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This one is for the creative folk out there; the artists and the dreamers.

You lift the world up and make it a better place.
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WELCOME TO CHRISTMAS in Valley Springs the place that proves that the heart can still find love as you get older. Valley Springs is the home of the hottest silver foxes in Canada. Pop in for a while, read these heart-touching holiday romances featuring ladies and gentlemen in their fifties.

Their Perfect Christmas

Declan Foxx has a well-kept secret. Not even his family knows what he actually does for a living. Until he bumps into Cynthia Thomas, he likes it that way. She might be the woman of his dreams, as well as his biggest fan.

Cynthia Thomas loves being a librarian but she’s stumped because she can’t find any information about her favorite author, the reclusive DR Thomas. Little does she know he’s sitting in her library working up the courage to ask her out.

With the holidays fast approaching, both Declan and Cynthia are looking for love, if they can get beyond their crippling shyness. Neither are getting any younger.

Can this silver fox break free of the chains on his heart and win the heart of the woman he’s always dreamed of, or will shyness steal Their Perfect Christmas? 

Their Christmas Heart

Eve Farstaad is a genius with a welder. She can fabricate anything, and if she’s a bit messy, what does it matter? What she can’t do, is find the perfect man to spend the rest of her life with. The clock is ticking, she’s not getting any younger.

Tom Foxx believes everything has its place. Ship shape, neat and tidy is his motto. When famous metal artist Eve Farstaad explodes into his life, he isn’t expecting her to turn things upside down and sideways. Amid all her chaos, there’s an irresistible zest and passion for life. For a yoga instructor, she’s awfully chaotic, and he can’t seem to stay away, but even at his age, he isn’t ready to settle down with one woman, but he can’t stay away from Eve.

When trust issues and uncertainty tear at their relationship, this duo has a massive mountain to overcome. Is there a place where calm and chaos can find common ground, or are their differences stronger than the Christmas spirit trying to pull them together? Will they find Their Christmas Heart?

Their Christmas Love

Nora Ravine’s been around the relationship block before and has a thirteen-year-old daughter to prove it. She’s looking for long term and not just a fling because she has a heart and a daughter to protect. When NASA scientist Ross Roxx wanders into her orbit, she thinks he might be the one.

Ross Foxx isn’t ready to retire. He adores Florida, and loves deep dives into math problems. Nora Ravine is a temptation he’s having trouble resisting, but she won’t follow him to warmer climates and he isn’t ready to move to the frozen north.

Is the spirit of Christmas, and the joy of forgiveness, enough to carry them into a future together and a help them find their Christmas love, or will they drift apart like snowflakes in a blizzard?
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Dedication to A Silver Fox Christmas Box Set

For all the librarians and authors out there.

I salute your hard work and dedication.

Chapter One

DECLAN FOXX WANDERED up and down the aisles between stacks of books in the Valley Springs Municipal Library. He wasn’t looking for a book; he was looking for the head librarian, and she was nowhere to be found. Dang it.

He walked the short distance to the library three times a week and checked out books on the off chance that he’d see her. It was insane. He kept going to the library to find her and yet never managed to work up the courage to talk about anything besides books. He’d been hoping today he could muster up his courage and ask her out. Maybe it would be his lucky day.

Nope.

He paused before a seasonal display. Pumpkins, rats, skeletons, and ghosts covered a three by six-foot table. Between the knickknacks, piles of Halloween books and DVDs were displayed enticingly. She’d really outdone herself this time. Of course, all of her displays were alluring. This one was great, and nothing made him chuckle like whimsical Halloween decorations. He looked through some books, focusing on the true ghost stories rather than the gore. He loved a good shoot-em-up movie, but gore didn’t move him at all. However, the possibility of ghosts intrigued his creative mind.

With a book on ghosts of Alberta in his hand, he wandered down the fiction aisles and paused in front of the space where his novels should be. Three out of five of his novels were checked out. He’d donated the books anonymously to the library and was thrilled that they were being read. He pulled one off the shelf. The pages were dog-eared; the cover curled. It had been read more than once. For a moment, he wished for the old-school checkout sleeves in the back of books so he could see how many times it had been read.

Vanity, your name is Declan Foxx.

“Have you read that?”

It was her. Library Girl, as he’d dubbed the head librarian and the woman he was mustering the courage to ask out. At fifty-two, you’d think he’d be able to ask a woman on a date. His heart thumped erratically. She was lovely. Her smile stole his breath, even when he saw her at a distance. She was average height, and probably average weight.

Her skirt was a modest length, and her pumpkin orange sweater hinted at curves he’d like to get to know. She had a few laugh lines and a bit of grey sprinkled in her red-brown hair. She wore the sexiest dark brown, almost black, large-framed glasses. She was the stereotypical sexy librarian and the loveliest woman he’d ever seen. He liked that she didn’t try to hide her age. He thought she was about his age, unless he missed his guess.

Ask her out.

“Um. Yeah, I have read it.” You could say that; I wrote it. He kept the thought to himself.

“What did you think? I adore DR Thomas’s books. It’s a shame he only featured the dragons in one book; I’d like to see more of them, and I wish he wrote faster.” Her eyes sparkled with excitement. Was there anything hotter than a woman who loved books, especially his books?

“I expect it takes a lot of work to write a book. I’ve read that it can take as much as two years after a book is finished for it to get out in print. I don’t know how accurate that is.” His first had taken three years if you included the seven rounds of edits it had undergone. His fourth one took six months. Being popular could speed things up in the publishing game.

“Wow. I didn’t know that.” She laughed, and the hair on his arms rose at the light, airy sound. She was potent, just by being alive.

He shrugged. “It’s what I’ve heard.”

“I read a rumor on a library chat loop that DR Thomas has quit writing. Another one said he was dead. I sure hope both are wrong, especially the last one. I need closure on the series. I hope his new one is already at the publisher’s. It’s been a year since his last release, and I’m chomping at the bit for the next one.” In her enthusiasm, she looked like an eager schoolgirl.

He could think of a thing or two he’d like her to chomp on. Right, as if he could even ask her out. She was too pretty, too kind, too everything. His tongue barely worked, and his mind stammered like a stuck record. He swallowed repeatedly to remove the cotton from his mouth and lump from his throat.

“Have you read them all? You really should. They’re delicious. They’re kind of like a space western meets adventure meets shooter movie. So good.” She sighed dramatically.

He really should tell her that he was the author. It might be his in to getting a date. Heck, maybe she’d ask him out.

“Library lady? Can you help me?” A little girl about four years old stood at the end of the aisle looking hopeful.

“Certainly, Lisa. Come on. Let’s get you what you need.” She hurried away and turned back at the end of the row. “Talk to you later. You really should read them all!”

She was gone then, and he was standing there like a teenage boy with his first crush. He’d never managed to ask Mandy Nicholson out either. Or Shayla, or Tahira, or Ashley. After being asked to the prom by Francine Boatman and then dumped by her, he’d never manned up enough to ask another woman out.

At university, the only women he’d talked to were in his study groups and that was strictly related to assignments. No dates. No coffees. He was pathetic.

He slid the book back on the shelf, being sure to put it in the correct place. A little further along, he found a Michael Crichton book he hadn’t read yet. He grabbed that and a book by Canadian author Dwayne Clayden and added them to his growing pile. Maybe this week, he’d actually write something as well as reading these books. Sure, he’d probably write a few sad words after talking to her, but then his inspiration would dry up.

It had been almost two years since he’d first seen her, and the only time he managed to write anything was after he chatted with her. She’d simultaneously stolen and become his muse.

Hoping Library Girl would be at the desk, he headed toward the exit. He really needed to find out her name. Mona, one of the other library staff members, was there, but his dream date was nowhere in sight. Dang. “Hi, Mona,” he said. “How are the kids?”

“They’re holy terrors. They’re going to drive me to drink, I swear it.” She laughed.

“You love them to bits and you know it.” How come he could talk to married women and old ladies, but not pretty or single ones? Being the brunt of a prom night prank had left scars. Deep scars. He knew the experience shouldn’t still matter, but it did.

“I do indeed. But they’re so jacked up about Halloween, they’re not sleeping. I can’t wait until the Christmas season starts.” She rolled her eyes and checked out his books. “You come in a lot.”

“I read a lot.”

“Hm. Wouldn’t have anything to do with a pretty redheaded librarian, would it?”

“She’s not exactly a redhead. She’s sort of between strawberry blonde and mahogany. It changes colors under different light.” Why did he have to say that? He might as well have admitted that Mona was right.

“You are interested then. You should ask her out. She watches you too, you know.” She winked. “You’d make a cute couple.”

She looked like she was going to keep talking, so he interrupted. “Can I have my books?” He looked at his old-school watch. “I’ve got an appointment.”

“Coward.” She laughed again and slid the stack across the desk. “See you in a couple days. She’s on holidays next week.”

“Thanks... Take care of those kids. Tell Andre I said hi. Maybe he and I can go play darts at the pub one night next week.”

“I’ll tell him to call you.”

He hurried out of the library as fast as his legs would move. Crap. He didn’t want anyone to know that he was interested in Library Girl. Dang. He had been too embarrassed to ask Mona her name. Another missed chance. They were piling up, and he wasn’t getting any younger. Worse, the more he missed opportunities to ask her out, the deeper he sank into writer’s block. His social ineptitude was killing his inspiration.

Today was the closest he’d been to her in weeks. Still, he’d messed it up. It was going to take a miracle to go on a date with her. Well, Halloween was the time of miracles. No, wait; that was Christmas. He’d better work up the courage to ask her out before Christmas if he wanted a Christmas miracle of his own. Maybe Santa would bring him a librarian for Christmas.

Trying not to drag his feet, he headed for his truck.

Filled with sudden resolve, he turned and went back inside.

“You just missed her. She skipped out the back for lunch.”

“Dammit.”

“No cussing in the library,” Mona teased. “You might catch her at Barb’s Café.”

He was out the door and back in the parking lot in seconds. He threw the books in his truck, wincing as they bounced off the seat onto the floor. He’d replace them if they were damaged. He could afford it. Right now, he had to find Library Girl before she vanished along with his courage.

He raced toward the café and slammed through the door. It was empty. He tried every eating establishment on Main Street without luck. Too little, too late.

Despondent, he returned to his vehicle and went home to stare at the laptop that haunted him.

♥♥♥
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CYNTHIA JONES HURRIED from the library. The second he was gone, she’d bolted, claiming she couldn’t wait any longer for lunch. She had to get outside and cool off. A stiff fall breeze blew the heat from her cheeks as she marched down the street, away from Valley Springs’s main road and shopping area.

Why couldn’t she work up the courage to ask him out?

She’d never considered herself shy, just a bit reserved, and not particularly outgoing, except with library patrons. Usually, she could talk to anyone. She’d asked men out before. Not recently. But when she was younger, she had known no fear. That was before she was married. After her marriage turned loveless and she was divorced, she’d just sort of stopping going out.

She hadn’t been attracted to a man in years. Honestly, at her age, her libido wasn’t what it once was. Sure, she had urges. Plenty of them. But few men had tickled her fancy since she’d fallen in love with the mysterious author DR Thomas.

“You don’t even know where he lives, or what he looks like. You’re an idiot.” She sighed at her self-disgust. She wasn’t an idiot. She was an intelligent woman with a fabulous career. She looked good for her age; regular visits to the gym kept her fit. She would be a great catch for some guy. Instead, she was hooked on an author without a picture who had a totally lame bio on his book jackets. She didn’t know how old he was. Hell, he could be twenty, or eighty, or anything in between. He might even be a she. It was ridiculous that a random author had totally seduced her heart with his words.

It wasn’t until Declan Foxx arrived in the library that she thought there might be a chance with another man. If she could work up the courage to ask him out, because clearly, he wasn’t going to ask her.

Declan Foxx. Even his name was masculine. She’d committed it to memory the first time she’d checked out his books. He was in a lot and always taking out two or three books. Sometimes fiction, sometime nonfiction. He was a reader, and that was damned sexy in a man. Never mind that he smelled amazing, like trees and sunshine. If he had hot reading glasses, she’d be a puddle of goo on the carpet.

She kept walking until she got to Dan’s Donuts. She needed a sugar fix. Dan and his wife Suzanne had the best donuts in a five-hundred-mile radius.

“Morning, Cyn,” Dan greeted her. “You’re early this week, you usually don’t come in until Saturday.”

“I need a sugar fix. I’ll take two maple-bacon donuts, a cheese croissant, an iced tea, and a dozen pumpkin tarts, please.” She inhaled the heady smell of yeast. Oh, was that minced meat and pumpkin pie? Her stomach growled.

“That’s a sugar fix for sure. We’ve got a great ham and Swiss on a cheese croissant, if you want some real food,” Suzanne put in from beside the cash register.

“You know what? That sounds delicious. I’ll take that instead of a plain croissant, and I’ll eat it here, and the donuts, but I’ll take the tarts back to work with me. I kind of abandoned everyone in my sudden quest for sugar.”

“Ah, the apology sweets.” Dan laughed. “We do big business in those.” He bustled around prepping her order. “You going to the Winterfest dance this year?”

“Probably not. I’m not much for social events. Besides, I hear it’s nearly sold out. They should raise some good funds for the hospital.”

“They will; Christmas brings out the generosity in people. If you want to come, we have a couple spare tickets. Just let me know and I’ll bring them by the library,” Dan said.

“And I’ve got a couple of costumes that will fit you perfectly,” Suzanne added. The annual event was Christmas party meets costume ball and always a huge hit. She went almost every year.

“Thanks.” She took her lunch and sat at a table by the window. She could join her roommates at the dance again and probably end up standing at the side watching the dancers float by. Kids these days might dance alone, or in groups, but she was older; at fifty-three, she didn’t want to make a spectacle of herself by dancing alone. But she’d love to slow dance with Declan.

She couldn’t think of anyone to ask to the dance, except Declan, and she could barely talk to him. Plus, he hardly noticed her. Maybe she’d just stay home, curled up with a good book and a cup of tea. She could search the internet for a picture of the never photographed DR Thomas. She’d already searched a hundred times, but new stuff appeared on the web every day. She might get lucky.

Lucky. She’d like to get lucky with Declan. He had those incredible brown eyes and that strong fit body. His dark hair was sprinkled with grey. She guessed him to be about her age and that made him even more enticing. Yes, she’d love to get closer to Declan.

Great, now she was delusional as well as being a coward. When had her life turned to crap? Probably the day her childhood sweetheart and husband dumped her for a much younger woman. That’s when she’d thrown herself into her career and quickly scaled the ladder in the Edmonton Public Library. When she’d stalled there, she’d followed her friends Nora and Eve to Valley Springs and a new job as head librarian.

She really had it all. Good friends, a great job, a happy home. She was healthy. Life was good, except that she couldn’t really talk to Declan.

He was cute and handsome and quite well built. He smelled incredible. He was several inches taller than her five foot eight, and he was well muscled too. Maybe from working on cars all the time. He was frequently outside tinkering with someone’s vehicle when she walked home from the library. She often wondered why he didn’t work inside his triple garage; however, she was glad he didn’t because she lived for those occasional glimpses of him, and the potential for conversation.

She shoved aside the impossible fantasy of talking to him about something significant and finished her lunch. Back at the library, she went into stalker mode and checked his account to see what he’d taken out. She was a sad excuse for a confident, successful woman.

Chapter Two

It had been over a month since Declan caught sight of Library Girl. He hadn’t written a single word since then. Every Monday morning, his editor called him for an update on the progress of his much overdue book.

He should be at his computer. Instead, he was being battered by some kiddy pop hit as he entered the hardware store. The air was heavy with the smell of fresh lumber and of the potted pines lining the end of every aisle. It was like the store had a split personality. One side eagerly clearing out Halloween, the other was skating ahead to Christmas. Declan inhaled deeply as he followed his brother Tom through the store.

There were three of them in the family, all adopted. Thomas was the youngest at fifty. Ross was the oldest at fifty-four. Declan landed smack dab in the middle at fifty-two. None of them were currently married. He never had been, but both of his brothers had. Tom’s ex was living in a commune style marriage where she was surrounded by the kids he couldn’t give her. Ross’s wife had passed away shortly after their twin sons were born, thirty-four years ago.

All in all, they were content, but he was eager to find a life mate. He just hadn’t worked up the courage yet. He pushed away the discouraging thought and spoke to Tom. “Why are we here again? Don’t you usually order your wood and have it delivered to the house?” Declan asked.

“Yes, but I need something special for this project. It needs to have just the right grain pattern to bring out my idea.” Tom was a former high school shop teacher. He’d retired early to pursue his woodworking passion. He created works of art from wood. Furniture, sculptures, toys, whatever the wood told him to create from it.

“What are you making?” Declan pestered. He’d been bored at home and had come along on a lark. He should have stayed home and worked on his book. The one his brain wouldn’t let him write. For the first time in his life, he had writer’s block, and the story wouldn’t come to him. No matter how many hours he sat and stared at his computer monitor, the words stayed away. Hell, he didn’t even have a simple plot idea yet, just a couple thousand words of drivel that he’d probably delete later on. Tom’s offer of pizza after shopping had tempted him out of the house and away from the accusations of a blank monitor.

“I’m making a desk. The top is cherry with walnut inlays. I want something different for the legs. I need to hand pick the wood. I can’t risk ordering it and hoping I get what I want. If I can’t find it here, I’ll need to hit the city where there’s better selection.”

“Cool.” Totally not cool. Boring was more accurate, but he was here and had to make the best of it. “I’m going to wander around. Maybe I can find a new desk lamp. Text me when you strike wood-gold.”

“K.” Tom was pulling slabs of wood from stacks and shoving them back in as if the conversation were over.

Dec didn’t need a lamp, but it was something to do while he waited. If they weren’t going for pizza later, he wouldn’t have come at all. He skipped the paint aisle and a few others. He scanned the leftover Halloween decorations for a deal and spent ten minutes admiring the Christmas ornament display the staff was erecting. There was a cute typewriter ornament, and several featuring books and fireplaces. He’d have to think about a tree soon.

Eventually, he found himself standing in the lighting section, staring at a massive array of desk lamps. The one with the teddy bear base was out for sure; as were the halogen ones. He wanted something that would take an energy efficient LED bulb and not be blinding if he worked at night. His current one took a florescent and it had the slightest hum that made it hard to concentrate. He’d been living with it, but now that he was here, he’d see what his options were.

Footsteps came toward him, and he looked up, expecting to see a staff member. He couldn’t contain his grin when Library Girl headed toward him. Dang, she was hot in those blue jeans and snowman print sweater. She pushed her glasses up on her nose and walked to his side. She smelled of mint and raspberries. Delicious.

“Hi,” he said. Great start. He nearly rolled his eyes at himself. “Nice to see you.” Better.

“Nice to see you too. Looking at lamps?” Her smile stole his breath. She was so lovely.

“Yup.” He swallowed. “For my desk.”

“Maybe the unicorn?” She pointed at a glittery pink unicorn lamp and smirked.

“I was thinking the brass one.” It reminded him of some of the lighter shades in her hair. She was lovely, even under florescent light. The tune on the store radio morphed into Billy Joel’s Just the Way You Are. How appropriate was that?

“I like the brass. Aren’t you a mechanic? I’ve seen you working on cars.” 

He didn’t know if it was the abrupt change in conversation, or her simple presence, but something had him reeling.

“I used to be a mechanic. Now I just work on cars for fun. I spend more time on the computer now and want a better lamp.” He should tell her who he was, but he’d been hiding it for so long, he didn’t know how to broach the subject. “I like that the brass takes LED bulbs.” He couldn’t even come up with something interesting to say.

“That’s a great feature. I try and save energy where I can. It’s why I walk to and from work, well, that and I need the exercise.”

He didn’t need to look at her body to know it was perfect. He stole peeks every time he was around her. If he were an artist, he could draw her from memory. She was flawless. Pretty, smart, kind, helpful, concerned about the planet. She really had it all; and he wanted it. Er, her. He wanted her. He wanted to get to know her. Even in his head, he was incoherent when she was close.

“You ready, girl?” a petite blonde woman called from the end of the aisle. She waved a package. “I’ve got my stuff.”

“That’s me. See you around.” She was gone before he could respond.

“Who was that?” Tom’s voice came from behind him.

“What?” A single word question to delay his brother until he got his brain back to normal function. “Oh, her? She works at the library. We were just discussing lamps.”

“She’s pretty, but probably too young for you.”

“Right. I’m not that old.”

“Older than me,” Tom jabbed verbally, obviously trying to start a round of their teasing and bickering. One thing about his brothers, adopted though they were, they all shared the mindset that no teasing opportunity would ever slip by unused.

“At least I don’t have to buy my wood,” Declan shot back.

“That’s low, Dec. Very low.”

“Hitting below the belt?” He laughed at the pique on Tom’s face. “Pizza time? I’m starved.” He wasn’t actually. He’d lost his appetite in the face of his inability to chase her down and ask her out, or at least get her name.

“You getting a lamp or what?”

He thought about it for a few seconds and picked up the box. “I guess I am.” The lamp would look good on his desk, and he’d donate the old one to the local charity thrift shop. Besides, she’d helped him choose it.

“The library, you say?” Tom said as they walked to the front of the store.

“Yeah, why?” His brother better not get any ideas.

“Maybe I should start going to the library...” he trailed off without completing the threat.

“Do it and die,” Dec growled. “Once I have my chance, if I fail, you can try. But for now, she’s mine. Capisce?” No way was he letting his good-looking brother near Library Girl until he’d exhausted every chance to get to know her better.

Tom raised his arms in a surrender gesture. “Yeah, I understand. Out of respect for you, and from pity because you can’t talk to women, I’ll give you until the end of the year, then she’s free game. You’re going to have to move fast before someone else snaps her up. Like me.”

“Deal.” They shook hands. He was going to have to get his act together. Maybe he needed a book on overcoming shyness. He could check it out while she was working the desk. No, then she’d know how pathetic he was. He was trying to impress her, not scare her away.

Chapter Three

Cynthia dodged unpacked boxes of Halloween and Christmas décor and other shoppers as she followed Eve and Nora through the hardware store, silently fuming about being interrupted. She’d been ready to ask him out for coffee. Even the upbeat music on the intercom system didn’t sooth her. Finally, she had to say something to her friends.

“Guys?” She stopped and waited for them to turn around.

“What?” they said in unison, their eyes alive with questions. People swarmed around them, hurrying on their way to someplace important.

She inhaled deeply and braced herself. “That guy, the one I was talking to back there. I like him. Well, I think I like him. He’s nice, he’s handsome.” She pursed her lips and grimaced. “I was trying to work up the courage to ask him out when you interrupted. Could you please, please, forget you know me if you ever see me talking to him?”

“Just ask him out already,” Eve said in her typical calm manner. She threw her arm around Cyn’s shoulders. “I’m sure he doesn’t bite.”

“Or maybe he does,” Nora said and made a cat’s mrow sound and curled her hands like claws.

Cyn couldn’t help but laugh. “Maybe, but I need time to find out.” She needed time and courage. Why was trying to get a date so hard?

“You could have said something earlier. Why don’t you go back and talk to him? We’ll wait in the car, or meet you at home.”

“Give me ten minutes. Meet you at the car.” Suddenly fueled with enthusiasm and bravery, she rushed back to the lighting section. It was empty except for one twenty-something girl looking at table lamps. She approached the woman.

“Excuse me, did you see a dark-haired man about my age in here?”

“No, ma’am. I didn’t see anyone. Good luck finding him.” She smiled warmly.

“Thanks.” Disappointed, she walked up and down the aisles of the store. She walked back and forth four times before giving up. She’d missed him, along with her chance to ask him out. Despondent, she wandered out to the car where her friends waited.

“Hey, girl,” Nora said as Cynthia climbed into the back seat. “We’re going for subs, want to come?”

“Why don’t you drop me off first? I’m tired.” Not tired, but a bit upset that she’d missed another chance to ask Declan out. “I think I’ll read and have some tea. I’ve got a book to review for work.”

“You do know that you don’t have to read every book that comes into the library, right?” Nora put her Honda Accord into drive and pulled out of the parking lot.

“I know, but I feel it’s my responsibility to be up to date on our products. It makes me a better librarian.” Plus, she loved reading anything in any genre.

“It makes you a total book nerd, but we love you anyway.” Eve grinned at her over the seat. “Tell us about this guy.”

“Yeah, tell us,” Nora echoed.

“His name is Declan. He comes into the library a lot. He reads all kinds of things. He’s even read my favorite series by DR Thomas; the one you guys won’t read. He’s attractive and well built. He’s my age, more or less, and he seems really shy. I don’t think he’ll ever ask me out, so I have to do it. It’s hard. I’m not shy, but I’m also not used to being the aggressor in a relationship.” She sighed and flopped her head back against the seat. “I’m useless.”

“Not useless at all. You’re a fabulous friend, a great librarian, and a wonderful adopted aunt to my daughter,” Nora declared. “You just need to believe in yourself more. You need to realize that you can be open with people. You don’t need to hide yourself away.”

“Be brave, my friend,” Eve encouraged.

“I know, it’s just so hard for me.” She wasn’t like this in college or in the early years of her marriage. She wasn’t exactly outgoing, but she wasn’t so reticent either. Her jerk of an ex had surprised her when he’d dumped her. Sure, they’d being going through a rough patch. Both of them were trying to climb the ladder in their careers. The breakup had been a blow to her self-esteem still had her reeling five years later. How do you get over a betrayal like that?

“That’s it,” she declared. “Time to grow some balls and man up. I’m going to do this. I’m going to be brave. I can do this. No, I will do this. I will ask him out.” She said the words, hoping they’d manifest into reality, but deep inside, she doubted her ability to get past herself.

“The Winterfest dance is coming up. Ask him to that.” Nora pulled up in front of the two-story house they shared.

“If I see him before then, I will.” She tried to sound firm but was certain her voice trembled.

“Can’t you look him up in the library records and call him?” Eve suggested.

“I can’t do that. Those records are confidential. I could lose my job.” How could they even suggest such a thing? Though, honestly, the idea was tempting.

“Make up some library business. Get him to come in and then pounce on him.” Nora and Eve laughed.

♥♥♥
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SEVERAL DAYS LATER, she was busy setting up her first Christmas display when Maxine from the post office rushed in.

“Oh, I have something exciting to tell you,” Maxine gushed.

She didn’t really want to listen to gossip, but Maxine would tell her anyway. “Oh? What’s that?”

“I just discovered that we might have another author in Valley Springs. Maybe you could get him to do a talk at the library. I adore adding signed books to my collection.”

“That could be fun for my patrons.”

“Anyway,” Maxine grabbed her arm and leaned in close, “I saw that Declan Foxx got a thick package from a publisher. He could be a writer.”

“Or he could have sent them a letter about one of their authors, or something else.”

“Well, I think he could be an author. You should ask him. Or at least research him on the internet and see what you find.”

Later, she sat at her computer, doing just that. Nothing important came up. Certainly nothing to indicate that Declan Foxx might be an author. In truth, it was like he didn’t exist at all. But not all authors were eager to have their lives publicized.

Wouldn’t it be dreamy if Declan was DR Thomas? What if her hot patron was actually her favorite author? The more she thought about it, the more certain she became that Declan Foxx was indeed DR Thomas. The D in DR could stand for Declan, right?

Chapter Four

Declan checked his watch. It was almost five. He could get some work done on his truck before Library Girl walked by on her way home from work. He’d been staring at his computer all day. He hadn’t even bothered to get dressed this morning. He’d better get cleaned up and get outside. He showered, grabbed a couple granola bars, and headed to the garage.

Declan glared at the sky. Light snow drifted down dusting everything sparkling white in the late afternoon light. If this kept up, he would have to quit working outside and pull the truck into the garage. He really didn’t want to do that.

He was banging away trying to remove his radiator when his brother showed up.

“Ross,” Dec picked up the discussion they’d abandoned on his last visit to Valley Springs, “Good to have you home. I don’t know why you stay in the city.” He gave Ross a one-armed man-hug, being careful not to soil his suit. Who wore a suit every day? “Life’s so much easier and chill here.”

“Dude, I’m fifty-four years old. It’s not too late for me to find a woman. It’s hard to find someone as nice as Martha. I’ll never get past her death, but I know there’s someone out there for me. And frankly, the ratio of single women to bachelors is higher in the city.” He raked his hand through his dark brown hair.

“You better hurry up, before all those gray hairs trick women into thinking you’re a senior citizen.” He laughed at Ross’s annoyed scowl. “Pass me that 9/16th wrench.” Ross picked up the wrench with two fingers and passed it over. Dec loosened the nut on his truck’s radiator. “Come live with Tom and me.”

“Yeah, exactly how much call does this two-bit town have for a mathematician? I work with numbers and scientists. How many people in this town need a numbers genius?” He wasn’t exaggerating, Ross was top rated in his field.

Declan bit back a smart response. No sense poking the bear and ending all possibility of his oldest brother ever leaving his high-priced, high-stress career. It was ridiculous how much he was paid. The man worked for NASA for Pete’s sake. Declan wondered what had brought Ross back so soon. Last visit, he couldn’t wait to leave. It was unusual for Ross to have two visits to town so close together. Usually, they landed months apart.

“I’m just saying it would be nice to have you here. Tom moved here. He’s gone from teacher to carpenter and frankly, Tom’s loving the transition.”

“Did I hear my name?” Tom wandered across the driveway, heavy work boots thumping with each measured step. He leaned against the Dodge’s bumper, bits of sawdust clung to his hair and jacket. “Yo, Ross, good to see you. You didn’t stay away long. Only a week.” He offered his hand. Tom never was one for displays of affection. He felt all the emotions, he just didn’t show them much. “How’s life in the big city? You found a woman yet?”

“Not yet, but I’m looking. How about you two? How’s dating life in Valley Springs?”

The sarcasm in his voice was annoying. “Actually,” Declan declared, “I’ve got my eye on a redhead. A very hot redhead.”

“She’ll need to be hot; it’s freezing out here,” Ross complained. “Why are you working outside when you have a perfectly good heated garage?” He stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets and hunched his shoulders against the cold.

“Because my redhead walks by every day at exactly five-fifteen on her way home from the library.”

Tom laughed. “Still chasing your mythical sexy librarian?” Ross chuckled along with Tom.

“Tom, you saw her at the hardware store, admit it, she’s cute.”

“She’s passable.”

Ross laughed. He was in for a big surprise because his librarian was just about the sexiest woman Declan had ever laid eyes on. Her image flashed before his mind, as real as if she were standing there. She was about five-eight, perfect for his six-foot frame. She was slender and fit, and she wore those damn sexy oversized glassed with the dark frames. She stole his breath and tied his tongue. Sooner or later, he’d muster up the courage to start an actual conversation with his future wife.

“Just wait, you’ll see how hot she is. And forget about taking a shot at her. I’m calling dibs. I saw her first, and that makes her mine.”

“Dibs?” Ross laughed. “What are we, in grade school?”

“If she is hot, she’s probably too young for you.” Tom laughed. “What are you, sixty?”

“Funny, very funny,” Declan drawled. “You know darn well I’m fifty-two.”

“Like I said, she’s too young for you.”

Declan ignored the taunt. If he reacted, they’d just up the ante and go even further. At fourteen, he’d gotten glasses and braces, and their taunting was unbearable. After months of teasing, he’d finally learned to ignore them, and they finally gave up and found a new target.

“Hold this.” He passed the wrench to Tom. It was greasy and Ross wouldn’t want to risk getting grease on his Armani suit. Why a mathematician wore Armani he didn’t understand, but whatever floats your boat. He grasped the top of the radiator and wiggled it upward until it was free.

“Holy hot cross buns. Would you look at that.” Declan didn’t need to look up to know Ross had just spotted his sexy librarian. “Sweet holy mother of God. I’d fight a tiger for a piece of that,” Ross declared.

“Back off, bro.”

“Not the redhead.” Ross grabbed Declan by the shoulder and spun him around. The radiator thumped back into place. “Her!” He pointed. “The blonde.”

Declan knocked his brother’s hand down. “Dude, don’t point. Didn’t Mom teach you anything?” His words trailed off as he stared at the trio of woman ambling towards them in a bright wave of laughter that rippled down his arms making his hair stand up. His librarian walked between a petite brunette and a curvy blonde. “Three women, three heights, three body types,” he whispered.

“Like God took everything perfectly female and divided it up to make three pieces of heaven on earth.” Ross sighed.

Bundled in short dress jackets and scarves, they looked like models just off the ski hill.

“Maybe I should move home,” Ross declared.

“You never mentioned that she had friends,” Tom drawled, accusation heavy in his voice. “You can’t have them all; that’s not fair. You’ve been ogling her for months and not once did you mention she had friends.”

“Of course, she has friends, I’ve just never seen more than a glimpse of them before today.” Objectively speaking, her friends were as beautiful as she was, but neither took his breath away the way Library Girl did. He should have asked her name at the library or the hardware store. Something about her just drained the brain right out of his head.

He huffed out a breath. It was high school all over again. And trade school too. Too damn shy to talk to a beautiful woman. Kids, teens, grandmas, moms with kids, no problem. But a lovely potentially single woman, and his mouth filled with cotton and turned Sahara dry.

He’d long ago given up on having a family of his own. He wasn’t getting any younger, but he wasn’t about to give up on finding someone to love. Library Girl was probably a bit younger than he was, not a lot, but a bit. He’d been watching her, carefully checking her left hand for a ring. She had two thumb rings and two pinkie rings, but the rest of her delicate fingers were reassuringly bare.

“Hey, isn’t that Eve Farstaad?” Tom asked. “She was all the rage in galleries last year.”

“Don’t be crazy. Why would someone that famous be in a place like this?” Ross asked. “Famous artists don’t live in tiny hick towns; they live in big cities near art galleries and museums.”

Declan rolled his eyes. “Dude, you are so biased. I know at least four well-known creative people who live here, including me.”

“You? Ya, you’re so creative, you fix cars in your garage.” Ross laughed.

“World’s Most Creative Wrench Puller.” Tom’s baritone laugh joined Ross’s.

“Excuse me?”

Dec turned toward the women who had stopped at the end of the driveway. He swallowed hard before speaking. “Hi,” was all he managed to squeeze past his cotton mouth.

Library Girl spoke, “I don’t mean to be rude, but aren’t you DR Thomas? The sci-fi writer?” Her smile was breathtaking.

“My name is Thomas, but I’m a carpenter, not an author,” Tom said.

“Not you. Him.” She pointed at Declan.

His brothers laughed. “Declan write a book? He can hardly write his own name.” Ross laughed louder.

Frustration rose in Declan’s chest. He had to remind himself that his brother was joking. The Foxx family never passed up an opportunity to rib one another about anything. That teasing was balanced by unwavering love and support...once the teasing stopped. He loved his family, but sometime they were embarrassing.

“How did you know it was me?” He was tickled that Library Girl had figured out who he was when his own family had no idea. “There are no publicity photos of me. I’ve tried to maintain my anonymity. You never mentioned it before.”

She hurried to his side, and he was struck by how lovely she looked with snowflakes decorating her precise hair bun.

“You are a hard man to find,” she declared, placing a hand on his arm, making his heart stutter. “My girlfriend was coming here to visit this past summer. Her publisher told her DR Thomas lived here. I guess you have the same publisher. She wouldn’t tell me who you were, I don’t think she knew, but I’ve been trying to ferret it out. I’m a huge fan; you have to sign my books. Please.”

Heat filled his face, and he glanced away. When he looked back, her green eyes were filled with concern.

“Oh no. I didn’t mean to out you. I spent four years trying to find you. I’ve never read an author I adore more than you. I just wanted to get my books signed. I am so sorry.”

He shrugged. “It’s okay. What gave me away? Knowing DR Thomas lived in town shouldn’t have been enough to tip you off.”

“Yesterday, Maxine, from the post office, mentioned that you got a package from a publishing house. I don’t think she meant to reveal a secret, and I know she didn’t mean any harm. She’s an avid reader and was excited that our very own hometown had a published author. I managed to put two and two together. Valley Springs is only twenty-eight hundred people. What are the odds that we would have a famous writer here?” She almost glittered with her excitement.

“Oh.” Crappy answer, Dec. He was at a loss about what to say. Library Girl was talking to him, he could hardly think let alone form any sort of coherent thought. Plus, he still didn’t know her name. He should ask since he’d failed to do so a hundred times before now.

“How come your friends don’t know?” She looked chagrinned at outing him.

“Brothers, not friends. Those two knuckleheads are my brothers.” Ross and Tom had moved away and were talking animatedly with Library Girl’s friends. “We’re all adopted. That’s why we don’t look alike. Ross, he’s the one with the black hair—well, except the grey by his ears—he’s the oldest. Tom, the blonde, is the baby.” He paused. “You already know I’m Declan, but everyone calls me Dec. Like deck, but without the K.” He wanted to groan at the stupid explanation.

Her eyes lit up. “Declan. That’s the D in DR Thomas. R for Ross. And Thomas for your author surname. You used your family’s names, that is so cool.” She slapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes went wide. She lowered her hand and stuffed it into her pocket. “I’m so rude. Where are my manners? I’m Cynthia Jones. Call me Cyn. Well, except in the library; there, I’m Ms. Jones to the kids, which sounds like somebody’s dowager aunt.”  A light laugh followed her comment. It was like tiny bells, bright and delicate.

“Nice to meet you, Cynthia. Cyn.” He looked at his hand. “I’d offer to shake your hand, but I’m filthy.”

“No worries. Nice to meet you. It’s cool that you write books and fix cars. But we should go, I guess. I should let you get back to work. Will you sign my books sometime?” 

Her blush was adorable. “Yeah, I guess.” Being asked for an autograph was weird. It didn’t even feel flattering, just awkward. “I can come by the library...if you want.”

He’d rather do it in private, but didn’t want to risk seeming creepy. “Which is your favorite story?” He wasn’t much for talking about himself or his books, his inner introvert didn’t like it, which was part of why he’d taken a pen name. Anonymity was good, but he’d do anything to prolong this conversation. It had been way too long in coming.

“Oh, number three for sure. Firefall was incredible. The dragons are the best. I was disappointed they didn’t play a bigger role in books four and five. You’ve got to bring them back in to book six. Oh, or write an entire dragon series.” Her wide smile turned to a frown. “Oh, but that’s probably more fantasy than true sci-fi.” The funny thing was, he missed the dragons he’d created and was considering pulling them back into the current book, to see if his
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