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        My world revolved around her and our son, so how could she take him and leave …

        Our son’s fifth birthday ended on a very good note.

        My wife and I were going to start trying for another baby.

        But when I woke up the next morning, she was gone.

        And what’s worse, she’d taken our son too.

        She’d been a part of me, my everything.

        I didn’t know where I ended and she began.

        So why’d she leave without saying a word, or leaving a note?
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      Five years later …

      

      “Catch!” my son Herbie shouted at me as he tossed the baseball to me.

      He’d called it out a bit too late and the hard thing hit me square in the chest as I held a tray of hotdogs in both hands. “Ow!”

      “Oops!” He ran toward me, but his mother got in his way, cutting him off as she came to take the platter out of my hands.

      “I’ll take that so you can get busy on other things.” She pulled the tray away from me. “And see about that bruise I’m sure he left on your chest.”

      “Thanks.” I rubbed the area where the ball had hit me. “It kinda stings.”

      “Sorry, Dad.” Herbie pulled on the bottom of my untucked T-shirt. “Are the hotdogs ready for me and my friends to eat now?”

      “They are,” my wife Brittany told him, then shouted out to the kids attending our son’s fifth birthday party, “Wash up, boys. Lunch is ready. And then we’ll do the cake and have ice cream too.”

      The cheers were nearly deafening as the boys all ran toward the pool house to wash up in the outside bath area. I called out a reminder, “Don’t any of you kids open the gate to the swimming pool.” The last thing we needed was for one of the little things to fall into our pool.

      It had been Brittany’s idea to let the parents drop off their sons for the party. That way they would all have their day free while we took on their kids. I wasn’t cool with the idea, but I wasn’t in charge of this year’s party.

      Last year we’d had pony rides and popsicles, my idea of a great theme for a four-year-old’s birthday party. Britt had called my theme lame and said she’d be taking over the next party.

      Her theme was no theme. Just let the kids run wild and free while I made food for them on the outdoor grill.

      Placing one hotdog on each kid’s plate, Britt shouted out to me, “Bring the chips, babe.”

      Picking up the large box of assorted chips, I made my way to her as she filled plates on top of the picnic table. “How are we going to know which ones to put on which plates?”

      “You’re going to go around to each boy and ask them what kind they want. They can point to the picture on the box to let you know which one they want.” She blew a lock of hair out of her face.

      Putting the box down, I helped her out, pulling her long dark waves back into a ponytail. Using the string from one of the balloons that was tied to a branch overhead, I fixed her all up, then placed a kiss on her rosy cheek. “There ya go, pumpkin butt.”

      “Gross,” one of our son’s little friends said as he came to the table.

      “One day you’ll be kissing your wife on the cheek, Braden.” Britt winked at the kid.

      “No, I wasn’t talking about that. I was talking about him calling you pumpkin butt.” He wrinkled his nose. “That’s gross.” Then he shrugged. “Unless your butt really does look like a pumpkin, Mrs. Brennan. Then I’m sorry I said that.”

      I was quick to clarify, “It doesn’t look like that at all.”

      Another boy jogged up to take a seat. “What doesn’t look like what?”

      Braden helped out, “Mrs. Brennan’s butt doesn’t look like a pumpkin but Mr. Brennan called her pumpkin butt anyway.”

      My wife huffed and gave me the stink-eye. “No more talk about butts. Jason, ask the boys what kind of chips they want.”

      “Oh yeah.” I picked up the box I’d set on the ground. “Okay, guys, point to the picture of the bag of chips you want.”

      Another boy ran up and sat down. “Chili-cheese Fritos, please.”

      I looked through the box and didn’t see any of those. “Will plain Fritos be all right?”

      “No.” The kid looked over his shoulder at me. “If you don’t have those …”

      My wife helped me out. “Levi, just look at the box and point to a picture of what you’d like to have.”

      “Oh, okay,” he said as he nodded. “That’ll make it a lot easier for me. Thanks, Mrs. Brennan. You’re very smart and very pretty.”

      “Thanks,” Britt and I said at the same time.

      Levi looked up at me with an odd expression. “Why’d you say thanks, Mr. Brennan?”

      “Well, she’s my wife. A part of me. So when someone says she’s pretty then I like that and tend to say thanks as well, I suppose.” I shook the box. “Now pick a chip, please.”

      His little finger pointed right to the picture of chili-cheese Fritos. “This one here. The one I asked for from the start.”

      Looking once more, I found the bag of chips I’d somehow missed before. “Oh, sorry.” I handed him the bag then found him shaking it.

      “I’ll spill them if I open this,” he said. “Can you do it for me, please?”

      Looking across the table at Britt, I returned the stink-eye she’d given me. “Let their parents drop them off, she said. It’ll be fine, she said.”

      “I love you more than life itself, she said,” my wife told me.

      And I knew she meant it too.
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      Only Herbie’s newest friend, Jake, was left. Everyone else had been picked up by their parents. Jason and Herbie sat on the front steps, waiting for someone to come for the boy.

      Coming out the front door, I brought my hubby a well-deserved beer. He’d been a real trooper throughout the party. “Here ya go, handsome.” I kissed his cheek but he turned and caught my lips for a quick smooch.

      He left a smile on my face as he said, “Thanks, gorgeous.”

      An old Buick Regal came up the drive. “Is that for you, Jake?” I asked, hoping it was. I was ready to put my feet up and crack open a cold one too. But I didn’t want to have a drink in case we had to drive the little boy home.

      “Yes, ma’am. That’s my aunt.” He got up and went toward the drive.

      I tagged along, wanting to meet the woman. “Is this who you live with, Jake?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I had to say the kid had excellent manners. “My mom died and I got sent to live with her.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. At least you’ve got a nice aunt to take care of you now.” I couldn’t believe his mom had died and I didn’t know a thing about it.

      Jake was the new kid in Herbie’s class. He’d only been in school a week. I thought it was very nice of my son to invite him to the party and take him into his group.

      The car pulled to a stop and suddenly a woman was jumping out of the car, waving her hands like crazy and shrieking my husband’s name. “Jason Brennan!”

      I turned my head to see his reaction and found him to be white as a ghost as he stood up slowly, leaving his bottle of beer sitting on the stoop.

      A flash ran past me and Jake, then I saw the woman jumping into my husband’s arms. She wrapped her body around his.

      I felt the wind leave my lungs as I stood there, witnessing the whole thing in slow-motion as if she was a bullet that had just struck my husband.

      “April Smith,” Jason said as he looked over her shoulder at me. “I haven’t seen you since junior high.”

      Another bimbo from the past.

      My jaw clenched, my chest puffed, and the green monster inside of me woke up. Taking Jake’s hand, I tugged him along with me as I went to introduce myself to his dumbass aunt. “I’m Brittany Brennan, April Smith.”

      Letting go of the man I’d married, she finally looked at me and her nephew. “Oh!” She looked back at Jason, then down at our son. “You’re married? And you’ve got a kid?”

      All he did was nod, then look at me.

      Good boy.

      It had been a long time since Jason had quit being a man-whore. I should’ve been more trusting of him. He hadn’t given me any reason to question his love or devotion to me throughout our entire marriage.

      But then again, we lived on a ranch way out of town. It was a rare occasion that we ever went back to our hometown, some thirty minutes away. And when we did, we went together.

      Perhaps he’d never given me a reason to doubt him only because he hadn’t had the opportunity to mess around with any other women.

      Now there was April Smith from junior high. And she knew where we lived. Her nephew was now one of our son’s friends. And for the first time in a very long time, I began to doubt my husband’s hold on fidelity.

      She still stood too damn close to him as she looked at me. “Man, you’re a knockout.”

      Funny how her compliment just shot straight through me. “Thanks,” Jason and I said at the same time.

      My eyes cut to Jason’s. “Well, isn’t this nice? An old friend from the past has shown up on our doorstep. What a day, huh?”

      April looked back at Jason, beaming. “He and I were seventh grade sweethearts.” Her cheeks went red as she looked back at me. “He must’ve told you about me.”

      Knowing my husband, I knew there were going to be some things said that the kids shouldn’t hear. “Hey, Herbie, why don’t you walk Jake to his car? They’ll be leaving soon.”

      My son and his friend took off as my husband went one shade whiter. “Honey, we should head inside now.”

      April put her hand on his shoulder. “You did tell her, right? I mean, that was such a big deal for us.”

      “She doesn’t want to hear about that, April. I assure you.” He moved her hand off his shoulder. “It was nice to see you again. Congrats on the boy.”

      “Oh, he’s not mine. He’s my sister’s. She died in a wreck a couple weeks ago.” Then she looked at me again. “It was so nice of Herbert to invite him to this party. Jake’s been kind of a crybaby since he came to live with me.”

      Anger welled up inside of me. “I wouldn’t call him that. His mother just died.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m not good with kids is all.” She looked at Jason. “But now I’ve got you to help me out.”

      Not my husband!

      Jason stammered, “Me? What? No!”

      There went her hand to his shoulder again. “You’ve gotta help me, Jason. After all, our pact back then said we’d always be there for each other.” She giggled. “We sealed that deal, if you recall.”

      I’d had enough. “So my husband fucked you when you guys were kids.”

      The blush on her cheeks came back. “I wouldn’t call it that. He and I were both virgins. We gave our virginity away to each other. And we made a pact that we would always be there for each other. I moved to the house next door to his. We were neighbors for only six months before my family moved away again. My father was a huge cheater and we would have to move from town to town my whole life.”

      Jason put his face in his hands. “I’m so sorry.”

      I didn’t know if he was apologizing to me or her.
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      I was only fifteen back then. A dumb kid with new neighbors and one was a girl my age. She was shy and quiet. And so damn promiscuous, it wasn’t even funny.

      When April told me she was a virgin, after we made out like crazy under the cover of brush in the back of my house, I kind of didn’t believe her. The girl could kiss like a goddess. Well, in my fifteen-year-old opinion, she could. I’d kissed a couple of other girls, but neither of them had been as into it as April was.

      I wasn’t lying when I told her I was a virgin too. And my dick was hard for her. But then again, back then it was hard most of the time anyway. Hell, when I ate peanut butter and jelly sandwiches it got hard too.

      But after making a pact that we would always be there for each other, we gave away our virginity to one another and the blood left behind told me she’d been telling the truth about her virginity.

      Her family moved away about a month later. But during that month, she and I fucked like rabbits. In the toolshed behind her house. In the bushes in the back of mine. And even once in the boys’ bathroom at our junior high school when there was a home football game and no one was inside the school.

      We never got close mentally, just physically. And she was the one who started my hunger for all the pussy I could get.

      What I was apologizing for was the lie I’d told my wife way back when we’d met up again after losing touch for years.

      I had told Brittany that she’d been my only virgin. I’d told her that the fact that she’d been a virgin when we made love bound her to me, biblically. And now she knew that was a lie.

      Britt looked at me with green fire blazing in her already green eyes. It was frightening, quite frankly. “What are you sorry for, Jason?”

      Where to start?

      “For everything.” I moved a few steps away from April as she stood too close. “For telling you that you were my only virgin for starters, babe.” I turned my attention to April. “And for making promises as a kid that I couldn’t possibly live up to as an adult. I’m a married man with a kid of his own to take care of. I’m sorry your sister died. I’m sorry you don’t know how to raise kids or whatever. But I can’t help you.”

      April’s face dropped. She hung her head low, her shoulders slumped. “If I don’t get help soon, I’ll have to give him up. The state will take him. I just need a little guidance is all.” She pulled her head up to look at my wife. “Please let him help me. I promise that nothing will happen between us.”

      I knew my wife wouldn’t answer for me. She was the type of woman who would give a person all the rope they needed to hang themselves. And she handed me a shit-ton of rope. “That’s up to my husband to decide, not me. It wasn’t me who made any pact when I was a stupid-ass kid. That was his doing.” Shooting daggers at me with her eyes, Brittany went on, “So, do whatever you feel you have to, babe.” And with that, she walked right around us and went into the house.

      Well, fuck!

      April didn’t take it the way my wife had meant it. “See, she’s good with it.”

      “No, she’s not.” I found April moving in closer so I held out my hand to keep the distance between us. “Listen, my wife and I have had a rocky as hell past. I’ve had issues with women.”

      “What kind?” she asked with curiosity filling her face. Her blonde hair spilled around her face, making her look like a fragile little Barbie doll. “Was it hard for you to be with other girls after I left? I mean, we did get really close back then.” She smiled sexily. “We screwed every day. Sometimes more than once a day. And do you remember me sneaking into your bedroom those five nights? I’m sure it was hard for you to get over me. It was hard for me to get over you too. As a matter of fact, I never really have gotten over you.”

      Oh shit!

      “Look, April.” I wasn’t sure how to say the things I needed to say without destroying the girl. “My issues were the opposite of what you’re thinking. I turned into a real bad guy. A guy out to get all the tail he could get. I even invented an app for cell phones to keep track of all the women I was messing with, so I didn’t mix anything up and get caught. That app is what made me rich.” I gestured to the mansion behind me. “Hence, the huge ranch and mansion.”

      Now she looked a little shell-shocked. “You turned into a slut? A man-slut?”

      “Yes. Not a pretty picture, I know.” I ran my hand over my face as I grew more and more desperate for her to just leave. “So you can understand why my wife would not like it if I helped you out with your nephew. Plus, you’ve just said that you never got over me. That’s a huge red flag.”

      Her hand went to her narrow hip as she eyed me. “So you went from being a male slut to being a devoted husband. I don’t buy it.”

      “I didn’t ask you to.” I pointed to her car. “I’m sorry, I can’t help you. You should go. I’ve got a woman inside who’s probably about to blow a gasket.”

      If that was all Brittany did, I’d be damn lucky.
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