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Chapter one



Emmie stood in front of the wardrobe, wearing just her lacy black underwear, still trying to make up her mind. Her hair, golden blonde waves that fell just past her shoulders, shimmered in the low light as she absentmindedly ran a hand through it. I leaned against the edge of the bed, pretending to still be searching for my shirt, but in reality, my attention was on her. It always was. 

She had that look about her, the kind that made me feel like I was lucky to have her in my life. Maybe even too lucky. It was eight years since we first got together, teenage sweethearts and during all that time, the thought hadn’t quite left me—me, an ordinary guy, somehow landing a girl like Emmie. I watched her through the reflection in the mirror, her curves highlighted by the room’s soft light. Her bra clung to her busty frame, her hips curved in a way that always had my eyes lingering more than I should.

“You still haven’t decided what to wear?” I teased, half-heartedly flicking through some hangers. I could’ve just grabbed any old shirt, but this was more fun.

Emmie turned, holding up a little black dress, the one that hugged her in all the right places. “How about this?” she asked, giving me a little grin. “Does this say ‘nice to meet you, Luke’s new girlfriend’?”

I chuckled. “It says you’ll freeze your arse off. It’s bloody autumn, Em.”

She pouted, but I knew she wasn’t going to argue. I could tell from her face that she’d wear it anyway. “But I really want to wear it,” she sighed, “Fine. I’ll grab a jacket.”

She tossed the dress onto the bed, still deliberating in front of the mirror. We were supposed to be meeting Luke and Natasha tonight—the first time we’d seen my best friend with anyone serious in years. Normally, Luke was the type to keep things light; his happy-go-lucky nature made him in no rush to settle down with anyone, even though he was in his late twenties, like me. So him introducing his new girlfriend, Natasha, to us felt like a big deal. I was curious, of course, but Emmie... she was more than curious. I could tell.

While she slipped into her dress, my mind wandered. It was hard to believe it had been almost a year since we got back together. A year since I’d packed up my stuff from the flat I’d endured for just over a year, and moved back into this house that we’d bought together. Thinking back to that time still made my stomach twist in knots. We were married five years before the split, and dated for a year before that, but something had shifted along the way. Between Emmie’s long hours at the law firm where she worked and caring for her sick father, we’d become strangers in our own home. She wasn’t ready for the family I wanted, wasn’t ready to slow down. I’d pushed her, wanting her to choose me over everything else. Looking back now, I knew I’d been wrong to give her that ultimatum.

She asked me for more time, a year to sort everything out. But I didn’t listen. Things got heated, tempers frayed. We’d argued and in the end, I left, disillusioned and lost.

Now, here we were, almost a year back together, and stronger than ever. We’d been talking about starting fresh, maybe renewing our vows, and finally thinking about that family I’d been so eager for. Emmie’s father had passed away during the year we spent apart – and she’d changed her job – so life felt totally different now. All our troubles felt so far behind us, and yet, sometimes, I’d catch a glimpse of the past arguments in her eyes—something she wasn’t saying, something left unspoken. Our relationship still needed a little work, and some extra attention, but no marriage was perfect. Ultimately, Emmie and I loved each other. It’d taken us a year apart to fully realise that but we wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

“Can you grab me a jacket?” Emmie’s voice broke into my thoughts. “Something that will go with my dress.”

I moved towards the wardrobe again and started rummaging around, pushing aside some coats and jackets that hadn’t seen daylight in ages. “Which one are you after?”

“That green one, the old one I haven’t worn in forever,” she said, already distracted as she slipped into the black dress, adjusting the straps in the mirror after smoothing it down over her hips.

I found it, buried behind some of my jackets. As I pulled it out, a faint smell of perfume clung to it like it hadn’t been worn in a long while. I tossed it onto the bed, not thinking much of it. “Here you go.”

Emmie glanced at it. “God, I haven’t worn that since... well, I don’t even remember when.” She smiled at me, then turned back to her reflection.

I went back to my search for a shirt but was stopped by the soft sound of something hitting the floor. Two small wrappers had slipped out of the jacket’s pocket, landing just beside my feet. I bent down, picking one up, my chest tightening as I recognised what it was—a condom wrapper.

“What the hell is this?” I muttered, standing there, holding it up.

Emmie turned towards me, the colour draining from her face. Her eyes widened, her lips parting slightly as if she was about to say something, but no words came out. I could see the gears turning in her head, like she was trying to figure out how to explain this.

“Huh?” she finally said, her voice barely above a whisper, “That’s weird... I don’t know how that got there.”

I raised an eyebrow, feeling a surge of disbelief. “It was in your jacket pocket. You don’t know how it got there?”

She walked around the bed, bending to pick up the second wrapper, looking at it like she’d never seen it before.

“I’m confused.” Emmie stood there, holding the wrapper in her hand, still staring at it like it might somehow disappear if she focused hard enough. “These were in the jacket?”

I could see the way her mind was working, trying to piece together an explanation, something that would put an end to this before it even started.

“Yes,” I nodded. “Would you care to explain how they got there?”

“I swear, Ryan, I haven’t worn this jacket in ages,” she said, her voice light, almost dismissive. “Honestly, I don’t even remember the last time I put it on.”

“Maybe you wore it when we weren’t... you know... together?” I offered, my voice calm, but firm.

Her hazel eyes darted to mine, just for a second, before quickly looking away. She turned back to the mirror, fussing with the straps of her dress again. “I... I don’t think so,” she said, her tone casual, like she was already trying to move past it. “I mean, I guess it’s possible, but... I really don’t remember. Maybe I just left them in there from forever ago. It’s not important.”

I frowned, stepping closer. “Emmie, come on. You really don’t remember? Two condom wrappers don’t just end up in your jacket pocket by accident.”

She stayed quiet, biting her lip. I could tell she was trying to figure out a way to dodge this, but I wasn’t going to let it slide. 

“Emmie,” I said softly, trying not to sound accusatory, “You told me that there wasn’t anyone else during the time we weren’t together. But if something did happen…” I swallowed, feeling the words catch in my throat.

My wife sighed, turning to face me fully. There was something in her eyes, a mix of guilt and frustration, like she knew this was a conversation she couldn’t avoid any longer but hated that it was happening. “Ryan...” she started, her voice low, “It doesn’t matter, okay? It was... it was during our break. We weren’t together. What difference does it make now?”

I stared at her, my heart pounding in my chest. “So, there was someone else then?”

She hesitated, her gaze flickering to the floor before she nodded slowly. “Not really, but… Yeah... I slept with someone.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

The words hit me like a punch to the gut, even though I’d half-expected them. I knew she was right. We were separated. I had no right to be angry, not really. But that didn’t stop the knot forming in my stomach.

“Who was it?” I asked, my voice steadier than I felt.

Emmie shifted uncomfortably, crossing her arms over her breasts, her posture defensive. “It doesn’t matter, Ryan. I don’t even remember it. I was drunk. It was just... a one-off thing. Some guy I met at a bar.” 

“A one-night stand?” I struggled to believe that. One-night stands just weren’t Emmie’s thing. “What was his name?”

She shrugged, shaking her head as if she didn’t remember.

I stayed silent, processing her body language as she turned away again to look at herself in the mirror. Her cheeks were burning red and she was trembling slightly. The idea that she couldn’t even remember the guy’s name gnawed at me. I didn’t know if that made it better or worse.

“You didn’t get his name?” I asked, a rough laugh escaping my throat. “You fucked a total stranger?”

“No… I… His name was... Shaun, I think?”

I narrowed my eyes slightly. “You think?”

She winced, realising how weak that sounded. “Yeah, Shaun. I’m pretty sure that was his name. It was... one of those nights, you know? I was with Jen. I was upset and drunk and wasn’t thinking straight, and I didn’t even plan for it to happen. It just did. I’ve tried to forget about it ever since.”

“And you never thought to tell me?” I asked quietly, more hurt than angry now.

Emmie sighed, running a hand through her hair. “No, because it didn’t mean anything, Ryan. It was just a mistake. We weren’t together at the time. We’d broken up. When we got back together, I didn’t want to bring it up and hurt you. I love you. That’s all that matters. This... this doesn’t change anything.”

I swallowed, trying to keep my emotions in check. She wasn’t wrong. But still... “You said it was just once, right?”

Emmie’s eyes flickered again, and I could see the uncertainty creeping back in. “Yeah... just once.” But the way she said it—like she was trying to convince herself as much as me—made my stomach twist.

I wanted to believe her. I really did. But something about the way she was avoiding eye contact, the way her voice wavered, told me there was more she wasn’t saying.

“Is that the only time?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

Emmie’s jaw tightened, and she turned to face me, her hands fiddling with the edge of the black dress. “Ryan... we were separated. You left me. I begged you not to go but you did. So, what I did during that time... it’s not important. What matters is that we found each other again. We worked through our issues. We’re stronger now because of it.”

I stared at her, my mind racing. She was deflecting, trying to push past this before I could dig any deeper. And maybe she was right. Maybe knowing every detail wouldn’t help. But that didn’t stop the nagging feeling in the back of my mind, the gnawing curiosity that wouldn’t let this go.

“Emmie, I just... I need to know,” I said, my voice hoarse. “Was it just the one time? Or were there others?”

She turned back to me, her expression pleading. “Ryan, please... don’t do this. It’s not going to help. What we did during that time doesn’t matter. We’re here now. We’re together. That’s all that should matter.”

I swallowed hard, feeling the weight of her words. Maybe she was right. Maybe I was digging into something that didn’t need to be unearthed. But the idea that she could have been with someone else, that there might be more to this than she was letting on, ate away at me.

She stepped closer, placing a hand on my chest. “I love you, Ryan,” she whispered, her voice soft but firm. “I’ve always loved you. That never changed, not even when we were apart. Please... let’s not drag this up. Let’s focus on us, on our future. We’ve come so far, don’t let this pull us back.”

I looked into her eyes, seeing the sincerity there. She meant it. She loved me. I knew that. She was right. What mattered was our future. We were planning to start a family and take our love for each other to the next level. Maybe even renew our vows.

“It was a one-time thing,” Emmie repeated, taking my hands in hers. She must have seen the look of doubt on my face, the hurt she’d inadvertently caused. “Just leave it there, okay? I made a dumb, drunken mistake. I’m sorry you had to find out this way but Ryan? I love you.”

I nodded slowly, feeling the tension in my chest start to ease—if only a little. Emmie had always been good at talking me down and making sense of things when I felt like everything was spiralling out of control. Maybe I was overreacting, maybe I needed to let it go, just like she was saying. After all, we were stronger now. We’d been through worse and come out the other side.

“Alright,” I said, my voice quieter than I intended. “I love you too.”

Emmie’s expression softened, her lips curving into a relieved smile. “And that’s all that matters,” she whispered, stepping closer and brushing her lips against mine in a soft, lingering kiss. “Now, let’s get going before Luke thinks we’ve ditched them.”

She took the condom wrapper from my hand and together with the one she held, tossed them into the bin with a casualness I couldn’t quite mirror. I watched her for a moment, trying to shake the knot that had settled in my stomach.

I took a deep breath, trying to clear my head and found the shirt I’d been half-heartedly searching for earlier. I slid it on, buttoning it up as I glanced at Emmie one last time before stepping in front of the mirror to fix my hair. She was fiddling with her earrings, humming quietly to herself, the tension in the room all but dissipated. But as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t entirely push away the weight of what I’d just found out.

Emmie might have put it behind her, but I wasn’t sure if I could do the same. The idea of her with someone else, even if it was a mistake and the fact she’d kept it from me, made my chest tighten. But I swallowed it down. There wasn’t time for this. Not tonight.

“We good to go?” she asked, slipping on her heels and grabbing her purse.

“Yeah,” I said, forcing a smile. “We should head out before Luke gives me grief for making them wait.”

“And we finally get to meet the mysterious Natasha,” Emmie grinned. “Let’s go and see what’s so special about her.”
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