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​Prologue 

​The Bride Who Cried Before Breakfast
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At Island Grace Resort, nobody ever arrived at the right time to fall apart.

That was the first rule of hospitality.

A family from Toronto could check out at dawn arguing over who lost the passports. A business group from Atlanta could arrive by nine with PowerPoint slides, matching luggage, and three different opinions about coconut water. A wedding party could take over the west villas before lunch. Honeymooners came in sunburned, retreat guests came in pretending they had found peace, and wealthy people arrived every day with the firm belief that money should protect them from weather, inconvenience, and relatives.

Island Grace never belonged to one set of guests.

It breathed people in and out all day.

Airport vans rolled through the front gate. Bell carts rattled over stone paths. Golf carts whispered past hibiscus hedges. Staff changed sheets, reset villas, cooled towels, poured juice, answered phones, smiled through complaints, and made paradise look effortless for people who had paid good money not to notice the effort.

By seven-thirty that Friday morning, the resort already had three checkouts, two early arrivals, one corporate breakfast, a delayed airport pickup, a missing yoga instructor, and a bride crying in Villa Six.

The bride was Ethan Mallory’s problem.

For the moment.

Ethan stood outside Villa Six with a resort tablet in one hand, his phone in the other, and the calm expression of a man who had learned long ago that panic made rich people louder.

He wore the Island Grace concierge jacket, white and pressed, with a name badge that said:

ETHAN MALLORY

Guest Experience Concierge

It sounded peaceful.

It was not.

Guest experience meant he arranged dinners, drivers, flowers, private beach setups, proposal surprises, apology baskets, emergency tailors, last-minute excursions, quiet refunds, discreet exits, and whatever else stood between luxury and public embarrassment.

Inside Villa Six, someone yelled, “Don’t touch it!”

Someone else said, “Maybe flowers could cover that side.”

The bride wailed louder.

Ethan looked at Simone Price, the resort wedding coordinator, who stood beside him with a clipboard held against her chest like a shield.

“Flowers?” he asked.

Simone closed her eyes. “Flowers have become a threat.”

From inside, a bridesmaid shouted, “It’s not that bad!”

The bride shrieked, “You melted my wedding!”

Ethan inhaled slowly.

“Who used heat?”

Simone looked at the villa door. “A bridesmaid.”

“Professional equipment?”

Simone’s mouth tightened.

“Hotel iron.”

Ethan turned his head.

Simone lifted one hand. “I was not present when foolishness became policy.”

“Noted.”

His earpiece clicked.

Keisha Morgan from the front desk came through, her voice polished enough for guests but sharp enough for staff to know she had already lost patience.

“Mr. Mallory, Mrs. Whitfield Senior is asking why breakfast service is delayed.”

“Tell Mrs. Whitfield Senior the bridal party requested privacy.”

“She asked whether privacy comes with coffee.”

“Tell her yes.”

“She also asked whether her daughter is crying.”

Ethan glanced toward the door as another sob broke loose.

“Tell her the bride is experiencing a reflective moment.”

Keisha paused.

“A reflective moment?”

“It sounds gentler than collapse.”

“Mmm. Some people do like soft words for loud things.”

“Thank you, Keisha.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll start praying now.”

“That may be wise.”

Ethan stepped into Villa Six.

The room looked like a wedding magazine had lost a fight with humidity. Garment bags hung from doorframes. Shoes glittered along the floor. Makeup covered the vanity. Champagne sat untouched in crystal glasses, which told Ethan the problem had reached dangerous territory. People could ignore many things under stress, but few ignored champagne unless the spirit had left the room.

Penelope Whitfield sat before the mirror, fair-skinned, green-eyed, twenty-eight years old, and presently convinced her life had ended because the left side of her hair had been flattened into shiny defeat while the right side had swollen into open rebellion.

One curl hung beside her cheek like it had resigned.

Ethan studied the damage.

Then he studied the bridesmaids.

Three looked guilty.

One looked overconfident, which was worse.

Penelope lifted her tear-streaked face. “My wedding is ruined.”

“Your wedding is delayed,” Ethan said. “Ruined requires paperwork.”

A bridesmaid blinked. “What?”

“It’s a resort classification.”

Simone coughed into her hand.

Penelope’s bottom lip trembled. “The stylist cancelled.”

“I heard.”

“She said she had food poisoning.”

Simone muttered, “Food poisoning wearing red heels at the beach party last night.”

Ethan glanced at her.

She looked back with professional innocence.

He checked the time.

7:36 a.m.

Ceremony at 11:30.

Possible. Ugly, but possible.

“Ladies,” he said, “I need truth. Not fear. Not friendship. Truth. Who put the hotel iron near bridal hair?”

The overconfident bridesmaid slowly raised two fingers.

“I was helping.”

Simone looked at the ceiling.

Ethan nodded. “Helping is a noble idea. We will revisit its definition later.”

Penelope started crying again.

Ethan stepped away from the bridal wreckage and opened his private contacts. There were people a resort called officially, and then there were people a resort called when official options had already embarrassed themselves.

He scrolled to:

Janelle Beckford — Crown & Glory

He hesitated for half a second.

Not because she would fail.

Because she would answer.

And once Janelle Beckford answered, she would speak. She had a way of speaking that left no foolishness dressed.

He pressed call.

She answered on the fifth ring.

“No.”

Ethan smiled before he could stop himself. “Good morning, Miss Beckford.”

“It was good before you called.”

“That hurts.”

“It was meant to. What happen?”

“I have a bride.”

“You have a resort full of brides. Be specific.”

“Hair emergency.”

“How bad?”

Ethan looked over his shoulder at Penelope’s head.

“Emotionally or structurally?”

“Hair first. Feelings cost extra.”

“The left side was heat-flattened. The right side has expanded. There is product buildup, panic, and a curl beside her cheek that appears to have lost faith.”

Silence.

Then Janelle said, “Who used hotel heat?”

Ethan glanced at the bridesmaid.

“The responsible party has confessed.”

“No, Mr. Mallory. Confessing is when the spirit breaks. That girl probably just raised her hand because guilt got heavy.”

“That is accurate.”

“Send me a picture.”

“I worry it may distress you.”

“Baby, I do hair in Jamaica. Humidity has shown me things no man can threaten me with.”

Ethan took the photo and sent it.

Three dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Appeared again.

Then his phone rang.

He answered.

Janelle did not say hello.

“My Lord,” she said. “That is not a hairstyle. That is a cry for altar call.”

Ethan turned slightly away from the room.

“Can you help?”

“I can help the hair. I cannot promise salvation for whoever did this.”

“I can send a car.”

“Send a car with air-conditioning and a driver who understands urgency is not an invitation to kill us both.”

“Done.”

“And I need clean towels, distilled water, extension cord, proper chair, strong coffee with sugar, and nobody crying directly into my workspace.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes. Tell the bride if she says ‘ruined’ one more time before I arrive, I charge by the tear.”

A bridesmaid whispered, “How much is she?”

Janelle heard her.

“Enough,” Janelle said through the phone.

Ethan covered the mouthpiece and looked at the room. “The bride’s father imported flowers from Holland and requested chilled mango by brand name. Nobody gasp at labor.”

He uncovered the phone. “Approved.”

“Good. And Mr. Mallory?”

“Yes?”

“If this is foolishness pretending to be emergency, my price doubles.”

He looked at the smoking iron on the counter.

“This is foolishness that successfully became an emergency.”

“At least you honest.”

She hung up.

Ethan slipped the phone away.

Penelope sniffed. “Can she fix it?”

“She can fix the hair.”

Penelope stared at him. “What does that mean?”

“It means the rest of you should begin working on humility.”

Simone turned toward the bridesmaids. “You heard the man. Hide the iron before Miss Beckford sees it and starts naming spirits.”

Twenty-eight minutes later, Janelle Beckford walked into Villa Six carrying a black styling case, a garment bag, and the kind of calm that made foolishness sit up straight.

She was a Black Jamaican woman in her mid-thirties, deep brown skin warm under the morning light, dark eyes sharp enough to part hair by themselves. Her braids were pinned high with gold cuffs tucked through them, neat and practical, beautiful without begging anybody to notice. She wore a black Crown & Glory salon tunic with gold trim, fitted trousers, comfortable shoes, hoop earrings, and the expression of a woman who had left peace at home and expected to be paid for the inconvenience.

Ethan met her at the door.

“You made excellent time.”

“I drove behind a man carrying plantains like government documents. Be grateful I am sanctified.”

“I am grateful daily.”

“Don’t get fancy. Show me the disaster.”

He stepped aside.

Janelle entered.

The room quieted.

That was not magic. That was authority.

She walked to the bride, set down her case, and studied the hair without touching it. Her face did not move much, but the room felt judged.

Penelope looked up with wet eyes. “Are you Janelle?”

“I was when I left home.”

“My wedding is ruined.”

Janelle lifted one finger.

Penelope stopped talking.

“First rule,” Janelle said. “We do not prophesy disaster while I am holding bobby pins.”

A bridesmaid sucked in a laugh and tried to swallow it.

Janelle looked at her through the mirror. “You. Over there. Laugh only if your hands are clean.”

The bridesmaid stopped laughing.

Janelle circled Penelope once.

“Who used the hotel iron?”

The overconfident bridesmaid raised her hand again, smaller this time.

“I thought if I just smoothed—”

“No.”

“But—”

“No with mercy.”

The girl closed her mouth.

Janelle opened her case. Combs, pins, clips, sprays, oils, edge control, and tools came out in clean rows. The bridesmaids watched as if she were unpacking surgical instruments.

Janelle turned to Penelope.

“Do you want comfort or truth?”

Penelope whispered, “Both?”

“That costs more.”

Penelope gave a tiny, watery laugh.

Janelle softened a little.

“Your wedding is not ruined. Your hair has been insulted. I deal with insults every day.”

Ethan stood near the doorway, doing what he did best: observing quietly while pretending he was only managing logistics.

Janelle saw him anyway.

She always saw too much.

“You,” she said.

He straightened. “Me?”

“Yes, Mr. Smooth Voice. Get me the distilled water and tell whoever is guarding breakfast that the bride needs toast, tea, and no mother in this room for thirty minutes.”

Simone blinked. “No mother?”

Janelle did not look away from the bride’s hair. “Not until this head and I come to an understanding.”

Ethan nodded. “I can arrange that.”

Janelle glanced at him. “You arrange everything?”

“Nearly.”

“Mmm. That must be tiring.”

It landed too close to truth.

He smiled professionally. “Occupational blessing.”

“Blessing?” She lifted one damaged curl. “This resort uses that word too easy.”

The room went still enough to hear the distant crash of waves beyond the open windows.

Ethan wanted to laugh.

He did not.

Janelle began working.

The villa changed.

Not into peace. Peace was too ambitious.

It changed into order.

Janelle assigned bridesmaids jobs with the authority of a general and the timing of a choir director. One held pins. One fetched towels. One sat down because Janelle said her nervous pacing was “disturbing the atmosphere.” Simone called the florist. Ethan moved breakfast, blocked Mrs. Whitfield Senior, redirected two panicked calls, and arranged for the makeup artist to return in twenty minutes with less fear in her spirit.

Penelope stopped crying.

Janelle’s hands moved fast but never rushed. She took apart what had failed, section by section, and rebuilt it into something softer, more elegant, more suited to the heat and salt air than the original mainland magazine picture Penelope had brought.

As she worked, she talked.

Not constantly. Not empty chatter. She said what needed saying.

“Hold your head straight, baby.”

“Breathe. Hair can hear panic.”

“No, sweetheart, that pin goes there unless you want your veil to testify during the vows.”

“Whoever told you humidity could be defeated lied to you. Humidity must be negotiated with.”

Penelope watched her in the mirror.

“Are all Jamaican stylists this serious?”

“No. Some are worse.”

That made Penelope laugh again, this time for real.

Ethan caught the sound and glanced over.

Janelle caught him glancing.

He looked back at his tablet.

She smiled just enough to be dangerous.

At 8:42, Mrs. Janice Whitfield arrived.

She did not knock. Women who paid for villas rarely knocked. She swept into the room in silk resort wear, diamonds at her throat, blonde-gray hair set perfectly, and a face prepared to demand answers from the nearest employee.

“Why has no one updated me? Why was breakfast changed? Why is my daughter not answering her phone? Why is there a chair in the middle of—”

She stopped.

Penelope turned.

The room waited.

The bride’s hair was not finished yet, but the disaster was gone. In its place was a graceful, pinned shape with soft movement around her face, curls controlled but not stiff, elegance rebuilt from wreckage.

Janice pressed a hand to her chest.

“Oh, Penelope.”

Penelope’s eyes filled.

Janelle tapped her lightly on the shoulder with the end of a comb.

“Respectful tears only.”

Penelope laughed through them. “Okay.”

Janice looked at Janelle. “You did this?”

“Still doing it.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“It will be, once everybody stops moving their feelings near my hands.”

Ethan lowered his eyes to hide his smile.

Janice blinked, then gave a small nod, the kind women gave when they were not used to being corrected but recognized competence when it rescued them.

“Thank you,” she said.

“You can thank me properly after the veil.”

Janice looked confused.

Simone stepped in smoothly. “Payment envelope, Mrs. Whitfield.”

“Oh. Of course.”

Janelle’s expression did not change.

Ethan admired that.

People liked to call service workers “miracle workers” until the invoice arrived. Janelle accepted gratitude, but she did not let it replace money. There was dignity in that. More people should have had it.

By 9:16, the hair was finished.

Penelope stared at herself.

The room went quiet again, but this time for the right reason.

The style was bridal without being stiff, elegant without looking imported, soft enough for a beach wedding but strong enough to survive weather, hugs, photographs, and whatever foolishness family might attempt after champagne.

Penelope covered her mouth.

“Oh.”

Janelle stepped back.

“Yes,” she said. “That is the correct response.”

Simone clapped once before remembering she was working.

The bridesmaids exhaled like a choir released from rehearsal.

Janice opened the payment envelope with no complaint.

Janelle accepted it, counted it without shame, and tucked it into her case.

Penelope stood carefully and hugged her.

Janelle let her.

Not long. Long enough.

“Thank you,” Penelope whispered.

“Go get married,” Janelle said. “And after today, tell your friends hotel irons are not bridesmaids.”

Penelope laughed.

Then from somewhere down the hall, a man shouted, “Has anyone seen the rings?”

Every face turned.

Ethan’s earpiece clicked.

Keisha’s voice came through, too calm to be good news.

“Mr. Mallory?”

“Yes, Keisha?”

“The groom’s brother says he placed the rings somewhere safe.”

Ethan closed his eyes.

“Define safe.”

“He does not remember.”

Janelle snapped her case shut.

“No.”

Ethan looked at her. “I have not asked.”

“Your face asked.”

Simone’s phone buzzed. She looked down and went pale.

“The flower girl locked herself in the bathroom.”

Penelope made a small noise.

Janice said, “Why would she do that?”

A bridesmaid muttered, “She heard Aunt Diane say marriage is a trap.”

Janelle turned slowly toward Ethan.

He looked back with professional calm, but his eyes had the slightest crack of amusement in them.

Outside the villa windows, the Caribbean Sea shone bright and blue, beautiful enough to make a person forget that humans were still humans no matter how much they paid for the view.

Janelle lifted her case.

“This resort,” she said, “doesn’t need another stylist.”

Ethan waited.

She pointed toward the hallway.

“This resort needs Jesus.”

For one dangerous second, Ethan forgot he was supposed to be polished.

He laughed.

Not the polite concierge laugh. Not the guest-service sound. A real laugh, low and surprised.

Janelle looked at him like that was the first honest thing he had done all morning.

Then she walked past him toward the bathroom with the trapped flower girl, the missing rings, and whatever new foolishness had decided to present itself.

Ethan followed.

By noon, Penelope Whitfield would be married.

By sunset, the Whitfield wedding party would be packing for airport transfers, another family would be checking into Villa Six, and half the staff from front desk to kitchen would already know what Janelle Beckford had said.

Island Grace would not pause.

No resort did.

The business breakfast would become a lunch meeting. The honeymooners would ask for extra towels. The airport vans would keep arriving. New guests would step into the lobby expecting paradise, and old guests would leave believing they had survived it.

By Monday morning, Ethan would have Janelle’s number saved in his phone under a new name:

Janelle Beckford — Emergencies / Possibly Divine

And somewhere between a melted hairstyle, a missing ring, and a flower girl yelling through a bathroom door that she refused to participate in “romantic imprisonment,” Island Grace Resort gained something it badly needed.

Not another stylist.

Not more polish.

Not more luxury.

A woman who could tell the truth while holding a comb.
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​Chapter 1 

​Emergency Appointment
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By two o’clock that afternoon, Janelle Beckford was back where she belonged.

Crown & Glory sat between a small pharmacy and a cookshop that sold jerk chicken so good people forgave the wait and so smoky people left smelling like testimony. The salon was not large, but it had presence. Pink walls, gold-framed mirrors, two dryer chairs, shelves lined with oils and edge control, a small prayer card tucked beside the appointment book, and a front window painted with the words:

CROWN & GLORY

Hair. Beauty. Sense When Available.

The ceiling fan clicked every fourth turn.

The radio near the back played low, one gospel song giving way to something with bass and sunshine. Outside, traffic moved in bursts: taxis, scooters, delivery vans, a man selling fruit from the back of a pickup, schoolchildren in uniforms, tourists wandering too far from where someone told them to wander, and locals who knew exactly where they were going and did not have time to be studied.

Janelle stood behind her first afternoon client, Mrs. Gloria Baptiste, with a comb in one hand and patience in the other.

The patience was running low.

Mrs. Gloria sat under a cape with her short curls sectioned and clipped, her handbag on her lap like it contained legal documents, medication, hard candy, and possibly a small weapon.

“I am telling you,” Mrs. Gloria said, “the woman came into church rehearsal last night saying she had a word from the Lord.”

Janelle parted another section. “Did the word improve anybody?”

“No.”

“Then it may have been gossip wearing church shoes.”

Tasha Campbell, Janelle’s assistant, laughed from the front counter.

Mrs. Gloria pointed at her in the mirror. “You laugh because you young. When you reach my age, you will know foolishness has many outfits.”

“Miss Gloria,” Tasha said, “foolishness don’t wait for age. I met plenty already.”

“Amen,” Janelle said.

Mrs. Gloria lifted her chin. “And speaking of foolishness, I heard Island Grace nearly lost a bride this morning.”

Janelle stopped moving for half a second.

Tasha leaned over the counter like she had been waiting all day.

“Nearly lost? Miss Gloria, by the time Miss Janelle came back, the whole resort was calling her ‘Possibly Divine.’”

Janelle looked at Tasha through the mirror.

Tasha straightened. “I heard it from a reliable source.”

“Your reliable source is Devon from transport, who tells the truth only when lying takes effort.”

“He said Mr. Mallory saved your number under Emergencies slash Possibly Divine.”

Mrs. Gloria’s eyes widened.

“Mr. Mallory?”

Janelle went back to parting hair. “Concierge.”

“White man?”

“American.”

“Handsome?”

“Employed.”

Tasha made a noise. “That was not the question.”

“It was the answer I had available.”

Mrs. Gloria adjusted her handbag. “Mm-hm.”

Janelle clipped a section of curls. “Do not mm-hm me, Miss Gloria.”

“I did not say anything.”

“You said plenty. Your face is noisy.”

Mrs. Gloria smiled at herself in the mirror. “All I am saying is, if a man saves your number and calls you divine, there may be a blessing somewhere in the paperwork.”

Tasha slapped a towel against the counter and laughed.

Janelle pointed the comb at both of them.

“The man works at a resort. He calls everybody something polite before asking them to save the building.”

“He called you divine,” Tasha said.

“He called me emergency.”

“That may be love in hospitality language.”

“Tasha.”

“Yes, Miss Janelle?”

“Go fold towels before I give you an unpaid spiritual assignment.”

Tasha went, still grinning.

Janelle bent closer to Mrs. Gloria’s hair. “Now hold still.”

“You rough today,” Mrs. Gloria said.

“I am not rough. I am efficient.”

“You were up at that resort with the white man all morning. Efficiency may not be the problem.”

“Baby, I would put my hands on you, but I’m trying not to give the Bible evidence.”

Mrs. Gloria cackled so hard the cape trembled.

Tasha nearly dropped the towels.

The salon door opened before Janelle could tell either of them to behave.

A woman stepped in carrying a shopping bag, wearing a sundress, sunglasses on her head, and the desperate expression of someone who had made a hair decision in a climate she did not respect.

She was not local. That much was clear before she spoke. Pale shoulders pink from sun, beach tote from a resort boutique, sandals too expensive to be that uncomfortable.

“Hi,” she said, breathless. “Is this Crown & Glory?”

Janelle looked at her in the mirror.

“It is.”

“I was told you might be able to help me.”

Tasha came forward. “Do you have an appointment?”

“No. I’m sorry. I’m staying at Island Grace, and the front desk said—”

Janelle’s comb paused.

Tasha’s eyes lit up.

Mrs. Gloria whispered, “Blessing in the paperwork.”

Janelle ignored her.

“What happened?” Janelle asked.

The woman touched the back of her head. “I have a corporate dinner tonight. I’m speaking at a leadership retreat. I tried to do a beachy wave thing. Then I swam.”

Janelle stared.

The woman looked embarrassed. “Then I brushed it.”

Tasha closed her eyes.

Mrs. Gloria murmured, “There it is.”

Janelle set the comb down carefully.

“Miss...”

“Rachel. Rachel Harmon.”

“Miss Harmon, when you say you swam, do you mean pool or sea?”

“Sea.”

“And when you say you brushed it, do you mean gently or with ambition?”

Rachel swallowed. “Ambition.”

Janelle stepped around Mrs. Gloria’s chair and faced her fully.

“Turn around.”

Rachel turned.

Her hair was not destroyed, but it was deeply confused. Salt, sun, product, and poor judgment had gathered at the back of her head and formed an argument.

Tasha made a small sound.

Janelle looked at her.

Tasha pressed her lips together.

Janelle looked back at Rachel. “Who told you to brush sea hair dry?”

Rachel winced. “A travel influencer.”

Mrs. Gloria said, “Bad advice travels first class.”

Janelle pointed at the mirror. “Miss Gloria, do not start.”

Rachel’s face crumpled with worry. “Can you fix it?”

“I can improve it.”

“Is that different?”

“Yes. Fixing implies you and your influencer friend did not create a court case back here.”

Tasha put a hand over her mouth.

Rachel blinked, then laughed once, nervous but relieved.

Janelle looked at the appointment book.

Full.

Of course it was full.

Crown & Glory was not Island Grace. There was no invisible staff waiting behind a curtain to absorb chaos. If a day broke loose in Janelle’s shop, Janelle had to catch it herself.

She looked at Mrs. Gloria.

Mrs. Gloria lifted her hands. “Do not look at me. I am in no hurry except toward glory, and even that can wait until after my rinse.”

“Tasha,” Janelle said, “wash Miss Harmon. Detangle gently. If you pull, I will know.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Rachel almost sagged with relief. “Thank you.”

“Do not thank me yet,” Janelle said. “You have not seen the bill.”

Rachel gave another nervous laugh and followed Tasha to the sink.

Mrs. Gloria watched through the mirror.

“So Island Grace sending people already.”

“No,” Janelle said. “One guest walking through my door is not a pattern.”

Her phone rang.

Janelle looked down.

Ethan Mallory

Tasha saw the screen from across the room and grinned so hard it became disrespectful.

Mrs. Gloria whispered, “Pattern.”

Janelle answered.

“No.”

Ethan’s voice came smooth and calm through the speaker. “Good afternoon to you too, Miss Beckford.”

“It was good before you called.”

“We seem to have a recurring theme.”

“If the theme is foolishness, yes.”

“I need a professional opinion.”

“You need a policy.”

“That too.”

“What happened?”

A brief pause.

Then Ethan said, “A conference speaker attempted a self-directed humidity solution before her keynote.”

Janelle closed her eyes.

“Name?”

“Rachel Harmon.”

“She is in my sink.”

Another pause.

“I see Island Grace is already disappointing you efficiently.”

“Did you send her?”

“No. Front desk gave her three local options. She chose you.”

“Because your front desk talks.”

“Keisha has many gifts.”

“She has one mouth too many.”

“I will not tell her you said that. She frightens accounting.”

Janelle leaned against the station. “Mr. Mallory, your guests cannot keep falling into my chair like unsupervised children.”

“I agree.”

“You agree too quickly. That means you want something.”

“I was hoping we could discuss an arrangement.”

Mrs. Gloria leaned slightly toward the phone.

Janelle turned away from her. “What kind of arrangement?”

“A limited emergency styling partnership between Crown & Glory and Island Grace.”

“No.”

“I have not explained it.”

“You said resort, emergency, and partnership in the same sentence. That is three warnings and no blessing.”

“It would be paid.”

“Payment is not blessing. Sometimes payment is the apology foolishness sends ahead.”

“That is a strong line.”

“Do not compliment me while trying to trap me.”

“I would never trap you. I would present options.”

“That is concierge for trap.”

He laughed softly.

Janelle hated that she liked the sound.

It was not the polite laugh from the resort hallway. It was smaller, private, like the corner of him that did not belong to Island Grace had slipped loose for a second.

She shifted the phone to her other ear.

“I am not becoming the resort’s hair ambulance.”

“Understood.”

“I have regular clients.”

“Of course.”

“I have a business.”

“I respect that.”

“I have peace.”

There was a pause.

Then he said, “Do you?”

Janelle went still.

Not angry.

Worse.

Seen.

Mrs. Gloria, who had no shame, lifted her eyebrows in the mirror.

Janelle turned her back fully.

“My peace is not under discussion.”

“My apologies.”

“And do not apologize like you already planned to continue.”

“That one was sincere.”

“It sounded rehearsed.”

“I rehearse everything. It protects guests from my first thoughts.”

That almost made her smile.

Almost.

She looked toward the sink. Rachel sat with her head tipped back while Tasha worked carefully through the salt-tangled mess.

In the mirror, Mrs. Gloria watched Janelle with the delighted expression of a woman seeing a pot begin to simmer.

Janelle lowered her voice.

“What exactly are you asking?”

“Not exclusive service. Not daily service. Not free availability. A clear emergency process. If a guest needs serious styling help and your schedule allows it, we call. You set the rate. You set the rules. We transport the guest or transport you. No bargaining with guests. No surprise discounts. No emotional blackmail from brides.”

“That last one needs to be written twice.”

“I suspected as much.”

“And if I say no?”

“Then I will continue giving guests your salon name only when appropriate, and Island Grace will suffer with dignity.”

“That sounds fake.”

“Dignity often does.”

Janelle looked down at her shoes.

This was how trouble dressed itself when it had manners.

Money was not the issue. Money mattered, and Janelle would not pretend it did not. Crown & Glory was doing well, but well did not mean easy. Rent went up. Products cost more. Good help needed fair pay. Chairs broke. Dryers died. Customers wanted miracles and sometimes paid like they were buying favors from a cousin.

A resort arrangement could help.

A resort arrangement could also swallow her whole if she let it.

She had seen it happen. Local businesses pulled too close to big resorts, smiling at first, then bending until their names disappeared and their prices became suggestions. Guests loved “authentic local talent” until local talent asked to be paid like skill instead of decoration.

She would not become Island Grace’s charming little salon woman.

Not for Ethan Mallory.

Not for any man with a calm voice and pressed sleeves.

“Send the terms in writing,” she said.

“I can bring them.”

“No.”

“I can email them.”

“Yes.”

“May I stop by later with payment for this morning’s additional time?”

“You already paid.”

“The bride’s mother paid for the hair. Island Grace owes you for emergency response.”

Janelle frowned.

“That was not agreed.”

“It should have been.”

She said nothing.

He filled the silence carefully.

“We called you into a resort crisis with no notice. You solved it. The resort benefited. The resort should pay.”

Janelle looked back toward the sink.

Rachel was talking now, calmer, while Tasha worked conditioner through her hair.

Mrs. Gloria had stopped pretending not to listen.

Janelle said, “You always this fair, Mr. Mallory?”

“No.”

That surprised her.

He continued, “But I try to be fair when I notice I have the power to be unfair.”

Well.

That was inconvenient.

Janelle did not care for men who said useful things while she was trying to reject them.

“Email the terms,” she said. “Bring the payment if you must. Do not bring resort foolishness through my door wearing a smile.”

“I will come alone.”

“That may still qualify.”

He laughed again.

Lord help.

“See you later, Miss Beckford.”

“You do not know that.”

“No,” he said. “But I am hopeful.”

The call ended.

Janelle stood there with the phone in her hand.

Mrs. Gloria cleared her throat.

Janelle turned slowly.

Mrs. Gloria looked innocent enough to be dangerous.

“Say nothing,” Janelle told her.

“I was not going to say anything.”

“You were preparing to.”

“I was only thinking.”

“Think softer.”

Tasha called from the sink, “Miss Janelle?”

“What?”

“If Island Grace sends more people, should we make a new price list?”

Janelle stared at her.

Tasha smiled. “For emergencies.”

Rachel lifted her head slightly. “I would pay it.”

“You are not helping,” Janelle said.

Rachel lowered her head again.

Mrs. Gloria patted her handbag. “Baby, sometimes the Lord opens a door.”

Janelle picked up her comb.

“And sometimes people climb through a window and call it favor.”

Mrs. Gloria nodded. “True.”

“Thank you.”

“But this may be a door.”

“Miss Gloria.”

“I said may.”

Janelle returned to Mrs. Gloria’s hair with more force than necessary.

“Careful now,” Mrs. Gloria said. “My scalp is not responsible for your feelings.”

“I do not have feelings.”

Tasha coughed from the sink.

Rachel, who had known Janelle for twelve minutes and still had enough sense to be afraid, stayed quiet.

The rest of the afternoon moved like a salon afternoon always moved: half schedule, half surprise.

A little girl came in after school with her mother to get beads tightened before Sunday. A man stuck his head through the door asking if Janelle knew anybody who could braid his daughter’s hair by six, then backed out quickly when three women looked at him like he had brought foolishness without an appointment. Clarissa Mendez, the makeup artist who worked weddings around the parish, stopped by to borrow setting spray and stayed ten minutes longer than necessary because Tasha told her about the hotel iron.
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