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        She’s an empath who’s always prepared, but can she handle a supernatural storm of lies, temptation, and murder?

        Fate Actually

      

      

      Toni Dusi grew up knowing everyone’s business and everyone knowing hers because in Moonstone Cove, you can’t pass a restaurant, farm, or winery that doesn’t have at least one Dusi involved. Despite her family, Toni has managed to carve out a private niche for herself. She has a car shop she loves, a country cottage all to herself, and has carefully avoided any long-term romantic commitments.

      Then fate handed Toni a shot of supernatural empathy that threw all that out the window of her prized vintage Mustang.

      Now she’s feeling the mood swings of everyone from her parts guy to her reluctant crush to her second cousin going through a messy divorce. She’s losing her temper, she’s crying a river, and she’s definitely giving in to temptation.

      But when the body of a longtime family rival turns up at her cousin’s winery, Toni realizes her inconvenient feelings-magic has turned her into one heck of a lie detector. She and her new friends, Katherine and Megan, might be the only ones who can clear her cousin’s name.

      When fate throws a final curveball in Toni’s direction, will she drop everything with disastrous consequences? Or can a forty-one-year-old empath learn enough new tricks to keep the life she’s built without sacrificing new happiness?

      Fate Actually is a paranormal women’s fiction novel and the second book in the Moonstone Cove series by USA Today best-selling author Elizabeth Hunter.
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      Antonia Dusi slicked a clay face mask over her olive-toned skin and set the timer for five minutes.

      Five minutes.

      She leaned on the edge of the counter and glanced to her right, drumming her fingers on the edge.

      Four minutes, fifty seconds.

      What was she supposed to do with four minutes and fifty seconds? Toni hated sitting still. She hated wasting time. She had too much going on in her life to waste time. It was Wednesday morning, she had a dozen things to do at her garage that day, and her dad was supposed to be coming in; she wanted to get her butt going out the door.

      Four minutes, thirty seconds.

      Drip.

      Drip.

      Drip.

      The rhythmic drip of water at the bottom of her sink snagged her attention. She cocked her head and put her finger to the faucet. It was one of those little jobs she hadn’t quite gotten around to doing since she bought the old cottage at the bottom of the hill.

      It was probably just a washer. She could fix that in five minutes.

      She glanced at the counter and the numbers ticking by. Okay, four minutes, fifteen seconds.

      Toni opened the bathroom door and walked through her bedroom and toward the kitchen where she kept her toolbox under the sink. Eventually she’d move her tools to the laundry room, but right now the laundry room was torn up while she refinished the cabinets in there.

      Just as she grabbed her tools, she felt her phone buzzing in her pocket.

      She slid it to answer. “Morning, Dad.”

      “Toni, you’re not at the garage.”

      He was early. Of all the days.

      “I’m just running a little late. I’ll be there soon.”

      “There’s like three guys just sitting around in the bay.”

      She looked at the clock on her phone. “It’s five till eight. They’re not on until eight.”

      Bobby Dusi huffed and muttered something about “his day.”

      She walked the toolbox back to the bathroom. “Dad, I’m sure Glenn has them all scheduled. It’s a busy day and he knows what’s going on.”

      “Is this Glenn’s garage or yours?”

      It’s mine, you old coot! “Dad, do I go to the club and tell you how to play bocce ball?”

      “You act like I didn’t run this place for forty years.”

      “You act like I haven’t run it for the past fifteen.” She could feel her temper start to rise. So much for that careful meditation she’d been practicing every morning since she’d been struck with unexpected psychic powers earlier in the year.

      The traumatic near-shooting that had triggered her empathy was a fading memory, but the unexpected wash of emotional energy still took her by surprise most days.

      If she was happy, she could make other people ecstatic. If she was pissed, she could start a fight. Not to mention the emotional sponge she’d become. Most days she hardly knew whose feelings were swimming through her body.

      Her two new friends, Katherine Bassi and Megan Carpenter, were dealing with changes too. Katherine was still having flash visions she couldn’t control, and Megan had become telekinetic. Megan seemed to be most devoted to understanding their new situation, and she’d been the one to suggest meditation for Toni.

      Meditation worked. Until your seventy-five-year-old dad went and blew your Zen to hell.

      “Dad, I don’t have time for this.” Shut it down. Shut it down. “Listen, I’m not sleeping in. I have a leak in the bathroom I’m fixing.”

      “A leak?” Her father calmed down. “Ah, I know how that is. Take care of it, and I’ll see you here. It’s a good old house, but we all know how old houses can be.”

      “I know.”

      “I helped build that house, so I know how solid it is. But everything needs maintenance.”

      “I know, Dad.”

      “You need any help?”

      “I got it.” She reached under the sink to turn off the water lines. “If you can help Glenn out this morning, I can take care of this. But really, don’t worry about it, because Glenn’s got everyone scheduled for the day.” Her foreman had been working with her for ten years. Glenn could likely run the entire garage on his own, but then what would she do for fun?

      “Okay, honey. I love you. Mom made us lunch today.”

      Her stomach rumbled, then gurgled, despite the tea she’d sipped that morning. “That sounds great. I’ll see you later.”

      She hung up the phone and glanced at the counter. Two minutes.

      Okay, so she’d fill a couple more minutes than five. She’d just gotten her pliers around the faucet when her phone rang again.

      “Seriously?” She hit the button and put it on speaker. “What now?”

      “Toni?” It was Glenn. “Did you know your old man is here?”

      “Yes, I’m sorry. I didn’t know he’d be in so early. There’s a leak in the bathroom I have to fix. I’ll only be a few minutes late.” She heard the timer go off and quickly hit the button before she continued. “Just uh…” She glanced down and blinked. “Just keep my dad occupied for a while until I get there, okay?”

      “All right.” Glenn cleared his throat. “I might have him help the new kid at the parts counter. I really don’t want him trying to change tires again.”

      “I know, I know.” She swept everything on the counter to the side so she had room for the faucet parts. “Bobby tends to forget he’s not thirty-five.” Her dad might have retired, but he wasn’t very good at taking it easy.

      “I’ll take care of things here.”

      “Sounds good.” She stared at the glossy edge of water forming at the lip of the faucet.

      Drip.

      “Okay, I’ll see you when you get in.”

      “Thanks, Glenn. You’re the best.”

      Drip.

      Toni blinked and grabbed a red rag before she started taking the faucet apart.

      Drop.

      She had the faucet head in her hand when her phone rang again.

      “Seriously?” she grumbled. She glanced at the screen.

      Henry.

      Nope. Not today, Satan’s better-looking brother.

      No, that wasn’t fair. Henry wasn’t Satan or even in Satan’s extended family. He was good, so ridiculously good that she didn’t know how to handle him that morning.

      “Go to voice mail,” she muttered. “Take a hint.”

      She pried the old washer out of the faucet and set the cracked rubber on the counter. “Out with the old, in with the new.”

      It was kind of her motto for everything these days. When she bought the house, she knew it needed work. That’s why she got it for such a low price. The old stone cottage was at the base of the hill that marked the boundary of her cousin Nico’s winery and his nearest neighbor, Fairfield Wines. She was ten minutes from Moonstone Cove, fifteen minutes from the beach, and smack in the heart of Central California wine country in a seventy-year-old cottage surrounded by a stand of oaks.

      It was heaven, leaky faucets and all.

      She was putting the new washer in when her mother’s name flashed on her phone’s screen.

      Toni groaned. “How? How do you all know the exact worst time to call?”

      No matter. She hit the green button because if she didn’t, she’d regret it later. “Hey, Ma.”

      “Toni, your dad says a pipe burst in the bathroom. Did you call Nathan?”

      Oh, for Pete’s sake… “It’s a leaky faucet, Ma. I don’t need to call Nathan.”

      “He’s your cousin; he wouldn’t charge you for going out there.”

      “I’m good. I’ve already got it fixed.” She tossed the red rag on the counter and reached under the sink to turn on the water.

      “I knew that house was just going to be a money pit, Antonia. A money pit.”

      The house had been the old foreman’s place on the Dusi family winery, but no one had lived in it for nearly twenty years. It was taken over by spiders and mice, had a family of rabbits living in the back bedroom, and generations of cats ran wild in the old red barn. But the house was solid.

      “My house is not a money pit.” In fact, she’d insisted on a very thorough inspection by someone she was not related to before she agreed on the price. “It’s just maintenance stuff. Already done.” She tossed the washer in the trash and glanced at the clock on the counter. Ten minutes. Not bad at all. “I better say goodbye. I gotta feed Shelby and head in to work.”

      Other than her overfed grey shorthair, Toni lived alone and she liked it that way. The cottage was her haven. She’d scooted the bunnies out the door, called the Humane Society for most of the cats, and adopted one gnarly-looking tomcat to keep the barn free of mice and gophers.

      She’d had the old man neutered, and he still hadn’t forgiven her. Enzo ran from her every time she got close. He was the fastest cat she’d ever seen, hence the name.

      Her own house cat, Shelby, had barely left her sunny perch in the living room window since she’d moved in the year before. She watched the birds flitting outside but knew that Toni would never let her out.

      Enzo might have evolved to evade coyotes, but Shelby would be lunch.

      “I made you and your dad lunch,” Rose Dusi said quickly. “And we’re having Sunday dinner at our place, and Luna and the kids are coming down too.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll be there.” She ran some hot water and wiped the cracked clay mask off her skin, which looked fresh and glowing. “Have a good day, Ma.”

      “You too, baby. I’ll see you later—be nice to your dad.”

      “When am I not nice to Dad?” Leave it to her mom to throw that in at the end.

      “Oh, you know what I mean. Love you.” Her mother blew kisses and hung up the phone.

      “No.” Toni spoke into the empty bathroom. “I have no idea what you mean.”

      She’d fixed the sink, but in the back of her mind, she could still hear it dripping.
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        * * *

      

      Toni was getting in her car when her phone rang again. “Why do I know so many people?” she yelled into the barn. “Hello?”

      “Oh. Bad time?” It was her friend Katherine. “I was just calling to remind you about Wine Wednesday. It’s tonight.”

      “Thank God,” she breathed out. “I’ll be there.”

      “Bad day? It’s not even nine o’clock.”

      “Isn’t it?” Everything that morning had moved fast. The ocean fog had even burned off for the day, leaving the grass-covered hills glowing gold in the sunlight. “I think everyone and their uncle decided to call me this morning specifically, just to fuck with me.”

      “Well, just make it through the day and tell us all about it tonight. Have you been meditating?”

      “Yes?”

      “That sounded like a question.”

      “That’s because I am, but I’m not sure it’s helping. That is, it would help if I could magically make my entire family disappear and not talk to me ever, but I don’t think that’s really an option.”

      “Seeing as you’re related to half the town, making your family disappear seems like it could lead to disaster and a fairly significant economic downturn.”

      “Thanks, Professor.”

      “You’re welcome. Come at six. We have wine and food.”

      In the six months since they’d met, Katherine and Megan had become the closest Toni had ever had to “girlfriends.” She’d always been the girl who played with the boys. As an adult, she was close to her mother, her sister, and her myriad female cousins. But girlfriends? Not much. She hadn’t had time to cultivate friendships until fate had basically forced her into it. Now? She couldn’t imagine life without Wine Wednesday, Katherine’s adorable husband, and snarking at Megan, who gave as good as she got.

      Toni’s life was full.

      So very full.

      Too full?

      Her phone rang again and she nearly cried. She looked at the screen and only picked up because it was her cousin Nico, who hardly ever called even though he was her closest neighbor.

      “Yo.” She started her vintage Mustang and backed out of the barn.

      “Toni, please tell me you’re not under a car right now.”

      “No. In fact, I haven’t even left for town. What’s up?”

      “Thank God.” He let out a breath. “Can you come up to the house? We’re supposed to start picking the pinot today, the harvest crew is all here, and the tractor won’t start. I’m panicking.”

      “I’m not a diesel mechanic, Nico.”

      “I know I know I know, but I need to know if it’s a quick fix or if I need to call a neighbor to try to wrangle a favor.”

      “I’ll come.” She pulled out of her driveway and turned left, taking the gravel road up to Nico’s house at the top of the hill. “You owe me two bottles of wine.”

      “If you get it started, you can have a case.”

      “Seriously?” She smiled for the first time that morning. “Awesome.”

      People always thought she could grab as much wine as she wanted since her cousin owned the farm, the winery, and the whole operation. Unfortunately, she was one of dozens of cousins. If everyone got free wine, Dusi Heritage Winery would go out of business. She had to pay just like everyone else.

      When she pulled behind the barn, she could see dozens of workers hanging out along the edge of the field. Though all the wine grapes were cut by hand, the tractor pulled the bins through the rows. No tractor meant way more walking, a much slower harvest, and very pissed-off employees.

      “What’s up?”

      Nico was standing next to the small tractor with a grimace on his face, looking completely stressed out. “I have no idea. Henry and Danny are in Paso Robles to pick up some valves and they’re on the way back now, but everyone is waiting. I don’t have time for this. It was working fine yesterday.”

      Oh good. Henry was gone.

      Nico gestured to the trailer stacked with empty crates. “And we’ve got to get the rest of the pinot today or I’m fucked. The temperatures are going to spike tomorrow.”

      “Hey.” She tried to use her superpowers for good by putting her hand on Nico’s forearm and giving it a little squeeze. “Relax. I’m sure it’s fixable.”

      Nico immediately chilled out. Toni could feel his stress leave him and soak into her. It didn’t do much for the queasy stomach she’d been battling all morning, but there was considerably less tension floating around her.

      “Thank you for coming up,” he said. “You know I wouldn’t call if it wasn’t an emergency.”

      “Okay, keys out?” She walked over and stepped up on the running board. As soon as she flipped up the seat, she spotted the problem.

      “Okay, well, if you knew a fraction as much about engines as you do about grapevines, you’d be able to figure it out. Someone cut the line on your primary safety switch.”

      “The what? Someone messed with a switch?” Nico craned his head. “How do you know?”

      She pointed to the cut wires. “I mean, it’s pretty obvious. They put that in there so if the driver falls off, the tractor shuts off. Without a working safety switch there, the engine could be perfect and the tractor still won’t start. I don’t know of any way to bypass it.”

      Nico’s face turned red. “Could it be an accident?”

      “I mean…” She shrugged. “It looks cut to me. The wires are pretty clean. You’re gonna need to get someone out here to rewire it if Danny can’t do it.” Henry was the winemaker, but Danny Barba was his foreman on the farm and kept all the equipment working. “I’m gonna say at least a couple of hours.”

      “Shit!” Nico slammed his hand on the top of the tractor, and Toni heard something fall from the tractor with a thunk.

      She hopped down and stared at what had fallen in the dirt. “Oh my God.”

      She covered her mouth with the back of her hand. The queasy stomach she’d been battling all morning roared up with a vengeance. Toni ran for the edge of the field and puked into the grass.

      “Toni?” Nico ran to her, but she shook her head and waved him back. “What the hell?”

      “Finger.” She cleared her throat and tried not to retch again. “Nico, look.”

      “What are you…? Oh fuck.”

      That was two fucks in one day. Yep, her Aunt Marta was going to be hearing about that one.

      But then again, what else were you supposed to say when a bloody human finger fell out of your broken tractor?
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      Detective Drew Bisset stood over the lone finger sitting in the dirt, watching with a frown while one of his officers documented the scene with a camera. He was a handsome man with dark brown skin, dark hair and beard, and a medium build, who carried himself with confident ease.

      Drew was the head detective at the Moonstone Cove Police Department. He’d moved to town around five years ago, so people still considered him a newcomer, but he was well liked. Toni had met him the year before when her cousin Max had joined the police department, and she had a lot of respect for the man’s straightforward personality.

      Toni had gotten to know Drew better when she, Katherine, and Megan were trying to figure out what had caused the near-shooting that triggered their powers. A mystery that involved one student had grown to be a conspiracy that involved students at the university, a hijacked psychological study, a shady professor, and a grad student with secret empathic abilities like Toni’s.

      Not that Drew knew about that last part.

      He was frowning at the finger. “And you said it fell out of the tractor?”

      Toni nodded and avoided looking at the bloody digit. “According to Nico, the tractor was working fine yesterday, no weird sounds or anything, so I flipped up the seat to see if there was something interfering with the safety switch.”

      “And the wires were cut?” He scribbled something in a small notebook.

      “Yeah. I flipped up the seat and saw the wires there. They didn’t look worn down or anything, like they were rubbing up on anything—nothing like that—the ends were cut clean.”

      Drew looked up at the tractor, then back to the finger. “Could someone have been trying to mess with the tractor and gotten their finger cut off? Lost it in the engine or something?”

      Toni shook her head. “I guess anything is possible, but you’d have to be pretty inept to lose a finger cutting a couple of wires. They’re not exactly hard to find.”

      Drew crouched down. “The edges of this are pretty rough. It doesn’t look like a clean cut. Almost like it was torn off. And it looks like it’s been exposed for a while.”

      Toni shuddered. Accidents on the farm or at the garage were not unheard of, and they were one of the reasons she didn’t wear jewelry, not even tiny earrings. Still, she had no idea how a finger could be torn off while cutting two exposed wires.

      “If I’d been checking a belt or something, I could kind of see it but…” She shrugged and tried to calm her stomach, but she wanted to puke again. “Honestly, I have no idea. You’re gonna have to examine the engine, I think. See if there’re any traces of blood in it. Maybe the safety switch isn’t the only thing that was tampered with.”

      Nico let out a low groan, and Drew looked up.

      Toni tried to send out good vibes, but it was a lot harder to change the temperature of someone’s emotions when she wasn’t in direct contact.

      Drew said, “Sorry, Mr. Dusi, but there’s no way that this tractor is going to work today.”

      Nico ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “Can I at least get my crew going?”

      Drew frowned. “Is there a reason you need to rush them out of here?”

      “The pinot grapes,” Nico said. “We have to get them today. I’m gonna make some calls about a tractor.” He stalked off toward the barn.

      “Pinot grapes?” Drew looked at Toni. “These grapes gonna go bad in a day?”

      “It’s the sugar,” Toni said. “The daytime temperatures are supposed to head way up tomorrow, and he’s afraid the sugar levels will spike with the heat, which would throw off the fermentation and change the character of the wine.” Toni glanced at Nico, who was on the near side of the barn, looking like he was about to deck Henry. Or Danny. Or both.

      How about that? Henry was here.

      Focus on the bloody finger, Toni.

      Toni looked away. “That’s his winemaker, Henry Durand, and his foreman, Danny Barba. Henry’s the one who kind of determines what the sugar levels should be. Then Nic’s gotta get the grapes in so they can start the crush.”

      Drew pursed his lips, glanced at the men, and nodded. “Okay, I’ll make sure the officer gets all the employees’ names and numbers and we can follow up later. Go tell your cousin he can get his guys working.”

      “Thanks.” She glanced at Drew, then back at the finger. Then at Drew again. “One thing.”

      “Yeah?” Drew pulled out his phone.

      “Can I take off too?” She was dying to get out of there. Not only was the temperature starting to climb, she could see Henry walking toward the workers.

      Nope. Nope, nope, nope. Of all the days, not this one.

      “Yeah.” Drew waved at her. “Take off. I got your number.”

      “Okay.” She hightailed it toward her car but wasn’t fast enough.

      “Toni!”

      She turned just as she reached her car. Knowing Henry, if she tried to take off, he’d just sit on her hood or something.

      Toni looked up. “Hey.”

      Henry Durand was the size of a smallish tree. He had narrow hips and a lean torso. He’d told her once he used to mountain climb, and she could see it in the lanky lines of his body. He was about as opposite from her short curvy frame as was physically possible.

      And he was cute. So damn cute she had to steel herself every time they interacted.

      “Hey, Henry.” She wiped her expression clean. “What’s up?”

      “You didn’t answer my call this morning.”

      “Nope. I was busy.”

      He bit his lower lip. “Everything okay?”

      That is such a loaded question I don’t even have an idea of how to answer it. “Fine. Just have a lot going on. And I need to get back to the garage, so—”

      “Do you need any more help with the cabinets in the laundry room?” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’ve been meaning to ask.”

      “No.” She swallowed the maniacal laugh that threatened to erupt. “I’ve got it.”

      The first time she’d met Henry, she’d felt the sparks between them, but Henry was an “aw, shucks” clean-cut farm boy from Washington State, and he was about ten years younger than Toni.

      Or so she thought. She honestly had no idea, and she was too afraid to ask.

      “Just…” His cheeks turned a little red. “If you need any help, I’m happy to lend a hand.”

      Oh, he’d lent her a hand all right. The first time she’d accepted his help, they’d gotten the entire fireplace surround cleaned and the woodwork sanded down before they’d ended up naked on a drop cloth in the freshly painted bedroom.

      Toni had been scrubbing drops of Coastal Plain green off her backside for an hour the next morning.

      The second time, he’d helped lay tile in the new shower.

      The third time it had been refinishing the floors.

      Every time Henry lent a hand with the house, he lent something else as well. Which was a lot of fun and a complete disaster waiting to happen, but she couldn’t seem to help herself.

      Worse, ever since the incident at the gym, she could feel Henry’s emotions. The man had none of the mental shields she’d learned to distinguish on people. Nearly everyone she’d met, from her mother to Detective Drew Bisset, had some kind of shield. Her mother’s was whisper-thin, but it was there. Drew’s were thick as stone walls, and she was pretty sure she’d never be able to influence him.

      Henry? He had none. None! The man wore his heart on his sleeve, and she could feel his affection bouncing around her as enthusiastically as the floppy-eared rescue dog he’d adopted.

      Toni quickly slid on her sunglasses. “I’m good, Henry, but thanks. Appreciate the offer.” She opened her car door and got inside. “I need to get to work.”

      “Have a great day.” He patted the side of her car. “Be safe, Toni.”

      You darling, innocent man. “Thanks. Hope all the grapes get in.”

      His smile was a little crooked. “If I have to harvest all night, we will get those pinot grapes in the barn.”

      Henry was an incredibly hard worker, and Nico—the cousin with three sisters—treated the younger man like a long-lost brother. The winemaker had grown up at a vineyard in Washington, but as one of six kids, he’d taken off to make his own fortune in the world.

      He’d actually said that. “Make his own fortune in the world.” Who said things like that?

      Henry, of course. And Regency romance heroes maybe? Missionaries? Earnest Canadian Mounties?

      As her grandma would say, “Six of one, half dozen of the other, Antonia.”

      Toni carefully backed out of the parking spot by the barn before she pulled forward and headed down the paved driveway that led to the highway. She didn’t look back. She couldn’t afford any more distractions.

      But all the way back to town, Henry kept circling her thoughts.

      Drip.

      Drip.

      Drop.
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        * * *

      

      Katherine Bassi set an open bottle of red wine on the table along with three glasses. Toni looked away from the crashing waves of Moonstone Cove and stared at the wineglasses.

      Shit.

      She stood and walked toward the house. “I think I need some water actually. I was so busy today. If I have wine, it’ll go straight to my head.”

      Megan lifted an eyebrow. “Your dad at the garage today? You look stressed.”

      If anyone knew stress, it was Megan Carpenter. The woman had uprooted her life, left her event-planning business in Atlanta, and moved with her husband and three children to the Central Coast, only to find out that her husband had started fooling around with a woman half his age behind her back. She’d kicked him to the curb and was in the process of a messy divorce, all while trying to start a new business and deal with three kids.

      Toni couldn’t even imagine that kind of stress.

      Just her and the cat. Cats. Not that Enzo was high-maintenance.

      “You know, it was a lot of little things.” Toni opened the door. “But let me get some water first.”

      She walked into Katherine’s house to see Baxter, husband extraordinaire and math professor, making a cheese-and-fruit plate to take out to them.

      “Thank you,” Toni said. “Can I get that?”

      Baxter lifted the tray and held it close. “Did you think I was sharing?”

      Toni grinned. “My mistake.”

      “You know how I love pears.” Baxter smiled and handed her the tray. “If you can get this, I’ll slice the baguette from the market.”

      “I know I’m probably too old to be adopted, but I would pick you for a big brother over my own any day.” Toni reached for a tall glass and filled it with water from the fridge.

      “Family friction?” Baxter asked. He had a charming accent that was half Hong Kong and half London. “I’ll let my brother know that we have an honorary sister. He’ll be thrilled; we always wanted one.”

      Toni snagged a pear and bit into it. “I just think I have too much family, you know? It would be one thing if they’d spread out a bit, but they all stayed here.”

      Baxter motioned to the large windows looking over the ocean. “Can you blame them?”

      “Not really.” Moonstone Cove was nestled in a curve of the Central California coast, smack between the coastal range and the Pacific Ocean. The weather was mild, the breeze was cool, and there were far more sunny days than overcast.

      Baxter and Katherine taught at the local state university that specialized in marine biology and had a thriving agricultural and viticultural school. Nearly all of Toni’s family—brothers, sisters, and cousins—worked locally, and many hadn’t even left town for college.

      “There’s just so many of them,” Toni said. “And they all have opinions. About everything.”

      “I heard a writer once compare family to an octopus,” Baxter mused.

      “That’s not… inaccurate,” Toni said. “Some days it’s a thin line between hugging and strangulation.”

      “Indeed.” He finished cutting the baguette into thin slices. “Let’s see if food makes a difference, shall we?” He patted her shoulder and motioned her out the doors. “Or do you want to stay in here and hide from the perceptive ones?”

      “Tempting, but they’d find me.” Toni popped a slice of pear in her mouth and grabbed her tall glass of water. “I better face the music.”

      Baxter ushered her out to the back deck and set down the basket of bread while Toni scooted the wine bottle out of the way and set down the tray of snacks. Baxter gave Katherine a kiss on the cheek and then promptly decamped to the study to leave the women to their own devices.

      “Here.” Megan held out a glass of red wine to Toni. “For when you’re done hydrating.”

      Toni hesitated a moment before she took the wine and sat next to Megan. “Thanks.”

      Katherine leaned her elbows on the table. “Out with it. I’m not an empath, but the worry is rolling off you like waves. Even I can feel it.”

      “Cheers.” Megan clinked her glass with Katherine’s. “Here’s to Wine Wednesday and girlfriends. Together we can solve the mysteries of the universe.”

      Toni nodded and took a long drink of water. “Okay, cool. What do you want to start with? The detached finger I found while trying to fix my cousin’s tractor this morning? Or the fact that I’m pretty sure I’m kind of pregnant?”
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      Katherine promptly spat a mouthful of wine across the table. Megan, with her lightning-fast reflexes, diverted the wine with a swipe of her telekinesis before it could hit the cheese. It splashed next to Katherine’s chair as she sat coughing into a napkin.

      “Well, at least I saved the cheese.” Megan gave her a sideways glare. “You have fun giving us a heart attack like that?”

      “What was it? The severed finger or the pregnancy?”

      “The pregnancy of course.” Megan rolled her eyes. “Who hasn’t seen a severed finger or two? You getting knocked up, on the other hand—”

      “Please don’t say knocked up,” Toni said. “I’m not a teenager.”

      “Could have fooled me, Miss I Don’t Know What Condoms Are.” Megan shook her head. “Are you sure?”

      “Well, you’re the one with three kids. How positive is a week of bathroom pee tests that all say ‘pregnant’?”

      “Yeah, you’re knocked up.”

      “Will you not?” Toni reached for another slice of pear. Her stomach was in full revolt. She hadn’t eaten anything since lunch, and she was getting more nauseated as the day went by, not less. “I thought it was called morning sickness, not evening sickness.”

      “Have some bread.” Megan handed her the basket. “It doesn’t follow the clock a lot of the time.” She sighed a little. “What were you thinking, Toni?”

      “I was thinking I haven’t had sex in like… five years and hot man and ooooh, orgasms! I wasn’t thinking about birth control anymore.” She bit into a slice of bread. “I’m not twenty-five.”

      “Did you think your uterus just stopped working?” Megan snatched the glass of red wine from Toni’s hand. “Did you come equipped with an ovary gauge that I don’t have? Women can get more fertile in their forties, Toni. It’s like a going-out-of-business sale down there.”

      Toni closed her eyes. “I wasn’t thinking clearly. Obviously.”

      Katherine was staring at Toni and not saying a word.

      Megan took a long drink of wine. “I think you broke Katherine.”

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      “You know, I have these discussions with my teenagers,” Megan quipped. “I didn’t think I needed to have them with my girlfriends too. Are you keeping it?”

      “I…” It hadn’t even occurred to her not to keep it. She’d been too absorbed with how she was going to manage her mother finding out. “I guess I am. I mean, I’m financially independent. I own my home. I have a big support system. I’m perfectly capable of raising a child.”

      “But do you want kids?” Megan asked. “It’s not for everyone.”

      “I don’t not want kids,” Toni said. “I always imagined having them, it just didn’t happen the way I thought it would. Men weren’t exactly beating down the door to marry Bobby Dusi’s daughter, who could beat them up and fix a car better than they could, you know? So I didn’t get married. So I didn’t have kids. It wasn’t a deliberate choice. Life just happened.”

      “Well, life definitely just happened here. Speaking of men beating down your door, who’s the daddy?”

      Katherine finally spoke. “Henry?”

      Toni nodded.

      “Who’s Henry?” Megan’s eyes went wide. “Why haven’t I heard about this man? Who is he? How long have you been in a relationship? Do you have pictures?”

      “No, we’re not in a relationship. Exactly. And it’s not—”

      “You have a picture,” Katherine said. “I saw it pop up on your phone once when he called.”

      Toni pointed at her. “You are not to be trusted.”

      “Oh bullshit.” Megan held her hand out. “We are going to support you whatever happens, and you know we’ve got your back walking through literal gunfire, Antonia Dusi, but we’re gonna give you shit about this first. Show me the man.”

      Toni took a deep breath, opened her contacts, and tapped the picture next to Henry Durand’s name before she handed her phone to Megan.

      She grabbed the phone, pulled it close, then held it at a distance and squinted before she gasped. “He is so cute! He looks like that…” She snapped her fingers. “Who’s the actor I’m thinking about?”

      Katherine said, “I’m a seer, not a telepath.”

      “You know, the young one who was in all those Disney musical shows.” Megan’s eyes went wide and her head whipped around to Toni. “He’s young! How young is he?”

      “Thirtysomething,” Toni muttered. “I don’t know exactly. And he doesn’t look like Disney Musical Guy.”

      “He kind of does though, you cougar.”

      “See? This is why I was dreading telling you guys about him. I’m forty-one; I’m not a cougar.”

      Katherine took the phone from Megan, looked at the picture, and smiled. “He’s not that much younger than you. I think he just has a young face. Have you told him?”

      “No.” She couldn’t even imagine it. “He’ll probably want to marry me.”

      “And you don’t want to get married?” Katherine asked.

      “Do you know how many of my cousins got married because they got pregnant? Only one of them is still happy. I don’t object to marriage completely, but I don’t want to do it just because I got pregnant.”

      “Agreed.” Megan handed her the phone back. “It’s not 1950. You’re an independent woman with a good support system. Have the baby. Work out the coparenting. Let the relationship be a separate thing.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Are you sure he’d want to get married?” Megan asked. “A lot of men don’t.”

      “Henry is very…” She sighed. How could she explain? “He’s very good.”

      Megan snorted. “Tell us more.”

      “Not like… Okay, he’s good at that too, but I’m talking about his character. He’s traditional, but not in like the narrow-minded way, just like in the… good way.” She wasn’t doing this well. “He grew up on a winery; went to college in Washington State for viticulture. My cousin hired him about a year ago to be his winemaker. He’s incredibly gifted, and I know he’s traveled a lot for his education, but he still seems kind of… sheltered. Added to that, he doesn’t smoke, doesn’t drink except for work, and he volunteers at the homeless shelter. He… picks up trash on the side of the road. He already adopted a rescue dog, for heaven’s sake.”

      As if on cue, Katherine and Baxter’s adorable goldendoodle scratched at the door. Katherine rose to let him out. The sun was setting over the ocean as Archie came over and promptly laid his head in Toni’s lap.

      “Look at you.” She rubbed his head. “How do you know?”

      “He’s very empathetic,” Katherine said. “You probably have a lot in common. Henry sounds like a wonderful person who would make an excellent father. What’s the problem?”

      “He’s too good.” Megan narrowed her eyes. “Right?”

      Toni nodded. “I hate to be cynical, but I just feel like… no one can be that decent, right? What am I not seeing?”

      Katherine smiled. “I think you’re overthinking this. At the end of the day, it doesn’t matter. Like you said, it’s not like you have boyfriends coming out your ears. He works with your cousin and knows your family. You’re not going to be able to hide the pregnancy forever, and they’re gonna know who the daddy is.”

      “I know. But just… for a while, can we pretend it’s not real? I’m trying not to get too attached to the idea anyway. The chances of miscarriage when you’re older are a lot higher.” The mention of losing the ephemeral baby already felt like a splinter in her heart.

      Megan nudged her arm. “You want this.”

      Toni took a deep breath. “It’s not what I imagined. At all. But I think it’s fate, you know? This is probably it. This is probably my last chance to be a mom. And I always imagined I’d be a mom. I think… I’d be a fool not to take it.”

      Katherine’s smile was wide and glowing. “You’re going to make a wonderful mother.”

      Toni blinked back the tears that threatened her eyes. “I don’t know how to do much domestic stuff, you know? And this is like… super domestic stuff.”

      “You’ve got us,” Megan said. “We got your back; you can ask me anything. And I have three kids who will make awesome babysitters.”

      “And I am a very enthusiastic aunt,” Katherine said. “I’m also excellent at helping with homework.”

      Toni held up a hand. “Okay, can’t go there quite yet. Can we talk about the severed finger for a while? That’s a lot less scary than thinking about babies.”
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      After Katherine got a ginger ale for her, Toni sketched out her morning, starting with the call from Nico at the farm.

      “So someone was messing with his tractor and lost a finger?” Katherine winced. “Painful. But why wouldn’t they have taken their finger and gone to the hospital? In all but the worst cases, they can usually reattach them.”

      Megan made a face. “Really though? They don’t turn black and fall off?”

      “That does happen, but the success rate is quite high. Around seventy percent or so. Vascular surgeons can do amazing work. They might have sent him up to San Francisco…” She turned to Toni. “I’m assuming, but I shouldn’t. Was it a male finger?”

      “It looked pretty big to me. I’d say probably male.”

      “Could you tell which one?”

      She shrugged. “Not a thumb. That’s about it.” She closed her eyes. “No.”

      “No what?”

      “No, there’s something else about it that seemed different.” She kept her eyes closed. “What was it?”

      “Not a thumb,” Megan said. “Was it a clean cut?”

      “No. Ragged, like it had been torn off. Or… bitten?” That. That was what she’d noticed. “The nail was really neat. Like, really neat.”

      Katherine frowned. “So probably not someone who works with his hands.”

      “But someone who was trying to tamper with a tractor?” Megan shook her head. “I’d expect anyone who knows how to disable a tractor to have workingman’s hands.”

      “Neat. Clean.” Toni could see it in her mind now. “I’m pretty sure he’d had a manicure. His cuticles were all neat like mine are when I get my nails done.”

      “You get your nails done?” Megan asked.

      “Every time a Dusi or Lanza woman gets married, I do.” She reached for another piece of bread. “He had a manicure, neat fingernails, and clean hands. No grime on the finger other than a little grease from the engine and dirt.”

      “Who would want to mess with your cousin? Didn’t you say this would mess up his pinot noir harvest?”

      “I texted him before I came over,” Toni said. “He’ll be okay since his neighbor loaned him his old rig. They’re going to have to work late and finish up first thing in the morning, but they did get most of the fruit today. And tomorrow morning shouldn’t be too cold.”

      “Is Henry out there with them?” Megan asked.

      “Don’t know why that would be important.” Toni nabbed a piece of cheese. “Drew Bisset was at the scene.”

      “Isn’t he the one who predicted the Cove was gonna go back to ‘normal’?” Megan used air quotes around normal. “Oops.”

      “I mean, people do lose fingers,” Toni said. “It’s probably one of the more common agricultural accidents.”

      “But this guy was messing with someone else’s tractor, got his finger torn off, and left his finger in the tractor!” Megan said. “Who does that?”

      “Makes you wonder,” Katherine said.

      “Makes you wonder what?”

      “Why?” Katherine lifted her shoulders. “If someone came into the emergency room with a detached finger, they’d ask him how he detached it, but I doubt they’d ask that many questions. He could just say he was fixing a tractor. They’d never know he was doing anything criminal.”

      “So you’re wondering why he didn’t seek medical care?”

      “And wondering why he left his finger behind.”

      Toni said, “Maybe it fell in the engine and he couldn’t get it out because he was bleeding everywhere.”

      “Was there a lot of blood at the scene?”

      Toni thought about it. “No.”

      “Hmm.” Katherine looked troubled.

      “Maybe it got cut off and someone took it,” Megan said. “Or the finger got lost on the way to the hospital.”

      “You think someone accidentally misplaced a finger?” Toni asked. “Maybe left it on the roof of the car and drove off like it was a cup of coffee?”

      “Did any of the local clinics report someone coming in with a missing finger?” Katherine asked. “If they didn’t, that leads us to a whole other set of questions.”

      “Like what?” Toni asked.

      “Well…” Katherine’s eyebrows went up. “The most obvious one would be: Was the person alive when the finger was detached?”

      Aaaaaand there went Toni’s stomach again. “I’m gonna say that’s something Drew can figure out without us.”
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