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There’s just something about a man in a suit that makes me stop and notice him. That makes it hard to take my eyes off of him. Just like the man I’m looking at right now. He’s wearing a suit, and wearing it damn well. I’ve been staring at him for at least the last five minutes. But to be fair, he’s been standing in front of the same painting for longer than that, so he’s kind of asking for it.

His eyes move back and forth as if he’s trying to figure the painting out. It’s both amusing and nerve-racking to watch someone view your art, your creation, with such critical eyes. Out of all the people in the gallery tonight who are looking at my pieces on the walls, he’s the only one who truly seems to be admiring the paintings, instead of just glancing at them.

I walk over and pretend to look over the painting as well.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” he asks.

His voice slithers down my spine, damn near making me shudder. It’s rough and deep.

“You think so?”

“Absolutely.” His eyes come over to me briefly, but then he does a double take and looks at me for much longer, his eyes trailing up and down my body.

I turn my head and look right back at him. His dark-brown eyes, strong jaw, and light-brown skin only add to his appeal. His hair is cut low, same as his beard.

“What do you like most about it?” I inquire, more than curious as to what his answer will be.

“You can tell this is a really important painting to the artist. The way she paid so much attention to the smallest things, like the crinkles around the man’s eyes from his smile. The way she even painted the woman’s stray hairs blowing in the breeze. The details are what make it really special. How about you?”

“It seems like the artist is really fond of the people in this painting.” I answer.

“Fond of? What makes you say that?”

“Because that’s my mother and father. So, yeah, I’m quite fond of them.” I smile at the shock on his face.

“You painted this? All of these?”

“This is my showing.”

He looks down at the flyer in his hand, which has my picture in the lower right corner, and shakes his head. 

“Well, now I feel really stupid.” He grumbles.

“Don’t. It’s refreshing to talk with someone about my paintings without them knowing who I am. Keeps people honest.”

“Well, even though I know you’re the artist now, I’ll still honestly tell you that these are amazing.”

“Thank you.”

“So, what was it?”

“Hmm?”

“What was it about this moment that made you want to paint it? That you remembered everything about this moment so well?”

I’m taken aback by his question. No one has ever asked it and I find myself having to take a deep breath before answering. “This was the last time I saw my parents together. My dad died that night.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I was glad to get this last great memory of them together. This was the first time I ever painted it and felt that I’d truly captured the essence of that moment.”

“You really did. I can tell these people really love each other. That they’re happy in each other’s arms.”

I look over at the painting and try to see it through his eyes. My mother had fallen in our backyard, tripped, really, running from the hose my dad was trying to spray her with. My father was helping her up, his one arm behind her back and her one arm wrapped around his neck. They were looking into each other’s eyes, smiling, and so in love.

“Are all of these for sale?”

I nod.

“Even this one?”

“Yeah. Do you think that’s weird?”

“No, it’s just that it’s so personal to you. I didn’t know if you’d want someone else having that.”

“The picture will always be in my mind. And I like thinking that someone will look at this and want to find the kind of love my parents had, if they don’t have it already.”

He gives me a sideways smile. “I like that. So now that I know who you are, I know your name is Renna. I’m Kyle.”

He extends his hand and I shake it. The callouses on his hand are a sharp contrast to his suit and they make me want to ask what he does for work. Then I think of those callouses running down my skin and my face heats up. He smirks as if he knows exactly what I’ve just thought about. I clear my thoughts along with my throat.

“So, how did you hear about the showing?” I ask.

“One of my students.”

My eyebrows scrunch in confusion. “You don’t seem like a teacher.”

“A martial arts teacher. I’m not sure if I should be offended or not though.” He chuckles.

“Not at all.” I smile. “I was just thinking, they didn’t have teachers who look like you when I was in school.”

He raises his eyebrows. “Thank you, then. But, yeah, one of my students was telling everyone about it after class.”

“Is he here?”

“She already left.”

“She? Do you have a lot of female students?”

“Less than I’d like. I think it’s especially important for women to know how to defend themselves.”

“I agree. Do you have classes just for women?”

“There are a few self-defense classes, just for women, so they can be more comfortable. And I do one-on-one lessons. You could come to one, if you want.”

“Is that your way of asking me on a date?”

I cringe right after the words leave my mouth. I meant them to be funny, but they were anything but. Now it seems like I’m fishing for a date. Smooth, Renna. Really smooth. But Kyle just grins.

“When I take you on a date, it definitely won’t be to a class.”

“‘When?’ So sure, huh?”

“More like hopeful. Would you like to go out next weekend?”

“Next weekend, I’m in an auction for charity. So, it would have to be another time.”

“In an auction? You mean, your paintings are?”

“Nope. I am. They’re auctioning off dates, and yours truly is on the chopping block.” I wave my hand up and down my body.

“Interesting,” he says, drawing the word out. “Well, let me get your number and we can set up a date for, maybe the next weekend.”

I give him my number. As he’s putting his phone back in his pocket, the owner of the gallery, Tracy, calls me over.

“Just give me a few minutes.” I tell Kyle.

He nods and I walk over to her. I can’t help but look at him over my shoulder and when I do, I find his eyes on me. He smirks before turning around to look at the painting again.

Tracy introduces me to a few people who want to meet me. It takes a lot longer than the few minutes I thought it would. Of course, I know I need to meet people and be friendly, but my mind is still on the conversation with Kyle. When I’ve finally shaken the last hand, I turn around to find Kyle gone. I look around, thinking he’s moved on to another painting, but I don’t find him.

“Renna, you won’t believe it.” Tracy calls out to me, walking over.

I look for Kyle a few more seconds before giving her my attention. “What?”

“You just sold four paintings.”

My eyes widen. “Really? Which ones?”

“The one of the night sky, the one with the woman touching her reflection, the one of the library, and the one of the man and woman on the grass in the backyard.” 

My breath stalls knowing that painting, one that means so much more to me than the others, has sold and will belong to someone else now. Unexpectedly, a tear comes to my eye.

“Oh, this is such great news.” Tracy continues, running her hands up and down my arms.

I nod. “I know.”

“Congratulations. Your first sales.”

“Thank you.”

And even in this moment, my mind drifts back to the sexy man in a suit, whose number I didn’t even get.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


He doesn’t contact me. All week. Not a single call or text. Nothing. I fume about it for the first few days, then I start to wonder if I’d somehow put the number in his phone wrong. Now, I’m just trying to convince myself that it’s for the best. I’m too busy, anyway. I don’t have time for a man in my life. I don’t have time for much at all, with everything I have going on.

“Hello. Earth to Renna.” My friend snaps her fingers in front of my face.

“Oh, sorry, Brittany.”

“You’re thinking about the hottie in a suit again, aren’t you?” She grins.

“Oh, please. He’s old news. Now, what were you saying?”

“You’re going up third. The opening bid for everyone is $1,000.”

“And these men do know it’s just a date, right?”

She rolls her eyes. “Yes, Renna. What do you think I am? A madame? It states it very clearly that they win a night out on the town, tomorrow, from nine to eleven, at a restaurant of the woman’s choosing. If you want, I can put on a disguise and be in the restaurant when you go for your date.”

“Hmm, we’ll see who wins the date before I make up my mind on that.” I chuckle.

“Okay, give me a twirl.” She makes a circle with her finger.

I spin around in my black halter-top dress. The bottom flows out as I turn, the front stopping mid-calf, and the back coming down until it meets my gold and black heels. Brittany nods her approval before moving on to the next woman standing in line, waiting to be auctioned off.

I watch the first two women go up. One goes for $3,000 and the other for $2,500. I’m more nervous than I expected when the second woman walks off the stage. Not so much about being up on stage, but about who will win the bid. I don’t want to spend two hours with a weirdo. 

“And next up, we have Renna,” the announcer says, waving in my direction.

I put on a smile and walk out from behind the curtain.

“Renna is twenty-nine. She owns an art studio and is an artist herself. We’ll open the bidding at $1,000.”

Someone old enough to be my grandpa raises his paddle. I fight to keep the smile on my face. Then someone with a horrible toupee raises his. This is not looking too good. But hey, maybe they’ll be funny.

“$3,000. Do I hear $3,000?” the announcer asks.

“$5,000,” a deep voice rumbles from the back.

Somehow, I know who it is without even looking towards him. The voice that I’ve been hoping to hear for the past week. But I do look, and when I do, I get weak in the knees. He somehow looks even sexier than the last time I saw him. He has on a suit again, but this time it’s all black. He looks like sin and lust, and when he smirks at me, I have to restrain myself from rubbing my thighs together on the stage.

“$5,000. Going once, going twice. Sir, you’ve got yourself a date.”

Everyone begins clapping and I walk off the stage. The first person I see is Brittany, who is grinning from ear to ear. 

“Why do I get the feeling that’s Suit?” she inquires.

“What gave him away?”

“Your deer in headlights look, more than his suit.”

“Oh God, really?”

“Well, you did blink a few times, so I guess you weren’t that bad.”

“Gee, thanks. Where do I go now?”

“Right over there.” She points and I see Kyle waiting with the two other people who’ve already bid. “You agree on a place to meet tomorrow before he leaves.”

I nod, trying to shake the nerves off.  “I’ll be back.”

“Make him pay for not calling you,” she tells me as I turn around.

Kyle watches me every step of the way towards him. His smile grows the closer I get, but I just arch my brow when I reach him.

“So, is your phone broken or...”

“It is not. But this way I was able to surprise you, support a charity, and impress you all at once. I’d say that’s better than a call or text.”

“Are you sure you didn’t just forget all about me?”

“Forget about you? I searched every charity event happening this weekend until I found one that was auctioning off dates. Then I ever so impatiently waited until tonight so I could come here and make sure I won a date with you.”

Well, damn. Now I don’t know if I should keep being upset or not.

“I see a smile peeking through.” He grins.

I try to fight it, but it comes, nonetheless. I shake my head and step closer to him.

“I mean, you could’ve just called me and asked me about this event.”

“But then I wouldn’t have been able to see the look on your face when I bid on you.”

“Yes, my best friend just told me all about that look.” I cringe.

“Well, I don’t know what she said, but you looked beautiful to me.”

My last bit of anger drains away at his words.

“So, where do you wanna meet tomorrow?” he asks.

“There’s a restaurant not too far from here that I really like. I would say I’ll text you the name, but you know, I don’t have your number.”

He smiles. “Allow me to correct that problem right now.”

He takes his phone out and types. “Okay, I just texted you.”

“I’ll check it later. There’s nowhere for a phone in this dress.”

“And what a beautiful dress it is. And those heels...” He just looks at them and shakes his head.

“What about them?”

“Honestly?”

I nod.

“The moment I saw you on stage, I pictured what you would look like in those heels and nothing else.”

I audibly swallow as desire rushes through me. “And was it a good image?”

“The best.”

Loud clapping starts and the announcer says the auction is over. I have to drag my eyes away from Kyle to look at the last woman walking off the stage.

“Right this way, sir.”

I look back over to see one of the heads of the charity directing the men who bid over to a table where they’re paying. 

“Right, so I’ll see you tomorrow. Nine, right?” Kyle asks.

“Yeah.”

“Although, I may text you tonight.”

I grin. “Text away. We’ll see if I respond.”

His eyebrows raise. “Well, now I’ve gotta know.”

“Bye.” I turn and walk away.

Brittany is right there. She was probably eavesdropping on every word we said.

“That’s a pretty cute excuse for not calling you,” she says when she links her arm with mine.

“Can a girl get a little privacy?”

“Nope.” She chirps. “Now, let’s go get some cake and decide what you’re wearing on your date tomorrow.”

I’m walking into the house after going to the bakery with Brittany, when my phone vibrates in my clutch. I’m hoping it’s Kyle, making good on his words from earlier, since I’m still thinking about his last text.

I’m standing in front of you right now, amazed by your beauty.

Brittany damn near swooned out of her seat when I showed it to her. I set my stuff on the entry-way table and take off my heels before getting my phone out. I smile when I see it is exactly who I hoped it was.

Kyle: I can’t stop thinking about you.

Me: Well, that makes two of us.

Kyle: And just what are you thinking about?

Me: I’m between thinking of your first text and thinking of how sexy you looked tonight.

Kyle: Sexy, huh? Interesting. So you weren’t wishing the old guy in the front row had won instead of me?

Me: Lol. Uhh, no. I truly do not know how that auction would have turned out, had you not been there.

Kyle: You would’ve ended up having a sugar daddy.

Me: Eww. I prefer my men young and without saggy skin.

Kyle: Please tell me more about how you prefer your men. I’ll make sure I fit the bill.

Me: Hmm. Sexy, smart, good head on their shoulders, kind, and caring. I want to be with someone who, when we come together, it’s like a beautiful work of art.

Kyle: It would appear I am the perfect guy for you, then.

Me: Even the work of art part?

Kyle: Especially the beautiful work of art part.

Me: Mmhmm. What are you up to for the rest of the night?

Kyle: Looking over new student applications for the dojo.

Me: Where is it at?

Kyle: I have four throughout the east coast, but the only one I teach at is about fifteen minutes from the gallery. My brother teaches there a few times a week. The others are managed for me and I go and check on them at least once a month.

Me: I would love to see you teach.

Kyle: I have a personal dojo in my apartment.

Me: Do you invite many women back to your house for lessons?

Kyle: Never.

Me: I’ll take your word for it. Are you excited for tomorrow?

Kyle: You have no idea. In reality, I’ve waited all week for this.

Me: Well, that’s your own fault. I would’ve settled for you calling me after the show for a date.

Kyle: Settled? Tsk tsk. Never settle. And if I had called or texted you, what would we have talked about?

Me: Welp, I guess you’ll never know now.

Kyle: I’ll get it out of you sooner or later.

Me: Oh, do try, Kyle. I look forward to your attempts.

Kyle: I’ll see you tomorrow, Renna.

Me: Goodnight.

Kyle: Night.
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“Remember that we’ll be testing on Tuesday.” I say at the end of class. “I expect everyone to have not only the skills necessary to pass, but also the endurance for the test.”

I get a bunch of nods from my out-of-breath students before they slowly leave the mat. Grabbing a towel off the bench, I wipe the sweat off my forehead before checking my phone. Three hours to go. I feel like another week has passed since I saw Renna last night. Not texting or calling her the whole week was its own kind of torture. I wanted to hear her soft, smooth voice again and again. Only the want to surprise her had held me in check.

“Hey, Shihan, can we practice the kicks a little extra?” Malachi asks.

I shouldn’t have a favorite student, but I do and Malachi is it. Even more so, because I know his home life isn’t good, but he still manages to come to class with a smile and tries harder than most kids.

“Sorry. I’ve got plans that I need to go home and get ready for. You wanna come to the dojo tomorrow and we can train then?”

He nods enthusiastically. “Thanks.”

I ask, even though I already know what his answer will be. “You want a ride home?”

His smile drops and he shakes his head. “No, I’m okay.”

“Okay. See you at twelve tomorrow.”

He packs his things and walks out of the dojo. I lock up and hurry to get into the car. Malachi doesn’t know it, but even though he always refuses my ride home, I always follow behind him in my car, making sure he gets home safely. He lives in the worst part of town and I’ll be damned if he walks home unprotected.

Honestly, he could probably protect himself in most situations. He’s twelve and already a blue belt, moving up even faster than I had at his age. But there’s no protection from a gun, which I’d bet about half the people he walks by have in their pockets.

I follow him until I see him go inside his house and then make a U-turn and head for home. Quickly showering, I get out and dress in a dark-gray suit before putting on some cologne and going to a store not far from the restaurant. I wait outside for Renna, wanting to see her approach, instead of waiting for her at the table. And when she comes around the corner, she is worth every second I stood outside.

She walks up to me in black, thigh-high boots that leave a little bit of bare skin between them and her burgundy sweater dress. My hand aches to stroke the skin between her boots and dress so badly. When I look up at her face, her dark brown skin is shining just as much as her smile. Her black hair is up in a high ponytail this time, showing off her high cheekbones even more. I have to clear my throat to get my mind away from the image of wrapping her hair around my hand.

“I hope that’s for me,” she says when she reaches me.

I hand her the rose I brought. “Of course. You look beautiful.”

“You’re in a suit again.” She bites her lip and looks me up and down. “Very good look on you.”

When her light-brown eyes settle on mine again, lust shines out of them and I take a deep breath as I link our hands.

“You have to at least feed me before you even think of any of that, Renna.”

Her laugh is rich and wonderful as we walk into the restaurant. I tell the hostess my name and we’re directed to a table in the back, the one I requested, away from everyone else. It has a semi-circle booth instead of a table.

I let Renna slide in before I sit beside her, leaving a little space between us. But she puts her hand on my thigh and nudges my leg closer. I’m more than happy to remove the last bit of space between us as the waitress puts our menus down.

“Can I start you guys off with something to drink?” she asks.

“I’ll take a Cherry Pepsi,” Renna says.

“I’ll take a Sprite.”

She leaves and we open our menus.

“What do you usually get when you come here?” I inquire.

“I rarely get the same thing twice, at any restaurant, even if I loved it. I always try something different if I go back. So far, I’ve had these.” She waves her hand down the top half of the left side of the menu. “So, next up is the...smoked salmon.”

“Okay, I’ll play along.” I close my eyes and move my finger around in circles before letting it land on the menu. I open my eyes. “Mediterranean Sea bass.”

“You’re lucky.” She grins. “Your finger was about to land on roasted rabbit.”

I cringe. “I don’t think I could’ve eaten rabbit. They’re too cute.”

She chuckles as the waitress brings our drinks back. We place our orders and then we’re alone again.

“So, what did you do today?” I ask.

“There was a party at my art studio.”

“Art studio?”

She nods. “I own an art studio a few minutes from here. Mostly, I teach painting classes, but sometimes I instruct the painting parties as well.”

“Wow. That’s impressive. Do you like doing the parties?”

“I do. I love when people walk in and see the picture that we’re gonna be doing and say that they could never paint it. Then they leave with one looking almost just like it. The kid painting parties are my favorite, though. They haven’t lost their creativity as much as adults. It’s amazing what they paint.”

I smile at her excitement over just talking about it. “When do you find the time to do your own paintings?”

“After I close, I usually stay a while if I need or want to. And what should be the second bedroom in my house is a painting studio.”

“Are you working on anything right now?”

She tilts her head from side to side. “Only in my mind, for now. I tend to paint when I have an image in my mind that reaches the point where it just needs to come out.”

I nod. “Maybe I can see it when you’re done.”

“Maybe.” She gives me a small smile. “How about you? What did you do today?”

“I had a beginner’s class in the morning and then an advanced class at two.”

“So what belt are you? I did a little research last night.”

“I’m a fourth-degree black belt.”

Her eyebrows raise. “When did you start karate?”

“Ninjutsu.” I correct her. “It’s different. I started when I was ten and was a black belt by my eighteenth birthday. My mom put me and my brother in it so we could burn some energy, but we ended up loving it.”

“When did you start your... What’s it called? A school, a studio?”

“A dojo. I opened it when I was twenty-five. I’d had my eye on the space for a really long time. It used to be a dance studio, so it already had the
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