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​Chapter One: A Loving Marriage
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I love my wife.  She has been my rock when I have been down and I believe that I’ve been a good husband for her as well.  At least, it seems that way as we make our way from the lion exhibit to the great apes section of the zoo.

“They’re big and hairy,” Stephanie jokes with me as she looks down into the pit where they keep the chimpanzees.  “And full of energy.”  We watch for a few minutes as some of them swing on the rope bridge and climb through the treehouse that has been built for them.  There is an air of playfulness in the chimps as they swing from one part of their large living space to another.  

I look at one of the males playing with his own penis and laugh.  “That guy is going to find himself a girlfriend in a minute.”  

“You’re so perverted, Dalton.  Why does that sort of thing get you off?”  She giggles.  

Stephanie and I have been married for almost seven years, and those years have been the happiest of my life.  I met her when I was twenty-five years old and had just opened a local property appraisal office.  She worked as a realtor then, as she does now, and our paths crossed as I was looking over a house that she was preparing to sell to an older couple.  We locked eyes one day at that house and ever since then it seems as if we are constantly rekindling our love for each other.  

“Look.  He’s found one,” I chuckle as I put a hand on Stephanie’s arm and point with my other hand toward the pit.  

“That’s gross,” she says with a grimace.  “Oh, he’s violating her.”  The male chimpanzee has simply wandered over to a female chimp and pushed her over a log.  She doesn’t fight him as he inserts his bony penis into her and quickly thrusts in and out.  The act doesn’t take very long as he’s soon pulled out of her and moving on to look at another female in the group.

“She was receptive,” I laugh.  “Are you receptive today?”

My wife’s eyes widen.  “Dalton, are you asking if I look like that between my legs?”  She points toward the female chimp whose backside is quite a bit more prominent than the other females.  

“I don’t know.  Are you a bit puffier than usual, my love?” 

“Ew, Dalton!”  We laugh as Stephanie reaches up for my neck.  Hugging me tightly, she pulls me to her and we begin to kiss.  The embrace of the love of my life means everything to me, and I wonder how I ever ended up with a woman like her.  I mean, there were so many other men that she could have had.  Why me?

We part after a moment and I smile down at her.  “You’re a sexy little chimp princess, Steph.  Maybe I should bend you over the fence here and have my way with you.”  I move my hips as if I am humping her quickly as was the manner of the male chimpanzee moments ago.  She laughs and shakes her head as she looks around at the people near us.

“Don’t do that, Dalton.  That’s embarrassing.”

“Embarrassing?  Nah.  They all do it too.”  I bend down and nibble on my wife’s neck, causing goosebumps to form from her shoulder to her ear.  She twists away from me as she giggles a little.  

“Come on, sweetie.  Don’t do that.”  Stephanie looks around nervously again.  There are at least a couple of people who have noticed my playful advances toward my beautiful wife.  Sure, I could keep doing this to her and maybe even get a handful of breast after putting my hand up her shirt, but I dare not upset her.  Right now, things are playful and I don’t want to push my luck.  I take her hand and we walk further into the zoo.  

“We should screw around like them, baby,” I say to her.  “It would be fun.”

Stephanie’s cheeks blush.  “Maybe when we get home, Dalton.  You know that I don’t like the public thing.”

Smiling, I reply, “Ah, the public thing.  Which one would that be?  Sex?  Oral sex?”

“Come on, Dalton.”  She nervously shakes her head as she looks around.  “You know that I don’t like to be that way in public.  It’s none of the other people’s business what we do in our own home.  I just don’t want to look like some horndog teenager.”

I laugh.  “Well, we would both look that way.  And in a way, we are horndogs.”

“Just not here.”  Stephanie smiles sweetly at me.  “I love you very much, though.”

“I love you too, sexy lady,” I answer before asking, “Are you excited about our anniversary in a few months?”  

She nods her head.  “Yeah, I am.  It’s going to be seven years with you, my sweet hubby.”  Stephanie leans her head onto my shoulder as we continue to walk.  Her hands both envelope mine and I can’t help but to smile widely.  

“And more than eight since I even looked at another woman,” I chuckle.  “Damn, I didn’t think I could do it back then.  But here we are.  I don’t think about anyone else but you, Steph.  Ever.”  

She frowns for a brief moment and I wonder what it is that I’ve said.  However, she quickly smiles and tells me, “We’ll have fun on that trip to Europe.  I’ve heard that the Mediterranean along France’s southern coast is beautiful this time of year.”

“I’ve heard that, too.”  We have been planning this trip for the past year.  The hotel rooms are booked and the flight is a gift from my parents.  They were able to collect some frequent flier miles that will pay for our plane tickets to and from Europe.  It was their way of giving us an anniversary gift.  After all, if a marriage makes it seven years, it’s likely to be one that goes on for decades. 

Stephanie sighs as we approach the ocelot exhibit.  She looks over at one of the small cats and says, “You know, I could have been a much better wife to you over the last seven years.  I’m sorry if I’ve disappointed you at all.”  

I shake my head as I process the comment.  “What?  No.  When could you have ever disappointed me?  Honey, I hit the jackpot when I married you.  Wow.  How could you think like that at all?”  

I’m honestly surprised to hear Stephanie say such a thing to me.  She knows that I have always seen the two of us as a match between two unequals.  My wife is by far the more attractive of the two of us and she’s a perfect spouse.  Kind, thoughtful, and willing to do anything for me, I feel as if I am the lucky one here.  She’s had to accept much less in order to be married to me.

“Well, I could be better,” she continues.  “Sometimes I don’t think about you as much as I should and I can become a little self-absorbed.”

“You’re a busy woman,” I say with a smile as I reach out to her.  “You have a lot to do now that you are the lead realtor at your office.  I understand that you have a job to do.”  We have had several conversations over the last few months about how much time Stephanie is having to put into her work now that her responsibilities have increased.  I’ve always been understanding, though.  I didn’t think that she felt that I was disappointed in her.

“Still, I’m sorry.  I’ll try to do better.”  She allows a soft smile as she puts a hand on my arm.  

“Okay.”  I’m still confused, but we move on to the meerkats and are quiet for a time.  My mind races as I think about what I might have said that has had this effect on my dear wife.  I could never think anything less of her than that she is perfect in every way.  Sure, I can sometimes put off hostile vibes when I feel hurt or alone, but I try to keep that to a minimum.  I’ve obviously done something, though.  It’s the only thing that makes sense.  

“I love these little guys,” Stephanie giggles as she leans against the fence.  “They’re so funny in the way that they sit up and turn their heads.  Don’t you think so?”  She looks over at me as she smiles.  

“They’re hilarious,” I reply.  “As a matter of fact, I can just hear one of them complaining about his mother-in-law.”  I lean over as I cup my ear.  “Oh...yep...yep...” 

“What?”  Stephanie giggles.  

“Um, it seems that his mother-in-law is a lazy woman who demands that he rub her bushy feet and bring her lots of grubs to eat.”  I look at the meerkats and nod my head.  “I feel you, brother!  Keep your spirits high, man.  Don’t lose hope!”

“Hey!” my wife laughs.  “Are you talking about my mother?”

“No, of course not,” I say with a smile.  “It was his mother-in-law, not mine.” 

“You are talking about her.”  Stephanie playfully hits me on the forearm.  We both laugh as I enjoy seeing her so happy.  

After pulling her into my embrace, I look down at my wife and say, “I love you so much, baby, and I hope we have lots more time together.  Maybe when we’re old farts we can come back and visit Marty.”

“Marty?”  She raises an eyebrow.

I look over at one of the meerkats.  “Marty the meerkat, baby.  The one with a shitty mother-in-law.”  We laugh again and I feel that whatever cloud that was between us before has been lifted.  Stephanie seems to be in a much better mood now.  

“You’re hopeless, Dalton.  You do know that, don’t you?”  My wife kisses my cheek before looking into my eyes again.

“I’ve been saying that all along, babe.  You’re the better one in this marriage.  There’s no doubt about that.  I’m just the guy along for the ride.”  We kiss again and then continue on our walk through the zoo.  

There is still something going on with Stephanie that I can’t quite put my finger on, though.  There’s an underlying issue that is gnawing at her and I want to find out what it could be.  If it’s me, I need to change the sort of person I am and be a better husband for my wife.  If it’s her...well, that’s impossible.  It can’t be her.  Sure, we have our days where we argue a little too much, but she means everything to me.  Stephanie is the center of my galaxy and I never want her to forget that.  I would do anything for her and I hope that she knows this about me.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two: Strange Behaviour


[image: ]


I walk into the front door of our home and look around.  Sure enough, just as the absence of her car indicated in the driveway, my beautiful spouse has yet to return home from work.  Shrugging, I walk toward the bedroom where I can change out of my dirty clothes and take a shower after crawling through attics and beneath homes that needed to be appraised before they are sold.  

Stephanie is usually home by the time I finish my shower, even on the days that she’s a little late.  However, as I walk into the living room with a clean tee shirt and shorts on, I can see that her keys are still not hanging on the tiny hook beside the door.  “Okay.”  It’s all I say as I turn to the kitchen and begin to think about dinner tonight.  My wife and I will often take turns making the evening meal, but I’ve done it for the last three nights.  Stephanie has been coming home later and later, often tired and hardly hungry.  She appears to be overworking herself again and I don’t much like to see that happening.

I reach into the cabinet and pull out a box of lasagna noodles before going to the refrigerator and finding some Italian sausage.  I bought the items a few days ago so that I could make a quick version of lasagna that I found on TikTok.  Stephanie loves Italian dishes, so I look forward to surprising her with the meal.  Still, I’m bothered by how late it’s getting.

Picking up my phone from the cabinet nearby, I look for any text messages that might have been sent.  There’s nothing.  I then turn to an app that my wife and I both downloaded on our phones last year, Life360.  It helps us to keep up with each other when we’re apart.  We watched a show about how a woman disappeared one day and her husband was desperate to find her.  Thankfully, his Life360 app helped guide him to where her car had careened off a road and into a creek.  The woman was waist-deep in water and trapped in her car with a flash flood quickly approaching due to rain falling earlier in the day.  Had he and the emergency crews not found her in time, she might have drowned there that night.  It was enough of a harrowing concern that Stephanie and I immediately downloaded the app to our phones.

“Where are you?” I say to myself as I look at the screen of my phone.  Normally, I can see exactly where she is as long as her phone receives service.  “Stephanie, dammit, did you forget to charge your phone again?”  I shake my head as I become more concerned.  My wife will occasionally let her phone die because she forgets to plug it in, but that’s not the sort of thing that is typical for her.  

Turning back to a pot I’ve begun to fill with water, I lift it from the sink and place it on a stovetop burner.  After turning it on, I add the noodles and wait for it to begin to boil.  My mind begins to swim with concern as I keep checking the phone for any sign of Stephanie.

“Where are you?  Are you alright?”  I send a text message to her and hope that she will respond soon.  However, as I crumble the sausage and mix it into a sauce that I am making, there is no response.  

“Where the hell are you, honey?”  Swallowing hard, I send another text message.  “Baby, I need to know that you are okay.  I can’t see you on the app and you aren’t responding to my texts.  Please, Steph.”  Goosebumps rise up along the back of my neck and across my shoulders.  I know that I shouldn’t be so concerned.  After all, she’s a busy realtor and she often has to show houses at a time that is more convenient for her clients than for her.  It could very well be that she has had someone come in and want to be shown a house before she could come home.  At least, that’s my sincere hope.

I wait for fifteen minutes as I finish up the lasagna.  After putting it into the oven, I check my phone again.  There’s still no indication that Stephanie has even read the text messages nor does the Life360 app tell me where she’s at.  I pick up the phone and click on her name to call her directly.  I allow it to ring for more than a minute.

“Fuck, Stephanie, answer.  Please.”  My body shakes as I begin to think the worst.  I can’t stand the thought of hanging up after the fifteenth or twentieth ring.  What if she were to answer just after I hang up?  What if she’s waist-deep in a creek and there’s no cell service there?  My heart races as I hang up and begin to call 911.  Just now, the front door of our house opens and my wife walks in.

“Hey, sweetie,” she says with a smile.  “It smells very yummy in here.”  

“What the fuck?!”  I shake my head while frowning at her.  “Where the hell have you been?”

“What do you mean?”

“Where have you been?  Why haven’t you been answering my texts or phone calls, Steph?”  I’m angry, though relieved.  I know that I should tamp down my obvious frustration with her, but I can’t help the way that I’m feeling right now.  My heart still races as I glare at my wife.

Stephanie shakes her head.  “It’s this damn phone, Dalton.  It’s been having some problems lately.  It loses its charge so quickly and it sometimes doesn’t get a cell signal when it should.”  

“It’s a new phone,” I counter.  “It shouldn’t be having any problems.”  I then ask, “Did you turn off your Life360?  Even if the phone isn’t working correctly, it should have recorded something about where you were all this time.  It couldn’t have been completely dead.”

My wife looks away from me momentarily, but then turns her eyes back to me.  “Sweetheart, I’m sorry.  I had an important client who has been looking at homes for the last couple of weeks.  He’s probably going to buy the house I showed him just a while ago and it will be a huge commission for me!”  Stephanie smiles widely.  “Aren’t you happy for me?”  

I shake my head.  “You know that I am, but I was thinking the worst about you, Steph.  You didn’t answer me at all and on top of that you were gone much later today than is normal for you.  I was about to call the police when you came through the door.”  My anger is beginning to soften a little, but it still burns hot inside me.  “That phone is new.”

“I know, baby.”  She walks up to me and puts a hand on the side of my face.  “I’m sorry.  I’ll take it back to the store tomorrow and see if they will exchange it for another.”

I grimace.  “You could have called me somehow.  There’s a phone in your office.  You could have let me know that you were going to be late because you were showing a house.  Instead, you let me think that something terrible had happened to you.”  I turn to finish layering the lasagna.  I’m not so certain that I’ve put everything in the correct order, as my mind isn’t really on what I’m doing at the moment.

“I said that I’m sorry, Dalton,” Stephanie answers with a firmer tone.  “I’ll do better next time.  I promise.”

“Yeah, okay.”  I sigh as I keep my eyes on the pan of pasta.  “It will be ready in about forty minutes, if that’s alright.”

“That’s fine.”  My wife pats me on the back and then tells me, “I’m going to take a quick shower.  It’s been a long day.”  She walks to our bedroom and closes the door as I take the lasagna pan and put it into the oven.

“A shower?”  I’m confused.  Stephanie rarely takes a shower so early in the evening.  As a matter of fact, she normally waits until the next morning.  Though this seems to be an odd thing for her, it has been happening more and more lately.  Maybe she has decided that she would prefer to be completely clean the night before rather than having to shower early the next day.  I don’t know.  I’m beginning to think that I can’t keep up with her anymore.

Walking back into the living room, I sit down on the sofa and turn on the television.  My thoughts continue to turn back to the fact that Stephanie didn’t answer me a single time when I texted her.  My eyes wander around the room and I spot her phone next to her purse on the small table beside the front door.  I get up and go to it.  It’s on.  After looking around the room as if there might be others there keeping an eye on me, I slide my thumb up the screen.  It’s locked.  Of course it is.  I decide to unlock the screen using the four-PIN passcode that I discovered my wife was using months ago.  It was so simple then as it is now.  The PIN is her mother’s birthday month and day; 1024.

My heart races as I open up and look at her text messages.  All of mine are there, but unanswered.  They haven’t even been read.  I open them up and see everything there that I sent her earlier.  “What the hell?”  I then turn my attention to her Life360 app.  After opening it up, I check the settings.  Her location has been turned off.  

I look up and frown.  “Why did you turn it off?” I ask quietly as if Stephanie is standing just before me in the living room.  “What were you up to?  That’s a safety concern.”  There is more here that concerns me than just her safety, though.  There are reasons someone might turn off their location in the app.  Those reasons all have to do with keeping others from knowing a person’s whereabouts.  The question is, why would she do that?  What is it that Stephanie has been up to that she wouldn’t want me to know about? 

Swiping up, I close the app and put my wife’s phone back down on the small table.  I am no longer buying the excuse that she has a bad phone and it isn’t working.  It’s apparent that the text messaging is working as is the app that I used to try to locate her earlier.  Stephanie is lying to me for some reason, but I don’t know why she would feel the need to do so.  She was only showing a house to some rich client, right?  Would that be a cause for her to block me from knowing where she is?  Why not just answer my fucking text messages or phone calls?  These questions and more will likely continue to pester me as I walk back to the kitchen and finish dinner for the two of us.  For now, we need to eat.  I’ll figure out what’s really going on later.
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​Chapter Three: An Unsettling Conversation
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She’s home late again, and I can’t stand that she keeps saying that her phone isn’t working properly.  Though Stephanie had promised to exchange the device at the phone store, she hasn’t as of yet.  Her most recent claims have been that she’s working too late and they aren’t open when she can be there.  I find that hard to believe, considering that I bought my phone there last year at almost ten o’clock in the evening.

“Hey, baby, what’s for dinner?” she asks with a smile on her face as she puts her things down on the small table by the door and walks over to where I am sitting down on the sofa.

“I don’t know.  What’s for dinner?” I say sarcastically.  I made the decision when I got home that I wouldn’t be cooking again tonight.  

Stephanie raises an eyebrow.  “Fine.  I can cook.  Just let me take a quick shower first.”  She begins to walk past me.

“Are you out drinking with your friends?” I say before she can leave the living room.

My wife stops and turns to look at me.  “What?”

“You know; Kathy and that other girl.  What’s her name?  Claira?”

“Her name is Sara,” she replies.  “And no, I haven’t been out with anyone but a client, Dalton.”  She affixes her intensely blue eyes upon me.  “Are you upset with me because I’ve been out late for work?”

I chuckle.  “How much commission did you get off that one client from a few days ago?  The one that kept you out so late that I almost called the police to help me find you.  That was a good one, right?”

Stephanie shakes her head.  “He didn’t buy the house.”

“Oh, he didn’t buy it, huh?”  I nod my head.  I can’t help but allow my face to contort in a way that I’m certain will offend my wife.  “So, this jerk kept you out late and didn’t bother to even make an offer on the house?”  I stare over at her and notice that she has begun to fidget with her hands.  Stephanie does this whenever she becomes increasingly nervous about something.

“Look, I know you’re angry, but I was doing my job, Dalton.  You have to let me do this so that I can make my commissions.”

“Alright.  Then who were you with if you weren’t out drinking with your friends?  Another client?”

“Of course.”

“And he’s going to make an offer on the house you just showed him?”

Her eyes again focus on me.  “What are you getting at, Dalton?”

I take a quick breath and blow it out.  “What I’m getting at is that you have been getting home late a lot more often, Steph.  It’s gotten to the point that I don’t even want to make dinner anymore because I don’t know when you’ll be home.”

“I told you that I would make dinner tonight,” she retorts.  “Right after I shower.”

“And the showers,” I reply immediately.  “Those have changed as well.  You used to eat with me and we would cuddle on the sofa before going to bed.  It’s been months since we have been able to do that, and it’s because you want to have shower before dinner.  Then you have to dry your hair.  Then we finally eat at around nine in the evening.  It’s becoming a fucking habit.”

Stephanie frowns.  “Look, I’ve said that I’m sorry a billion times.  What else do you want from me?”

“The fucking truth!” I bellow at her.  There have been very few times in our marriage that I’ve raised my voice in this way to my wife and I instantly regret doing so.  The frustration that has been building inside me has become too much, though.  I’m tired of waiting for Stephanie to get home every single night.

“The truth?”  Her eyes water a little before she straightens herself and walks back toward me.  Instead of sitting beside me, she has a seat in a chair nearby and folds her hands together as she sits back in the seat.  “You know that I love you Dalton, right?”  Stephanie looks at me questioningly as she smiles a little.

I raise my eyebrows as I look back at my wife.  “I love you too.  That’s why I’m so concerned, honey.  What’s going on with you?”

She swallows hard before answering me.  “I’ve been seeing someone, Dalton.”  

“Seeing someone?”  

“Yes.  Someone that I’ve known for a very long time.”  Her eyes look down at her hands as she takes uneasy breaths.

“Wait.  Are you talking about a man?  You’re seeing another man?”  I shake my head as I watch her nod her head slowly.  “Please tell me that you’re shitting me, Steph.  You’re not having an affair, are you?”  I’ve never worried much about my wife’s fidelity to me over the years.  At least, not until now.  She’s an attractive woman, and I suppose that there was always the possibility that something like this could happen.  Still, I’ve never had much reason to suspect that she would cheat on me.

“We were together for a while in high school and he called me about a year ago when he was in town to get some coffee and catch up on old times.  It all started out as a purely platonic thing, Dalton, but then one thing led to another.”  She looks up at me.  “I still love you, baby.  That will never change.”

“Fuck,” I say under my breath as I struggle to fit this all into my head.  “You’re having sex with him?” I ask, as though that’s really a question at this point.  Stephanie nods her head slowly as she wipes a few tears from her eyes.  

“Dalton, I’m sorry,” she says to me.  “Like I said, it really wasn’t something that I had expected to happen.”  Stephanie gets up from her seat and walks over to where I’m sitting.  She has a seat beside me on the sofa.  Reaching out to take my hand, she continues, “I’m not leaving you, Dalton, but I realize that you might want to leave me now that you know.”

I shake my head.  “Break it off,” I demand.  “Stop this right now and we’ll work it out.”  My body shakes as I try to contain the anger that I feel at this moment.  No matter what, though, I don’t want to lose Stephanie.

“I can’t,” she answers plainly while shaking her head.  

“What?” I reply incredulously.  

“I can’t do that,” Stephanie reiterates.  “Don’t ask me to stop what I’m doing, sweetheart.  If you need to leave me, I understand...”

“Are you telling me that you’re going to keep fucking this guy no matter what I say or do?”  I shake my head as I chuckle nervously.  “What the hell is wrong with you, Steph?”

She looks away from me and turns her eyes to my hand as she caresses it with hers.  My wife eventually looks back up at me and replies, “It’s been really wonderful with him, Dalton.  I can’t stop right now.  It’s what I want.”  

“Fuck.”  I don’t know what else to say as I look into her eyes.  I can see that Stephanie is serious about this and won’t easily change her mind.  Still, I’m confused as to why she would choose someone else over me.  “Do you love him?  Is that it?”

She pats my hand.  “No, I don’t.  At least, I don’t think so.  It has to do with the sex, baby.  That’s all.  It’s not about an affair of the heart.”

“Bullshit,” I growl as I pull my hand away from her.  “That’s such a pile of fucking bullshit.”  

“I’m sorry, Dalton.”

“You’re sorry, but you’re not willing to break if off with that asshole?  Do you really expect me to be your husband while you are fucking another guy, Steph?  Honestly?”  My body begins to tremble violently as I shake my head and cross my arms.

“You have to understand, sweetheart, this is not about love.  It’s only about sex.”

“Sex with another man!”  I get up from the sofa and walk to the window.  Looking outside, I begin to wonder if I’m asleep in bed and having a nightmare.  I pinch my forearm, but I don’t wake up from whatever terrible dream this must be.  

I hear Stephanie get up from the sofa and walk over to me.  She puts a hand on my shoulder and tells me, “I love you more than I’ve ever loved you before, baby, but I need this right now.  He does things for me that are different from what you can give me.”

I turn to face her.  “What is he doing?  I’ll learn to do it better, Steph.  I swear!”  I can’t believe that I’m pleading with the woman who is cheating on me with another man instead of the other way around.  What if I had been the one who had been caught having an affair?  Would she accept what she is saying to me right now?

“You are you, Dalton.  I love you for everything that you give me, including your love and the sex between us.  This is just for a time, though.”

“How long?”  

“I don’t know, baby.”

“Fuck.”  I ball my hands into fists and shake them a little as I walk past her toward the bedroom.  “Dammit, Steph!”  As I pass our bedroom door, I slam one of my fists into it and cause a dent to appear in the decorative wood.  Of course, the door is hollow.  Otherwise, I would have likely cracked a knuckle.

“Calm down,” I hear her say to me as she follows close behind.  

I reach out toward a chair and pick up the jacket that I put there more than two hours ago.  Turning toward the doorway of our bedroom, I walk out and Stephanie follows just behind me.  She says nothing as I reach the door and pluck my car keys from
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