
  
    [image: Keeping Promises]
  


  
    
      KEEPING PROMISES

      
        A HIGHER ELEVATIONS NOVEL

      

    

    
      
        JODI PAYNE

        BA TORTUGA

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Tygerseye Publishing, LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of either the author or the publisher.

      

      

      
        
        Keeping Promises

        Copyright © 2021 by Jodi Payne & BA Tortuga

      

      

      
        
        Edited by LC Hinson

      

      

      
        
        Cover illustration by AJ Corza

        http://www.seeingstatic.com/

        Cover content is for illustrative purposes only and any person depicted on the cover is a model.

      

      

      
        
        ISBN: 978-1-951011-43-7

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. This eBook is licensed to the original purchaser only. Duplication or distribution via any means is illegal and a violation of international copyright law, subject to criminal prosecution and upon conviction, fines, and/or imprisonment. No eBook format cannot be legally loaned or given to others. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the Publisher, except where permitted by law. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact Tygerseye Publishing, LLC, www.tygerseyepublishing.com

      

      

      
        
        Electronic edition published by Tygerseye Publishing, LLC,  March, 2021

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            KEEPING PROMISES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        By Jodi Payne and BA Tortuga

      

      

      
        
        Jeremy M. Dunn III has the single dad thing down, so the last thing he wants to do is call his ex-husband to ask for help with their two kids. They didn’t part on good terms, and they’ve barely spoken since the divorce. But with a cast on his arm that goes up past his elbow, Jeremy has no choice. He needs a few days to figure out how to bathe their daughter, make school lunches and parent their son one-armed, and there isn’t anyone else he can ask for help.

      

        

      
        Former rodeo cowboy West Belen was already on his way back to his kids, and to Trey (“the third”, his nickname for Jeremy). He made a promise to try again, and he means to keep it, so when he sees his chance to move back into his family’s life, he grabs it like the brass ring he knows it is. He’s determined to be more than an “every other weekend” dad to his children, and he doesn’t want to keep on living with regret about how he and Trey ended.

      

        

      
        Jeremy still desires West, but he isn’t sure he can trust West to be responsible and available. West still thinks Trey is the hottest thing he’s ever seen, but he has no idea how to convince the man he’s ready to settle down. The two of them have never had trouble butting heads, but now they need to learn to work together to make a home for themselves and their kids where they both belong.
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      “Kiddo. Kiddo, you awake?” Hank’s voice jolted West upright from where he’d been dozing in the old recliner he’d moved near the hospital bed they’d put in the sunroom so Hank could see out the window and watch the hummingbirds.

      “Yessir. You hurtin’? I can get Gretchen.” The little hospice nurse was on it. She lived two houses down, too, so it took her no time to show up.

      “No. No, I just wanted to talk to you.” The hand that had been whole and strong three weeks ago was a sack of bruised bones, and West took it so carefully.

      “Anytime. Anytime at all.” Hank had been his best friend, his mentor, his adopted father for as long as he could remember, and time was getting short. They could both sleep when Hank was dead.

      “You’re a good man.” Hank stared at him, gray eyes seeming to blaze with light, and West thought maybe that was what happened when the best of them was being called home.

      “I try. I’m not feeling all the way on that, you know.”

      Hank shook his head. “No. You’ve been dealt some shit, but you have managed it. All of it.”

      What was he supposed to say to that? “Thank you.”

      “If you could go back and change anything in your life, what would it be?”

      He rolled his eyes at Hank. “I would have bet on me two years ago in the finals.”

      Hank swatted his hand. “I’m serious, boy. Tell me. It ain’t like I’m telling.”

      West took a deep breath. He knew the answer to this one. He’d known it for two years, two months, three weeks, and four days. “I would have told Trey no when he asked for a divorce. I would have stuck like a burr and kept my kids and my husband and damn the consequences.”

      Hank bobbed his head at him like a big, dying bird. “I hear you. I couldn’t have had a family like y’all did. I never will now.”

      Shit. He didn’t say anything to that because he didn’t have anything to say. Hell, he’d lost his whole life—his kids, his husband, his house. He was working a job that was Friday through Sunday, and those were the days he could see Lukas and Ava. He got to keep his truck, his child support payments, and the knowledge that his ex hated him enough to make sure he had to choose between rodeoing or his babies.

      Shit, why did he even want Trey back?

      He guessed because he loved the son of a bitch.

      “So, go make it right.”

      West looked up, just utterly confused. “What?”

      They were divorced. That meant it was over.

      “Go home and fix it. You have a chance. You survived that last bad wreck; you can do this.”

      He rubbed the back of his head, that heavy scar back there. “Oh, Hank… Trey don’t want me no more. He hates everything about my life.”

      “So change. If you want it—them—bad enough, do what you have to. Those babies need you, even if Jeremy Fancy Pants No Fun doesn’t.”

      He started chuckling. Jeremy Fancy Pants No Fun. That was going down in history.

      “Promise me, kiddo. Swear you’ll try. Don’t—don’t end up dying with your regrets.”

      “Hank—”

      “Goddamn it! I’m dying. You give me this. I’m never going to get to see those babies again. Promise me you’ll try.”

      “I swear to God. I’ll try.” West felt his face try to crumple, because he didn’t want to figure out how to be a man without the person who taught him how to cowboy up. He kept it together, though, because it was their way. “I promise, Hank.”

      “Good boy.” Hank sighed, that light fading as he closed his eyes. “Know that I love you, West Belen. You are my son, just like as if I’d borned you.”

      “I love you, Hank. I got your back.” Even though this was a trip West couldn’t make with Hank right now, he was here ’til the bitter end.

      “I never doubted that for a second. Just hold my hand a minute and pray for me.”

      So West did. All the way until Hank wasn’t holding on anymore.
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      “You did what?”

      Jeremy shook his head and tried not to glare at the nurse fussing with his IV. “Remember I told you I was going to paint the kitchen?”

      “Jeremy Dunn the Third versus a cane-back cafe chair.” Drew laughed. “Loser.”

      “It has a wobbly front leg.” He’d managed to go thirty-two years without breaking a single fucking bone. He wasn’t pouting. He was not.

      Drew snorted, and he could picture the exasperated look on his best friend’s face. “Then why were you standing on it, idiot?”

      “Fuck you.”

      His nurse gave him the side-eye. “Watch your language, please.”

      “Sorry.” He shrugged at her.

      “Where are the kids?”

      “Annie has them. She’s had them a couple of times before.” He wasn’t sure what he’d have done if his neighbor hadn’t been home.

      “She’s keeping them overnight?”

      “I—maybe? I’ll be home later today, but it’s my right arm…” Four years of high school sports, rock climbing, and all of his idiotic shenanigans in college, running and mountain biking all over Boulder…and he shattered his elbow falling off a stupid fucking chair.

      “Your right arm? Jer, how are you going to—I mean, maybe…” Drew sighed, and Jeremy’s stomach sank as he realized what Drew was going to say before he said it.

      “No.” Nope. No way.

      Drew sighed. “You have to⁠—”

      “I’m not fucking calling him.”

      “Jer—”

      “What?” He shouted. “Did I hear someone yell ‘shark’? Sorry, what? You have to go? Okay, man. Enjoy your honeymoon, get a great tan.”

      “Don’t be an ass, Jeremy.” Drew shouted back over his babbling.

      “Talk to you later! Bye!”

      He hung up.

      Yep. He hung up on his best friend for not quite suggesting that he call his ex-husband for help with their kids.

      Because he knew Drew was right.

      Jesus, he’d gone off the deep end.

      He looked at his phone. It was great of Annie to take them for the night, but she wasn’t going to keep the kids long. She had a life and four hundred boyfriends and a day job.

      West was their father after all, and it wasn’t like Jeremy had asked him for anything since the divorce. Nothing. Ever. Maybe West could come take them for a few days until he figured out how to scratch his butt with his nearly useless left hand.

      He pulled up West’s number and frowned at the picture, feeling sick that he still thought that smiling vortex of chaos in a cowboy hat was handsome.

      “Fuck.” He hit the number and dialed.

      “Trey.” No hello, no what’s wrong, just that nickname that he hated.

      “Hey.” He could hang up. Say he butt dialed West by mistake. The idea of asking his ex for a favor was making the bile rise in the back of his throat. But he tried to imagine giving four-year-old Ava a bath left-handed while trying to keep from jostling his right arm and decided he was going to have to suck it up. Fuck. “So…listen, have you got plans the next couple of days?”

      “Why? What’s wrong? Are the kids okay?” West’s voice was sharp, clear, and focused. God, he remembered being the center of that focus.

      “Yes, they’re fine. I’m… I’m in the ER.” He let that hang out there a second since West hadn’t asked if he was okay.

      “I’ll be there in four hours. I was doing a signing in Raton.” West’s voice got quiet. “I got to bounce. Family emergency. Yeah. See you.” Then West was back. “What’s wrong?”

      A signing. Still in the limelight. Some things never changed.

      “I broke my elbow.” I got into a fight with a rabid dog… I was barreling down this crazy trail on my bike… I went rock climbing and man, it was a close one. “I…fell off a fucking chair.” He rolled his eyes. Drew was right; he was an idiot.

      “That hurts like a motherfucker.” West didn’t laugh, but Jeremy knew that bastard was grinning. “Who has my babies?”

      Asshole. West had broken every bone in his goddamn body. Twice. “Our children are with Annie, next door. I’ll text you her number if you want it. They’ll be fine with her for a while.”

      “Okay, good. Do you need a ride home, or should I just come to the house?”

      “Let me know when you get up here, and we’ll see if I’m home yet.” Annie had a key, but no way was West going to wander around his house and pack up the kids unsupervised. His lawn might get mowed, but the kids would be covered in mud, and there’d be no beer left.

      “Fine. I’ll see you in a few.” And just like that, the line went dead. Infuriating asshole. Seriously, if Jeremy hadn’t needed him…

      “Ow!” He dropped his phone.

      “Sorry. I need to get your sling fitted.” The nurse picked his phone up and handed it to him.

      “Thanks. Sure.” He nodded and sat up so she could reach, the simple move making him a little dizzy. He tried to text Annie’s details to West, but texting with one hand, and left-handed at that, was a pain in the ass and it took him forever.

      “Jeremiah M. Dunn, the Third.” A doctor came in, grinning broadly and reading his full fucking given name off an iPad. “That’s quite a name.”

      “It was my father’s.” Ha-ha. So funny. “Jeremy works.”

      “Jeremy. Got it. How are you getting home today?”

      Fuck.
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      Shit Marthy, West didn’t have one single solitary muscle that didn’t hurt. It was a pretty drive up to Boulder, but less than fun in the pouring rain. He climbed out of his truck, his back popping and creaking.

      Still, he was fixin’ to see his babies, in the middle of the week, and he never once missed a chance at that if he had a choice. Ava and Lukas were his whole motherfucking life, no matter what their asshole father said.

      Speaking of, there was Trey, sitting on a bench on the front porch with one arm in a bent-arm cast cradled in a sturdy sling. The paint-splattered T-shirt and beat-up jeans was a look he hadn’t seen in a while. Trey was usually in a tie when West picked the kids up on Friday afternoons.

      Trey hauled himself off the bench and ran a hand through wavy red hair that was longer than usual and fell right back across his forehead. “Lousy fucking weather, huh?”

      “Yup.” He’d been in it for hours, but he’d still made it in record time. He forced himself not to give Trey a once over. That body wasn’t his to look at no more. Not yet, at any rate. “What did the Doc say?”

      “You know, the usual. I basically can’t do anything but wipe my ass for a month.” Trey sighed. Oh, that had to have ruffled him up. Trey didn’t sit still for anything. “Can’t drive, can’t shower, can’t run, the list goes on.”

      “Fun.” Yeah, he remembered that. He’d broken both arms coming off a bronc, and it was awkward as all fuck. Looked like he didn’t have to find him a hotel right now. He could stay right here. Help out. Drive Trey out of his mind. He grinned at the thought, then bellared, “Where are my babies?”

      “Daddy!” Ava’s happy cry rang out, and he opened his arms for his baby girl. She was a cowboy, through and through, and she launched herself at him without a hint of fear.

      Lukas was seven, which meant he was far too old for such displays, but he still got a happy grin and a hard hug. “Dad’s hurt bad.”

      “I saw that. I’m here now, y’all. We got this.” He kissed Lukas’s forehead. “I missed y’all like a lost tooth.”

      “You’re taking us with you? I have school tomorrow. Do I get out of school now? Yay!”

      Ava pouted. “But I want to go to school tomorrow.”

      Trey glared at him like it had been his idea. “Nobody is getting out of school.”

      “You mean I can’t take them to the wilds of Borneo where the headhunters roam?” He growled playfully, tickling Ava. “Have I ever told y’all about my adventures in headhunting?”

      “Headhunting?” Lukas jumped right on that. “Like hunting heads?”

      “He’s joking, Lukas. Tell him you’re joking, West.” Trey moved past him with a hiss. “Jesus. I need to sit down.”

      “Can I see your cast, Dad?” Ava chased after Trey.

      “Yeah! I want to see your cast. Why did you get blue? Didn’t they have anything cooler?”

      Trey snorted and got hold of the arm of the couch, looking pretty pale. “Easy guys. Let me sit.”

      “Y’all chill. Ava, go upstairs and grab your dad a pillow. Lukas, can you get him a Coke from the fridge?” He waited for a second, then arched an eyebrow when they stood there like goats staring at a new fence. “Now. Get a move on.”

      The kids scattered. Ava took off up the stairs at a run, and Lukas headed for the kitchen.

      Trey arched off the couch a little and pulled a pill bottle out of his pocket. “Thanks. This thing fucking hurts. I know, I know. You’ve broken two arms at once and a leg and had a hip thing and your foot…this is nothing for you. Tough guy. Whatever, it fucking hurts.”

      “Did I say anything?” He rolled his eyes and pulled off Trey’s shoes, putting them near the door. When Ava brought the pillow, West got Trey settled and well-padded.

      “Got your Coke, Dad.”

      Trey looked at the bottle of meds. “Can you please open this for me, West?”

      “Surely.” He got the Coke open, got the pills open and put one in Trey’s hand, careful not to touch. No touching.

      If he started touching, he’d either fuck the man or hit him.

      Either way, he was screwed.

      He made sure Trey wasn’t going to say anything to him, then he headed to the kitchen—his fucking kitchen, dammit—and put the pills on top of the fridge before he started exploring.

      They needed a brisket, some hamburger, Sprites, Dr Pepper, orange juice.

      “Daddy, what are you doing?” Lukas asked, want lines in his forehead.

      “Making a grocery list. Are there any grits? Swiss cake rolls? Pop-Tarts?”

      Lukas looked at him seriously. “Dad says we don’t eat that crap here.”

      “Your father lacks imagination. Wanna help me make an order?” He was retired, and he was hungry. Trey was altogether too friggin’ law-abiding. “Also, I need to grab my bags out of the truck.”

      “Are you staying, Daddy?” Lukas was cautious like Trey and had Trey’s eyes too. “For real?”

      “Can you keep a secret?”

      Lukas nodded, eyes huge.

      “I’m staying. I can’t miss y’all anymore.” He was going to buy a house, next door if he could manage it, and he was going to be a full-time dad. He’d done good for himself with investments in bucking bulls, a couple of oil properties in west Texas, and one weird-assed western wear store chain. He could do this.

      “Yes!” Lukas hugged him hard around the middle, unruly red curls about at his sternum now. “I can help you get your bags.”

      “Good deal. I’ll take the basement, yeah? That way we can stay up late Friday night goofing off.” The basement was finished, and he could make it work.

      “Yeah? I can stay up past my bedtime?” Lukas went for a fist bump. “We can make popcorn and watch a scary movie.”

      “We so can.” He could find something suitable for seven, surely. He’d look it up on his phone. “First, bags. Second, groceries. Third, we order something amazing for supper, fair?”

      “Fair.” Lukas took off for his truck.

      Ava was sitting close to Trey watching Paw Patrol as he passed by. “Is Lukas okay? He just ran through here.”

      “We’re good. Grabbing some stuff from the truck.” La la la—not asking permission—la la la.

      Trey was onto them when they came back through though. “Just a couple of nights. That’s it. Just until I’ve got this figured out.” When he and Lukas kept right on walking, Trey called after them. “It’s my weekend.”

      Lukas gave him a big ol’ wink and whispered. “Secret.”

      “Good man.” He wasn’t above just screwing with Trey’s brain. These were his babies too. And he had ended up with every other weekend for two years—two!—when his motherfucking ex knew he worked Friday through Sunday.

      The basement was finished, but it obviously hadn’t been used for anything in a while. The pool table was draped with a sheet and had boxes stacked on it. The little mini-fridge was pulled out from the wall and unplugged. There was only one working lightbulb.

      But the roll-out couch looked as comfy as ever, and the big TV was still there. Dusty, but there.

      “Lord have mercy, we need to spruce this up. This can be a cowboy cave, huh?”

      “Not a man cave?”

      “Nope, because we can’t leave Miss Ava out. That would be evil.” Good thing he had a bunch of his shit in the bed of the truck under the camper top. “Remind me to order lightbulbs, son.”

      “Yes, sir. Lightbulbs, Pop-Tarts, Swiss rolls and…grits!” Lukas was smart, and he had a memory like an elephant.

      “Very good. Sprites and Dr Pepper, brisket. You want potato salad?”

      “Yuck.”

      “Potato salad is the food of the gods, but I’ll give you a pass this time.” He could make mashed.

      “Can I get gum?” Lukas’s look was wicked. “Bubblegum.”

      “On one condition—I find it anywhere besides your mouth and the trash can, and that includes your baby sister’s hair, and I will blister your butt. Fair?” He didn’t spank the kids; he didn’t have to, and both kids knew it.

      “Yes, sir.” Lukas nodded. That was that, and he knew he wasn’t going to have to repeat it. Lukas headed for the stairs. “Is there more in the truck?”

      “There is, but let’s get your father settled and get shit ordered, okay?” He needed to get a snuggle with his girl-child too. He bumped against Lukas. “So, school? Rocks still? Miss Franks still sweet on you?”

      “School is good. Boring. I got another A on my math test on Monday. Miss Franks likes me, but she keeps giving me extra reading because I finish before everyone else.” Lukas shrugged. “She says that’s a good thing, but I don’t see how it’s fair.”

      “It’s better than being bored, right? I’d rather read than sit with my head down and my thumb up anytime.”

      “I guess.” They tromped up the stairs to find Ava and Trey sitting exactly where they were before. On the couch with the TV on.

      “Daddy!” Ava hopped up, grabbed her hairbrush off the coffee table and ran to him. “You have to do my ponytail. Dad can’t. He’s broken.”

      Trey snorted and shook his head.

      “I will so do it. I’ve done real pony’s tails, you know.” He leaned down and hugged her tight. She smelled good, and her dark hair reminded him of pictures of when he was small. “Have you been good, m’ija?”

      “Yes. I’m good. I made a paper butterfly in school today. I can’t bring it home because it has to dry.”

      Lukas hopped up on the couch with his Switch.

      “Did you finish your homework?” Trey asked in a parent voice.

      Lukas didn’t look up. “I don’t have any.”

      “You don’t?”

      “I did it at school.”

      Trey nodded. “Okay. Did you put the recycling out yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Lukas.” That was a warning shot. Chores first, then games.

      “In a minute Dad. Geez.”

      “Boy, get your butt up and take out the damn trash. You know better than to talk back.”

      “You’re—” Lukas started to get his butt in trouble, and West cut that shit off at the pass.

      “Your goddamn daddy. I’ll throw that machine in the garbage, you take a tone with me. Take. Out. The. Trash.” Jesus, his head hurt, and he needed a beer.

      Lukas stared at him, tears starting to form.

      “No waterworks. No arguing.” He forced himself to breathe and keep his voice calm. “The sooner it’s done, the sooner we can order Pop-Tarts.”

      Lukas took off for the garage.

      “Pop-Tarts? Really, West?” Trey sighed. Again. Maybe he should start keeping count. “Keep your voice down too, please.”

      Patience, man. You are here. You got your kids. He can’t do a thing about it. “Pop-Tarts. Really. I might buy two kinds.”

      “Some people never change.” Trey got up carefully as Lukas came back inside. “There’s chicken marinating in the fridge and broccoli in the crisper. I’m going to bed.” He kissed Ava on the cheek, gave Lukas a hug, then looked right at him, brown eyes flashing. “You’re gone by Friday. Lay off the beer.”

      Trey turned and made a pathetic attempt at storming off, hauling his ass up the stairs.

      West chuckled softly. Oh, wasn’t that just the cutest thing? He turned to the kids with a grin. “So, Pop-Tarts. Swiss cake rolls. Brisket. And we’re so ordering in supper. Pizza? Wings? Tacos?”
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      Jeremy was up early. The only reason he’d slept at all was because he’d taken his pain pills, and they knocked him on his ass. But he was up now, he’d managed a sponge bath and pulled on sweats. His T-shirt was a little more challenging, but he’d figured that out too. Nothing could be as hard as trying to undo the top button of his jeans with his left hand last night.

      And he’d had to pee so bad.

      There was no way he’d have asked for help. He’d have slept in them before he asked West for anything else.

      He helped Ava get dressed—she was only four, but she was good about it. Her leggings were a little crooked but they came home from preschool crooked every day, so he decided to be Zen about it. Brushing her teeth was a little more complicated, but they managed it, both of them giggling.

      Lukas poured them each a bowl of cereal, and he got the milk, noting the chicken still sitting untouched right where he’d left it.

      Asshole. Friday was pizza night. Now he was going to have to cook. West had no respect for routines at all. He was going to have to figure something out today. A nanny. Someone to come in Friday night after West left. Maybe sooner.

      Yeah, sooner.

      “You have about fifteen minutes buddy. Is your lunch packed up?”

      “No, Daddy didn’t remind me.”

      “No problem.” Yet another routine West never fucking paid attention to. And his ex wondered why he didn’t want the kids with him on a weeknight. Jeremy pulled out the lunch boxes and started putting them together. He did Lukas’s first because he had to get on the⁠—

      Oh, shit.

      Mother. Fucker.

      Lukas had a bus, but Ava needed a ride to preschool, and he wasn’t allowed to drive.

      “Damn it.”

      “Dad!” Lukas gasped.

      “Oh, don’t pretend like you haven’t heard worse from your other dad.” Jeremy closed Lukas’s lunch box. “I’ll…be right back.”

      God fucking damn it. He was going to have to ask another goddamn favor. And he might have to wake the bastard up to do it.

      Why did he never have an air horn when he needed one?

      He knocked on the basement door. When there was no response, he knocked louder. Then a lot louder.

      He threw the door open, mouth already open to scream, when he saw West in nothing but the tiniest pair of shorts on earth, covered in sweat and doing burpees, headphones in.

      Jesus, that was hot.

      He watched another second, then made himself back up and close the door. That was not his to look at anymore, and it was trouble he didn’t need. He stalked back into the kitchen. “Lukas? Can you go ask Daddy to come up here, please?”

      “Okay.” Lukas hopped up and ran.

      He looked at Ava. “Daddy’s going to drive you to school today, baby. Okay? I can’t drive yet.”

      “Okay! Daddy can take me in his truck!” She beamed at him. “We are going to have a sleepover tonight in the basement. It’s going to be so much fun.”

      “It so is!” West was in jeans and a sweatshirt, boots in hand. “Y’all ready for school, my sugarbutts?”

      If looks could kill West would be six fucking feet under. “You can grab her car seat from my car.”

      “Ooh. Thanks, Dad! I don’t have to hurry to get one for my truck. Keys?” West smiled at him. “Son, you want a ride too?”

      Oh, bullshit. “He’ll take the bus.”

      “Dad…”

      “You’re taking the bus, Lukas. Get your sneakers on.”

      “Okay.” Lukas pouted but grabbed his lunch and shoved it into his backpack.

      Jeremy pulled out his phone. “West, I’m texting you the address for the school. You’ve got a little time; she doesn’t have to be there until eight thirty.”

      “I know where my kids go to school, Trey.” That wasn’t light at all. In fact, that was dead serious.

      “You remember? Good. Then you won’t get lost.” He tossed the keys to West for the car seat and helped Lukas on with his jacket. “You ready for a good day, buddy?”

      “Yep. A good, boring day.”

      He laughed and opened the front door. “Get out of here. I love you.”

      “Love you. You too, Daddy!”

      He watched Lukas run down the block and then closed the door.

      “…my angel baby girl!” West was singing to Ava, making her laugh like no one else could. No one.

      “You are silly, Daddy.”

      “I am! I am the silliest Daddy of them all.” West nuzzled her neck, and Jeremy knew what that stubble felt like.

      If he was honest, they were so cute together. Why did West have to be such a turd? West was a good father; Jeremy had never contested that…not before the divorce, never once during. He knew West would walk through fire for their kids, just like he would.

      Feeding them a vegetable now and then wouldn’t be a bad thing for him to do, but West loved those kids.

      “Kiss your father, m’ija. I’ll pick you up after school, and we’ll plan our evening of fabulousness.”

      Jesus, he didn’t even want to know.

      Ava came to him and kissed him happily. “Love you!”

      “I love you, baby. Sit straight in your car seat and keep your seatbelt on, okay? Or it’s back to the baby seat for you.”

      “No baby seat!”

      “Nope. No baby seat. Because you are not a baby.” He gave her another kiss. “Eat your lunch. Have a good day.”

      “Do I get a kiss too?” West’s bright blue eyes were dancing, laughing at him.

      With his fist maybe. He raised an eyebrow. “When you get back I’ll be working in the den so keep it down.”

      “So no pole dancing in the front room. Got it.” West scooped Ava up. “Next week, we’ll have Happy Meals for lunch one day. You and me. Sound good?”

      “There is no next week. You’re leaving Friday, remember? I’m getting a nanny. Friday the kids go to school and you go home.”

      “I want a Happy Meal!”

      “Friday.” Jeremy walked around them. He needed coffee.

      “No nannies. You need someone to take care of them, I’m here. I’m not budging. No nanny.” There it was again, that dead-serious tone. “Come on, m’ija. Let’s ride!”

      “Yeehaw!” Ava laughed as West scooped her up.

      Yeah, he needed someone to get with the program. The kids needed their routines, especially Lukas. They needed bedtimes and not mid-week basement sleepovers. They needed veggies, not pizza.

      West was definitely budging. They were going to have to have a talk. Later. After coffee and some Tylenol.

      He’d only just sat down with his first cup when his phone rang. Oh. This should be good.

      “Hey, Natalie.” His sister was not much of a morning person. “What’s up?”

      “I have an early meeting. I thought I’d check-in.”

      She was driving. He could hear the road noise. “Bored in the car?”

      “You know it.”

      “Well, I’m fine except for the broken elbow, two pins, and the full-arm cast.” Boom.

      “Oh.” There was a long pause. “Wait. What? You broke your elbow? For real?”

      He laughed. “Yes. For real. I was painting the kitchen—damn I need to finish that—anyway, I was painting, and I…fell and landed on it. Yesterday. But that’s not even the worst part.”

      “There’s more? Did a lion break into the house and eat Ava?”

      “Way scarier. West is here. As in staying here. To help with them. He’s driving Ava to school right now. Don’t drive off the road.” He couldn’t believe it himself. “It’s a fucking nightmare.”

      “Jesus. Jesus, Jeremy, the ex? Seriously? You’re going to stroke out.”

      “I had to call someone in a hurry. I can’t…it’s my right arm, I can’t do shit. I couldn’t put Ava’s hair up. I can’t give her a bath. I’m useless.” He growled. “I think homicide might be more likely than a stroke.” Assuming he could pull that off one-handed.

      Natalie snorted, then her merry laughter filled the air. “Oh god. I love this. You’re stuck with the hot, crazy ex for how long?”

      Hot and crazy just about covered it. And she hadn’t seen West doing burpees in his skivvies. “Until I have him arrested?” Hey, that could be fun. “I told him Friday, but he’s trying to make plans for next week. I’m hiring a nanny and throwing him out on Friday if I have to beat him with my cast.”

      “Oh
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