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      Darcy

      Hating Cameron Hunter shouldn’t be this easy.

      At seven years old, I talked my friends out of being mad at Tabitha Sharkey, the mean girl who wouldn’t stop pulling my hair, because “she was probably going through something difficult at home.”

      At sixteen, I spent every lunch period of my junior year hosting a “friendship booth” where new kids or lonely kids or any kids at all could eat in a judgment-free zone.

      I’m basically a golden retriever puppy. I love everyone and want everyone to love me.

      Which is why hating anyone with my whole entire soul is so bizarre. So…unexpected. So irritating.

      He’s leaning against the bookshelf across from me, his ankles crossed, his eyes fixed steadily on his phone.

      His pale pink button-down looks freshly ironed, and his sleeves are rolled neatly to his elbows. His khakis are the perfect combination of tailored and casual, like he could really relax and be comfortable in them, but also like they cost him five hundred dollars. They’re cuffed just above his pristine Sperrys, worn without socks, of course, and an off-white sweater with a thin navy stripe hangs over his shoulders, the cuffs linked at his chest.

      He looks like he belongs in a freaking catalog.

      Or on the cover of Yacht Club Weekly.

      Not that I have any idea if Yacht Club Weekly even exists. The Charleston Yacht Club is far from my scene. But if it does exist, Cameron Hunter could be their poster child.

      “Staring isn’t nice, Darcy,” Cameron says without glancing up.

      I cross the room and pull a copy of Pat Conroy’s Prince of Tides off the shelf behind him, leafing casually through the pages. “Don’t flatter yourself,” I say coolly. “There are so many things in this shop I would rather look at than you.”

      He finally lifts his gaze, the startling blue of his eyes catching my attention regardless of how much I don’t want to notice anything special about Cameron Hunter. “And yet, here you are,” he says, not even trying to hide the disdain in his voice.

      I roll my eyes. “Because this is where my tour group is supposed to meet.” I motion behind him and slip the Conroy book back onto the shelf. “I always meet my groups by the local authors’ shelf, and you know it.” I cock my head. “Are you standing here on purpose, Cameron? Are you hoping I’ll compliment your new sweater?” I tap my finger against my chin. “Or notice your new haircut? Did you go see your mommy’s hairdresser over the weekend?”

      He shifts, and something flashes behind his eyes before his mask of cool, collected composure slips back into place.

      Ha! I’m right. I’m right, and I can barely contain my glee over having guessed correctly. “You did go to the salon. I bet they love you in there. How long does it take for you to get such perfect highlights? Two hours? Three?”

      He gives me a pointed look. “Is that your tour group over by the tea table? There are only three of them, so they must be yours.”

      My jaw tightens as I follow his gaze to what looks like a married couple and their teenage kid standing next to a display of locally grown Charleston tea. They probably are a part of my group, but they aren’t the only ones. I fold my arms across my chest. “I have a full tour today, thank you very much.” For once.

      That’s one thing I can’t spar with Cameron about. A maxed-out tour is rare for me. He, on the other hand, is booked solid weeks in advance. I hate how good he is at this job. How easy he makes it look.

      “Wow, well done,” he says, his tone dripping with condescension. “I was going to offer you the ten people on my waiting list, but since you’re all booked up…”

      I bite my lip. He has ten people on his waiting list?

      Ten people who are so excited to do a Charleston walking tour with the illustrious Cameron Hunter that they’ll show up to the Historic Foundation Gift Shop on the off chance that someone else doesn’t show?

      Technically, I could take those ten people. I tell myself the smaller group size is what makes my tours special. Fewer people to shout over, more time to answer individual questions. But the truth is, most guides do groups twice that size. If I had people clamoring onto my waiting list, I would probably schedule larger tours too.

      But no one else needs to know that my smaller group size is anything but completely intentional. Especially not Cameron.

      I pride myself on thinking I’m pretty tough. I built my tour guide business all on my own. Studied to pass the ridiculous four-thousand-page certification test. Watched endless YouTube videos that taught me how to build a website that includes an integrated scheduling calendar. I made a name for myself—even if a small one—in an industry that is extremely competitive.

      I’m maybe not as successful as Cameron.

      Okay, I’m absolutely not as successful as Cameron. But I’m making it. Surviving.

      The two hundred bucks adding those ten people to my group would guarantee is tempting, but I have my pride.

      “I don’t need your leftovers, Cam.”

      His jaw clenches. I’m pretty sure he hates it when I call him Cam.

      “If that’s how you see it,” he says with a shrug. He stands up straight and pushes his phone into his pocket. “By the way, I’m reversing my tour this morning.” He moves toward the front entrance of the gift shop. His tour groups always congregate under the live oak out front.

      I follow behind him. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m heading down Meeting Street first,” he says over his shoulder. “Then I’ll hit the Four Corners and head down Broad Street from there.”

      “But that’s the direction I go. You normally hit Four Corners last.”

      He turns to face me. “I do. But now I want the Abernathy kitchen house to be last.”

      I scoff. “Don’t we all. Vivian Abernathy will not let you cross her property with a tour group.”

      He smirks, and my stomach tightens. No way. “You didn’t,” I say, the expression on his face telling me he absolutely did. He’d managed to get the one thing the rest of us thought was impossible.

      “I did. She gave me her permission in writing, even.” He glances at his watch. “I’d love to stay and chat about it, but”—he looks out the front window—“man, there are a lot of people outside. I think they’re all here for me.”

      It’s bad enough that he’s managed to convince the city’s most elusive widow to let him cross over her very private property with twenty tourists twice a day. The Abernathy mansion’s kitchen house is one of only a handful in the city that hasn’t been gutted and renovated. For over a century, it’s remained untouched; it’s nothing short of a miracle that it still reflects a glimpse of what life was like for the enslaved people who worked in the kitchen and lived in the quarters above. But he can’t just change his route. Not on such short notice. There are a lot of tour guides in the city, so groups cross paths all the time. But we all know to keep our distance, to respect the routes others take, and not infringe on someone else’s territory.

      Unless you’re Cameron freaking Hunter, apparently.

      “Cameron, you can’t change your route minutes before your tour starts. What am I supposed to do?”

      He shoots me a droll look. “It’s not a big deal. When we get to Four Corners, I’ll go east on Broad Street and cut over to Church. You can stay on Meeting until St Michael’s Alley. If you take five extra minutes at the cemetery, that’ll give me time to get past the Heyward-Washington house and down Tradd Street toward Rainbow Row. We shouldn’t cross paths again after that.”

      I swallow my retort. His plan will work, but that doesn’t mean I like him deciding my routes just to suit his. Still, I shouldn’t be surprised. This is Cameron. Entitled. Spoiled. Rich as sin. Acting like he owns the whole damn peninsula.

      For all I know, he actually does. Maybe that’s how he convinced Mrs. Abernathy to let him walk through her gardens. They probably met at the yacht club, sitting at the table reserved for people who own bazillions of dollars of downtown real estate.

      “Why do you do this?” I ask, the words coming out sharper than I intend.

      He narrows his eyes and folds his arms across his chest.

      My gaze flits to his forearms, and I’m momentarily distracted by the way they flex with the motion. The curve of his muscle leads me upward to his well-defined biceps and the way they strain against the sleeves of his shirt.

      “Why do I adjust my tours to better serve my guests?”

      I purse my lips and shake my head. “Why are you even a tour guide in the first place?” I’ve never had the gumption to ask him before, but I can’t be the only person who wonders. “You obviously don’t need the money.”

      He studies me for a long moment without answering, long enough that I start to feel twitchy under his scrutiny. “Is it only about the money for you?” he asks.

      For me, it mostly is. Being a tour guide is a means to an end. A way for me to save money while also networking with people who might help me get my foot in the door of the industry I really want to be in. But I’ll never admit that to Cameron.

      “You don’t know as much about me as you think,” he says, his tone cool and detached even while his expression is heated, charged with something I can’t quite define.

      “I don’t think—” I start to say.

      “Yes, you do.” He cuts me off. “You think you’ve got me all figured out.”

      His accusation makes me pause, but only for the briefest moment. Because I do have Cameron figured out. It isn’t exactly hard. Not with the way he struts around looking all high and mighty, rubbing his success in my face like my bank account isn’t reminder enough of how well I’m not doing.

      I shrug. “It’s not like you make it very hard. You wear your privilege as blatantly as you do your overpriced cologne.”

      Cameron shakes his head, his lips tilting into an annoying smirk. He steps closer, close enough for me to feel the warmth radiating from his expansive chest. He leans down, accentuating just how much he towers over me. “You have to get pretty close to notice someone’s cologne, Darcy,” he says, his lips near enough to my ear to send goosebumps racing across the skin on my neck.

      For a split second, something sharp and visceral pulls me toward him—the man is dead sexy even if I do hate him—but I shake the sensation away before it can truly take root. This is Cameron we’re talking about.

      I take a giant step backward and scoff. “Not with you, I don’t. Maybe you ought to dial it back tomorrow morning. Try not to assault the tourists.”

      He chuckles, his blue eyes dancing. “You only wish tourists loved you half as much as they love me.” He looks over my shoulder. “You sure you’ve got a full group today? Your bookshelf is looking pretty lonely.”

      I follow his gaze. I’m supposed to have a full group. It’s still ten minutes before we’re scheduled to leave, but I generally ask everyone to gather fifteen minutes ahead of time. “I’m sure they’re all just running late,” I say, hoping against hope it’s true.

      “Right,” he says, still wearing that ridiculous smirk.

      I huff. “Whatever. Go find your people. And you better stay on your side of the street at Four Corners. City Hall is mine, Cameron. That’s my corner.”

      He backs toward the door and holds up his hand, cupping it around his ear. “I’m sorry, what was that? Were you saying something else?”

      I shake my head, watching as he adjusts the sleeves of his sweater then pushes into the cool January air.
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      Darcy

      I turn and stomp back to the checkout counter where my friend Rachel, who works at the gift shop, is organizing a display of sugar-dusted key lime cookies. She doesn’t even try to hide her grin as I drop my head onto the cool glass countertop. “Y’all are better than the movies,” she says, her tone lilting with laughter. “I wish I had some popcorn.”

      “Shut up,” I say, my voice muffled by the hair that’s fallen over my face. “I hate him so much.”

      I stand up straight again. “Do you know what he did? He changed his route. Right now. Or, I mean, five minutes ago. But still. He changed his route, and now I have to change mine. And he somehow convinced Vivian Abernathy to let him cross her property and show her kitchen house.”

      “Abernathy,” Rachel says. “Is that the house with the enormous garden? And the greenhouse?”

      My heart squeezes with longing. Most of the Abernathy garden is hidden by a tall hedge, but what’s visible from the street is stunning. A narrow greenhouse sits at the back, running the full length of the property. I can only imagine—and I have, numerous times—the flora and fauna hidden inside those walls. “Yeah. That’s the one.”

      “Girl, are you really surprised? With those baby blues, he could charm his way into any house he wants.” She opens a package of key lime cookies and offers me one. “Here. Eat a cookie. It’ll make you feel better.”

      I take the cookie, munching as I look toward the local authors’ shelf where my pathetically small group is gathering. A three-person tour is hardly worth the money unless they leave me an enormous tip. I angle my head, trying to catch a glimpse of their shoes. You can tell a lot about a person’s tipping habits based on their shoes.

      “So, speaking of gardens,” Rachel says while she reaches for her own cookie, her eyebrows raised suggestively.

      Were we talking about gardens? My head is still buzzing with thoughts of Cameron and his baby blues, his freckled forearms and the way they flex when he tosses his bag over his shoulder.

      The gleam in Rachel’s eye finally shoves my Cameron thoughts to the back of my mind. I’m always up for garden talk, but she looks like she’s up to something.

      She slides a brochure across the counter. “These were dropped off this morning.”

      I glance over the flyer, an advertisement for Charleston’s summer flower show. A bright banner across the front announces that booth space is up for rent.

      “You should do it,” Rachel says, her finger tapping on the banner.

      I can’t stop myself from laughing. “Right. With what money? It’s a thousand dollars just to rent the space. Not to mention what I’d have to spend on flowers to fill the booth.”

      “I know, I know,” she says. “I knew you’d say that. But something else happened this morning, too.”

      I start to shake my head. I love Rachel for trying. That she believes I could eventually turn my love of urban landscape design into an actual career is sweet, but I’m an amateur garden enthusiast with a history degree. I’m hardly qualified for something like this.

      “Just hear me out,” Rachel says. “There was a woman in here earlier this morning from Southern Traditions and Travel.”

      “The magazine?”

      She nods. “She was with Bethany and Dave. I didn’t catch all the details, but it sounds like they’re wanting to do a feature on Charleston walking tours.”

      Bethany is the head of the Charleston Historic Foundation, and Dave has been giving tours for more than thirty years. His business—Churchtown Tours—even makes Cameron’s look like small potatoes, so it makes sense he would be who the magazine wants to highlight.

      “They obviously want to talk to Dave, because he’s Dave,” Rachel says, pulling my attention back to her words, “but they also want to feature a younger tour guide as well, someone they can highlight alongside Dave to keep things fresh. I mean, Dave is successful, but he’s also…old.”

      Dave is old. Charming and lovely and sweet as all get out. But he can hardly call himself a tour guide anymore. Mostly he manages other tour guides. I can’t blame him. Leading three-mile walking tours twice a day, especially in the heat of summer, isn’t an easy gig.

      “Have they decided who?” I ask, sensing where Rachel is headed.

      She shakes her head. “I couldn’t tell by their conversation. Bethany said there were several possibilities. But Darcy, just think. If you were featured in Southern Traditions and Travel, your business would go crazy. More business means more money, and more money…” She lifts her shoulders and grins, her eyebrows dancing.

      “Means I could enter the flower show?” I say, doubt filling my tone.

      “Why not? You’ve got the skill. You just need the opportunity. As soon as people see what you’re capable of, you’ll be hired by half of Charleston to do their window boxes.”

      A tiny flicker of hope sparks in my heart. The window boxes that adorn the houses and businesses that fill downtown Charleston are an iconic part of the city. But they’re largely designed and filled by elite landscape designers hired by Charleston’s wealthiest homeowners.

      That isn’t exactly my social circle. Short of going door to door and handing out flyers like a girl scout selling cookies, I’ve yet to discover a way to get my foot in the door.

      “Would that even be fair?” I eventually say. “To be featured as a tour guide just so I could use the boost to get out of the tour business?”

      “Whatever. People change careers all the time. And you’re good at what you do. It’s not like you’d be ripping people off. You give them a good tour, they pay you good money, you use that money to do something else you’d rather be doing. There’s nothing unfair about that.”

      “Except, someone else who wants to give tours long term could likely use the boost more.”

      She shoots me a look. “Someone like Cameron? Yeah, his business really seems to be hurting.”

      I clench my jaw. Rachel knows how to throw a punch.

      “You know it’ll be him if you don’t do anything about this,” she says. “The golden boy of Charleston. Everyone’s favorite tour guide. Plus, if anybody looks like he belongs in a magazine, it’s him.”

      “Now you’re just playing dirty.”

      She grins. “Do you know Bethany well enough to reach out? Make sure she knows you’d like to be considered?”

      I nod. “I think so. My dad found her this really old curio cabinet last summer that she went ballistic over. Every time she sees me, she mentions it.”

      I know as much about my father’s antique furniture business as he knows about flowers. Which is exactly nothing. But if it would give me an in to bring up the magazine feature, I could always call Dad to see if he has something else Bethany might like.

      “You should do it,” Rachel says.

      She almost has me convinced. But as much as I like the idea of beating Cameron at something I know he’ll want, the odds really aren’t in my favor. He’s better at this job than I am, fair and square. And even if I do get the feature, there’s no guarantee I’ll get enough of a boost for it to make a difference. I’d need thousands of dollars to outfit a booth for the flower show, not to mention all the start-up costs of getting ready. Marketing. A website. A business license.

      I shake my head. “I love that you believe in me this much, but the booth fee has to be paid by the end of January. I don’t have it, Rach.”

      “What if I pay half?” She folds her arms across her chest, her dark eyes serious.

      “I can’t let you do that.”

      “Yes, you can. I owe you anyway for when you got your friend to fix my car for free.”

      It wasn’t actually free to fix her car. I asked my brother, Tyler, to pay for it, and because he’s the best big brother in the world who trusts me completely and knew I wouldn’t have asked if Rachel didn’t deserve it, he agreed on the spot. But I’ll never tell her. Rachel would die if she learned Tyler paid for the repair.

      “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “Why are you being so stubborn about this?” She props her hands on her hips. “This could really work, D. You deserve this chance. My art has been doing really great the past few months. I have the money saved, and I want to spend it on this. When your business takes off, you can pay me back.”

      I bite my lip. Could Rachel be right?

      A magazine feature would be incredible exposure.

      And beating Cameron Hunter? Well, that would be icing on the cake.

      But the idea of finally taking a step toward my actual dreams?

      That’s bigger than Cameron.

      “What’s the worst that could happen?” Rachel asks as if guessing the trajectory of my thoughts.

      “I could fail,” I say pointedly. “I could pay the entry fee for the flower show and then not get the feature. I could get the feature and then not gain any new business. I could get the feature, get the new business, and then completely bomb at the flower show, embarrassing myself in front of a whole bunch of people I would much rather impress.”

      “Whatever. You would not embarrass yourself,” Rachel says so matter-of-factly, I almost believe her.

      “I might.”

      “You won’t. I’ve seen your stuff. You’re just scared.”

      “You’ve seen my sketchbooks. Those are just pictures. Anyone can draw pictures.”

      “Not anyone,” she shoots back. “You’ve got vision, and you know it. You just need the chance to show people what you can do.”

      The thing is, I do know it. Deep in my gut, the truth lives there like a tiny beating heart. But vision isn’t enough for success. I also need business sense and a lot of working capital and a hefty helping of luck.

      At least now, my dream is still alive. If all those things don’t line up, and I fail, where will that leave me?

      But then, if I don’t even try, is that any better?

      I am a lot of things.

      Extroverted to a fault. Chronically late. Horrible at sleeping or implementing even the most basic self-care routines. But I am not a coward.

      Rachel takes a deep breath. “You’re going to do it,” she says, hope filling her voice. “I can see it in your expression. You’re going to do it.”

      I laugh. “You’re horrible.”

      She smiles wide, her hands shaking in front of her in a tiny, celebratory cheer. “You need me, and you know it,” she says in a sing-song voice.

      She isn’t wrong about that. I’ve known her less than a year, but as soon as I moved downtown into a tiny third-floor apartment across the hall from Rachel, she quickly became one of my closest friends.

      “Fine, yes. I do need you. Tonight. Dinner. I’ll buy,” I finally concede.

      “Those sound like marching orders,” she says.

      “Oh, they are. If I’m going to get this feature over Cameron, I need a plan. And you’re going to help me come up with one.”

      She hands me the bag of key lime cookies. “Here. Start with these. Give them to your tour group. And this time, ask them to leave you a five-star review when the tour’s over.”

      Reviews have always been important to me, but I’ve never done much to solicit them. Follow-up emails, even just asking people to review on Google and Trip Advisor . . . no matter my extroverted nature, I’ve never felt comfortable doing it. Maybe because I’m afraid I might get bad reviews. And what sucks more than asking for a review that ends up being a bad one? Or maybe it’s just that my heart has never been committed to leading tours long term.

      This job is supposed to be a stepping stone. Nothing more.

      But now there’s something bigger on the line. Something that could boost my business in a way scrambling for Google reviews never will.

      I square my shoulders and look toward my tour group. The middle-aged couple and teenage kid have been joined by seven women, all looking close to my own age. One of them is wearing a sash across her chest that says, “I’m getting married today. Treat me like a queen.”

      I breathe out a sigh of relief. January isn’t exactly prime wedding season in Charleston, but the weather is mild enough, there’s almost always someone getting married. I’ve never had a bridal party book a historical walking tour before—don’t brides want to spend their wedding day getting spa treatments and massages?—but as long as she’s a bride willing to write me a glowing five-star review, I hardly care.

      From now on, every tour has to be perfect. It’s a logical first step. Southern Traditions and Travel won’t feature anyone they haven’t thoroughly vetted, so making myself look as good as possible on paper can only help.

      The second step?

      Figure out a way to knock Cameron Hunter out of the running.
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      Cameron

      Losing a parent, especially as a kid, impacts people in different ways.

      For me? I became a chameleon.

      You want to talk about yachting? I know just enough to make you think, after a few more conversations, I might invite you to spend the weekend gliding through the Atlantic on my cabin cruiser. (Insider tip? I don’t actually own a yacht.)

      You want to talk college football? I can be a Gamecock if the need arises. But I’ll cheer for Clemson just as quickly.

      Investment banking? I don’t know enough to convince anyone to trust me with their money, but I know enough to sound like I’m making good decisions with my own.

      You know what tourists like?

      Native-born sons of Charleston. Pastel colors. Deck shoes. A sweet-tea-drinking charmer who says yes ma’am and no ma’am and can talk about the storied mansions that line the city’s streets like he grew up in them himself.

      Well, let’s just say I know how to deliver. I fit in everywhere because I belong nowhere.

      It isn’t like I’m completely pretending. My childhood home in Walterboro isn’t that far away. It’s still Lowcountry. Still tied to the water, still impacted by the culture, the history of this ancient place. But it isn’t downtown Charleston. Not by any stretch.

      No, I don’t lie to people.

      But I don’t have to.

      The right image and a few well-placed nuggets of information, and people tell the lies themselves—weave my story into whatever feels the most romantic, the most magical. The most charming.

      That’s exactly what Darcy Marino has done. She’s filled in the blanks.

      Minus the charming.

      And the magical.

      Definitely minus the romantic.

      I didn’t really mean for our relationship to start out this way. For a split second, I even thought we could be friends. More than friends. With her dark hair and eyes, she immediately caught my attention.

      But it’s too late for that now.

      She took one look at me, and I could see it plain as day in those enormous brown eyes.

      She thinks she knows me. Thinks she has me all figured out.

      But she’s wrong. They’re all wrong.

      Even before she died, my mom having brunch in a fancy Charleston club? That’s almost as laughable as the idea of her caring a lick about her kid.

      We make eye contact as she reaches the corner across the street, looking to where my tour group has gathered at the intersection of Meeting and Broad, right at the heart of historic downtown.

      She clearly isn’t happy, but that’s no surprise. Because I’m standing exactly where she told me not to be, at the base of the curved marble staircase that leads up to Charleston City Hall.

      Undeterred, her gaze turns to steel, and she leads her smaller group across the intersection anyway, stopping maybe ten feet to my left. It isn’t enough buffer. There’s no way we can both address our groups without speaking over each other.

      I watch her curiously. I honestly expected her to just pick a different corner. But she’s⁠—

      “This intersection of Meeting Street and Broad Street is often referred to as the four corners of law,” she says, her voice loud and confident.

      So that’s how it’s going to be.

      Members of my group look my way, clearly wondering if they’re supposed to be listening to her or me.

      I clear my throat and scramble forward. “Behind me, and up this impressive staircase, you’ll find Charleston City Hall, constructed in the Adamesque style between 1800 and 1804,” I say before Darcy can continue.

      Her jaw visibly clenches, and she shoots me a quick glance before she plows on where I left off, her voice even louder this time. “Across the street, you’ll see the Charleston County Courthouse, originally constructed in 1753 as a provincial capitol building, then rebuilt in 1792 for use as a courthouse. Then across from the⁠—”

      “From the courthouse,” I say, railroading her words with my even louder voice, “you’ll find St. Michael’s Episcopal Church, constructed between 1752 and 1761.”

      Darcy huffs beside me, then moves to the second step of city hall, placing herself slightly above me. By this point, our tour groups are watching us both, likely confused over whatever this little song and dance is supposed to be. “And finally,” Darcy almost yells, “on the southwest corner, you’ll see the United States Post Office and federal courthouse, built in 1896. Each of these buildings represent local, state, federal, and ecclesiastical law⁠—”

      I step up beside her. “The four corners,” I say, clapping my hands together with a finality that makes the woman in the front of Darcy’s group jump.

      “What are you doing?” Darcy says through gritted teeth, her face still stretched into a smile that looks more like a grimace. “I told you this was my corner.”

      “I like to tell my groups about Trumbull’s Revenge, and that’s inside City Hall. This is always where I stand,” I say, enjoying the way her cheeks are flushing with what I can only assume is red-hot rage.

      “But you’re the one who changed things up. You have to respect the system.” She puts her hands on her hips. “You’re just doing this to bug me.”

      I grin easily, crossing my arms as I drop off the step and onto the sidewalk, making us eye-level. “And clearly it’s working.” I lean a little closer. “You might want to stand down, Tinkerbell. Your group’s looking worried.”

      “Tinkerbell?!” The word blusters out of her loud enough that a pedicab driver passing by swerves and almost crashes into a drainage grate.

      “Easy, easy,” I say, my hands held out in front of me like I’m soothing an aggressive animal. It’s a wonder she hasn’t hit me yet. At this point, I’m even annoying myself. “Trumbull’s Revenge is a good story if you want to let your group listen in.”

      She huffs. “I know the story.”

      I cock my head. “The true one?”

      She pauses. “Of course the true one,” she says, but there’s doubt hovering behind her eyes.

      “You sure about that? Maybe just listen this time. See if you learn anything.”

      Man, I am insufferable.

      Darcy closes her eyes for a long moment, her hands balled into fists at her sides. “I hate you, Cameron Hunter,” she says softly, even as she moves off and motions for her group to face me.

      Her words hit me harder than I expect, bringing a pinch of discomfort, even disappointment. She offers her group a few words I can’t hear, then turns to face me herself, her arms folded across her chest and her face set in a firm scowl.

      The hard thing about history is that sometimes, the truth is, well, boring. The story of Trumbull’s Revenge, popular in Charleston’s oral traditions, goes something like this. In 1792, John Trumbull is commissioned by the city of Charleston to paint a portrait of the honorable and esteemed George Washington. After the completion of the painting, officials in Charleston are unhappy with the outcome and request he try again. Not so pleased with the request, Trumbull attempts the painting again according to the councilmen’s specifications, along with one major adjustment; this time, the rear end of Washington’s horse is prominently featured next to the president and is perfectly poised, with tail lifted, to drop a load on the illustrious city of Charleston, visible in the background of the painting.

      “It’s a good story,” I say, looking from my tour group to Darcy’s. “And the painting really does seem like the horse’s rump is getting a little too much attention. But the facts surrounding who requested that Trumbull paint a second portrait and why are murky. There is no record that the original painting ever made it all the way to Charleston. We do have records that indicate one man, William Loughton Smith, saw the painting in Trumbull’s Philadelphia studio and expressed his concern that the waiting city council might prefer a portrait of Washington in Charleston, rather than in battle, as the first painting depicts.”

      My eyes settle on Darcy as I talk. Her scowl is gone now, and she’s fully engaged in this extended version of the Trumbull story. “We also have record of George Washington himself praising Trumbull and the final painting that arrived in Charleston in a letter written to General William Moultrie. Would Washington have approved if the painting had truly been created out of spite? Was his approval his own way of casting judgment on Charleston? We have the facts that history gives us. But the rest is just conjecture. I would encourage all of you to circle back to City Hall when you’ve finished your tour—it’s open to the public and you can stroll through and see the portrait—and decide for yourself what John Trumbull might have been feeling.”

      Darcy eases up next to me while we wait for the crosswalk light to change. “I didn’t know that,” she says without looking at me.

      I shrug. “It’s more fun to tell the story everyone knows,” I say, not unaware that this might be the first time we’ve ever exchanged words that aren’t dripping with venom. “And most people don’t necessarily care if they’re getting the absolute truth. They want to be entertained, and the possibility that John Trumbull was exacting revenge on the city is entertaining.”

      She shakes her head. “Yeah, but…this is history we’re talking about. We should be telling the truth.”

      “It might be the truth.”

      “Might be. Is that good enough?”

      “Maybe not if you’re lecturing in the Harvard history department. But for a twenty-five-dollar walking tour? I doubt you have anything to worry about.”

      The crosswalk urges us forward and we lead our groups across Meeting Street. I motion for my group to move down Broad Street, but before I’m more than a couple steps away, Darcy calls my name.

      “Cameron.”

      Something…unexpected hitches in my heart at the sound, and I turn, weirdly anxious to know what she has to say.

      “I’m glad I heard your version of Trumbull’s Revenge.” The wind lifts her hair from the nape of her neck and tosses it across her cheek. The weather isn’t terrible, but the wind coming off the water has a chill to it that makes me wish I had more than just the thin sweater tied around my shoulders to keep warm. The thing is more accessory than actual winterwear. What I wouldn’t give for my faded gray hoodie and a beanie right about now.

      Darcy looks warmer than I am, with her fitted jeans and puffy vest. Warmer, and…beautiful. It’s not the first time I’ve noticed—it’s impossible not to notice—but this time, there are feelings attached to the observation that knock me off-kilter.

      I clear my throat. “Thanks.”

      “But I still hate you for stealing my corner,” she adds pointedly. “And I will find a way to get you back.”

      Beautiful like those colorful poison dart frogs, then. Or a jellyfish. A lightning storm on the beach. That flower, wolfsbane, that looks beautiful on the outside but inside, carries enough poison to send a grown man into cardiac arrest⁠—

      “Are we…supposed to go this way?” A member of my group steps forward, knocking me out of my trance as he motions down the sidewalk. I turn to face him, glancing backward long enough to see Darcy moving around the front of St. Michael’s with her group.

      I have got to get my head back in the game.

      “Right. Yes,” I say. “Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      I don’t see Darcy for the rest of my tour. Which isn’t unexpected. It’s a big city, and the point of taking differing routes is so we don’t run into each other.

      But that doesn’t stop her words from echoing around in my brain. I hate you, Cameron Hunter.

      Darcy Marino has made how she feels about me perfectly clear.

      Which is why it’s so unsettling when I find myself looking for her around every single corner.

      I shouldn’t care where she is or what she’s doing.

      I shouldn’t, but I very clearly do.
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      Cameron

      The next morning, I meet my best friend, Jerome, at the historic foundation offices on East Bay Street. Just beyond, the harbor sparkles in the January sun, a deep blue/gray against a cloudless sky. I’ve added an extra layer to my tour guide ensemble this morning—a Burberry quilted jacket my stepmom found at a consignment store in Mt. Pleasant for a tenth of what it originally cost. She’s amazing at finding deals on high-end things and has made multiple contributions to my effort to “look the part.”

      Jerome tugs on my scarf when I arrive on the sidewalk just outside the foundation’s front doors. “Look at you,” he says, his tone lilting in a way that screams sarcasm. “Don’t you look fancy.”

      I swat his hand away. “Shut up.”

      “I swear, I will never understand this reverse psychology thing you have going on with your tours. Wouldn’t people leave you more generous tips if you didn’t look like you live in the governor’s mansion?”

      “They’re not tipping me because they think I need the money. They’re tipping me because they have a good time on their tour. And this”—I gesture to my clothes—“is all part of the experience.”

      Jerome rolls his eyes. “Whatever. I’ll never not think this is stupid. You are what makes your tours amazing. Not your clothes.”

      Maybe. But I grew up knowing the only opportunities bound to come my way are the ones I find myself. I’ve learned how to play the game. Walk the walk. Talk the talk. Even if there’s truth in what Jerome said, if what I’m doing is working, I’d rather not rock the boat and mess it up.

      “Have you seen my calendar lately?” I ask dryly. “Not a single opening until the first week in April.”

      “Okay, okay,” he says, his smile wide. “I won’t argue with you. Wear your fancy shoes and your stupid scarves if you have to. As long as you talk about those numbers when we meet with Bethany Morgan in—” He glances at his watch. “Right now, actually. Let’s go.”

      He opens the heavy wooden door and ushers me inside.

      “Wait, what? Why are we meeting with Bethany Morgan?” He was vague in his text about who and why we were meeting, only saying I needed to meet him here and I could thank him later.

      “Technically, I’m meeting with Bethany Morgan. She has a few questions about the education center and since I’ve asked for the historic foundation’s seal of approval, I offered to come by and discuss it with her.”

      “Haven’t you had this conversation with her before? More than once?” Jerome’s vision of a Gullah Education Center in the Lowcountry is something he’s been talking about since college, so much so that his research for the project turned into his PhD dissertation.

      “Three times,” Jerome says. “But she says she has more questions; what else am I supposed to do?”

      “I’ll put money on one of those questions having something to do with her daughter’s grade in your history class.”

      “Oh, absolutely,” Jerome says without missing a beat.

      “So, what? You brought me along for moral support?”

      “I brought you along because I just found out from Dave Vanderhorst that Southern Traditions and Travel is doing a feature on Charleston walking tours. They’re featuring Dave and his company, but they want someone else. Someone younger.” He eyes me pointedly. “Someone with a fresh, hip vibe.”

      “I have a fresh, hip vibe.”

      He nods. “Exactly. So you’re here to make sure Bethany Morgan knows you’re interested in being featured.”

      Jerome doesn’t give me time to disagree with him. Not that I would. This is just his way. Always looking out for his friends.

      He smiles at the receptionist sitting behind an enormous and probably ancient desk. “Good morning, Rebecca,” Jerome says in his most charming voice. “We’re here to see Bethany. She’s expecting us.”

      Jerome looks like a slightly taller version of Leslie Odom Jr., and he has the voice to match, all jazzy and smooth.

      In high school, I would have hated him. He’s the kind of guy who makes everything look easy. He’s brilliant. Athletic. Artistic. But even aside from all that talent, he’s also a genuinely nice guy. When we met my freshman year of college, as roommates and fellow history majors, he helped me settle in and find my footing enough that I had no choice but to swallow my crippling jealousy and respect the guy.

      Sometimes I’m still a little jealous. But my best friend is a charming, smooth-talking black man with a voice that sounds like angels flapping their wings and the body of an Olympic athlete.

      Everyone is jealous of Jerome.

      His wife is the perfect complement to his superhuman status, because of course she is, and his two-year-old daughter, Evie, is the cutest kid on the planet, tied, of course, with my two little half-brothers.

      Evie calls me Uncle Cameron, and I am all in with her. Even if I have to nurse my ego a little whenever I leave Jerome’s and go back to my lonely house in Park Circle.

      “Bethany just jumped on a phone call,” Rebecca answers, “but I’ll let her know you’re here. I’m sure she’ll be with you shortly.”

      As we wait, my mind plays out what a magazine feature could mean for my business. I’m busy enough already. Too busy, really. I’ve been debating the last few months about whether I can justify hiring a few tour guides to work for me. Take my one-man show to the next level. A magazine feature could give me the nudge I need to just do it already. Expanding the business means more money, and more money means more opportunity to help Dad pay down his growing pile of medical debt.

      Jerome nudges me with his elbow. “What’s happening with your hair?”

      “What? What’s wrong with my hair?”

      “It’s sticking up in the back. Here, just…” He reaches toward the cowlick on my crown and starts smoothing it over even as the door to Bethany’s office swings open.

      I swat his hand away. “Stop it, stop it, I’ve got it,” I say, hoping I actually do. I give the errant hairs a few more intentional swipes, then square my shoulders, smiling as Bethany approaches.

      “Jerome. Good to see you,” she says, extending her hand first to Jerome, then to me.

      “Thank you, same to you,” Jerome says, his voice in full-charm mode. “You remember my friend and fellow historian, Cameron Hunter.”

      “We’ve met once before,” I say, hoping I’m lodged somewhere in her memory.

      “Right. At the symphony gala, wasn’t it? You’re the new tour guide.”

      “It’s been two years,” Jerome answers for me. “And I’d say his business has grown to the point that he’s outpacing everyone but Dave Vanderhorst.”

      “Well done,” Bethany says, her tone genuine. “That’s no small feat.”

      She looks back to Jerome. “My daughter’s been raving about your history lectures this week. I’ve never seen her so enthusiastic about history.”

      Jerome smiles warmly, but I don’t miss the flash of irritation in his eyes. “She’s an excellent student.”

      I imagine a good chunk of Jerome’s students rave about a lot more than his lectures, but now probably isn’t the time to bring that up.

      “Thanks so much for stopping by,” Bethany says, her eyes still glued to Jerome. “Come on in.”

      We follow her to her office and take the two seats opposite her desk.

      “Did you know Cameron has been working with me on the education center?” Jerome says, leaning back in his chair, his posture saying he’s as comfortable in Bethany’s office as he is anywhere.

      “Is that right?” Bethany says, eyeing me curiously.

      I nod. “My master’s degree is in business and nonprofit management. I’m writing grant proposals, pitching donors. It’s all behind the scenes work.”

      “He’s downplaying the significance of his contribution,” Jerome says. “He’s an incredible asset. Exactly the kind of person Charleston should be proud to see representing her.”

      Bethany narrows her eyes. “I sense you have a purpose.”

      “We’ve learned of the magazine feature Southern Traditions and Travel is doing,” I say.

      “Ah,” she says. “Word travels fast.”

      “It would mean a lot if you could recommend me to the magazine,” I say. “I believe I’ve built the business to justify the attention.”

      She taps a pen against the desk and studies me closely. “Do you intend to stay in the tour business? Even if you’re working with Jerome at the education center?”

      “I do. I’m building a business that will last, even when I’m no longer the one with boots on the ground, leading the actual tours. I have a passion for history, ma’am. Accurate history. There are a lot of good tour guides in this city. There are also a lot who are good storytellers but not very good historians. I’d like to improve the industry in that regard—make sure we’re separating fact from fiction and folklore.”

      Jerome reaches over and pats me on the back. “What did I tell you, Bethany? He’d be perfect for the feature.”

      She smiles warmly. “You do make a compelling case for yourself. Ultimately, it isn’t my decision to make, but I’ll be sure to pass along my recommendation should the opportunity arise.”

      “Thank you. That would mean a lot,” I say.

      Jerome clears his throat. “Now. You had questions about the education center,” he says.

      Bethany smiles. “Right. But before we get to that.” She holds up a finger as she speaks. “I was hoping we might discuss Madison’s grade on her last paper.”

      I suppress the urge to chuckle as Jerome deftly handles Bethany’s overzealous concern. She goes on and on about difficulties at home, including a recent divorce and a sick dog. She even mentions their broken air conditioner. It’s a wonder her daughter is even making it to classes at all.

      I eventually tune them out, scrolling through a few texts on my phone, responding to the pictures my stepmom, Maggie, sent over yesterday of my little brothers at their latest t-ball practice. The season just started—they’ve only had one practice—but they look like professionals, suited up in their t-shirts and baseball pants, their matching grins as big as the oversized hats on their heads.

      I’m almost more uncle than big brother to my half-brothers, my dad’s second attempt at having a family after he raised me completely on his own. The oldest, Maddox, is only five. Almost young enough to be my kid. If I’d been willing to have a kid while still in college, anyway, which Jerome nearly did, so the idea isn’t that crazy.

      Scratch that. The idea isn’t that crazy for Jerome.

      For me? I can’t even imagine being in a serious relationship with someone. Kids are nowhere close to being on my radar.

      Something tightens in my chest, like a rubber band stretched to maximum capacity, and I rub the spot just above my sternum. So the idea of kids is a little on my radar.

      But I have to meet a woman first.

      An image of Darcy Marino, her face scowling, her hands propped on her hips, flashes into my mind, and I almost laugh. She’s the last woman in Charleston who would ever give me a chance.

      I’ll never be anything but Darcy’s nemesis. The rubber band stretches tighter. Why does that thought disappoint me so much?

      Jerome shifts, and I tune back into their conversation fast enough to recognize it’s ending. I say a few appropriate pleasantries, then follow Jerome outside.

      “That went well,” Jerome says as we move into the chilly January air.

      “All you have to do is open your mouth for things to go well.” This is always the case with Jerome.

      “Hey, how’s your dad?” he asks, deflecting my praise by changing the subject.

      A knot of discomfort forms in my gut, but I resist the urge to deflect right back. Jerome has been beside me for too long. I don’t like giving him answers to questions like this one, but I know him well enough to know he won’t let me ignore him.

      “Good. Better this week. Just finished his last round of chemo.”

      Jerome nods. “That’s great news.”

      I shrug. “It might be. They’ll do a scan in a couple of weeks and see how everything looks.”

      “And Maggie?”

      “She’s holding up. Her mom is in town this week.” A reality that seemed weirder when I was only eighteen, Maggie is only ten years older than I am. But she’s only eight years younger than my dad—he was seventeen when he had me—so their relationship isn’t all that weird. I don’t really think of her as my stepmom because I never lived at home after she and Dad got married, but I do think of her as family.

      “Tell them I said hello, would you? Angie was asking about them the other day.”

      My reply freezes in my throat as the very woman I was just thinking about appears on the sidewalk in front of us.

      Darcy stops directly in front of me. “Cameron,” she says pointedly.

      “Darcy,” I say back, matching her frosty tone. I almost call her Tinkerbell but think better of it with Jerome listening.

      I should introduce her to Jerome. But that would be the polite thing to do, and Darcy and I established a long time ago that we are not polite. At least not to each other.

      Unfortunately, Jerome is. He bumps me with his shoulder a little harder than necessary and extends his hand. “Jerome Dawson,” he says.

      Darcy nods. “The professor.” The animosity immediately melts off her face and I’m suddenly…transfixed. And intensely jealous that the warmth now visible in her eyes is directed at Jerome instead of me.

      I met Darcy over a year ago, at a social thrown by Charleston’s department of tourism, and the hostility runs all the way back. What did I do to make her hate me so much?

      “Have we met?” Jerome says.

      “No. I’m Darcy Marino. But I did attend a lecture you gave last summer through the Gullah Geechee Heritage Commission. The one on horticulture.” She lifts her hands to emphasize her words. “It was fascinating. Truly. I really loved it.”

      Horticulture? That…isn’t what I expect. Darcy likes plants? Growing things? Or…just farming, maybe? It occurs to me that I don’t know anything about her except that she has a razor-sharp tongue and an explosive wit. And that she hates my guts.

      Jerome is saying something else about rice fields and eighteenth-century harvesting practices, but I can’t make the words compute in my brain. Something is happening to me. Something Darcy-related and I don’t really like it.

      “…Cameron knows all about that,” Jerome says, looking my way.

      “I…I’m sorry, what?”

      But Jerome plows on without any explanation. “I’ve got class in a few minutes,” he says. “Darcy, great to meet you.” He nods in my direction. “You still coming tomorrow night?”

      Tomorrow night? I barely stifle a groan when I finally remember. Tomorrow night, I’m going on a blind date with Jerome, Angie, and a woman Angie knows from work. I like dating. I’m open to dating. I just don’t like blind dating.

      It is the inevitable reality of having married friends. As soon as the people close to you say I do, every other interaction you have with them for the rest of your life will circle back to the fact that you are not married like they are and what are you planning to do about that?

      But I can’t say no to Angie. More like Jerome can’t say no to Angie, and he will never let me live it down if I bail and force his hand. “I’ll be there,” I finally say.

      He disappears down the sidewalk, leaving me with a no-longer-warm-and-friendly Darcy.

      She narrows her gaze at me, her lips pursed, her expression searching. “So what brings you here this morning?”

      “Here, on the sidewalk?” I ask with feigned confusion.

      She heaves a sigh. “Here,” she says as she points to the building behind us. “What were you doing here?”

      My hunch is that she thinks she already knows. She’s just trying to see how much I’ll admit on my own.

      “Nothing consequential,” I lie. “Just chatting with Bethany. She and I are old friends.” Another lie, and a risky one. I wouldn’t put it past Darcy to march right into Bethany’s office and verify whether she and I are old anything.

      She studies me a beat longer. “Just chatting?”

      “Mm-hmm,” I say. “Just chatting.”

      Suddenly, we’re locked in a staring contest. She pushes her hands into the pockets of her coat, and I do the same. She purses her lips and furrows her brow, and I mirror her expression.

      She scoffs, and I repeat the sound.

      “Oh my word, are you twelve?”

      I grin. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She looks away, her hand slipping over her dark hair and pulling it forward onto one shoulder. “You are impossible,” she says. “You know that, right?”

      She shifts like she’s planning to move around me and go inside, and I suddenly don’t want her to leave. Not yet.

      “We were talking about the magazine article,” I blurt out.

      She stills and looks back at me.

      “Have you heard about it yet?” I say.

      She nods. “Possibly.”

      “That’s why I’m here. To tell Bethany I want to be featured along with Dave.”

      Her eyebrows knit together, as if she can’t quite figure out why I would admit it so plainly.

      I’m not even sure why I admit it.

      Every tour guide in the city, especially those who work independently and not with a larger company, will want to be featured. And everyone will be trying to figure out how to make a good impression on the people who might have a little bit of pull.

      If we’re playing a game of poker, I just showed Darcy my hand.

      “That’s why I’m here,” she says carefully. “I know Bethany as well.”

      I shrug. “Then may the best tour guide win.”

      Her shoulders drop the tiniest bit and for a split second, I see a vulnerability in her eyes I’ve never seen before. “I really need this,” she says simply. “I have…reasons.”

      “You don’t think I have reasons?”

      She hardly looks convinced. “Cameron, you’re already crazy busy. You don’t need the boost this feature would give.”

      “Maybe it isn’t about booking more tours for me.”

      “Then what is it about?” she asks.

      “What is it about for you?”

      She shakes her head, her lips pressed into a thin line. “I asked you first.”

      The only answer I’m comfortable giving Darcy is the least complicated one. I want to grow my business. But I get the sense what she’s really asking me is why. Because in her mind, I don’t need money. I don’t even need a job.
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