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      Oh, babies!!

      

      Their night three years ago went exactly as planned. No commitments and no strings, despite their off-the-charts chemistry. Fate has other plans when Dr. Beryl Drechsler's (43) very personal favor for a friend brings Archer James (39)—and two little surprises—back into her life for a second chance.

      

      The Nerds & Babies series by USA Today bestselling author Mellanie Szereto features mature independent women and sperm-donor dads for a seasoned romance happily-ever-after!
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      “Call me as soon as you get this message, Beryl. Seriously, it’s urgent. I need to talk to you right away. Please.”

      Dr. Beryl Drechsler leaned against the headrest, closed her eyes, and sucked in a shaky breath to fight the wave of nausea triggered by seeing Jen’s name in her missed calls and voicemails for the eighteenth time in two days and then hearing her voice.

      I shouldn’t have listened to her message. Why couldn’t she have just sent an email? Then I could’ve deleted it and been done with her.

      Her cell rang in her hand, making her heart jump in her chest, and her gut correctly guessed who the caller was. How long could she avoid her friend—former friend, by necessity—before the message got through?

      Message. Maybe I can do that.

      Considering the three-hour time difference, Beryl suspected the barrage would continue until she answered. She’d moved three-quarters of the way across the country to distance herself from the woman who had been one of her closest friends for the last twelve years—for two very good reasons.

      I told you why I was leaving. That should’ve been enough.

      She ignored the incessant ringing and navigated to her text messages. “Can’t talk. At work.”

      Technically, it wasn’t a lie. Her car was still parked in the faculty lot, even if the engine was running to cool the early September heat trapped inside after a day in the bright sunshine.

      “Actually, I just can’t. Please respect my choice.”

      She blocked Jen’s number, silenced her phone, and closed it in the center console, with the hope that out of sight, out of mind worked better for inanimate objects than people. Out of mind would never happen in this situation.

      No more favors. For anyone. Ever again.

      With her newest heavy-metal playlist turned up as loud as her ears could tolerate, she backed out of the parking spot and headed for her new home. The lavender Victorian had come on the market the same morning she’d contacted the real estate agent her department chair had recommended—during the conversation that included a job offer she couldn’t refuse. A week after her closing and move-in date, she’d found out her undergrad roommate had returned to her hometown and lived two blocks away. Those were all signs she’d made the right decision to cut her ties to Jen and leave California.

      Losing nearly everything she loved meant never looking back.

      Beryl resisted stopping at the coffee shop across the street from campus, but no way, no how could her willpower defeat the siren song of the custard stand three doors down, especially when the drive-thru lane was empty.

      Five minutes later, she flipped on her turn signal at the exit and licked round and round the mega-sized chocolate-vanilla twist, following its swirled surface from the cone to the melty curl at the top. The steady flow of traffic allowed a tasty mouthful from the peak and another swoop around the base of the mountain of soft-serve deliciousness. She’d probably ruined her appetite for supper, but being single had its perks—and she needed a whole lot of comfort to wallow in at the moment.

      Somewhat soothed by her treat, she exited at a break in the line of cars and joined what constituted rush hour in the college town that was only slightly bigger than a village. It didn’t require anywhere near the concentration of driving the congested roads of San Jose. The change had been good for her—personally, professionally, and financially.

      She crunched into the cake cone as she turned onto her street, almost reaching the point of calm that had often evaded her the last several months. Flashes of purple showing through the thick foliage of the huge oak in her front yard triggered a sense of home. Maybe she would finally find peace here.

      She followed the driveway toward the back of the house, only to have her composure destroyed. An unfamiliar luxury sedan sat in the turnaround by the garage, its driver hidden by the glare of the sun on the windshield.

      In no mood for visitors, she tapped the opener button clipped to the visor and waited for the door to rise. Two new benefits to having an attached garage sprang to mind as she pulled inside, cut the engine, and pushed the button again.

      I can finish my ice cream without being interrupted and I can avoid whoever decided to ambush me on a Thursday afternoon.

      The doorbell dinged and donged before she hung up her keys inside the kitchen door. “Go. Away.”

      She chomped another bite of cone and deposited her computer bag on the counter on her way upstairs. Another round of Westminster chimes rang through the front parlor as she climbed the staircase, but she headed to the master bedroom, intent on changing out of her dress and pumps after a day of classes, meetings, and setting up her lab.

      The ringing changed to knocking while she chewed the last bite of her treat and plugged her phone into its charger. “Oh my god, can’t you take a fucking hint?”

      Her Spanx bodysuit shaper landed on the floor next to the hamper, but it could stay there until laundry day for all she cared. The cheval mirror stood too close to the basket to traipse naked across the room and risk seeing her physical scars. The emotional ones challenged her enough most days.

      Clad in shorts and an exercise tank, she padded barefoot along the second-floor landing to the room she’d designated her new home office—accompanied by a new cycle of repeating chimes. Someone was persistent as hell, but she’d been practicing her stubborn skills since before she could walk and talk.

      As she tore the packing tape off the top of the first box, rumbling came from below. Then the beep-beep-beep of a work vehicle in reverse joined more rhythmic knocking. “What now?”

      The view from the window overlooking the street revealed a moving truck backing into her drive. It stopped with its nose barely out of the road. Then a burly guy jumped out from the cab on the driver’s side and a burlier man rounded the front end. They both waved toward her house, even though they couldn’t possibly see her through the sheer curtains she had yet to replace.

      The infernal ringing and knocking finally ended, and a woman in a dark pantsuit came into view from the direction of the porch.

      You. It’s about damn time you laid off the freaking doorbell.

      The intruder extended her hand, shaking the driver’s hand and nodding. Then both men headed to the rear of the truck, pulling on work gloves as they walked.

      “What the hell are you unloading in my driveway?” Left with no other choice, Beryl scuttled down the steps and reached her front parlor at the same moment the door chimes started up again. Donning her worst grouchy professor stare, she swung open the door. “Will you give it a rest already? You have ten seconds to state your business.”

      One gray-blonde eyebrow lifted and the determined lawyerly looking woman fished a business card from her jacket pocket. “Beryl Drechsler, I’m Madeleine Flanders. I represent the interests of Jennifer James in the divorce proceedings of Ms. James versus Reginald James.”

      Can I peg ’em or what?
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      Never more grateful for having the means to fly business class, Archer James snagged his carryon from the overhead compartment and slung the strap of his computer bag on his right shoulder. The flight attendant smiled and said something as he deboarded at the head of the line, but his brain and his body were too busy sucking down the last fumes he could muster after the five-thousand-mile trip.

      He managed a polite farewell as he left the plane, focused on putting one foot in front of the other up the jetway, through customs, and finally toward baggage claim. For the first time in over three years, the trip home meant he was staying, which had necessitated packing up everything in his Tokyo apartment. Only part of his belongings would be arriving on the carousel after he descended the last escalator, but he could live with the minor inconvenience until the rest was delivered to his house a few miles outside of San Jose sometime in the next month.

      As he trudged with the rest of the crowd toward the claim area, a sign with his name on it caught his eye. He moved along until a familiar face to go with the placard appeared in a hole in the scattering sea of bodies.

      Archer raised his hand to catch the younger man’s attention. “G’morning, Marcus. I checked the three green-and-black suitcases.”

      His assistant gave a curt nod. “Good morning, sir
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