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The low hum of conversation fills the restaurant, a pleasant backdrop to our table's banter. I nurse my whiskey, letting the amber liquid roll across my tongue as Sean finishes a story about his disaster of a camping trip. Rachel, my wife, is in rare form tonight—dark hair loose over her shoulders, eyes bright, gestures animated, laughter quick to bubble up as she leans forward to deliver another verbal jab at Sean's expense. I love watching her like this: confident, razor-sharp, the center of attention. She catches my gaze for just a moment, a flash of knowing in her eyes. She's performing, putting on a show, and we both know what happens later when the bratty behavior comes home with us.

"So you're telling me," Rachel says, smirking across the table at Sean, "that you spent three hundred dollars on 'bear-proof' equipment, and then went camping here, where they aren’t even any bears?"

The table erupts in laughter. Even Sean, red-faced, can't help joining in. This is what I needed after the week I've had—sixty hours at the office while Rachel's been cutting back to part-time, plus the entire weekend building that custom shelving unit she wanted in the bedroom. My muscles still ache from handling the power tools all day. But sitting here now, drink in hand, surrounded by warmth and friendship, I feel the tension finally draining away.

Lucas raises his glass. "Speaking of wildlife, remember when we went to that cabin last summer and Anna thought she saw a mountain lion?"

"It was a mountain lion," Anna protests, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. 

"Or... possibly a very large house cat?” Rachel suggests. 

Anna shrugs innocently. “The lighting was bad."

More laughter ripples around the table. It's been almost two months since we've all gotten together like this. Last time ended with Sean doing karaoke on a table and Lucas calling in sick to work the next day. Tonight feels like it might head in a similar direction—we're only one round in, and already Rachel's eyes have that mischievous glint.
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