

[image: Cover]






Critical acclaim for the marvelous romances of


Jude Deveraux


THE SUMMERHOUSE


“Deveraux is at the top of her game…. [She] uses the time-travel motif that was so popular in A Knight in Shining Armor, successfully updating it with a female buddy twist that will make fans smile.”


—Booklist


“Entertaining summer reading.”


—The Port St. Lucie News (FL)


“[A] wonderful, heartwarming tale of friendship and love.”


—America Online Romance Fiction Forum


“Once again, Deveraux gives us a book we can’t put down.”


—Rendezvous


“A wonderfully wistful contemporary tale…. With New York Times bestselling author Jude Deveraux, one thing that’s guaranteed is a happy ending.”


—Barnesandnoble.com


“Thought-provoking, entertaining, and downright delightful.”


—Amazon.com


“Jude Deveraux’s writing is enchanting and exquisite in The Summerhouse.”


—BookPage


“Jude Deveraux takes a fascinating theory and runs with it…. A very compelling and intriguing story.”


—Romantic Times


TEMPTATION


“Filled with excitement, action, and insight…. A nonstop thriller.”


—Harriet Klausner, Barnesandnoble.com


“[A] satisfying story.”


—Booklist


“Deveraux[’s] lively pace and happy endings…will keep readers turning pages.”


—Publishers Weekly


HIGH TIDE


A Romantic Times Top Pick


“High Tide is packed full of warmth, humor, sensual tension, and exciting adventure. What more could you ask of a book?”


—Romantic Times


“Fast-paced, suspenseful…. [A] sassy love story.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Exciting…. Fans of romantic suspense will gain much pleasure.”


—Midwest Book Review


“[A] fast-paced escapade…mysterious and sultry.”


—BookPage


“Jude Deveraux not only keeps you guessing but mixes crime and human morality with humor in the most unexpected moments…. [A] fantastic read.”


—Rendezvous


THE BLESSING


“Plenty of romance, fun, and adventure…fans won’t be disappointed.”


—San Antonio Express-News


“[A] fun and entertaining love story…. A must for Deveraux fans.”


—The Advocate (Baton Rouge, LA)


A KNIGHT IN SHINING ARMOR


“Rare and simply delightful…poignant, sensual…. This unique story will capture your heart, make you laugh, cry, and wish this could come true.”


—Romantic Times


“A well-plotted book with a very attractive hero and a lot of charm.”


—The Washington Post


“A glorious love story that spans centuries, worlds, and souls…. Enchanting and extraordinary…. A Knight in Shining Armor will capture your heart—and hold it.”


—Chicago Daily Herald







Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.







[image: Title Page]








Chapter 1


The Mountains of North Carolina, 1998






I AM GOING TO KILL HIM,” EMILY JANE TODD MUTTERED; then, her voice rising, she said louder, “Kill him! Murder him. Tear him limb from limb!” She pounded her fist on the car steering wheel, but even as angry energy filled her, she felt it leave as she remembered her humiliation of tonight. And the embarrassment renewed her anger.


“Did they just give me the award because I’m going to marry Donald?” she said out loud as she swung the car around a sharp curve in the road. When one wheel hit the gravel of the shoulder she took a deep breath and told herself to slow down. But even as she let up on the gas, her foot came back down on the pedal harder and she took the next curve even faster.


When she whizzed too close past a tree in the darkness of the moonless night, she felt tears cloud her eyes. This night had meant a lot to her. Maybe being honored by the National Library Association was nothing to Donald, but it was everything to Emily. So maybe delivering free books to rural areas in the Appalachian Mountains was nothing to a big-deal newscaster like Donald, but it’s what took up a lot of Emily’s time—as well as nearly all of her money—and she had been thrilled to have someone notice what she was doing.


As the tears started to obscure Emily’s vision, she dashed them away—sure she was smearing her mascara, but who was to see it now? She was driving back to a romantic little inn that had sherry and date cookies in each room. There were antique chests and flowered bedspreads, and the room had cost her a fortune. But she was going to spend tonight there alone!


“I should have known that everything was going wrong when they gave me a room with two beds,” she said aloud, then heard her car hit the gravel shoulder again. “It was the beginning of the worst week and in—”


She broke off because as she came around another sharp curve in the road, trees closing in on her on both sides, standing smack in the middle of the road was a man, his hand shielding his eyes from her headlights. Emily swerved. With all her might, she swung the wheel to the right trying not to hit him. She’d rather wrap herself around a tree than hit another human being, but suddenly, the man seemed to be between her and the side of the road. She swung to the left, back toward the center of the road, but she was going too fast for the car to respond.


When she hit the man, she felt a sickness inside her such as she’d never felt before. There was no sound in the world like that of a car hitting human flesh.


Emily felt like it took hours instead of seconds to get the car stopped, and her seat belt unfastened before she leaped out and started running. The headlights provided the only illumination in the blackness and her heart was pounding. She could see nothing.


“Where are you?” she choked out, feeling frantic and very frightened.


“Here,” she heard a whisper, then she went tearing down the side of the steep embankment that ran alongside the road. Her long, beige satin dress caught on every fallen branch, and her high-heeled sandals sunk into the soft leaf mold covering the floor of the woods, but she kept going.


He had fallen—or been knocked—several feet down the hill, so it took Emily a while to find him, and then she almost stepped on him. Dropping to her knees, she had to feel him to see what part of him was where, since the trees blocked the light from the car above. She felt an arm, then his chest and finally reached his head. “Are you all right? Are you all right?” she kept asking as she ran her hands over his face. There was dampness on his face, but she couldn’t tell if it was blood or sweat or from the moisture of the forest.


When she heard him groan, all she felt was relief. At least he wasn’t dead! Why, oh, why hadn’t she purchased the cell phone Donald had wanted her to get? But she’d been selfish and said that if she had a phone in her car, Donald would talk to everyone but her.


“Can you get up?” she asked, smoothing his hair back from his forehead. “If I leave you here to go call for help, I’m afraid I won’t find this place again. Please tell me you’re all right.”


The man turned his head in her hands. “Emily?” he said softly.


At that, Emily sat back on her heels and tried to look at him. Her eyes were adjusting to the darkness somewhat, but she still couldn’t see his face clearly. “How do you know my name?” she asked, and every horrible news report she’d ever heard Donald give on TV went through her head. Was this man a serial killer who faked injuries in order to lure women to their doom?


Before she knew what she was doing she had shifted her body to run back up the hill to the car. Had she left the engine running? Or had it stalled when she’d stopped so abruptly? Could she get away from him if he made a grab for her?


“I won’t hurt you,” the man said as he tried to sit up.


Emily was torn between wanting to help him and wanting to run away as fast as she could. Suddenly, his hand gripped her wrist and the decision was no longer hers to make.


“Are you hurt?” he asked, his voice hoarse. “You were driving very fast. You could have hit a tree and been hurt.”


Emily blinked at him in the darkness. First he knew her name, now he knew how fast she was driving. I must get out of here, she thought, and again looked up the hill toward the car. She could see a tiny ray of light through the trees. Would the headlights drain the battery too much for the car to start?


Still holding onto her wrist, the man tried to sit up, but Emily didn’t help him. There was something very strange about him that just made her want to get away.


“This body feels awful,” he said as he raised himself into a sitting position.


“Yes, being hit by a car is indeed dreadful,” she said, her voice rising as her fear increased with each second.


“You’re afraid of me,” the man said, his tone one of disbelief. It was almost as though he expected her to know him.


“I…I’m not really afraid…” she began, thinking that she should pacify him.


“Yes you are. I can feel it. It shines from you. Emily, how could you—”


“How do you know my name?!” she half shouted.


He was rubbing his head as though it hurt him a great deal. “I’ve always known your name. You’re one of mine.”


That does it! she thought, and with a sudden wrench, she pulled away from his grip and started running up the hill toward the car.


But she didn’t get very far before he caught her about the waist and pulled her into his arms to hold her close. “Ssssh,” he said. “Be calm. You can’t be afraid of me, Emily. We have known each other too long.”


Oddly enough, his touch began to calm her, but at the same time, his words disturbed her.


“Who are you?” she asked, her mouth against his shoulder.


“Michael,” he said, as though she should have known that.


“I don’t know any Michael.” Why wasn’t she struggling to get away? she wondered, even as she leaned against him. Who was it who had been hit by the car, anyway?


“You know me,” he said softly, his hand entangling in her hair. She’d had it put up for the awards ceremony tonight, but it had come down and was now hanging in a mass about her neck. “I’m your guardian angel and we have been together for a thousand years.”


For a moment, Emily stood where she was, safe in the circle of his arms, and didn’t move. Then what he’d said began to penetrate her brain—and laughter began to bubble up inside her. Laughter was what she needed after this horrible day. What should have been a great honor for her had turned into a great humiliation and had ended with her hitting a man with her car.


A man who now claimed he was her guardian angel.


“An angel, are you?” she said, pulling away from him. “So where are your wings?” She didn’t know whether to laugh or run away in terror.


“Angels don’t really have wings. It’s something you mortals invented. We appear in them sometimes so you can identify us, but we never have them when we are in mortal bodies.”


“Ah, I see,” she said, smiling, as she stepped away from this insane man. “Well, look, I can see that you’re not hurt and, besides, I guess you can fly out of here. That is, if you decide to put on your wings.” She was backing up the hill toward the car, which was no easy feat considering that she was wearing a full-length evening gown and high heels. “So I think this, uh, ah, mortal will be leaving now.”


He caught her at the edge of the tarmac, his hand going about her waist.


Enough, she thought, and whirled on him. “Look, mister, whoever you are, whatever you are, keep your hands off me.” With that, she walked to the driver’s side of the car and got in. And as soon as she was seated, she saw him standing in the headlights. For someone who’d just been hit by a car, he could certainly move quickly.


For just a second, as she closed the car door, she had a look at him. He was tall, broad shouldered, with a great mass of black curly hair. But he also had eyelashes that were so thick and heavy that she wondered how he could see out from under them. His clothes were dark and they seemed to be stained, but she wasn’t going to stay and find out what the stains were.


The car engine was still running, so what had seemed like hours must have been minutes. She meant to drive around this crazy man, but the second she put her hand on the wheel, he crumbled to the ground in front of her, lying in the beam of the headlights as though he were dead.


Cursing under her breath, Emily was out of the car in seconds as she went to him, slid her arms under his and helped him to stand. “Come on, I’ll take you to a hospital,” she said wearily.


He leaned against her. For someone who had just run up the steep bank of a hill, he now seemed peculiarly helpless.


“I knew you couldn’t leave me,” he said, smiling down at the top of her head. “You have always been a lollipop for a wounded man.”


She helped him into the passenger seat, fastened his seat belt and then got behind the wheel before she thought about what he’d said. Lollipop? she said to herself, then, Oh. A sucker.


She drove into the tiny mountain town where she had a room at what had to be the most romantic inn on earth with a crazy man beside her. She’d defy anyone to come up with a worse weekend than she was having! Yes, she thought, she was indeed a lollipop of a sucker!


 


“I can’t find anything wrong with him,” the young doctor was saying to Emily. “Not a scratch or even a bruise on him. Are you sure you hit him with your car?”


“You don’t forget a sound like that,” she said, sitting in the chair across from his desk. It was two o’clock in the morning, her new dress was torn, she was dirty and tired, and all she wanted to do was go to bed and forget that this day had happened.


“Well, either you are both very lucky or…”


He didn’t have to say it, but she could tell that he thought she may have been drinking, or sniffing some sort of fairy dust. What kind of drugs did angels do, anyway? Wasn’t there something called angel dust? Or was that angel hair, and it went on the Christmas tree?


“Are you all right, Miss Todd?” the young doctor asked, staring at her.


“What about his saying that he’s an angel?” Emily snapped. She was not the patient.


For several seconds, the doctor blinked at her, then looked down at his clipboard. “Michael Chamberlain, aged thirty-five, born in New York, six-foot-one, one hundred ninety-five pounds, black hair, brown—”


“Where did you get that information?” she snapped, then apologized. “I’m sorry, it’s been a long night.”


“It has been a long night for all of us,” the doctor said, letting her know that he didn’t usually see patients at two A.M. on a Saturday morning. “His driver’s license,” he answered. “Everything we needed was on it. Now, I really would like to go home and get some sleep. I have patients coming into the clinic at eight A.M. I suggest that if you want further tests done on Mr. Chamberlain, that you drive him to the hospital in Asheville. Now, if you don’t mind…” he said pointedly.


Emily hesitated, wanting to insist once more that this man must be at least slightly hurt.


But the doctor’s raised eyebrow was enough to make her keep her mouth shut. In his view, she had dragged him out of bed to look at a man who was in perfect physical health.


Except that Emily knew she had hit him with her car hard enough to knock him thirty feet down the side of a mountain.


“Thank you,” she managed to say quietly, then slowly made her way out of the office and into the waiting room.


She expected the crazy man to be sitting there waiting for her, but there was no sign of him and she breathed a sigh of relief. Why couldn’t insanity be seen, like a scar or a birthmark? she wondered. Sometimes you had to know a person for years before you realized he or she was crazy.


As Emily reached the door to the outside, she was beginning to relax. Whatever was wrong with her? The man had just been hit by a car! It was no telling what a person might say after being knocked down a mountain. Maybe she’d misheard him and what he’d really said was that he felt his guardian angel had protected him. Yes, of course, she thought, smiling. Believing in guardian angels was all the rage lately. Having one meant a person was personally watched over by Heaven. A guardian angel could make a person feel very special.


She was musing on this idea so intently that she didn’t see him until she was inside the car and buckled in her seat.


“Now I see why you mortals sleep so much,” he said as he gave a bone-cracking yawn and Emily nearly jumped out of her skin. He was sitting in the passenger seat.


“What are you doing in my car?” she half screamed.


“Waiting for you,” he said, as though she’d said something odd.


“How did you get in here? It was locked and—” She cut him off before he could say another word. “And so help me, if you say that you’re an angel and that’s why you can open locked car doors, I’ll…I’ll….” She never had been very good with threats. Instead, she opened her door and started to get out.


“Emily,” he said as he caught her arm and drew her back in.


She snatched out of his grasp. “Keep your hands off of me!” She drew a deep breath and tried to calm herself. “Look, I don’t know who you are or what you want, but I want you to get out of my car and go back to wherever you came from. I am very sorry I ran into you but the doctor says you’re fine, so you can go home. Do I make myself clear?”


He gave another of his huge yawns. “This isn’t your town, is it? Do you have one of those…mmmm…what do you call them? Places where you stay overnight.”


“A hotel?”


“Yes,” he said and looked at her as though she were a genius. “Do you have a hotel room where we can stay?”


“We?” she asked, anger just below the surface. She was no longer afraid of him, just fed up.


Leaning back against the headrest, he smiled. “I can read your mind, Emily. You’re thinking about sex. Why do mortals think about sex so very much of the time? If you people just used a little restraint—”


“Out!” she shouted. “Get out of my car! Get out of my life!”


“It’s that man, isn’t it?” he asked, turning toward her. “He let you down again, didn’t he?”


For a moment she had no idea what he was talking about, then she nearly exploded. “Donald? You’re asking me about the man I love?”


“Isn’t there something in this country named that? Or is that in Persia? Now, what was that? Oh yes, a duck. He’s—”


At that, Emily doubled her fists and lunged at him as though to beat him in the chest. But he caught her wrists in his hands, then looked at her for several moments nose to nose. “Your eyes are quite nice, Emily,” he said in a low voice that made her hesitate before jerking away to lean back in the driver’s seat.


“What do you want?” she asked heavily.


“I don’t know,” he said. “I really don’t know why I’m here. Michael told me there was a serious problem on Earth that involved you, and he asked if I’d be willing to take on a mortal’s body so I could solve it.”


“I see,” Emily said tiredly. “And just who is this Michael?”


“Archangel Michael, of course.”


“Of course,” Emily said. “Whatever was I thinking? And I guess Gabriel is your very best friend.”


“Heavens no. I’m only a level-six angel. Those two are…. Well, they don’t even have levels where they are. But when Michael asks you to do something, you do it. No questions asked.”


“So you came to earth to help me do something—”


“Or to help with something involving you.”


“Yes, of course. Thank you for correcting me. And now that that’s straightened out—”


“Emily, we are both tired. These mortal bodies are certainly awkward, heavy things and—what is it you say?—I’m asleep on my head.”


“Feet,” she said wearily.


“Your feet? Did you hurt them?”


“Asleep on my feet. I am asleep on my feet.”


“Me too,” he said. “But I think I’d really rather be asleep on my back. Could we go to your hotel now? I got you one with two beds, didn’t I? Or did they disobey me? Sometimes making mortals actually hear you is difficult. You people don’t listen very well.”


Emily opened her mouth to speak but closed it again. Maybe if she slept, when she awoke she’d find out this was all a dream. She put the key in the engine, started the car and drove to the inn without saying another word.











Chapter 2






WHEN EMILY AWOKE THE NEXT MORNING, HER FIRST feeling was of panic. She was going to be late for work or she was to meet someone to talk about town business or she had to…. It was with disbelief, then blessed relief, that she realized she had the whole weekend off. She didn’t have to do anything at all until next Tuesday, and this was only Saturday.


Turning over under the heavenly down comforter, snuggling deep into the lovely white sheets, she thought, What a strange dream I had last night, of brown-eyed angels and car wrecks and…. She drifted back to sleep without finishing her thought.


Sunlight shining in her eyes woke her, and as she squinted up at the window she seemed to see a man standing in front of the bright light. She couldn’t see his face, but he seemed to be wearing a huge set of white wings. “I’m not awake yet,” she mumbled and moved back under the covers.


“Good morning,” said a pleasant male voice.


Ignoring the voice, Emily kept her eyes closed.


“I brought you breakfast,” the voice said. “There are strawberries just picked from the landlord’s garden and tiny muffins made with carrots. And there’s cold milk and hot tea and I had the landlady make you an egg, just barely cooked so the yolk is firm. That’s the way you like eggs, isn’t it?”


With each word she heard, the night before came back to her. Of course what she remembered couldn’t possibly be true. Cautiously, she pushed down the comforter and looked at him. He had on the same dark shirt and dark trousers from last night, and now in the light she could see that they were dirty and stained.


“Go away,” she said and tried to snuggle back under the covers.


“I’ve made you sleep too long,” he said as though observing a scientific experiment. As though next time he’d know to put a little less so-and-so into the formula.


Emily knew that sleep was no longer something she was going to get. “Don’t start that again,” she said, groaning, pushing the covers back and her hair out of her eyes. Now that she was waking up, her body felt awful. She didn’t seem to remember much about last night after she drove away from the clinic, but she must have fallen into bed in…. A glance down confirmed that she was still wearing the remains of her beige evening gown, and, no doubt, the remains of her makeup.


Holding the covers closely about her, Emily sat up in bed. “I want you to go,” she said firmly. “I’ve done my duty so now I want you to leave. I never want to see you again.”


He acted as though he hadn’t heard her. “The tea is very hot so don’t burn yourself,” he said, handing her a pretty porcelain cup on a saucer.


“I don’t want—” she began, but stopped at his look. There was something compelling about his eyes, she thought as she took the cup and began to sip the tea. He put the tray of food across her lap, then sprawled on the bed with her.


Compelling eyes or not, this was too much. “Of all the presumptuous—” she began as she set the cup down and started to get out of bed.


“I talked to a man downstairs who is with—what did he say?—the police, and he is investigating an auto accident the doctor reported to him.”


Emily halted, one foot on the floor, and looked at him.


“The policeman said that if I didn’t press charges there was nothing he could do about the accident. However, if I were to file a complaint and they found out that you were, say, driving too fast—or worse, that you had been, say, to a party and had drunk a glass of champagne or two—well, there could be serious consequences.”


Emily stayed where she was, frozen into ice, as she stared at him and her mind began to comprehend what he was saying. Immediately, visions of jail cells and public trials for drunken driving danced before her eyes. She remembered that police could look at skid marks and tell how fast a car was going. And as fast as she was driving last night, she was sure that she had left skid marks that would be there even after the road fell apart.


“What do you want?” she whispered through a throat suddenly gone dry. In spite of herself, she could feel little shivers of fear run through her body.


“Emily,” he said, reaching out his hand to her, but she pulled back abruptly. He gave a sigh. “I….” He hesitated as he looked into her eyes, and Emily had the feeling that he was trying to read her mind. Let him! she thought and glared at him.


He gave a tiny bit of a smile and relaxed on the bed. “Come on, have a muffin. And your egg is getting cold.”


“What do you want?” she repeated, her voice angry.


“Let’s start with something easy,” he said, spreading butter on a muffin. “How about spending the weekend with me?”


“You’re sick,” she said, then put the other foot on the floor and stood.


He was in front of her in seconds, and when he put his hands on her shoulders, she began to feel calmer. “Emily, what if I were to tell you that I don’t remember who I am? That I don’t know why I was on that road last night or how I got there? What if I said that I remember nothing whatsoever from about two minutes before you hit me with your car?”


She looked up at him, no longer afraid of him. “Then you should go to the police and—” Again the idea of an investigation flashed before her eyes. They’d want to know who hit him with a car, then they’d ask her lots of questions and, yes, there had been champagne at the awards ceremony last night, and, yes…. She thought of Donald’s political career and his involvement with a convicted drunken driver.


“What do you want me to do?” she asked. At least he was no longer saying he was an angel, she thought, so maybe there was hope that he’d remember who he really was. Surely someone was looking for him. Maybe a wife, she thought, looking up into those heavily lashed eyes.


“There, that’s better,” he said, smiling. “Now why don’t you climb back into bed and eat? I can feel that you’re starving, so eat.”


She did feel much calmer and was no longer afraid of him. If he’d lost his memory, maybe he was frightened himself.


“Emily,” he said, holding back the covers for her as she slipped under them and he put the tray over her lap. “I need your help. Do you think you could spend this long weekend helping me? The innkeeper said you had paid for the room in advance and you’d lose the money if you went home now.” He handed her a buttered muffin. “I know you must have many things you want to do, things you planned to do with…with Donald.” It was as though the name caught in his throat. “But perhaps you could find a bit of time to help me.” He gave her a tiny smile of hope.


Emily looked down at the food and didn’t answer him.


“I don’t remember anything,” he said. “I don’t know what foods I like or how to buy clothes or what interests I have. I know it’s a lot of trouble but maybe you could help me figure out what it is I like and—”


Emily couldn’t help herself, but she began to laugh. “Am I supposed to believe this pathetic story?” She began to peel her egg. “What is it you really want from me?”


He gave her a grin that was dazzling. “Find out who the hell dropped me in the middle of nowhere last night and left me to die. I know the doctor said nothing was wrong with me, but I have a headache that would kill lesser mortals.”


“We should get you to a doctor,” she said at once, starting to fling back the covers.


But he put the comforter back into place. “I don’t want to draw more attention to myself. I….” He looked up at her. “I think perhaps someone was trying to kill me.”


“Then you should go to the police.”


“Then I’d have to tell them about you, wouldn’t I?”


“I guess so,” she said and began to eat again as she thought about what he was saying. If she were involved with the police, she might as well say good-bye to her future life. Would the NLA withdraw their award?


“I really don’t think I’m the type of person to help solve a murder,” she said. “Maybe you should hire a private detective. Really, I mean it. I’m not one of these courageous women who secretly desire to wear a gun and sneak around dirty warehouses at night. I’m more of a, well, a librarian type. My excitement is secondhand. And I like it like that!” she said with emphasis.


“I’m not asking you to help me find the people who tried to kill me; I’m just asking you to help me get my memory back. I doubt that killers were so stupid as to leave me outside a town where I was known. In fact,” he said as he unbuttoned his cuffs, “I think I may have been tied up and put into the trunk of a car.”


As he held out his arms before her, she saw what looked to be rope burns encircling his wrists. “There’s more on my ankles.”


“And you don’t remember anything before last night?” she asked, finishing her milk. “Nothing?”


“No, but this morning I seem to know a bit more. I don’t like Spanish omelets.”


Emily had to laugh. One minute he was talking of murder and the next he was talking of Spanish omelets.


“Spend this weekend with me,” he asked, his eyes pleading. “I want to try all the food, see all the sights, do everything there is to do and maybe something will make me remember who I am.”


“Other than that you’re an angel, that is,” she said, unable to resist teasing him.


“I remember that, all right,” he said lightly, looking down at the bedcovers.


For a moment Emily thought he was going to start in on that nonsense again, but instead he got off the bed and went to the antique dresser across the room. “Look at this,” he said and proudly handed her a wallet. “It has some interesting things inside.”


Emily wiped her hands with her napkin, then took the wallet and looked at it. Yes, there were some “interesting” things inside. For one, there was thirty-five-hundred dollars’ cash. There was a gold Visa card signed on the back by Michael Chamberlain, and there was a driver’s license from New York that, oddly enough, had no photo on it. But it did have an address.


“The policeman had already called it this morning,” Michael informed her. “That’s one of the reasons he was here, because the information the doctor had didn’t plaid out.”


She blinked at him. “Plaid? Oh, I see. Check out. What you told the doctor didn’t check out. I think that English must be your second language.”


“At least the second,” he said, smiling. “Will you help me?”


For a moment Emily’s mind whirled with all aspects such a decision would cover. Donald would, of course, be furious if he found out. But then, Donald had stood her up. In fact, if she hadn’t been so angry at him for not showing up when he had sworn that he would, she might not have hit this man in the first place.


And, too, there was the question of what else she had to do if she told this man to go away—told him no, she was not going to help him. Forget that that might cause her to spend the next twenty years in prison; she would have a very boring weekend ahead of her. One of the reasons she liked Donald so much was that he always had ideas about what he wanted to do. He was not one of these men who stood around and let the woman in his life plan everything.


Irene said Donald “dragged Emily around as though she were his lapdog,” but Emily liked the excitement of being around Donald and the whirlwind of activity that always surrounded him.


So now she could go home and have to answer a thousand questions about why she’d returned early, or she could stay here alone all weekend. Alone. Speaking to no one. Wandering about by herself. Alone.


“I hear there’s a craft fair in town,” Michael said. “Do you know what a craft fair is?”


Emily’s blue eyes brightened and she smiled. “People from all over the area bring things they have made and sell them in booths.”


“Sounds boring,” he said, glancing out the window.


“Not at all! American crafts are wonderful! There are baskets and wooden toys and jewelry and dolls and…and just everything you could imagine. And the people are so nice and—You’re laughing at me.” Her smile left and her lips tightened. “I’m sure you’d rather see a football game.”


“I have no idea. I wouldn’t know a craft fair from a football game. I was just thinking that you are beautiful.”


Emily did not take that as a compliment. Whenever men told her she was beautiful they wanted something. And she knew very well what that was!


“I don’t think this is going to work,” she said softly. “I am engaged to be married and you—”


“And I have no idea who I am or what I am,” he said, smiling at her. “Look, Emily, you are very pretty and I think you have a very kind heart. What woman would consider helping a stranger as you’re doing?”


“One who wants to stay out of jail?” she asked, making him laugh.


“Well, maybe I said all that just to get your attention. Anyway, I was about to say that, for all I know, I might have a wife and half a dozen children somewhere. How would it be if I found her then had to tell her what I’d done when I wasn’t with her?”


“I’m not sure married men in America, or anywhere else for that matter, are faithful,” she said under her breath.


“Maybe I am. I don’t know. What about The Duck? Is he faithful?”


“You call him that one more time and you’re on your own. You understand me?”


Michael smiled. “I guess that means you won’t answer my question about his faithfulness.”


“Let’s get a couple of things straight right now,” she said forcefully. “I’ll help you try to regain your memory, but there are some ground rules.”


“I’m listening.”


“First of all, my private life is off-limits. And my body is off-limits. Keep your hands to yourself.”


“I see. You are in the harem of another man.”


“I am in no harem and—” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Stop that right now. I can see very well what you’re doing. You’re trying to annoy me, make me angry. I don’t like that.”


“But you look like an angel when you’re angry. Your eyes flash and—”


“I mean it! You either stop these personal comments or there’s no deal. Understand?”


“Perfectly. Any more earth rules?”


“Ground rules. They are called ground rules. And that’s another thing. I don’t want another word about this angel business. I don’t want you to tell me that you’re an angel, that I’m an angel, or that…that….”


“That we’re all angels, just that some of us have human bodies and some don’t? That sort of thing?”


“Exactly. And today we look for you another room. You cannot spend another night in the same room with me. Now, do you agree to all this?”


“Of course. Easily. Only, you must promise me one thing.”


“Such as?”


“That if you want me to discard any of these rules, you will let me know. If you want to talk about your private life, would like to have me touch you and would like to hear about angels, you must promise to tell me.” At that he held out his hand to shake hers. “Is it a bargain?”


Emily hesitated, feeling that she should tell him to get out of her life, but she shook his hand. And, again, the moment she touched him, a feeling of peace came over her. She felt that everything was going to be all right and that her life would be the way she wanted it to be.


She snatched her hand away from his. “Now I want you to leave so I can get dressed. I’ll meet you downstairs in one hour, then we’re going to buy you new clothes and find you someplace to spend the night. Other than in here with me, that is,” she said.


“Thank you, Emily,” he said, smiling. “You’re an angel.”


She opened her mouth to protest, but closed it when she saw the twinkle in his eyes. “Get out!” she said, but she was laughing. “Go!” And he left the room.


Emily was on her way to the shower when the telephone rang.


“Hey! My little love muffin, are you mad at me?” she heard Donald’s voice. “Would you forgive me if I told you I was up all night covering a fire? A really big fire and that I’m sorry from the bottom of my heart?”


Emily sat down on the bed, glad to hear a familiar voice. “Oh, Donald, I’ve had the most horrible time of my life. You couldn’t believe what’s happened to me. I hit a man with my car!”


For a moment Donald was silent, and she could imagine the lines that were creasing his forehead. “Tell me everything,” he said solemnly. “Especially about the police report. What did the police say?”


“Nothing. The police weren’t called into it. I mean they weren’t last night. This morning they told Michael—he’s the man I hit—that he could press charges and put me in jail for life but—”


“Emily! Slow down and tell me everything from the beginning.”


She did the best she could, but Donald kept interrupting and asking the same questions about the police. “Donald, if you don’t let me tell all of the story I’m going to think that you’re only interested in what this could do to your career.”


“That’s absurd and you know it. I’ve asked if you were hurt.”


“No, not in the least, but I was going too fast on a winding road and I’d had at least two glasses of champagne.”


“But this guy isn’t going to press charges, right?”


Emily’s lips tightened as she took a deep breath. “No,” she said calmly, “but he’s demanding that I perform unspeakable sex acts with him.”


Donald didn’t miss a beat. “If you learn anything, be sure and show me.”


Emily was not amused, because he obviously thought that the idea of a man demanding sex from her was a joke. “Actually, this man, Michael Chamberlain, is gorgeous and he’s staying in the same room with me. I bought a black silk teddy.”


“That’s a good idea,” Donald said. “Let him stay with you so you can observe him for any signs of injuries. And be sure people see that there’s nothing wrong with him. We don’t want this jerk to come up with some phony charge later.”


“Donald!” Emily said angrily. “He’s not a jerk and I spent the night with him.”


Donald laughed in a very secure way that made Emily even more angry. “Emily, my love,” he said. “I trust you, and you’ve never owned a black silk anything in your life. You’re much too practical to waste your money like that.”


“Well, I might!” she said, her lips still tight.


“Yeah, and I might start driving a Volvo. I have to go. You stay and have a good time with your stray cat. Love ya!” He hung up.


For a moment Emily sat there and stared at the receiver blankly. He had just hung up on her. There had been no mention of his driving up to spend the rest of the weekend with her, and he hadn’t heard a word she’d said about spending time with another man. An angel of a man, she thought as she dropped the receiver into the cradle.


She got up and took a shower, and all the while she was cursing Donald. Practical, she thought. What woman wanted to be thought of as practical? And what woman wanted to be told that she’d never owned anything black silk in her life, even if it was true?


Out of the shower, Emily looked into the chest of drawers against the wall. She’d unpacked yesterday while she was waiting for Donald to appear with roses and apologies. Not that he ever did show up with roses, but he often nearly drowned her in apologies.


Everything in the drawers was “practical.” She was a conservative packer, so everything she’d brought matched everything else—and all of it was washable. “Practical,” she said with disgust and pushed the drawer shut.


Slung on the end of the bed were the remains of her beige silk evening gown, but even that was eminently practical. Or at least it had been until she’d run down a ravine in the middle of the night, and now it was merely shreds.


She pulled on a pair of dark blue trousers, a pale pink blouse and a very ordinary blue cardigan, then looked at herself in the mirror. Her hair, her best feature, was scraped back from her face with a blue scarf, and the few cosmetics she wore were guaranteed to make her look “natural.” But that’s the way Donald liked her. He said he couldn’t abide what he called “painted ladies.” Irene said that he couldn’t abide anyone being prettier than he was.


But no, as she looked in the mirror, she saw that she wasn’t the type of woman to whom mad, exciting adventures happened. She was pretty in a calm, unexciting way, with big brown eyes, a small nose and a rosebud of a mouth. Even with lipstick she’d never possess the full-lipped, seductive mouth of a model. Only her hair, a dark chestnut brown, thick and full with just a bit of a wave, hinted at any sexiness.


But sexiness didn’t suit her job as town librarian, she thought, then gave a sigh. No, her quiet prettiness, her neat, trim figure, and her wardrobe suited her as she was.


“Natural and practical,” she muttered as she left the room.











Chapter 3






MICHAEL CHAMBERLAIN WAS WAITING FOR HER BY THE front door, sitting quietly in the sun, his eyes closed, his head back and smiling.


She plopped down beside him. “Do you think I’m a practical woman?”


He didn’t ask her to explain what she was talking about as anyone else would, he just answered her question. “Emily,” he said softly, “I think you are the least practical woman I have ever looked after. I mean, that I have ever met. You are a great romantic. You love inappropriate men, you dream of adventures no one else has ever imagined and you are utterly fearless.”


Emily gave a little laugh. “Me? Fearless? You are a great liar, aren’t you?”


“If you aren’t fearless, then why aren’t other women traveling into the backwoods of Appalachia, alone, just so she can give books to children? When was the last time you could get anyone to go with you?”


“Never. A few people said they would but….”


“But they backed out. The hills and hollows scare them, right?”


She looked away, then turned back and smiled at him. “I never thought of myself as brave before.”


Michael smiled, then stood and held out his arm to her. “Well, my brave princess, where shall we go?”


“To a men’s clothing store,” she said, making him laugh, for he still wore what he had on last night, and in the sunlight she could see how dirty and raggedy it was.


“And afterward, we will go to a woman’s dress shop and I shall dress you.”


Emily started to protest, but ever since hearing Donald’s words her drab navy outfit had seemed hopelessly dowdy and stuffy. But oh so practical, she thought with a grimace. “Yes,” she said, laughing. “I would like to do some shopping for myself.”


 


They were sitting in an ice cream parlor that someone had spent a great deal of money on to make appear old-fashioned. There were tiny round tables topped with white marble and little wire chairs with red seats and heart-shaped backs. Before them were two huge banana splits, Emily’s dripping chocolate syrup, but Michael’s plain—just nuts and no other topping.


They’d had fun this morning in the clothing shops, and it had been nice to choose clothes for a man. Donald always knew exactly what he wanted to wear and how he wanted to look, so Emily never so much as bought him a tie. But Michael had let her choose sweaters, shirts and trousers, then coordinate them all. He was a willing mannequin as she held up clothes against his body to see how they’d go with his dark hair and eyes.


He paid for everything with his credit card, then allowed Emily to pull him into a barbershop to have his mass of curls trimmed and tamed. “With all that hair you look like a street thug,” she had said, laughing.


“Maybe I am,” he had answered. “If I don’t remember who I am, I could be anyone.”


“Even an angel?”


“Even an angel,” he had said, smiling.


With his hair cut properly and combed, his appearance had changed a great deal, showing Emily that he was in fact a lot more handsome than she’d originally thought. When he saw the way she was looking at him, he smiled at her in such a way that her neck started getting warm.


“Stop it!” she hissed at him so the barber wouldn’t hear. “Come on, get up from there and let’s go find you a room.”


“I have a room,” he said as he stood, then looked at himself in the mirror. “This body’s not bad, is it? I’ll have to thank Michael.”


She gave him a sharp look.


“Sorry,” he said, but he didn’t look sorry. Instead, he was grinning at her in a way that made her think, Room! Must get him a room.


Once they were outside the barbershop, she led the way toward the end of town opposite from her inn. Wasn’t there a place he could stay out there?


“Emily,” he said from behind and she turned to look. He was standing before a store window and staring at women’s clothing. “There.” He was pointing toward a store dummy to her left. “That one.” The next thing Emily knew, she was in a dressing room trying on a heavenly outfit.


And now they were sitting in the ice cream parlor—Michael had ignored her protests that a banana split was not a proper lunch—and she was wearing a cream-colored silk challis dress with a beautiful pattern of flowers and a tiny rust-colored jacket. The dress was belted with a three-inch-wide, rust-colored leather belt with a mother-of-pearl buckle.


And Emily was aware that the dress was the most impractical thing she had ever worn in her life. The light color would get dirty easily and the bodice was…well, the bodice didn’t have a button on it. Instead, it was crisscrossed so that if she bent in such a way, well, a great deal of her top half would be exposed. And, as well, the bodice was altogether too tight—it showed a bit more of her shape than she wanted shown.
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