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This one is for Dave and Linda.

Because one night, while drinking, 

you told me to write a silver fox novella collection. 

I am still mad at you both.
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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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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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Chapter One
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Ross Foxx stood at the end of his brother’s driveway, staring at the trio of ladies as they walked away. It was only seconds until the snowfall obscured his view. Wow. Who knew that coming to Valley Springs for a visit would mean finally meeting a woman who made his heart pound? Nora Ravine was the loveliest woman he’d ever met, and he’d only spent five minutes talking to her.

She might be only five foot six, quite small compared to his six foot two, but holy Christmas, she was anything but ordinary. She had curves upon curves, even in her winter jacket. He’d almost been tongue tied trying to talk to her.

He was a mathematician for NASA for Pete’s sake. He would talk to anybody. Literally anyone. He had talked to the President of the United States, the Queen of England, and the Prime Minister of Canada without issue. It had been years since a woman had left him tongue tied; not since he’d met his wife, God rest her soul. He’d always miss Martha, but she’d been gone for decades.

Their kids were grown, and he was more than ready to start fresh. In truth, he’d been seriously looking for someone to love since the kids had left home for the Canadian military’s train and learn program. Now, they were in their early thirties and well established in their careers. Rick was a doctor, and Todd a dentist. They were doing all right. At fifty-four, he was close to retirement age, but not certain he was ready.

“Holy cow!” His brother Tom’s voice interrupted Ross’s thoughts. “Declan, why didn’t you tell us your lovely librarian had friends? Beautiful friends.”

Declan and Thomas were his adopted brothers. They’d been together since childhood and were as close as blood siblings. He was in Valley Springs to visit them for a few days.

“Hey, I can’t help it. I didn’t know. And I certainly didn’t realize that one of them was a famous sculptor. Eve Farstaad, who knew?” Declan shrugged and turned his attention back to the truck he was fixing. “I need to finish this so we can go inside, out of the cold. I’m chilled through.”

“I’d rather go with them,” Ross declared, nodding in the direction the ladies had taken, wishing he could have gone with them.

“You can’t chase a woman here; you live in Florida.”

“Hey, I can travel. I’ve got enough seniority that I can pick my vacation days. I can be back in Canada anytime I want. I’m here now, aren’t I?” For a woman as lovely as Nora Ravine, he’d travel a long way.

He’s been startled when she walked up to him and started a conversation. She was outgoing and interesting. He wondered a bit about the tiny spots of paint on her snug jeans, but it didn’t matter. Paint he could live with. He would have loved to talk longer, but she’d said something about being behind schedule on a commission and ended the conversation.

“We should have asked them in for coffee,” Ross said.

“I’m meeting Eve for drinks tomorrow. You should join us,” Tom said. “I’ll get her to bring her friends. You should come too, Dec.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets and blinked snowflakes from his eyelashes. The weather was turning nasty, and it was only October.

“Cool, I’m meeting Nora for drinks tomorrow too.”

“We’re going to the Ram’s Head Pub.”

Ross laughed. “We are too.”

“I’ll be staying home,” Declan said sadly.

He was shy. He’d been burned by a woman when he was young and had never gotten over it. As much as he was interested in the local librarian, it would be almost impossible for Declan to ask her out. Ross felt terrible for his brother’s terminal shyness.

“Hey, come with us. We’ll get her friends to ask library girl to the pub. We can all have drinks. It’ll be a party and that’ll take the pressure off you.”

“Her name is Cynthia. I don’t know...” He paused. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea.” He wiped some grease off his tools and carried them back to his enormous toolbox in the spotless garage. He placed each tool in its proper spot with a mathematical precision that impressed Ross.

“I know I’m excited,” Tom declared. “I can’t wait to get to know Eve better. I can’t believe I actually met the famous Eve Farstaad. I’ve admired her work for years. I’m hoping I can get a private viewing.”

Ross laughed. “I’ll bet,” he said, waggling his eyebrows. “What part of her privates are you hoping to see?” Tom punched him in the arm. “Ouch. Dang it. What was that for?” He swatted Tom back.

“For thinking nasty thoughts about Eve,” Tom growled. Declan and Ross laughed.

“Look at our baby brother,” Ross teased, “all tied up in knots over a woman.”

“What about you?” Tom snapped. “You were practically drooling on their feet. Disgusting.”

“I was not drooling.” At least Ross didn’t think he was drooling. What if he’d made a fool of himself? That would suck. Wait, she’d agreed to go for a drink with him. That was the nice thing about a town as small as Valley Springs; you could ask a woman on a date, and she didn’t run screaming, or need her friends along for protection. It sure wasn’t like that in his Florida neighborhood.

“I don’t know about you guys, but I’m starved. While you finish fixing the truck, I’ll go inside and make something to eat.” Ross turned to go inside.

“You’re just going inside to fantasize about Nora,” Declan teased.

“I’m not buying into your teasing,” Ross said. “No way am I getting into an argument about this. We’re adults now, we don’t need to spend every waking moment razzing each other.” Life as one of the Foxx brothers had always included a lot of teasing and wrestling. As adults, precious little had changed. They still pestered mercilessly, but with a lot of love in the background. At fifty-four, he was thankful their wrestling was a thing of the past. He wasn’t up for that type of playful physical altercation anymore.

He left his brothers on the driveway and entered their kitchen. Declan had moved to Valley Springs; Tom had come along to help build Dec’s house and ended up staying. Ross only came for visits. He adored his job. He could retire anytime he wanted to, but so far, he hadn’t really felt the urge. He wanted something to do in his retirement, and he wanted someone to spend his money with. He was paid ridiculously well for what he did. It would be a shame for that money to sit in the bank forever. He didn’t want to waste his money, but find fun and useful ways to spend it.

He loved his two sons, but had no urge to leave them a small fortune. He’d worked hard and wanted to enjoy the reward. Neither of his brothers were interested in travelling with him, not that he could blame them. He wanted a companion, a woman to share his life with. So far, he wasn’t finding anyone in Florida, and the odds said he wasn’t going to. Meeting Nora was a miracle.
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Twenty-four hours later, Nora turned to her best friends and roommates, Cynthia and Eve. “I can’t believe I’m going on a date with a virtual stranger. Am I nuts?”

“How is it nuts? You met a man and hit it off. The fact that you met him on the street is irrelevant,” Cyn teased. “Seriously, this is Valley Springs. You’re meeting him at the pub; what could possibly go wrong?”

“Cyn and I will be there too,” Eve added. “I can’t believe she’s not travelling with us though. Declan is picking her up.”

Nora squished in between her friends so she could see to comb her hair in the enormous bathroom mirror. “I really should renovate this bathroom; it’s so eighties.”

“The house was built in the eighties,” Cyn replied dryly.

“Truth,” Eve agreed. “If you changed out this big, old plain mirror, we couldn’t get together for date preparation.”

Nora laughed. “Honey, I’m hoping you’ll meet someone and move out of my house.” She was teasing and knew her friends would take it that way. She was happy to live next door to her ex-husband and daughter, and to share her four-bedroom house with her two best friends. “Ugh, I can’t get the paint out of my hair.”

“You’re a wild woman with a paintbrush,” Cyn responded. “You really should calm down.”

“I was calm; I was finishing up a landscape commission, and I bent over and my hair swung forward and swiped the painting. I can’t get it out. And I’m not going to use paint thinner on my hair.”

“Definitely not,” Cyn agreed. “It would totally destroy that lovely blonde color.”

Nora pivoted to get a view of herself in the mirror. “I should diet. He’s not going to like all these curves.” She’d never been thin and had a hate-hate relationship with working out. She jogged on occasion and took a weekly yoga class, but working out was never going to be something she enjoyed. Combined with her love of food, she was a few pounds overweight. Not huge, but not thin either.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Eve said. “You’re perfect just the way you are. Curves are beautiful, and you’re not even close to fat. Besides, he did ask you out, right?”

“I suppose. But—” She needed to get over this insecurity.

“No buts,” Cyn said. “Just because your ex traded you in for a younger, thinner model, it doesn’t mean you’re not perfect the way you are. He’s the tool.”

“He’s not a tool,” Nora defended her ex who lived next door with his new wife. “We just...never mind.” It wasn’t worth discussing. She’d married too young, and they’d grown apart. They had a congenial relationship, and it was great living close enough to her ex that she could see her daughter, Melissa, regularly.

“The point is,” Cyn said, “you’re beautiful and curvy, and if what’s his name wasn’t interested, he wouldn’t be meeting you for drinks.”

“Ross, his name is Ross.” She shook her head. “He’s a mathematician. What can an artist and a math geek possibly have in common? This is doomed before it even starts.”

“Don’t be silly,” Cyn admonished. “Creatives and logical people can make great matches.”

“Besides, he’s cute. All three of them are cute,” Eve pointed out. “Maybe it’ll just lead to some hot sack time. I’d be game for that.”

Her laugh was infectious, and Nora joined in. “I think I’m more interested in conversation at this point.” She paused dramatically. “But I’m not ruling hot monkey sex out entirely.” She pivoted to look at herself again. Her dress was neither loose nor tight. The dark gray, nearly black knit fabric had a subtle red floral pattern. It came to just below her knee, right to the place her low-heeled boots ended. It had long flowy sleeves and a high scoop neck. It hinted at more than it showed. Most importantly, she felt feminine and pretty in it. “Do you think this dress is okay?”

“Okay,” Cyn replied. “It’s amazing. I told you it looked great when you bought it. You’re going to wow Ross off his feet.”

Satisfied that she looked acceptable, except for the paint remnants in her hair, she strode out of the bathroom. “Come on, Eve, let’s do this. Catch you there, Cyn.”

The pub was hopping. Friday nights usually were. Nora paused just inside the door and peered around. “They’re here already.” She pointed. “In the corner.” She swallowed a lump of nerves and walked to the table, Eve right behind her.

“Hi.” She smiled her warmest smile. Gosh, Ross was so handsome. Tall with dark hair, just starting to gray at the temples. Striking blue eyes. Totally drool-worthy and nothing like her ex. And those dark-framed Clark Kent glasses...she nearly swooned. When he noticed her, his smile lit the room.

Ross leaped to his feet and pulled out the chair next to him. “Here you go.”

How old fashioned and sweet. She sat down, and he helped her pull the chair in. “You know, I don’t need help to sit.” She wasn’t upset, just surprised.

“Of course not. I can’t help myself. My mother taught me to be chivalrous. She’d be appalled if I didn’t pull out your chair.”

“Well then, thank you. How are you tonight?” A man who respected his mother was a good thing, right? At least as long as he wasn’t a total mommy’s boy.

“I am fabulous. The odds of me being any better, now that you’re here, are astronomically small. Practically infinitesimal.” He chuckled.

“Quit with the math talk,” Tom said as he helped Eve into her chair.

“What can I get you to drink?” Ross asked.

“Oh, I’m not sure. Maybe a beer? No, wait, white wine.”

He smiled, then gave a waitress a brisk nod. The twenty-something server hurried over, a huge grin on her face. “What can I getcha?”

“The lady will have a white wine; I’ll have another whiskey, please.” As the server walked away, he turned back. “Oh, I didn’t ask, did you want something to eat? I’m weighing the options of a burger or a steak sandwich.”

“A burger might be nice. I’ll order when she comes back.” His smile was breathtaking. Just being near him, smelling his cedar and musk cologne, was firing up all her nerve endings. Something about him had her on edge, in a good way. When was the last time she’d been this attracted to someone, this aroused, just by their proximity? Never. That’s when. She’d never felt like this.

“Tell me about your art,” Ross said.

“Oh. Yeah. Um.” Good grief, would aliens just swoop in and take her away? She could hardly form a coherent thought, let alone a sentence. “I’m a painter.”

“I love your landscapes. They’re breathtaking, especially the ones with wildlife. It’s almost as if the animals are going to step out of the painting. They’re incredibly realistic.”

“You know my work?” She was astounded and flattered.

“Honestly, I’d heard of Eve, but not you. Once you told me your name and that you painted, I looked you up. I hope that’s not too creepy.” He raised one eyebrow in question.

Was it creepy? Not really. She was, in a small sense, famous in the art world. She wasn’t Group of Seven material, but she did okay. Someday, she’d like to be as famous as Emily Carr, but for now, she was content to earn a living. “It’s okay. I get that a lot.”

“I couldn’t find a gallery showing your work.”

The comment seemed idle, but held a wealth of questions. “I’m not showing right now. My contracts all ran out and I haven’t renewed them. I’m working on commissions. They’re not my favorite, but they keep me busy while I build up stock.”

“Don’t you want to be in a gallery? I thought all artists dreamed of being shown. I know that Tom does.”

“Tom’s an artist?” She didn’t know that. Of course, how could she; they’d just met.

“He’s a master craftsman. He works in wood. Sculptures, furniture, toys, and trinkets. He says the wood tells him what to make.” He shrugged. “I don’t get it. Honestly, I don’t understand artists. Math and astrophysics, yes; art, no.”

She laughed. “Nobody does. Unless you’ve been bitten by the creative bug, you can’t get inside the creative mind. My ex doesn’t understand me at all. Our differences are probably part of the reason why we split up. He didn’t understand how I could lose track of time when I was in my studio.”

“Losing time when you’re caught up in work is something I can appreciate. Give me a complex equation to solve and I’m gone until I figure it out.” He chuckled. “You said ex; you’re separated then?”

“Yes. Divorced actually. I live next door to my ex. We share custody of our thirteen-year-old daughter.”

“Is that awkward?”

“Actually, not at all. It works out great. I have a very congenial relationship with him and his new wife. He moved here for work. Since I’m an artist, I can work anywhere. I followed him. I wanted to stay close to Melissa, to keep things stable for her.” The awkwardness of their conversation was making her head ache. “How about you?”

“I have twin sons, they’re thirty-four. Their mother died of complications after their birth. Raising two boys was tough, but they’re doing well now. They actually graduated high-school at fourteen. They’re kind of prodigies.” Pride rang in his voice.

“Do they get that from you?”

“Actually, no. Their mother was brilliant. Smartest woman I ever met. She was a theoretical physicist and spoke eighteen languages fluently. She makes me look like a dunce. They got it all from her.”

Wow. How was she supposed to stack up to that? “You must miss her.” Great, spout lame platitudes.
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