
  
  
A snowstorm, a scandal, and a secret identity blow into a writing retreat… 






Meade Godwin knew the new chef was trouble when he rescued her from a snowy ditch. All the ingredients were there.

He should have remembered: if you can't stand the heat, get out of her kitchen.
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Chapter 1




Lazlo brushed the pads of his fingers along the lovely Araminta’s soft white shoulder. Her warm, satiny flesh tempted him to do more than touch.

Justine Macko winced at the romance novel playing on her phone. She ought to turn off the book and focus on her driving instead of steaming up the windshield. The author, Andromeda Zeus, one of Justine’s favorites, was a New York Times bestseller and winner of multiple awards, but Desire’s Revenge was Zeus’s first book and contained every overblown cliché that invited mockery from snobs who didn’t understand the romance genre. 

Ms. Zeus was one of the authors she’d be feeding as the chef at The Write Place Retreat, and in a fan-girl moment, she’d downloaded a couple of audio books from the library. She hadn’t expected to get through even one of the books on what was supposed to be a five-hour trip from Brooklyn to the High Peaks region of the Adirondack Mountains, but here she was, five hours long past, her subcompact car struggling through snow that just kept falling. Meanwhile, Lazlo just kept putting the moves on his innocent heroine.

“One taste,” Lazlo begged, his lips hovering over Araminta’s. “That’s all I ask.”

“One taste leads to another,” Justine warned the naïve Araminta. “Just say no.”

“No,” Araminta moaned. “We must stop.”

“Right,” Justine muttered. “Wish I could.” Except she was in the middle of nowhere, with no stopping place in sight.

Snow toppled in drifts from the sky like broken 50-pound bags of flour, battling the fading sunlight this late afternoon in mid-February. Her windshield wipers failed to keep pace with the cascading white stuff that acted like glue once it hit the pavement and her windshield. 

Her subcompact car preferred city streets, not interstates, and definitely not roads cutting through evergreens and mountains. And she’d had no money to address her mechanic’s warning about bald tires that wouldn’t pass a safety inspection, so she’d been white-knuckling it for the last couple hours. 

A wind gust buffeted the car, pushing her into the oncoming lane. Justine yanked the steering wheel to return to her own side of the road, thanking her personal holy trinity of Julia Child, Wolfgang Puck, and Gordon Ramsey that no one was approaching. The car spun. Her phone fell. She jammed her foot on the brake, which only increased the wintery whirlpool. Gray, white, and dark, dark green blurred. Her stomach eddied in the opposite direction.

She eased off the brake pedal. The spin slowed. She pumped the brakes until the car stopped.

The highway remained deserted. Nothing in the countryside stirred except for the unrelenting snowfall.

Araminta tossed her head, sending an avalanche of sable curls tumbling down her back.

Justine took a moment to calm her racing heart. Her phone had landed on the passenger side floor, burrowing into a nest of gas receipts, reusable shopping bags, and the cache of plastic bags she’d repurposed as improvised gloves for pumping gas. So much for silencing Lazlo and Araminta. She’d have to ignore them and their now-muffled passions.

“Okay, back on the road. You can do it,” she murmured, as if the car possessed ears. She tapped the gas pedal. The little car whined. Jerked forward a few inches. The driving conditions amplified the twitchiness of the overly sensitive steering wheel. She refused to let something as trivial as weather deter her. The snow scraping the bottom of her low-riding vehicle worried her, but wasn’t she still standing after Lenny’s betrayal? Moving away from the city wasn’t accepting defeat. She was regrouping, which included dealing with the oeufing snow.

After several moments spent tapping and inching, the car finally pointed in the right direction. In the correct lane. She hoped. If highway markers existed on this stretch of the road, the snow hid them. If rumble strips grooved the pavement, her tires couldn’t find them beneath the snowpack. 

She checked the trip odometer—only a few more miles to The Write Place. 

Even her skid marks were rapidly vanishing. Her headlights failed to pierce the decreasing visibility surrounding her. She switched on the four-way flashers.

She debated a moment before going out to check the rest of her lights. Snow tumbled over the tops of her ankle boots. The two-inch heels didn’t offer much traction. She teetered to the front end of her car and cleaned off the headlights. Using fingerholds wherever she found them, she made her way to the rear. Her leather gloves weren’t meant for extreme weather or practical function, but she’d piled her suitcases on the snowbrush in the trunk. She repeated her actions on the taillights. 

Only a few more miles, she reminded herself. She lost her grip on the fender and slipped, twisting her right knee. “Puck!” She stumbled to the driver’s door and crawled inside. Heat enveloped her.

Lazlo prayed Araminta would be moist with desire when he finally groped beneath her voluminous skirts.

“Give the snow a minute to melt,” Justine suggested to the narrator. She held her frozen fingers to the heater vents. She needed them to thaw only enough to control the steering wheel as she drove the last stretch. 

Clammy denim numbed the ache in her knee as the snow coating her jeans turned icy wet. She clenched her teeth to keep them from chattering. 

“Okay,” she told Saint Lawrence, patron saint of chefs and comics, whose medallion hung from her rearview mirror. Lazlo and Araminta weren’t listening to her. They must have taken lessons from Lenny. “The joke’s over. Let’s do this.”

She clutched the steering wheel and shifted into drive. She cautiously pressed the gas pedal. The tires whined as they dug for purchase. The car jerked forward. Justine released her breath. 

“I want to protect you,” Lazlo vowed. “Keep you safe.”

“Don’t trust anything coming out of his lying, cheating mouth,” Justine advised. She spoke from experience. “You’ll only end up stranded in a blizzard in the back of beyond.” 

The falling snow mesmerized her. She blinked several times to dispel the hypnotic effect. She risked a glance at the speedometer. A whopping five miles per hour. 

“You’re too desirable,” Lazlo murmured as he slipped scarlet silk from Araminta’s shoulder. “You are enough to tempt a saint.”

“No! Don’t let him see—” 

A sudden movement ahead silenced her. A dark silhouette. Massive. In the middle of the road. Tree branches balanced on an enormous head. 

Justine slammed on the brakes. Cuisinart had nothing on a subcompact car fishtailing on a snow-slick road when it came to whirling its contents. The world dissolved to black.


      [image: ]Meade Godwin peered out his windshield at the falling snow and cursed the delay at his attorney’s office that had prevented him from leaving Manhattan in a timelier manner. When he’d called Darby Winehouse at The Write Place Retreat to give her his return ETA, she’d promised to have his cabin ready. He’d been gone only two nights, but long enough for the chill of the Adirondack High Peaks to invade his quarters. 

“We’re expecting heavy weather, so be careful,” Darby had warned.

Heavy weather? In the city, they’d call the current snowfall a blizzard. Thank God for his Hummer. The vehicle was old, a gas-guzzler, and a pain in the ass to park. He kept it for his treks to the Adirondacks. Otherwise, he paid outrageous fees for a spot in his apartment building’s garage, an expense his ex-wife continued to bitch about, although they’d finalized their divorce two years ago. 

“Your agent is here, settled in the Crown Suite,” Darby continued. “The new chef is on her way, too.”

Chef. One reason The Write Place remained his favorite retreat. Darby Winehouse excelled in taking care of her guests. The staff at the retreat handled everything from meals to laundry. The experience was worth every penny Elaine-his-Ex bitched about him spending.

And he’d spun right back to fuming about his former wife and her greedy, grasping ways. Well, she was in for one hell of a shock once she learned his new strategy. 

The windshield wipers slapping the glass applauded him. Meade’s lawyer had assured him that his plan stayed within the parameters of his spousal support agreement, and Elaine still couldn’t reveal his secret identity to the world without losing her share of his royalties. 

Now to convince his agent, who didn’t realize her Adirondack meeting with Meade included renegotiating with her favorite client. She believed Meade wanted to brainstorm the final book of his current contract, writing with the pseudonym that had made them both extremely well off. She wouldn’t want to relinquish her guaranteed income any more than Elaine-his-Ex would. 

Tough shit.

Penning romantic sex scenes bored him. His new ideas were better. Big. Bigger than the monster cocks and voluptuous tits on which Elaine insisted he’d built his career.

And speaking of racks, was that a moose blocking the road?

Meade jammed on the brakes. The Hummer fishtailed. The moose vanished behind a curtain of snow.

Holy shit! In all the times he’d driven from Manhattan to St. Huberts he’d never spotted a moose, much less come close to hitting one. 

The Hummer slid sideways before stopping in the middle of New York Route 73. He thrust the transmission into park. He regrouped for a minute. The pavement proved slicker than he’d assumed. The snow resembled a conniving woman, soft and pretty to look at, yet secretive and dangerous.

I can use the image in a book, he thought, as he shifted his vehicle into low gear and eased into his lane. He scanned both sides of the road for movement as he crept forward. Broadsiding a moose, even at low speed in his mighty Hummer, could be a disaster.

No sign of the creature. 

But what the hell was that?

He pulled to the side of the highway and stopped. Tire tracks in the snow resembled the scribbles he made when checking a pen for ink. Dim flashing orange lights caught his eye.

Damn. A car rested in the ditch. 

He grabbed his cell phone before climbing out of the Hummer. Snow nipped at his exposed skin as he drew his hood over his head. The wind chewed through his jacket with icy teeth. “Hey, Siri. Lumos!” 

The flashlight on his iPhone penetrated the descending darkness.

A tin can of a car tilted nose-first in the ditch, the engine still running. Not good. At least the blowing snow hadn’t blocked the exhaust pipe, so no danger of carbon monoxide poisoning ... yet. The car hadn’t been stuck long—a scant inch of snow coated the emergency flashers. No visible footprints meant the occupants were still inside. 

Damn. Meade only wrote heroes. 

Still, he had to help. He made his way down the steep slope of the ditch. He directed his flashlight through the driver’s window and tapped on the glass.

The woman behind the wheel shrieked. She was alone and conscious.

“Are you hurt?” Meade asked.

“I don’t think so,” the woman replied, her voice muffled by the glass.

Meade jerked open the door.

“Wait a minute! What are you doing?” 

Outrage instead of gratitude. Women were all the same.

Araminta slapped his hands. “Lazlo, please. You mustn’t touch me like that.”

“Fuck.” Of all the women in the world Meade Godwin was destined to rescue, she would have to be one of his fans. Or rather, an Andromeda Zeus fan. “Shut off the book, will you?” 

“I can’t,” the accident victim said. “My phone fell in with the trash, and I can’t reach it. You’ll have to plug your ears.”

Trash? An echo of his ex-wife’s slurs. Meade retained enough ego to resent relegation to the garbage. He opted to ignore the insult, despite agreeing that this book, his first, was not one of his better efforts. 

Ten million readers could be wrong.

“I only want a chance with you,” Lazlo declared.



“Can you get out?” Ice crunched beneath his soles as Meade stomped his feet in an effort to stay warm. 

“I don’t know,” the woman admitted. “I’m waiting for my head to stop hurting and my fingers to thaw before I retrieve my phone and call a tow truck.”

Great. She probably had a concussion.

“Not the best weather to wait in your car,” Meade pointed out. “Let me give you a ride to the resort where I’m staying, and you can deal with whatever from the lodge.”

“I don’t know you. I don’t get into cars with strangers.”

“You happen to know a local tow truck operator?” He didn’t bother to conceal his sarcasm. This woman was as annoying as any other he’d met. He wished she’d do what he suggested so he—they—could escape the weather before exposure did them in.

“You’re so cold to me,” Lazlo complained. “Have I offended you?”

“There is that,” she admitted. “What’s the resort?”

Finally. A smattering of common sense. “The Write Place.”

“Oh.” She peered at him. “That’s where I’m going. I’m the new chef.”

Her revelation simplified matters. “Hey, Siri, call The Write Place.”

The phone at the lodge rang several times before Darby answered. “Are you okay?” she asked after he’d identified himself. She sounded harassed. “The county closed the roads due to the weather. Emergency vehicles only.” 

“I’m fine, but I found your new employee in a ditch about five miles from my cabin. Shaken, but visibly unharmed. We should be there in a few minutes.”

“Oh, thank goodness. I’ve been worried about her. Chef Justine isn’t used to our weather. Is she really okay?”

“She says she is, but she’s worried I’m a serial killer.”

“You?” Darby laughed. “Put her on. I’ll vouch for you.”

As much as he would rather be sheltered in his Hummer’s heated cab, experience assured him pandering to feminine whims would be quicker. He thrust the phone at the woman. “The Write Place owner will confirm I rape and pillage only when the temperature is above sixty-eight degrees and sunny.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Whoever this person was—Meade something-or-other, not that he’d introduced himself—he was cranky. Justine’s new boss, Darby Winehouse, had assured Justine that Meade was harmless. Clearly Darby had never encountered the man in a snit. 

He’d been peeved about the audio book. He’d been peeved while she searched for her phone. He’d been peeved when she swatted his hand as he reached in to turn off her flashers and because she’d hesitated to climb into a vehicle with a strange man.

Peeved morphed to cantankerous when he’d asked if she owned a hat, and she’d pulled a chef’s toque from her tote. 

But cranky was nothing compared to how ornery he got when she’d tried to stand on her twisted knee and fell into the snow with a shriek. Not due to the cold, but from the pain.

He’d ended up tossing her over his shoulder like a fifty-pound bag of rice, muttering f-bombs and other curses as he scrambled out of the ditch. 

At least he’d gone back to fetch her tote and a suitcase when she’d asked.

“Thank you.” She’d snatched her tote bag from him. 

“Put your seatbelt on,” he’d demanded, as he tossed her luggage in the back seat. 

The icicles formerly known as fingers inside her gloves didn’t want to cooperate.

More curses as he fastened the locking mechanism for her, punctuated with disparaging insults about wearing leather gloves in a snowstorm.

“The weather was fine when I left Brooklyn,” she’d informed him.

Only to be lambasted for not checking the Adirondack weather report instead of listening to a trashy romance novel. “‘Trashy’ was your word, not mine,” he reminded her. 

What? She loved romance novels. Okay, the one playing as she drove wasn’t the greatest, but who was he to sneer at any writer? He probably wrote depressing, gritty literature, if he wrote anything at all.

Now he stayed silent. Tense. Hunched over the steering wheel. Justine wasn’t about to break his concentration. One ditch a night was enough.

Five miles, he’d told Darby. His cabin.

Justine had done her research on The Write Place before applying for the position. She’d learned there were four suites in the main lodge and three cabins scattered in the woods surrounding Nippletop Lake. Authors and other literary types traipsed to the mountains for peace, quiet, and no distractions. The former Great Camp offered no internet, cable or satellite television, and unreliable cell phone service. Guests escaped civilization in order to work. 

Isolation didn’t mean bad food. The retreat promised to feed its guests well—the reason Justine had been hired. She could manage the new job with one hand tied behind her back—as long as she retained the use of her knife hand. Oh, and access to ingredients. The storm might create an issue with supplies.

Snow, darkness, evergreens, more snow. This version of New York State was alien to her. Where were the skyscrapers? The street and traffic lights? If not the urban version, she’d settle for the rolling vineyards of the Finger Lakes or the majesty of Niagara Falls—anything other than this bleak landscape.

Meade swore and hit the brakes at the same time he yanked on the steering wheel. The oversized vehicle teetered. “I missed the damn turnoff to the cabin.”

Justine learned it was possible for a human to actually growl.

He shifted into reverse and tried to back up. 

The engine echoed his growl. The gargantuan tires spun as uselessly as her car’s tiny ones had, proving that bigger wasn’t necessarily better. 

He tried rocking the SUV—reverse, drive, reverse, drive—the oversized man mobile wouldn’t budge. After a few minutes of going nowhere, he put the transmission in park. His thumbs beat a tattoo on the steering wheel. “We’re stuck.” 

She bit back her you think response. After all, he’d rescued her. She could be civil. In fact, she had good reasons to be civil. She needed him to enjoy her cooking. Her much-needed job depended on pleasing the guests.

Insecurity in the kitchen had never been an issue for her until recently. 

No. Don’t dwell on the past. The Write Place offered her a chance to reclaim herself. Get back on her feet. Recapture her culinary mojo. She refused to squander the opportunity by pitying herself.

“Want me to drive while you get out and push?” she offered. 

He snorted. “What part of stuck don’t you get?”

She said nothing—a hard-learned lesson for her.

Meade instructed his phone to dial Darby. “We’re stuck at the turnoff. Any way Heath can meet us with a sled to help your new cook?”

Justine bristled. She was a classically trained chef, not a cook. Not that she would expect a person who growled and snorted to understand the difference.

“That bad, huh? Okay.” He disconnected and resumed tapping the steering wheel. “The groundskeeper is picking up a guest from the bus stop in Keene. We’re on our own. We’re approximately a mile from my place. The lodge is a mile beyond my cabin. Think you can walk a couple miles?”

“Sure,” she chirped, then cringed. She wasn’t a chirpy woman. 

As far as hiking a mile in deep snow, her knee throbbed like a boiling pot on a burner. Her toes weren’t doing much better. Her head hurt as if struck by a meat mallet. But long hours on her feet in the kitchen had made her tough.

“What about my luggage?” She could manage her tote. In fact, she wouldn’t leave without it. The suitcase was another story. 

“It stays. Too much of a struggle in deep snow.”

“All right.” 

See? She could be agreeable, despite rumors to the contrary. 

She grabbed the handles of her tote and secured them on her shoulder. “All set.” Not quite a chirp, but still too perky. 

“Then let’s go.” He switched off the ignition.

Justine tumbled out of the SUV into knee high snow. The only way she could plunge through the drifts was in someone’s wake—if her twisted knee would support her weight.

She was so screwed. 

“I’ll follow you,” she shouted, but the wind whisked her words in the opposite direction. 

Meade rounded the hood of his vehicle. “Hold on to the back of my coat.”

Justine hoisted the straps of her tote higher on her shoulder. They slid into the crook of her elbow. She fumbled against Meade’s back until she found a belt loop to clutch. Her knuckles ached as she forced them to bend. 

Pain flashed in her right knee. She stumbled against Meade, who uttered another colorful, creative curse. Her vision blurred. Or the snow created an optical illusion. The wind snatched at her hair and scarf and tried to invade her lungs. She would never make it to shelter. Stepping in Meade’s tracks didn’t help. She tugged on his coat. 

“What?” 

Even when he shouted, the wind whistling in her ears blocked his words. “I can’t do this. I’ll go back and wait for you in your car.”

Instead of arguing with her, he simply upended her again and tossed her over his shoulder. 


      [image: ]Now you have a plot for Andromeda’s final book. The story is practically writing itself. Snowed-in is a popular trope. Forced proximity. Ought to sell millions. 

Not that Meade planned on seducing Darby’s new cook. 

He found telling himself the story helped with the physical challenge of trudging through calf-high snow with a woman hanging over his shoulder. As long as he kept moving, he’d be okay. 

The going was slow. The mile from the road to his cabin was a finite measurement. He wasn’t wandering into uncharted Adirondack wilderness. The clear-cut trail guided him. Yeah, a few people had vanished forever in the six-million-acre park, but not him. Not tonight. Unless he strayed from the trail, he’d arrive at his cabin. Eventually.

Frostbite and hypothermia were still concerns.

After what seemed like an hour battling the weather, a light flickering between snowflakes and trees beckoned him. His porch. The usually annoying solar security light marked the end of his trek.

His legs and shoulders ached. The cold had turned his bones to icicles. His bundle hadn’t stirred or made a sound in a while. 

He stomped his feet as he crossed the porch and managed to punch the date his divorce was finalized onto the keypad lock. A blast of heat and the scent of burning wood welcomed them into the cabin. Meade lowered Justine to the bench to the right of the door before flicking on the light.

She collapsed against the wall. Meade wasn’t sure she was conscious until she lifted her head and brushed her snow-mottled hair away from her face. Red cheeks indicated frostnip, not the more serious frostbite. The bluish lump growing from one side of her forehead, however, presented another matter.

“What happened to your head?” he asked as he tugged off his gloves. 

Justine blinked amber-colored eyes at him. Or were her eyes a shade of topaz? He’d have to consult his inner romance hero. Later.

She winced as she prodded the bump with one finger. “I must have hit it when the car went into the ditch.”

The lucid answer didn’t ease his concern. He had no idea how long she’d been stranded. He dropped his jacket to the floor. 

“We need to get out of these wet clothes,” he said. “I’ll lend you something until you get your suitcase. I’ll try to call Darby and let her know you’re okay.”

Justine clutched her brown leather bag to her chest, staring at him as if he were crazy. 

He remembered the silly chef hat she’d tried to pass off as winter wear. “Unless you have a change of clothes in your bag?”

“I don’t.” She sounded pissy.

“Then take off those ridiculous boots while I scrounge up something for you.”

He unlaced his boots and toed them off, feeling smug because he’d worn winter-sensible clothing for his trip north, unlike the waif shivering on his bench. 

When he emerged from his bedroom wearing fresh jeans, a white fisherman’s sweater, and thick socks to protect his feet from the cold floorboards, he found Justine still on the bench. She’d removed her useless boots, coat, and scarf. Her skinny jeans were wet from ankle to crotch. Her cabernet-colored velour top might have been substantial enough for a sunny September day in Central Park; February in the Adirondacks required more. 

But the garment did look touchable, especially where the fabric cupped her breasts.

Take notes later, Meade reminded himself. Andromeda’s readers loved his detailed descriptions. Women—except the ones he wrote—confused him. As long as he considered Justine a character in one of his books, he’d be okay.

Justine’s cheeks weren’t quite as red as they’d been, which he took as a good sign. The lump on her forehead appeared bluer, though, and the skin that wasn’t red or blue was decidedly paler. Then he noticed she was asleep.

Not good. Between a possible concussion and hypothermia, his scanty knowledge of first aid suggested she needed to be awake. He jostled her shoulder. She mumbled a response. Gripping her arm, he shook her again.

“What?” She glared at him. “Don’t touch me.”

“Here.” He handed her a blue and black buffalo plaid flannel shirt and a pair of black sweatpants with a drawstring waist. She could roll up the cuffs so she wouldn’t trip. “You can change in the bathroom.”

Her wet, skin-tight denim jeans would be a challenge to remove. Not his problem. 

“I can’t,” she muttered, her glare fading a touch.

“Do you need help?” The words clogged his throat. Undressing her was not a place he wanted to go, yet his imagination persisted in providing indecent details.

“I can’t stand,” she admitted, her tone glum. 

She’d not only removed her outerwear and boots, but also her socks. Cherry-colored polish on her tiny toes gleamed in the dim light. Her left foot was slender and delicate, while the right was swollen to twice the size of the other. 

No wonder he’d had to carry her to the cabin. “What the hell?”

“I twisted my knee when I brushed the snow off my lights.”

“You brushed snow off your lights after your accident?”

Justine narrowed her eyes. “Before, wise guy.”

She needed help to get those jeans off. “You can’t stay in wet clothes.” 

Panic flared in Justine’s eyes. 

Meade laid the facts out for her. “Right now, you’re at risk for hypothermia, a concussion, and I’m not counting whatever you did to your leg. We’re talking basic first aid here. And if your leg is as swollen as your foot, your jeans may need to be cut off you.”

He needed a drink. He should have started a pot of coffee as soon as he’d changed. Too bad he’d left his Knob Creek in his Hummer, but his hands had been full.

Justine snatched the flannel shirt from him. Two of her could have fit inside the garment. She pulled it on, rolling the sleeves until her fingers emerged before she buttoned the front from collar to hem. Then she plunged her hand into her leather bag and pulled out a knife. 








  
  
Chapter 3




Justine gripped her chef’s knife. The eight-inch carbon steel blade glinted in the dim light of the room. Caring for one’s knives was one of the first lessons taught in culinary school, and she kept hers sharp. Her custom-made tote contained special compartments for her collection, which is why she refused to leave it behind when Meade insisted on carrying her through the snow. 

“Whoa.” Meade took a step back. “Wait. Right. Cutting off your jeans. Isn’t that knife a little big?”

What did he think she was doing? Attacking him? 

Unfortunately, he was right about the size of the blade. Between the wet fabric and the swelling in her knee, there wasn’t much space to maneuver a large knife.

She located a paring knife and handed it to Meade. “I can’t reach, so you’ll have to help. Start at the hem.” 

What a waste. She loved these jeans, but the wet denim leeched heat from her body. Even worse, slicing the heavy fabric would ruin one of her beloved knives, and she couldn’t afford a replacement.

“Scissors would work better,” he said as he hacked at the hem.

“Too difficult to resharpen,” Justine explained. “And please pay attention to what you’re doing. I don’t need my leg sliced open. My knives are sharp.”

He grunted. 

What was it with this man and his animal sounds?

He notched the double layer of denim before setting aside the knife. He gripped the material in both hands. The fabric separated parallel to the seam.

The warmth of his fingers against her chilled flesh startled her. She jerked as he yanked, needing to escape the contact. Her unnatural reaction to his big, strong hands made her nervous. She’d sworn off men after Lenny. Even worse, Meade was one of the retreat’s guests. Forbidden fruit.

His hands fell away from her leg. She didn’t dare look at him, not wanting to know if he’d been affected by the contact or if the zing had been one sided.

Justine pulled apart the edges of the pant leg. Her knee was swollen. No wonder she hurt. “How am I supposed to stand on this? My knee looks like a cantaloupe.”

“Nah. It’s smoother, like a honeydew,” Meade said. 

“Very funny.” Justine did not sound amused, although she’d made the joke first. Or maybe she wasn’t joking. The size of her knee wasn’t a laughing matter.

No wonder he’d had to carry her. The aches in his arms and legs from hauling her through the deep snow were insignificant in comparison. 

“Hey. You’re the cook. You’re supposed to know the differences between melons. I’m not a doctor, either, but I’m gonna say you need medical attention.”

Justine brushed a long hank of hair off her cheek. Vivid pink no longer stained her face. Meade had no idea if her pallor was natural or frostbite white. 

“Can you get your jeans off now? I’ll give you some privacy.” 

He set the knife on the coffee table, patted his pocket to make sure he had his phone, and climbed the steep stairs to the upper level. 

The second story loft, open to the first floor, contained an office complete with desk, rolling chair, and a futon. A quilted curtain hanging on a rod could close the opening to the lower level. Cell phone service, if available, tended to be better closest to the roof. 

His phone showed one bar. He hoped the signal was enough to call the main lodge.

Darby answered, sounding more stressed than she had before. 

“Is there anyone around with medical experience?” Meade asked. “Your new employee isn’t in as good a shape as I thought.”

“Cam is working the storm. Heath was a medic in the army, but he isn’t back from the bus stop yet.” Darby’s husband, Cameron, was a forest ranger. Heath was the groundskeeper for the retreat. “Where are you?” 

“My cabin.” Meade lowered his voice and detailed Justine’s condition, along with his limited grasp of contradictory first aid treatments: ice here, heat elsewhere.

“I guess she won’t be reporting for work tonight.” Darby sounded resigned. “Keep her warm and don’t let her fall asleep. As soon as Cam or Heath get back, I’ll have one of them get in touch.” She ended the call.

Meade’s muse begged to write this scenario, except his editor would never buy the premise. She’d call it unrealistic and far-fetched while ignoring the hundreds of dukes populating historical romance fiction bookstore shelves.

As he descended the stairs, cooler air hit his face. The loft always hoarded the heat from the woodstove. He’d have to remember to keep the privacy curtain closed. Too bad Justine couldn’t climb the stairs. 

He paused midway to make sure she was decent. Her jeans were a sodden pile on the orange rug. His sweatpants were a loose fit on her, except for her right leg.

He continued to the main floor. 

Justine’s head rested awkwardly against the wall, her throat exposed, and eyes closed. If he were a vampire—or wrote vampire books—he would take the pose as an invitation. Her white-knuckled fingers remained curled around the haft of her knife.

He supposed he should wake her. He didn’t have a thermometer to take her temperature, but he did have hot coffee. Or there was always the popular romance trope of relieving hypothermia by sharing naked body heat.

Yeah. Sure, if he wanted to be deboned. 

At least he could move her from the bench to a more comfortable spot.

She didn’t stir when he lifted her, which concerned him almost as much as the knife he didn’t dare pluck from her grip. The sweatpants sagged against her slim hips. There wasn’t very much of her. Shouldn’t a chef have more meat on her bones?

He forced his thoughts away from the slender body in his arms and tried to forget the tingle that had surged straight to his groin when he’d touched her bare calf—not even an interesting body part. The real priority was the bump on her head that ought to be iced. Her knee, too. His horniness had no place in the scene.

Once he’d settled her on the couch, he checked the freezer while the coffee maker burbled. The kitchen had been stocked with personalized emergency rations, all part of the retreat’s service. Meade always requested coffee, pasta, jars of tomato sauce, various cheeses, and crackers. Otherwise, meals were delivered three times a day by the staff chef—who currently languished in his cabin.

Sure enough, only a solitary tray of cubes meant for his whiskey populated the freezer. Not one bag of frozen vegetables was available to act as an icepack. 

His stomach echoed the gurgling coffee maker. Between the blizzard and the injured cook, Meade doubted a meal would magically materialize tonight. That meant pasta and sauce for supper, same as if he were home, and didn’t want food delivered. He put a pot of water on to boil.

The coffee maker sputtered to the end of its cycle. Freshly brewed java had to be one of the best aromas in the world. Meade pulled two mugs from the cupboard. He drank his black, but Justine might want cream or sweetener. He thought he’d seen sugar and fake creamer powder in the condiment cupboard.

She’d slept long enough. He rounded the corner to the living area. As he set her mug on the table in front of the couch, he noticed her lips were slightly parted. Drool trickled from one corner of her mouth. More importantly, her fingers were loose on the giant knife. He reached in to pluck the weapon from her grasp.

She lurched upright. She yanked the knife toward the back of the couch. “What the Puck?”

Puck? Was she a hockey fan? A Shakespearean scholar?

Thank goodness she hadn’t lunged. “I needed to wake you and didn’t want you to skewer me,” he explained. “You might have a concussion. You might have hypothermia. Both conditions require the victim to be awake.”

“I am not a victim.” Justine bit out the words between clenched teeth. 

“Right. The weather and your leg are conspiring against you.”

She slumped in her seat and wiped her mouth with her free hand. 

“I made coffee. Might help with the cold.” Meade gestured toward the steaming mug. 

Her fingers brushed the lump on her forehead. She winced. “Thanks. I don’t feel frozen, so I’m going to take being thawed as a positive sign.” 

She set her knife on the table and lifted the mug, holding it to her nose. She closed her eyes, sniffed, sipped, and groaned. Her eyes opened, and her lips curved upward. “Thank you for the rescue.”

Her smile was deadlier than her knife, shredding Meade’s defenses with a precision that stunned him. “I’m fixing spaghetti and sauce for dinner, if you want to eat,” he offered, grateful his voice didn’t betray his less-than-gentlemanly thoughts.

The softness in her face dissolved. “What kind of sauce?”

“Whatever jar they stocked for me.”

“No. You will not eat sauce from a jar.” Justine lurched upright. “I will not eat sauce from a jar.” 

“It’s not bad stuff for emergency rations.”

She responded with a sound he wouldn’t dare replicate on the page. Andromeda’s heroines exhibited a full range of emotional outbursts; Justine created a new one.

She set her mug on the coffee table and wriggled into an upright position. “I’ll fix a fresh sauce for your pasta.” She tried to stand. Instead, she toppled onto the couch with a whimper.

“As I said, spaghetti with sauce from a jar.” Meade struggled to hide his amusement. 

“Help me to the kitchen.” Authority rang in her voice. 

He recognized the tone. Elaine-his-ex devoured television cooking shows despite her aversion to kitchens. Watching gave her a topic to discuss with her friends. All the chefs spoke in the same commanding manner: “Do as I say or suffer the consequences.” Moving would keep Justine awake, although it might further damage her leg. 

Yet he hesitated to assist her to the kitchen. Yes, the journey was only a few feet, but he didn’t want to touch her. Not now. Outside, in the deep snow, had been one thing. She’d been bundled in her city-style winter wear. He’d been focused on his footing in the treacherous snow and worried about dropping her. Now she wore his clothes next to her skin, which he found disturbingly intimate. He’d already noticed too much about her: the texture of her complexion; the way her velvet sweater cupped her nice-sized breasts; the honey color of her hair as strands dribbled over her shoulders. 

He tried to blame his reactions on concern about frostbite. She was an attractive woman with a refreshing attitude.  

And off limits. She was staff, for God’s sake. 

Now he sounded like a Regency rake considering a tumble with the queen’s chamber maid. 

“Hello?” Justine interrupted his musings. “Kitchen.”

The woman had threatened to gut him. Her actions should have dampened any residual lust flickering through his body, not intrigued him. And certainly not aroused him.  








  
  
Chapter 4




Justine wavered between outrage and pity. Pasta sauce from a jar indeed. Not while she had life in her body. 

The meat-mallet-to-the-head pain had morphed into a cleaver embedded in her skull. Her stomach roiled from the pain—or from Meade’s terrible coffee. 

Pasta would quell the nausea. A nice spaghetti aglio e olio, using ingredients found in any kitchen: olive oil, garlic, and red pepper flakes. Oh, the recipe loved being fancied up with Parmesan, lemon, fresh parsley, and so on, but the dish’s beauty lay in its simplicity. Justine could prepare the entrée in her sleep. Once she got to the oeufing kitchen. 

She grabbed the sofa arm and tried to stand again, making sure most of her weight settled on her uninjured left leg. The pain in her knee bit in with poisoned fangs. She bumped into the table. Coffee sloshed from the mug to the wood. She limped to the end of the sofa. 

“Oh, for…” Meade finally moved to assist her. 

The top of her head barely reached his armpit. He splayed the fingers of his massive hands across her ribs as he propelled her toward the kitchen. He gave off so much heat she wondered why he bothered with the woodstove in the corner and why his touch sent shivers through her anyway.

“I’m a pro at cooking spaghetti,” he muttered as he guided her. “The water is boiling.”

“I am a cooking pro,” Justine reminded him. She tried not to lean into his body. “Did you salt the water?”

“No.” Meade guided her around a chair. “I try not to eat extra sodium.”

“Yet you eat sauce from a jar. Have you ever read the label?”

He grunted something unintelligible.

The kitchen was little more than a cupboard sized galley. The stove resembled a two-burner hotplate. An apartment-sized fridge, toaster oven, coffee maker, and half-sized microwave made up the rest of the appliances. Counter space was practically nonexistent.

Naturally the cabin kitchenettes would barely be functional. She was the retreat’s chef. She wouldn’t be prepping meals in the individual cabins. Darby had emailed photos of the kitchen in the main lodge, a more-than adequate facility. The kitchenettes were a just-in-case plan. This snowy night proved the point. 

Meade propped her against the counter. “How much salt?”

Normally, Justine would have measured with her hand, but she hadn’t washed them since using the bathroom at a thruway rest area. She eyed the pan rocking on the burner. “Tablespoon. I also need a skillet, extra virgin olive oil, a head of garlic, and a few red pepper flakes. Oh, and my knives to slice the garlic.”

Meade snorted as he rummaged through a bottom cupboard. “Head of garlic? You’re not at the supermarket. There might be a shaker of garlic salt. If you’re lucky.”

Not a true kitchen, she reminded herself. Emergency facilities.

Meade dropped a battered skillet on the free burner, then opened another cupboard. “No olive oil, only vegetable. You’re in luck, though. There’s garlic powder and red pepper flakes.” He placed the spices and oil on the counter. 

Justine washed her hands before making quick work of the sauce. Even questionable vegetable oil and garlic powder were better than jarred red chemicals. She leaned against the counter, keeping her weight off her injured leg. She improvised the lack of a ladle with a heavy mug to scoop pasta water from the boiling pot to stir into the oil and garlic mixture.

“Pasta is done. Can you drain it?” She didn’t dare try to lift the heavy pot with her knee hurting the way it did. Besides, if she didn’t keep yanking up the sweatpants, they’d puddle at her feet and trip her.

Her hands trembled as she stirred the contents of the skillet with a tablespoon. How would she cook for an entire resort when she couldn’t stand? She was going to lose her job. A job she desperately needed—not only due to her debt, but because the location took her way from the city, away from the gossip and innuendo about why she’d lost Just Food. Away from Lenny.


      [image: ]Meade couldn’t latch onto a single thought from the whirlwind in his head. Elaine-the-ex would have asked what else was new. His confusion this time was different. Why was he catering to a snippy woman? If Justine wasn’t being snippy, she was hostile. She’d pulled a knife on him, for Christ’s sake. 

Steam from the boiling spaghetti water blasted his face as he dumped the contents of the pot into the drainer in the sink.

Justine might be surly, but she didn’t whine. She hadn’t uttered a single complaint. 

Her stoicism was refreshing. Elaine grumbled and criticized everything. Justine—improvised. He’d seen her swollen knee and figured she had to be hurting. Yet she’d hauled herself off the couch to the kitchen to cook dinner. Sure, she’d condemned his choice of sauce, but she’d presented an immediate solution. Meade reluctantly respected her determination. 

“Shake the colander a few times, then pour the pasta into the skillet,” Justine instructed. “I don’t suppose you have Parmesan cheese.”

“Sure do,” he said, as he followed her directions.

He pulled plates from the cupboard while she coated the spaghetti with her fantastic-smelling concoction. 

The only thing Elaine ever made for dinner was phone calls for meal delivery or reservations. 

He found the familiar Astroturf green shaker of grated cheese in the refrigerator.

“Do you have a serving bowl?” Justine turned off the stove.

“Why dirty another dish?” Meade figured he was on cleanup duty, not one of his favorite places to be. The fewer items they used the better.

Justine made a neutral sound, neither agreeing nor disagreeing with him. Then she spied the tube in his hand. “That’s not Parmesan.” 

“The label says different.”

“The label lies. In fact, it’s not even one-hundred percent cheese.”

“According to the label it is.”

“The label says one-hundred-percent grated, not one-hundred percent cheese. What you have is a Parmesan style cheese containing additives and preservatives. Cellulose powder, which is refined wood pulp. Genuine Parmesan is like Champagne. Parmesan comes from Parma in Italy. Champagne is an area of France. Only products from those regions can be called genuine.”

Meade had been eating this grated cheese his whole life. “It’s fine. Trust me.”

Justine froze. 

Okay. She had trust issues. He should have recognized her paranoia sooner. When she’d pulled the knife on him would have been a good time. 

“Let’s get you to the table,” he said. “I’ll handle dinner from here.”

She closed her eyes once she was seated. The dark lump on her forehead intensified the paleness of her face. 

He plated the spaghetti and brought their meals to the table. “Dinner smells better than it looks.”

She opened one eye. “It would be better with fresh garlic, olive oil, and genuine Parmesan.” 

“I’m not a gourmet.” He added plenty of cheese to the anemic-looking strands on his plate. Spaghetti, in his opinion, required tomato sauce.

“I never would have guessed.” She opened her other eye and twirled her fork in the pile of pasta on her plate.

Food snob. 

He lifted his fork to his mouth. Flavor exploded on his tongue. He swallowed. “This is amazing.”

“Thanks.” She barely acknowledged him, her focus on eating.

Her silence was strangely comfortable. The woodstove creaked and occasionally popped. Forks scraped against glass plates. Snow tapped at the windows. Coyotes howled in the distance. 

Elaine would want high-brow instrumental music playing softly in the background. A fancy wine to accompany the simple meal. Imported-from-Italy Parmesan, once she learned the difference. No pasta on the menu, though. She’d banished gluten and carbs from her diet years ago. Meade didn’t care for wine or fancy food. Sauce from a jar suited him because he didn’t have to think to cook it. Simply toss a cup in the microwave for a couple minutes while the spaghetti boiled, and voila! Dinner. 

Justine’s creation was an agreeable change.

A pounding on the door interrupted his musings.

Justine jumped. She must have been in her zone, too. 

Meade found Heath Remington, groundskeeper, and all-around maintenance worker at The Write Place on the porch. He uselessly stomped his feet on the snow-covered planks. “Darby said you’ve got the new cook, and she’s injured.”

“I’m not a cook. I am a chef,” Justine called from the table. 

“She’s a chef,” Meade repeated, as he stepped aside to let Heath enter. 

“Right.” One corner of Heath’s mouth crooked up as he slid a backpack off his shoulder. He sat on the bench to unlace his boots. “Darby wanted me to take a look at her.” 

Meade didn’t know Heath well, but something about the other man irritated Meade, more so tonight than usual.

“What’s wrong with her?” Heath pulled off one boot.

Meade listed the possibilities. When he mentioned her knee resembled a honeydew melon, Heath arched one eyebrow.

Did people practice facial calisthenics in a mirror?

God. Now he was channeling one of his book heroes obsessing about the heroine. 

Heath’s second boot dropped to the doormat. He snagged his backpack and headed toward Justine. Kneeling on the floor next to her, he introduced himself. “Heath Remington, groundskeeper.” 

“Justine Macko, the new chef.” She offered her hand. “You have a name straight out of a romance novel.”

Meade made a mental note to never give the name “Heath” to a character. Except for a villain, he amended.

Heath grimaced. “Not a hero. Former Army medic. Let’s start with the golf ball on your forehead.” He fished a penlight from his backpack and shone the narrow beam in Justine’s eyes. He asked her a few questions in a gentle tone. 

Justine quietly responded. No sniping. No threats. Why didn’t she sharpen her wit on Heath? Even worse, why did Meade even care?

“You might have a mild concussion,” Heath diagnosed. “You should ice the lump.”

“What about frostbite?” Meade barely contained his testiness.

“No sign on her face.” Heath’s thumb brushed Justine’s forehead. “If you don’t have ice, grab a bowl of snow from your porch. Okay, now for your honeydew melon knee. Loop your arms around my neck so I can carry you to the couch.” 

Annoyance skittered in Meade’s gut, as Justine meekly complied. Heath lifted her as if she were an armful of firewood. Meade knew better. He’d carried her over a mile, battling drifts and howling wind, which was a lot harder than walking a few paces in a warm, cozy cabin. Her indifference to his feat irked him.

Why was she so cooperative with Heath? Unless she had a penchant for soldiers—even former soldiers. The romance genre loved men in uniform. He should know. Andromeda had written a lucrative Navy SEAL series. 

He needed to busy himself, so he opened the woodstove door and poked at the fire. Sparks snapped. One burning log disintegrated beneath his prodding. He shoved another hunk of wood in the firebox. Smoke counterattacked and polluted the air.

“You need help?” Heath asked.

“No.” Meade slammed the door and latched it. 

The leftover spaghetti should be refrigerated, and the dishes needed washing, but he didn’t want to leave Justine alone with Heath. 

“Let’s get these sweatpants off you,” Heath told Justine.

“Roll up the leg,” Meade grumbled.

“Turn your backs,” Justine said. “Both of you.”

Meade signaled Heath to join him in  the kitchen. 

Heath smirked. “She should take ibuprofen or acetaminophen for her headache. Ibuprofen would be better, to help with any swelling,” he said, as he followed Meade. He checked out the leftovers in the skillet. “Dinner smells good. Testing the new chef’s skills?”

Meade didn’t want to discuss Justine with Heath. All the talk about lumps and swelling had his inner romance author snickering.  His logic had flown up the stove pipe with the sparks and smoke. Instead, he focused on listening to the rustle of clothing. Was that hiss an inhale between clenched teeth or gas escaping a burning log? If he offered to assist her, would she come at him with one of her knives?

He didn’t want to consider her reaction if Heath had made the offer.
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