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      Oh baby, baby, baby!

      

      Her job and children keep Henley Langston (43) too busy to miss the man who got away—sort of. Garrett Wells (40) needs a change after sacrificing love for a promotion, but life is full of surprises. Three of them, to be exact.

      

      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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      “One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. Three Mississippi.”

      Right on cue, son number one joined his sister’s demand for breakfast. Son number two would, no doubt, create a three-part harmony any second now.

      “Okay, Mommy’s almost done. I guess I’m skipping conditioner again this morning.” Grabbing the towel from the hook, Henley Langston stepped out of the shower. Two and a half weeks had passed since she’d managed a complete shampoo, wash, and condition routine, but it was what it was. “I’m a mother. I wanted to be a mother. Triplets are a blessing.”

      And I don’t have any regrets.

      Her heart smarted, making its difference of opinion known. Their father had made his choice and she’d made hers. In their case, love hadn’t been enough to overcome life’s challenges.

      Another hungry cry added to the stereophonic fussing coming through the monitor app on her phone.

      She buried the persistent ache still echoing in her soul, like she had for the last fifteen months. “There’s my patient one.”

      Tripp had been the third to arrive and seemed to take his minutes-older siblings’ more assertive personalities in stride.

      After drying the essential parts of her body, she twirled the towel around her hair, slapped on a quick swipe of deodorant under each arm, and grabbed her cell. The trio of little voices grew louder as she shrugged on her robe and passed the former living room—now the master bedroom slash nursery.

      Halfway through prepping two bottles, her phone buzzed with a text alert against the kitchen counter, but she didn’t bother to even glance at it. “If this is an emergency, please hang up and dial 9-1-1. Otherwise, you’re going to have to wait. The doctor is currently busy.”

      Armed with formula for the boys, she paused for a deep breath at the doorway and then hurried into the communal bedroom. Three sets of big brown eyes turned toward her as their owners’ lungs probably geared up for another round of hunger-driven cries. Thankfully, smiles appeared, brightening her Monday morning.

      “Who’s ready to celebrate being six months old?” She set both bottles on the changing table and scooped up Tripp from the double-wide crib. Since the babies had all awakened in the very early hours of morning, she chose to forego his diaper change until the crew was fed. A snuggle and a kiss on his pudgy cheek distracted her from the lingering heartache that continued to haunt her. “Let’s get you set up in your bouncy seat so your brother and sister can eat too.”

      He tipped up the bottle she handed to him, freeing her to repeat the same procedure with Reid. By the time he was settled with his breakfast, Glynnis had rolled and shimmied her way to the railing. Her girl clearly planned to follow in her mother’s footsteps of blazing her own path and to hell with the consequences.

      “Up you go.” Henley sat in the rocker facing her boys so Glyn could nurse. The lactation specialist’s suggestion to implement a breastfeeding rotation schedule had been a godsend after a week that had consisted of alternating between feeding her children and grabbing cat naps. Laundry, cooking, and showering had fallen through the cracks until she’d hired her first part-time nanny. Unfortunately, the fifth one had quit last month, days before the fall semester started. Caring for triplets wasn’t for the faint-hearted. Thankfully, three spots had been available at the daycare center on campus.

      Her mind settled with the beautiful serenity of contented babies. “Here’s the plan for today. Breakfast and then everybody gets dressed. I have assignments to grade this morning and classes to teach at eleven and two while you’re at daycare. Reid, I’ll drop by at twelve fifteen for you to nurse while two of the helpers feed Glyn and Tripp. At three thirty, we’ll leave to go visit the grandparents and have supper with them. Do you want pears, peaches, or applesauce for dessert tonight? Okay, I’ll bring all three since it’s a special occasion. Tripp, you can nurse at suppertime while Grandma and Grandpa feed your sister and brother. It’s supposed to be a nice day, so let’s walk to campus today.”

      Glynnis stopped nursing long enough to smile—one that made her look so much like the daddy who’d chosen his job and a promotion over moving with Henley across the country.

      “Maybe I’ll tell him about you someday, but it still hurts too much.” Their wedding plans had imploded after he’d suggested they take a break to cool off, like she was going to change her mind about accepting her dream faculty position and living closer to her aging parents. Not after Dad’s health scare. She probably shouldn’t have retaliated by having the last of their frozen embryos implanted before she left Seattle, but their other attempts at IVF had failed and destroying their last connection meant giving up all hope of love and motherhood. “I never expected it to work. Not that you’re only a consolation. I won’t ever regret having you. I just wish…”

      She pushed away the impractical thought. Wishes rarely came true, and true love had proven unreliable at best and counterfeit at worst.

      Determined to stay positive about the good things in her life and to ignore the disappointments, she hummed Beethoven’s Ode to Joy. It had always been one of her favorites, and she’d chosen the classical collection she’d listened to during her pregnancy because of it. Her audience didn’t seem to care that she couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket.

      Diaper and jammies-to-jumpsuit changes followed bottles and burps, a piece of toast and a glass of juice, and a quick comb-out with plenty of detangler. Fairly certain the chances of a spit-up or blow-out mishap were low, she finally swapped her robe for a button-down blouse and her last clean skirt.

      As she picked up her phone to add laundry to her must-do list, the message she’d disregarded earlier popped up.

      “Good morning, Dr. Langston. I have a lead on a potential tenant for your upstairs apartment. New university employee. Hoping to schedule a showing this afternoon. Will let you know if/when the lease is signed.”

      Considering she’d asked her real estate agent to handle renting out the second floor of the house barely a week ago, Henley wanted to cheer. “Thank you so much for the update. The cleaning service was here on Friday, so move-in is immediate.”

      Her phone buzzed in her hand before she could tuck it into her purse. “Perfect!”

      Hopefully, the candidate would agree to the non-negotiable stipulations she’d insisted be written into the contract. Unless her renters enjoyed hearing babies cry at all hours of the day and night, they’d better adhere to her rules about quiet hours, no loud music, and no wild parties.

      She finally laced up her tennis shoes, stowed her pumps in the storage pouch at the back of the stroller wagon, and loaded her precious cargo. “Would you look at that? We’re ready on time. I think we’re finally getting the hang of this.”

      As she maneuvered today’s mode of transportation through the back door and down the ramp she’d had installed, she sang the birthday song.

      She finished at the sidewalk. “…dear Glyn, Reid, and Tri-ipp. Happy birthday to you.”

      A howl came from across the street before she hit the final out-of-tune note.
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        * * *

      

      Garrett Wells completed the last of the forms from the Employee Benefits page links he’d received and clicked Submit. His new employer seemed far more organized and forward-thinking than his previous one, not that he would’ve stayed at his old job, even after he’d been cleared of the embezzlement charges. His predecessor’s dodgy bookkeeping had also screwed over nearly half the staff under his command. Everything in Garrett’s life had gone to hell when he’d decided to accept that damn promotion.

      He pulled in a deep breath and slowly exhaled. Moving to Cradle Gorge, Ohio, and becoming the university’s Grants and Contracts Director were the first two steps in fixing his biggest mistake.

      Several quick raps on the door frame of his office brought his attention to the woman standing there. She’d been on the video call during his second-round remote interview. “Hello, Mr. Wells. I’m not interrupting, am I?”

      What was her name?

      Needle-something. Iris Needleman. Dean of the College of Sciences and Humanities.

      He shook his head as he stood to greet her. “Dr. Needleman. Please come in. Just taking a break from filling out all the requisite paperwork.”

      Her chuckle put him at ease, and she reached across his desk to shake his hand. “I hope it doesn’t send you running for the hills. We need someone with your expertise in charge of the G&C office. Do you have a few minutes?”

      “Sure. Have a seat.” He gestured to the chair opposite him and waited for her to sit. “What can I do for you?”

      She smiled, looking far more approachable than he’d expected of an administrator. “First, I want to officially welcome you to campus. The search committee really appreciates how quickly you were able to start the position.”

      With a nod, he relaxed into his own chair. “Thanks. I’m glad to be here.”

      Her expression took on a more serious tone. “I would imagine you were anxious to move on after what happened in Seattle. Second, you and I will be working closely together since so many departments in my college rely heavily on external grants for financial support of their research. I want you to know you can communicate with me directly if you have questions as you’re getting up to speed on disbursement of those funds. No need to go through my secretary.”

      He made a mental note to add her name to his go-to list. “That’ll be very helpful. Knowing who to ask for clarification is usually half the challenge, especially in a new position.”

      “The other deans and I want to make the transition as smooth as possible.” She snapped a business card onto his desk. “I also understand you’re currently staying in a hotel since the timeline didn’t allow you to find housing yet. A real estate agent I know and trust said she knows of an apartment that’s available to rent when I mentioned a new hire. I believe it’s ready to move in and thought you might want to take a look.”

      Considering the movers were supposed to arrive with his belongings later today, the timing couldn’t be better. A storage unit had been his only option until now. “Thanks for the heads-up. I’ll give her a call right away.”

      “Excellent.” She popped out of her seat with another bright smile aimed his direction. “I’d better get back to my dean duties. Please let me know if you need anything. See you again soon.”

      He barely got out a thanks and a goodbye before she was out the door. Her energy made him feel like a slug, but she seemed like a decent person to work with.

      The prospect of sleeping in his own bed drew his attention to the business card. Not willing to risk forgetting to contact the agent during his lunch break, he tapped the number into his cell phone.

      “Hello, this is Fran Arbogast. Can I help you find your new home today?”

      “I hope so, Ms. Arbogast. This is Garrett Wells. Dr. Needleman told me you know of an apartment for rent. If it’s still available, I’d like to take a look at it as soon as possible.” He slid the notepad and pen toward him from near the landline, in case she rattled off specifics about the place.

      “Mr. Wells, it’s so good to hear from you. Welcome to Cradle Gorge, and please call me Fran. Yes, Iris said you’re new to the area and in need of a rental until you familiarize yourself with the town. It’s the second floor of a century home. Bedroom, office or small second bedroom, one full bath, living room, kitchen. Stacked laundry in the pantry. Outside entry. Fresh paint throughout and the owner had it professionally cleaned last week, so it’s all set for a tenant. Are you free around lunchtime for a tour? Or I have an opening after four.”

      Fairly certain he wouldn’t find anything else available today without hours of research, he picked up the pen. “Twelve thirty works for me. What’s the address? I can meet you there.”

      “Good, good.” She recited the address. “It’s just a few blocks from the north side of campus. Look for the light gray house with a peach front door and white trim. I’ll have the lease with me if you decide to sign right away, and we can go over a couple of little details about quiet hours and such.”

      A warning shiver wiggled up his spine. “Is this a student rental? Because I’m not interested in—”

      “Goodness, no! It’s residential neighborhood made up almost entirely of single-family homes. The owner plans to return the house to its original layout at some point, but she isn’t in a position to do so right now.”

      “Okay. I’ll meet you there in about an hour.” He crossed his fingers he wasn’t being misled.

      “Looking forward to it. Bye now.”

      He ended the call and opened his maps app. A quick check of the walking time to the address she’d shared advised him he had forty minutes to check his email and unpack a box or two.

      The former took half an hour, and the box on the top of the stack was a painful reminder of his mistakes. Once he got settled, he needed to apologize for the worst one and see if he could right his wrongs. For now, the box stayed sealed.

      At twelve fifteen, he shed his suitcoat and headed outside with his phone in hand. The mild late-September temperature and bright sunshine were a nice change from the Pacific Northwest. The leaves on the trees left rippling shadows on the sidewalk, clearing his mind as he exited the building that housed the Grants office.

      Across the green space, a woman with dark brown hair caught his attention and sent his heart into a tailspin. Her quick and confident stride toward the steps of the student center buried him in regret. The similarities with his ex-fiancée ended there. Damn, she’d deserved so much better from him, especially after all they’d been through together.

      He followed the other woman’s progress until she disappeared behind the glass doors she entered. She wasn’t the love he’d let go. Her hair flowed loose and wild to the middle of her back instead of landing at her shoulders and being tamed in a stylish cut. The stranger’s curves were more pronounced, despite her thinner stature.

      God, I wish you were her.

      I should’ve tried to find a compromise.

      What’s done is done. I’ll find a way to win her back. Whatever it takes.

      The walk to his probable apartment didn’t give him anywhere near enough time to come up with a plan, but the cross-country drive hadn’t sparked any brilliant ideas, either, other than telling her the truth and begging for forgiveness.

      He made the final turn from the directions on his phone and let his thoughts wander to the fantasy he’d created during his twenty-five-hundred-mile trek. Any of the houses on this street would work for his dream of marrying the love of his life and living happily-ever-after with her.

      A silver sedan sat in the driveway leading behind the gray and peach house, and a tall gray-haired woman waved at him from beside it as he walked toward her. “Mr. Wells, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Let’s go take a look.”
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