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CHAPTER ONE
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Ruby Black looked up from the paperwork she was doing and frowned at the people standing in her doorway. She immediately looked at her watch and then the clock on the wall. “Y’all are early, aren’t you?” It was going on four in the morning, usually, the others didn’t arrive until six.

“Only a little,” Amber, who stood in the front, said. She entered and put a coffee cup on the desk before Ruby. “Didn’t you see the announcement on the board? Said everyone had to be here by five for a meeting.”

“Oh, that.” Ruby waved it off and picked up the coffee and leaned back in her chair. “Shouldn’t affect me one bit.”

“How can you say that?” Larry, the executive chef for their kitchen, looked at her in shock. “He’s not only the owner’s son, but he’s a two-time award-winning James Beard chef. He’s worked in kitchens all over the world. He’s French-trained, and even though I don’t swing that way he’s gorgeous.”

“He is.” Amber grinned at Ruby.

“And?” Ruby frowned as she waved that off again.

“Aren’t you a bit worried about your job?” Larry asked.

“No.”

“How can you say that?” Several people asked in shock.

“Did y’all happen to read his bio?”

“Yes.” Several answered, “What about it?”

“He knows nothing about pastry. Openly admits it and is not ashamed about it either, so he should have no excuse to be on my side of the kitchen.” She grinned when they looked at her in shock. She stood when she heard a bell go off and motioned for everyone to move so she could get to the ovens. She turned off the alarm, opened the oven and began pulling trays of pastries. Several of the chefs moaned, and when they reached for one she slapped their hands.

“Y’all better get to work. Don’t want the newbie to see you standing around,” she said as she transferred the pastries to a tray and prepared the next batch to go in the oven. She lost herself in her work and didn’t pay any attention to what was going on in the other part of the kitchen. She had her own little corner of the enormous kitchen, and she loved it. She was the pastry chef at Cunningham Resort here in Martha’s Vineyard. She’d been hired when they opened their doors four years ago. She loved her job. She was getting the pastries ready for the Sunday Brunch the Resort had every week.

Ruby glanced at her watch and began fixing the trays she’d take out to the dining room for the Brunch. She frowned when she saw all the other chefs and cooks standing around.

“Whatcha, y’all doin?” She asked and cleared her throat when she heard her accent. When she was busy or lost in her work, she forgot to slow her speech down so that people could understand her. Being from the Appalachian Mountains of West Virginia in the middle of hillbilly country was hard to conceal.

Executive Chef Larry sighed. “We’re still waiting for Chef Cunningham to arrive. The memo said to be here by five. We were all here at four. It’s going on six.”

Ruby only snorted, then looked at them and shrugged. “What do you expect from someone who thinks they’re god’s gift to the cooking world and a Cunningham to boot? You’re the executive chef, go about your business like this is just any other Sunday. The Brunch starts in fifteen minutes, you got your stuff ready? If I was y’all, I’d go about your bizness and if he shows he does, if not, well, we’ll know he’s not to be trusted.”

Ruby saw the others get back to work, and Larry, the executive chef in charge of the kitchen, started giving directions to the others and before long the hum of a well-organized and run kitchen filled the air. Ruby took her trays out to the dining room and displayed the pastries. Once satisfied by the display, she turned and headed back into the kitchen. Back in her corner, she cleaned up her mess and began the next one.
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In the Presidential Suite of the Resort, Liam Cunningham rolled over and cracked one eye open and glanced at the clock. The woman in the bed next to him reached for him but when he saw the time he swore, threw the blankets back and hurried into the bathroom and directly into the shower. The blast of cold water began to clear his head and he was swearing under his breath through his whole shower.

He didn’t bother shaving and quickly went back into the bedroom and began pulling his clothes out. The woman, he’d forgotten her name, was sitting naked in the center of the bed. “Come back to bed.”

“Can’t, I’m already late.” He removed his towel, donned his boxers, then a pair of black dress pants, a sleeveless tee then a white chef’s coat. He quickly dressed his feet, grabbed his notebook, briefcase, and the lists of the chefs and cooks in the kitchen he was late getting to.

“I don’t know when I’ll be back, not until late. Order room service or something, then get the hell out.”

“Are you sure? We had such a good time last night.”

“I’m,” he said coldly. “But you lied to me. So no, we won’t be hooking up again. Any the ideas you have swimming in that empty head of yours won’t be realized.”

“That was rude, and I did not lie.”

“You knew I prefer redheads. You were a blonde when we hooked up a year ago. So I know you’re not a natural red. And I overheard you tell your girlfriends that you couldn’t wait to hook a Cunningham. Not happening. I only picked you up at the bar because I had an itch that needed to be scratched. You were easy to pick up.” He shrugged, not feeling a bit sorry for his rude words and treatment of the woman, who he still didn’t remember her name.

“How dare you.” The woman jumped to her feet, quickly put her clothes on and stormed out of the room.

“At least I got rid of her.” He sighed and waited five minutes before he left the room, hoping she was already back to her own room. The problem with going to all the Cunningham Resorts was that yes, there were a lot of rich women and debutante’s to pick up, but nine times out of ten they were looking to hook their claws into him only for his family name and money. No one could handle his penchant to work long hours and only focus on his work. That was one of the good things about going from Resort to Resort for only three or four months at a time.

The downside is that he didn’t have time to meet anyone and have a serious relationship. He was only twenty eight but eventually he wanted to settle down with a good girl, get married, and have kids. He had made a decision a year ago that in order to find a woman who met his needs with his work schedule he’d have to find someone he worked with. He didn’t mix business with pleasure, but he figured that was the only way he would be able to find someone who would understand his passion and dedication to his job.

In the elevator he looked at his watch and swore. He was never late for anything in his life. Hell, he’d even been born two weeks early. He frowned when the elevator stopped at every floor and by the time he reached the lobby he was an hour late.

Walking through the dining room he saw that the Brunch bar had been set up, even though it was only seven in the morning, he knew it would be replenished with lunch items around ten thirty. At least that’s what his research of this Resort had told him. Even though he was Liam Cunningham, the heir apparent to the Cunningham Empire, which included twenty-five high end Resorts up and down the eastern seaboard with ten more in the stages of development.

It was his job as the Executive Chef for the Resorts to go to every Resort and work for a few months to make sure everything ran smoothly. Today was his first time ever in this Resort situated in Martha’s Vineyard. He walked into the kitchen and saw controlled chaos. He took a deep breath and smiled at the noise and movement of all the people present.

“Can I help you?” A blonde woman asked him. “Oh god, it’s you!” She practically screamed and Liam watched as everyone looked in his direction and knives were put down, fires turned off beneath pans and everyone seemed to stand to attention. He heard water splashing on the other side of the kitchen and frowned in that direction.

“I’d like everyone’s attention please,” he called out and everyone gathered around except for the person washing dishes on the other side of the kitchen. He started to walk over there but then the person turned and he sucked in his breath at the beauty of the woman. He’d bet his inheritance that she was a natural redhead, but she was tiny. Hell she looked like she could fit in the huge mixing bowl she was wrestling with and as he rushed forward to help she looked up and glared at him.

She glared so hard and furiously that Liam stopped in his tracks.

“Do you need help?”

“Nope,” she said and he was surprised she swung the bowl around and put where it belonged in the Hobart mixing stand. “What can I do for y’all?” she asked and he frowned. “Hello. I don’t stutter, whatcha need?”

“Oh, I’m Chef Liam Cunningham.”

“You’re late.” She scowled at him and indicated the rest of the kitchen. “Everyone was here fifteen minutes before you’re memo on the board requested. What type of person does that? If you’re not serious about working here, you can leave anytime. We’ve run fine these past four years without you, we don’t need you now.”

“Do you know who you’re talking to?” Liam asked angrily.

“Some snot nosed little boy that needs a switch taken to him,” she had said it so fast and with a thickening accent that Liam had no idea what she had just said.

“I’m sorry for being late.”

“Don’t talk to me, talk to them.” She pointed to the twenty people standing staring at him. “Yous have nawthang to do with my side of the kitchen, so you can git.” She waved her hand like she was swatting an annoying gnat.

Liam stood to his full height and puffed out his chest in anger. “Do you know who I am?”

“Some fener who caint tell time. Now I got bizness to do,” Ruby said and tuned on her heel, opened the refrigerator, and began pulling items for her next recipe. 

Liam stared at her in shock and it was the chef’s on the other side of the kitchen that called his attention away from the feisty redhead. His problem was that when she was talking to him like that he’d gotten an instant hard on. He had to take several calming breaths before he could turn away from her.

“Chef Cunningham. I’m Chef Larry, the executive chef here. Welcome.”

“Liam.”

“Excuse me?”

“Please call me Chef Liam,” he said and went over to the others and sighed. “I’m sorry I’m late. I called you all here to explain what my position here would be for the next three months. I’m not going to step on any toes. First thing, I’ll be doing most of the cooking as executive chef.” He heard a snort from across the room and he whipped around and saw the redhead glaring at him.

“What?”

“What yous just said was lahs. No step on toes but yous taking over cooking, lahs.”

“I’m only going to be cooking.” He tried to explain, but she only rolled her eyes at him. “Chef Larry will still be executive chef in every other aspect of the job.”

“Lahs,” she said and Liam lost it.

“Look Miss. I can have you fired for insubordination. You don’t talk to an executive chef that way.”

“Yous don’t sign my paycheck, and besides, naw one here can do what I do.”

“And what do you do here?”

“I’m the only Pastry Chef on the payroll. Unless yous want the job?”

“Christ no. I know nothing about pastry and I don’t eat sweets.”

“There ya go. Yous stay on your side of the kitchen and I’s stay on mine.”

“Deal,” Liam said and turned to the others but he couldn’t get her out of his mind. He suddenly turned back around and demanded. “What’s your name?”

“Chef Black,” Ruby said, without looking up or acknowledging him in anyway. Out of the corner of her eye she saw him turn back around then saw Amber frowning at her. She had never talked to anyone like that in her life. At least not since she left home at the age of eighteen and hit the big bad world and had that fight with her grandmother on the day she left. She sighed and it took everything she had in her not to stare at the man and drool all over herself. She quickly put her next order in the oven and with a few minutes to spare, went into her office and took several deep breaths to control herself. By the time she went back out to the kitchen she had herself under control.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Hours later Liam and Larry, along with several other people from the kitchen made their way out to the bar and as they settled in Liam was surprised when a glass of Bourbon was placed in front of him without his ordering it.

“What the...” He looked up and grinned at the bartender. He jumped to his feet and brought the man closer to him and gave him a hug and slap on the back. “Ben, what the hell are you doing here?”

“Been here for a couple years now. What brings you here? Never known you to come to a Resort for a vacay or a break.”

“I’m here for a three month stint in the kitchen. It’s basically Dad’s way to keep me close to the next opening.”

“Where?”

“Boston. We should be able to take possession in three or four months, then I’ll go there and set up the kitchen and hire the staff. But as Dad pointed out, I’ve never been here and it was time to check in.”

“Any problems?” Ben asked and looked at Larry. “Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Larry grinned and drank from the beer Ben had drawn for him. “I take it you two know each other?”

“Grew up in the same neighborhood.” Liam grinned. “Ben’s been my best friend almost all our lives.”

“That’s right. We don’t always see each other for months or years at a time, but it’s like no time’s passed between us.” He grinned and waited on another customer then came back down to them. “Where you staying while you’re here?”

“Presidential Suite.” Liam grinned when Ben rolled his eyes at him. “Dad pay you enough to get a place of your own here? Martha’s Vineyard isn’t actually for the down trodden.”

“First, I’m not down trodden. I have my trust fund to fall back on, and I get a pretty penny working here. I enjoy it. But I live in one of the staff cabins. It’s small, but it’s all I need for now.”

“Staff cabins?” Liam frowned.

“There are a dozen cabins behind the golf course,” Larry said as he sipped his beer. “I have an apartment about thirty miles from here, live with my girlfriend. But some of the staff live in the cabins.”

“You’ll have to come back to visit me sometime. I’m in cabin four,” Ben said and walked away to wait on others, then returned to resume their conversation. “I have Monday’s off, and I work from four to close the rest of the time. Sunday’s seem to be slow normally, but since this is really the kick off weekend that all the rich arrive for the summer, it’s been busy. So you tied to anyone this summer?”

“Nope. I hooked up with someone last night, but I kicked her out of the room this morning. She was only after my money, name and status. But I scratched an itch, I should be good for a while yet.” He grinned and Ben laughed.

“Just remember that I have to work with these people. Don’t be pissing off any of the employees with your hoity toity ‘tude, bro.”

Larry snorted the sip of beer he’d just taken and grabbed some napkins to wipe his mouth and the bar before him.

“What was that about?” Ben frowned.

“He pissed of Chef Black in his first minute in the kitchen.”

“Oh shit,” Ben said then threw his head back and laughed. “So what did she say to you?”

“No clue.” Liam grinned. “But there were fire beams coming out of her green eyes and her temper matched her red hair. I always loved me a feisty redhead.”

“Don’t mess with her,” Ben said seriously and looked his friend in the eye.

“You have a claim on her?”

“No, to be honest she scares the shit out of me. But she’s a great gal. Don’t mess with her, Cunningham.”

“Cunningham, you only call me that when you’re warning me against something or someone.” He finished his drink, stood and grinned at his friend. “Game on, buddy.” Then he gave a mock salute and turned on his heel and left.

“What was that all about?” Larry frowned after his new boss.

“Probably nothing good.” Ben frowned and looked at Larry. “I’m going to ask you to be my eyes and ears in the kitchen. When Liam sets his sights on someone he stops at nothing to get his way. He’s always been like that. I’m afraid he might hurt Ruby.”

“Physically?”

“No, he’s never gone that far, at least not that I know of. No he likes to use his charm to get what he wants.”

Larry snorted again and grinned. “I don’t think that’s going to work this time.”

“Why do you say that?”

“She laid into him but good. Her accent was so thick that even Amber couldn’t understand what she told him.”

Ben grinned. “Sounds like Liam might have his hands full with Ruby.”

“He might. But I don’t think Ruby’s interested. Especially if her facial expressions were any indication. I swear she looked at Chef Liam as if he was something bad on the bottom of her shoe and she couldn’t scrap it off fast enough.”

Ben threw his head back and laughed and straightened when he saw Chef Ruby Black walking through the bar. Like she did every night she waved and called, “Night, Ben.”

“Night Ruby.” He sighed as she walked out the back door and through the window on the door he saw her climb onto her Moped and head off toward the cabins. Ben looked at Larry and said. “Look out for her.”

“And who’s going to look out for me when she finds out?” Larry asked in a scared voice. He flipped the bartender off when he only laughed at him.

*****
[image: image]


Ruby drove her Moped to her cabin and sighed when she finally arrived home. She lived in one of the staff cabins and was actually grateful that she lived in cabin twelve. The last on in the line and set in the woods. Some days if the sun was at the right angle, it reminded her of home. Lately she’d been thinking of home a lot so after going in and taking a shower and decided to sit down and write a letter to her grandmother.

She’d left home at the age of eighteen with a high school diploma in her hand and the acceptance packet to the French Culinary Institute of New York City in the other. But the bitter taste of the argument she’d had with her grandmother had been on her tongue. Mildred Black had forbade her to go away to college. Said she was to marry Bubba Hawkins because he’d asked for her hand.

Ruby had told her grandmother that she didn’t even like the man and hadn’t ever gone out with him. She wasn’t going to be like her and her mother with a baby on her hip by the age of nineteen and her husband in jail for years. Her grandmother, Mildred, had told her that if she left don’t ever come back because she was too stuck up to be any relation to her.

Ruby had left and never looked back. But she’d kept the lines of communication open. She didn’t know if her grandmother had ever read the letters or cards she’d sent, but since leaving home nine years ago, she’d sent a Christmas and birthday card every year. And when she was feeling homesick she’d write a letter. It made her feel better, she only wished her grandmother would write back. Even if it was a short note to tell her to leave her alone. But she’d never heard back from her.

After her shower she dressed in her sleep shorts and a sleeveless tee and sat down on her loveseat with her pad of paper and began writing to her grandmother. When she was done she realized she’d written ten pages and as she glanced at it she sighed in frustration and ripped them up and tossed them away.

There was no way she was going to tell Mildred about her frustration with Chef Liam Cunningham. No way in hell. She finally wrote a three page letter of other things and felt better. So she slipped it in an envelope, addressed it and put it in her purse. She went out onto the back porch and listened to the wildlife and after a while the sense of peace came over her and she was able to go in and settle in her single bed and fall asleep. The last thing she saw was the alarm clock and it glowed the time of almost eleven at night. With a sigh, she fell asleep and fell into a deep sleep. 

The alarm went off at three thirty am and Ruby groaned as she reached out and turned it off. Practically sleep walking she went into the bathroom and after using the facilities directly into the shower. The cold water woke her and by the time it was heated she was done. She stepped out, dried off and brushed her teeth, then braided her still wet hair, and then wrapped it into a bun at the back of her head.

It didn’t take her anytime to dress and when she walked into the kitchen it was five minutes to four. She turned on the lights in her section and turned on her ovens and when she walked into her office to put her purse away she gave a little scream at the figure sitting there and actually instinctively flung out her arm and hit him with her purse.

“What the hell?” Liam asked as he jumped to his feet and back away from her.

“Git!” Ruby yelled at him. “Why yous in my office?”

“I was looking for a pen. Mine ran out. Calm down woman!” Liam backed away and ended up going into the kitchen. “What are you doing here so early?”

“Sumone has to do the baking. I start work at four every day.”

“Oh,” Liam said and sighed. “Look we got off on the wrong foot yesterday. Can we start over?”

“Why?” Ruby asked suspiciously.

“Because we have to work in the same kitchen for the next three months. Let’s bury the hatchet and work in peace and harmony.”

“What’s this? Yous some kind of greeting card. You stay on your side and I stay on mine, that’s all good and dandy for me.” She walked to her desk and picked up and pen and handed it to him. “Here, now git, I have work to do.”

“Fine,” Liam said and left her office and started out but Ruby called him back.

“Cunningham.”

“What?”

“Stay on your own side of the kitchen.”

“Fine,” he said and went over to his side and began writing with the pen she had given him, ignoring her.

Ruby got to work on her first recipe of the day and in a matter of minutes forgot he was even in the same room as her.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Six weeks later, Ruby was putting the finishing touches on the decorations for tomorrow’s wedding cake. It had taken almost two weeks to make a hundred and fifty poured sugar butterflies for the cake. In addition to pouring the shapes, she had to decorate them with different colors of luster dust.

She stepped back and looked at all the butterflies laid out on her stainless steel table and on the other side was the eight tier cake ready to be decorated. It had taken her a long time to get the frosting flawless. The bride hadn’t wanted fondant. Ruby jumped when sounds of crashing dishes came from the other side of the room.

She sighed and tried to relax. All night the other side of the kitchen had been having problems and the man in charge was acting like a spoiled two-year-old that wasn’t getting his way or needed a nap. She was about ready to take him out back and make him pick out his own switch that she’d use on him.

She stepped back and twisted to get the kinks out of her back and headed over to put the cake in the cooler until she could get the butterflies attached. She couldn’t wait to see the end result. She ignored the other side of the kitchen as best she could, but suddenly there was an inhuman roar, followed by several swear words. Ruby felt searing pain on her forearm. She stood there with nothing but crumbs in her hands and watched as a frying pan spun its way down the table knocking the finished butterflies to the ground. The whole kitchen was so quiet Ruby swore everyone could hear her blood boil. She whipped around and glared at the chefs on the other side of the kitchen.

*****
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“Oh fuck,” Chef Liam said and didn’t know if he should laugh, cry, or run. Tonight had been a night from hell and the last straw had been when a server came in with three returned dishes from the same table. He’d screamed and picked up the pan off the stove and whipped it across the kitchen. When he’d heard a collective intake of breath, he frowned, then looked up and over to where all the other chefs and cooks were looking. He saw that Chef Black stood there with remnants of the cake she’d been working on in her hands. He watched in horror as the pan he’d literally thrown across the room continued its destructive path down the table and fall off the end with a loud clatter.

What made it worse was into the silence everyone could hear the tink, tink, tink of the butterflies falling off the table and shattering.

“Run,” Chef Larry leaned in and whispered as he saw Chef Black look up and glare across the room.

“Did I do that?” Liam asked dumbly as he watched another butterfly fall off the table.

“Does a bar sheet in a hallar?” Ruby demanded and Liam swore lasers were shooting out of her eyes. But he couldn’t get over how beautiful it made her look. He had an instant erection and didn’t bother hiding it. “Huh.”

“Run,” Chef Amber said from his other side. “Now.”

Liam looked at her then frowned over at Chef Black as she slowly, oh, so slowly, advanced on him and when she began talking he didn’t understand a word she said. All he noticed were the intense green eyes and as he looked at her mouth he saw her lips moving but her jaw was clenched so tightly only her lips moved. He had to strain to hear her, but he didn’t understand a word.

“GitthefuckoutofthiskitchenrightnowCunningham. Yousasworthlessastitsonaboar. Yourmamashouldhavesavedtheafterbirthinsteadofyou. Yournothingbutasmallmindedlilboythatcan’tgethisownway. YouactlikeBuforddoeswhenhetangleswithaporpine. Gitthehelloutofthekitchennow! Goouttothediningroomandhaveyousadoringfansfawnalloveryou.”

When she took a deep breath he made the mistake of turning to Amber to see what Ruby had said, as he turned his head he saw everyone had turned their back on him and then he felt a piercing pain in the side of the head. Too late, he realized the little spitfire had reached up and grabbed his ear. She twisted it so hard he wondered if it was going to have to be surgically reattached. She literally dragged him over to the back door, lifted a leg, kicked it open, and after twisting his ear harder, she shoved him out, but not before she literally kicked him in the ass.

“Git!” She pointed to the back alley of the restaurant then turn on her heel and slammed the door in his face.

Ruby stood still for three minutes then she looked up and saw everyone staring at her. She walked over to the server who returned the dishes and demanded, “Why did them git returned?”

“Dry and overcooked,” the server said and coughed when her voice shook.

“What’d thems order?”

“The salmon.”

Ruby took the order Amber handed her and nodded. She looked around, grabbed a cast iron pan, literally dropped it on the stove top, turned the flame up under it and looked around for the oil. “Y’all git to work,” she said and sighed when everyone continued cooking or washing dishes. 

“What the hell are you doing?” Came a booming voice from the back door and without thinking, Ruby picked up the nearest item closest to her hand and threw it as hard as she could. Everyone gasped in shock when the knife stuck in the door less than two inches from Liam’s face.

“GIT! I TOAD YOUS TO GIT OUT OF THE KITCHEN! NOW GIT!”

Larry hurried over and put his hand on Liam’s chest. “Run, go. We got this. Ruby’s actually a French trained chef along with a pastry chef. We got this. I’m only telling you to leave because you might not survive if you continue to antagonize her more.”

“You sure?” Liam asked then looked at the knife in the door and actually shuttered.

“I’m sur,.” Larry said and sighed when Liam went to leave.

“CUNNINGHAM!” Came a voice across the room.

“Yeah?” He didn’t know how else to respond.

“Don’t come back until you apologize to everyone in this kitchen for being a dickhead, y’hear?”

“Yes ma’am.” Liam didn’t know what else to say to that so he nodded to Larry and quickly made his escape. He walked around the back alley for a good twenty minutes before making his way in the employee entrance and went out into the dining room. He started at the first table and asked how their meal was. He was shocked by how full the dining room was and after about an hour he made it over to another section and when he saw one table he frowned and made his way over to them.

“What are you guys doing here?” He asked as he leaned down and kissed his mother’s cheek, then his sister’s, and nodded to his father and the woman that sat at their table with them.

“Hey, Li,” His sister Lexi said. “Much better.” She grinned as she picked up a forkful of salmon and ate it.

“What’s that mean?”

“We sent the first crap back,” his father said gruffly. “Dry and overcooked. Much better.” He ate a forkful of his own and Liam frowned then took his sister’s fork from her and actually took a bite of his own. He frowned as he tasted it and made sure he savored the taste.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s good. But I didn’t cook it. I was kicked out of the kitchen.” He grinned at his family’s outrage and pulled a chair over and joined them.

“Why?” Rodney Cunningham finished his meal and demanded.

When Liam didn’t answer his sister laughed and patted his arm. “Throw one of your famous temper tantrums?”

“Yeah. Made a mess and got kicked out.” He didn’t tell them that he ruined the pastry chef’s work.

“But you’re the executive chef,” his father said and went to stand. “I’ll sort this out.”

“Sit down.” Liam sat up straight, gripped his father’s forearm and said, “I messed up, I’ll take care of it. I needed to get away to take a break. It’s been a night from hell. Seemed like everything I touched went wrong. But what are you guys doing here?”

“We’re here for the wedding,” his mother said. “You remember the Nelson/Pierce wedding. It’s a big thing, more than five hundred guests.”

At Liam’s frown his sister laughed. “You forgot didn’t you? Remember they came to us over a year ago and their number one requirement for the wedding was to have you as the chef. Luckily I knew back then you’d be here this time of year and they traveled here to talk to the pastry chef about their cake. I hear it’s going to be spectacular.

The more his sister talked the worse Liam felt. He knew he’d done wrong and now he understood why Chef Black had gotten so angry with him. He vaguely remembered talking to the bride and groom a year ago. He kept his thoughts to himself and talked to his family and ignored the subtle hints the woman with them was giving him with her eyes. He stayed there for some time catching up with them then finished walking around the dining room.

He swung by the bar and asked for a Bourbon and sighed when he took a sip.

“Rough day at the office?” Ben laughed at him.

“You could say that.” Liam sighed and leaned his elbows on the bar. “Got kicked out of my own kitchen.”

“And you put up with that? Aren’t you the boss?”

“I am, but the knife thrown at my head made the decision for me.”

“Oh shit,” Ben said. “Did you fire the asshole that did it?”

“No.”

“What the hell happened?” Ben frowned at his friend.

“The whole day has been a bad one since the minute I woke this morning. I forgot all about this wedding rehearsal dinner tonight and the wedding tomorrow. Chef Black took a couple of my prep cooks to help her while she worked on the cake. I burnt a couple dishes then the last straw was when three meals were returned from the same table.”

“Oh shit, what did you do? Because I know you, Li. If things go wrong, you start throwing things.”

“I did.” Liam sighed and rubbed his face then pushed the glass away, not wanting to drown his sorrows in drink, he had too much work to do in the kitchen.

“Tell me,” Ben said as he took the drink away from him.

“I wasn’t thinking, I whipped around, grabbed the hot pan I’d burned the oil in off the stove and flung it across the room.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Ben prompted when Liam stayed silent.

“What’s wrong is that as I flung it, it was like watching a train wreck you cause and not being able to stop it. The pan went flying across the room it hit Chef Black in the forearm, I haven’t checked yet, but I think it burnt her. She didn’t have her Chef’s coat on. Then the wedding cake for tomorrow’s wedding that she was putting on a cart ended up on the floor and I hadn’t seen them, but I heard the other chefs talking about some poured sugar butterflies she’d made and decorated by hand. The path of the pan skidded down the table they were laid out on and all you could hear in the kitchen was the tink tink tink of them falling and hitting the floor.”

“You fucked up an original creation of Chef Black’s?” Ben asked in shock. “And you’re still alive to talk about it? What did she do?”

“She started yelling at me, but just before she did, Larry and Amber told me to run. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, Ben. She had fire laser’s coming from her eyes, her cheeks were red, and her jaw was clamped shut but she had no problem yelling at me. Have no clue what she said, but it turned me on. I couldn’t move. Not until she grabbed my ear, dragged me through the kitchen, kicked the back door open, and then literally kicked me in the ass and told me to get out.

“I stormed back in and there was a knife imbedded in the door at my head. Damn blade went in about two inches. Larry told me to leave, that Chef Black could handle it. She was on my side of the kitchen cooking.”

“She was the executive chef here before she got her degree in pastry. Then she moved over to that side of the kitchen,” Ben said. “So what are you going to do now?”

“She told me not to come back until I apologize to everyone in the kitchen. I think I better start with her. I know Larry’s a great chef, so I’ll leave that side of the kitchen to him. I think I better apologize to her then ask her how I can help her fix the mess I made.”

“You think that’s wise?”

“What else can I do? I caused the problem, I should offer to help fix it.”

“But you don’t know anything about baking.” Came the voice of his sister from behind him. “Why don’t I go back with you? I know a little about baking, maybe I can offer to help. And god forbid, don’t let Dad know about this.”

“Hey Lex,” Ben said and came around the bar and hugged her. “Long time no see.”

“Hey,” she said and Liam frowned when she only gave the man a token hug.

“I can’t ask you to do that.”

“You didn’t ask. I volunteered and I sure as hell don’t want to hang out with Dad’s latest.”

“Christ, does Mom know?”

“I don’t think so, not yet. I overheard her asking him why Candice was here and he said he was bringing her with us to meet you.”

“No thank you,” Liam said and actually shuttered. “Let’s go get this over with.” He stood and together he and his sister walked back toward the kitchen.
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“Wow,” Lexi said as she followed her brother into the kitchen. It was controlled chaos in Liam’s estimation and what fascinated him the most was the sight of Chef Black at the stove on his side of the kitchen. He held his sister back and leaned down to whisper.

“Watch the redhead.”

“Who?”

“The redhead in the pink tee.” He pointed and had to move to the side so his sister could see her. After several minutes of observing she turned and whispered to him. “Who is she? She’s very efficient and the others seem to respect her. Is she the executive chef?”

“No she’s the baker,” he said and walked toward the other side of the kitchen and he stayed back as he pointed to the mess that was still there.

“You caused this?”

“Yeah.” Liam sighed and started toward the area, dragging a garbage can with him.

“CUNNINGHAM!” Came the growl from the other side of the room.

“What?”

“I told you to git! Don’t you listen? Or is your head to far up your arse to take orders?”

Lexi couldn’t help it, she laughed at the expression on her brother’s face. “Oh, I love her,” she said and strode over and stuck her hand out. She hadn’t realized how tiny the other woman was until she was standing next to her. She immediately saw that this woman was the image of Liam’s perfect woman. Feisty, red haired, and green eyed. “Hi, I’m Lexi Cunningham, Li’s sister. He told Ben the bartender what he’d done and I came in to help.”

“Yous can hep by gitting him the hell out of the kitchen,” she said but shook her hand. “Ruby Blake.” She sighed and said, “I’ve nawthang against you.”

“I know, so he threw one of his tantrums again?”

“Yes.”

“He said he ruined some cake?”

“It was an eight tier wedding cake for ‘marrow’s weddn’. Now I have to start all over. Took over two weeks to get them butterflies just right.” She sighed. “Now’s I has to re-bake the whole cake too.”

“Damn.” Lexi sighed and looked over at his brother as he swept up the mess and dumped it in the garbage can.

“What can I do to help?”

“Can you run down to da store and get me sum suga? I won’t have enough to redo everything with what I gots.”

“How much do you need?”

“Fifty pounds.”

“Damn. Sure, I’ll go. Need anything else?” 

Ruby looked at Larry and he said he had everything under control and Ruby went over to her supplies and did a quick inventory. “Pure vanilla, vanilla beans, five dozen lemons.”

“Why the hell do you need all that, why didn’t you have it come on this week’s order?” Liam demanded from behind them.

“Cause I did and I used them to make the cake, but since someone ruined it, I need more, you moron.”

“Call the local store and put in the order,” Lexi said. “I’ll take Li off your hands and we’ll go get what you need. Here’s my number, call if you think of anything else, or text a list,” Lexi said quickly and actually grabbed Liam by his arm and dragged him away.

After they left, Ruby stood and looked at all the damage and sighed. No use crying over spilt milk as he grandmother used to say. She figuratively rolled up her sleeve and got to work. She looked up when Amber called her name.

“What?”

“Come here,” Amber said and pointed to Ruby’s office, she frowned but followed her friend and coworker in and frowned when Amber grabbed her arm and sighed. “Just as I thought. Why didn’t you treat this when it happened?” She pointed to Ruby’s forearm and she was surprised by the angry burn that covered most of her outer arm. She held it out and allowed Amber to put the salve on it and bandage it.

“Dinners are over and Larry said I can come over and help, what do you need me to do?”

They went out and Ruby frowned at Brent, a busboy that had been with them for only a month.

“What is it Brent?”

“My Ma and Grandma own a bakery. I worked in their store since I was ten, I know a little about baking, and I want to help.”

Ruby went over to the table and looked closely and picked up an undamaged butterfly. “Can yous make a mold with cardboard and alumin foil this shape? I’m gonna have to make about a hundred of them.”

“I can. Do you want different sizes?”

“No, this is what the bride agreed on.” As she and Amber finished cleaning up the mess she pulled her phone and texted a list of supplies to Lexi and once satisfied she got down to work. Since Amber didn’t have much baking experience she relied heavily on Brent. By the time Lexi and Liam returned with the supplies the cakes were in the oven and there were twenty-five molds made. A hell of a lot better than the five she’d used.

As soon as they unloaded their supplies, it was Brent that grabbed the sugar and started toward the stove. In no time he had a batch done and poured it into the molds. Liam frowned at the younger man and Lexi bumped him with her hip.

“Stop glowering.”

“Cunningham, I want Brent as an assistant tomorrow.”

“No,” he said the same time his sister said, “Yes.”

“I run the kitchens, Lex.”

“And you fucked up the cake, if she needs an assistant, she gets one. Don’t make me pull rank on you.”

“Fine,” Liam said and walked away to the other side of the room. Ruby noticed that he talked to everyone from Larry down to the dishwasher then to each server as they came in and each bus boy. She also noticed he hadn’t said a word to her or Brent.

By midnight, Ruby was at a point that she was comfortable to leave and she asked Brent if he could be back by six in the morning. When he agreed, she dismissed him and went into her office. She looked up when there was a knock and saw Lexi standing there.

“Sorry I wasn’t much help.”

“Going for the supplies was the biggest help. Tomorrow, besides my normal baking I have to decorate the butterflies we poured today, make the tortes for the dessert table for the wedding and do the groom’s cake. Luckily that’s just chocolate on chocolate.”

“Will you have enough time?”

“Weddn’s not ‘til six, so I should. One good thing the Resort’s closed to wedding guest only, so I’ll only have my normal breakfast and lunch fair to make, along with the cakes.”

“Do you ever have any help?”

“Naw, jest me.” 

“I don’t know how you do it. Just watching you makes me exhausted.”

“Cause I love what I do.” Ruby shrugged and frowned at the other woman. “Can I ask you sumthang and not get into trouble?”

“Sure.”

“Is your brother always hot headed like that? If he can’t stand the heat he shouldn’t be in the kitchen.”

“I know, but you have to admit he’s a fabulous cook, or chef, or whatever you call him. But he does have a temper on him.”

“Maybe he should have the red hair,” Ruby said and grinned when Lexi snorted a laugh.

“He should. So can I ask you something without you getting mad?”

“Sure.” Ruby leaned back in her chair and sighed.

“Has he hit on you yet?”

“Hit me? Why would he hit me?”

“No.” Lexi leaned forward and smiled. “Hit on you? Asked you out? Offer to buy you a drink?”

“Naw, we didn’t hit it off since his first day here, I made sure to let him know how unprofessional he was and told him to stay on his side of the kitchen. He does, or did until tonight.”

“So what happened to your arm?” Lexi asked with a frown as she pointed to the bandage.

“That pan he threw caught me and it was hot, just a burn.”

“Holy shit, why don’t you go to the hospital?”

“Because if a chef or cook went to the hospital every time they got burned, nothing would get cooked,” Liam said from the doorway and strode in and picked up Ruby’s arm. “Let me see it.” He didn’t wait for a response, he removed the gauze and studied it and looked at her intently. “I’m sorry for my actions tonight. They were inappropriate and I can’t say they won’t happen again, but I’ll try to rein in my temper.”

“Jest make sure you don’t throw anything,” she said and frowned when he held up a knife. She saw that the tip was missing.

“You too,” he said and laid the knife down.

“Damn, I’ll replace it.”

“You will not, I lost that tip years ago. It’s my favorite knife. Now go home and you’ll have Brent here in the morning to help you, if I can help in anyway let me know.”

“Stay out of the kitchen when I have the cake on the table?” Ruby actually grinned and it took everything in Liam’s power not to bend down and kiss her. Luckily Lexi’s snort of laughter stopped him.

He watched as she gathered her things and as the three of them walked out together, Liam and Lexi went to the bar and Ruby waved to Ben and went out the employee entrance. At the last minute Liam followed her, but didn’t catch up with her. He did frown when he saw a Moped go off toward the golf course.

Back at the bar he sensed tension between his friend and sister and only shook his head. He had his own problems, he didn’t need to get involved in theirs. “So where you staying and how long you here?” Liam asked as he sipped the bourbon Ben sat before him.

“Only a couple days and I was hoping I could stay in your room. I really don’t want to stay in the suite with Mom, Dad and Candice.”

“You’re more than welcome. So do you know where you’re off to next?”

“Probably go up to Boston to check on the build, see if they’re on track. You know that’s where you’re going next, right? Setting up the kitchen?”

“I figured.” Liam sighed. “Is there any way I can stay here until Boston’s ready?”

“That might be six months or more.” Lexi frowned at him. “I’ve never known you to want to stay in any one place for so long.”

“Never had a reason to stay before,” he said and left it at that, he didn’t see Ben and Lexi exchange grins.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Lexi said and sipped her own drink. She was the person who made sure all the Resorts being built or renovated stuck to a time line. It was a great job that she loved. She traveled all over the states, stayed in the best resorts and was basically the man in charge. The only time she wasn’t was when her father stuck his nose in things. Don’t get her wrong, he was good at the job, but he was better off left in the office and behind a desk. He never understood why a multi-million dollar resort wasn’t built in a week. After several arguments with her father, she finally made him understand that she knew what she was doing and she could do it better without his interference and the icing on the cake was that her mother agreed with her.

Sometimes she was so jealous of her brother, Liam for his part in the company. All he had to do was go to the resorts and either set up the kitchen by ordering the equipment, setting it up and hiring the employees, or go in and make sure the kitchen was running efficiently if so, he stays just to cook and answer questions, like he’s doing here at Martha’s Vineyard, or if the kitchen is getting several complaints he goes in and reorganizes the whole structure of its employees. She sighed and looked at her brother.

“So what are you going to do now?”

“Right now?” He frowned at her nod. “I’m going to finish this drink then go to my room, take a hot shower and hope like hell I don’t have a repeat of this day from hell any time soon. I’ve got to be back in the kitchen by five.”

“Oh. Well then I’ll go with you.” She finished her drink and together they left the bar and didn’t see the blonde that had been studying them intently from the other side of the bar secretly taking pictures and notes of Liam.
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Ruby groaned when her alarm went off and rolled over and slapped her hand on the offending noise. She flopped her covers back and stumbled to the bathroom. Again she climbed into the shower without allowing the water to warm and this morning didn’t even shiver. It was mid-May and if she had to guess it was already in the sixties at four in the morning. Her thoughts automatically went to the wedding cake she had to assemble today and hoped it wouldn’t be too hot and the butterflies melted off. But as she turned off the water and stepped out, she realized that the reception was inside so there would be air conditioning at least. She quickly dressed and grabbed her pack and went out to her Moped to head to work. But she stopped long enough to grab a container of cat foot and go into the woods about ten yards and smiled when she saw the dish she’d put out before was empty. She filled it and headed back to the cabin, but paused and looked back and grinned when she saw three baby skunks and two baby raccoons walking up to the dish. Satisfied that the babies were eating, she hopped on the Moped and sped off to work.

At five on the dot she punched in and headed toward her office. She saw a light on beneath Larry’s office door and looked in, but was surprised when she saw Liam.

“Everything okay?”

“What?” Liam gave a startled sound as he looked up. “Oh, morning. Yeah, everything’s fine. What are you doing here so early?”

“Actually it’s my usual time, the question is, what are you doing here this early?”

“Yesterday I had a day from hell, I hope today will be better. Thought I’d get an early start, I was going over the menu for the wedding,” he said, stood and walked over to the coffee pot in the corner and sighed as it finished perking. “Want one?”

“Sure.” She shrugged then held up her finger. “I’ll be right back,” she said and Liam actually went to the doorway and watched her as she hurried around and turned on her ovens. He brought the two cups of coffee out to her side of the kitchen and said, “We can talk here. I didn’t know what you took in your coffee.”

“Nawthang,” She said and took a cup from him. “If you’re gonna be here on this side, could y’all stand on the other side of the table?”

Liam only nodded and went around to the other side. He watched in fascination as she began throwing things in the huge Hobart mixer and in ten minutes it was mixing. “Cinnamon rolls,” she said at his frown. “So you have problems with today’s menu?”

“No, Larry was able to order everything we need plus extra. I’m just grateful that it’s a buffet meal and not a sit down. Can you imagine having five hundred entrees done at the same time?”

“Won’t you have to have the same thang done with the buffet?” Ruby frowned as she began mixing up something else.

“Yes, but with the buffet, we can fill the pans and carry them out like that. Instead of putting everything on the plate. What time do you have to have the cake done?”

“It’s a four o’clock weddn off site, then their supposed to drive around for pictures. I have strict instructions to have the cake in the dining hall no later than six. That gives me twelve hours to make the tortes, the groom’s cake, refrost the main cake and decorate it. Naught including my regular Saturday baking.”

“And you do this every day?”

“Not the weddn cake stuff, but the other yes.”

“And it’s just you?”

“Yes, whatcha y’all gitting at Cunningham?”

Liam grinned and held up his hands. He realized that when Ruby Black was nervous or excited or pissed she had a distinctive accent. He could actually understand her today. But then again the day was still young and he hadn’t pissed her off yet. He also noticed when her ire was rising she called him Cunningham. Come to think of it, he frowned to himself, she’d never called him anything but by his last name.

“Well, whatcha y’all gittn at?”

“Nothing.” Liam grinned and held up his hands
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