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	First Edition

	
He didn't have time to come to my ultrasound. He had time to be in a hotel bed with my best friend watching the World Cup.

	My best friend pampered me. She liked the music I liked. She made me the food I liked. She was going to be the godmother of my baby. In the end, she fell in love with my husband too.
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	"What is wrong with Evan? Working day and night, can't even make time for his wife and child?"

	I'd just finished the last part of my ultrasound. My mother was waiting outside, and the moment she saw me she started in again.

	"You're almost nine months along. He still lets you come to the OB alone? You can't trust a man with anything."

	The hallway was full of people moving through. My mother's voice carried. She was scolding Evan; I was the one whose face went hot.

	She put her hand on my stomach — round and tight at this point — and I couldn't quite hide the disappointment in her eyes.

	"It's fine, Mom. He's on a business trip. He wanted to fly back early. *I'm* the one who told him not to."

	I'd always had a strong constitution. Aside from the anemia getting worse lately, my pregnancy had been easy. The baby was mostly quiet, didn't kick too much.

	I'm independent by nature. Things I can handle alone I don't ask for help with, even from the people closest to me.

	It was a quality of mine Evan loved and hated. Sometimes he liked that I trusted him without clinging. Sometimes he wanted me to be more needy with him.

	I'd just said it when his call came through.

	My mother helped me sit, then turned to gather up the paperwork, not looking at me.

	Evan asked how I was feeling. He said he was still in Pittsburgh, almost done, just having a quick dinner with the client, then on the last train back to Chicago.

	"Is Brooke coming back too? Has she adjusted? Your team isn't excluding her, is it?"

	Brooke Sutton was my and Evan's childhood friend. She'd been my closest friend since elementary school. She'd just transferred to Evan's company a few months ago, onto his team — even though the two of them had always rubbed each other wrong.

	Brooke would say she'd never been able to stand Evan's straight-A-student fake humility.

	Evan would say he couldn't stand Brooke's cold superiority.

	Evan slid into his familiar mock-aggrieved tone. "My wife has spoken. Would I *dare?*"

	Then: "Hey, hey — what's the matter with you, can you focus on your *husband* for a second? It's Brooke this, Brooke that, all day long."

	We bantered a little more. I told him to travel safely and hung up.

	My mother helped me down to the parking garage, biting her tongue. The whole drive home she lectured me.

	My ears were starting to callus. I'd never wanted Evan home more.

	Then, while we were sitting at a red light, I picked up my phone and saw something strange.

	A minute earlier, Brooke had posted on her Instagram story. The light was dim. There were hands tied at the wrists with a tie, on a hotel bed with white linens.

	The caption read — **Business trip. World Cup. Fighting a monster.**

	I was about to comment, stunned that the friend I'd thought was practically a nun was suddenly posting things like this — and then I noticed the tie.

	Gray-blue stripes with a single red heart embroidered on it. A limited-edition designer pattern.

	The tie I'd given Evan for his birthday.

	"Annie. I told you, stop looking at your phone — do you want to lose your eyes?"

	My mother was still talking. I didn't hear her.

	I clicked into Brooke's profile to look at the story directly. But the post was gone.

	As if nothing had happened. As if I'd imagined it.

	The light turned green. My stomach seized up. The world blurred and then went dark.
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	I woke up in a hospital bed on an IV drip. The window was dark.

	My appetite had been off for a few days. I'd skipped most of lunch. The anemia had spiked again.

	So much for my strong constitution. One disturbing photo and I'd passed out.

	The moment I opened my eyes, I saw my mother's worried face. Her eyes were red.

	I touched my stomach. Something in my chest moved.

	"You have never given me a single peaceful day. You marry a man with no family money. Less than a year in, you're pregnant. I raised you on my own and I just wanted you to marry up, marry someone who'd take care of you, and now look —"

	I let her go. I knew she was just afraid of me suffering. She'd raised me alone after my father died. She knew what hard looked like.

	When Evan and I had started dating, she'd thought he was beneath us and that he'd let me down.

	But I was actually doing well — I led a brand-design team at a competitive salary. Evan had worked his way up to running his own project group. We'd traded up to a new car and bought a new house. The baby was coming. Things had been falling into place.

	If it weren't for that strange post, I'd have tuned my mother out.

	"At least Brooke's family has money. She doesn't have to worry. With *your* husband running around so much he can't even be at the hospital when his pregnant wife passes out — what's the point of all that work?"

	I'd heard variations of this lecture my whole life. Tonight it landed differently.

	If I hadn't imagined that photo, what did it mean? After years of Evan and Brooke barely tolerating each other?

	I just wanted to call them and ask. I don't like roundabout. I like direct.

	I'd just reached for my phone when the door opened. Evan walked in, suitcase rolling behind him, looking windblown and tired.

	The post had been deleted. I had no proof. But I didn't want to nurse a misunderstanding alone.

	I asked him directly.

	"That striped tie I gave you. Where is it?"
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	"My tie?"

	He blinked at me for one second. Then, evenly, he came over and gave me a careful hug.

	I don't know if it was just sensitivity, but I caught a faint trace of cigarette smoke on him — mixed with the slightest unfamiliar perfume. Very light. Almost imperceptible.

	But Evan had quit smoking before we even started trying.

	"In my bag. Annie, why? Are you still not feeling well?"

	I pushed him gently away. My eyes were filling against my will. "Show me."

	He frowned, slightly, but didn't argue.

	He laid the suitcase down and pulled out the birthday tie.

	Gray-blue stripes. Neatly rolled. The little red heart sitting on top, totally undisturbed.

	As if the post had been a nightmare I'd had.

	Our eyes met. He looked clear-conscienced, which made me feel like a paranoid clown.

	I'd rarely lost control of my emotions during this pregnancy. The work and team kept me moving forward. Evan being so busy taught me patience. My mother's constant fretting had quietly built pressure on me from another direction.

	I had this voice inside me reminding me: don't lose control. Don't let hormones win.

	Only at night, in the quiet, occasionally when the baby moved and I lay awake watching Evan's arm draped over my waist, did I let myself be afraid.

	Afraid I couldn't balance work and a child. Afraid my body would never come back. Afraid the man asleep next to me would change.

	"Evan. Tell me, what's the matter with a tie?"

	My mother started again. "Could you take care of your wife for once? She's nine months pregnant and anemic enough to *pass out,* and all you can do is travel. Money's all you think about."

	"Mom, I'm sorry. It won't happen again. I've talked to the company. No more travel for the next few months. I'll be home, I promise. Don't get yourself worked up — it's not worth your health."

	He took my hand. The warmth of his palm transferred to my skin. His eyes were full of concern. "I'm sorry, Annie. I'm sorry you went through that."

	I almost softened. I almost decided I'd imagined it.

	The baby kicked, hard, just then. Visible through my shirt.

	Evan saw it. His eyes lit up — first-time-father excited. He bent down and put his hand carefully on me.

	"Sorry I'm late, baby. Sorry. You and your mom have been working hard."

	My eyes welled up again. Evan had been killing himself for this family. Our marriage hadn't been easy. Maybe I shouldn't doubt him.

	My hand had just touched his back when the door slammed open. Brooke had run in.

	She ignored Evan completely and came straight to me. The worry on her face wasn't fake.

	But as she got closer I caught it again — that faint scent that had been mixed in with the cigarette smoke on Evan.

	My earlier intuition had its answer.
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	"Annie. Anemia again? Look how pale you are. I told you to eat on time."

	Brooke's brow knit. She watched me for two seconds before turning to my mother, then to Evan. Her face went cool with him.

	"Oh, Brooke, you're so sweet to come at this hour. Will you tell my daughter to be careful for once? She gives me palpitations daily."

	My mother was off again. Brooke kept her face hard, but her hands on me were gentle.

	She squeezed my earlobe between two fingers, just the way she had since we were kids, and shot me a look — both fond and exasperated.

	Something in me twisted.

	I was so heavy. The fainting had drained me. For the first time, I didn't want to keep myself propped up.

	The three of them stood around me, caring about me. I should have felt taken care of. I should have felt lucky.

	I was praying I was wrong about all of it.

	"Your hand's freezing. Hold this."

	Brooke took my hand out of Evan's and put a heat pad into my palm, wrapping her fingers around mine.

	I looked up at her.

	For the past months as Evan had gotten busier, Brooke had been the one beside me most.

	She was the one who came to my OB visits. Handled the check-in, the wait, the pharmacy run.

	She'd boiled iron-rich porridge for me. She'd researched anemia recipes.

	Before she'd transferred into Evan's company, every time he traveled she'd shown up at my apartment with food. Every page of my pregnancy diary had her in it.

	I looked at Evan. He'd taken his hand off my back. He was looking down. There was no eye contact whatsoever between him and Brooke.

	In the past their cold avoidance of each other would have been completely normal — they'd never gotten along.

	But after seeing that photo, the very *absence* of any glance between them, the dead silence, felt unnatural.

	The deleted post. The trace of perfume on Evan. Both of them moving around me like they always had.

	For the first time, Brooke felt unfamiliar to me. For the first time, I didn't want to see her. For the first time, I was afraid of losing her.

	Seeing I was wiped out, Brooke told me to rest, gave Evan a small nod, and left.

	After she was gone, my mother got nosy.

	"That Brooke isn't getting any younger. How is she still single? I get all kinds of wealthy clients at the salon — second-generation eligible bachelors. I should set her up."

	Before I could answer, Evan spoke first.

	"Mom. Brooke has high standards. She's not interested in your wealthy types."

	He said it out of nowhere, and right into my mother's crosshairs.

	"What does *Brooke's* love life have to do with you? Worry about your wife and child for once."

	I didn't want to be in this argument. I also wanted, very badly, to know.

	"That's true. Brooke's always been picky. Not like me. Evan, what about your friend Ryan? He'd actually be her type. Why haven't you set them up?"

	Evan said it immediately. "Ryan's not right for her."

	My eyes went flat. I watched him. The answer I'd been refusing to face was rising to the surface.

	"We'll see. Your health is the priority right now. I'll grab the nurse. We can take you home in a minute."

	He felt the change in me. He shut his mouth and walked out of the room.
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	After we dropped my mother off, Evan and I came home.

	The drive was silent. I let him think the silence was about feeling unwell.

	I didn't want to investigate further. Even if Evan really was cheating on me, please — *not Brooke.*

	Evan walked me through the front door, arm around me.

	He knelt on the new Ultraman doormat in our entryway and quietly switched out my shoes.

	He brought a basin of water to wash my face, my hands. Every detail, the way he always did when he was home.

	When he wasn't traveling, Evan was meticulous. He took care of me at least as well as Brooke did.

	Late in my pregnancy he'd even suggested I quit work. He wanted me to stop. He said he could carry us. We'd fought about it — I knew he just didn't want me too tired, didn't think I could juggle
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