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        “I hope that someday when I am gone, someone somewhere, picks my soul up off of these pages and thinks, “I would have loved her.”

        - Nicole Lyons

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEAR READER,

          

        

      

    

    
      This has been a wild couple of months for me. I changed careers after more than a dozen years, closing a business and beginning a new path entirely. I released six books, four of them this month alone!

      This book is a lunch break sized bite. In my new role I’m finding stories like this are what keep me going. I hope if your days are heading into chaos as the end of the year looms, this story provides the low stress respite you need.

      Until next time,

      XoXo,

      Layne
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      Of all the things I expect to get from my son’s mom for Christmas, the offer to play matchmaker doesn’t even make the list. She and I have always made great friends and co-parents, but trusting her to pick my soulmate seems like a lot. But I can’t say no once she recruits our son to persuade me to go on the blind date she sets up.

      Shannon’s convinced the new yoga instructor in town is perfect for me. Celeste charms even our son, Tripp, and he’s a moody tweenager at the best of times. They’re so determined that I need to meet this woman that I can’t help it. I’m intrigued.

      When I glimpse her leading a class at the gym I go to, I’m captivated.

      Our first date was perfect. As soon as I called her for a second date, Celeste nailed me with a “Bah Humbug” hang up. Turns out she didn’t realize I was her new friend’s ex. Not sure why that’s a problem. Now I’m challenged.

      I’m gonna figure out why Celeste looks at me like I’m a naughty elf playing tricks and show her I can be the Santa of her dreams. Then, I’m gonna convince her to be my Mrs. Claus. Because bottom line, Shannon and Tripp are right. Celeste’s perfect for me. And me? I’m hers.
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        Vance Bryan

      

      

      “I dunno, Shannon. My kid’s mom setting me up for a blind date with one of her friends? Sounds like a recipe for disaster.” My son’s mom has been one of my closest friends since our junior year of high school when an extremely short-lived relationship led to a teenage pregnancy.

      In the thirteen years since then, we’ve learned to co-parent and  share our son. Romance, though? That was dead in the water long before we even found out Shan was pregnant. Luckily, we both have supportive parents who helped us navigate the rest of high school and then college. We’ve all sort of created a village around raising Vance the Third, or Tripp as we call him.

      There’s no shortage of love and affection surrounding the kid, but there are also no stepparents. Never has been for either Shannon or me. Believe me, it’s not because either of us is pining away for the other. After all these years, our friendship is as platonic as if we were siblings. Shannon’s happy with staying single forever. She dates and meets men, but she never keeps them around for long.

      Me? I kind of feel as if I missed the boat to have a grand romance that connects me to the soulmate destiny intended for me. The women I meet fall into two camps. Either they want nothing to do with a single father because they assume I’m a deadbeat or I have baby mama drama.

      I get that the situation between Shannon and me isn’t common. More than one person has questioned if we’re truly just friends and how that can be possible. All it takes is five minutes around all of us for it to make perfect sense.

      Still, trusting her to pick out a girlfriend for me? That seems risky. Predictably, Shannon disagrees.

      “I trusted you when I was car shopping and you told me I should trade in the truck for a sport utility vehicle instead. Why is it that I trust you, but you won’t trust me in return?” She props her hands on her hips and juts her chin out in the same exact expression our son uses when he’s being mulish.

      “I think expecting you to trust my information about the safety ratings of one vehicle over another, when I own the damn dealership, is a bit different than trusting you to pick the future Mrs. Bryan, Shan.”

      “Swear jar, Dad. You know, I met Celeste at the gym. She’s real pretty. She teaches that class with all the bending and stuff.”

      Great. Of course, Tripp wants me to agree. Not only does he know his mom is like a dog with a bone when she’s got a scheme in mind, but lately, he’s been after me about getting a life of my own.

      The sad reality is, I’m staring down the barrel of being an empty nester who never really had a full nest to begin with. Right now, Tripp moves back and forth between his mom’s house and mine weekly. With his teenage years coming up, I know he’ll want to spend time at friends’ houses more and more often. But a yoga instructor? Shannon owns the fitness center here in Golden Hill, the suburb of Denver where we’ve both lived our whole lives.

      I pull a dollar out of my billfold and drop it into the jar on the desk in my office. My dealership is about a quarter mile from the gym Shannon owns, and Tripp’s been allowed to ride his skateboard along the bike trail that meanders along this side of the town’s main street between our two businesses. When he hit his tweens and started copying his parents’ bad habit of dropping cuss words into sentences as if they’re necessary adjectives, both Shannon and I instituted swear jars in our offices. Every month, whoever has the most dollars dropped into theirs is the loser, and all the money is donated to the winner’s favorite charity.

      When I win, I always send the money with Tripp to the humane society where he spends his Sunday afternoons cuddling puppies and helping to clean kennels because he wants to be a veterinarian when he grows up. And when Shannon wins, the donation goes with him to the local feline rescue facility, where he hangs out after school lots of days playing with the elderly cats that can’t easily be adopted out because of feline illnesses that make them expensive to maintain. Either way, the kid makes out like a bandit when we swear and never misses a chance to make sure we pay the piper for every word.

      Tripp looks from me to his mom, a sly look on his face. I know whatever he’s thinking means chances are high I’ll go on this date his mom wants me to go on so badly. Shannon smiles back at him with a triumphant grin, and I know it’s game over. Whatever he’s about to use as his argument will get me to agree. If I’m perfectly honest, I was always going to agree.

      For every bit that Shannon’s happy to play the consummate bachelorette with no ties, I’m absolutely the opposite. Even if the date comes from the most unlikely source ever, I’m willing to give it a go. Besides, if anyone knows how to match me up with someone, it’s probably Shannon. Aside from my mama, she knows me better than anyone. I just hope this doesn’t bite me in the ass.

      I preemptively drop another dollar in the swear jar. I may not have said it aloud, but I thought it and probably ought to just suck it up and drop a fiver in now. I suspect I’ll need it by the time
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