
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: A picture containing diagram

Description automatically generated]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


SUZANNE D. WILLIAMS



[image: ]




© 2018 A LITTLE CHRISTMAS MAGIC: The Cowboy and the Librarian by Suzanne D. Williams

www.feelgoodromance.com 

www.suzannedwilliams.com 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without written permission from the publisher.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any similarity to actual people, organizations, and/or events is purely coincidental.

This story is dedicated to public libraries everywhere, but especially my local library where my imagination first took flight.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1


[image: ]




“AND LAYING HIS FINGER aside of his nose, and giving a nod, up the chimney he rose ...” Leaning forward, the children’s book opened in one hand, Paige Ridgeway turned the face of the illustrations toward the rapt childhood audience and completed her reading of the Christmas classic. For a moment, in the silence, no one moved, then a little boy, approximately six, declared he had to pee, and the spell was broken. One by one, parents, sons, and daughters stood and filed out of the reading area.

She smoothed her skirt and replaced the book on the shelf.

The usually boring bookshelves had been decorated in cheap garland made of construction paper leaves and cotton balls. It looked less like Christmas and more like a glue gun had exploded, yet the sentiment behind the small faces that’d created it mattered the most. She smiled and fingered a tattered piece before facing the doorway into the main library.

“You had a good crowd,” the head librarian, sixty-two-year-old Helen Compton said. Helen was a dear soul, a lover of books, and the reason the place hadn’t closed this year. She’d drummed up so much support in the community that the city council had had to relent in their plans to shift funds in the budget toward things like road improvement.

“A great crowd,” Paige replied, “and they were quiet.” Which was rare. Children would be children and ask questions or make silly remarks while she read. There were also the parents to deal with, and they could be much worse, at times. 

“I’m off to lunch,” she added.

Helen nodded, and Paige walked past her toward the back hallway and her bagged sandwich in the greenroom lockers. “I think I’ll go outdoors today,” she said to herself. The weather was cold, but not frigid, the skies a glorious shade of blue. Plus, they were hanging the decorations around the lake.

Her mind made up, she curled the paper sack in one hand and made her way to the back exit, a new paperback tucked in her fingers. The December sun blinded her temporarily, and she halted to allow her eyes time to adjust. The view of the lake cleared in her vision, a half-dozen city workers, stringing glittery wreaths on the light poles on the opposite side. Three others floated an artificial Christmas tree, erected on a square platform, toward the center of the lake. After nightfall, its lights would reflect beautifully in the water.

A cool breeze fluttered her hair, and she shivered. “Maybe I’ll pick a spot in the sun today.”

Graceful live oaks held stately limbs over the summer shade garden, now turned a yellowy-olive green. Paige bypassed several benches for one near the sidewalk and, seated there, scooted toward the center. Reaching into her bag, she lifted out a wax-paper-wrapped sandwich, unfolded the crinkled edges, and pinched off a bite.

Yesterday’s chicken salad was even better the second time around, the flavors having time to meld together in the refrigerator. She’d certainly made enough. Living alone, far from family, was a new thing for her. She regularly forgot to downsize her meals and ended up with enough to feed six people.

Her good mood tempered. 

This was her first Christmas not seeing her mom or her sister, the first living in Central Florida with no one to care for and no plan on how to celebrate. On one hand, she looked forward to it, all that sentiment about turning over a new leaf coming into play. On the other, doing so much by herself was already kind of ... lonely.

“I should read,” she said. And not spend her time being morose. She had only a half hour, after all. The decision made, Paige opened her book, balancing it on one side while eating with the other.

Sterling Newcombe reined his horse in, she read, the animal’s frosty breaths rising into the Texas sky. Two hundred acres of prime pastureland. Already he pictured it teaming with dollar signs – four-legged ones. The first of the new herd should be delivered in time for Christmas ....

“Miss?”

A young girl’s voice interrupted her reading, and Paige lowered the book, meeting the child’s gaze. Though it was cool, the girl was dressed too warm, in a thick coat with a furred hood and oddly curled slippers. Paige glanced for any sign of a parent, seeing no one.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

The girl didn’t look familiar, but perhaps she’d sat on the outskirts while she read to the children, a short while ago. Or perhaps she was lost. 

She opened her mouth to inquire, but the girl raised her palm flat to the sky and blew across it. Fine flakes of what looked like snow and smelled like evergreens whirled in Paige’s vision. She sneezed, the sound accompanied by the rattle of saddled horses and the rumbling tones of male voices. As quickly as the sensation hit her, it vanished, the girl fleeing with it. Her light brown hair flowed behind her, a giggle fading in her wake.

“What was all that?” A child’s prank? How odd and disturbing. Yet, whoever the girl was, there’d be no catching her to complain ... if that was even the right choice. 

Paige sighed. She felt okay. She’d let it go. 

She raised her book and sought where she’d left off, but a rumbling noise thundered in her ears, atop it the deep tones of what sounded like bellowing cattle. Startled, she dropped the book on the bench. The sound ceased.

What was that? Though it seemed unlikely, maybe whatever the girl had blown on her held some foreign chemical. 

Should she call someone? 

Paige shook her head, dismissing it. Explaining the girl to anyone would brand her barmy. The feeling, whatever it was, would fade. She’d finish her sandwich and forget about it.

A short time later, Paige grasped the handles of the book cart and rolled it toward the shelves. Pushing into the narrow aisles, she sorted the returned books into their correct location, aligning them according to the decimal numbers on the books’ spines. 

She slid one into place, straightening the others around it, and a rush, like a boisterous wind, whispered across the shelf, blowing a puff of snow-like dust toward the ceiling. Paige shivered and glanced up. It seemed unusually cold in this section. She’d mention it to Helen.

Returning forward, she continued with her task, leaving the children’s books for last. A couple of early readers in her grasp, she fitted each into place. The book she’d read that morning caught her eye. She ran her thumb down the spine, and Santa’s bellowing laugh arose, followed by sleigh bells and the familiar words, echoing into the room, “Happy Christmas to all, and to all a good night!”

Stumbling in reverse, she collided with a small table, standing calf-high, and tumbled backward onto her rump. She can’t have heard that. It was as if the book had spoken.

Her heart thumping, she pushed to her feet. She glanced down the aisle at the Christmas classic, then on a whim, cracked the cover of one still on the cart. Nothing. 

“Oh, there you are,” Helen said, bustling toward her.

Paige smoothed her expression. The last thing she needed was to make a scene at her new job. Her gaze lit on the book in Helen’s hands. “What is that?”

Helen glanced downward. “I found it in the archives. It’s dated turn-of-the century. I’m not sure what to do with it. There doesn’t seem to be an author.”

Paige extended one hand. “May I?”

Helen relinquished it, and Paige opened the book and trailed her thumb across the face page. Copyright 1910. “There Are Elves Among Us,” she read aloud. On the corners of the page were drawn holly leaves and berries. Beneath the title was an illustration, a snowy hill and a young girl with dimpled cheeks and large eyes, her palm turned upward as she blew across it. 

It ... it was her. A strange sensation crawled up Paige’s spine.

“I had to oddest experience when I picked it up,” Helen said. “It was like I heard voices.” She laughed. “Silly me. I’m getting old ... all this talk of Christmas has begun to affect me.”

“Can I borrow it?” Paige asked.

Helen’s brow furrowed. “Of course, and perhaps, since you are, you can give me your opinion, whether to hang onto it or put it on the sale table. Anything we can do to raise more funds.” Helen nodded at the cart. “When you finish with that, I can use you over in reference.” She spun in place and exited the room.

Paige returned the children’s book to the shelf and pushed the cart to the reception desk. She carried Helen’s discovery to the greenroom. She placed it beneath her paperback in the locker, closing and spinning the lock, and made a step toward the door. A masculine voice spoke from behind, and she came to a stumbling halt. The words were muffled and unrecognizable, but the tone was vaguely familiar, a Texas cowboy crooned to his horse beneath a wide December sky. The horse snorted in response. 
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PAIGE TURNED THE LIGHTS of her small Christmas tree on, the soft pastel colors casting diamond shapes on the corners of the room. Settling back in her armchair, a cup of cocoa on the small table to her left, she reached for the borrowed book, cracking it open in her lap. She bypassed the face page and turned to chapter one. The numeral was decorative, drawn with leaves and berries wrapped around the stem and semicircular lines that resembled snow drifts.

She read a short way then filtered through the next couple chapters, pausing midway through chapter three. 

I have observed from the stories of others’ encounters, as well as my own, the unnamed author said, that humans are incredibly susceptible to the chemical makeup of the elven world.

That same prickly feeling crawled over her again. Determined to get past it, Paige flipped a few more pages.

A friend of mine had an encounter with one of the elves, a girl resembling a child, who appeared seemingly out of nowhere and blew a kind of dust in his face. For days afterward, my friend heard voices. “A most odd thing,” he explained to me. “It was as if my imagination came to life. I found, as time passed, that the only way to stop the sensation was to entertain the scenes at length.”

Paige slapped the book shut and dropped it with haste on the coffee table. She did not have a similar encounter. A book hadn’t read itself to her. Elves were fictional. Why Santa himself was invented by a cartoonist. All the familiar images associated with him were merely stories meant to bring holiday cheer. Yet her mind wouldn’t quite accept that, and reaching for the paperback, she opened to where she’d left off.

Though he’d done all this to reclaim the land his grandfather had once owned, though he’d been successful and truly believed his future was bright, his one regret about the move was having no one to share his new life. He longed for the bright conversation and laughter of a woman.

A sigh breathed in her ears, the warmth of someone’s breath blowing across her fingertips, and Paige pushed the book to arm’s length. A figment. She hadn’t felt anything, in reality. She read further.

Sterling tapped his heels into the horse’s flanks, and rising in the saddle, he let the horse have its head, stretching its powerful limbs, neck arched, mane flying in the wind of their movements.

The thundering beat of horse’s hooves rose audibly in the room, the rattle and chuff of animal and rider pulsing overtop. Paige dropped the book and backed away, but the sound filled the place, far above her, the cry of a circling hawk.

Clasping her hands over her ears, she cried out. “Please stop.”

In a breath, the noise ceased, the silence whistling. She curled her fists to her side. No more. She was through reading about Sterling or elves or anything else. She’d turn in early tonight and not say a word of what’d happened to anyone.
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PAIGE EXTENDED HELEN the book and tried to look calmer than she felt. “I’d put this in the archives where you found it. It’s mainly the ramblings of someone with a wild imagination. Much of it makes no sense.”

Helen grasped hold. “Good to know. There must be a reason it was hidden there in the first place.” She tucked the book beneath the desk. “Since you’re here, I have a job for you to do ....”

Paige buried herself in her work and put the odd happenings of yesterday behind her. When she looked up, it was well past noon. Her stomach grumbled, so she set her current project aside and snatched her sandwich from the locker. 

Wary of sitting by the lake, she decided to relax in front of the library instead. 

The library’s large portico looked out over the parking lot, but the landscaping was quite lovely, with roses lining the drive-thru and the western side of the building. Edging to a bench in semi-shade, she offered an arriving visitor a welcoming smile and leaned back on the building’s brick wall. Opening her lunch sack, she spotted the paperback at her side and froze.

Sterling Newcombe, or what the author had chosen as a likeness of him, gazed at her from the cover – broad shoulders, cobalt blue eyes, a square jaw, and two firm lips. His cowboy hat tilted just so, strands of his blond hair poked out over his ears. Strange, though, from this angle, he stared specifically at her. 
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