
  
    
      The Pearl at Black Diamond Bay

      
        BLACK DIAMOND ROMANCE

        BOOK THREE

      

    

    
      
        DL WHITE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Books by DL White]
          [image: Books by DL White]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by DL White

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Editing by: A. Kaitesi Tibandebage

      Cover by DL White. Image courtesy Depositphotos

      

      Created with Vellum

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author’s note

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Also by DL White

      

    

    

  


  
    
      For Kay. ;)

      Inspired by my grandmother, Pearl Chaney.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Previously on Black Diamond

          

        

      

    

    
      BEACH THING

      Ameenah Porter, a young woman from a successful New York restaurant family, moved to Black Diamond Isles to pursue her dream of opening her own smoothie and coffee shop called Tikis & Cream, much to her parents' disapproval.

      Wade Marshall, a famous music producer working with hip hop star Gage Coleman, came to Black Diamond for the summer to focus on his music away from distractions in New York, especially the reappearance of his estranged father Ruben. Wade and Ameenah had an inauspicious first meeting but quickly developed an attraction.

      Despite agreeing to keep things casual as a summer fling, Ameenah and Wade fell deeply in love as they spent time together on the island. However, with Wade set to return to New York at summer's end, they worried a long-distance relationship wouldn't work out.

      Ameenah's parents visited Black Diamond to convince her to move to Houston and help open a new restaurant. She refused, asserting her commitment to Tikis & Cream. Meanwhile, Ruben tried to use Wade's name to book a performance in New York. An angry Wade confronted Ruben and cut ties with him for good.

      Ameenah and Wade confessed their love for each other. With Ameenah getting Tikis & Cream to a point where she could travel back and forth to New York, they decided to continue their relationship beyond just a beach fling. The summer ended with their love stronger than ever, ready to build a future together.

      ELYSIUM

      Athena Wilcox, a travel nurse and single mother, was intrigued when entrepreneur Vance Griffin sent her a flirty private message on social media. Their casual flirtation soon blossomed into late-night conversations, bringing a yearning for more.

      Vance invited Athena to join him on a work trip to Black Diamond, a stunning island resort off the coast of Texas. He promised she could relax on the beach while he conducted business, sparking hope that their online relationship could translate into a perfect real-life love affair.

      Despite her initial hesitation and the concerns of her son Darius, Athena decided to take a chance on love and accept Vance's invitation. She flew to Houston, where Vance picked her up, and they began their journey to Black Diamond.

      On the island, Vance and Athena's chemistry was undeniable. They indulged in the resort's luxuries, from poolside cabanas to yacht excursions and intimate dinners. Their connection deepened as they shared personal stories and dreams for the future.

      Athena unexpectedly had to put her nursing skills to use when a local singer, Sabrina, collapsed at a performance. This event prompted Athena to consider starting her own concierge nursing business on the island.

      Vance, meanwhile, was contemplating buying a condo at The Pearl and making Black Diamond his permanent home. He and Athena realized their feelings went beyond a casual fling and decided to plan a future together.

      After their magical time on the island, Athena and Vance drove to her home in South Carolina to pack up her belongings. Despite Darius's initial coldness towards Vance, he eventually came around and accepted his mother's happiness.

      With their love stronger than ever, Vance and Athena set off on a new chapter together, ready to build a life on Black Diamond filled with passion, resilience, and the promise of a lasting love.
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      I have a few words to prepare you for this book:

      This book depicts a family in the throes of parental loss, refers to drug use, the criminal justice system, and features adult language and situations, including vivid descriptions of consensual sex. If you are sensitive to any of these descriptors,  please proceed with caution.

      All others, pack for undeniable sparks and a warm, sandy feeling in your heart.

      I love to hear how much people are enjoying my books. Please send any “GIRL, HE DID WHAT?!” to me on any social media site or to my email. Post any criticism in your review at your fave retail or review site. Warn the others!

      Want to set the mood? Visit my Spotify playlist here.

      I appreciate your time and good opinion and truly hope you adore this novel.

      xoxo,

      DL White
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      DAVIS

      

      “There is no excuse for a miss like this, Mr. Hudson.”

      The general manager at Breakers on the Bay stood in a collared, short-sleeved shirt with the restaurant’s logo embroidered on the left side and khaki shorts, hands propped on his hips. “I know, but we⁠—”

      “Where’s your end-of-day procedure? Do you regularly open this restaurant without ensuring you have everything you need?”

      I dropped a stack of inventory pages onto a long shelf near the busy kitchen, which was in a barely controlled crisis. “What’s the sense in tracking inventory if you let something like flour get so low you can see the bottom of the barrel?”

      “It’s these storms lately,” Tim offered. “The weather is killing us.” He lifted a hand to grab his earlobe and pulled it. I recognized this move as a signature—he pulled his ear when he felt pushed into a corner.

      I took note and stepped back. “Running low on flour points to weeks of mismanaged inventory, not the weather report. We cannot afford a preventable miss like not having a staple in this restaurant.”

      “I’m aware. But as I was about to say, it’s been a long winter and a longer spring. With the bridge always closed for some storm or  flood or traffic jam, my orders get held up, which puts us behind, and we eat into our reserve. Yesterday was supposed to restore us, but it’s been raining for days, and it’s jacked up my delivery schedule.”

      Tim was correct, I acknowledged, noting that several deliveries to the hotel had been delayed because of the recent storms, including linens and equipment. Employees had been late, citing traffic as the excuse. Black Diamond had seen an explosion of growth in the last few years. It was now jam-packed with homes and businesses from one end to the other.

      Though there were roadways through Black Diamond, there were only two ways on or off the island—the ferry, which only carried people, not cars, and the bridge across the water to the Texas mainland. Recently, that point of entry and exit had been ruining spring business.

      “So…” I sighed, rubbing the pads of my fingers over my eyelids. “We have no flour anywhere on the property?”

      Tim cleared his throat. “We’ve been scrounging here and there. The Cupcakery and The Bistro borrowed from us last month and we clawed back what we could. If that truck doesn’t get over the bridge today, dinner prep will be an issue.”

      “It’s sunny today,” I noted, glancing across the restaurant at the rays brightening the dining room. “The trucks should run. Will your delivery arrive in time?”

      “In theory,” quipped Tim. His pallor had deepened to a crimson red. “I’ve got reports that there’s already a backup at the bridge.”

      “In theory,” I repeated, scratching my temple and suppressing a sarcastic chuckle. “If you run out of bread today, it will be ugly. And embarrassing.”

      “I thought we could call over to⁠—”

      “Come in, Mr. Scott.” A rough, age-worn voice crackled through a two-way radio clipped to my belt.

      “You could call…” I reached to turn down the volume on the radio.

      “Clinks, maybe?” Tim suggested, referencing Black Diamond’s five star beachside restaurant. “I know the manager over there and his chef stays stocked.”

      “We should hire his chef,” I muttered, then pulled out my phone to tap out a text to my assistant. “Justin will arrange for a courier to pick up what they’re willing to lend. We’ll deliver the repayment once we’ve received ours. I want to see an improvement in how you manage supplies and staples. Flour is a necessary item to run this restaurant. We should never run low. We can always send someone across the bridge. Don’t let this happen again.”

      Tim heaved a relieved breath and picked up the phone on the corner of his desk.

      Breakers on the Bay had become famous for its buttery, crusty, flaky bread, which the restaurant baked all day, even leaving ends and pieces for guests to sample. A day without bread would be disastrous, and Breakers had quickly earned enviable ratings that it couldn’t afford to lose.

      I paced between two stainless steel prep counters just outside of the kitchen, where Chef Stephen Gramble orchestrated a world-class breakfast like a symphony.

      I began each day with exercise, a tall glass of water, and vitamins. Then I showered, dressed, and completed my morning rounds of the property, always stopping at Breakers before heading to my office in the main building.

      My usual breakfast was two pancakes, turkey sausage, scrambled eggs with a slice of bread and black coffee. When one of the wait staff mentioned offhand that I should get my bread while I could, I headed straight for the kitchen to find Tim.

      “Mr. Scott, come in.”

      I snapped the device from my belt, brought it to my mouth, and pressed the button to talk. “Is there an emergency, Mr. Palmer?”

      “I’d say. Got a call from a guest in Elysium, fifth floor,” answered Gavin Palmer, maintenance supervisor. “She said water was pouring into the bathroom in her suite from the ceiling.”

      My shoulders sagged as my arms dropped. I pushed out a hard breath and brought the radio back to my mouth. “What’s going on in the suite above her?”

      “That’s where I am now. A little boy has been busy flushing all kinds of things down this toilet.” His voice turned hollow, sounding far away. “When he tried to flush a stuffed animal, he finally found something that wouldn’t go down. Bathroom started flooding, he got scared and ran off. Nobody knew anything about it until 512 called it in.”

      I heard Tim hang up the phone behind me. “Could you send my usual to my office, please?” He gave me a thumbs up and walked around me, heading to the kitchen.

      I made a beeline to the hotel administrative offices. “Can the toilet be fixed?”

      “I stopped the water from running, working on unclogging it now,” Gavin answered. “But that ain’t even the big problem. Half of the suite is under standing water. We’ve got to move everything out and run a fan over these floors. This wood will rot, and mold will grow.”

      “Grab a crew and get started. That’s a room I can’t book until it’s put back together.”

      “I’m on it. The guests are packing up and want to know when they’re going to be moved to a different room. They have plans for the day.”

      I paused my trek across the property and stared at the radio like it had bitten me in the ear.

      “They have plans. What were they doing while little Bobby was flushing their suite down the toilet?”

      “I’m just trying to fix this here toilet, Mr. Scott,” said Palmer, his dry, flat affect crackling over the line. “Guest business is your forte. That’s why I beeped you.”

      I let out a frustrated grunt, my eyes rolling in exasperation. “Let me know when the toilet is fixed and everything in the suite is dry.”

      Plans. They’re lucky I don’t sue them for damages.
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        * * *

      

      “The day just started. How do you already look beat down?”

      Vance fell into step with me as I headed to my office. Back in college, people often mistook us for brothers because of our similar appearances. When I moved to Black Diamond to run The Pearl, I knew I could count on Vance’s travel expertise to help bring in guests.

      “Would it be too much to ask to go a single day without an issue? My very busy flagship restaurant might run out of bread, which would be a nightmare, in case you didn’t know. Then one of my guests let their son flood a unit and they want to know how soon they can be moved to a different room. I should shove them to a cheap hotel up island, but that’s sure to hit the grapevine, and I don’t want to hear Calhoun’s mouth.”

      “No, we don’t want that,” said Vance, as if he’d ever met Calhoun. He had only lived on property for a few months since he and his fiancée, Athena, bought a condo a few floors above me. She served the growing population of Black Diamond and Corpus Christi as a travel nurse, while Vance ran a thriving global travel agency from his suite at The Pearl.

      Vance trailed me to my office, where neat stacks of work awaited my arrival. Financial reports, summaries from departmental staff meetings to review, property improvement plans, and occupancy reports all begged for attention.

      I was hungry, which was throwing me off. I couldn’t concentrate. I reached for the phone to dial Tim to ask about the progress of my meal, but the main line warbled a soft alert, the name Harlan Calhoun scrolling across the screen.

      “Shit,” I hissed.

      “Must have conjured him up.” Vance chuckled. “Can I sit in?”

      I shrugged, punched the blinking line, then set the phone to speaker before sitting in my desk chair. “Good morning, Mr. Calhoun.”

      “Good mornin’, my ass!”

      Vance suppressed a laugh.

      Without the usual pleasantries, Calhoun launched right into a rant. “I’ve got a bone to pick with you, Davis. You’re supposed to be turning my property into some big damn deal like you did with those hotels you worked at before. Why in hell am I still in the red?”

      His country twang did nothing to hide the tone that came across loud and clear. I’d heard Calhoun took his calls with his feet propped on the corner of his Texas-sized desk. Not for comfort, but so people could see his expensive custom boots.

      Whether it was by luck or skill, I’d transformed a few mid-range hotels into classier five-star residences. When the opportunity to take the helm at The Pearl dropped into my lap, I convinced myself that I was ready to take on the challenge of running a boutique guest and residence property. I wish I had known what a mess the place was in before I arrived.

      The Pearl, which had a lackluster grand opening, was just turning the corner.

      “Sir, it is my every intention to bring the same success to The Pearl.”

      “I’m not seeing enough action, Davis. We’re treading water, and it doesn’t make a lick of sense! The Pearl was built to be a spectacle on that little island out there. It’s mild in winter, hot as hell in summer, and you don’t need a passport to vacation on Black Diamond. There’s no reason for the property to be empty, but there are tumbleweeds blowing through the guest suite floors, and don’t even get me started on the condos.”

      I blinked, suppressing an indignant scoff. “I don’t sell the condos, sir.”

      “Condo owners use amenities at the resort. Their experience is your responsibility. I’m scrolling through Instagram and seeing complaint after complaint. What’s this about a flood in one of my towers? You’re making me look bad, Davis!”

      I scowled at the phone, happy that Calhoun couldn’t see me. MGMT Hospitality Management employed a social media coordinator to put on appearances and make the hotel look inviting and high-end. It was their job to address disparaging content online.

      “It’s hardly a flood, sir. More like an overflow. Maintenance was alerted and my supervisor is taking care of it. Those guests have been moved to a new room. The storms have put a damper on business,” I said, using Tim’s excuse. “Every shop on the island is feeling it.”

      “I’m not every shop on the island! The Pearl should be a place people are fighting to book, rain or shine. The Occupancy Register tells me those cheap hotels on the other end of the island are booked to their eyeballs. I don’t give a good gotdamn about every business on the island. I give a damn about mine, and mine is failing.”

      I sifted through the stack of reports that showed up on my desk each morning until I got to the Occupancy Register, which tracked how many rooms each hotel had available at any given time and the nightly rates for those rooms. Smaller, older hotels on the other end of Black Diamond could steal guests by running a special, which bulked up their occupancy and left a hotel like The Pearl, with nightly rates an average of three times higher, in the dark.

      “I’m gonna lay somethin’ out to ya,” Calhoun drawled. “You’d better pull something out of your ass to bring people to The Pearl. I want every floor so full there’s a line to use the bathroom. Make it happen because if I come down there, it won’t be a social call. You do not want to see my thousand-dollar boots cross that threshold.”

      A glance at my desk calendar made my heartbeat pound a dull thud in my ears. Maybe I could manage Calhoun’s demands in a bustling, metropolitan city but Black Diamond was a laid-back twenty-three-mile man-made island. Calhoun had tropical getaway dreams with a Texas town tourism budget, and as much as I wanted to save the day, I was doing the best I could with what I was given. The Pearl was at sixty percent occupancy, which was doing pretty well in the offseason.

      “I heard through the grapevine that MGMT has been collecting candidates to manage marketing and events for The Pearl. I’d really like to get that person hired. A property this size requires all of my attention just to keep the lights on, let alone the time needed to market this place and manage events and programming⁠—”

      “A luxury hotel on an island coast should be a quick sell. I built the damn thing; I know it’s a nice place. No reason you can’t sell event space.”

      “The hotel isn’t exactly a bargain,” I argued. “With what it costs to run this place, finance won’t give me clearance to drop rates⁠—”

      “Because it’s bullshit! We both know the people who can afford nice hotels aren’t worried about rates. But I hear you when you say you don’t have time to promote, so your new marketing and events manager will be by this afternoon. The hell is that gal’s name…”

      I sat in stunned silence because I thought I’d just heard Harlan Calhoun tell me I had a new employee. Not a group of employees to interview and consider. An employee had already been hired. My chest grew tight at the revelation.

      “Yeah…Kari Savoy. Her salary ain’t much to sneeze at, but we got her to agree to some nice benefits to make up for it. Put her in one of my condos, a nice one with a good view, a parking spot, all the perks. She’s the best candidate for what I want to pay, so when I say red carpet, I mean it. Roll it out, put her to work. And remember what I told you when I hired you, Davis. I brought you in, and I can take you out. Fill up that hotel.”

      The implied or else was crystal clear as a sharp click cut off any response I might have had. My future at The Pearl, and consequently any hotel of its caliber, was at stake.

      “So…that was Calhoun,” said Vance.

      “The man, the myth, the legend.”

      “The loudmouth. Did he just say he hired someone for you?”

      I pushed out a frustrated sigh and rubbed my temples. “Ten dollars says she’s a leggy blonde with a marketing degree so new, the ink is still wet. A friend of a friend, if I’m lucky, so I can’t fire her without making waves. Who else would he get to work here for cheap?”

      Vance chuckled at my description and shook his head. “At least you get a little help, right?”

      “Help I have to train is not help. And who knows if she even has any experience in hotel marketing?”

      “To be fair, you’ve long needed someone to take over events.”

      “Remind me to be careful what I ask for.”

      Vance sat forward in his chair, indicating a change in subject. “You should come by our mixer tonight and let off some steam. We’re all set?”

      I quickly flipped through the roster of events scheduled for the day, nodding when I saw Wanderlust Travel booked in the entertainment complex. Vance was an extrovert and very much a people person. He served drinks and snacks, encouraged games and karaoke, and helped the guests mingle with each other. Though it wasn’t his job, his mixers brought people to the hotel and were already legendary on the island, drawing in locals and tourists alike.

      “I’ll just bring the room down, and I’ve got a lot of work to do. Justin is your lead, so let him know if you need anything.”

      “You can knock off early some nights, Davis. The work will still be here tomorrow.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s true. The work will still be here tomorrow, and it’ll be joined by even more work.”

      I stood, ambling across the room to the glass cabinet showcasing my collection of meticulously built Harley model motorcycles. I opened the door and pulled one out, turning it in my hands and admiring it, as was my habit. Building motorcycle models had been a hobby since my youth, something that always brought me peace.

      “Don’t let a guy in ugly cowboy boots tell you who you are. You’ve got this.”

      I hummed noncommittally, grateful for the concern but not entirely convinced. “I’m fine. Just…hungry. Where the hell is my breakfast?”

      The door to my office flew open as two residents that I’d seen entirely too much of lately rushed inside, each trying to talk over the other. Vance, like a sucker, held up both hands and ducked out, leaving me alone to referee the cage match that was bound to throw down in my office.

      “I’m tired of you following Carl around, and I’m going to make sure Mr. Scott puts an end to it!”

      “You can’t stop me from going where I want to go when I want to go there!”

      “Ladies!” I stepped between them, creating distance and preventing them from going at each other. “This office is a place of business. Lower your voices.”

      Lillian Roberts, a well-dressed, mature, heavy-set woman with a short, spiky hairdo, and Patrice Phillips, a younger honey blonde with a curvaceous shape, stood in the middle of my office. Both fumed so hard they were out of breath.

      Lillian and Patrice were the best of friends when they moved into The Pearl. They lived on the same floor and Patrice was a single recent retiree, so Lillian and her husband, Carl, often invited her to dine and do activities with them.

      Until Carl started paying too much attention to Patrice, and she did more to encourage than dissuade him. They’d been at each other’s throats and in my office, often with one grievance or another.

      “I’m tired of looking at her face, and I will not tell her again.”

      “Mrs. Roberts, I’m not sure what you want me to do. I can’t stop Ms. Phillips from⁠—”

      “And I already told Lillian that I don’t care what she’s tired of looking at!” Patrice spat, a hand on her hip. “I pay to live here like she does. I can go anywhere I please.”

      “Like I can’t see right through that cheap ass lace front. She comes to The Bistro at the exact time Carl and I have breakfast every morning, made up like a hussy. We go out to walk the golf course, and there she is, prancing those thighs around the grounds. We go out for our regular activities and wouldn’t you know it, this heifer⁠—”

      “I’ve asked you not to call Ms. Phillips names. I really have to insist.”

      Lillian’s thick lips pressed together as she emitted a loud grunt. “There are other words I could use, but I’m a lady. Unlike that heifer.”

      “Call me a heifer again and I’ll beat you with your own cane, Lillian.”

      Lillian set her quad cane a few inches away and opened her arms wide. “Nothing between us but space and opportunity! Come on! I’ll clean your clock.”

      “Please! You can’t stand longer than a minute without that damn cane.” Patrice whirled around, the full skirt on her short fuchsia dress flaring out as she turned to face me. “Tell her to leave me alone, Mr. Scott. I’m not changing my schedule or how I live just because her husband likes to look at my backside.”

      “There’s enough of it back there. He can’t miss it!”

      “You wish you had something to look at!”

      At the sound of an amused chuckle, all three heads turned toward the door.
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      KARI

      
      Whatever last-minute jitters and unease I’d been entertaining when I arrived at The Pearl Hotel and Residences quickly dissipated.

      Justin, the assistant property manager at The Pearl, had introduced himself as soon as I stepped through the doors and led me to my appointment to meet Davis Scott. He and I stood in an open doorway and watched a loud, hilarious argument terribly refereed by a tall gentleman whose head bobbed from one middle-aged woman to the other.

      I had almost declined the disappointing, near criminal offer from MGMT, the hospitality management company I’d interviewed with, and resigned myself to becoming one with the couch after my role at my previous employer was eliminated. Sensing that I was about to walk away from an opportunity disguised as a challenge, my best friend since college, Dionne, convinced me to at least drive down to the island.

      “Take a tour, meet Davis, hang out with me and Jason, and then make your decision.” She knew Davis Scott, The Pearl’s GM, through her husband’s recreation business, and while she didn’t exactly vouch for him, she also had nothing negative to say.

      The man I assumed was Davis seemed relieved by the interruption and regained control of the situation. “Ladies, I’m afraid I have a meeting and can’t resolve this for you. Justin, please escort them back to the Paradise tower.”

      “Not until you tell her to leave me alone!”

      “I’ll leave you alone when you leave Carl alone!”

      “Why don’t you both leave each other alone?” Mr. Scott suggested, rubbing his temples.

      “Are you ladies guests?” I smiled at the pair.

      “Owners,” replied both, staring hard at me.

      I detected a note of frustration and a tight pinch to Mr. Scott’s voice. “Mrs. Lillian Roberts and Ms. Patrice Phillips own condos on the property. They have communication issues that they often come to me to resolve, though it’s not my job to manage personal squabbles.”

      “We don’t have communication issues,” the older, shorter one of them snapped. “She has comprehension issues. I tell her to stay out of my business, and here she comes, prancing her wide ass into it.”

      “This land doesn’t belong to you, Lillian. I can go anywhere I please, and there’s nothing you can do, so get over it.” The more buxom of the two cleared the curl from her lip and smiled in my direction. “Now, who are you, and why are you in our business?”

      “Oh, I’m⁠—”

      “You’ll officially meet her in due time,” Mr. Scott interrupted, herding them toward the door. “Justin will see you out.”

      They caught the hint, following Justin and bickering as they did so. Davis waved me to the empty seat in front of his desk. I felt his deep, loud sigh as he sat.

      “Ms. Savoy, I presume?” he asked, consulting his computer screen. When he looked up, his countenance was not warm or welcoming.

      I slid the chair back a little and sank into it, crossing one leg over the other. “I was supposed to come in later, but I thought it would take me longer to get across the bridge, and⁠—”

      “Well, you’re here now.” He tugged at his jacket, fussing with the buttons to open both sides before relaxing in his seat. “I apologize for the…show. I’d like to promise that isn’t a regular occurrence, but I can’t. Condo owners think they run the place.”

      He wore tight curls atop his head, cut close around the sides with a razor-sharp edge, had a smooth café au lait complexion, and intensely dark brown eyes framed by bushy but manicured brows. His suit jacket fit him like it was sewn around his solid arms and chest, and there wasn’t a thread out of place on his crisp white shirt nor his multi-colored tie. I was alone with a man whose brooding, rugged good looks might have taken my breath away had I not made Dionne send me a photo.

      Davis Scott was a sight for any kind of eye, sore or not. Maybe this won’t be so bad…

      “So, Ms. Savoy⁠—”

      “Oh, please, call me Kari. I’m not into formality. We’re on the same team, right?”

      “Mr. Calhoun tells me you’re our new director of marketing and events. You’ll have your work cut out for you.”

      I tipped my head in confusion. “Are you hazing me, Mr. Scott? Is this how we begin our relationship?”

      “We don’t have a relationship, Ms. Savoy. MGMT hired you to do a job, as I understand it. I’ll make sure it gets done for however long you remain here.”

      “For however…” I sat up straight, biting down on my bottom lip before I finished that sentence. “You assume I’m a short-timer?”

      “I make no assumptions, Ms. Savoy. Since I was informed not even one hour ago that I have a new employee, you’ll forgive me for not throwing you a welcome party.”

      I was beginning to understand the situation, his terse tone and attitude. I even commiserated a little. I sat forward, resting my elbows on the desk. “I imagine that would be difficult to hear, Mr. Scott. I was an excellent choice for this position, though. I’m eager to prove that to you.”

      “The only thing you need to prove to me is that you’re aware that this isn’t a working vacation. The Pearl isn’t some tiny, fly-by-night roach motel where you can work a few hours and then sunbathe your afternoon way. I don’t know what your experience is, but⁠—”

      “Oh?  Well, allow me to share,” I interrupted, sitting up to unzip my portfolio, and laying my impressive CV on his desk. I paid enough to have it done; it better be impressive. “I come to you by way of The Fairmont Golf Resort in Austin, where I managed  events and marketing. The Fairmont is an award-winning property that enjoys nearly full occupancy year-round, mostly thanks to programs I developed.”

      “Ms. Savoy…”

      “Kari…please.”

      Impatient, but clearly trying hard to be amicable, he cleared his throat and began again. “This resort is larger than the Fairmont. We also have owners, which, as you’ve seen, adds a layer of complexity. I need someone who can bring people to this island and through the hotel’s front doors. I need a full-time, experienced marketer cycling an ever-changing offering for those who choose to purchase a home or book a stay here. I don’t have time for handholding someone who needs guidance every step of the way.”

      I was taken aback by the blunt assessment of my qualifications. My time at The Fairmont and my degrees were enough to impress his boss but were not good enough for him?

      Who the fuck is this dude?

      “I assure you, Mr. Scott,” I replied, sounding more calm than I actually felt, “I have coordinated hundreds of events in a five-star resort environment. As for marketing strategy, I have a few ideas to bring in guests and homeowners to The Pearl.”

      I shifted to dig into my portfolio case, waving away tendrils of hair that had loosened from my bun to hand him several glossy publications.

      “During my tenure, The Fairmont underwent an expansion. For my master’s thesis, I conducted a deep study on the resort industry and how a property grows patronage. I crafted a survey to send to every guest that had ever stayed at the resort, and based on the survey results, I designed an extensive campaign across multiple platforms to bring people in to tour the updated property. That campaign alone drove up bookings by fifty percent.”

      “I can see how that campaign could be effective at a small golf resort in Austin, Texas.” His pause was pointed and did not go unnoticed. “The Pearl is a larger property at a higher price point. It’s chess, not checkers.”

      I chuckled lightly, rolling my tongue across my teeth. “Mr. Scott, I have access to the Occupancy Register just like you do, not to mention the market and earnings reports. We can compare The Fairmont and The Pearl if you like. One of those resorts is nearly full. The other is The Pearl.”

      I pulled a bound report with a clear cover from a pocket inside the portfolio and slid it across the desk. “My research and the strategies I put in place were based on a variety of properties, stateside and worldwide. Occupancy is only half the target—what good does it do to have a full hotel if you have to sell rooms at a discount that eats into profits? And if I were being petty, I might mention that The Pearl can’t even sell their extra rooms. The Fairmont achieved near-complete occupancy without adjusting rates by showing guests how far their dollar spends, especially for amenities that other hotels roll into a resort fee.”

      Mr. Scott sat back, hands clasped. Visibly seething… but quiet.

      “Working with The Pearl is ambitious, but I’ve proven that I have education and experience, Mr. Scott. I also have the drive and energy to learn how to bridge the gap of a boutique beachside hotel and residence property. Not only that, but the benefits of a fresh perspective could⁠—”

      “Ms. Savoy.” The rich tenor of his voice interrupted my stream-of-consciousness ramble, which was a good thing because I was moments from an impassioned speech.

      I wanted this job.

      Hell, I needed this job.

      The pay sucked, but sitting across from this man that acted like he knew me and would summarily dismiss me, were it his choice to, made me want to fight. This was the challenge, the change, the new direction I’d been seeking.

      And my boss wouldn’t be so bad to look at if he ever stopped scowling.

      “May I speak frankly?”

      “Please do,” I replied.

      After a pause, Mr. Scott unclasped his fingers. “This is Calhoun’s first resort property. It’s more a mogul’s wet dream than a business that makes sense. It was expensive to build, which puts pressure on his bottom line. It’s a bear to run, which puts pressure on me, and as a result, my staff. Today alone, I haven’t even had time for breakfast. Most new hotels don’t turn a profit for years down the line, but unless I get ahead of this downturn, I will run this one into the ground prematurely.”

      He paused, meeting my gaze before looking down at the stacks on his desk.

      “Calhoun wants Caribbean island miracles on a stateside resort budget. By summer.”

      He turned his head to glance at the calendar. We both blanched, mentally counting the paltry number of months until the end of May, which marked the unofficial start of the summer season.

      “I don’t have the time or concern for this tap dance.” He waved his hands in the air and frowned. “I’m not convinced that you have the experience that I need to fill The Pearl, but I don’t see how I have much of a choice, given that MGMT has already hired you. I need you to get to work.”

      A light buzz-buzz stole his attention, and he rolled his wrist to check his watch. “I meet with my team weekly. You’ll be expected to gather issues in your department that need to be discussed at the management meetings, which, by the way, are non-negotiable. Don’t miss my meetings.”

      “Sounds like a real good time,” I muttered. “But before you start doling out orders, I need to get something straight with you, Mr. Scott. I haven’t signed my paperwork yet. I was skeptical when I got the offer. I decided to wait until I could see the property, tour the hotel in person. We also have friends in common— Dionne and Jason Woods?”

      I waited for him to acknowledge the familiar names before I continued.

      “Dionne begged me to meet you first, get a vibe for the place. Now, I could be burning a bridge, but the chances that I’ll be back unless I work here are low, so I’m going to speak frankly as well.  This job is a lot of work for not enough money. I’m educated and experienced, so you know what my salary should be.”

      I paused, eyeing Davis, reading his expression as he picked up my meaning.

      “You didn’t pick me, but you need me. I’m ready to move to Black Diamond, but—and I said I was going to be honest—I will not move my life and use my experience, education and youthful vigor to bail you, MGMT, and Calhoun out. Not while working for an asshole for pennies.”

      Mr. Scott sat still, a grim seriousness lining the angles of his jaw as if he had turned to stone. I was determined not to say another word until he kicked me out on my ass.

      Or…showed me to my office.

      His watch buzzed again. He snapped to attention and tapped a button to silence it.

      “My meetings are held in the main conference room. I’ll show you there, after which Justin will take you to human resources. Calhoun tells me you’ll be staying in one of the condos that his firm owns.”

      He exhaled, then stood, pulling both sides of his jacket together and fastening the buttons in a sexy, fluid motion. “Your housing can be ready for you by Sunday morning. I need someone to begin right away, so if you’re staying, I hope we’ll see you Monday morning.”

      “Do you want me to stay?” I smiled, tilting my head in a way that seemed to taunt him.

      “What I want is irrelevant. That decision is solely up to you.”

      I chuckled, standing to face him. “That’s not what I asked you, Mr. Scott.”

      The discomfort in his expression was palpable. You don’t have to play with the man’s feelings, Kari. You know good and well you’re not going anywhere. I extended a hand to him. “I’m looking forward to working with you.”

      He gripped my hand, giving it a polite squeeze, then released it. “Welcome to The Pearl, Ms. Savoy. And good luck.”

      “Any way I could get you to call me Kari?”

      I swear I heard him chuckle, but the laugh didn’t reach his face. He picked up a leather folio and pulled his office door open. A soft beep emitted from a robotic rolling cart. Davis opened the lid and pulled out a plate covered with a silver dome, then closed the lid and pressed a button marked complete.

      The cart beeped and reversed course. Wide-eyed, I watched the machine roll down the hall.

      “Delivery
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