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Chapter One
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“Thirty-six isn’t so old,” Victoria Holbrook muttered to herself as she walked toward home after closing up her bookshop. Thirty-six still left plenty of time to do things.

“Oh, hello, hello, Miss Holbrook. Look. Look. Look,” six-year-old Misty Ordway called. “I got a brand-new baby.” The little girl skipped down the dusty street toward Victoria, dragging her baby doll by one arm. Misty’s blue eyes were round with excitement, and Victoria couldn’t help smiling.

“She’s a very pretty baby, too,” Victoria said, but as Misty flew past, Victoria was thinking, If I had gotten married and gotten pregnant when I was twenty-nine, I might have had my own Misty by now.

But she hadn’t. She hadn’t even come close. Sadly, she watched Misty continue down the street, talking to her “baby.”

“How’s it going, Victoria?” Flora Ellers asked as Victoria passed the local fruit market that Flora and her husband owned. Flora shifted her very real baby, twelve-month-old Sammy, to one hip, and he cooed and patted at her with a tiny chubby hand. Flora responded to his gesture by kissing his sweet little forehead.

Victoria’s heart clenched. “It’s going quite well, Flora. Thank you for asking. I hope you’re well, too.” But even though Flora was a dear and she looked as if she might want to chat, Victoria excused herself as she hurried away in the direction of her house. Still, no matter how easily she could run away from her neighbors and the painful outward reminders of her own failure to conceive by the age she had set herself years ago, there was no running away from the actual truth.

“It” was not going quite well, not well at all, in fact. Today she was thirty-six years old. Next year at this time she would be thirty-seven and then thirty-eight and thirty-nine. In no time at all, her ovaries and everything that made her fertile would start the process of shutting down, incorrectly assuming that she was done with childbearing.

“Why, I haven’t even started,” Victoria murmured, just as she felt the breeze of a large body brushing past hers.

“Excuse me. Started what?”

Victoria shook her head, startled. She glanced up, right into the silver-blue eyes of Caleb Fremont, the much-too-handsome owner of the Renewal, Illinois, Gazette. Blinking, she tried to get her bearings.

Caleb frowned, and she realized what a large man he was. She had never actually been this close to him before. In fact, in the two years since she had moved to Renewal, she had never really talked to the man, outside of a formal introduction at a business association meeting when she had first come here. He was staring at her now as if waiting for her to speak. She supposed that was what he was waiting for, since she hadn’t answered his question.

“Are you all right, Ms. Holbrook?” he asked gently. “It is Ms. Holbrook, isn’t it?”

Hmm, Renewal wasn’t a particularly large town, and the man dealt in names and facts, yet he couldn’t completely connect her with her name? Victoria felt her spirits drop even more. Not that it was terribly surprising that she was still a mystery to some of the townspeople. She did tend to keep to herself. She ran a bookstore that dealt primarily in historical tomes. Not exactly Caleb Fremont’s cup of tea, she would wager. He was dedicated to his newspaper, but he was also a man with a busy social life. And sometimes that social life included women. At least according to gossip, it included the women from the neighboring towns. She doubted that he spent his evenings reading historical works to them.

“I—yes, I’m fine,” she said, as embarrassment crept in. But she refused to let it show. She had never been the type who displayed her emotions. It just wasn’t in her nature. In fact, the very thought of letting anyone see inside her was horrifying. She remembered all too well how that had perplexed her parents. They had run a small dinner theater. The most loving, open, gregarious people in the world, they had had this terrifying habit of spilling all their secrets—and hers—to anyone who happened to cross their paths. Victoria had faced that humiliation many times before she learned not to share anything, a fact that bewildered and hurt her heart-on-their-sleeves parents.

“Ms. Holbrook?”

Victoria mentally shook herself.

“I’m sorry,” she said, regaining her carefully controlled expression. “Actually, I’m totally all right, Mr. Fremont. I was just thinking about my business, and I guess the words just slipped out.” She felt a tiny nip of guilt at the lie, but the truth would have been so much worse. To let the town’s most notorious bachelor realize that she was fretting about the fact that she might never have a child? That the reason she might never have a child was due to the fact that she had never even been intimately involved with a man? Especially when this man probably climbed into bed with women on a daily basis? Impossible.

“Are you sure that you’re all right, Ms. Holbrook? Forgive me for saying so, but you’re looking a bit anxious.”

Victoria blinked. She knew that if she stared into a mirror, she would see what everyone else saw every day, a calm, cool, very plain woman dressed in black and white. No trace of color, no trace of emotion, no telltale signs of her distress, which was, of course, just the way she liked things. How could Caleb Fremont have even begun to suspect that she was concerned about anything? Drat the reporter in him. She wondered if he gazed at the women he dated and read their souls.

Silly thought. Of course he didn’t. He probably didn’t look even slightly beyond their long blond or black or red hair and their red lips and plump breasts as he undressed them. Wasn’t that what Caleb Fremont was reputed to be about, anyway, when he wasn’t publishing the newspaper? With that chestnut hair and those silver-blue eyes, he had the ladies of Renewal sighing whenever he walked by. He probably saw women only as bed partners, just bodies. Of course, she could tell by the way he was looking at her, that he had no interest in the body beneath her loose clothing.

And with those completely improper thoughts about Caleb Fremont, Victoria couldn’t deny her own body’s embarrassing reaction to the man. Her breasts felt tight, her skin too sensitive. Feeling foolish and awkward, she cursed her own weakness and shifted in an attempt to rid herself of the sensations.

“Maybe you should sit down, Ms. Holbrook,” Caleb suggested, motioning toward one of the random benches the town council had placed on the streets. “Is there someone I could call for you?”

No, there was no one. She was completely on her own, and she was apparently acting strangely, so strangely that a man who barely even knew she existed had noted that she was acting out of character. That just wouldn’t do.

Shoving her crazy feelings away, Victoria managed a tight smile. “I’m sorry, Mr. Fremont, but I’m really quite fine. Just put my unusual demeanor down to another birthday come and almost gone. I’m afraid I was assessing my accomplishments and finding that I had fallen down on the job in some respects.”

Caleb arched a chestnut brow. “I find that hard to believe, Ms. Holbrook. The townspeople speak quite highly of you, you know. That bookseller’s award they gave you is just an example. When you brought the first bookstore to Renewal two years ago, it was big news for the town.”

“Maybe, but I don’t think Timeless Publications was exactly what anyone expected. No fiction, no magazines, no children’s books and I do most of my business via the Internet. I’m not sure that would be considered an accomplishment by most people.”

Caleb shrugged, his broad shoulders emphasizing the lean lines of the rest of his body. His tie had been pushed aside now that the day was over, and a trace of crisp chest hair showed at the V of his white shirt.

Victoria felt another curious lurch inside her body. For a second she wondered about those women he was reputed to date and she quickly looked away. Certainly she didn’t want to waste her time wondering what Caleb Fremont’s type was and whether she met his criteria. Who could tell anyway? None of the women in Renewal, apparently, suited him. Caleb, she had heard, had a strict rule about dating the women of the town he lived in.

“Your bookstore might not have been all that everyone expected,” he said, “but it did bring a boost to the town’s economy in that other stores followed. We’re getting quite a reputation as the town that books built.”

If she were a blushing woman, she would have turned pink with pride. As it was, she hid the foolish sense of warmth that spread through her at Caleb’s compliment. Most people didn’t make the connection between her store and the other new merchants. Somehow she managed an awkward thank you. “And really, Mr. Fremont, you needn’t be concerned about me at all. I’m just on my way home. I was woolgathering, but that’s not unusual for a woman who deals in books.”

He nodded, the late-afternoon sunlight catching the glint of gold in his hair. “All right, then. Happy birthday, Ms. Holbrook. I hope you have a very fine day. A birthday should be special.”

Yes, it should be, Victoria acknowledged as the most handsome man in town walked away from her. But her birthdays were simply becoming distressing, not special. They were making her act strange and feel even more strange, the way she had been these past few minutes. Her birthdays had become markers proclaiming that she was not a young woman anymore, that she was getting older by the second and that she was nowhere near to achieving her goals. If she continued as she had been, she never would get what she wanted.

Time was running away from her in a mad rush, faster and faster, and so far she had simply stood by and let that happen, which wasn’t her way at all. She was quiet, but by nature she was a doer. So what was she going to do about her baby problem?

Victoria continued on her way. “Something,” she whispered. “I think I’m going to have to do something drastic.” Something terribly out of character.

She wondered when she would do it. More than that, she wondered what it was she was going to do.

––––––––
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“DID YOU SEE WHAT VICTORIA Holbrook is doing?”

Caleb looked up at his assistant, Denise, who was shaking her head and clucking. Denise was an efficient and talented assistant. Unfortunately, she was also a world-class gossip. She seemed to think that working for a newspaper necessitated her spying on all of the people of Renewal.

Caleb thought of the wistful expression he had witnessed in Victoria Holbrook’s eyes last night. Although she had come to Renewal two years ago, he didn’t really know anything about her at all. They traveled in completely different circles, or at least he traveled in circles. She seemed to be a very private person, which was something he could certainly understand. So, ignoring Denise’s question, Caleb continued working.

“She’s painting the sign over her business, that’s what she’s doing. It’s been stark black and white for two years, and now she’s painting it royal blue and gold. I wonder why.”

Caleb gave up ignoring Denise. “Maybe she likes royal blue and gold.”

Denise gave him a look that would have killed lesser men, but Caleb didn’t even flinch. Still, she frowned and tapped her foot on the ground, until he was afraid she might inflate and explode right there in front of him. A messy business that would be. What’s more, she probably wouldn’t be any help at all in getting the next edition of the paper out if he didn’t humor her just a touch. “All right, Denise,” Caleb finally said, crossing his arms and leaning back in his chair. “Just why do you think Victoria Holbrook is painting her sign?”

“Middle-age crisis,” Denise said with conviction. “It’s so obvious. It’s so sad.”

Caleb only stared.

“She’s getting older, hon,” Denise explained patiently. “And she doesn’t like it.”

Caleb remembered that Victoria’s chin-length plain brown hair hadn’t held a trace of gray, which probably didn’t mean much. But her eyes had been clear, her complexion fair and smooth, and that did mean something. “She doesn’t look that old to me.”

“Oh, really? Just when did you start noticing how the women in this town look? I thought you stayed away from Renewal women.”

Caleb shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t date local women, but I have eyes, and they work just fine.”

His assistant smiled triumphantly. “So you look, but you just don’t touch. At least, you don’t touch your neighbors.”

He frowned at her. He knew that everyone, including Denise, thought he was a grade-A womanizer. Well, the truth fell somewhat short of that. He did date women from adjacent towns now and then, but not nearly as often as people thought. Sometimes he just holed up with a good book or he met with friends, but if people thought the women of Dalloway or Mornington were wearing him out, then that was okay.

Having a reputation for loving and leaving women on a weekly basis made him less desirable as a catch to the women he spent most of his days with. He was clearly, in their eyes, a poor choice for anything resembling forever, and they were right. He didn’t believe in fairy tales and happy endings and love that lasted forever. He had no experience of such things, and certainly wasn’t capable of that kind of deep emotional attachment. So, let everyone think that he went to Dalloway seeking debauchery every other weekend. Because that way he could indulge in his real love, this newspaper, and no one seemed to mind. Except for Denise, of course, who always seemed personally offended that he refused to settle down and get married to one of Renewal’s fine women.

“You would never in this lifetime consider hooking up with a woman who lived here. Isn’t that right, Caleb?” she asked again.

He gave her a look that told her she had crossed the line. She ignored him. “You already knew that. Now do you think we could possibly get this paper out the door?”

“Don’t worry, we will. Don’t we always? And don’t you think it’s sad?”

“What’s sad?”

“Victoria Holbrook. I think it’s just awful that the woman is afraid she’s getting old and all she can think of to kick up her heels a little is to paint the sign on the front of her business. Don’t you?”

But Caleb had had enough. “Work, Denise,” he ordered. Because what he thought was that Victoria Holbrook’s age and her looks and her sign were none of his business. He was a healthy, normal male, and he did healthy, normal male things on a reasonably regular basis, but the truth was that he did make a point of staying away from the women in Renewal. Because no matter how normal and healthy he was, he had decided early in life that he wasn’t promising what he couldn’t deliver, and he certainly wasn’t going to let his impermanent ways cause any ugly sticky business with the women who were his colleagues and neighbors. Getting too involved with those he worked and lived with wasn’t good business and it wasn’t good for the community. So he did not want to spend even one more minute thinking about dark-suited, quiet, prim little Victoria Holbrook and what made her tick.

But royal blue, eh? He sincerely hoped she had kicked up her heels yesterday and that her mood had lifted.

It was purely a neighborly thought, because as he’d mentioned, Victoria Holbrook wasn’t any of his concern.

––––––––
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VICTORIA STARED AT the newly painted sign outside her business. It was certainly...blue, wasn’t it?

For a minute, she thought about calling back the painters and asking them to put it back, to return it to its safe classic black.

“How silly you are,” she whispered. “It’s just a sign.” But it was more than that, she knew. It was an impulse, brought on by her feelings of yesterday, and she had never been impulsive. What’s more, it was a change, and she had never managed change well, either. It drew attention to her store, and she had never ever liked being the center of attention. She could still remember the years of her parents insisting she be livelier and more open, that she be more like they were, that she actually appear on stage with them. Worse, the memories of the awkward and humiliating attempts to remake herself to fulfill her parents’ wishes, the laughing and pointing of the crowd, left Victoria cringing.

She had begged her mother and father to let her stay backstage with a book after that, and after several more disasters, they had agreed. That had been the beginning of her quiet, unassuming life, a good and useful life that had served her well. She had only considered stepping into the spotlight a few other times over the years, to try to fit someone else’s idea of who and what she should be. Once, in high school, she had tried to make herself prettier in order to attract the attention of a boy she longed to have notice her. She’d tried to fit with his crowd. The result had been disastrous. Victoria didn’t even want to think about what had happened. She had avoided looking at boys for months afterward. It hadn’t been her last mistake with a man, however. Victoria felt the old panic climbing through her. She blanked the humiliating memories out of her mind, but she couldn’t eliminate the nagging question. After all of that, could she really be thinking of jumping through someone else’s hoops again?

“But it’s not the same,” she whispered. This time they were her hoops, of her making, and she wasn’t looking for some fairy-tale ending. This time she only needed to sustain the illusion for a very short time.

The blue sign and the changes she had made inside the store were only temporary, meaningless symbols, the first steps in the very sensible plan she had come up with. She knew that her reclusive nature, her lack of color and softness kept many people at a distance. Not all, of course. There were those who liked the quiet as much as she did, and those who were just friendly to everyone. Except for her longing for a child, she really had made a very contented life for herself here in Renewal. She had made friends, even if she wasn’t the type who inspired people to draw close. She had a good home and a satisfying business.

But she wanted a baby. She longed for a child, someone who could belong just to her, to whom she could give the gift of total acceptance and affection. She didn’t trust a sperm bank. Who knew if anyone was monitoring the papers that the donors filled out? Who knew who those men really were? That route wasn’t going to work for her, so there was only one choice remaining. She needed a man, or at least a man’s essence, his DNA. And she wanted to choose the man, to know that she had picked the best possible traits for her baby.

She would have her baby, even if it meant bending her own rules for a while, temporarily changing her image, doing her best to be like other women, letting a man into her bed—the one location where a woman was at her most vulnerable. But this time she wouldn’t be vulnerable, because this time her emotions would not be involved at all.

This would be a business transaction. But even the best business deals needed to be set up. A sale couldn’t be made unless there was a motive for someone to buy.

So she needed to sell herself, to turn herself into a desirable commodity. That would involve some scene-setting.

Changing her bookstore, the place where she spent most of her time, was the first step.

The second step was finding the man, one with all the right traits. She had gotten up early this morning and started a database. She had keyed in what she knew of the men in Renewal, then typed in what she was looking for. It was an ongoing process.

“But not really.” She dared to whisper the words.

There was only one man who truly met all her requirements. He was physically attractive and seemingly intelligent. He had shown concern for her. But most important of all, he was not going to make any future demands of her. None whatsoever. He definitely didn’t seem to be interested in commitment, and because of that free and easy lifestyle, he didn’t mix his business or his neighbors with his pleasure.

So she just hoped she could convince him that she wasn’t looking for pleasure. She just wanted him to impregnate her.

Her heart jolted at the thought, and quickly the part of her that was logical and sensible and reclusive started trotting out the reasons why this was the most ridiculous scheme she had ever come up with. It was, too. She knew that. But she was beyond caring. She wanted her child. Once she had her baby, she could live her life as she always had, with her baby, her books and her solitude.

It was a risk she was willing to take. If people laughed at her efforts, so be it. She could always move and start anew elsewhere, because she had to try just this once. If she didn’t, she would always regret her cowardice. She refused to let her fears prevent her from achieving her dreams.

But, as she turned, at that moment all of her thought processes stopped.

Caleb was coming down the street toward her, and she had yet to come up with a plan on how to get him to do what she wanted him to do.
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Chapter Two
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Victoria Holbrook was small, Caleb thought. He hadn’t noted that yesterday when he had seen her on the street. But then he supposed that he’d never noticed much of anything about her. She was quiet, unassuming in her black-and-white attire, easy to pass by.

He felt a twinge of guilt at that. He had never judged a woman simply on her appearance. He valued intelligence, and he supposed a woman who ran a rather highbrow bookstore and who managed her own business had to be intelligent. Others spoke well of her. It was just...well, it was just that she almost seemed to choose to live in the background. In her prim little suits, she almost insisted that a person’s gaze slide right past her. Except for that something wistful in her eyes that he had noticed yesterday. That look, those eyes, made him wonder what lay beneath her little black-and-white surface. What was it really that made Victoria Holbrook tick? And why was a woman with such melting chocolate eyes and such an upstanding character living a life of solitude? Surely some other man had noticed that vulnerable look and been caught in the depths of her gaze.

He almost chuckled at that. Better not let Denise hear him say things like that. She would think he’d gone soft if he was speculating about the fine brown eyes of a Renewal woman.

Caleb nodded to Victoria and started to walk on past. Then he glanced up at the sign over her door and stopped dead in his tracks.

“Incredible.” It wasn’t just that the sign was bright blue and gold. It was blue with gold clouds and sprays of stars and twinkling white letters that now read Timeless Publications: Books to Dream On. It was the very opposite of the stark prim exterior that had been here before.

He glanced at the petite lady in front of the store. She had her hands clasped tightly beneath her breasts. He couldn’t help but notice that her knuckles were tension white. He also couldn’t help noting that she really did have some amazingly lovely curves beneath her loose black suit jacket.

What the hell? Better back away from those thoughts, buddy, he told himself. To Victoria he said, “That’s an impressive sign. Is this the result of some birthday resolutions?”

She gave him a frayed little smile. Not much of one, but it was enough to let him know that she had a pretty mouth and that she was embarrassed.

“I thought it was time to make a few changes,” she said. “I’m just redecorating and adding a few things. Fiction. Children’s books.”
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