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Sometimes, love finds you when you least expect it . . .


Evie Jones has dedicated her life to Southern Service Paws, the company that matched her with the love of her life: Charlie, a service dog trained to assist with her epilepsy. But, as the company struggles to make ends meet, it's up to her and her longtime mentor and boss to keep the doors open with the fundraiser of the century.


When Evie meets Jacob Broaden at a client consultation for his daughter, Sam, there are instant sparks – but not the good kind. Still, it doesn't take long for Jacob to be convinced that a service dog, and possibly Evie, might just be the best thing for his family.


As Evie spends more time with Jacob and helps Sam find her perfect match, she starts longing for the loving family she's never had. For Jacob, falling in love with Evie is the last thing he should be doing, but love has a way of finding those who need it most . . .









This book is for all the four-legged superheroes
of the world, saving lives and giving love and
independence to those who need it!


And for my mother-in-law, Lesley,
who never stops inspiring me.









A NOTE FROM SARAH


Hello, darling readers! I am so grateful to you for taking a chance on my book, and I hope that it makes you laugh and fills your heart with warm fuzzies! This story is especially close to my heart because my mother-in-law runs a nonprofit service dog organization that breeds, trains, and places service dogs with those who are living with physical, mental, or emotional disabilities.


The amount of time, energy, and love that I’ve seen her and her volunteers put into their dogs and the recipients of those dogs is nothing short of inspiring. I wrote this book—through the eyes of Evie Jones—with her and her team in mind, to help bring awareness to the service dog community as well as to those living with epilepsy.


Thank you to all service dog trainers and volunteers who work endlessly to train four-legged superheroes to help change lives.


Although this story contains heavy elements, it is written to uplift you and leave you feeling nothing but happy and hopeful. That being said, I have provided a content warning below for those who need a little extra assurance before reading.


XO Sarah


Content warning: Please be advised that The Match portrays characters living with epilepsy; however, no seizures take place on the page. This story also portrays themes of parental neglect and divorce. In addition, there is a scene where the heroine evades an unwanted kiss from a side character; however, it is very brief, and the reader can be assured that she is not harmed. Finally, the story contains mild cursing and fade-to-black intimacy.









CHAPTER 1


Evie


I wake up to the feel of Charlie’s tongue grazing my cheek. I don’t like being kissed like this first thing in the morning. Mainly because I don’t like mornings, and I wish that he would get it through his thick head that I need my sleep. But just like every morning, he’s persistent.


I am Sleeping Beauty, and he is the prince. Although, I’m pretty sure the prince didn’t roll his tongue all over Sleeping Beauty’s face like Charlie is doing now. What a different movie that would be.


“Can you please just give me five more minutes?” I ask while shoving my head under the pillow in an attempt to block his advances.


But he doesn’t like this game. Never has. It worries him to not see my face. We’ve been together now for three years—and he’s become the tiniest bit overprotective. But he’s the best snuggler in the whole world, so I allow his slightly domineering attitude.


Plus, he really does know what’s best for me. He’s improved my life in more ways than I can count. It’s why I adore him. It’s why I let him lick my face at 6:30 A.M. It’s why I sit up in bed and roll him over onto his back and rub his tummy until his leg starts shaking.


Oh, right. Charlie is my dog. Did I forget to mention that?


More specifically, he’s my seizure-assist dog.


I was diagnosed with epilepsy when I was sixteen years old. It stole my adolescence. It stole my peace of mind. And more importantly—it stole my license. Turns out, the state doesn’t like it too much if you randomly black out and convulse. Believe me, under no circumstances will they let you behind the wheel of a vehicle once they get wind of the E-word.


No one sympathizes more with the poor girl in the Beach Boys song about her dad taking her T-Bird away than me. Except mine was a 1980 slate-blue Land Cruiser with a cream-colored top. My dad bought it for me a month before my sixteenth birthday. Not even a week after that sweet sixteen, I had my first seizure. And my life changed forever.


Those next few years were hard, to say the least. I was scared of going anywhere or doing anything. One day I was a teenager, blissfully carefree about everything besides the chip in my hot-pink glitter nail polish. The next, I was painfully aware of how small a part I played in my own existence on this earth.


Charlie didn’t come into my life until I was twenty-three and still living with my mom and dad because I was scared to live on my own. Actually, I thought I couldn’t live on my own. But then I met a woman in a coffee shop who had an adorable white Labrador retriever at her side, a bright-blue vest strapped around its body with a patch sewed on the side that read Working Dog, Do Not Pet.


The first thought that went through my mind was wondering if this dog could do my taxes. Turns out, they don’t do that sort of work. The woman was kind enough to field all my silly questions, because in her exact words, “No question is too silly.”


But I figured if she gave me enough of her time, I could manage to change her mind.


The rest was history. Joanna Halstead, the woman from the coffee shop—also known as my fairy godmother—quickly became one of my best friends. I learned that she owned a service dog company called Southern Service Paws, and she trained and matched dogs with people living with all sorts of disabilities. Disabilities just like mine.


That’s how Charlie came into my life. It’s how I regained my independence and security. It’s how I decided to live on my own. It’s how my parents came to hate the company that I adore and am being groomed to take over when Joanna retires next year.


Well, company might be a bit of a stretch.


Company implies monetary value. And money is not something that Southern Service Paws has. It’s more like Jo is grooming me to take over her heart. Something that has a whole lot more value than money, but a shockingly low credit score.


I am the only other employee that is paid a salary—the rest are volunteers. And, actually, salary is also another one of those deceptive words. When you hear it, you think benefits, 401(k)s, and down payments on pretty little houses. When I hear it, I just think of my apartment that is the size of my thumbnail and my kitchen pantry that is stocked with ramen noodles and Froot Loops.


Luckily, I love Froot Loops.


I will eat nothing but sugary cereal for the rest of my days if it means I get to keep working for Jo and her company. Because I love what I do and the people I help. And as cramped as I am in this little place, I’m proud that it’s mine—not my parents’.


In this new world I have carved out for myself over the past three years, I’m just Evie. Not Miss Evelyn Grace Jones, daughter to Harold and Melony Jones of the prestigious Charlestonian family that resides SOB (South of Broad, aka Snootyville, and where I was raised). That name might not mean anything to you, but around here in Charleston, it’s everything.


My family comes from what’s known as “old southern money.” You know the kind: big historical houses, prestigious country clubs that only accept members with names that have been on the list since it was founded, garden cocktail parties served by men in white jackets, and a unique southern drawl that says, I’m better than you.


My dad is an attorney and partner at Jones and Murray Law, the oldest and most elite law firm in all of South Carolina, and my mom is on the board of the Powder Society of Revolutionary Ladies. What do they do? Mainly sit around in their finely tailored day dresses and drink martinis, planning more cocktail parties for their wealthy husbands to mingle and continue to pass their old southern money back and forth like playing cards.


Basically, how I’m living now is the exact opposite of how I grew up, and I couldn’t be happier about it.


That thought reminds me of my schedule for the day, and I reach over Charlie, my ninety-pound golden retriever—who is more of a bed hog than any full-grown man—and pick up my phone. I do a double take at the time. That can’t be right. It says it’s 9:10 A.M. How can that be when I set my alarm for 6:45 A.M.? Oh, wonderful. I forgot to set it. And now I’m going to be late for my client meeting.


“No, no, no.” I throw off my white comforter and jump out of bed.


Charlie sits up, ears at attention and body poised for anything, and watches me race across my studio apartment to the closet. I’m wearing a pair of cute new pink undies, and it occurs to me how sad it is that Charlie is the only male in my life to see them.


I trip over a shoe before I look in my empty closet and remember that I put off going to the laundromat last night so I could finish binge-watching The Bachelor. Don’t judge me. It’s the only romance I have in my life right now.


Charlie walks up beside me and gives me a look that says, I told you not to shirk your responsibilities. He’s so much more adult than me.


I put my hands on my hips and frown down at him. “I have twenty minutes before I need to be at the coffee shop, and I have nothing to wear, so quit giving me that high-and-mighty look or I’m going to shave your fur and wear it as a coat, like Cruella de Vil.” I’d never.


He rolls his eyes at me. Some people might think it’s impossible for a dog to roll his eyes, but that’s only because they haven’t met Charlie. I smile and rub his adorable head because I can never be mad at him for more than two seconds.


Thankfully, I spot the turquoise summer dress I wore yesterday. It’s lying crumpled on the couch in a tight little ball that would make my mom gasp with disbelief. Her maid would never allow one of her dresses to crease. How atrocious.


Crossing the room, I shake out my dress, give it a good sniff, then decide that wearing it one more day won’t hurt anyone. It smells a little too much like the burger I ate last night, so after pulling it on I douse myself in vanilla body spray.


Now I’m a walking ad for Bath & Body Works, and I consider requesting some sort of royalty from them.


The clock continues to race, and I look like I’m in the middle of a game show challenge as I rush around my apartment trying to gather everything I need for the meeting, take my meds, and get Charlie fed. I better win a million dollars when I beat this clock.


“Charlie, find your vest,” I tell him while hopping on one foot and pulling my white tennis shoe on the other.


Another fact that would make Melony Jones gasp. Mom swears that this is the reason I’m not married yet. I think it has more to do with the shockingly small pool of men who want a serious relationship with a woman who has to take a service dog with her everywhere and might drop down with a seizure in the middle of their dinner date.


And I just haven’t been looking for a man all that much. My days are full of work, and I don’t have much time to devote to weeding out the guys who only want to sleep with me from the ones who I could count on to show up if I made them my emergency contact. And at this point in my life, I’m ready for the emergency contact.


I check the time on my phone and then give myself two minutes to brush my teeth and wipe the mascara from underneath my eyes. I wish I had more time to spend on my face. There’s nothing I hate more than feeling rushed for a meeting. It lends too much credence to my mom’s opinion that I don’t have my act together.


In record time, I swipe on some pink lip balm and knot a loose braid over my shoulder all the way to where it stops right above my hip. I’ve been growing my blond locks out for a few years now, and it’s grown so long that I half expect a prince to throw a rock at my window and tell me to let down my hair.


Do I have a fairy-tale princess obsession? I blame it on those Wednesday cotillion lessons I had to attend in high school.


Charlie pulls me out of my wandering thoughts and keeps me on track by dropping his blue vest at my feet. He’s better at finding things than I am. “I’m sorry about the ‘turning your fur into a coat’ comment. We both know I’d give my soul for you, Charlie boy.” After buckling the vest around his golden body, I give him a quick kiss on his head.


Since the coffee shop where I’m supposed to meet my new client is right down the street, I plan on walking instead of calling a ride. Not being able to drive has been one of the hardest parts of living with a disability. There are so many nights when I wish I could hop into my car and run down to the drugstore to pick up a pint of ice cream. Or when I run out of tampons, it would be so nice to pop down to the store myself instead of having to call and wait for an Uber or order off of a one-hour grocery delivery service. Without fail, my delivery person ends up being a young guy. And every single time, he blushes when he makes the drop.


Evening, ma’am. Here are your military-grade tampons and overnight pads. I hope you don’t die of anemia tonight.


At 9:20, Charlie and I are on the sidewalk, jogging toward the coffee shop. Literally, jogging. My braid is bouncing around my face, and I realize I probably should have worn bike shorts under my dress. Someone catcalls at me from somewhere across the street, and my suspicions are confirmed.


Somehow, I remembered to grab my binder full of information to share about our matching process as well as our training methods and fees before I darted from the apartment. I wish I could say that our dogs come free of charge to qualifying recipients, but we just aren’t there yet. Right now they come with a hefty price tag. It weighs on me that there are so many people who could benefit from having a service dog but can’t afford one due to the massive medical bills that also come along with having a disability.


But, hopefully, after the big fundraiser Jo and I are putting on in a couple months, that will all change. Several major businesses have agreed to donate their goods and services for our first-ever fancy-schmancy silent auction. If we make the kind of money we’re hoping, we’ll be able to give away our dogs one hundred percent free of charge to those who qualify. The recipients will have to prove that they are financially capable of providing food, necessary medications, and vet visits for their dog, but that’s it.


If all goes as hoped, it’ll become a yearly event.


I clutch my binder tightly under my arm as I race toward Hudson Roasters. When a bead of sweat runs down my face, I wonder if it would have been better to just reschedule.


The man I’m meeting, Jacob Broaden, wanted to discuss having his ten-year-old daughter matched with one of our dogs. And maybe I would have canceled if it wasn’t for her particular disability. Epilepsy. It’s not as if we’ve never matched anyone who shares my same disability before, but for some reason, knowing how young she is makes me feel a kinship to this girl. I feel like I owe it to her to show up today.


The dad sounded nice enough over email—if a little . . . eccentric. Although, I think he might have been in a hurry when he sent off the email, because he misspelled a few words. His choice of five exclamation marks at the end of every sentence was intriguing as well. Actually, now that I think of it, I’m just hoping he’s not a creep. I really don’t want to get stuffed in someone’s trunk today.


As we round the corner to the coffee shop, Charlie and I slow our pace. It’s as hot as hell today. I’m sweating like I’ve been sitting in the desert wearing a parka, and my skin is emitting the vanilla body spray in toxic quantities.


My mom would be so proud. I’m really putting my best foot forward today.


Before I reach the door of the coffee shop, I come to a stop. I close my eyes and catch my breath, mentally reminding myself of all the major points I need to cover today and hoping I don’t forget anything. It doesn’t matter that I’ve been doing this for three years now; I’m always super nervous before these first meetings. I think it’s because I know firsthand how much a service dog can change someone’s life, and I don’t want to say anything to deter them from taking that step.


I glance down at my dress and do a quick check that all my fun parts are where they should be and have not fallen out of the scoop neckline during my jog. But who am I kidding? None of my fun parts are big enough to move, let alone escape their confines. There are things I love about being tall and lean, but having a membership to the itty-bitty-you-know-what committee is not one of them.


I open the door, and Charlie walks through with a loose leash like a perfect little gentleman. During the first year after I adopted Charlie, my eyes were constantly glued to him and his to me. I used my face and hands, asking him to stay, wait, go ahead, or lie down at my feet. Now it feels as if Charlie knows what I’m thinking before I think it. He and I are so attuned to each other that sometimes I forget he’s there. He’s a part of me. My second skin. A very hairy second skin.


It’s an odd thing when there’s no one in the world you trust more than your dog. But that first time I had a seizure alone in my apartment, and Charlie did exactly what we had trained him to do—push the medical alert button on the wall that calls Joanna and then my parents, then turn me on my side and lick my face to help me regain consciousness—it sealed my trust.


And today I hope I can help a little girl and her dad find that same security.


The cool air of the coffee shop rushes over my heated skin, and I dab away the beads of sweat on my forehead with the back of my hand while looking for a man with a young girl. Mr. Broaden gave me a brief description of himself in his email, so I know to look for a tall man with “hunny”-colored hair. I really hope that his fingers hit the keys wrong, and he actually knows how to spell the word honey.


I’m scanning, I’m scanning, I’m scanning, and . . . bingo!


There’s a tall man with dirty-blond hair, a to-go cup in each hand, walking toward a young girl sitting at a table. This has to be them. Charlie and I approach the two, and the girl notices us first. When she sees Charlie, her eyes light up with a look I recognize easily. It’s the same one most people give my dog. It’s a look that says she’s seconds from lunging at him, and I’m going to have to gently ask her not to pet Charlie while he has his vest on.


Mr. Broaden notices that something has caught his daughter’s eye, and he turns.


And then, BAM. The most spectacular pair of blue eyes hits me, and I almost feel like taking a step back. I’m staring into his eyes and dreaming of swimming in the shallow part of the ocean where you can still see your feet but the water is so blue that it looks like God dipped his brush in it after painting the sky. I immediately appreciate the way his eyes perfectly contrast the white cotton T-shirt that’s straining over his chest and shoulders.


I mean, wowza. Is this what dads look like these days? Where do I sign up?


I’ll take one dad with dirty-blond hair, tan skin, six feet tall, glittering blue eyes, and a chiseled body that makes my insides feel like molten lava, please. Actually, better yet, I’ll just take this one. Thanks.


It’s impressive how quickly my mind absorbs the information that his ring finger is blissfully empty. Not a tan line in sight.


“Mr. Broaden?” I ask, sounding a bit too excited for my taste. Take it down a notch, Evie.


“Yes?” He’s tentative as he scans me, eyes dropping all the way down the length of my body until they land on Charlie and stop. He frowns, then those gorgeous eyes bounce up to mine again.


His hesitation is odd. There’s a strange vibe, but I can’t pinpoint the reason for it.


I tuck my binder under my arm and then extend my hand to him. “I’m Evie Jones. It’s so nice to meet you in person!” My southern accent is friendly and inviting, and if we’re being honest, a little bit adorable. I’ve been told I sound just like Reese Witherspoon more times than I can count. But he’s not taking my hand. He’s staring at it like he’s just escaped from a deserted island he’s been stranded on for most of his life. Human contact is foreign to this man.


My smile falters, and an odd feeling settles in my stomach. Finally, he seems to remember some sort of manners and accepts my hand. The moment his skin settles against mine, my body breaks out in chills. Until this moment, I’ve been completely unaware of how important it is to me that a man have hands so large they completely engulf mine. My hand looks like a tiny baby hand inside his, and I love it.


Mr. Broaden pulls his hand back, and I’m pretty sure he takes a step away from me. The bad feeling returns.


“I’m sorry, but . . . do we know each other?” he asks, his voice deep with only the slightest touch of a southern accent.


I’m not exactly sure how to respond to his question since we technically have met, but only over email. But he should know that already. He looks blindsided, like I’m a threat to his safety. He’s concerned I’m going to try to kidnap his daughter and run away.


It’s at this point that I realize the little girl at the table is biting her lip and focusing intently on the paper cup in front of her. She looks just about the right age to spell honey with a u and two n’s.









CHAPTER 2


Jake


A thousand alarms are sounding in my mind. Who is this woman? Why is she standing in front of me, looking at me as if I should know her? She’s not a client of mine. I’ve definitely never met her before. Believe me, I would remember.


She’s exactly the sort of woman I usually take one long look at and then mentally enter into my little black book of DO NOT EVER CONTACT AGAIN. I’m writing her name inside, shutting the book, wrapping a chain around it, bolting it, and dropping it to the bottom of a lake.


I can tell immediately that this woman would be trouble for me. Gorgeous, tempting trouble.


She’s strikingly beautiful. And that immediately puts me on edge, because I just got off the phone with Strikingly Beautiful. Last night, Strikingly Beautiful was calling from Hawaii to tell me that she won’t be able to visit Sam this weekend like she swore she would, because her new Hollywood boyfriend surprised her with a trip to some tropical resort. She said it as if I should be happy for her and her good fortune. I’m not happy for her. I kind of hope that the shark from Jaws swallows Natalie up while she’s floating on a yellow tube in the ocean.


Fine, maybe not swallow her up—but definitely give her a good scare.


I haven’t always been this vengeful. Not sure if that makes it better or worse, but I didn’t get to my current level of anger overnight. It took months and months of watching my daughter cry in her bedroom when her mom didn’t show up like she said she would, didn’t call like she said she would, wasn’t there for Sam like she promised she always would be. It’s been two years since Natalie left us to move to Hollywood and pursue her dream of becoming an actress, and with each passing month it seems like we’re becoming less and less of a thought in her mind.


My sisters are always encouraging me to get back out there. But as I look in the eyes of the first woman I’ve found strikingly beautiful since Natalie, I feel the opposite of ready to date again. In fact, I’m terrified at the prospect.


The woman’s wide smile falters, and she looks at my daughter, Samantha, with a question in her eyes. This concerns me even more than the fact that I’ve already memorized the exact shade of green of Evie Jones’s eyes.


Mrs. Jones—the woman I know I’ve never met before this moment—comes to some sort of conclusion, and she looks back up at me. Her smile finds its way to her mouth once again, and my stomach tightens. For one absurd second I consider finding the damn key to my black book and fishing it out of the lake.


“I’m guessing you’re not the one who emailed me?” asks Mrs. Jones.


“Emailed you?” I feel like a patient learning he has amnesia. “No, definitely not.”


She nods and chews her bottom lip briefly while casting her eyes down at her dog. Her service dog. There’s a binder tucked under her arm with the words Southern Service Paws written across it.


Ah—and now I have it.


Sam has been leaving their pamphlets around our house for weeks. She’s been begging me endlessly to let her get a service dog ever since she saw an interview of a woman and her service dog on an episode of The Wake-up Show. But I’ve been firm in my answer of no, and that answer still stands.


How should I proceed here? I’m frustrated that my daughter has evidently gone behind my back and contacted whomever this woman is without my knowledge, but I also know that she’s had a hard couple of years with her mom leaving and then being diagnosed with epilepsy. I don’t want to pile on by reprimanding her in front of this random woman. At the same time, it’s not okay for her to be pulling stunts like this. Ever since she was diagnosed, she’s been acting out in strange ways, and I’m not always sure how to handle her.


When I told her Natalie couldn’t come into town for her birthday last month because she got the flu (reality: she told me she needed to keep her schedule open for a potential audition she heard through the pipeline might come), Sam told me to cancel the whole party. I wasn’t going to, but she completely freaked out, crying and yelling that birthday parties were stupid anyway and she didn’t even want one. She’s quiet these days too—holing up in her room so much it worries me. She’s gone through a lot of difficult change, and I don’t know how to help her. I think it might be time to find us a therapist, actually.


I’m in way over my head doing this parenting thing alone. Sam needs her mom. Or rather, she needs a healthy mom, and Natalie hasn’t been healthy in a long time. Even before our divorce was finalized, she had slowly started to change into someone I didn’t recognize—not engaging with Sam as much and handing basically all parental responsibility over to me. And then she moved out, and now Natalie gives her image on social media more attention than she gives Sam.


The thing is, I’m all for Natalie pursuing her dream of acting. I even understood when she said she didn’t love me anymore and wanted a divorce. Yes, it sucked and it hurt like hell, but it wasn’t out of left field. We were married so young and didn’t grow together over the years—instead, we grew in completely different directions. So, I understood and supported all of that. What I take issue with is how Natalie has made our daughter feel unimportant. How she never makes time for her. How Natalie’s dream of making it big has completely taken over her life, leaving a hurting child in her wake. And each time I confront her about it, I’m met with a weak promise to do better next time. Even Sam’s diagnosis hasn’t seemed to affect Natalie much. It’s like she’s completely checked out as far as we are concerned, and it breaks my heart for Sam.


I turn to Sam and raise an eyebrow. “Did you email Mrs. Jones?”


“Miss,” the woman corrects quickly and then smiles. “It’s Miss Jones. Evie, actually.”


I choose not to dissect exactly why she felt the need to clarify her marital status and instead fix my eyes on my daughter. “Did you email her?”


Sam dodges my gaze and looks down at her hot chocolate. She presses her lips together and then crinkles her nose. That’s really not fair. She knows that’s her secret weapon to get out of trouble, and she’s using it now.


“If I admit to it, am I going to be in trouble?” Sam was born only ten years ago, but I swear she’s sixteen.


I refuse to look at Evie. There’s no need. I’ll be done with her in five minutes, and she’ll be on her way, and I’ll never think of her and her cute accent again. “How about if you fess up to it now I’ll only take away your iPad for one week instead of two?”


Most kids pout right about now. Not Sam.


“Five days and you have a deal.” Her brown eyes find mine, and she’s Natalie in the flesh. This girl is going to be trouble.


I can hear Miss Jones try to hide a chuckle from beside me, but I still refuse to look at her.


“One week. It was wrong of you to go behind my back, and you know it.” I go easy on Sam because, honestly, she’s a good kid, and even though she looks tough and rebellious now, she’ll cry in her pillow tonight if she thinks she has disappointed me. And even though I’ll never admit it to her, I’m impressed that she managed to hack into my email, impersonate me to set up this meeting, and then convince me to take her out for hot chocolate at the agreed meeting place.


I hope she channels this cleverness into curing cancer one day and not robbing banks.


“Okay,” says Sam, tucking a lock of her dark-brown hair behind her ear. “I’m sorry.”


Sam and I smile at each other for a moment, and I think I’ve handled this situation well. I don’t always come out on top of these parenting moments, but this one feels like a small win.


Miss Jones clears her throat and reminds me that I’ve still got a loose thread to tie up.


Or cut off.


“I’m sorry to have wasted your morning, Miss Jones. But as you can see, there was a little miscommunication between my daughter and me. I’m sorry for any inconvenience.” I’m just about to turn my back to this woman and join Sam at the table when Miss Jones speaks up.


“The morning doesn’t have to be a waste. I’m already here, and I have all my information with me. If you’re interested, we could still—”


“I’m not interested,” I say, cutting her off with a sharp tone.


I can tell I’ve startled her, because those glittering green eyes widen and her lips part. I don’t want to be a jerk to this woman, but I’m also not in the mood to deal with her or her sunny smile. And definitely not her long legs that I’m refusing to notice. Is she wearing running shoes with a dress? Did she jog here? Never mind. I don’t care. Miss Jones needs to go. She represents everything I don’t want right now.


“It was nice to meet you, and again, I’m sorry for taking up your morning.” There. I said it in a way that was firm but still nice enough that I could be cast in a children’s television show where I pull on a red sweater and pretend to like everyone.


I glance at Sam, and she looks so disappointed that it physically hurts me somewhere in my chest. I know she thinks having a service dog is going to solve all her problems, but she’s wrong. A dog can’t keep her safe. But I can, and I will. I’m not about to step back and let a dog take on the responsibility that is mine. If I’ve learned anything this year, it’s that I can’t trust anyone else to love and care for my daughter the way I do. Definitely not an animal.


“Are you sure you don’t want to hear just a little bit about the company or our process? I’ll even go so far as to mention that no question is too silly.” Is she serious with this? I clearly said no.


“In the email, it said that your daughter has epilepsy.” Miss Jones’s smile grows as if we are talking about a mutual favorite TV show rather than a life-altering disability. It grates on me. She looks down at her dog, and her smile grows more devastating. “This is Charlie. He’s been trained as a seizure-assist dog, but he also alerts—”


I hold up my hand to stop her. I’m not proud of how condescending that makes me look, but she’s just not taking the hint. I want her to go away. Far, far away from me and my daughter. “I don’t think you’re understanding, Miss Jones. We don’t want to hear about your company or the dog.”


“No, you don’t want to hear about the dog,” Sam says under her breath but at a volume that indicates she definitely meant for me to hear it.


I look at Sam and prepare to tell her to watch it because she’s already on thin ice when Miss Jones pipes in again. “If Sam is interested, I would really love to tell you about Charlie and how he’s—”


Now, here’s the thing. I’ve had a bad week. Nothing has gone right. I’ve been looking into private schools for Sam to attend in the fall where they can give her more attention than she’d get in her large public school, and she’s hated every single one of them that we’ve toured. She wants to stay with her friends even though I explained to her that it would make me feel more comfortable for her to be somewhere smaller. I’ve also had to tell her three times that she can’t go to Jenna Miller’s eleventh birthday party sleepover. Sam stormed up the stairs after her third try, with the words I hate you lingering in the air between us.


On top of all this, she had a longer-than-usual seizure last week that scared the hell out of me, and I haven’t slept soundly in the past year since she was diagnosed. I can’t stomach the thought of her having a seizure in the night and me not knowing about it, so I get out of bed at least fifteen times a night to check on her before I usually just give up and make a pallet on her floor. And the last thing I need to add to my plate is caring for a dog.


Because of all these things, I stand up so fast that my chair scrapes and everyone in the coffee shop turns to watch me be a complete ass to this woman.


“Stop. I told you we don’t want to hear about your company’s dog. I don’t know if you’re hard up for the cash or what, but you should know that you’re coming across as an annoying car salesman about to get fired if he doesn’t meet his quota for the week.”


Damn . . . that was bad. I immediately feel remorse.


Miss Jones shifts on her white-sneaker-clad feet, and her dog’s ears shoot up. I’m prepared for all sorts of replies from her, including her siccing her dog on me for being so rude. I’m not, however, prepared for her smirk. “So, I’m a man in this analogy?”


I’m honestly not sure how to respond to that, so I settle for a very mature shrug.


She scoffs and shakes her head. I see pity in her eyes, and I don’t like it one bit. Mainly because I deserve it, and I despise feeling like I need anyone’s sympathy.


“Good luck to you, Mr. Broaden.” She leans in close to me, speaking low in my ear and proving she smells as good as she looks. “You’re going to need it when you try to walk out of here with your head shoved so far up your ass.”


I’m a statue as I watch Evie Jones and Charlie walk out of the coffee shop, her sundress swaying with her hips, and my daughter’s angry gaze burning a hole in the side of my face.









CHAPTER 3


Jake


Sam doesn’t speak to me all the way home. Doesn’t even take the bait when I ask if she wants to stop by her favorite ice cream shop and get a double scoop. Shawn Mendes’s falsetto is blaring over the speakers, and I honestly have no idea how else I can redeem myself in her eyes.


I’m practically screaming LOVE ME to my ten-year-old daughter, and she’s plugging her tiny little pierced ears, holding all the power.


How did this happen? How did I get here? Shouldn’t she be the one begging me for mercy after the stunt she just pulled? Instead, I’m seconds away from offering to clean her room and do her homework for a month. I’m a total schmuck, but I don’t care. Sam and I have always had a close relationship. Even before Natalie left, I was the one who Sam gravitated toward. I’ve always been able to see how brightly I shine in her eyes. But right now, they look dim, and she looks more disappointed in me than ever. I will do anything to see her smile right now.


“I’ve gotta stop off at the office real quick to pick up a few plans,” I tell her as I pull up in front of Broaden Homes. It’s my residential architectural firm—as in, I built this little company from the ground up. It’s not the biggest firm in town, but it’s not the smallest either. I’m doing pretty well for myself, and as I walk through the large light-oak doors of the historic downtown building I renovated and turned into our offices, I feel a shot of pride. Also a bit of longing.


Since I began shouldering the brunt of parenthood and learning


a new way of life with Sam’s seizures, I haven’t been able to devote as much time to the business as I would like. The two other architects I have employed here are working double-time to pick up the slack I keep dropping. But being a single parent in the summertime is hard enough. Add in a newly discovered disability and an endless string of sleepless nights, and you get nearly impossible.


“Jake, what are you doing in here today?” asks Hannah, one of my head architects on staff, as she steps out of her office.


It’s a smallish building with only three offices for the architects and one large common space for assistants and meetings. But it’s beautiful, even if I do say so myself. A wall of windows lines the front of the building, the flooring is made of wide natural plank wood, and a massive fifteen-foot-long oak table for meetings sits in the center of the common space.


“I just wanted to stop in and grab those plans of the Halbert build.” And feel like myself again for a minute.


Hannah levels me with a look before putting her hands on her hips. “I thought you were giving that project over to Bryan? Also, hi, Sam! It’s good to see you, sweetie.” She grins at my daughter, who has been brooding behind me but offers a smile to Hannah like it’s an intentional jab to my gut.


“I was. I did.” I run my hand through my hair, wishing I didn’t have to get through a customs checkpoint before making it into my own office. “Last night I thought of a few ideas for the mudroom problem we were having, and I thought I might take a look at the plans again. I think if I move it—”


“That sounds like something Bryan—the man you handed the project over to because you were so exhausted you were falling asleep at your desk in the middle of the afternoon—should be worrying about.”


I’m mad that she’s right. I’m exhausted and stretched thin. It’s why I decided to cut back my hours, delegate more projects to Bryan and Hannah, and devote more of my time to Sam this summer. But it’s hard. I love my job, and I love giving my brain the opportunity to create. Forcing it to turn off like this feels like I’m cutting off my leg. I don’t know how to walk anymore.


“Okay, you’re right. Let me just look at those plans really fast, and then I’ll be on my way.”


Hannah gives me a flat smile that alerts me to what’s coming. She steps up to me, puts her hands on my shoulders, and physically turns me toward the door. “Go home, Jake. This is your day off. Let us do our jobs.”


I’m letting her push me through the door, but I’m not happy


about it. “But you’re not doing your job; you’re doing mine. I don’t like it, Hannah. I feel like I’m working you guys into the ground.”


“Neither of us have kids or spouses, Jake. We like being worked into the ground by our taskmaster boss. It gives us something to gripe about when we go home to our families at Christmas,” she says, pushing even harder now and nodding for Sam to follow us out.


“I’m going, I’m going.” There’s a good chance Hannah will lock the doors and not let me in again if I don’t leave now.


I get back in my truck and look to Sam, waiting for her to smile up at me like she did for Hannah. She doesn’t, and it’s the most annoying thing in the world to have a ten-year-old give me the silent treatment. I let her, though, because I’m not entirely sure I don’t deserve it.


Miss Jones’s sweet southern drawl pulls at my memory. You’re going to need it when you try to walk out of here with your head shoved so far up your ass.


Pulling into the driveway at our house, I click the button to open the garage and notice that my sister June is sitting on the front porch swing zeroed in on her phone, a box of donuts from her bakery on the seat beside her. June owns an iconic donut shop here in Charleston called Darlin’ Donuts. She’s worked so hard to make that place successful, and it doesn’t escape my notice that she still makes time to spend with Sam. She’s been a miracle for us, and today I arranged for her to come stay with Sam for a few hours so that I can go to the grocery store and shop in peace. And wow that statement makes me feel like the physical manifestation of my mom from twenty years ago.


But I don’t know what I would have done without the help


of June (and my other three sisters) this past year. At one point


in my life, I lamented the fact that I had four of them—all younger than me. Growing up, it was like I was always sneaking into


a sorority house, trying not to get noticed as I tiptoed past


each of their rooms. It smelled like nail polish. They were either fighting ruthlessly or laughing hysterically. One of them was always stealing the other’s stuff, and hell was always breaking


loose.


But now that we are all grown adults, living our own lives, I wish they would move in with me and never leave.


June glances up when she sees us approach and smiles wide. But her grin falters when she sees Sam open the truck door and dive out before I’ve even had a chance to pull into the garage. It’s as if I’ve kidnapped her and she would rather open the door and hurl herself out onto the concrete while driving seventy miles per hour down the interstate than live the rest of her life with me.


Sam’s flip-flops slap the ground angrily, and her ponytail swings like a pendulum all the way into the house. She doesn’t even look back at me, just slams the door shut behind her.


I wince a little and turn to my baby sister, whose eyes are now as big as saucers.


“What in the world was all that about?” she asks as I make my way up the front steps and join her on the porch swing. She offers me a donut, but I don’t feel like eating right now.


“She’s mad at me.”


June laughs. “Yeah, I gathered that. But why? I’ve never seen her throw a fit like that. Usually, she just goes quietly and hides in her room.” June is the only one of my sisters who isn’t married yet, so she’s been around this past year more than anyone else.


“Yeah, well. Unfortunately, those outbursts are becoming more normal by the minute. She even slammed her door in my face the other day. Nearly gave me a bloody nose.”


“Yikes. So, what are you doing wrong?” she asks with a playful grin.


I know she doesn’t mean it seriously, but the comment still stings me somewhere vulnerable. I feel so out of my element lately. I’m quickly approaching the day when Sam will enter puberty, and then I’ll have a whole new pile of worries and insecurities on my plate. Right now I’m just obsessed with making sure Sam doesn’t have a seizure while she’s in the shower, where she could fall and hit her head. In a few years, I’ll be worrying about seizures and the boy who keeps her out past curfew.


My hands find my face, and I rub my palms over my eyes and all the way up through my hair. “I wish I knew. I’m ninety-nine percent sure I’m failing at this single-parenting thing.”


June shifts beside me and puts her hand on my back. “Oh, come on now, it was only a joke. You’re doing a great job with Sam.” She rubs circles on my back like I’ve done for her a hundred times. My reply is a halfhearted grunt.


“I’m serious!” She leans in and lays her head against my shoulder. “You’re the best dad I know, besides our own. Top-notch, really. I can’t think of anyone else in the world who could handle all that you’ve gone through this year with so much ease.”


With so much ease? Last night, after Sam went to bed, I was so angry with how hard life has been that I tore a pillow in half. I’d never felt so powerful and masculine . . . until feathers went flying everywhere, making it look more like a scene from a 1990s slumber party movie.


I shake my head and sit up straight, dragging a deep breath into my lungs. “I feel like I’m losing her, June. She’s only ten, but she’s gone through so much heartache this year. It’s like I can see her physically shutting down. And last night, Natalie called and bailed on her visit again.”


June looks pissed. “What was the excuse this time? Another potential audition?”


“I don’t think I should tell you.”


“I swear, Jake, she better be bedridden with a hundred-and-three-degree fever.”


I smirk. “Hawaii with some dude.”


June’s eyes look feral. She closes them and breathes through her nose to cool her temper. “I don’t care how big of a movie star she becomes, that woman doesn’t deserve to have a daughter as wonderful as Sam.”


And that’s the thing: Natalie is finding success in Hollywood. In the two years she’s been out there, she’s already landed a few minor roles in some big projects and has been filling her plate with commercials between auditions. She is reaching her dreams. It would be so much easier to be happy for her if she wasn’t completely abandoning our child in the process.


June wraps her arm around mine, and we start to swing. “Listen, you’ve both had a tough couple years. And as much as I want to rip Natalie’s silky brown hair from her head, I want to squeeze you with hugs until you burst. Because I see you continue to show up for Sam time and time again, and it’s because of your love and perseverance that I know she’ll pull through it all. And eventually, Jake, you’ll both figure out how to live with her seizures. I know it. It’ll just take some time.”


I nod and attempt to swallow the lump in my throat. “I wish there was something I could do to cheer her up, though.”


“Well, maybe there is.”


“I asked if she wanted to go out for ice cream, but she didn’t seem too thrilled by that idea.” Apparently, when your dad shuts down your masterful plan to con him into getting you a service dog, and you have to watch him act like a jerk to a perfectly nice stranger, you don’t have much of an appetite for bubblegum ice cream.


“Hmm. Maybe there’s something I can do with her while you’re running errands. Any movies she’s been wanting to see?”


“No.”


“Does she need any new clothes? I could take her shopping.”


“She hasn’t been interested in clothes lately.”


“Well . . . is there anything else you can think of? Anything


she’s mentioned lately that she really liked? Or wanted? Anything she’s shown interest in that would get her excited about life again?”


I stop our swinging, and my gaze turns toward the house as if I’ve suddenly developed X-ray vision and can see right through the walls to the stack of pamphlets piled up on the kitchen counter.


The answer has been in front of me all along, but I dislike the idea now just as much as I did yesterday. I’m still holding tight to all the reasons I think getting a service dog is a bad idea, but I’m just desperate enough to see that maybe it’s exactly what Sam needs to give her something to look forward to.


But more than anything, I really don’t like that I’m about to have to eat a whole truckload of shit.
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