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On the night of our ninth anniversary, I found the receipt in Marcus’s coat while looking for the restaurant reservation he swore he had printed.

I had already set the dining room table even though we weren’t supposed to eat there. Two wineglasses sat beside the unopened bottle his sister Renee had given us last Christmas, and the candles I’d bought that morning leaned slightly in their brass holders because I had warmed their bottoms over the stove to make them stick. Marcus hated crooked candles. He claimed they made the whole table look careless, although he was the only person I knew who could walk past a laundry basket for three days without seeing it.

His charcoal coat hung over the back of a kitchen chair, still damp at the shoulders from the rain. I slipped my hand into the inside pocket expecting folded printer paper and found a narrow strip of thermal paper instead. At first I almost put it back, because after eleven years together I knew the difference between looking for something and looking through something, and I had always been proud of never becoming that kind of wife.

Then I saw the date.

Saturday, April 18.

Three weeks earlier.

Marcus had been home that Saturday. I remembered because it had rained then too, one of those miserable spring rains that turned our backyard into mud and made the windows look permanently dirty. We had spent almost the entire day inside; Marcus watched basketball in the den while I reorganized the pantry, and around four I made grilled cheese sandwiches because neither of us wanted to go out.

At least, that was how I remembered it.

I looked down at the receipt again.

FRESHWAY MARKET
4:17 P.M.
Milk. Eggs. Honey wheat bread. Vanilla coffee creamer. Dishwasher tablets. Strawberries. Nothing strange, nothing expensive, nothing a husband should need to hide from his wife, except Freshway wasn’t near our house.

I knew exactly where it was because my mother used to shop there before she moved to Charlotte. It sat across town in Briar Glen, tucked behind an old strip mall between a nail salon and a Chinese restaurant whose red sign had been missing one letter for years. Depending on traffic, it was at least thirty minutes from us, which meant Marcus could not have slipped out for five minutes while I was upstairs folding towels.

I heard him opening and closing drawers above me.

“Baby, you find it?”

His voice traveled down the staircase with the easy impatience of a man who had never once considered that his wife might be standing in the kitchen examining evidence against him. I stared at the date again, trying to summon the entire Saturday in order, but all I could retrieve were pieces: rain against the den windows, tomato soup warming on the stove, the smell of toasted butter, Marcus laughing at something on television.

“Not yet,” I called.

I hated how normal I sounded.

There had to be an explanation hiding somewhere between the strawberries and the dishwasher tablets. Maybe the register date had been wrong. Maybe Marcus had gone out and I’d forgotten. Maybe he had picked up groceries for Renee, and that possibility calmed me enough to breathe properly because his sister lived on that side of town.

Briar Glen wasn’t especially close, but it was close enough.

I folded the receipt along its existing crease and returned it to Marcus’s pocket. My fingers stayed there a moment longer, touching the smooth lining, and that was when they brushed against something hard at the bottom. I closed my hand around it before I could decide whether I should.

A key.

It was silver and ordinary, attached to a plain blue plastic tag with no writing on it. It wasn’t one of our house keys, and it wasn’t his office key either, because that one had a square black head and lived on his regular key ring. I turned it once between my fingers, noticing a shallow scratch across the blue tag.

Footsteps crossed the bedroom above me.

I put the key back.

“Found it,” Marcus called.

A few seconds later he came downstairs holding the reservation confirmation in one hand and fastening his watch with the other. He looked exactly like my husband: six feet tall, warm brown skin, close-cut beard going faintly gray at the chin, and the little scar beside his left eyebrow that I sometimes touched when we were lying in bed. At thirty-eight, Marcus Bennett had the kind of face strangers trusted, the kind that made older women at church ask him to carry things to their cars.

I had trusted it for eleven years.

“You were digging through my coat, Nia?”

He smiled when he said it, and his tone was playful enough that I almost laughed. Still, something in me tightened, because his eyes moved briefly from my face to the coat before returning to me.

“I thought the reservation was in there.”

“Nah.” He lifted the paper. “Bedroom dresser.”

“Of course.”

Marcus stepped close enough to kiss my forehead, and I smelled the cedar cologne I had bought him for his birthday. His palm settled against my waist with the comfortable familiarity of thousands of touches before it. “You ready, Mrs. Bennett?”

I smiled because that was what the moment required.

For dinner, Marcus took me to the Italian restaurant where we had celebrated our first anniversary. He ordered my favorite wine without asking and remembered that I hated olives, sliding them from my salad onto his plate the way he had done for years. While he told me about a ridiculous argument between two people at his office, I watched his hands and wondered what door the silver key opened.

By dessert, I had nearly convinced myself I was being ridiculous. Marcus reached across the table to wipe a crumb of chocolate from beside my mouth, then grinned when I slapped his hand away. There was so much history inside that tiny gesture that suspicion suddenly felt embarrassing.

That was something I had become good at during our marriage: talking myself out of whatever feeling arrived before I could justify it. My mother used to call that maturity. My sister Simone called it something else.

“You always need proof before you let yourself be mad,” she had told me once after Marcus and I argued about something so insignificant I could no longer remember what it was. “Sometimes, Nia, being uncomfortable is the proof.”

Simone had been divorced twice, so I rarely took marriage advice from her.

When we got home, Marcus went upstairs to shower while I carried our anniversary wineglasses into the kitchen. Rain ticked softly against the window over the sink, and somewhere upstairs the old plumbing knocked twice before the shower began running. I opened the dishwasher to put the glasses inside and stopped.

It was full.

I was certain I had emptied it that morning.

Two white plates sat in the lower rack beside three bowls and the blue casserole dish my mother had given us. Four coffee mugs filled the top rack, including Marcus’s chipped Howard University mug and the white one I used every morning. Wedged upside down between them was something bright yellow.

I pulled it out.

A cartoon giraffe smiled at me from the side of a small plastic cup.

We didn’t have children.

For several seconds I stood with one hand resting on the open dishwasher door, trying to remember whether Renee had brought my nephew over recently. She must have. I could almost picture him at the kitchen table, although when I tried to decide what day that had happened, the picture became less convincing.

The shower continued upstairs.

I rinsed the cup even though it was already clean, dried it carefully, and opened the cabinet above the counter. Putting it beside our glasses felt wrong for a reason I couldn’t explain, so I reached higher and slid it behind the wedding china we never used. The little yellow rim remained visible between two porcelain cups.

Then I closed the cabinet door and went upstairs to my husband.

I told myself the receipt meant nothing, the key belonged somewhere ordinary, and the yellow cup had been left by a child I simply couldn’t remember visiting.

The trouble was, I couldn’t remember hearing our front door open that Saturday either.
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​CHAPTER 1 — THE CUP IN THE CABINET
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The yellow cup was still there the next morning.

I noticed it before I noticed Marcus standing behind me, barefoot and shirtless, scratching his chest while the coffee maker sputtered through its last few drops. The cabinet door was open because I had reached for my mug, and the cup sat exactly where I had hidden it, its cartoon giraffe peeking between two pieces of wedding china. In daylight, it looked even cheaper than it had the night before, the kind of thing that came in a four-pack from a grocery store and survived years of being dropped from high chairs.

“Why are you staring up there?”

Marcus’s voice startled me enough that my elbow struck the cabinet.

“I’m not.”

“You are.” He came closer and followed my eyes. “What, you finally decide we’re fancy enough to use that china?”

“My mother would know if we did.”

He laughed and reached around me for his Howard mug. The chipped edge caught my attention because I had seen it in the dishwasher the night before, but now a faint brown coffee stain marked the bottom. Marcus filled it, added two spoonfuls of sugar, and leaned against the counter.

Normal.

Everything about him was aggressively, beautifully normal.

“You sleep okay?” he asked.

“Fine.”

“You kicked me twice.”

“That sounds like your problem.”

“There she is.” He smiled. “Happy anniversary plus one day.”

I smiled back, but my eyes went to the cabinet.

Marcus noticed.

“What?”

I could have asked him then.

Instead, I reached up and took down the yellow cup.

“This yours?”

His eyebrows lifted. “You asking if I drink from giraffe cups when you’re not around?”

“I found it in the dishwasher.”

Marcus took it from me. He turned it slowly in his hand, studying the cartoon as if I had given him an artifact from an archaeological dig. His expression changed just enough for me to notice, though I couldn’t decide whether what I saw was recognition or simple confusion.

“Huh.”

“Huh?”

“Probably Malik’s.”

That was the explanation I had already built for him.

My nephew Malik was six. He loved dinosaurs, chicken nuggets, and telling adults they were wrong. I had never once seen him drink from a giraffe cup, but that hardly meant anything.

“When was Malik here?”

Marcus shrugged. “Renee brought him by.”

“When?”

“I don’t know. Last week?”

“Renee was in Atlanta last week.”

His hand stopped turning the cup.

Only for a second.

Then he grinned. “Okay, Detective Bennett. Week before.”

“Was I here?”

“Nia.”

“What?”

He set the cup on the counter. “Why are we interrogating a plastic cup at seven-thirty in the morning?”

The question was reasonable enough to make me feel unreasonable.

I looked at Marcus, at the sleepy crease on his cheek from his pillow, at the faint gray beginning near his temples. This was the man who knew I couldn’t sleep if the closet door was open. The man who called my mother every Sunday even though she talked for forty minutes without letting him finish a sentence. The man who had once driven back twenty miles because I thought I had left my curling iron plugged in.

I picked up my coffee.

“We aren’t.”

“Good.” He kissed my temple. “Because the cup is invoking its right to remain silent.”

I laughed despite myself.

That should have ended it.



At eleven fifteen, Simone called while I was sitting in my office pretending to review invoices.

I worked three days a week from a small accounting firm downtown and two from home, an arrangement I had negotiated after my father died and my mother briefly needed help getting her affairs in order. I liked numbers because they behaved themselves. If a column didn’t balance, something was wrong, and if you kept looking long enough, you could usually find it.

People were less considerate.

“You sound distracted,” Simone said.

“You’ve been talking for thirty seconds.”

“And you usually interrupt me by fifteen.”

I looked through the glass wall of my office at my coworker Tasha carrying a stack of folders toward the copier. “I’m working.”

“No, you’re pretending to work. Different voice.”

“My work voice and pretending-to-work voice are the same voice.”

“Not to me.”

That was the problem with sisters. They collected versions of you that you had worked very hard to retire.

I turned away from the glass. “Can I ask you something?”

“Oh, Lord.”

“Why does that mean ‘oh, Lord’?”

“Because you never ask me anything unless you already know what you want me to say.”

“I found a kid’s cup in my dishwasher.”

Silence.

Then Simone said, “Okay.”

“That’s it?”

“What do you want me to do, call the police?”

I lowered my voice. “We don’t have kids.”

“I know that, Nia.”

“Marcus says it’s Malik’s.”

“Could be.”

“Was Malik at our house recently?”

Another pause followed, but this one felt different.

“You should ask Renee.”

“I’m asking you.”

“And I’m telling you Renee would know better.”

I sat straighter. “Simone.”

“What?”

“Was he?”

She exhaled into the phone. I could hear traffic behind her and the rhythmic clicking of a turn signal. “I don’t keep a calendar of everybody’s children, girl.”

Something about her answer irritated me more than it should have. Simone was the person in our family who knew everything—who was fighting, who was pregnant, who had borrowed money, who had stopped speaking to whom. If Malik had spent an afternoon at my house, there was a fair chance Simone would know what he ate while he was there.

“Never mind.”

“Wait. Why does this matter?”

“It doesn’t.”

“Nia.”

“I have to work.”

I ended the call before she could answer.

For the next twenty minutes, I did exactly what I accused Marcus of making me feel foolish for doing: I investigated a plastic cup.

I searched my text messages with Renee. Nothing about bringing Malik over. I checked my calendar. Nothing there either. Then I opened my photos and scrolled backward through the previous month, looking for some image that might remind me of a forgotten visit.

There were pictures from my mother’s birthday dinner. A screenshot of a lamp I wanted. Three photos of Marcus asleep on the couch with his mouth open because I had threatened to make one his contact picture. A blurry image of our backyard after a storm.

I stopped scrolling.

The backyard photo had been taken on Saturday, April 18.

The day on the receipt.

I opened it.

Rain streaked the sliding glass door, turning the yard beyond it into a watercolor of gray fence and wet grass. The timestamp said 4:06 p.m. I remembered taking it because water had started pooling beside the patio, and I had wanted to show Marcus that we needed to call someone about the drainage.

Marcus had been in the den.

I remembered that.

I pinched the image wider.

The reflection in the glass showed part of the kitchen behind me. The island. One pendant light. The stainless-steel refrigerator.

And the edge of a person.

I zoomed farther.

A shoulder.

Dark fabric.

Nothing else.

It could have been Marcus. It probably was Marcus.

Except Marcus had been wearing his red Howard sweatshirt that day.

I remembered because I had complained that the red dye had bled onto one of my white towels the first time I washed it.

I stared at the photograph until the pixels dissolved into meaningless squares.

Then I closed it.



Marcus texted me at 4:42.

Dinner? I can cook.

That was another ordinary thing. Marcus cooked two or three nights a week, usually something involving too much garlic and every pan we owned. I replied with a thumbs-up, then immediately hated myself for how relieved I felt.

When I got home, music was playing in the kitchen.

Marcus stood at the stove stirring spaghetti sauce. He had changed out of his work clothes and into gray sweatpants and a black T-shirt, and the sight of him made my morning suspicion feel almost theatrical.

“There she is,” he said. “Taste this.”

He held out the wooden spoon.

I tasted the sauce.

“Needs salt.”

“You always say that.”

“Because you’re afraid of seasoning.”

“My blood pressure is excellent.”

“Your food isn’t.”

He laughed and bumped my hip with his.

For a while, we moved around each other the way married people do when they have memorized one another’s paths. I chopped a salad while Marcus drained pasta. He opened the drawer before I asked for the tongs. I moved aside before he reached for the olive oil.

This was marriage, I thought.

Not receipts.

Not photographs.

This.

“You talk to Simone today?” Marcus asked.

The knife stopped against the cutting board.

“Why?”

“She called me.”

I looked at him.

“When?”

“Couple hours ago.”

“What did she want?”

Marcus poured pasta into the serving bowl. “Asked if I knew a good contractor.”

“For what?”

“No idea. Something at her place.”

I resumed cutting the cucumber.

The slices came out uneven.

“She didn’t mention talking to me?”

“Should she have?”

“No.”

He glanced over. “Everything okay with you two?”

“Fine.”

There was that word again.

Fine was useful because it could mean almost anything.

At dinner, Marcus told me about a new employee at his firm who kept microwaving fish in the break room. I told him about Tasha accidentally sending an invoice to the wrong client. We laughed. We ate. Marcus got up for seconds.

Then he opened the cabinet for a glass.

The yellow cup was gone.

I stared at the empty space behind the wedding china.

Marcus closed the cabinet.

“What?” he asked.

“Where’s the cup?”

“What cup?”

I waited for his smile.

It didn’t come.

“The yellow one.”

He frowned.

“Malik’s cup.”

“Oh.” He opened the dishwasher and looked inside. “I don’t know.”

“You had it this morning.”

“Did I?”

My skin prickled.

“Yes.”

Marcus stared at me for a moment, then gave a soft laugh. “Right. The giraffe thing.”

“You put it on the counter.”

“Then I probably tossed it.”

“In the trash?”

“I guess.”

I stood and crossed to the trash can.

“Nia.”

I pressed the pedal with my foot.

Coffee grounds, paper towels, the plastic wrapping from the ground beef, an empty pasta box. I moved things carefully with the end of a
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