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      Oh, baby!

      

      Certain Mr. Right got lost on his way to find her, Zinnia Trimble (43) became a mother on her own. Geneticist Carson Hines (38) falls for his sexy new neighbor and may discover an unexpected blast from his past.

      

      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!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Carson Hines slowed to check the house numbers on the mailboxes, not trusting the accuracy of his phone’s GPS for the final leg of his nearly three-thousand-mile drive. It had already tried to take him on a much longer route than he’d deemed necessary, missing a turn off the main road and forcing him to backtrack through a maze of side streets to correct the course the app had obviously screwed up. Analyzing DNA required less concentration than driving a fifteen-foot U-Haul with his car trailing behind in this sleepy little college town.

      After a quick glance at the map on his phone, he followed the hairpin curve toward his temporary residence. The gray bungalow with pale-green shutters from the pictures appeared through the trees a few hundred yards away.

      Finally.

      As the road straightened, his patience—and the pavement—came to an abrupt halt. A metal guardrail painted reflective yellow blocked the green space beyond the unannounced cul-de-sac. Tall stalks of dark purple buds and thick bunches of white flowers with feathery leaves lay between him and the house that was his destination.

      He shut off the engine and climbed out to search for a path through the swath of nature blocking his way. The least he could do was be on time to pick up the keys from his landlord in the house next door.

      Buzzing caught his attention first, and then movement among the chest-high blooms revealed hundreds of honey bees and bumblebees bouncing from flower to flower. An assortment of colorful butterflies also flitted in and out of the strip of what was most likely native plants, suggesting someone had purposely cultivated this obstruction for pollinators. A worn trail led into the thick mass near the left side of the dead end, but it was too narrow for his size-thirteen feet.

      Made by wild critters, no doubt.

      Nixing that plan, he tapped in a text message to his new neighbor. “Good morning, Ms. Trimble. I’m running behind schedule. I should be there to pick up the keys in about five or ten minutes.”

      His cell buzzed in his hand within seconds.

      “Trouble finding the house, Dr. Hines? Use your GPS. See you soon.”

      He lifted his gaze to the dwelling next to his rental as he huffed out a sigh. A shadow in the window under her porch roof assured him the old woman had a clear view of him and the moving van. He hadn’t fooled Zinnia Trimble for a second.

      “Busted.” Instead of responding to her message or waving, he returned to the truck and followed the advice she’d given him in her email last week. That was acknowledgment enough of an error on his part. Besides, this cul-de-sac and the one on the other side shouldn’t have the same road name if they weren’t connected.

      The GPS took him back along several familiar-looking streets to the main thoroughfare. Seven minutes later, he parked along the curb on the opposite side of the weed patch, making sure he didn’t block Ms. Trimble’s driveway.

      A last fortifying gulp of coffee from his insulated mug prepared him to meet the person who’d called him out on his rare mistake. He pocketed his phone, exited the truck again, and crossed the grass to his new neighbor’s walkway. Thankfully, she wasn’t waiting for him on the porch with a pitcher of lemonade and a mouthful of grandmotherly advice.

      Giggles drew his attention to the sidewalk behind him, but the baby in the three-wheeled contraption held his thoughts for all of half a second. A gorgeous blonde with her hair piled on top of her head and a heart-stopping smile halted him in his tracks, reminding him that man couldn’t live on genetics research alone.

      Another neighbor?

      Is she single?

      Lively dark eyes shone through the lenses of lime-green glasses. They matched the tank top hugging her incredible breasts. “Dr. Hines, you made it.”

      God, I hope she’s single.

      “Ma-ma-ma-ma!” The kid—a girl maybe, since she had a bow at the base of her dark-brown ponytail fountain—whacked a ring of brightly colored plastic keys on the padded crossbar in front of her. Blue eyes stared up at him from a chubby-cheeked face, and all four central incisors appeared when she grinned at him. “Ma-ma-ma-ma!”

      He finally managed a nod. “Yes, I made it. Did Ms. Trimble tell you I was moving in today?”

      Instead of confirming that she’d been told about his pending arrival, the bombshell narrowed her pretty eyes and scrunched up her sexy mouth. “I’m Zinnia Trimble. You were expecting someone else?”

      Telling her a name like hers conjured the image of a much older woman seemed like a really bad idea. “No, I just thought you’d be home when I got here.”

      “I am home.” She swerved around him, engaged the stroller’s wheel locks, and bent to retrieve the baby from the seat, giving him an amazing view of long legs and a perfect backside in skintight bike shorts. “The road doesn’t go all the way through anymore. I know exactly how long it takes to drive from the other side of the pollination planting, so Daisy and I went for a walk. And, for the record, I told you to follow the GPS directions in the email I sent. You know, the one with the receipt for your security deposit and first month’s rent.”

      Fine, you told me so. And you could’ve warned me about the road.

      The plastic keys flew over her shoulder at his face, and he nabbed them right before they would’ve made contact with his nose. “Yes, you did. Do you need help?”

      She swung around, her arms extended like she was about to hand off the baby to him instead of directing him to carry the three-wheeler up the porch steps.

      He jerked back and tripped over the sidewalk, windmilling his arms to keep from landing in her flowerbed.

      High-pitched squeals bubbled out of the kid, showing off a hint of a cleft chin like the dimple he hid beneath his beard. Was she laughing at him?

      “You should see your face. She’s past the frequent spitting-up stage, but she likes to gnaw on anything and everything that’ll fit in her mouth, in case you’re wondering. That includes fingers, ears, and toes.” Zinnia’s tempting lips spread into a wide smile. Before he could respond, she perched the baby on her hip, bounced the stroller up the stairs on the rear wheels with her free hand, and unlocked the front door. She obviously had the babysitting gig down pat. “Would you like to come in? I’ll need a minute to get the keys to the bungalow.”

      Against his better judgment, he followed her inside.
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        * * *

      

      “Have a seat. I’ll be right back.” Waving her new tenant toward the couch, Zinnia continued through the living room and into her home office. The extra income from the rental would add a nice chunk of change to Daisy’s college savings, but being ogled by a man too full of himself to listen to simple instructions was more than an annoyance.

      There’s a reason I’m single and planning to stay that way until the right man comes along.

      She guided her daughter’s quick little fingers away from the wireless keyboard as she reached to open the desk drawer. “You can play on one of those when you’re a bit more gentle with breakable things. How about we have a yummy snack instead? Do you want some banana?”

      “Bana, bana, bana.” Daisy smacked her palms together.

      “Yes, banana. They’re yummy, aren’t they?” With the keys to her rental tucked inside her fist, she hurried back to her guest, who’d chosen to peruse the framed photo collages on the wall above the couch instead of sitting.

      Surprise, surprise. The man can’t follow directions to save his life.

      Dangling the keyring from her index finger, she held out her hand. “Your set of keys. Do you have any questions?”

      His thumb brushed her fingers, probably on purpose, but she suppressed her reaction to the contact to avoid feeding what was probably a monstrous ego.

      He stared at her with narrowed eyes and a crooked frown. “The baby. She’s yours? She doesn’t look anything like you or any of the other people in the pictures. Her facial structure and coloring are completely different.”

      Every hair on the back of her neck rose, along with her impatience. She aimed a glare at him, but his gaze now seemed focused on the photo her mom had taken when the nurse placed newborn Daisy in her arms eight months ago. “Yes, she’s mine. No, she isn’t adopted, not that it’s important or any of your business. Being a geneticist, you should know dominant genes aren’t always passed on directly from parent to child. Before you ask, her biological father isn’t in the picture, literally or figuratively. Again, not that it’s any of your business. And she has my ears.”

      He shot a cocky smirk over his shoulder, his blue eyes smoldering like he expected her to swoon in his presence. “Is anyone else?”

      “Is anyone else what?” The empty-headed look she’d mastered at twelve fell into place with no effort. If he wanted to know her relationship status, he could damn well ask the question without all the outrageous flirting and leering.

      His grin widened, as if she hadn’t blown him off with the clichéd dumb-blonde act. “Are you⁠—”

      The doorbell chimed, saving her from his asinine come-on.

      She turned her back to him and walked away—an enormously satisfying action, even if she hadn’t initiated it. A peek through the glass erased her irritation.

      Shifting Daisy higher on her hip, she swung open the door for her guest. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Gam-gam!” Her daughter leaned forward into her grandmother’s outstretched arms.

      Sharing a slobbery lip-to-lip kiss with her only grandchild, Zinnia’s mom grinned. “How’s my favorite baby girl in the whole world? I saw your stroller on the porch. Did you go for a walk this morning?”

      “Dr. Needleman?” Carson’s voice stuck a pin in the joy of seeing the connection between her mom and her daughter.

      Her mother adjusted her hold on Daisy as she looked toward the obnoxious man in the living room. “Dr. Hines, I’m glad to see you’ve arrived. Three students will be here in a few minutes to help you unload the moving truck. I see you’ve met Zinnia and Daisy. Oh, and please call me Iris.”

      A grimace appeared and disappeared almost too fast to see, but he’d obviously noticed their flower names and judged the tradition too peculiar for words. “Iris, good to finally meet you in person. Yes, I’ve met your daughter and granddaughter. Thank you for making arrangements for some hired help. I’m looking forward to our meeting and the campus tour on Monday.”

      “You’re welcome. I think someone’s ready for her mid-morning snack.” She lowered her squirming armful to the floor and laughed when Daisy rolled toward the kitchen at a turtle’s pace. “One of these days she’s going to discover crawling is faster. Speaking of food, Carson, did you get the invitation to Sunday’s cookout and picnic? I’m sure you’ll appreciate a break from unpacking by then.”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.” His charm-the-pants-off-the-ladies expression made another appearance.

      Not bothering to hide an eye roll, Zinnia followed her daughter. “Mom, would you mind showing Dr. Hines out? My girl is on a mission that requires supervision. Tell Dad I’m bringing dessert tonight.”

      Footsteps, muffled conversation, and then the thunk of the front door closing brought relief.

      One day of living next door to a cad down. Only four more months to go.
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      Despite his buff physique, superior intellect, and practiced facial expressions to show a woman she had his full attention, Carson had failed to bamboozle his target for the first time in nearly two decades. That trick had saved him from looking like the nerd he was in most social situations.

      Zinnia Trimble had been unimpressed by him, or at least indifferent.

      His face had quite possibly betrayed his muscled body and his formidable mind. Only a moment of visible shaky confidence could have caused her interest to evaporate, as it had so often before he went from a scrawny twelve-year-old to the coolest guy in high school after a growth spurt practically overnight.
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