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Chapter One
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Sam Prescott stood in her kitchen, surrounded by an arsenal of party supplies that would make a military quartermaster envious. She checked her lists one more time, her pen hovering over the paper like a hummingbird, unsure where to land. The problem was, everything was already checked off and struck through. Yet somehow, she still didn’t feel prepared for the dinner party she was giving.

“There’s nothing else to do, Arlo,” she said to her small rescue dog, who was watching her with an expression that seemed to say, ‘You know this is overkill, right?’ “We’ll just have to make a new list.”

Arlo’s tail thumped against the floor, either in agreement or a desperate attempt to distract her from list-making madness.

As Sam scribbled furiously, her phone buzzed with yet another text message. She loved that everyone wanted to contribute, but at this point—mere minutes before the dinner party was to begin—offers of homemade potato salad and Great-Aunt Edna’s secret recipe fruitcake were about as welcome as a tornado at a kite festival.

“Wine,” she muttered, tapping out a quick response. “Just bring wine. We can never have too much wine tonight.” She paused, realizing how that sounded. “Not that we’re planning on drowning our sorrows or anything, Arlo. It’s going to be a perfectly lovely evening.”

Arlo tilted his head, unconvinced.

The truth was, Sam’s brain wasn’t exactly cooperating. In the past, hosting dinner parties had been as effortless as breathing. She could pull something like this together in her sleep. But things were different now. For one, she was newly divorced, and her ex-husband was in prison. It turned out that added a certain je ne sais quoi to party planning that Emily Post had never covered.

For weeks after Chad’s arrest, it seemed like everyone in the neighborhood had brought casseroles. Sam suspected it was equal parts sympathy and curiosity. 

Now, she was trying to move past all that and have a fresh start. She and Arlo would host a dinner party with a nice representation of guests from the neighborhood. Maybe it would stop the whispers, the sidelong glances, the conversations that mysteriously halted when she entered the room. She’d wanted to keep things intimate, though, and not take on too much for the night. She’d invited her friend Olivia, her husband, and Olivia’s brother. She’d invited the new couple in the neighborhood. And Mandy and Alfred, who’d been so lovely and generous to her lately.

Of course, there was also the matter of Nora. Sam hadn’t invited her, citing space concerns—the dining room table only held so many, after all. But deep down, she knew it was because Nora was about as subtle as a foghorn and twice as loud. The last thing this delicate social situation needed was Nora’s particular brand of “help.”

The phone rang, startling Sam out of her thoughts. “Hello?”

“It’s Olivia,” came the chipper voice on the other end. “I wanted to see if I could help out.”

It was a nice offer, but the idea of delegating even the smallest task made Sam’s type-A personality break out in hives. “I think I’ve got it all under control, but thanks! You’re sweet to call.”

“I’ll come early and help with the final bits and pieces,” Olivia persisted. Before Sam could protest, she added, “So, who all is coming tonight?”

Sam’s mind immediately shifted to the guest list, momentarily forgetting about Olivia’s offer to help. “Well, we have you and Dom, Vanessa and Derek Martin, your brother Jason, and Mandy and Alfred.”

“So that makes eight of us, counting you. That’s pretty ambitious for a party.”

“Is it?” Sam frowned. “I’ve hosted more in the past.”

“For dinner? Or for drinks?”

“Oh.” Sam paused. “You’re right. It was for cocktails. Easier setup altogether.”

There was a moment of silence before Olivia spoke again. “I noticed Nora’s not on the list.”

“Limited space, you know.”

“Mm-hmm,” Olivia hummed, unconvinced. “Are you sure that’s the only reason? Or is it because she’s a nosy old windbag with all the tact of a bull in a china shop?”

“Nora’s . . . fine,” Sam said diplomatically. “She has a talent for getting on people’s bad sides.”

“That’s a generous way to put it,” Olivia laughed. “You were smart not to invite her, Sam. You didn’t need that kind of drama at your dinner party.” She paused. “How are you doing, by the way?”

The unspoken questions hung in the air. Are you okay hosting a party without your husband? Are you okay that your husband is in prison right now? But Sam sidestepped them entirely. “Oh, doing well. Everything’s going smoothly. I’m waiting for my meringues to rise. Hopefully they’ll cooperate soon.”

“All right, well, I’ll let you go. I’ll be there at quarter till.”

Before Sam could protest, Olivia had hung up. She looked at Arlo, who wagged his tail expectantly. “Yes, I know you like Olivia. I’m sure you’ll love seeing her here early.” She sighed. “I suppose I should come up with something for her to do.”

Arlo’s tail wagged harder, as if in agreement.

“The flowers, maybe? Olivia seems like she’d enjoy arranging them.”

Arlo cocked his head to the side, giving her a quizzical look.

“Oh, I’ve already arranged them into a bouquet, of course. They’re in the fridge. But she can put them in one of the vases.” Sam nodded decisively and pulled out a couple of options. “There. That’s delegating, right?”

Arlo sneezed, which Sam chose to interpret as canine approval.

As she put the finishing touches on the hors d’oeuvres, Sam couldn’t shake the feeling that, despite all her planning, something was bound to go awry. It was as if the universe had a surprise guest of its own lurking in the wings.

“Well, Arlo,” she said, straightening her dress and giving her loyal companion a scratch behind the ears, “whatever happens, at least we’ll have plenty of wine.”

It felt like only a few minutes before the doorbell rang. Sam assumed Olivia would come by herself to set up, but instead she’d come with her husband, Dom, and her brother, Jason. Sam stifled a sigh. Now entertaining would factor into the equation. Or would it? She looked curiously at the three of them. Olivia seemed very stressed out and was avoiding eye contact. Jason’s face was flushed, as if he’d been engaged in an argument. And Dom was vacillating between looking sulky and aggressive. Sam could smell liquor coming from both Dom’s and Jason’s directions. It looked as if there might have been some pre-party drinking going on. Arlo was watching them thoughtfully from across the room. Smart dog to stay back and just observe.

“Hi there!” said Sam, a welcoming smile spreading across her face. She pretended she could overlook the obvious mood surrounding the three. “Thanks so much for coming.”

“Thanks for having us,” said Dom smoothly. He proffered the bottle of wine he’d brought, which was a very expensive vintage.

“I’ll open it,” said his wife, taking it from him and moving swiftly into the kitchen. 

Sam smiled at Dom and Jason. “I set up my office as a temporary coat closet. It’s right over there.”

By the time Dom and Jason returned, they were already in a heated argument, one which Sam couldn’t follow. She was a little at a loss. She needed to be pulling appetizers and other food out of the oven, but had the feeling there would be an icy silence between the two men if she left them. Or, even worse, a continuation of the ugly argument. Since she gathered the issue might be Dom, not Jason, she said, “Jason, can you give me a hand in the kitchen? Dom, feel free to pour yourself a drink—the bar is over there.”

Jason followed her into the kitchen, where Olivia was hovering. Sam had no idea what was going on, but they both seemed jumpy. She said, “Olivia, could you arrange some flowers in one of these vases? They’re in the fridge.” She paused, trying to come up with something for Jason to do. “And Jason, could you check and see what the conditions are like out on the terrace? I’d love us to sit out there for drinks or dessert, but I’m not sure how windy it is.” 

Jason headed out the door with a look of relief. Olivia cast an apologetic glance at Sam. “Dom’s in a real mood tonight,” she said in a low voice. “I’m so sorry. He has no business being at anybody’s dinner party. And you’ve done such an amazing job making everything perfect.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” said Sam immediately. “We have no control over other people. If we did, I’m pretty sure Chad wouldn’t be in prison right now.”

Olivia gave a gasping laugh. “I didn’t think of it that way.”

Sam said in a low voice, “Hey, are you okay?” She hated the idea that Olivia was having to deal with any sort of verbal or physical abuse. She definitely didn’t have any proof of that, but sometimes she got an uncomfortable feeling in her gut.

Olivia nodded quickly. “Absolutely. Dom is having a rough day, that’s all.”

Sam gave her a smile, and they chatted about lighter topics as Olivia arranged the flowers. But Sam was worried about Olivia. She thought she was making excuses for Dom. What if this wasn’t an example of Dom having a rough day, but an example of Dom every day? And Sam really liked Olivia. It was the reason she was having them over for dinner. 

Jason came back inside. “It’s pretty blustery out there, Sam. Maybe if we all bundled up?” 

Sam made a face. “Nope! Blustery wasn’t what I had in mind. It’s okay—we’ll go out on the terrace another time when the weather is a little better. November isn’t exactly the perfect month for being outside, anyway.”

She could tell Jason didn’t want to leave the kitchen to join Dom in the living room. Sam wondered again how much Dom had been drinking. She’d had the impression maybe he’d already been imbibing before he came over, and he’d likely had more since arriving. The doorbell chimed, its melodic tone echoing through the house. Then there was a voice calling, “Yoo-hoo! Sam?” 

Sam grinned at hearing Mandy’s voice. She hurried over to greet them, seeing their faces wreathed in warm smiles. Jason followed her, seeming relieved to have more of a buffer between him and Dom. Olivia trailed behind, clutching the vase of flowers. Mandy held a colorful casserole dish, while Alfred held a bottle of wine.

“Welcome!” Sam said, stepping aside to let them in. “I’m so glad you could make it.”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Alfred rumbled good-naturedly, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Something smells fantastic in here.”

As they entered, Sam noticed Mandy’s eyes darting around, taking in the decor. “Oh, Sam,” she breathed, “your home is always so lovely. Those curtains in the living room—are they new?”

“Thanks! I just put them up last week. I’m still getting used to them myself.”

She led them into the room, where Arlo greeted them with an enthusiastic tail wag. Alfred immediately crouched down to give the little dog a scratch behind the ears.

“Can I get you something to drink?” Sam offered, ever the attentive hostess. “I’ve got that pinot noir you like, Mandy, or there’s a chardonnay if you prefer white.”

“The pinot sounds perfect,” Mandy said. She handed the casserole dish to Sam, suddenly looking a little shy. “I brought my green bean casserole you mentioned enjoying at the last neighborhood do. I hope that’s okay?”

“More than okay,” Sam assured her, heading to the kitchen to fetch the wine and put the casserole with the other dishes. “It’ll go wonderfully with the roast.”

As she poured the wine, she could hear Alfred and Mandy chatting quietly with Olivia in the living room, their voices a comforting murmur. The sound warmed her heart; this was exactly what she’d hoped for when planning this dinner party. A chance for neighbors to come together and form genuine connections.

When she returned with the drinks, she found Mandy and Alfred admiring a painting on her wall. Olivia stood slightly apart, her arms crossed as if hugging herself.

“I was just telling Alfred,” Mandy said, accepting her glass, “that this painting reminds me of the one we saw at the craft fair at the fire station last summer. Remember, honey?”

Alfred nodded, a fond smile on his bearded face. “Sure do. You kept saying how nice it’d look in our living room, but we couldn’t quite swing it with the budget that month.”

Sam handed Alfred and Olivia their glasses. “It does have that homey feel, doesn’t it? I actually found this one at a yard sale down the street. Can you believe someone was giving it away?”

“A yard sale? Well, aren’t you the savvy shopper, Sam?” Mandy exclaimed, clearly impressed. “I swear, I could spend all day at those sales and never spot a gem like this. You’ve obviously got a knack for finding hidden treasures.”

Olivia, who had been quiet until now, spoke up. “It’s lovely, Sam. You have a great eye for these things.” Her voice was soft, and Sam saw how tired she looked.

“Thank you, Olivia,” Sam said gently. “How about we all sit down? I’d love to hear what everyone’s been up to lately.”

As they settled into their seats, Sam noticed how Olivia chose the chair closest to the door, as if anticipating a quick escape if needed. She made a mental note to keep an eye on her friend throughout the evening.

She was about to sit down when the doorbell rang again.

“That’ll be Derek and Vanessa,” she said, setting her own glass down. “Make yourselves at home. I’ll be right back.”

A minute later, Sam returned with the couple in tow. Derek and Vanessa Martin, who were new to the neighborhood, were at the front door, bore another bottle of wine and gave smiles to the group. Sam introduced them to the rest of the guests. 

“Oh, I already know them both,” said Dom with a smirk. 

Derek gave him a stiff smile. 

“We have quite the group assembled here tonight, Sam. What an interesting guest list you’ve lumped together. Alfred, my man,” Dom drawled, swirling his freshly poured whiskey, “I see you’re still shopping at the same secondhand stores. How quaint.”

Alfred’s cheeks reddened, but before he could respond, Mandy jumped in. “Not everyone needs overpriced labels to feel good about themselves.”

Dom’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh? And I suppose your own ‘vintage’ look is a conscious choice then?”

Olivia touched her husband’s arm. “Dom, please—”

This dinner party was already shaping up to be a disaster, and they hadn’t even sat down to eat yet. Everyone looked on edge. Then Sam saw Dom smirking and gripped her hands into fists before forcing herself to relax. Clearly, it was time to switch things up. The problem was Dom. She couldn’t take the rest of the guest list into the kitchen to escape him. She’d focus on him.

“Dom, can you give me a hand in the kitchen?” 

Sam could tell that, for a few split seconds, Dom thought about treating the question as a genuine question instead of a rhetorical one. That would have been an error, as Sam’s face clearly indicated to him. He gave a slight shrug of his shoulders and followed Sam into the kitchen. 

Sam wasn’t really one to beat around the bush. “What’s going on, Dom? Having a rough day?” She took the herb-crusted roast beef out of the oven. 

“No.” He took a long sip out of the crystal highball glass he was holding. “What did you need my help with?” 

She said, “I need your help making this evening go better than it started.”

Dom raised his eyebrows. “Am I getting a lecture?” 

“If the tables were turned, wouldn’t you be lecturing me?” 

Dom snorted. 

“I’m sorry you’ve had a bad day, but you either need to fix it moving forward, or say you have a headache and bow out tonight. There’s no point in making everybody else have a bad day just because you did.”

Dom gave her a cool look. “Isn’t there?” 

Sam shrugged. “If that’s the way you feel, there’s no point staying. I can drive you home.”

Now Dom’s expression was positively frigid. “I don’t need anyone’s help driving.” 

Which only served to make Sam determined to find and hide his keys. He strode angrily out of the kitchen while Sam stayed behind to get everything from the oven on the table. She would need to rush things along if the night was going to be a disaster. There was no point lingering over dinner if Dom was set on making everyone miserable. 

Before heading out with the food, Sam made her way to her office where the coats, scarves, and gloves were. She’d remembered Dom’s full-length black wool coat from when he’d come in. She reached into the pockets and found the keys. She removed them, hiding them in her desk drawer. Then she headed back to the kitchen to bring the food to the dining room and call her guests for supper.

Everyone gathered around the table. Sam was pleased to see Dom was quiet, at least for the time being. Maybe he was the kind of person who went through different stages of drinking. She could use a stage that wasn’t belligerent. Even better if he simply dozed off at the table. She could send him home with food later.

Then Dom roused again, much to Sam’s disappointment. She saw a cruel look in his eyes as he listened to the other guests chat. She had the feeling he was about to say something unkind, and Sam wasn’t sure she was going to keep from snapping at him if he did. Arlo, next to Sam under the table, had his ears back as if he were as uncomfortable as she was by the tone in the room.

Mandy, bless her, was trying to make the mood a little lighter. To bring everything back to a sense of civility. “Derek and Vanessa, are you new to Sunset Ridge? Or just the neighborhood? How are you liking it here?” 

Derek smiled at her, looking relieved to have the conversation back on familiar small-talk territory. “Actually, we’ve been in town for years. But we’re new to the neighborhood, to Maple Hills.”

“We’re enjoying it so far,” said Vanessa quickly.

“Have you met many people?” asked Sam. Being the HOA president, she’d gone over with food and a neighborhood directory soon after they’d moved in. But she hadn’t stayed long since she didn’t want to hold up their unpacking.

“Actually, a good friend of mine lives here, so we came in already knowing someone,” said Derek. “He’s Aiden Wood. We teach at the same school.”

Sam was glad she could keep herself from coloring this time. Even when she’d started dating her ex-husband, she hadn’t been this bad about blushing. She wasn’t sure what was wrong with her. She and Aiden had probably only shared a conversation six or seven times. 

Sam was quickly distracted from thoughts of Aiden when she heard Dom taking on Jason, Olivia’s younger brother. From what Sam had seen of Jason, he didn’t have a lot of self-confidence. He’d been going through a rough patch where he was between jobs and needed a place to stay. Jason had moved in with Olivia and Dom, likely as temporarily as he could make it, and was using their house as a base while he tried to find work. 

Dom was acting as if he and Jason were having a private conversation. Or private argument. “The main problem is that you don’t even provide for yourself. You’re not even bringing in money to pay for your own groceries. You should find a job.”

Jason was bright red and looking down at his plate. “That’s what I’ve been trying to do.”

“No, I mean a job you’re actually qualified to do. Like yard work. Or maybe being a bag boy at the grocery store. That would at least make for a contribution.”

Jason’s voice was low. “But I have a business degree. I’m qualified to do office work. And finding a job is a full-time job in itself.”

“Look, let’s get real. You’re never going to find a job like that. You’re not going to be a success in the business world. You were a mediocre student. We took you in out of pity, but it’s time for you to grab the bull by the horns and start working.”

Olivia, Jason’s sister, was sitting stiffly next to them at the table, pushing her food around with her fork. She finally said in a tremulous voice, “Dom, you were going to check and see if there was something available at the bank.”

Dom snorted. “You think I’m going to put my reputation on the line to hire this guy? No thanks. It would be total nepotism, not like I was getting him hired on his merits. He’s got to prove his worth first, and he hasn’t.”

Everyone else at the table had been talking during part of their conversation, but a sudden lull meant everybody was suddenly part of what should have been behind closed doors. 

Alfred, always the voice of reason, said quietly, “Hey, maybe this is something you two should talk about later.”

Dom turned on him with glittering eyes. “You’re defending Jason? I guess since the two of you are pretty much in the same financial situation, that makes sense.”

Mandy gave a sharp gasp as if she’d been hit in the stomach. Alfred was clearly trying to take the high road. “Look, let’s change the subject and move on. Sam has put together a great dinner, and we need to all work to make it an equally great night.”

“Is it a great dinner?” asked Dom nastily.

Sam cocked an eyebrow. “If you don’t like the food, I have alternatives in the kitchen.”

“The food is wonderful,” said Olivia hastily. She was flushed and looked both furious and humiliated at the same time.

Dom gave a short laugh. “Well, I guess everything is relative. It’s better than the slop you put together for meals.”

Sam stood up from the table. “Dom, maybe you’d be more comfortable back at home. I’ll drive you there.”

His eyes narrowed to slits. “I told you I don’t need any rides.”

“Then you can walk back. It isn’t far. And the breeze is bracing enough to help clear your head.” Sam was very glad she’d hidden Dom’s keys away. She didn’t like the determined look in his eyes.

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door. Everyone looked at Sam. She smiled brightly. “Well, all my guests are present and accounted for, so I’m not sure who this is.” She stood and walked briskly to the door.

When she opened the door, she was dismayed to see Nora there, her wizened face set in its usual expression of dissatisfaction. Worse than that, Nora was standing with another woman as if she’d taken upon herself not only to crash Sam’s dinner party, but to bring someone else along for the ride.
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Chapter Two
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“Well, hello there!” Nora chirped, her features now taking on a mock pleasant expression. “Rachel and I thought we’d join your little dinner party.”

Sam’s mind raced. She’d deliberately not invited Nora, worried about how she might interact with the others. And now here she was, with Rachel in tow. Rachel, an attractive woman in her thirties with a broad face and curly hair, stood slightly behind Nora, somehow looking both eager and apologetic. Sam forced a smile. “What a surprise. We’re actually in the middle of dinner.”

“Perfect timing, then,” said Nora, pushing past Sam into the foyer. “I’m starving.”

Rachel gave Sam an apologetic look. “I’m so sorry. Nora insisted.”

Sam gave a tight smile. “It’s fine. Come on in.”

As they entered the dining room, all conversation stopped. Dom’s eyes narrowed as he caught sight of Rachel. “Well, if it isn’t the failed restaurateur,” he drawled. “Come to beg for a loan?”

Rachel’s face flushed. “I wouldn’t take your money if you begged me, Dom.”

Olivia looked between them, confusion clear on her face. “Dom, what’s the issue between you two?”

Before he could answer, Nora piped up. “Oh, everyone knows about Dom’s little vendetta against Rachel’s restaurant. It was the talk of the town.”

Sam felt a headache coming on. 

“Ladies,” Sam said, trying to regain control, “while it’s lovely to see you both, I’m afraid we don’t have enough place settings for extras.”

Nora waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, pish posh. We can make room. Scoot over, Alfred, there’s a dear.”

As Nora grabbed a chair from the corner and wedged herself between a startled Alfred and Mandy, Sam tried to come up with a plan. She could feel her carefully orchestrated dinner party slipping through her fingers.

“So, Rachel,” Vanessa said, clearly trying to diffuse the tension, “what have you been up to lately?”

Rachel’s smile was tight. “Oh, this and that. Trying to rebuild my life after certain people decided to destroy it.” Her gaze flickered meaningfully to Dom.

Dom leaned back in his chair, a smug grin on his face. “Now, now. Don’t blame me for your own incompetence.”

“That’s enough,” Sam cut in, her voice sharper than she intended. “Let’s enjoy our meal, shall we?” She took a deep breath. She was rapidly losing control of the situation. And Sam was so very fond of being in control. 

As she hurried back to the kitchen to fetch extra plates, Sam could hear Nora’s voice carrying through the house. “Such drama! This is much more exciting than my evening plans of watching TV with Precious.” Precious was Nora’s pit bull and apparently quite the TV viewer.

Sam closed her eyes and took a deep breath. It was going to be a long night. Arlo, sensing her distress, padded over and rested his head on her knee. At least someone was on her side.

Sam gritted her teeth into a smile. She’d hosted guests many times over the years, but this was by far the worst dinner party she’d ever thrown. She stepped back into the dining room with the plates.

Dom stood up abruptly from the table. He muttered something about having a smoke, then headed out toward the terrace.

Sam glanced around the table. Mandy and Alfred both looked indignant and uncomfortable. Olivia and Jason looked as if they wanted to sink into the floor. Derek seemed awkward, as if he wasn’t exactly sure what to say or do. His wife, Vanessa, was looking after Dom with a strange expression on her face. Rachel seemed torn between indignation at Dom and gatecrashing guilt. Nora was simply looking smug.

Everyone was quiet for a few moments. Then Olivia took a deep breath. “I can’t apologize enough, everyone. I hope you don’t think too poorly of us.”

Jason said in a scoffing voice, “What do you mean us? It’s just Dom. You and I are perfectly well-behaved. And his actions don’t reflect on us at all.”

“You’re right,” said Sam after pausing to choose her words carefully. “No one thinks any less of you. As for Dom, we all know everyone has bad days.”

“Well, Dom’s had a lot of them lately,” said Jason darkly.

“Are the two of you okay?” asked Mandy, looking anxious. “I mean, Dom is a handful tonight. Has he been okay to live with?” 

Olivia said, “He’s not usually this bad. I’m not sure what’s on his mind tonight. There must be something really troubling him, from the way he’s acting.”

“And the way he’s drinking,” added Jason. He looked as if he was still stung by the things Dom was saying to him earlier. But Jason was drinking quite a bit himself, from what Sam had noted. It was just that his behavior hadn’t reflected the alcohol intake.

Nora was pouring herself a large glass of wine, as if the mention of drinking reminded her she could do with a little something. “I say we put Dom out of our heads. Let him go enjoy his cigarette and maybe he’ll come back better-behaved. Now it’s time for the rest of us to have a good time. Especially after all the effort Sam has gone to in order to make everything perfect.”

Sam appreciated Nora’s attempt to lighten the mood, even as she inwardly cringed at the thought of Dom alone on her terrace. She could only hope he wouldn’t accidentally set fire to her carefully cultivated potted plants.

“You’re right, Nora,” Sam said, forcing a smile. “Let’s try to salvage this evening. Who’s ready for dessert?”

Rachel, still looking uncomfortable, leaned over to Sam. “I’m so sorry for crashing your party,” she whispered. “I can leave if you want. I feel terrible about all this.”

Sam shook her head. “No, no. You’re here now. Might as well stay for dessert.” She paused, then added with a wry smile, “Besides, I made enough meringues to feed a small army. I could use the help eating them.”

As Sam bustled about serving dessert, she couldn’t help but notice the strange dynamics playing out around her table. Jason was glowering into his wineglass, while Olivia kept casting worried glances toward the terrace. Alfred and Mandy were giving each other worried looks over Nora’s head. Derek and Vanessa looked increasingly uncomfortable. And Nora . . . well, Nora was on her second generous glass of wine and looking like she was settling in for a show.
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