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For all the librarians and authors out there.

I salute your hard work and dedication.
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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.

♥♥♥
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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? 
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Chapter One
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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.
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