
        
            
                
            
        

    
	A surprise baby and a mate—when did Laurie’s life become complicated?

	 

	 

	Laurie is only nineteen, and he has no intention of growing up anytime soon. His family still treats him like a child, and as long as that means he can continue having no responsibilities, he has no plans to change.

	Alexis has everything planned. He’s studying in college, working as a babysitter, and enjoying himself while keeping an eye on his goals.

	Neither of them expected their life to change, but it does.

	When Laurie finds out he has a daughter, he’s tempted to run away and never look back. He would have, if her mother hadn’t dumped the baby into his arms for the day and left. Meeting his mate while at the grocery store to buy diapers makes an already terrifying situation even scarier, but Laurie knows he doesn’t have a choice.

	He has to grow up—for Melissa, for Alexis, but also for himself.

	Hopefully, Alexis will give him time to do that, because now that he’s met him, Laurie can’t imagine losing him.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	God, you’re a dick. It’s over.

	Laurie stared at the text for a moment before dismissing it. He’d expected this to happen anyway. It always did after a while. Instead of answering his now ex-girlfriend, he opened the string of texts between him and Gilbert, his best friend. Natalie just broke up with me.

	He leaned against the counter and quickly looked around the coffee shop. No one was waiting for coffee, and the few customers were busy. That meant he didn’t have much to do right now, but his boss would still have his ass if he found him texting on the job. What was he supposed to do, though? Stand around waiting for someone to want coffee?

	That didn’t take long, Gilbert answered. How long were you with her? A week?

	Laurie frowned. Two, I think.

	A record. What happened?

	Laurie hesitated. I’m not sure.

	He could almost hear his best friend sigh. Of course you aren’t. I don’t know why I asked. Where are you? Do you need me to come over?

	Laurie wanted to say yes, but Roger really would kill him if he did. I’m at work, but I’m off in a few hours. Will you pick me up?

	Always. Didn’t your boss say something about you not texting while you were working?

	He’s not here.

	That doesn’t mean he doesn’t know you’re texting. Gosh, Laurie. You need to start acting like an adult.

	Laurie scowled. Why? I’m nineteen.

	Exactly. That means you are an adult, even though you don’t seem to believe that.

	I don’t see why I should act like an adult when people don’t view me as one. I can’t even get a beer at the bar.

	I see you don’t want to talk, so I’ll see you later.

	Laurie stared at the screen for a few moments longer, hoping Gilbert would text something else. He was bored, and he wanted his best friend to distract him. Gilbert was gone, though, so Laurie sighed and put his phone away. When he looked up, he found his boss standing in the door that led to the break room, his arms crossed over his chest, glaring.

	Laurie beamed at him, then grabbed the nearest towel and started scrubbing the counter. He saw Roger’s shoulders slump, and the man moved closer.

	“I don’t know what I should do with you,” Roger said.

	Laurie was still grinning. “Give me a raise?”

	“What for? You do half to work the other employees do. I should fire you.”

	“But you won’t.” Laurie batted his lashes. He usually dated girls, but he wasn’t against using his charms to get himself out of being fired. Besides, his boss was kind of hot. Not Laurie’s type, but he was good eye candy.

	“Your mother would kill me,” Roger said.

	Usually, Laurie disliked living in a small town where everyone knew everyone, but he couldn’t deny that sometimes it came in handy. Roger and Laurie’s mother had gone to school together, and they were best friends. He would never do anything to hurt her, which included firing her youngest son. Roger didn’t know that if Laurie’s mother found out how he behaved, she would kick his ass herself, and Laurie wasn’t about to tell him. He wasn’t a complete idiot, whatever people usually thought.

	“Can you at least act as if you’re working?” Roger asked. He rubbed the back of his neck, and his arm muscles bulged. Laurie eyed them, wondering how it would feel to be held down in bed.

	He shook his head, not wanting to go down that road. “I am.” He raised his towel. “See?”

	“Go clean the tables.”

	Laurie beamed and walked around the counter. He’d won, just like always. It was starting to get boring, but he didn’t know what else to do.

	He supposed he could look into college, but he wasn’t one for books and studying. That was one of the reasons people thought he was an idiot. The other was that he was the youngest of seven brothers, so everyone tended to look at him like a child anyway, even though he wasn’t anymore. Tell that to his brothers and his parents, though.

	Laurie had stopped trying to convince them he was worthy. He’d decided just to do what he wanted in life, which, right now, was working at the shop. It would change eventually, although he didn’t know what he would do when it did. He liked his job, even though he didn’t do much—or maybe because of that.

	That didn’t mean he could see himself doing this for the rest of his life. He was nineteen, and this was a nice first job, but unless Laurie was planning on buying the shop, he had bigger plans for himself. What those plans were, he had no idea, but he would figure it out sooner or later. In the meantime, he promised himself he would have fun, and he had every intention of keeping that promise.

	He softly snorted, making a girl sitting two tables down look at him. He grinned, and she smiled back. He didn’t want to think about how he never kept promises, even the ones he made to himself. His mother already bothered him enough about it, and while he couldn’t avoid her lectures, he could avoid lecturing himself, especially at work.

	He moved toward the girl. “Hi there. Can I get you anything else?” he said, tilting his chin toward her coffee.

	“I don’t know. Do you think you can sit with me if I get another coffee?”

	“Of course.”

	“Won’t your boss get angry?”

	“He’s a big teddy bear, so don’t worry about that. What did you get again? I’ll grab you a second one and something for me.”

	If Laurie was lucky, he would end the day with a girlfriend, and it wouldn’t be Natalie.

	Roger looked desperate while Laurie walked around the counter to make two coffees, but thankfully, he didn’t say anything. Laurie knew he was maybe pushing too much and that he would have to change something, but he wasn’t ready for that yet.

	Everyone looked at him and saw a child. If that was what they wanted, it was what he was going to give them.

	By the time the girl—Sarah—left the coffee shop, Laurie had her number saved in his phone. They weren’t dating yet, but that was only because she wasn’t sure when she would have the time to go out with him. She was in college, and it was a lot of work, which was one of the reasons Laurie had no intention of ever going. He already had enough brainiacs in his family. He didn’t need to add to it.

	“I need you in the stockroom,” Roger said when Laurie was done cleaning the table.

	“Why? I’d rather work here.”

	“I know, which is why I’m sending you to the back. And if you were wondering, I’m your boss, and I’m the one who gives orders here. Unless you’re planning on buying the shop from me, you’re supposed to obey.”

	Laurie smiled. “I’m aware you’re the boss.” He gave Roger an impressed once over, smiling even wider when Roger’s cheeks flushed.

	“Stop trying to flirt with me. I know you’re not into me, and nothing you do or say will change that,” Roger snapped. He sucked in a breath. “Just go.”

	Laurie didn’t mind. At least in the stockroom, he could sit down and not look like he was supposed to be busy.

	By the time Laurie’s workday was over, he’d texted back and forth with Sarah, and he was pretty sure they would have their first date this week, or maybe the next. It was a bit too far in the future for him, but it wasn’t like he couldn’t find someone else if he wanted to. As long as they were nothing like Natalie, he didn’t really care who he dated.

	His phone rang just as he stepped out of the shop. He waved at Gilbert, who was sitting in his car waiting for him, and rushed toward him as he answered. “Yes?” He hoped it was Sarah, but he should have checked first.

	“Finally. I was sure you were dead in a ditch somewhere,” his mother drawled.

	Laurie huffed as he slid into the car. “You’re not funny, Mom. What do you want?”

	“Just to know if you’re coming over for dinner.”

	“I don’t know. I just got off work, and I need to go home. I don’t like smelling of coffee for the rest of the evening.”

	“You should still have time to come over for dinner, though. I’ll be waiting for you.”

	“I didn’t say I was coming!” It was too late. She’d already hung up, and he glared at his phone until the screen turned black.

	“We should go,” Gilbert said.

	“I thought you were on my side.”

	“I am. I also love your mom, though.”

	“I have no idea why,” Laurie grumbled. But he did. Gilbert had lost his mom when he was a teenager, and he’d pretty much lived with Laurie and his family after that. “Fine,” Laurie added. “We can go.” He suspected he would regret this, but Gilbert was one of the few people he truly cared about, and he wanted his best friend to be happy. If having dinner with his family made that happen, then Laurie would suffer through it.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Alexis cooed at his brother and wiggled his fingertips for Mark to grab. Mark laughed, as if that was the best thing in the world, and Alexis suspected that for him, it was. After all, Mark was only two.

	“What do you want to do now?” Alexis asked.

	“Eat!” Mark yelled.

	Alexis smiled. “How did I know that would be your answer?” He tickled Mark’s stomach. “All right. Let me see what we have in the fridge.” He already knew his mother would have something healthy for the baby. She always made sure she did, especially when Alexis babysat for her.

	Mark was settled in his highchair with some cut-up cherry tomatoes and a bit of cheese when the front door banged open. Alexis didn’t have to ask to know who had arrived, and he waited for the tornado that was his sister to walk into the kitchen.

	When she did, she made a beeline for Mark, who grinned at her with his mouth full. That gave Celine pause, but she still kissed the top of Mark’s head before turning to Alexis. “That’s disgusting,” she commented as she leaned over to kiss Alexis’s cheek.

	Alexis chuckled. “What, you didn’t want to know what he was eating?”

	“I would rather have looked at his plate. What are you doing here?”

	“What does it look like I’m doing? Babysitting.”

	She shook her head and sat down. Mark was focused on his food again, and he would barely look at them for the next ten to fifteen minutes. “I don’t get it.”

	“Which is why Mom asks me to babysit instead of you.” That and the fact that Alexis needed the money for college and that he was studying education. He supposed he was a perfect babysitter, as far as his mother was concerned.

	“Don’t you get enough of this at college?”

	“I don’t get enough of Mark, no.” Alexis smiled softly. “I love taking care of him.”

	When their mother had told them that she was having a baby a few years ago, it had been a surprise. Celine was already sixteen, while Alexis was twenty-one. Neither of them had thought their parents would have another child, yet here they were.

	It hadn’t been easy for Celine to get used to it. Alexis was already out of the house by the time Mark was born, but she hadn’t been, and she’d had to learn to deal with diaper changes and nighttime feedings. Alexis knew how hard it could be and that Celine was happier now that she’d left the house to move in with a friend.

	Celine was still looking at him, and Alexis waited for her to ask what was on her mind. “You really don’t care?” she finally said.

	“About the babysitting?”

	“Yeah. I did it when I still lived here, and I couldn’t wait for it to end.”

	“It doesn’t bother me. I wouldn’t be studying education if it did.”

	“I thought you were going to teach older kids.”

	“I don’t know.” It was tempting, but there was something sweet about babies and toddlers. Their life was so much easier, and Alexis didn’t want to deal with moody teenagers. He supposed that a moody toddler could be scarier, though.

	“Well, better you than me,” Celine added.

	“Tell me about you,” Alexis said, changing the topic of their conversation. They talked about it every time they saw each other and Mark was there, and it was getting boring. Celine already knew he loved babysitting, even though she clearly didn’t believe him.

	“Nothing much to say. I’m going out with Michelle tonight. What about you? Will you still be babysitting?”

	Alexis shook his head. “Mom should be back in an hour or two.”

	Celine bounced on her chair. “Does that mean you’re going out?”

	“I don’t know. I have to study.”

	She huffed. “You’re always studying or babysitting. You need to go out more, Alexis. You’re only twenty-four. You’re not dead yet.”

	Alexis glared. “I’m very much aware of that.” He leaned forward and caught Mark’s sippy cup before he could launch it onto the floor. He put it back onto the tray and gently glared at him, making Mark laugh.

	When Alexis sat back down, Celine was staring at him. It made him self-conscious, and he looked away. “I know I’m not dead,” he told his sister.

	“Then stop acting like it. People are always surprised when I tell them about you, because from the way I describe you, it sounds like you’re eighty.”

	“Don’t describe me that way, then.”

	“I’m just telling the truth. I’m not saying you have to go out until two in the morning and get drunk every opportunity you have, but live a little. When are you going to do it? Once you’re done with college and have a job? After you’re married and have your own kids?”

	“Who said anything about having kids?” Even though it was something Alexis wanted in the future, the thought of doing it anytime soon was terrifying. He already had more than enough on his plate.

	Celine rolled her eyes. “Don’t look so scared. I didn’t say you had to have them now. It’s just something to think about. You have a lot of responsibilities already, and it’s only going to get worse as you get older.”

	She wasn’t wrong. Alexis already felt overwhelmed, and he was only dealing with college, babysitting Mark, and his job. What would it be like to add his own family to that? “I’ll call Colton and see if he wants to go out tonight.”

	Celine beamed. “That’s what I’m talking about. I don’t expect you to do anything over the top or stupid like other people your age are doing, but stepping away from the books and the babysitting for an evening won’t hurt. If anything, it’ll help you relax, and you sorely need that.”

	“I already said I’d call Colton. There’s no need to continue pushing.”

	She grinned. “I wouldn’t be your little sister if I wasn’t pushing.”

	At that moment, Mark threw a quarter of a cherry tomato in Celine’s face. It hit her forehead, making both Mark and Alexis laugh. Celine glared at Alexis, but he could see she was trying to suppress a smile.

	“That’s not funny,” she said.

	“Mark and I beg to disagree. It was hilarious.” He turned toward Mark and held his hand up. “That wasn’t nice, buddy,” he told him. No matter how much he enjoyed watching his sister get smacked by a cherry tomato, Mark needed to learn he couldn’t throw food. “What did I tell you about throwing things?”

	Mark pouted, but he didn’t answer. He was a master of not answering questions he didn’t like, and Alexis knew he wouldn’t get anything out of him, so he let it go.

	He handed a napkin to Celine. “Use this.”

	“I don’t understand why you want to make this your life, but better you than me, I guess.”

	“It’s not that bad.” At least Alexis knew how to deal with Mark. He had a harder time when it came to adults.

	He didn’t understand games and had no patience for one-night stands. He didn’t get why people were so interested in them. What was so good about having sex with a person and never seeing them again? Wouldn’t it be better to see that person again and again and fall in love? That was one of the reasons he didn’t go out much, although mainly it was because he was so busy. He supposed that tonight, though, he and Colton would get a beer somewhere. He might be grumpy about it, but he was also looking forward to it. It had been too long since he and Colton had spent time together, and he missed his best friend.

	Tomorrow, Alexis would be back in his books and in the house that he’d grown up in, babysitting his baby brother.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Laurie was nervous, just like every time he had to meet his family. It wouldn’t be so bad if he only had to deal with his parents, but at least a few of his brothers were bound to be there, too, and he could have done without dealing with them. Hugh, Curtis, and Sean were easier because they were so focused on their mates that they barely noticed anything else. On the other hand, Jack and Andy wouldn’t hesitate to tease Laurie about anything they could think about. Laurie supposed he should feel lucky that Richie probably wouldn’t be home, but instead, he was worried. It wasn’t like him, but it had been too long since Richie had spent any time with the family, and it made Laurie’s skin prickle with unease. He couldn’t help wondering if something had happened to Richie, although he supposed their parents would know if that was the case.

	“We don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” Gilbert said from the driver’s seat.

	Laurie resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “I know you want to.”

	“I don’t understand why you don’t. They’re your family. They love you, and they want to spend time with you.”

	“Your father wants to spend time with you, too.”

	Gilbert grimaced. “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.”

	“He’s your father. Why wouldn’t he?”

	Gilbert looked at Laurie strangely. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

	Laurie frowned. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

	“Do you even bother listening when I talk?” There was a hint of anger in Gilbert’s voice, and Laurie wondered what was going on.

	He tried to think back, but nothing came to mind. “What’s going on?”

	Gilbert huffed. “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

	“You know that saying that will make me wonder even more.”

	Instead of answering, Gilbert parked the car. Laurie hadn’t realized they were already there, and he didn’t want the conversation to be over. He wished Gilbert would tell him what was happening. They were best friends, and Laurie never hesitated to unburden himself when he needed to. Gilbert should do the same.

	But Gilbert was already out of the car, and Laurie could only follow him. He wanted to push, but it was obvious Gilbert didn’t want to talk about whatever was happening. He was hurrying away from Laurie, and even though Laurie tried to catch up to him, he already had the front door open when Laurie did.

	The smell of cooking and the sound of loud voices hit Laurie at the same time. He took a step back, then breathed deeply
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