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Chapter 1: The Prep
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The hum of the refrigerator was the only steady thing in the room. Diana gave the kitchen island one last, critical sweep, her dark hair swinging forward as she bent to inspect the countertop. A faint smear of brie rind, invisible to anyone but her, surely, caught the afternoon light. She swore softly under her breath, snatched a damp cloth from the sink, and erased it with a firm, circular motion. Better.

She stepped back to assess the board. It was, she had to admit, a thing of beauty. A crescent of aged cheddar, its surface studded with salty crystals, sat beside a crumbling wedge of Stilton. A small ramekin of fig jam glistened darkly next to a pile of cornichons, and a fan of prosciutto curled over the edge of the slate like delicate pink ribbons. Crackers, three varieties because she was not a monster, were arranged in neat overlapping rows. She had even remembered the little ceramic dish for olive pits, though she had forgotten to buy olives. She filled it with almonds instead. Close enough.

The living room cushions had been fluffed once, then fluffed again. The coffee table was clear except for a stack of cloth napkins she had ironed two hours ago, then promptly wrinkled by picking them up and putting them down three times. She smoothed one now, straightened a second, and left the third alone out of sheer defiance.

In the fridge, the real artillery waited. Three bottles of prosecco, chilled to that perfect, precarious edge just before they turned to slush. A crisp Sauvignon Blanc. A lighter Pinot Noir she had decanted an hour ago and then re-corked because she changed her mind about serving it. She pulled the Pinot out again, studied its label, and put it back. Then she pulled it out a third time and set it on the counter, because if Anne saw it, Anne would want it, and Anne rarely wanted the wrong thing.

She glanced at the clock on the microwave. 6:47 p.m. They had agreed on seven. She had thirteen minutes, which meant she had approximately six minutes before she started pacing, four before she checked her phone, and two before she did something irrational like vacuum the rug she had already vacuumed.

She grabbed a stray wine glass from the dish rack, how had she missed that, and slid it into the cupboard. A crumb on the floor near the island caught her eye, and she crouched, pinching it between thumb and forefinger like a tiny criminal, then deposited it in the sink. She ran the tap for a second, just to hear water, just to fill the silence.

The house was too quiet. She turned on a small lamp in the corner, even though the June evening was still bright through the kitchen windows. The warm glow made the cheese look more inviting. It made the grapes, green and purple, artfully scattered, look like jewels. She nudged a rogue grape that had rolled toward the cutting board back into its cluster, then immediately nudged it out again because it looked too staged.

She checked her phone. No texts. That was fine. That meant they were probably on time, or close to it. She checked the prosecco one more time, running her hand along the cold neck of the bottle like she was reassuring a nervous horse. The doorbell had not rung yet. The street outside was quiet, just the distant thrum of a lawnmower two houses down, the occasional chirp of a robin, the soft shuffle of a neighbour walking a beagle past her front gate.

She walked to the front window and parted the curtain a sliver. Empty sidewalk. She let the curtain fall.

Back to the kitchen. She adjusted the cheese knife so it pointed slightly to the left, because the right felt aggressive. She rearranged the crackers so the sesame ones were not touching the plain ones, cross-contamination of texture was a real concern, and Chelsea would notice. Chelsea noticed everything, which was both exhausting and, Diana had to admit, part of why she liked her.

She wiped the counter again. She folded a tea towel she had already folded. She opened the front closet to make sure there were hangers for jackets, even though it was June and none of them would wear jackets. She closed the closet.

The microwave clock blinked to 6:52.

She was officially pacing now. Three strides to the island, pivot, three strides back to the
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