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        For Lonnie

        Thanks for being my second mom. Between the both of you, I learned everything I ever needed to know.
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      For the thousandth time, Bethany wondered why on earth she chose to major in tourism. It had seemed such an exotic career at the time. Her college advisor, Dr. Crotts, made it sound so appealing. She envisioned herself working on a cruise ship or managing a five-star hotel in Paris. In reality, the farthest she’d ever been from Charleston, South Carolina, was the summer she turned twelve, and her parents took her to Disney World.

      Instead of traveling the world, she was stuck working for the Board of Tourism, handing out brochures on the best things to see in Charleston.

      She frowned at the couple arguing in front of her. They were probably in their fifties. Bethany guessed they were celebrating an anniversary or something, but they were giving her a headache. She loved her parents, and missed them fiercely, but at times like this she wanted to take the advice they’d given her and throw it out the window. Her parents had convinced her that dance was an impractical degree, but somehow thought tourism was better. She’d probably be making more money dancing.

      She waited for a pause in the argument and jumped in.

      “If you are looking for a romantic tour, go for the private carriage ride. If all you want is a nice tour around Charleston to learn the history, then you should book the group tour.”

      The wife glared at the husband. He frowned and dug out his credit card. “We’ll go with the private carriage ride.”

      Bethany took his card without looking at him. “Excellent choice Mr.…” She glanced down at the card. “Miller. You won’t be disappointed.” She set the card on the counter and smiled at the wife. Then she picked up her walkie and called for a carriage. The boys always hung around outside the office, so it wouldn’t be long before one showed up. Bethany ran the credit card, had Mr. Miller sign the receipt, and directed them to sit in the chairs by the door.

      Less than a minute later, the door opened, and Bethany’s heart raced. She hated the way her body betrayed her in moments like this. She should be used to all of the carriage operators. But they were all so male and cute. She had to be professional, but her palms were already sweating. At least she didn’t have to shake anyone’s hand.

      Dylan sauntered up and gave her a million-watt smile. She dropped her eyes, instantly uncomfortable. He was the worst flirt of all of them.

      “Is this my one o’clock?”

      Bethany waved the couple over to the counter. “Yes. Mr. and Mrs. Miller, meet Dylan Halford. He’ll be your guide this afternoon.”

      Dylan held out his arm for the wife, and she took it with a giggle. The husband frowned. Bethany made the mistake of glancing at Dylan before he escorted them out. He winked at her, and her face flushed.

      Dylan was harmless enough, but, like most men, he always flustered her. He was young. A history major at the college. His girlfriend was adorable and hung out at the office every chance she got, but Dylan flirted with any woman who crossed his path, and Bethany never knew how to react. She was desperately shy, and flirting was not her forte.

      They climbed into the carriage, and she sighed. She’d never be good at her job if she couldn’t talk to people. Well, she could talk to women. It was the men she had trouble with. Even the old ones. She was lucky that most people who came in looking for information were either couples or groups of women.

      She wanted to go home to her enormous house, revel in the aloneness, and read. Books were better companions than people. She checked the clock—an hour left on her shift.

      The bell on the door jingled, and a courier rushed up to her. “I need Bethany Davis.”

      “That’s me.” She gave the girl what she hoped was a nice smile and not a grimace. Seriously, what was she thinking choosing a career where she had to talk to different people all the time?

      The girl handed her an envelope and disappeared out the door. Bethany stared at it for a second. The envelope had no return address. She slid her finger under the flap and tugged it open, not wanting to see what was in there. Envelopes like this never had good news, but she wasn’t prepared for how awful it could be.

      She read the first line and collapsed into the chair behind her. This couldn’t be happening. But it could. Her house would be going to the tax sale in a week. The house was all she had left of her parents. The only connection she had. When she baked cookies, she could sit at the table, close her eyes, and imagine her mother was there. No other house could do that for her. Nor did any other home have a chip in the fireplace where her dad dropped his bowling ball. She squeezed her eyes shut and took two deep breaths, trying to push away the awful knots in her stomach.

      This possibility had occurred to her since the taxes hadn’t been paid for two years, but they were too expensive. Her savings account had about half of what she needed, but she hadn’t expected it to go to sale already. Her house was worth a few million, and she was about to lose it in less than a week over a few thousand dollars. The smart thing to do would be to sell it first. At least then she’d have money to live off of.

      She never thought rationally where the house was concerned. She was born in that house and had never lived anywhere else. It was her refuge. The one place to get away from the world. All the good memories of her parents were in that house. Sure, it had a few bad ones as well, but most were happy. She wouldn’t survive without it.

      That was stupid. Of course she’d survive, but leaving the house would be like giving half of herself away. She didn’t know how to be Bethany Davis if she wasn’t Bethany Davis of 1535 E. Ashley Avenue.

      For the last hour of her shift she contemplated what to do. No brilliant ideas came to her. She’d sleep on it, and if no plan presented itself, she’d call Mrs. Calhoun and offer her the house if she could close within the week.

      As Bethany cleaned up her area, tears leaked out of the corners of her eyes, and she quickly brushed them off her face. Crying on the job. All she needed now was Dylan or one of the other guys asking her what was wrong. They might even do something stupid like try to hug her.

      She could survive this. Maybe this was a good thing. Maybe she should use this as an opportunity to reinvent herself. She could use the money from the sale to open that dance studio she’d been dreaming about. Maybe the house was keeping her stuck in the past. But her heart clenched at the thought of never stepping foot in there again.
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      Bethany kicked off her shoes and sighed, taking in her wide foyer. The grand staircase where she should’ve glided down on prom night and watched her date’s eyes light up. At least that’s what her mom imagined. Instead, she’d stayed in bed, curled up reading Gone with the Wind. Again.

      She had slid down the railing a time or two and crashed into the wall. The last time she did, and left a dent, her mom had laughed and suggested they repaint. The soft blue had been Bethany’s idea.

      She dropped her keys on the entry table and ran her fingers along the shells she’d placed there. They were the ones she and her dad often found when they strolled on the beach early in the morning. Sometimes she’d go out there now, and sit and imagine him next to her, waxing on about the weather or his sailboat.

      After this week, would she ever see her home again? She’d never be able to afford something that would fit all the furniture. Parting with the house would be difficult, but losing all the stuff might break her. It’d been three years since her parents died, but she wasn’t ready to move on yet. She needed the house and all of her parents’ things to stay grounded in the world.

      She had few options. Mrs. Calhoun would be over the moon, but that made Bethany’s stomach churn since the woman had every intention of tearing the house down. It wouldn’t last long after she sold it. Maybe she should consider listing it so that at least Mrs. Calhoun couldn’t destroy it. She shook her head. If she’d paid more attention to the tax notices, she could’ve had more time. But now, listing it would take too long. Mrs. Calhoun was probably her only option.

      Her phone rang, and she jumped. She cleared her throat before she answered, the number unrecognizable.

      “Hello,” she said tentatively.

      “I found you a roommate,” Vivian’s voice drawled through the phone.

      Bethany sighed. She signed up with the agency a few months ago, and they told her they’d have a hard time finding her a roommate, but if she wanted to move out they could fill it in a heartbeat. Getting a roommate to pay that kind of cash would be nearly impossible. She argued that it was a massive beach house, and she wouldn’t settle for a penny less. Now she wished she’d considered it because at this point, she couldn’t take on a roommate. Too little too late.

      Bethany stared at the tax sale notice in her hand. Mentally she added up the rent in her head. The money would not be enough. Even with the security deposit.

      “I’m afraid I’ve run into some issues. Unless the tenant is willing to pay six months up front, I’m going to have to pass.”

      “Hang on a sec.”

      Elevator music played out of the phone. Bethany shook her head. No one would pay six months up front.

      Vivian clicked back on. “Done.”

      Bethany’s breath caught in her throat, and she looked down at the bill. That would buy her some time. Course that wouldn’t make her current on her taxes, just catch up the last two years, but at least she wouldn’t be losing her house. Yet. If she found a better paying job, maybe she’d be able to actually keep it. The renter would help too. She might even be able to save enough in a few months to catch up completely.

      “Sign her up. When does she want to move in?”

      “This evening, I think.”

      “What’s her name?” Bethany wanted to make sure she welcomed her properly. In spite of being socially awkward, her southern mother raised her to be polite.

      “Jamie Green.”

      “Okay, I’ll be home. Thanks, Vivian, you’re a lifesaver.”

      Bethany tried not to think too hard about actually having to share her sacred space with someone else. She would welcome Jamie but wouldn’t let the girl upstairs. The house had five bedrooms, all of them suites. Two were on the main floor, and three were upstairs. That would at least give her some semblance of privacy, and she could always escape upstairs if it got to be too much.

      Bethany grabbed her cleaning supplies and headed into the guest suite in the front of the house. When the doorbell rang, she rushed from the room, flinging the door open. Her next-door neighbor and best, well only, friend, Bunny, stood there with a look of panic in her enormous blue eyes.

      “Bunny, what’s the…?” But Bethany lost the rest of her words. Bunny was holding a squirming baby alligator in her hands. Bunny was definitely an odd duck, but an alligator was the last thing she expected to see.

      Bunny pushed her way past Bethany into the front room of the house. “Where’s your closest bathtub?”

      Bethany pointed to the guest bedroom she’d opened up. Bunny rushed in, her four-inch yellow heels clicking on the hardwood floors. Bethany followed, not sure pointing the way had been the right thing to do, but she was certain if she hadn’t, that alligator would’ve ended up in her kitchen sink.

      Bunny had the water turned on, and the alligator’s claws clattered around on the bottom of the rapidly filling tub.

      “Sweetie, why is there an alligator in my house?” Or why was there an alligator at all?

      Bunny turned to her. “Oh, it’s just awful. I saw him at this pet store, and I just had to have him. He was so cute, looking at me like ‘take me home.’ But when I got home, Danny told me I wasn’t allowed to keep him. No matter how many tears I cried, he said no. Told me to get that thing out of his house. Then I had to remind him that it was our house, not just his house anymore, and he got all smart on me and said that if I kept the alligator, it would no longer be our house. So I brought Sweet Pickles over here.”

      Bethany was again at a loss for words. Bunny and Danny got married about a year prior, and she moved into his beach house next door. Bethany and Danny grew up together. Her parents thought she’d marry him because he was the only boy she ever voluntarily talked to. To her, Danny was more like a brother. Plus, he was a little chauvinistic and wanted a trophy wife, which Bethany could never be. Bethany was pretty enough, with an hourglass figure and long glossy brown hair, but she was too short and quirky. Danny didn’t want someone on his arm that looked like she was twelve and acted like a socially inept teenager.

      Bunny fit the bill perfectly with her enormous breasts, beautiful blue eyes, and big blonde hair. Danny met her when he was on a business trip to Birmingham. Bunny had never left Alabama before and came to Charleston wide-eyed and clueless.

      The day after Danny arrived home with his bride on his arm, Bunny waltzed into Bethany’s living room and made herself at home. She didn’t give Bethany a choice and practically demanded that she be her friend, and Bethany loved her for it. Before Bunny came around, the only interaction she had with people was at work.

      Bethany shook her head at the critter skittering around her tub. “Did you really name him already?”

      “Who? Sweet Pickles? Yes. He’s so cute and green.”

      Bethany pinched the bridge of her nose. Sometimes she wondered how Danny managed to get through the day without insulting her. “You do realize that all alligators are green, right?”

      Bunny shook her head, her blonde curls bouncing. “No they’re not. I had a white one named Marshmallow. They have other colors too, but the ones by my house were mostly green.”

      “You’ve had more than one pet alligator?” Just when she thought Bunny couldn’t surprise her. Bethany didn’t know much about Bunny’s life in Alabama. Her topics of conversation usually rotated from Danny, to shopping, to celebrities, but never her past.

      “Yep.” She started counting on her fingers. “There was Greenie. He was my first one before I got more creative with their names. Then I had Tree, Watermelon, and Grass. Grass was a meanie though. I was sure glad when Daddy butchered him.”

      “Butchered?”

      “Yep. My daddy runs an alligator farm. Provides gator meat for the local restaurants.”

      Huh. That explained a lot.

      Bethany thought for a second and then decided not to ask any more questions. She needed to get the alligator out of her house. “I’m sorry, but you can’t keep Sweet Pickles here either. I have a roommate moving in this evening.”

      Bunny creased her eyebrows. “A roommate? What’d you go and do that for?”

      “You know I can’t afford my house.” Bunny and Danny had been extremely helpful the past several months. Well, mostly Danny, but that was because Bunny spilled the beans that she’d been having financial trouble.

      “Yeah, but what will they do on Tuesdays?”

      Tuesday nights Danny had his HOA meeting, so she and Bunny ate dinner together and watched chick flicks. They always saved one glass of wine for Danny when he was done because he needed it to recover. Anyone who had to deal with Mrs. Calhoun on a weekly basis needed alcohol when they were finished.

      Mrs. Calhoun had been her mother’s best friend. Complete opposite of Bethany’s mother, but tolerable. She was nicer back then. It’d only been since Bethany’s mother died and Mrs. Calhoun wanted the property that she’d turned into a bitch.

      “Maybe, she’ll join us, and maybe she won’t. Please be nice to her, I need her to keep the house out of the clutches of Mrs. Calhoun.”

      Bunny, who didn’t like Mrs. Calhoun any more than Bethany did, narrowed her eyes. She stared at Sweet Pickles for a few seconds and then spun around so fast she almost fell off the tub.

      “What about d-day?”

      “We can still have d-day. I’m sure she’ll understand. Probably even help.” D-day stood for dessert day. Once a month they pigged out on whatever chocolate desserts they could get their hands on. The day varied but it was always the day Bunny got a visit from her Aunt Flo. D-day was non-negotiable. Danny encouraged it, probably because then Bethany had to put up with Bunny instead of him, but Bethany didn’t care. The chocolate was worth it.

      “Well, if she can understand d-day, she can understand Sweet Pickles. Just for a week until Daddy comes to visit. He can take him home with him.”

      Bethany shook her head. “I’m not asking my new roommate to sleep with a baby alligator in her bathroom. Why don’t you hide him in your garage or something?”

      Bunny’s eyes got wide again. “Oh, that’s a good idea, but I’ll hide him in the storage room. Danny never goes in there. Thank you.”

      Bunny threw her arms around Bethany and gave her a wet kiss on her cheek. “You’re the best. I want to meet this new roommate. I’ll come back this evening after I get Sweet Pickles settled, and I should call Daddy and tell him to bring a cage for him.”

      Bunny grabbed the alligator out of the tub and shoved it in Bethany’s face. “Give Sweet Pickles a kiss.”

      Bethany backed up. “No thanks.”

      Bunny pouted, and Bethany very nearly gave in. But then Bunny shrugged her shoulders.

      “Your loss. See you later.” She pranced out, leaving a trail of water. Bethany hoped none of it contained alligator pee.

      Bethany opened the front door to let Bunny out and found herself face-to-face with the devil herself, hand raised about to knock. Mrs. Calhoun lowered her hand and blinked her eyes at Bunny.

      “Good heavens. What is that?” Mrs. Calhoun adjusted the brim of her three-foot wide white hat, a gaudy accessory to her powder blue old ladies suit. Bethany wondered for a second if she got dressed up to come over here or if she’d been somewhere else first. Bethany never understood Mrs. Calhoun’s fashion choices. They lived on the beach for crying out loud, not downtown Charleston.

      Bunny thrust Sweet Pickles at Mrs. Calhoun, and she took a few steps away. “It’s my new pet. Isn’t he cute?”

      “Pets like that aren’t allowed in our neighborhood.”

      Bunny shrugged. “He is now. Danny can make it so.” Bethany nearly snorted. Bunny was smarter than Danny gave her credit for. Even though he was president of the homeowners’ association, he would do no such thing. Bunny knew that, but she also knew how to push Mrs. Calhoun’s buttons.

      “Like hell he will. Just because he’s president doesn’t make him God. I’ll have words with him at the next meeting if he even tries to pass a measure allowing animals like that.”

      Bunny shrugged and kept Sweet Pickles as close to Mrs. Calhoun as she could. To Mrs. Calhoun’s credit, she pretended not to notice as she rounded on Bethany and gave her a wicked grin.

      “Saw your house listed in the tax sale.”

      Bethany took a deep breath. “I’ve found a roommate, so I’ll be paying those back taxes. I’m so sorry to disappoint you.”

      “Roommates aren’t allowed any more than that thing,” she said, shoving a finger toward Sweet Pickles.

      Bunny came to the rescue once again and rolled her eyes. “That I know Danny can fix.”

      Mrs. Calhoun crossed her arms. “Just because you’re married to Daniel Wynn does not make you royalty. Tell Mr. Wynn I’ll see him at the meeting next week with multiple complaints.” She smirked at Bethany. “Your roommate won’t last long. The HOA won’t allow it. I know because I helped write the provision to the neighborhood laws so the college kids didn’t try to buy a place and throw awful parties. Now it looks like it’s going to help me get your house.”

      Mrs. Calhoun turned on her short heels and stomped down the stairs, holding onto her enormous hat.

      As soon as Mrs. Calhoun was out of earshot, Bunny gripped Bethany’s arm. “I’ll talk to Danny. You don’t need to worry about your roommate.” Bethany would never be able to pay Danny and Bunny back for the help they gave her. If it weren’t for them, she’d have lost the house months ago with Mrs. Calhoun filing a new complaint on her at every HOA meeting. With Danny being president, he’d saved her bacon on more than one occasion.

      “Thanks, Bunny. Good luck with Sweet Pickles.”

      Bunny held him up. “Sure you don’t want a kiss?”
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      Bethany took one last look at the bedroom, which had been her room when she was a child. Her mom had painted the beige walls shortly before she died, changing it from the unicorn pink. If it weren’t for her mom, the house would probably not look as good as it did. But her mom had done some serious remodeling four years ago, taking all of her ideas from the Southern Living magazine. Bethany took a deep breath. Her mom couldn’t have known that barely a year later she’d die in a sailing accident.

      Bethany kept this room and the others closed up most of the time. She had a routine, but five thousand square feet didn’t clean itself, so she kept the doors shut on the rooms she didn’t use. In fact she probably hadn’t opened the doors to the office and study in several months. There was no reason to.

      It was impractical to keep such a big house, but this had been her childhood home and was the only thing her parents left her when they died. There had been a little bit of money, but she’d used that to pay off her student loans for her ridiculous degree.

      The doorbell rang. She grabbed her dust rag and raced for the door.
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      Jamie followed his GPS to the address his private investigator had given him. Zoe had lived downtown when he’d been in Charleston seven years ago. But even then, she hadn’t lived in a nice area. At least now, she was close to the beach. But the neighborhood was still rough.

      He pulled up in front of the cracker jack apartment building and double-checked the address. He shook his head. What kind of a person lived here? He was usually able to find beauty in places where others couldn’t. It was his photographer’s eye, but he couldn’t even find anything to take pictures of here.

      Hexa nudged his shoulder. “Stay here for a second, girl. This won’t take long.”

      He put the windows down so she could get out if she needed to. But she was good at staying when he told her to.

      He approached the door, frowning at a broken glass on the steps. He knocked, unsure what Zoe would say when she saw him, but he was pretty sure they wouldn’t be nice words.

      The door opened, and a short skinny guy wearing a dirty shirt stood there, cigarette in hand. “Yeah, what do you want?”

      Something about the man immediately made the hair on Jamie’s neck stand up.

      “Is Zoe here?”

      The man brushed a piece of greasy hair out of his face and looked Jamie up and down. “I didn’t realize she was still screwing guys for money, but she’s not here. Want me to tell her you were looking for her?”

      Jamie clenched his fists. He didn’t have a very high opinion of Zoe at this point, but he’d never accuse her of something so foul. Who the hell was this guy?

      “No. I’ll come back later. Do you know when she’ll be home?”

      The man shrugged. “No. She’s working. I think.”

      “Who are you?” Jamie had to ask. His PI hadn’t mentioned him, but Jamie hadn’t told his PI to be on the lookout for a creepy guy. Jamie had assumed Zoe was alone.

      “I’m Ray, her boyfriend. I don’t care what she does with you as long as she brings me cash. Gotta pay the bills somehow.” He pulled out his cheap phone. “What’s your number? I’ll make sure she calls you.”

      Jamie tensed. He hadn’t banked on a boyfriend. Especially one as foul this one. He thought about interrogating him further, but thought better of it.

      “I’ll find her later. Thanks.” He had to get out of there before he punched the guy in the nose. That would not be the way to get on Zoe’s good side.

      He’d call her as soon as he settled into his new house. He’d found a place a few blocks over, something he felt lucky to find. It was amazing how quickly the houses went from trash to incredible. He’d have to photograph the change. It would make a nice series.

      He hadn’t been able to find something without a roommate, but he wanted to be on the beach, and all the other houses were rented. He supposed he shouldn’t be surprised. Spring was the best time to visit Charleston. It was just getting warm enough to be in the water.

      He followed the numbers as he drove down East Ashley Ave. The houses were all enormous. Each three to four stories and full of character. He’d enjoyed time at Folly Beach when his job had taken him here, and now he was happy to be living on it. He pulled into the driveway of number 1535 and parked in front of the left garage. The house was weather beaten and full of curves. The landscaping was a little overgrown, which would be a turn off to some people, but to him it added to the house’s charm.

      In the backseat his dog, Hexa, whined. She could see the yard. He let her out, and she rolled around in the grass. At least she’d be happy here. He opened his trunk and stared at the house. The waves crashed behind it, and the air smelled of salt. Yeah. He’d love it here.

      The house was three stories, painted a soft yellow with green accents. Three porches framed the massive stairway that lead to the front door. Most of the houses on Folly Beach had garages under the house and the front door on the second floor.

      Before heading up the stairs, he stepped back and snapped a few pictures with his camera. That would be for him. To document his time here. He hoped this would be a good several months. They’d be hard, but rewarding. He looked down at the paper in hand. Bethany Davis was his new roommate.

      He left Hexa in the yard and headed up the stairs to the double glass front doors. No privacy there. He rang the bell and saw a flurry of movement, and the door opened. He found himself face-to-face with a woman who was five foot nothing, with ice blue eyes and a messy brown knot on the back of her head. She must be Bethany. Her wide eyes opened even wider when she looked him up and down and checked out his two suitcases. She was cute, but not his type. Thank goodness. He couldn’t afford distractions, and in spite of his recent efforts, he wasn’t too good at avoiding them.

      “Um, come in,” she finally said. “The bedroom is around the corner.” She wouldn’t look him in the eye, and he was instantly curious. Her posture indicated confidence, but the lack of eye contact did not.

      He whistled for Hexa and dragged his two suitcases into the house. He waited for his dog and then shut the door. She made a beeline for Bethany, and jumped up on her, putting her paws her shoulders. Dobermans weren’t heavy, forceful dogs, but Hexa was tall. His cheeks flushed with embarrassment. Good way to meet his new roommate. She’d be liable to kick him out now.

      He dropped his suitcases to rescue her. To his surprise though, she was laughing, and instead of pushing Hexa away, she got on the ground to play. She didn’t even look up at him.

      He glanced down, and without meaning to, right into her shirt. She had nice cleavage, but he closed his eyes. He did not come to Charleston to get involved with another woman. Besides, she totally wasn’t his type. He preferred his women tall and blonde. At least that’s what he told himself. Maybe Miss Bethany would be more distracting than he originally thought.

      “Are you okay with her? I’m going to put the suitcases in the bedroom.”

      She nodded and pointed to the open door, off the foyer.

      The old house had white pinewood floors and light blue walls. It seemed to have a beach theme, with shells scattered on the side tables. An old southern staircase led up to the third floor.

      He hauled his suitcases into the bright and spacious bedroom with a balcony. His face fell when he saw the bed though. It was a tiny daybed, clearly meant for a child. There was no way his six-foot-four body would fit on it. He snapped a few pictures of the room and sent a quick text to his assistant. She’d order him something decent to sleep in.

      Hexa barked, and he went out to investigate, but both Hexa and Bethany were gone. He walked past the stairs and into a living room. In the kitchen Bethany was sitting on the floor with Hexa, doing tricks for treats.

      “She’s well-trained,” Bethany said, keeping her eyes on the dog. This would not do at all. He couldn’t live with her if she wouldn’t even look at him. Well, he could, but it wouldn’t be very fun.

      “Yeah, she is.” He crouched down next to Hexa in the hopes that he could at least get another glimpse of Bethany’s eyes.

      She kept her hands and gaze on Hexa. “It was nice of you to bring in Jamie’s stuff for her. Is she here yet?”

      He creased his eyebrows. “I’m Jamie.”

      Bethany continued to pet Hexa and then stood slowly. She opened and closed her mouth. Then she looked him in the eyes for the first time. Her pupils were huge, nearly causing the blue to disappear. “I’m sorry. I told the agency I would only accept females. I think there has been a misunderstanding. You can’t stay here.” She reached around him and reached for her phone.

      He grabbed her hand. The one with the phone. He needed to reassure her that he wasn’t dangerous. Her hand was ice cold, and she sucked in a hard breath.

      “I’m not dangerous, and I’m not looking for anything but a roommate. I’m pretty sure the agency did a background check on me. I promise, I’m no threat.”

      “Why did Vivian think you were a girl?”

      Jamie thought fast. Then he let out a breath. “Because my assistant found the house for me. The agency probably thought she was me. I’m sorry for the confusion. I paid six months up front and signed a year lease. This is important. I can pay another six months, if you want, but I need this place. Yours was the only one in the vicinity that met my requirements.”

      She jerked her hand out of his and crossed her arms. “And what requirements might those be?”

      “On Folly Beach.”

      She sighed. “There was no other place?”

      “Not long term and last minute. Please.”

      “Are you sure? Charleston is full of houses. And there are a lot of houses for rent if you are willing to be off the beach a block or two.”

      “But I was not. I promise I won’t impose. This place is more than big enough for the two of us.”

      “Three, you mean.” She pointed at Hexa, and he saw the wheels turning in her head.

      “Yeah, three. She’s not a problem, is she?”

      Bethany sighed. “No, she’s not, but she will be if she goes to the bathroom in the house.”

      “Does that mean I can stay?”

      Bethany muttered under her breath something about an old biddy. He waited, but at some point he would ask about said old biddy.

      She blew a chunk of hair out of her eyes and kept her gaze on Hexa. “Okay, but I’d rather not have you pay the other six months, as I don’t know how this is going to work out.”

      If her motivation was money, she would’ve taken the extra six months. But she was clearly not comfortable with him in her house. He’d have to tread carefully. Show her he wasn’t a threat.

      He took a couple of steps back. “Thank you. You won’t regret this. I promise.”

      He glanced around the room. The kitchen was light and airy, painted with blues and yellows. He expected he’d spend a lot of time in the breakfast nook with the large window that overlooked the sea. The kitchen opened onto a veranda with a terrific view of the beach. His fingers twitched on his phone. He wanted to take pictures, but he didn’t want to spook Bethany. His phone buzzed with a message from his assistant, Claudia.

      Gone country have you? Send me the space specs so I get something appropriate.

      He moved closer to Bethany. “I have a request. Can I replace the bed? I’ll pay for a new one. It’s a little small.”

      She scooted away from him. “Sure, but don’t get rid of it. We’ll put it in the storage area under the house. Would you like a tour?”
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