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			Samuel - Chapter 1

			Samuel leaned heavily against his car as the big earthmovers smoothed out the ground once again. They’d been working hard since he’d gotten there over thirty minutes ago, and he was about to leave when a cruiser pulled up behind him and the officer got out.

			“Sheriff.” The man nodded back to him and leaned against his car with him. Neither man said anything, but Samuel didn’t really care. He’d figured that sooner or later the new owners would call someone to have him run off. But he had one more thing to do before he left this area, and no one was going to stop him. He wasn’t his father, and the sooner these people figured it out, the better.

			“He’s a bit nervous. Says he’s afraid that you’ll change your mind or some shit.” Samuel nodded, still not saying anything as Sheriff Ross continued. “I don’t know what the hell you’d change your mind about, but there you have it. Some people are just plain stupid if you’d ask me.”

			“He doesn’t have a thing to worry about. I’m done with this area as of the moment we signed off on it.” Samuel glanced at Ross when his radio squawked. “Tell him I’m just making sure, that’s all.”

			Ross walked away, but Samuel could still hear him. He had a keen sense of hearing, so it was no problem for him to hear the sheriff telling someone that he was there now and nothing much was going on. Smiling, Samuel thought the man sounded as irritated as he was about the whole thing. When his mom touched his mind, he welcomed her like a warm blanket.

			Is it gone? He told her it was. Good. Nobody will have to feel the nightmares we went through while we were imprisoned there. You make sure that it’s destroyed for me, for us, son.

			He can’t hurt us anymore, Mom. I swear to you. He’ll never be able to hurt either of us again. She sniffled, and he felt the pang in his heart that had been there for many years with no sign of relief until York Enterprises had made him an offer on the place that he couldn’t refuse. He had only his father to deal with now, and Samuel wasn’t worried about him in the least.

			See that he doesn’t. I’ll kill the fucker if he touches you now. Samuel might have thought that funny if he didn’t believe her. I’m not taking his crap any more. The state of Illinois can have him now.

			The house and the ninety acres around it had become his the moment his father had defaulted on the loan. Then there were the unpaid taxes that Samuel had paid off, too. The city had been more than happy to have his name on the paperwork, and then fifteen days later he’d sold to York. The city was still trying to find his father for a great many other debts he’d incurred before skipping town over three months ago. 

			When will you be coming home? I’ve been getting used to this house, and I think I can live here. He had to laugh. His mother had fallen in love with the big house the moment he’d shown it to her. The staff you have here is really nice, too. I like Butler. He makes me laugh.

			He’s a good man. And when the rest of them get there tomorrow, you’ll have to sort them all out again. I won’t be able to get there until next weekend. I have a buyer for my condo coming in, and then I have to pack up my office. He stood up when Ross came back to where he was standing. I have to go, Mom, you know how to get in touch with me if you need me.

			I do. I love you, Samuel. You be safe and keep an eye out for him. When he finds out what you’ve done, he’s not going to be happy. Samuel hoped his father wasn’t the least bit happy; in fact, he was looking forward to it. 

			Getting into his car after telling Ross he was leaving, he drove to his condo. There were boxes of his crap everywhere, and if truth be told, most of them had been sitting in the same place since he’d moved in over five years ago. Samuel didn’t spend a great deal of time at home when there was work to be done. 

			Going to his bedroom, he pulled off his tie and tossed it to the chair. He wanted to think he could leave it there and not bother with it, but went to pick it up and hang it on the tie rack before he finished undressing. He had two meetings in the morning, and one of them was going to make him twice as rich as he was now. 

			His father, Sam Payne, had beaten the shit out of him for the last time on his seventeenth birthday, and Samuel had only gone back three times in all the years since; twice to visit his mom, and the last time to stay with her at the hospital when his dad had knocked her down a flight of stairs. She was hurt so badly that she was now confined to a wheelchair for the rest of her life. His dad had hurt her for the last time that day; Samuel was going to make sure of it.

			Samuel had come up from nothing about ten years ago when he’d decided that he’d had enough of working for others and branched out on his own. Now he had more money than he could spend in two lifetimes and would soon have a great deal more. Life was suddenly going right for him and his mom.

			By ten o’clock, after going over all his notes twice more and making sure the contract was perfect, Samuel went to bed. He closed his eyes, smiling about how happy he was going to be to start again, this time with the much-needed capital he’d had to scrape for before. He was asleep in ten minutes. Rarely dreaming, this time was no different than before. He wasn’t a sound sleeper, but he did rest well.

			He was up forty minutes before his alarm sounded, and out the door well before his offices opened. Today was going to be a great day. Samuel contacted Lilly, his secretary, from the back of his limo on the way in.

			“Have coffee and other things sent up to the conference room. I don’t think the little shit will eat any of it if he shows, but someone there might want to fortify themselves with something. Oh, and make sure that the liquor cabinet is locked and nothing is out where he can get into it.” Lilly laughed as he continued. “I really hate this little fuck.”

			“Yeah, me too. But I like his dad. He’s a good man.” She asked him a couple more things, and then told him that Shriver and his lawyer were on their way in. Their estimated time of arrival was forty minutes.

			“And this will ensure that you’re going to have all the employees working even after you take over.” The little man, August Shriver, sat at the table across from him. Samuel wanted to punch him in the face just on principle. He nodded at the contract and signed his name to his with flourish. Once again, Samuel glanced at Shriver’s attorney, who did nothing but play on his computer. Neither man read the contracts being signed once.

			“You should know that I’m only buying this from you because my daddy said I had to find gainful employment or he’d cut me off without a dime.” He laughed. “I guess he wasn’t aware that my employment was going to cost him so much.”

			Samuel had a feeling this was going to end badly. He almost felt sorry for the elder Mr. Shriver but let it go. You reaped what you sowed, and it seemed that this man had done nothing to curb his son when it came to ethics. As soon as the last signature was put on the right line, Samuel put all of his copies in the file and watched in horror as the other lawyer shoved them into his briefcase without any thought to where they ended up. As soon as the check was in his hand, Samuel stood up.

			“You’re staying around to help me make the transition, right?” Shriver seemed to be more interested in his nails than Samuel’s answer, so when he didn’t say anything, the man finally looked at him.

			“I already did that. The last two weeks were for you. I cleared my calendar for you, and you never showed.” Samuel moved to the door as he finished speaking. “I’m afraid other than cleaning out my office, my time here is finished. You should have shown up when you said you would.”

			“I was busy. Did you know that if you go to another country and you have your own plane you still need a passport? I didn’t. But I do now.” The man grinned, and Samuel opened the door. “You really aren’t going to help me, are you? I’ll just have to tell Dad to cancel payment on the check.”

			The lawyer leaned over to him and whispered in Shriver’s ear. It was the first time the man had said a word the entire time. And now he was explaining to the idiot that had just given him a four million dollar bank check that there was no way to do that. They were still arguing over the check when Samuel walked out, closing the door behind him. He looked at Lilly Jacks and rolled his eyes.

			“I gave my notice this morning.” He nodded at her, thinking that it was a smarter move than he’d thought it was last week. “And Mr. Shriver senior is on line one. He said not to tell you if the son was around. He said it’s important.”

			“Come inside so you can be a part of this. I’m not having this man take back the money. I’ve worked too hard now to give this up.” He would, he supposed. The younger man was going to ruin this company and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it other than back out of the sale. Samuel picked up the phone and pressed the speaker button. “Mr. Shriver, if you’re thinking to have me not sell to your son, it’s already over.”

			“Good. I was hoping you’d not back out. As much as I hate to say it, the boy is a fool. And an idiot.” Lilly laughed and then changed it to a cough. Shriver senior didn’t seem to mind the laughter. “He’s going to fail, and we both know it. It’s why when I lent him the money, the clause I had was when he didn’t make it work after thirty days, I would step in and take it. It’s my money, after all. The reason I’m calling is that I’m sending a man over to get some information from you. I know you’re planning to stay in town for a few more days, and I’m going to take advantage of you if you’ll let me. I think I’m going to need to have the information sooner rather than later.”

			“You do know that you’re not teaching your son a damned thing by stepping in.” Samuel didn’t care if he pissed the man off or not. He was moving out now and didn’t care really how many toes he’d stepped on. It was time to say what he thought and damn the consequences.

			“Oh, but you misunderstood me. I’m not just taking over. When he fails, and he will, I’m going to cut him off without a cent. He was to find a job, make it work for one year, or I was done with him. I’ve set it all up with lawyers. August signed off on the contract this time, and there were enough witnesses that he’ll never be able to come back on me again.”

			Samuel was wrong about the son and father it appeared. They were nothing alike. He smiled when he thought of the look on August’s face when the shit hit the fan. And he was pretty sure August’s father, Aggie, was going to enjoy it as well.

			They made arrangements for him to send a man to come in that afternoon. No time like the present, he told Samuel. The man had even convinced Lilly to hang around for another month with the promise of a fat bonus if she did. Everyone was happy when they hung up. Samuel looked at Lilly as she sat before him.

			“Do you think it’ll work out the way he wants it to?” Samuel told her he didn’t know but hoped so. “Me too. He seems like a nice man. I would hate to be in August’s shoes when he finds out about all this. I mean, if it really comes to pass.”

			“I think it would be worth hanging around for.” She nodded. “Will you try to get security to videotape it for me? It might make me laugh when I’m bored out of my mind one day.”

			She stood up laughing. “You’ll never be bored. There is always some project you’re going to work on, in the process of finishing up or one that you want to sink those teeth into. The only time I think I’ve ever seen you bored is when you took me to that gala thing last weekend. That was boring, by the way.”

			He worked with Tom Brinton for nearly five hours. The man took copious notes and seemed to ask a thousand questions. Samuel didn’t mind. They were well thought out and things he might have asked if he needed to run this business. He handed the man some notes he’d made to give to August if he would have asked for them.

			“These will be helpful. I don’t know…. I had no idea that you were actually the businessman here. There are…I’m sorry, you must think I’m an idiot.” Samuel shook his head and smiled. “I’ve only been working for Shriver Incorporated for about three months. Before that it was with a firm where everyone else did the work and the owners sat back and raked in the money. Mr. Shriver is the same as you about work ethic. His hands are right in the middle of things.”

			Brinton left after making arrangements to come in over the next few days. Neither of them expected August to show up to work, but that would just make things simpler for the rest of the staff. He was somewhat of a night owl, Brinton had said. Samuel was headed back to his condo when his phone rang. 

			“Cook has quit, sir. He said that he’d rather live on his retirement than move to the small town. I believe his wife is behind this move.” Samuel shook his head. A house full of people and no one too cook for them. Butler, his butler, continued before he could tell him what he needed to do. Sometimes he forgot the man served in three wartime kitchens. “Your mother and I have put an advertisement in the paper. We’ve already had a call. Apparently they put those sorts of things on the Internet quickly. We have decided that if we get more than one applicant we shall have a cook off. Your mother thinks it would be fun.”

			“I’m sure she does. However you want to do it, Butler. I’m okay with it.” He had a sudden thought. “Make sure whoever you hire can cook for a large staff, and if need be, when we entertain. I don’t want some short order cook there thinking that he only has to cook for three people.”

			“I’ve already sorted that out, sir. I’ve put in the advertisement that one must be willing to be flexible, too. I should not think that having someone here that can do short orders would last long in this house either.” Samuel agreed.

			He’d told Butler that he was a were-lion. His mother was as well, of course, but she no longer shifted because of her back. Samuel hadn’t wanted to find himself at the wrong end of a shotgun if anyone came across him in the yard. Peter Butler had only nodded and said that he’d known there was something special about him and was glad it wasn’t nearly as bad as he’d thought it might be. When asked what he’d thought, Butler had declined to answer.

			“Just keep me informed as to what you and Mom come up with. I’m going to be here until next weekend at the very latest. There are some things I want to finish up. Then I’ll be done with this place.” Butler said that he’d do just that. “And please be careful of my mom. She’ll try her best to do much more than she should.”

			“Sire, if your mother wishes anything from us, and it is within my power to give it to her, she shall have it. And I believe you underestimate your mother’s strength.” 

			Samuel thought at times he did too, but she was his mom, and she would not be hurt ever again. Not so long as there was breath in his body.

			~~~

			“Okay, yes, I can be there. What do you need me to bring to your place?” Kennedy Buehler looked over the notes she’d taken since the woman had called her back about the job. She had to be there at nine in the morning to fix dinner for the staff, and then they’d have the interview afterwards. She assumed that she’d be cooking for the household, but a job was a job, and she’d take it.

			“Oh no, we’ll make sure you have what you need by the time dinner rolls around.” There was a good deal of humor in the older woman’s voice, and Kennedy felt herself smile in return. “I did mention that there might be some big entertaining, didn’t I, dear?”

			“Yes, ma’am, you did. Said there would be some bigger parties and that I would be feeding the staff. You mentioned, too, that they’re not into vegetables much but can eat them.” Strange thing to tell a cook, but it was their house. “I’ll be arriving at nine, just as you said.”

			The woman made sure twice that Kennedy had the correct address, and for some reason, Kennedy thought that she’d not lived there long. First there was the fact that she’d had to ask the address of someone and she’d fuddled the house number twice before she’d said that it was right. Kennedy pulled her coat tighter around her as she walked back to her camper. Just four more months.

			She was actually hoping things were to finalize sooner, but that wasn’t something that she planned on. Only recently, when she’d come to Ohio to find a good job and make a living, had she realized all the hoops you had to work through if you didn’t live in the state. Her family wasn’t too happy with her at the moment either…especially her brother, but they’d get over it. She was twenty-six years old and needed to be out from under his rule. 

			Shamus was the head of the household. Not that she’d listened to her father overly much when he was in charge, but since Shamus had taken control of the family and all that went with it, Kennedy had been used and abused enough. Her father had been indulgent while Shamus hurt her. Thanks to her grandmother she’d been able to escape her home, where her family stayed most of the time, and come here. That had been just nine months ago. A great deal had happened in that little time.

			She had hoped to get a house or, at the very start, an apartment. But her first attempt at either of them had failed. Kennedy had no bank account, and without an address, she wasn’t getting one. And no one would rent her even a room without some sort of bank affiliation. Getting a job had proven difficult, too. 

			Her slight accent had made people think she wasn’t a citizen, and she’d had to have her grandmother send her birth certificate. Kennedy had worked very hard at hiding her slight brogue, but there were times when it slipped up. After waiting for a week for her certificate, she’d applied at seventeen jobs and had been turned down flat. It wasn’t until she came to this place that she’d been able to find a place to sleep and somewhere that would help her out.

			Mr. and Mrs. Tucker and Amy Savage owned and operated Savage Park. It was a nice campground that catered mostly to pop-up campers and RVs, but a few tenters always came in. Kennedy had been able to pick up a tent really cheap; little did she know that it was cheap for a reason. The thing leaked like it was its job. After three weeks of moving from one spot to another trying to find a reasonably dry place, they’d asked her what was going on. She’d thought they were going to toss her out, but instead they had offered her one of the pop-ups in exchange for her helping around the grounds.

			It wasn’t what she’d been trained for, but it was a job that included room and board, as well as a little extra on the side. And when they’d closed down two weeks ago, she’d been asked to keep an eye on the place, as well as make sure that no one used the place without permission. She was going to watch the place through the winter, and by then she’d have established herself with an address and could get a bank account. Then an apartment. 

			The camper had a small heater, but there was a refrigerator and a stove. The camper itself was tiny, so the heater worked out well, she supposed, but winter hadn’t hit yet, so she was hoping she’d be warm when the time came to use it in earnest. And she’d been able to have it parked next to the showers and bathrooms when they’d closed up, so that wasn’t so bad either. Unless, of course, she had to get up in the middle of the night to pee. Then it was a cold and dark walk.

			After fixing herself something quick for dinner, she went to the small laundry house to wash up her weekly clothes. There wasn’t much with it just being her, but she wanted to start the week off tomorrow with fresh, clean clothes in the event that she got the job. The Savages said that if she ever found herself in a position to get something more, she was to take it, but she’d already decided that she’d do her damnedest to keep both jobs until they returned from Florida in a few months. 

			By ten she was in bed. She’d emailed her grandmother what was going on, then watched a movie on the old television that had been in the camper. The picture was crappy, but it was noise until she went to sleep. By ten-thirty she was curled up in her blankets and sleeping bag and asleep.

			The dream always started in the same way. Her grandmother was there sitting in her usual place at the head of the table when she was home. Her mother and father were to either side of her, Shamus and her sister were seated next to their mother, and Kennedy to her dad’s right. The butler brought in the first course of the meal and sat the large tray before her grandmother, who was speaking to her son.

			“You should simply let me take her back with me. It will do me a world of good, and I’d very much love the company.” Kennedy tried not to be too excited at the prospect of spending the summer with her grandmother. “You’re not going to miss her, and you know it.”

			“She only just returned. I’ve a mind to keep her to meself for a week or two.” Kennedy looked at her da and wanted to hug him to her. She knew he’d been teasing her and that it was as good as settled. “Mayhap we’ll get you with your new man. He’s been willing to wait on you all this time. I think it’s about time you….”

			When he stood up suddenly, she did as well. Her father was her world next to seanmháthair, and when he gripped his chest and looked at her, Kennedy could see the panic and pain in his eyes. Before anyone could move to help him, he fell over dead. Massive heart attack, they’d told them.

			That had been nearly five years ago. Since that time she’d run to the States to hide from her brother. As it was, she’d been in and out of the hospital more times than she had her entire life before then. Shamus wanted her to heel, and she wanted to fly. But when he’d ordered her to marry a man nearly her own father’s age, she’d told him no. He’d beaten her so badly the medics had been called, and she’d been carted off to emergency. Five weeks later, she was getting off the boat in the United States and had never looked back.

		

	
		
			Samuel - Chapter 2

			“You should have seen it, Samuel. When the cover was lifted, there were five carrots, two pieces of red pepper, as well as a small onion. And there in the middle of this were three of the smallest pieces of beef you’ve ever seen.” Samuel laughed at his mom’s description of their first encounter with a cook, an Allice Anderson. It had not gone as well as they’d planned. “I had to have Butler go and ask her if this was a course or something. He returned to tell me that she said it was the main course and that dessert would be served when things were cleared. They were cleared as far as I was concerned. Why, I could have eaten it all in two bites.”

			“I’m assuming you didn’t hire her.” His mom sputtered and told him no. “Too bad. I was thinking I could stand to lose a few pounds.”

			“You’d lose a great deal more than that if you hired her. And you’re not going to believe this, but she asked me what time I wanted her to come back tomorrow. As if she’d already gotten the job.” She snorted at him. “I told her we had other applicants and that she would be notified. Had the nerve to tell me that she would be waiting, that by the end of this ‘farce,’ she called it, that we’d be begging her to come back. Over my dead body.” 

			“Who do you have coming in tomorrow?” He’d called every night and had heard the update on the cook offs. The first person that had shown up had taken one look at the kitchen and declared it too beneath him to work there. The second wasn’t much better in that he’d told them that he would need a staff all his own and that he didn’t actually cook but had assistants do it for him. Today was the meal of the tiny meat.

			“Kennedy Buehler is coming in tomorrow. Nice enough on the phone. She even asked me what she needed to bring with her.” His mom yawned, and he deiced that he needed to try and get home sooner to help her. “I’ve had a really long day. I think I’ll retire soon.”

			“I should get to bed too. They’re coming to get the last of the things from the condo tomorrow, and then for the rest of the week, I’ll be living in a hotel room. Expect the trucks to come sometime on Friday to drop off my things.” She told him she would and yawned again. “I love you, Mom.”

			“And I love you as well. I’ll see you in a few days, son.” She laughed a little before continuing. “Butler has the local pizza place on speed dial in the event this Buehler doesn’t work out.”

			Samuel spent the rest of the night working out the notes he wanted to go over for tomorrow. Aggie had shown up today and had as many questions as the man he’d sent over to learn what there was to know. In all the time since the papers were signed, over eight days ago, August hadn’t been in once. The father was looking more and more like the newest owner.

			The next morning started off as usual. Samuel answered emails that had come in and had set up a staff meeting so that Aggie, as he’d asked to be called, could meet them all at once. By the time the meeting was ready to take place, Samuel had set up a couple of meetings for someone to work in the kitchen at his home and also make arrangements for a car. He hadn’t had one in a good number of years, always relying on a limo service, and was excited to drive again. When Aggie showed up at ten after nine, Samuel knew something had gone wrong.

			“August has a girl pregnant.” Aggie said as he paced the office. “What the hell do you suppose he’s thinking when he pulls his dick out? ‘I’ll just have Daddy take care of anything that goes wrong?’”

			Samuel didn’t answer the man, because frankly, he wasn’t sure what to say to him. He’d already told the older man of the information that August had given him in the event the business failed, and this shouldn’t have been a big surprise. Aggie continued pacing as he spoke. 

			“I’ve taken matters into my own hands and have had him removed from the house. As of now, he is no longer a son of mine. And security has been informed that if he comes to the building that they are to call the police and have him arrested for trespassing.” A good start, but there was more he could do, but again Samuel kept his mouth shut. “I’ve also gotten with the attorneys and had them draw up the papers that give me this business. You’re leaving it in good hands.” 

			“I had my doubts, if you want to know the truth.” Aggie nodded and sat down. “Shall we get to work then? I’ve a mind to get home. There are some issues that need my attention, and, frankly, I want to start a life of leisure.”

			Aggie snorted. “You’ll never make it. I bet within a month you’ll have another business going. If you don’t meet yourself a girl first. There’s a lot to be said to have the right woman.”

			“I’ve no desire to find even the wrong woman.” Samuel pulled out some of the notes he’d been thinking to share with Aggie and started work. By seven-thirty both men had made a great deal of headway, and Samuel was thinking that he’d be home Thursday instead of Friday now.

			~~~

			The house, if you thought of it only as a house, was easy enough to find. Kennedy arrived at ten minutes till nine and pulled her car into the space where the man on the intercom had told her to park. Gathering up her things, she moved toward the back door and was surprised when the door opened suddenly and a very staunch man stood there.

			“Miss Buehler, I presume?” She nodded. “I have been informed by the missus of the house to show you around the kitchen and ask you for a list of supplies you might want for your meal.” 

			“Aye,” she said with a flush when he raised a brow at her, but she recovered quickly. “I was thinking to make chicken. How many do you think I’ll be feeding?”

			“Eight. The missus will join us, of course. We serve at six on the dot.” She looked around the massive kitchen and let out a low whistle. “This is the main kitchen, and there is a larger one in the lower levels that will house the parties when they entertain. You’ll be expected to be able to use both rooms.”

			He took her to the pantry that was only about half filled yet still held more items in it than she’d seen in well-stocked restaurants. There was also the storage room that she was able to live in if the need ever rose, as it was as big as three of the campers she was currently living in. She moved with him, taking out her notepad and writing down everything that she saw in the event she might need something. Then he took her to the dining room. 

			“The dining room will seat fifty, if need be. The lower levels will accommodate as many as five hundred if the doors are opened to the outdoors. The kitchen below us has an elevator in the event that both kitchens are needed. We have yet to use the lower levels, but the rooms are set up.” Kennedy nodded, wondering if the people who lived here were famous. Not that she cared; she just wanted to be able to cook.

			“And today? Will I be working alone or is there a staff in place? I can do an eight on my own, but I don’t want to step on anyone’s toes at the start.” He looked at her oddly but only nodded at her.

			“There will be a staff, and the person who is hired as the main cook will hire their own staff. You will be able to feed us today then without any issues?” She smiled at his question, wondering what they’d gone through in the past few days.

			Kennedy knew that she wasn’t the only applicant for the job. Two people she knew of had come already. One was Claris Todd. She was a bitch of the highest order but could and would run a kitchen with an iron fist. And she’d put out some really good meals. She just wasn’t very nice. Then there was Allice Anderson. Allice was a nice enough person but temperamental and thought that what she cooked was the best. Even if it was a tad on the uppity side. 

			By the time they’d finished the tour of both kitchens, Kennedy had a better understanding of what she was applying for. It wasn’t just a staff cook as she’d assumed, but someone as head of the kitchen as well as chef. She could and would be able to fill both jobs, thanks a great deal to her experience and education. When they entered the kitchen, there was an older lady sitting in a wheel chair that had to be the missus, and another woman who introduced herself as Brigitte Butler. 

			“I’m Summer Payne. You must be Kennedy Buehler.” Kennedy took her hand and was surprised by the strength. “You’ll be cooking chicken for us I understand.”

			“Yes, ma’am, if you want. I can do just about anything.” The woman nodded and looked at Butler, as he’d asked her to call him. “I was wondering how you wanted it cooked. I can do anything from comfort food to five-star.”

			“I think after this week we’ve had I’d prefer comfort. I’ll leave you to sort that out.” She started to roll out of the room but stopped and looked at her. “Where are you from?”

			It was on the tip of her tongue to tell her Ohio, but she knew that she’d heard her accent. “Ireland, ma’am, though I was born here. My parents moved here for a year before going home sometime after my first birthday. I was educated in France as well as the States.” She nodded and left the room. 

			Around eleven-thirty, three younger women came into the kitchen. Kennedy had gone over the pantry and found that other than the chicken everything she needed was there. She was making a list for a menu when the other women started pulling bags of sliced meat from the refrigerator. Kennedy watched them for several minutes until they pulled down a large can of vegetable soup.

			“You’re not going to eat that, are you?” All three of them looked at her. “I can throw something together for you if you want. You don’t have to eat that stuff.”

			“You can cook us something? It won’t count.” The bravest of the three little maids blushed. “We’re the upstairs maids, and it’s our turn to cook lunch until someone is hired.”

			“I won’t tell if you won’t.” Kennedy pulled things from the refrigerator and started cutting and chopping. When she’d laid out her packet with her knives fastened securely in it across the large butcher block, the girls giggled. In forty-five minutes she had a nice light soup simmering, a salad made with the greens that had had to be cut up a lot to save even that much, and sandwiches…thick roast beef sandwiches with homemade honey mustard and Swiss cheese. The bread had been stuffed in the cabinet, but it was still not overly hard. By the time lunch was called, Kennedy was back to making her list.

			“This is amazing.” Mrs. Payne had joined them at the kitchen table, which surprised Kennedy. She didn’t look up when one of the girls thanked her. She said she wouldn’t tell, and she wouldn’t. Besides, it had made her feel better about cooking in the big kitchen to break the ice, so to speak, with lunch.

			“We had help. Ms. Buehler took what was left in the ice box and came up with this.” Caroline, the girl who had spoken to her first, nodded in her direction. “She said she didn’t feel right being here and not working.”

			“It was simple. They would have done the same thing.” Kennedy walked to the pantry, embarrassed more than she could have said. When she returned, Mrs. Payne was sitting at the table with Butler and his wife. They asked her to have a seat. It came out more like a command, but Kennedy sat down.

			“You’re not going to get brownie points by sucking up.” Kennedy stood up but sat again when Mrs. Payne told her to. “You’ll learn that I’m mistress of this house, and when I tell you I’d like to have a conversation with you, you’ll listen to me.”

			Kennedy took a deep breath and stood up. She wasn’t going to be ordered around again, not even for a job. She moved back into the kitchen and started cutting up the three chickens that had arrived an hour ago. When she finished with them and had them soaking in buttermilk, she went back to the dining room to find that Butler and his wife were still there.

			“I will cook for you tonight, as I’ve already started the meal, but I won’t be treated like a child and ordered about like I’m a slave.” Before she could turn and leave again, Brigitte asked her to please sit. “Am I being ordered to or asked?”

			“Asked. I would wish that you’d have a seat.” Kennedy sat down and waited. “The meal you’re planning for this evening, will it be as good as lunch?” 

			“I should hope so.” Then Kennedy flushed. “I don’t care for canned soup, and the lettuce they were using was out of date and needed some trimming. That’s all I did. The sandwiches were simply meat on bread.”

			“But it was more than simply meat on bread, and we both know it.” Brigitte looked at her husband, then at her again. “You’ll do well to listen to Mrs. Payne. She’s a wonderful lady, but the past three cooks have been…let us just leave it at she needed to make sure you knew that she was in charge.”

			Kennedy nodded. “So long as she knows that I’m not a person who will tolerate being talked to like that. She wants something from me, then I can get it, but I won’t let someone command me into anything again.”

			Mrs. Payne came in just as she was frying the chicken. Kennedy had planned on making chicken and dumplings but had found the corn meal and decided that she’d make cornbread, and that didn’t go with dumplings. Mrs. Payne wheeled her chair to the opposite side of the counter where she was working and asked for a glass of water.

			“I’ve brewed tea if you’ve a mind for it.” She smiled and nodded at her. “There is sweet and not sweet. Which do you prefer?”

			“Sweet please.” After setting the iced glass of tea in front of her, Kennedy went back to work. “I’m sorry for the way I treated you. I should never have snapped at you.”

			“Mrs. Brigitte told me a little while ago that you had a row with the delivery man.” She nodded at her. “I took care of him for you. He won’t be giving you grief again.”

			“You did?” Kennedy nodded at her question. “I’m not a cripple. Well, I suppose I am, but there was no reason for him to speak to me like I…well, like I did you.”

			“When I’m nervous or afraid, my accent gets the better of me. The more I’m emotional the deeper and heavier it gets. And when that happens, people start to treat me differently. As if I’m a stupid woman who knows no better. I’m very intelligent and have a good education.”

			“People should learn to judge others by their works not what they see and hear.” Kennedy put the last two pieces of chicken in the skillet as she checked on the cornbread. Dinner was in thirty minutes, and Caroline had come in to set the table for them to eat.

			“May I ask you a question?” Kennedy nodded at Mrs. Payne. “Would you have taken credit for lunch had Caroline not told us what you’d done?”

			“No. What would have been the point?” Caroline muttered because it was good, but Kennedy ignored her as she continued talking to Mrs. Payne. “Why are you finding a cook this way and not simply hiring a service to find them?”

			“I wanted to see how someone faired before hiring them. You can have a long list of what you’ve done, where you’ve cooked, and how many degrees you have. But when it comes down to it, I still have no idea if you can put together a sandwich.” Mrs. Payne laughed. “And we got to see that you can indeed do that. Where did you get the mustard you put on the beef? That was the best I’ve ever tasted.”

			“I made it. If I don’t get the job, then I’ll make sure you have the recipe. It’s really easy.” The timer went off just as she stirred the green beans. “It’s show time. If you guys will come on in, we’ll see if I can fry up a bird too.”

			Because they were all eating in the kitchen, Kennedy simply put things on the end of the butcher block as she decanted them and they put them on the table between them. The beans were draining in the sink as she finished putting the chicken on the three platters. When she put the beans into a serving bowl, Butler came around to help her by cutting up the cornbread and putting it in a basket with a towel. Cole slaw was unearthed from the fridge, as well as sliced tomatoes she’d found in the veggie drawer. By the time the last bowl was put on the table, the staff and Mrs. Payne were piling their plates. Kennedy was wiping down her knives to put into her case when she heard someone call her name.

			“You’ll join us, won’t you?” Kennedy shook her head and reached for her coat as Butler looked at Mrs. Payne. “I’m hoping you will. It would be an honor to have you eat with us.”

			She started to tell him no, that she really needed to get back. They’d assured her that she didn’t have to clean up, but she’d done most of that while she worked. When Caroline and the others started nodding for her to join them, she put her coat on the chair again and went to join them. 

			“I can’t eat too much. I have a long night ahead of me and I don’t want to fall asleep too early.” Potatoes and corn were passed to her as she put smallish portions on her plate only to have Brigitte put more on it. “I don’t eat that much in a week.”

			“Learn to deal with it.” Brigitte laughed when she did. “I cannot tell you the last time I had better cornbread. It’s almost like a sweet cake.” 

			“Thank you,” Kennedy said, blushing. “I learned that from my seanmháthair, my grandma. She was a big fan of cornbread, and I wanted to please her with it. It was on my final at college and I got extra marks for it.”

			Dinner was a hit if the cleaned platter and bowls were any indication. The last piece of chicken was wrapped in a paper towel for “later,” Mrs. Payne said as she wrapped up the last piece of cornbread as well. Kennedy started to help clear when she was asked to have a seat.

			“We have one more candidate. She comes in tomorrow.” Mrs. Payne handed her a sheet of paper, and Kennedy looked down at it. “Do you know how to make those dishes?”

			“Aye.” Kennedy realized that she’d slipped, but was looking hard at the list and didn’t care. “There are things on here that I’ve done before, others I’ve made once, but just a few I’ve never encountered. It doesn’t mean I canna make them.”

			“I need to make sure that when we entertain, we’re entertaining with the best possible. I know that you won’t cut corners when it comes to feeding us, but will you if there are seven hundred people here?” Kennedy looked at the list again before answering her.

			“You get me the ingredients I ask for without cutting corners on your end and I won’t either. If you ask me to make you baked salmon from Alaska, then getting me something off the coast of Florida won’t do. Understand?” They all three nodded and smiled. “I canna abide by people moving things in my kitchen either. I put it somewhere, that’s where I expect to find it when I go back for it. And no one touches my knives.”

			“My mate does that,” Brigitte said with heat in her voice. “Moves things to suit him when it’s my kitchen. I’ve a mind to bash his head in at times when he does it. Just last week it took me hours to find my measuring spoons. We nearly didn’t have dinner because of it.”

			Brigitte nodded as she glared at her husband. The two of them were the cutest couple she’d ever seen and would bet her last nickel that he might move things where she didn’t want them just to see the fight in her eyes. Mrs. Payne pushed a second sheet of paper toward her, and Kennedy looked at it quickly before looking back at her.

			“We’d like for you to fill this out. It’s the application we’re saving for the person who gets the job. If the person tomorrow is the dud I’ve heard he is, then I’d very much like for you to start as soon as possible.” Kennedy nodded and tried her best to keep the excitement out of her voice.

			“I’m thinking I’d like to dance a jig, but I won’t.” She picked up the paper and held it as still as she could. “I’ll not disappoint you, Mrs. I swear I will give you what I have and then some.”

			“We know that. I just wish I’d not set up the appointment for tomorrow now. I would love to find out what you’d have in store for us in the morning for breakfast.” 

			Kennedy went back to her camper and emailed her seanmháthair. There was one from her, and after reading it twice, Kennedy decided that she’d better take some extra precautions. Her brother had found out she was in the States. Not where yet, but he would. Pulling the heavy blanket over her, Kennedy thought of her brother and decided that she might get herself a ball bat. She’d heard they were very helpful in these sorts of situations. She just hoped it didn’t come to that.

		

	
		
			Samuel - Chapter 3

			The drive took him over nine hours, and he was now on the last hour of it. Samuel was exhausted and just wanted to crawl into his bed and sleep for the next five years. He turned the radio up louder as he drove down the highway. Christ, he should have waited until morning.

			But he wanted to get home. Something was driving him to get there, and as soon as the meeting was over on Thursday at five o’clock, he finished packing up his things from the hotel and checked out. He was hoping to be home by five in the morning.

			He was finished with Illinois. And now he had a fat bank account to show that hard work did really pay off. Samuel was looking forward to running in the backyard, sleeping until he wanted to get up, and doing some of the things he’d not done because he’d been too busy focusing on his business. But as Aggie had told him several times, he was leaving it in good hands. His phone ringing startled him. 

			“How close are you?” His mom sounded as tired as he was. “I can’t sleep until you’re home and not out on some deserted road. When you get here, I’ll sleep.”

			“I’m almost there. I had to make a couple of stops on the way, but I should be pulling up in front of the house in less than an hour.” He laughed. “Mom, you do know that I’m thirty-two years old, right? And I’ve been driving myself for a long time as well.”

			“Don’t be smart. I know how old you are. And that does not negate the fact that you’re still my son and I worry about you. Now, tell me what you’re planning to do tomorrow. Any women involved in your life that I should know about?” He knew she was kidding him, but he still squirmed on his seat. “Samuel?”

			“I’m here. And no, there isn’t any woman in my life. And you know as well as I do that it’s not going to happen for me either.” Samuel heard her heavy sigh. “I’m sorry, Mom. I know you had your heart set on grandchildren, but I just…there are too many things that could go wrong that I don’t want to have to deal with. Too many…everything.”

			“Samuel, not all mates are like your father. Look at you, you’re as different to him as night and day. You might just be surprised at what happens when someone comes into your life.” He snorted. “She may be right around the corner from you. You never know.”

			“It doesn’t matter to me if she’s living in my house right at this moment, I don’t want anything to do with women long-term. I know you’ve heard me say this before, but I don’t want a mate, not now, not ever.” Samuel wished now he’d not answered the phone but knew that she’d only call him back over and over until he had. “Mom, don’t try to set me up. I don’t want it.”

			“All right. I won’t. But I don’t have to like it.” He heard her saying something to someone and wondered who else was up. “Kennedy just got here. She’s going to fix you some breakfast and then go back home.”

			“That’s not necessary.” He wasn’t hungry, but when his mom insisted, he told her just to make sure it was light. “I don’t want anything heavy on my belly when I go to bed.”

			“I understand. She said she can do that.” His mom spoke again, and this time he heard the other voice. She was saying that light was for wussies and his mom laughed. For some reason that pissed him off, and before he could think he was simply too tired to keep his mouth shut, he asked to speak to her.

			“You will know that I am far from a wussy, Miss Buehler, and you’ll learn your place or find employment elsewhere. When speaking to my mother you’ll treat her with respect or I’ll show you how protective I can be with what’s mine.” She didn’t say anything, and he was afraid she’d hung up on him. He was ready to check his phone when she spoke.

			“You think to threaten me, do ye? Well, I’ve news for you, boy-o. I’ve been beaten by the worst of them and come out on top. Aye, more’n on top if you ask me. You keep your tongue behind your teeth or I’ll put so much soft peter in your meal that that you’ll be a begging me to stop.” He heard his mom’s sharp intake of breath, but the girl wasn’t finished. “Ye overbearing pisser. I should have…. You can go to hell, you rotter.”

			This time there was no doubt that she’d hung up. She’d slammed the phone down so hard on that he felt the ringing in his ears all the way to his toes and back. When he started to redial his home to speak to her again, fire her he supposed, his phone rang in his hand. Before he could speak, his mom tore into him like he was five and had dug up all her flowers to have himself a bit more land to play in.

			“What is wrong with you, young man? Did I not teach you better manners than to threaten someone? What is wrong with you?” He started to tell her that the girl had started it when his mom spoke again. “I’ll have you know that we’d been talking about you all day yesterday, and I told her that you’d been a good and kind child and had grown up to be a better man. I even went so far as to tell her I was never more proud of you than when you treated the people who worked for you with respect and goodwill, and now you do this? I’m mortified.”

			“She called me a wussy.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he realized how ridiculous it sounded. Like he was a little boy and was insulted by the class bully. “Mom, I’m really tired. Tell her that I’m sorry and that—”

			“You’ll tell her, not me. You’ll come right into this house and you’re going to beg her to forgive you.” She huffed at him again. “If I let you into this house. Samuel James Payne, I’m embarrassed at your behavior.”

			Samuel pulled over to the side of the road. He was exhausted, and now he was pissed. This was no way to drive, so he took several deep breaths before he spoke again. He hated to upset his mom more than anything in the world.

			“I’m going to be home in about forty minutes. I just want to come into the house and go to my bed. I’ll be able to deal with her when I get up. I’m sorry I embarrassed you. I should have kept my mouth shut. I’ll make it up to both of you.” He only hoped he could. His mom was really pissed off. “I’m terribly sorry, Mom.”

			“You shouldn’t have said anything to her. She’s come in on her day off to cater to you.” He thought he couldn’t have felt any worse, but he did. “What with her having a cold and all, she’ll still come in to fix you a breakfast.”

			“Tell her I’m sorry and I’ll pay her for her time.” He wondered how much he was paying her and thought about doubling her pay, but his mom spoke up first.

			“I’ll let her go home after she feeds the rest of us. She’s already started cooking.” He heard the others in the room now and smiled when Butler greeted everyone in his booming voice. “I’m still upset with you.”

			“I know and I’m very sorry.” He pulled back into traffic after hanging up the phone and thought about how badly he’d screwed up. Next time he had to come this far he was taking a plane. He would have been there by now and all cozied up in his bed. The last five miles seemed to be the longest of the entire trip.

			~~~

			Kennedy pulled the last of the trash out of the bathroom and took it to the dumpster. It hadn’t occurred to her to make sure that her trash was at the site before now. And the trash company was really nice in waiting for her. Normally someone came by and picked up the trash right outside the sites when there had been guests in the place, but she’d completely forgotten.

			“There you be, miss. All fixed up.” The man took the bag from her and dropped it into the back of his smelly truck. “I’ll be here every other Tuesday through the winter months. If you need more of a pickup, just holler and I’ll come by.” She nodded at him.

			“Thanks so much again for waiting on me.” She pulled her coat tighter around her, thinking that it was fucking cold out and this man was standing in only his shirt sleeves. “I’ll remember from now on.”

			He was gone ten minutes later, and she made her way back to her home. There was a lot to be said for being waked up at three in the morning by someone pounding on your door. At least he’d not said anything when she answered the door with a ball bat over her shoulder. Going inside, she tried to get warm by dancing around the tiny space, but only made a breeze around her feet. Getting back into the bed, she covered up with every blanket she owned and still couldn’t get warm. 

			“No hope for it, Kennedy dear, might as well get your butt rolling and get to work.” She gathered up her things and took them to the bathhouse. Turning the water as hot as she could get it, she stripped down and waited for the steam to warm up the tiny room. She was washing her hair when she thought of Mr. Payne. 

			For some reason she’d expected his voice to be softer. Mrs. Payne, Summer as she’d asked Kennedy to call her, told her that her son was a great man. Kennedy didn’t think much of the man right now and didn’t particularly want to meet him either. But today he was going to have breakfast with the staff and apparently tell her how sorry he was. She was glad now that she’d not told anyone but her seanmháthair that she’d gotten this job. She might just be out of work by the end of the day.

			Her car started with its usual moans and groans. She knew that she needed to get it in for repairs, but the money that she was saving didn’t include a thousand dollars to some guy who thought he might be able to fix it. She was going to take her chances with sweet talking it. When it finally rolled over she patted the dashboard as she put it into gear. Time to get moving.

			No one was in the kitchen when she got there. They’d given her a key a few days ago when she’d had to wait in her car for the household to open up. Summer had told her she could come and go as she pleased, but Kennedy didn’t really think she meant coming over for a barbeque or a dip in the indoor pool. So she started getting things set up just as the sun was rising. 

			There were cinnamon rolls still proofing on the counter when Butler and Brigitte came in the room. Nodding to them, she continued to knead bread that she was preparing for dinner tonight, and if she was still there after the meeting, she was making a standing rib roast, apparently the lord of the house’s favorite.

			Kennedy had taken to calling him that under her breath since he’d pissed her off. She was pretty sure that Summer knew she did it, but other than laugh a few times when Kennedy had said it, Summer had said nothing else. By the time breakfast was ready to be served, the table had been set and coffee was brewing. She looked up when the door opened again, thinking it was Butler coming back for more platters.

			The master of the house wasn’t at all what she’d expected him to look like either. She had no idea what she’d thought, but this man, this gorgeous hunk of a man, was no way near it. When she swallowed twice she had a feeling he knew she’d been struck dumb when he laughed. Turning away from him before she did something incredibly stupid like ask him if she could nibble on him, she picked up the last of the food and took it past him into the dining room.

			He touched her arm and stopped her. “I’d very much like a word with you before we eat. It’s about the last night.”

			“I’ve a breakfast to put on the table, if you don’t mind.” Her voice was sharper than she’d meant it to be, and his raised brow told her he’d noticed it too. “Ye make me nervous. I’m a wee bit afraid of saying the wrong thing.” 

			“You’re Irish.” She nodded, embarrassed now that he’d think she was daft too. “My mother said that I needed to apologize to you before we ate.”

			“Ye mother? Ye not be doing this on yer own then.” She pulled from his hand, moved back into the kitchen, and slammed the platter down. “Ye be not wanting to piss off yer mother, so you come to do her bidding no matter what.”

			“That’s not what I meant. I only meant that she suggested that I apologize to you. I upset her when I was rude to you.” He looked at the door as it opened and handed the platter to Brigitte and asked for a few minutes. “I didn’t mean to insult you. I was tired and I said some things I shouldn’t have.”

			“Aye you did. To me.” She started for her coat, knowing that if she didn’t leave now her temper was going to explode. But he grabbed her again. 

			“Wait a damned minute. I’m trying to make this right. Why don’t you get your panties out of the twist you have them in and cut me some slack? I’m trying to do the right thing here.” She jerked from him again only to have him push her against the wall. Kennedy lost what little control she had on herself and hit him.

			She’d never understand if she lived to be three hundred years old how she ended up over him when he’d fallen. Her body lay sprawled all over his in a way that she could feel every hard muscle of his entire frame, and there wasn’t any doubt to her that he was all hard muscle. When she tried to scramble off him he put his hands on her hips and held her still. His cock seemed to grow as she lay there.

			“You’ve got blood on your lip.” His voice was husky and soft. She licked it off and tasted the copperiest of it. “You okay otherwise?”

			“Fine.” This time when she tried to get up he groaned deep in his chest and she felt it along her breast. There was something very appealing about him making noises, she thought. Making sure she didn’t elbow or knee him again, she stood up and moved her back to the door. As he stood, she had a sudden thought that he was going to hit her back, but he only grinned at her.

			“You’ve a hell of a left. Did it hurt your hand?” She looked down at the bruising already starting to appear. When she tried to put it behind her he asked to see it.

			“I’m peachy, thanks.” But he pulled her arm toward him and then her hand. When he turned it over in his big palm she felt the air in her lungs rush out. Her hand was so much smaller than his.

			“You’ll need to put some ice on it.” She looked up at him and wondered about the anger she heard. Sure she’d hit him, but he’d been okay with it until now. “Then I’d very much like to have a conversation with you.”

			“I need to get going, maybe some other time.” She went to the refrigerator. After pulling out a zip baggie, she started to fill it with ice only to have him push her out of the way and do it himself. She was getting angrier by the minute. The man ran as hot and cold as the shower where she was staying.

			“I shouldn’t have yelled at you.” His back was to her, but she heard him just fine. “I was tired and out of sorts, and I shouldn’t have taken my mood out on you.” 

			He turned to her then and handed her the ice. He was saying the right words, but they weren’t sincere sounding. Instead of pointing this out to him, she simply nodded. Tomorrow she’d give her notice. She would not work for this man.

			Saying nothing to him, she passed him and went into the dining room. They were all talking until that moment, and she tried not to be hurt by it. Instead, she sat down at the table and put a roll on her plate. Kennedy wasn’t sure she could even get that down, but she had to have something on her plate. Mr. Payne came in a few seconds later and sat at the head of the table. Kennedy tried her best to ignore him.

			“I wanted to tell everyone welcome. In the coming months I’ll be getting used to being idle and trying to stay out of your way.” Kennedy could feel his eyes on her, but she didn’t raise her head. Picking up her fork, she stabbed at the confection until she was sure it resembled a pile of mashed potatoes. Putting down her fork, she looked down at her hands until she heard someone say her name. Looking up, she realized that Mr. Payne had apparently said it a few times, because they were all grinning at her, with the exception of him.

			“I’m not sure what you want from me as a cook. I’ll make whatever meals you want. Just leave me a note on the counter.” Not that she’d be there much longer, but she wouldn’t go out with them thinking she didn’t do her job.

			“I was asking for you to tell us about yourself. I know you have a bit of Irish in you. I’ve heard it along with some of your temper.” She flushed hotly at him and he grinned. “Ms. Buehler and I have some things to work out.”

			“Aye we do.” She looked around the table before she continued. “I’m Kennedy Buehler. I’ve lived in the States for nine months now, though I was born here. My family resides in Ireland with my mother and seanmháthair. I studied at the Le Cordon Bleu College in Paris before finishing my education at Harvard, where I studied Business Law. I speak nine languages including Gaelic, and I have a black belt in karate.”

			She’d not meant to tell them all that. It had been too much. She could see that now. She and Mr. Payne stood at the same time and moved to the door. There was no way she’d talk to him now. He’d tell her she was a showoff and a bitch for saying those things, just as her brother had.

			“Wait. Christ, why are you always in such a hurry to leave here?” She turned to look at him as she wrapped her knives up and shoved them into her pocket. “You didn’t tell my mother that, did you? You didn’t mention any of your education to them.”

			“I applied for the job

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/Image1822.jpg





OEBPS/image/Image1806.jpg
KATHI S. BARTON

AWARD WINNING AND BESTSELLING AUTHOR






OEBPS/image/1.png
KATHI S. BARTON

AWARD WINNING AND BESTSELLING AUTHOR

fsamte[ s (PiSe

BOXED SET Books1-6






OEBPS/image/Image1813.jpg
Samuel’s & oﬂée

BOXED SET Books1-

KATHI S. BARTON





OEBPS/image/Image1830.jpg
/S/ amue[

SAMUEL’S PRIDE SERIES Book |

KATHI S. BARTON





