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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  THE PORTRAIT





  “The Portrait is by authoress Crystal Inman. When Ms. Inman puts her voice into words they are magical. With each and every new release she pens, you are transported into a new adventure. Taking the readers beyond the everyday read. When you see her name, just buy it! You will never be disappointed that you did!”




  ~~Reviewed by Janalee Ruschhaupt at Love Romances




  “Readers will find it tough not to enjoy Sophie’s charisma and her effect on Dylan’s brooding nature. Ms. Inman’s marvelous imagination shines through in this intriguing tale, while simultaneously providing enough romance and mystery to keep you glued to the page in an effort to find out how everything will turn out.”




  ~~Reviewed by Jen at Coffee Time Romance




  “Crystal Inman has written a story that tells of a man's quest to achieve forgiveness from those he has wronged and along the way finds love in the arms of the woman who would give everything within her to help him.”




  ~~Reviewed by Sheryl at Ecataromace




  Other Books by Author Available at Whiskey Creek Press:


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  Virtually Yours




  Perfect Timing




  LOVE, An Anthology




  ~~To those of us who know that true love exists.




  And to my readers: You are precious beyond words. Thank you.~~




  Chapter 1




  Sophie Hawkins typed furiously on her keyboard. She had to have the presentation sent before her boss arrived at his office in ten minutes. Once again, she waited too long to finish her work. She didn’t know what was wrong lately. She felt scattered. Frazzled. Unhappy. Sophie pushed the thoughts away and kept typing. She was doing what she always wanted. She had a great job in interior design. What else was there?




  The thought stopped her cold. Her fingers paused above the keyboard. What did she want? Good question. She resumed typing. And one she would answer when she had time. But not right now.




  Sophie ran the spell check and waited. She made the corrections and sent the document. There. All done. Her heart still raced. At least the adrenaline was a perk. Recently, there were days she had to force herself out of bed. But today was her day off, by God, and she would make the most of it.




  She yawned and blinked slowly. The Gallery. Of course. They recently received a new collection of artwork and opened a new wing. It would be magnificent.




  Sophie dressed hurriedly and yanked a brush through her hair. She twisted it tightly into a knot and grabbed her purse. A day to herself. Lovely.




  * * * *




  James, the security guard, nodded to Sophie and grinned. “Thought you might be in pretty soon. Haven’t seen the new wing, have you?”




  “Nope.” She grinned back. “But I’m on my way. Is it busy today?”




  “You’re in luck.” He gestured. “Not many people like to be out on days like these.”




  Sophie looked at the overcast sky and felt the drizzle on her face. She beamed at James. “Today’s perfect.”




  He held the door open for her, and she thanked him. The Grant Gallery was her favorite haunt. She had been coming here since she was a child. Her daddy, God bless him, brought her almost every Saturday and let her experience art up close. He influenced her in so many ways.




  She looked around wistfully, letting her eyes take in the familiar marble floor and track lights. Beauty framed for the spectator. Moments frozen in time to savor. Sophie walked over to the elevator and pushed the up arrow.




  The new wing was on the third floor. She knew the Gallery like the back of her hand, and she couldn’t wait to take in another beautiful sight.




  The elevator doors opened, and she stepped out. She bypassed the paintings she studied so many times before. A large, ivory sign pointed to a room several feet in front of her. Sophie grinned and followed the path to the new wing.




  When she reached the doorway, she stopped. Her breath hitched in her throat. My God. It was glorious. She walked into the center of the vaulted room and looked up. The ceiling was made of glass. Even through the clouds, it seemed as if there were light in the room.




  She stood there, reveling in the beauty. When she heard someone clear their throat, she glanced around. An old man with a cane shuffled closer to her. She smiled and walked forward to meet him.




  “Young lady. I see my wing has impressed you.”




  Sophie’s eyes widened. “This is yours, sir?”




  “Yes.” He extended his hand. “Charles Marshall, at your service.”




  She felt her hand enclosed in his, and he gave hers a little squeeze.




  “I hope I’m not interrupting, Miss.”




  “Sophie. Sophie Hawkins.” She let her gaze dance around the room again. “It’s my first time here. And it’s breathtaking.”




  The old man looked pleased. Sophie smiled at him, and it turned into a yawn.




  “Pardon me.” She smiled, putting her hand over her mouth. “I’m a little tired. I’ve come to enjoy my day off.”




  “Please do, Miss Hawkins. I must be running anyway.” He touched her arm and guided her to the large portrait on the far wall. “But I would like your opinion of something.”




  Sophie nodded and then looked up. Her jaw dropped, and she turned to the older man. “Who is he?” she whispered.




  The portrait was magnificent. A long white beach stretched as far as the eye could see. A cottage surrounded by flowers trailed up the side of the hill. A beautiful golden sun shone down on the sand. And a stunning man looked down at her.




  His grin was cocky and knowing. His dark brown eyes pierced hers. With his hands on his hips, he looked as if he owned the world. The shirt and shorts he wore were tan. The shirt stretched across his shoulders, and the sleeves had been ripped off. The shorts were cutoffs and showed muscular thighs and strong calves.




  The old man studied her. “Pretty, isn’t he?”




  “Yes,” she said honestly. “But a little too arrogant.”




  The old man threw back his head and laughed. The laugh echoed in the room, and Sophie found herself joining him. He wiped his eyes and nodded.




  “Yes. That he is, Miss. His name is Dylan. And he is rather full of himself. But he is reaping what he sowed. Believe me.”




  “Did you know him?”




  “A very long time ago.”




  Sophie opened her mouth again, but the old man waved his hand in the air. “Enjoy my art, Ms. Hawkins. I hope to see you again soon.” He turned and strode out of the room. Sophie watched him go. He sure seemed spry all of a sudden. The spring in his step now unmistakable.




  She turned her attention back to the portrait in front of her. Sophie sank onto the bench and took the man in again. Another yawn crept up on her, and she shook her head side to side. So tired. Her head fell back, and she knew no more.




  * * * *




  “I’m going to kill him.”




  The words were low and disgusted.




  Sophie shifted in the sand and sighed. Sand? The heat of the sun caressed her arms, and she fought to come out of her stupor. Sand? Sun? Impossible. She blinked rapidly and looked up.




  The portrait. Lord, he was beautiful. He peered down at her, scowling.




  “That doesn’t make sense,” she said puzzled. “You were smiling. What happened?”




  He sighed. “Charles, damn him. I told him not to send anymore.”




  “Send anymore?” All the words jumbled in her head. Sophie pushed herself up and looked around. Impossible. “Where am I?”




  “Here,” he said cryptically.




  She stood up and tilted her head. “That’s rather ambiguous, don’t you think? Am I dreaming?”




  “Yeah,” he snarled. “One big dream. Go back to sleep, and maybe you’ll go back to where you came from.” He turned away from her and stalked up to the house.




  Glory. I could have made him a little more personable.




  Sophie brushed the sand off her pants and followed the trail up to the cottage.




  Dylan. The name echoed in her head. Her dream was extremely obnoxious. For someone who looked so nice, he sure had a nasty temperament. Well. Then she would just go and straighten him right out.




  Sophie marched up the rock steps and threw open the door. The man’s head flew up from the book he read at the large, wooden table.




  “Can I help you?” he asked with mock politeness.




  “Listen. If I’m delusional, the very least you can do is be personable.”




  He closed his book slowly. “That would be reasonable, wouldn’t it?”




  “Yes,” she said shortly.




  “Well. Let’s get this out of the way.” He stood up and shoved the wooden chair away from the table. “I’m not reasonable. I don’t want you here. Don’t expect me to do cartwheels because you are.”




  Sophie arched an eyebrow. “Testy little hermit, aren’t you?”




  “Get out,” he said furiously, pointing toward the door.




  She crossed her arms over her chest and lengthened her stance. “Make me.”




  He shoved the chair back under the table and strode quickly over to her. “Don’t push me, woman,” he spat out, inches away from her face.




  Sophie looked up into his dark eyes and grinned. “You really are pretty.”




  Dylan stepped back. “Where did he find you? Because you have to go back. This is no place for you.” He turned away from her and walked over to the window.




  She looked around the room. He had placed wooden furnishings around the living room. Every piece was polished. Sophie ran her hand lovingly over the back of one of the chairs and sighed. Quilts were draped over the two couches. Brass sconces were on the walls between the windows.




  “Your house is lovely.”




  Dylan’s head dropped forward, and he mumbled something.




  “Pardon me?” she said.




  He turned toward her with his eyes blazing. “This is a mistake. Period. Fall back asleep and think of wherever you came from. Click your damn heels together. I don’t give a damn. But leave!” He raked his hands through his hair. Little chestnut spikes stood up on the sides of his head.




  “You act as if I’ve planned all of this.” She swept her arms around the room. “You obviously know a hell of a lot more about this than I do. Explain.”




  “Are you always so damn stubborn?”




  “Yes.”




  “I can’t tell you.”




  Sophie ran her tongue over her teeth. “You can’t tell me.”




  “No. It’s not allowed.”




  “Fine. Whatever. Just trot yourself up to the boat dock or wherever and tell them I’m ready to leave.”




  Dylan threw back his head and laughed. The laughter rolled out of him until tears ran down his cheeks. “Boat dock.” He snorted.




  “Okay. Obviously that’s not happening. How about a phone or something? Fax machine? Any type of computer?”




  “Let’s see.” He ticked off his fingers. “No. No. And no again.”




  Sophie tapped her finger against her cheek. “There are no outside means of communication?”




  “Well,” he sighed, “now she gets it.” Dylan turned and walked over to his table and sat back down. He picked up the book and commenced to read.




  She cocked her head to the side. Maybe she was unconscious. Delusional. Asleep. Hmm. What else? Maybe she was dead.




  Sophie walked over to Dylan again and tapped his shoulder. “Am I dead?”




  His eyebrows shot up, and his eyes widened. Laughter shot out of his mouth before he had a chance to stop it. The pure sincerity of her tone was his undoing.




  “Lady, I assure you. You are not dead.”




  “Is there anything else you can tell me?”




  “Go home.”




  “Gee, Dylan. Mighty neighborly of you.”




  His head swiveled back to hers. “You know my name? You would speak it here?”




  Sophie nodded her head slowly. “Listen. If there are some unwritten rules here, you better share.”




  Dylan’s expression softened slightly. “There are rules. But I cannot share them.”




  “Okay,” she said. “But if I ask a particular question, do you think you could answer it?”




  He grinned, pleased. “Perhaps.”




  She rubbed her hands together. “Okay. Question number one. Why am I here?”




  “You were sent.”




  “By who?”




  “You know who.”




  Sophie’s mind sprang back to the new exhibit in the Gallery. “Charles,” she whispered.




  “Yes,” Dylan bit out.




  “Did he hypnotize me?”




  “No.”




  Her eyes narrowed. “This all has to do with you.”




  “I cannot say.”




  She waved her hand in the air. “Never mind. I already know the answer.” She paused. “How do I get home?”




  Dylan sighed. “I don’t know.”




  “Okay. Fair enough. What are we having for dinner?”




  He blinked twice. “Pardon me?”




  “What are we,” she motioned to herself and then him, “having for dinner?”




  “Wait.” He held up his hand. “Aren’t you going to freak out and start crying or something?”




  “Why?”




  “You’re stuck here. With me. For God knows how long.”




  Sophie shrugged. “I needed a vacation.”




  * * * *




  Dylan made pork chops, new potatoes, and salads. Sophie had never had a man cook for her. The process fascinated her. Every move was clear and precise with no wasted movements or hesitations. Her eyes focused on the window behind him. Could use some new curtains.




  “Would you please quit staring?”




  “Huh?” she mumbled.




  “Quit staring.”




  “Sorry,” she grinned. “Do you like sky blue?”




  Dylan turned and studied her. “Does your mind always jump randomly from one thing to the next?”




  “Yep.”




  He nodded. “Figured as much. And yes, I like sky blue.” He finished preparing their plates and brought them to the table.




  Sophie looked at him guiltily. “I don’t want to eat all of your food.”




  “I have plenty.”




  “How does it get here?”




  Dylan glanced at her and took a bite of meat.




  “Never mind,” she mumbled. She speared a potato and brought it to her mouth. Oh my. It was delicious. Sophie looked up and saw Dylan watching her.




  “Okay?”




  “Wonderful.”




  Dinner was a quiet affair. Sophie insisted on doing the dishes since Dylan cooked. He simply handed her his plate and went back to the living room. Dylan started a fire in the fireplace and sat in the wooden rocker.




  Dusk fell, and Sophie dried off her last dish. When she turned to Dylan, the firelight played over his features. If she thought the portrait was magnificent, she had underestimated the man. Dylan’s profile was silhouetted against the flames. His eyes were closed, and he slowly rocked back and forth.




  He’s at peace, the thought came unbidden to her mind.




  He must have felt her gaze because his eyes opened slowly, and he looked at her. “I’ll take the couch. My room is through that door.” He pointed. His eyes closed again, and Sophie crossed the floor and opened the door he had pointed to.




  She walked over to the huge, wooden, king-size bed and ran her hand over the intricate carvings on the headboard. Absolutely beautiful. Sophie glanced around. Why am I here? What are the rules? She pressed her fingers to her temples. Maybe I had an accident and am in a coma. Hmm. Food for thought. Her subconsciousness needed a tune-up.




  Sophie slipped off her pants and climbed into bed. Tomorrow, she thought sleepily, I’ll find some answers tomorrow.




  * * * *




  The thunder rolled across the land and shook the earth. Sophie sat bolt upright in bed. God, she hated storms. Ever since being stuck out in one when she was young, they scared her to death. Her hands clenched the covers tighter and tighter until her knuckles were white and stiff.




  The door flew open suddenly, and she screamed.




  Dylan strode over to the bed and sat down on the edge. “Are you okay?”




  Sophie shook her head slowly. “I hate storms.”




  “Apparently,” he said dryly. “I could hear you moaning in the living room.”




  “I’m still here?”




  “Yes,” he said shortly. “And it’s tearing it up outside. I haven’t had a storm like this in years. It’s interesting.”




  “You mean terrifying.” Sophie flinched as another rumble of thunder rolled.




  Dylan looked at her sympathetically. “What do you do when you’re at home?”




  “Cower under the covers?”




  “Listen,” he said quietly, “I know this storm upset you. But you’ll be fine. It’ll blow over in an hour or two.”




  Sophie nodded slowly. “You’re right. I’ll be fine. You can go back to bed now. Really.”




  He stood up and looked down at her. “See you in the morning.”




  “Yes,” she said quietly.




  Dylan turned and walked out of the room, shutting the door behind him.




  A bright bolt of lightning shot across the sky, and Sophie braced herself for the boom of thunder to follow. Her hands shot up to shield her ears from the noise.




  She didn’t hear the door open or notice Dylan until he crawled into bed with her. Sophie looked at him oddly until he sighed.




  “Go to sleep. I’ll be here.” He started stroking her hair.




  She curled up as close to him as humanly possible and tried to relax. Five minutes later, she was asleep.




  * * * *




  Dylan looked down at her body against his. “I’m going to kill you, Charles,” he said grimly. “Bet on it.”




  Chapter 2




  Sophie yawned and arched her back. Her arm was thrown over something. Warm. Alive. She jerked back and almost injured herself. Dylan. In her bed. The storm came back to her in a flash. It was long gone now. And he stayed with her.




  Her eyes studied him in the dawn. This beat the hell out of waking up by herself. She propped herself up on her elbow and grinned down at him.




  He woke up slowly. Muttering and shifting, his eyes opened blearily. “Huh?” he mumbled.




  Sophie smiled sunnily down at him. “Thanks.”




  “No problem,” he muttered. He threw back the covers and scooted to the edge of the bed.




  She watched him, smiling. Dylan turned back around and frowned.




  “What’s so damn wonderful?”




  “You can be personable.”




  “Well,” he grumped, as he stood up, “don’t get used to it.”




  The door shut loudly behind him.




  * * * *




  Sophie pulled her pants back on and joined Dylan in the living room ten minutes later. The tidy knot she put her hair up in yesterday looked more like a bird’s nest today. She didn’t want to snoop through his bedroom, but she really needed a hairbrush. Toothbrush. Hell, a tic tac would do.




  She pulled the door open and walked into the main room. Dylan was making breakfast. His back was to her as he cooked the eggs.




  “You don’t have to cook for me.”




  He didn’t turn around. “I enjoy cooking.”




  “Would you perhaps enjoy finding me a hairbrush and a change of clothes?”




  Sophie heard what may have been a snort of laughter. It was quickly stifled.




  “Look in my room. There are extra clothes. All the toiletries are in the bathroom.”




  She pushed back from the table and went back into Dylan’s bedroom. His closet was on the far wall. Sophie opened the wardrobe and stood back. Well then. Several articles of female clothing hung on one side.




  Sophie thumbed through them. Apparently the testy hermit had regular female company. That was interesting. She grabbed a t-shirt and shorts out of the closet and shut the doors. She hurriedly changed and stepped back out of the room.




  Breakfast was set on the table. Dylan was eating his eggs and thumbing through another book. Sophie sat down and made herself a plate. She loaded it down with eggs, bacon, and toast. She looked up in time to see Dylan watching her.




  She shrugged. “Breakfast is usually coffee.”




  He nodded and went back to reading.




  When they were both done eating, Sophie gathered the dishes and washed them. After she was finished, she walked back into the living room.




  “Interesting wardrobe you have.”




  “Glad you like it.” He didn’t even look up from the rocker.




  Sophie drummed her fingers across the top of one wooden chair. “What happened to all the women before me?”




  Dylan closed his book and looked at her. “Those are your clothes. For as long as you’re here.”




  “My clothes,” she repeated.




  “Yes. Didn’t you notice they were in your size?”




  “I noticed. But I don’t understand.”




  He sighed.




  “How many women have visited here?”




  “Hundreds,” he said shortly.




  There was a long silence.




  “Hell,” he muttered. “It’s not a lengthy parade of female flesh here, I swear. Charles sends them. I don’t have anything to do with it.”




  “Tell him to quit.”




  Dylan stood up. “I can’t, dammit. He still holds onto hope. I stopped about fifty women ago.” He paced back and forth by the fireplace. “Some come and seemingly accept. And others are just screamers. They look at me as if I would do them harm. And then I have the enablers. You know, the ones who nod to my face but think one of us has lost our mind. They’re not sure who, but they’ll figure it out. And don’t get me started on the psychoanalysts.” He put his hands on his hips.




  The laugh built up in her so quickly, she couldn’t stop it. It pealed out of her with such force it bent her over. Sophie had her hands on her knees, laughing until tears slid down her face.




  “You’ve...got...problems,” she managed between laughter.




  Dylan grinned down at her. “Find that amusing, do you?”




  “Slightly,” she gasped.




  Sophie stood back up and wiped her cheeks off. “It must be rough to live in paradise with a constant parade of women.”




  “Is that what you think this is? Paradise?”




  “Yes.” She gestured around the room. “It’s beautiful here.”




  “How beautiful would it be if you could never leave? If there were a constant stream of strangers wandering in and out of your life? Your house? Your world? You have a choice. I don’t.”




  Sophie studied him. “You’re serious?”




  “Deadly.”




  “Haven’t any of them wanted to stay?”




  “A few.”




  “But none have?”




  “No. The longest a female stayed was one week. And then she was gone.” The sadness in his eyes was brief but sharp. It pained him.




  Sophie tried to clear her mind. She cocked her head to the side and looked at him. His eyes met hers, and he arched an eyebrow.




  “I know what you’re thinking. And no. I didn’t touch any of them.”




  “Why?” The word burst from her mouth.




  “Because they didn’t matter.” He turned away from her and walked out the front door.




  Hell. No wonder he was testy. No privacy. No women. She looked around. Maybe this was her Heaven and his hell.




  * * * *




  Sophie brushed her hair quickly and shoved a couple pins in it. She wanted to be outside. On the sand. Soaking up the sun. Dylan was still gone. She hadn’t seen him for an hour or so. He needed time to himself. That much was obvious.




  How would she feel? The thought caused her to pause. She’d be pissed. Flat out irritated. No control? That really wouldn’t sit well. She would give Dylan all the time he needed. Sophie patted her hair once and took off outside.




  God, it was beautiful. The sand was soft beneath her bare feet as the wind gently teased her hair. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. No bird called. No dog barked. It was serene but silent. She opened her eyes, startled. Snow globe.




  That’s what it felt like. Like she was trapped in one of those beautiful scenes caught forever under glass. The thought unsettled her. She opened her eyes and strained to see as far as she could. The sun was still shining. The wind was still softly blowing, but she felt a chill.




  The thought of Dylan’s life reduced to this saddened her. Why is he here? Why am I here? When can we leave? Perplexed, she walked along the sand until her legs grew heavy. Random thoughts flew through her head.




  Maybe this was really a dream. She could be in a hospital somewhere. Unconscious. Maybe this was an afterlife. Of course, the thought of her being in Dylan’s personal hell was awful. Maybe this was real.




  The thought stopped her. She held out her hand and felt the wind touch her fingertips and caress her palm. Real. This world. This man. This place. She would treasure her time here. One day she would wake up far, far away. And this would all be a memory.




  * * * *




  Sophie took out some lunch meat and vegetables. She quickly made a couple sandwiches and salads. She was just putting the finishing touches on the salads when the front door opened. Sophie turned to greet Dylan when he strode over there and spun her around.




  “What are you doing?” he demanded.




  “What?” she sputtered.




  “What are you doing? You don’t cook. I cook.”




  Sophie took a breath and told herself not to yell. “Listen,” she said calmly, “I was hungry. I thought you would be hungry. Therefore, and stick with me here, I decided to make us lunch. And technically,” she pointed out, “this isn’t cooking. It’s food preparation.”




  “Doesn’t matter,” he replied stubbornly. “I make the food. Period.”




  Sophie calmly took both plates and slid them into the trash. The glass hit the bottom with a loud crash. She brushed her hands off and walked out of the kitchen.




  “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize my making food was against your hermit code. I thought it was being hospitable. Obviously, I have a lot to learn.” She turned her back to him and went to sit in a wooden chair.




  Sophie heard his sigh of frustration. It did her heart a world of good.




  “Listen,” he said behind her. “I’m sorry. You don’t understand, and I should have told you. There are things here I always do. It keeps my life in order. Whenever I get a visitor, I try to keep to my routine. That way, when they leave, I’ve lost nothing. No expectations.”




  She turned in her chair to study him. “That may well be one of the saddest things I’ve ever heard.”




  Dylan shrugged. “It is what it is.”




  “I tell you what, Dylan. I last longer than a week, you start sharing a couple of those things that are yours only. Deal?”




  “You last two weeks, and I’ll let you ‘prepare’ one meal a day. Deal?”




  “Good Lord! Is your kitchen that sacred to you?”




  “No,” he said, “my sanity is.” He turned his back to her and started making sandwiches.




  Sophie watched him. One meal a day? If she was here longer than two weeks? What did she have to lose? Nothing, really. She’d take his deal. And at the end of two weeks, she’d renegotiate.




  “You’ve got a deal,” she said.




  Dylan wiped his hands off and walked over to her. He stuck one out, and Sophie took it. They shook solemnly.




  She watched, fascinated, as his pupils dilated. She had just opened her mouth when he turned and walked back into the kitchen. Human contact. She would bet a month’s salary Dylan didn’t have much of it.




  Sophie broke the silence. “So. What do you do here? Besides cook, that is.”




  Dylan turned around, smiling. “I fish. I read. I write. I ponder. It passes the time.”




  “There are fish?”




  “Sometimes,” he said cryptically.




  “Interesting. Care to take me fishing? I haven’t been since I was about twelve.”




  “Why?”




  “Why should you take me? Or why haven’t I been since I was twelve?”




  “Both.”




  “Hmm. Okay. You should take me because technically, you’re the host. That should be among your hosting duties.”




  “Uh huh,” he said, grinning. “And the other reason?”




  Sophie grimaced. “There’s such a thing as having time. I don’t happen to have that commodity.”




  “Make time.”




  “Easier said than done.”




  “Perhaps. But you’ll never know until you’ve tried.”




  “Okay,” Sophie looked at him. “I understand that. I do. But there are forces in my world that work to push me away from recreation and toward work.”




  “Such as...”




  “I have a job. A lucrative job.” She left out the part about it being demanding and almost physically impossible to keep up with.




  “And what do you do?”




  “Interior design.”




  Dylan smiled. “Sky blue?”




  “Guilty as charged. You need some new curtains.”




  He threw back his head and laughed. “Nice of you to notice.”




  “It’s what I do,” she grinned.




  He studied her. “You must make some time for yourself. You came through the Portrait. You like art?”




  “I love art. Dad used to take me to the Gallery every weekend,” she said wistfully. “Now I go when I can. Yesterday was my day off. I felt the urge to go. And here I am.”




  “Yes,” he murmured. “Here you are.” He turned abruptly and opened a door Sophie had not seen.




  “There should be some fabric in here. I don’t know about sky blue. But help yourself.”




  “Fabric?” she asked in disbelief. “You have fabric? Hm. How about a sewing machine?”




  Dylan held the door open further. Yards and yards of fabric were wrapped around cardboard. Lace. Bows. Buttons. Pins. Zippers. And in the middle on a table, was a brand new sewing machine.




  Sophie stepped forward and touched the fabric reverently. There were silks. Fleece. Cotton. Beautiful shades. Pastels and jewel tones were placed side by side.




  She ran her hands down the length of a spectacular bright blue silk. “Something you do in your spare time? Or just something you happen to have while I’m here?”




  “I don’t sew.”




  “I thought not.” She stepped back and shut the door again. “Happen to have any chocolate with nuts in it?”




  Dylan walked into the kitchen and opened a cabinet. Two unopened bags of candy sat on the top shelf.
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