. The press is always around the gallery, especially when a new artist is on the scene.” He loved talking about art. “For instance, I just hired a restoration expert to work on some paintings. There was a big story in the arts section a few months ago.”


    “What does a restoration expert do?”


    “They take paintings that the gallery has acquired that have been damaged in some way. They research the history of the painting, then fix it so that we’re able to display it.”


    “That sounds like a dream job,” Peri said.


    “Really?” Brendan said. “Most people find it tedious and boring.”


    “Not me. I love art, whether it’s art history, art expression, just about anything that goes with art.”


    “So why didn’t you major in art in college?”


    She laughed. “My parents. My dad didn’t think I could make a living at being an artist, so I majored in finance instead.”


    Brendan could see that. He had stumbled into an art career. “Understandable.”


    “Yeah, I understand now, but then, I didn’t. I’m glad I took their advice.”


    His other line buzzed. Unfortunately, it was his ex. His daughter had been sick earlier. “Peri, I’m sorry, my other line is beeping. I’ll see you at the gym.”


    “Sure. Good night.” She ended the call.


    Brendan wasn’t ready to end their conversation, but he had to take Claire’s call. There will be other times, he promised himself.


    * * *


    Friday night Peri stood in front of her mirror and smiled. For every problem she had had during the week, this made up for it. The week had started out great, but with each passing day a problem arose, ending with her sister ‘volunteering’ to pick out something suitable for Peri to wear on her date with Brendan. Rather than get into an argument, Peri agreed to wear the sleek, black dress that Bailey had purchased for her. Although it showed a little more cleavage than she would have liked, her sister was right; sometimes it was good to show off.


    The doorbell rang, bringing her back to the real world. It was time for her date with Brendan. She hurried to the front door and let him inside. He was very handsome in a dark suit that seemed to bring out the blue in his eyes and cut for his athletic body.


    “You look beautiful,” he said, smiling down at her. He kissed her lightly on the cheek.


    “You look very handsome,” she replied. “Please come in. I’ll be just a few minutes.” She guided him to the living room. She raced to the bathroom and dabbed on a little lipstick and returned to the living room.


    He stood the minute she entered the room and walked toward her. “Ready?”


    “Yes.” She took the few steps to her front door and reached for the door knob.


    “I’ll get that,” Brendan said, stepping toward her. He opened the front door and stretched out his palm. “Let me lock the door for you.”


    She put her key in his hand. A girl could get used to all this, she thought.


    She stepped outside while Brendan locked her front door. The street was quiet. The only noise she heard was tires screeching in the distance. He returned the key and guided her to his black Range Rover. Once they arrived at Shantrels, a four-star restaurant in downtown Fort Worth, Peri was flattered by all the attention he gave her.


    It was a very elegant restaurant, she noticed, as the waiter gently placed the linen napkin in her lap and poured her a glass of wine. Peri studied the menu. Everything sounded delicious. Making a dinner choice was going to be a hard decision to make. She ate salads most days, tonight she wanted something different. Maybe Brendan had a suggestion.


    He spoke as if he had read her mind. “The steak is great here. So are the pasta dishes. I’ve never had a bad meal here. I was thinking about lobster drowned in butter. What are you having?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe a salad.”


    “Are you sure? They have great dishes here.”


    Peri decided to throw caution to the wind, just as the waiter approached their table. She ordered a filet mignon with a spinach salad, while Brendan ordered broiled lobster.


    Peri took another sip of wine and thought of a conversation starter. “Do you have Chelsey every weekend?” And is she going to the play with us tomorrow?


    “Sometimes.” He took a sip of Guinness.


    “Sometimes.” Not the answer she was looking for.


    Brendan smiled at her. “Yes, with my job, I travel a lot. Usually Claire, my ex, is pretty good about letting me have Chelsey whenever I am in town.”


    “You travel that much?” Peri asked as she took a sip of Merlot.


    “Depends on the season.”


    “What exactly do you do?” These cryptic answers could only mean trouble, Peri thought.


    “Maza is part of a huge corporation. Technically, I buy the art for all the galleries. There are ten Maza galleries in the world. Six are in the US, one in England, one in Scotland, and two in Spain. The Dallas gallery seems to get the most press.”


    “Why do you think that is?”


    “I guess mostly because I’m at this gallery. Normally, reporters have phone interviews, so usually the art reporter here gives us good press since I’m here and in person.”


    “Why do they interview you?” Peri asked as she took another sip of wine.


    “Like I said, I buy the pieces. So I give the reporter a heads-up on new collections. Also if I happen to discover a new talent, they’re very grateful to get in on the ground floor.”


    Slowly she understood. “One hand washes the other, so to speak.”


    He smiled. “That’s it.”


    He had a lot of power, she realized. “It must be great to be surrounded by all that art,” Peri said with the enthusiasm of a small child at Christmas.


    Brendan looked at her. “Sometimes. Can you in-line?”


    Peri didn’t understand what he meant. She wondered if it were some kind of Irish slang. “Excuse me?”


    “In-line skating? Can you in-line skate?” he asked.


    “No, I’m afraid not.”


    “It’s really fun, and it’s a great workout.”


    Peri thought that he was insinuating that she was too fat or too something. She played with her glass of wine, trying to think of a retort for Mr. Health Nut.


    “Maybe I could teach you sometime?”


    “That’s very nice of you, Brendan. But I know I’d fall, and I’m not really into pain.” Peri thought of trying to explain a skating injury to her health insurance company.


    Brendan set his drink down. His gaze locked with hers. “I would catch you before you ever hit the ground.”


    She had to remind herself to breathe one, two, three…


    * * *


    As Brendan drove back to her condo, the silence in the car was unbearable to Peri. She wished Brendan would say or do something, but his eyes were focused on the road ahead. Maybe he was regretting making two dates with her. She wondered if there would actually be a second.


    “I love this music,” Peri said. She fidgeted with her purse as she tried not to sound nervous.


    “Really? It’s Debussy,” said Brendan.


    “I know,” said Peri. Did he think she had no classical music taste? Maybe he thought she could only listen to hip-hop music.


    Brendan seemed to sense that she was upset. “Usually, my dates hate classical music.”


    She breathed a little easier. “Sounds like you’ve been dating the wrong women.”


    He chuckled. “Possibly.”


    As they arrived at Peri’s condo, she was again taken aback at how courteous Brendan was. He opened her door for her and helped her out of the Range Rover. Peri smiled as he took her door key and opened her door for her. She debated asking him inside. “Would you like to come inside?”


    “I’d like that a lot.” He walked inside of her condo ahead of her. “Wait, let me make sure it’s safe.”


    She watched him disappear into her condo then instantly a light came on. Brendan reappeared and led her inside and closed the door. “You should leave a light on at night.”


    Peri nodded. After the ordeal with Robert, she was normally diligent about leaving lights on, but tonight Brendan threw her off her game. “I will keep that in mind.”


    He sat on the couch. “I thought we’d firm up the time for me to pick you up tomorrow. The play starts at seven. I’ll pick you up about 6:15. Does that sound okay?”


    She nodded. “I know it’s a picnic kind of thing. I can pack a lunch for us.” Was she actually offering to fix a picnic lunch for the two of them?


    He shook his head. “No need. It’s all taken care of. Just dress comfortably.”


    As Peri walked him to the door, she wondered if she was supposed to kiss him goodnight. Brendan solved that dilemma for her. He leaned down and brushed his lips with hers. Then he kissed her again. This time not as softly, but a little longer on her lips. She tasted his hunger. She was ready to give into that hunger, but he was gone. She smelled his cologne long after he left.
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