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        She had her life all planned out; fate had other ideas.

        Fate Interrupted

      

      

      How did an accomplished Southern businesswoman, wife, and mother end up living on California’s Central Coast, newly divorced, working for a stubborn winemaker and wrestling with sudden psychic powers?

      Megan Carpenter asks herself that same question nearly every day.

      She’s working her way back to the business world and starting her own event-planning business, but fate keeps throwing Megan curveballs. Her ex has an unexpected new girlfriend, her telekinetic powers keep short-circuiting, and her self-control—at least when it comes to her boss, Nico Dusi—is slipping.

      Thank goodness she has the two best friends in the world. With Katherine and Toni at her side, Megan is determined to keep her plans on track even when an unexpected theft at the winery threatens the new business she’s building.

      When Nico asks Megan, Toni, and Katherine for help finding the thief, life in Moonstone Cove gets even more mind-bending with experimental grape clones, industrial espionage, and bizarre bloodstains. Even for three psychic friends, this mystery may be more than they can handle on their own.

      Fate Interrupted is the third book in Moonstone Cove, a paranormal women’s fiction series by USA Today best seller Elizabeth Hunter, author of the Glimmer Lake series and the Elemental Legacy.
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        My favorite Moonstone Cove book! Nico and Megan have wonderful chemistry and it was a pleasure to read.

        THIS LITERARY LIFE

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Cute As Can Be! I was looking forward to Megan’s book… It’s a romance book too, but to me it’s more focused on the women’s friendship. It was so much fun to be inside Megan’s head.

        BOOKS AT TIFFANY’S

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Fate Interrupted was fun, exciting, and full of found family, real family, passion, and excitement.

        NORMA’S NOOK

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Nico and Megan are so funny, I love them, they’re hilarious, and they’re cute, and they’re HOT! …If you haven’t read this series, you’re missing out.

        MJ,  GOODREADS REVIEWER
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      Megan Alston-Carpenter sat across from the most stubborn man she knew, very tempted to use her telekinesis to whack him over the head with the bottle of beer on his desk. She still couldn’t use her psychic abilities for delicate operations, but thumping a dumbass? That was in her wheelhouse.

      “Are you telling me” —she forced her voice to be calm— “that there are no spare wine barrels on this winery anywhere? Not even three?”

      Nico Dusi leaned back in his chair, keeping his expression blank. “I know what you’re trying to do.”

      “What’s that? Advocate for the bride of an upcoming wedding on your property? Look out for my client? Protect the dreams and hopes of a girl—”

      “Ashley Harrington is a twenty-seven-year-old woman who runs her own business and is one of the top large-animal vets in the county, Megan.” Nico rolled his eyes. “Are you telling me her hopes and dreams are going to be crushed if she doesn’t get three wine barrels stacked just where she wants them so her eight million guests can take pictures?”

      Megan lost her patience. “It’s six hundred and thirty-two confirmed guests, Nico, and why are you being such an ass about this?” She could hear her accent getting stronger. Her fingers twitched, and the beer bottle on Nico’s desk wobbled. Just a little.

      Nico’s eyes widened. “An ass? I’m not being an ass about anything. I’ve already rearranged two work crews so this couple’s ‘special day’ at a winery isn’t ruined by the actual business of, you know, vineyards and grapevines and shit like that. This isn’t an event venue, Megan.”

      “Except that it is, Nico.” Megan leaned forward. “You poured tens of thousands of dollars into those wine caves so it could be exactly that. And then you hired me to make the events happen. So yes, this is an event venue. And those wine casks with Dusi stamped on the end of the barrels aren’t just props that the bride wants, they’re free advertising posted on the social media pages of—let me say it again for you— six hundred and thirty-two confirmed guests.” She leaned back. “So tell me what your objection to free advertising is.”

      Nico’s eyes narrowed. “Is this actually Ashley’s request? Or is her father—?”

      “Is her father what? Paying for the wedding? Yes, he is. Why does that annoy you so much?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Because Harrington tried to put my cousin out of business with that fucking car lot directly across the street from— You know what? I already told you all this, and I think I was pretty generous to agree to even have this wedding here. I cannot stand that woman’s father. His whole family—”

      “Careful.” Megan’s voice was quiet. “Careful with that one.”

      “What?” Nico pursed his lips. “What about his family do you know that I don’t, Atlanta?”

      Why had she taken this job? Was a paycheck really worth it? Sure, it was her biggest opportunity since moving from Atlanta to California, and sure, she really needed to rebuild her brand after leaving everything in Georgia for her pig of an ex-husband, but were either of those things enough to keep working for Nico Dusi?

      Arrogant, pigheaded Nico Dusi? She rued the day that Nico had heard his cousin—whom Megan adored—call her Atlanta. Coming from Toni, it was a friendly endearment. From Nico, it felt like a jab.

      Megan spoke carefully because she knew that in this, she and Nico were far more similar than different. “Ashley Harrington can’t control who her father is any more than our kids can control who their parents are.”

      Nico turned his steely gaze toward a window overlooking the rolling hills covered in grapevines that blanketed the land where Dusi Heritage Winery was located.

      “It would kill me,” she continued, “if my children were judged by my ex-husband’s behavior. I have a feeling you might be able to relate.”

      Nico’s ex-wife had been public in her numerous postmarital affairs, most with notably older and richer men than her former husband. She had broken up more than one marriage in the years since she’d left Nico. Megan had half a suspicion that Nico’s ex, Marissa, and Megan’s ex-husband, Rodney, were sleeping with each other just to create drama.

      Nico huffed out an irritated breath. “Fine. I’ll get one of the guys to modify one of the racks so it’ll fit on the patio outside the caves for the reception.”

      “I’m really not trying to make extra work for you. The winery doesn’t have anything that will work already?”

      “As I’ve mentioned before, this isn’t a play vineyard. Our barrel racks are designed for large storage, not three barrels.” He rolled his eyes. “But I’m sure Henry can get one of the guys to make something that’ll work.” He waved a hand. “Like you said, it’s free advertising.”

      Megan nodded. “Okay. Thank you.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Have I spared the hopes and dreams of the bride now? Can I get back to my beer? It’s been a long week.”

      She raised her folder. “Just be glad you get to retreat to your house on the weekends. Mine are completely booked.”

      Nico raised his beer bottle to her. “And Dusi Heritage Winery thanks you for it.”

      She rose and walked to the door. “You’re welcome.”

      “Hey, Megan?”

      She turned before she reached the door. “Yes?”

      “Please tell me that Harrington is paying through the nose to have his daughter’s wedding here.”

      She smiled sweetly. “Well, since it’s high season for weddings, we have one of the newest and most desirable venues on the coast, and his daughter just had to have it here… of course he is.”

      Nico smiled. “Music to my ears, and the accent just makes it all the more brutal.”

      Ugh. Why did he have to pick that moment to smile? No grown man with a five-o’clock shadow should have lips like Nico’s. Full, kissable lips on a face that looked as if it were carved by a Renaissance sculptor. His lips were ridiculous.

      Not kissable. Punchable.

      Mmmm. Kiss Nico.

      Shut up, Sugar.

      Megan had once taken a magazine quiz in college that gave her the stripper name Sugar Glitz Cheeks. She’d called her libido Sugar ever since, and since it had been nearly two years since Rodney had taken off, Sugar had been rearing her horny head more and more frequently.

      “If you say so.” Megan looked down, avoiding the sight of Nico smiling. “At least my accent doesn’t sound like I’m reading the phone book to my grandmother.”

      “I don’t know what that means.” He finished his beer. “But I’m going to assume it’s a compliment. What do we have going on this weekend?”

      There were two houses at the top of the hill where the winery lived—the cottage, which had been built in the sixties as a guesthouse, and the main house, which was where Nico lived. Since the cottage was a decent distance from the main house, it was often used for smaller hired events. Nico’s own house was reserved for family events only.

      “The cottage is hosting a golden wedding anniversary party that your mother referred to me, and on Sunday, it’s Dusi family Sunday dinner.”

      “Oh right.” He frowned. “Are you coming?”

      Megan shook her head. “Sunday’s my day off.”

      “Not to work, just to eat.” He glanced at her from the corner of his eye. “You know, and hang out. Maybe… play horseshoes?”

      Megan couldn’t stop the corner of her mouth from twitching. “I am not using my telekinesis to help you win at horseshoes.”

      Since she and her two best friends had gained psychic powers a little over two years ago, there was a select group of people who’d discovered their secret. The fact that her friend Toni’s cousin had been let in on that little fact was a direct result of a life-threatening situation and hadn’t exactly been Megan’s idea. Still, Nico had kept his mouth shut even if he did try to nudge her into cheating at horseshoes for him.

      “Oh, come on.” Nico spread his muscular arms wide. “You used it to, like, stop a murderer from blowing up my wine caves. You can’t use it to help a friend win a bet or two?”

      She opened the door with a slight frown creasing her forehead. “You really don’t see the difference between those two situations?”

      “I mean… a little.” He walked halfway to the door, hooking his thumbs in his well-worn denim jeans. “Kind of? It’s for a good cause.”

      “You should still be thanking me for saving the wine caves. Goodbye, Nico.” She walked out and let the door swing shut behind her.

      As she rounded the corner of the main office, she nearly walked into Henry, Nico’s winemaker and Toni’s boyfriend. “Oh hey! Sorry about that.”

      “No worries. Did you talk to Nico about the wine-barrel thing?”

      She looked up. Megan barely came up to Henry’s shoulder, so she was talking to his chest. “He’s going to ask you to modify a barrel rack so Ashley can get her picture spot.”

      “Perfect. I have a great idea on how we can make it so you can decorate the rack too. Maybe put a banner or paint the front with that black chalkboard paint to personalize it.”

      “Oh, good thinking!” She patted his shoulder. “You’re good at this. You sure you want to keep making wine?”

      The top of his cheeks turned a little rosy. “Oh, I’ve just had a few ideas over the years. You know, in case I ever get married. I’d want to have the reception at a winery, you know? So… yeah. Just have some ideas.”

      Megan wanted to pinch his cheeks, which was a weird impulse to have for a man in his midthirties who was expecting his first child with one of her best friends in the world. She let Henry continue to his boss’s office, then pulled out her phone and called Toni.

      Toni answered the phone with the clamor of heavy machinery, air compressors, and shouting men in the background. “Wine Friday?”

      “Aren’t you something like eight months pregnant?” Megan went to her tiny office at the back of the warehouse, grabbed her purse, and headed for her car. The meeting with Nico was the last thing she’d had to do at the winery. “You can’t have wine.”

      “I’ll just sniff your glasses,” Toni said. “Call Katherine. I’m sure she doesn’t have anything going on. She and Baxter are hermits.”

      “True.” And it was likely that Toni was right. “Let me check with my oldest and Katherine. If Trina’s busy and Katherine’s free, I’ll come down, pick you up, and we can chill at the beach for a little while. Adam and Cami are at Rodney’s this weekend.”

      “And Trina didn’t want to join?”

      “Ha. I’ll call you.”

      Toni was well aware that Megan’s nineteen-year-old daughter, having recently graduated from high school and under no further legal obligation to visit her father, would have nothing to do with him at all unless her younger brother and sister begged her.

      Her oldest had stayed on the coast after high school to take a gap year and do an internship at the local marine-research institute, but Megan suspected it was more to help her younger siblings through their parents’ divorce.

      Still, if you had to pick a place to spend a gap year, Trina’s new hometown wasn’t a bad place to be.

      Moonstone Cove was a tiny city in Central California, a spot nestled in the curve of the rocky coast that crawled into the sunbaked hills of Central California where grapes dominated the landscape, producing some of the best wines in the state. There was a state college at Moonstone Cove where Katherine and her husband Baxter both taught and an oceanic research institute at the tip of North Beach. There were golf courses and a thriving agricultural community, and many of the members liked having very fancy parties.

      And Megan was there to plan them.

      She quickly called her daughter. “Hey, honey! What do you have going on tonight?”

      “Hey, Mama. I’m probably just gonna stay in; I’m pretty whipped. We were cleaning the boat today.”

      “How fun and glamorous the yachting life must be.”

      “Research vessels are the most glamorous ever,” Trina said. “Especially the barnacles.”

      Megan smiled. “I was going to head over to Katherine’s with Toni. You good for dinner?”

      “I already grabbed a burrito on the way home. I’m gonna eat and fall asleep in about five minutes.”

      “Sounds like a full night. Love you, baby girl.”

      “Love you too.”

      She’d thought about returning to Atlanta as her oldest would be doing for college in the fall, but Megan had decided that running back to Georgia felt too much like letting Rodney win. Plus Adam and Cami had taken to life in California like ducks to water. They’d quickly made friends and settled into a smaller school. Cami was learning to surf, and Adam was happy to be playing on the high school’s basketball team, which he’d never been competitive enough to make back at their mammoth school in Atlanta.

      Despite his easygoing demeanor, Adam was the one she worried about most. He was seventeen and would be graduating soon but seemed to have no idea what he wanted to do despite having amazing grades and good extracurricular activities. Trina had been headed toward studying biology since middle school, and at fifteen, Cami was shaping up to be Megan’s dreamy and artistic child. She was already looking at art schools in Northern California.

      But Adam?

      Her boy had no idea what he wanted to do.

      Added to that, Adam had been a boy who adored his father. Seeing Rodney cheat on Megan so publicly and in such a small community had soured their relationship, and Megan wasn’t sure what she could do to help or if she was supposed to help at all. A part of her was glad that Adam was in her corner even though she knew that her son needed to resolve things with his father.

      It was a horrible place for a young man to be, trying to reconcile a parent’s bad actions with the person his heart still loved.

      Thinking about motherhood made her think about Toni again, which reminded her that she needed to call Katherine. She used her voice command to call the most awesome physicist she knew.

      “Hello?” Katherine’s distracted voice came over the line. “Megan?”

      “Wine Friday?” It was all she needed to say.

      “Oh, thank God.” Katherine let out a long breath. “Yes. I had office hours today. Freshman are so needy.”

      “I have three teenagers. Tell me about it.”

      “Are you picking Toni up from work?”

      Toni, much to her irritation, could no longer fit her belly behind the steering wheel of her Mustang. “Yeah. I’m gonna go get her right now.”

      “I’ll open a bottle.” There was murmuring in the background. “Baxter said I should just open two.”

      “Baxter is a very wise man,” Megan said. “We’ll see you in two shakes of a baby lamb’s tail.”

      Katherine was silent for a long time. “I don’t understand.”

      “Quickly, Katherine. It just means quickly.”

      “But why would you say baby lamb? I understand the idiom because lambs shake their tails very quickly, but the word lamb only refers to immature sheep, so I don’t understand baby lamb. It’s redundant.”

      “That’s just the way my mama said it. Don’t think too hard on it, okay?”

      “So it’s just two shakes of a lamb’s tail. That’s all you need to say.”

      “Yes.” And by the time they arrived at Katherine’s house, Megan fully expected that her friend would have a list of things that happened in nature that were even faster than a lamb shaking its tail and Toni would have given her the land-speed record of any number of vehicles that could also match a lamb’s tail velocity.

      And that was why Megan adored her friends.
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      “Do you know hummingbirds beat their wings over fifty times a second at normal speed?” Katherine ushered Megan and a very pregnant Toni into the house. “So being here faster than a hummingbird’s wing would be an even greater use of hyperbole than a lamb’s tail.”

      “I’ll remember that.” Megan hugged Katherine, ridiculously happy to see her. It had been a week and a half since Megan had seen Katherine. Longer than that since they’d all been together; work and life had been piling up.

      “How are you feeling?” Katherine asked Toni.

      The tiny woman with the giant belly was already in the kitchen, picking at the cheese plate that had been set out. “Hungry. Cranky.” She glared at Megan over her shoulder. “I’m not happy with that one.”

      Katherine’s eyes went wide. “Why?” She looked between Megan and Toni. “What happened?”

      “She got in the car,” Megan said, “and she asked me, ‘I can’t get any bigger than this, right? My belly can’t get any bigger?’”

      “Oh.” Katherine’s frown fell. “And you confronted her with the biological realities?”

      Toni turned, showing her belly in profile. It truly was massive. “How? How can it possibly get bigger than this? I can barely fit through doors in my house. I can’t drive. I can’t put on socks. I can’t even wash my feet. How is this natural?”

      Katherine walked over and poured a bottle of fizzy water into a wineglass and handed it to Toni. “At least you’re not an African elephant. They’re pregnant for twenty-two months.”

      “Oh my God!” Toni’s mouth dropped open. “I can’t even comprehend that.”

      “You’re doing really well,” Megan said. “You still have enough energy to work. With my first pregnancy, I—”

      “Only.” Toni held up a forceful finger. “I want that made very clear right now. I am only doing this once. If Henry wants more kids, we’re adopting.”

      “I’m just saying that I had almost no energy by my last trimester. You still go to work every day.”

      “And sleep at my desk between yelling at the guys.” She sipped her drink. “Wait, am I only going so I can yell at the guys? That seems mean.” She took another drink. “Trying to decide if I care. I don’t think I do. They all tune me out anyway.”

      “Plus you don’t have a trunk,” Katherine added.

      Both Megan and Toni looked at her.

      “Like an elephant does. I’m just thinking that if you were pregnant for nearly two years, a trunk would be an incredibly useful appendage. Not that elephants have to wear socks.” Katherine poured a glass of wine and handed it to Megan. “And, of course, elephants don’t have to balance the stresses of modern working life with carrying calves.”

      Megan raised her glass and clinked it with Katherine’s. “To all the mama elephants out there in their twenty-first month.” She turned to Toni. “And to Toni, who will be able to drink wine with us soon.”

      Toni stuffed a slice of manchego in her mouth. “Not soon enough.”

      “We should go to the back deck,” Katherine said. “Do you need jackets? Baxter and Detective Bisset are playing chess in the office.”

      A male voice boomed from the room adjoining the kitchen. “I told you to call me Drew, Katherine.”

      “And I won’t be able to do that,” she whispered, ushering Megan and Toni down the few stairs to the sunken living room that looked over the glorious grey-blue stretch of the Pacific. “I still call the dean by his title even though we used to teach together.”

      “Do you hang out with the dean weekly though? Like Drew?”

      “Lately it seems that way.” Katherine grimaced. “They’re revisiting the ethics review of what happened with our Central Coast students during that study that went wrong.”

      “Again?”

      The tragedy that had brought Megan, Katherine, and Toni together had been prompted by a mysterious biofeedback study at Katherine’s university that had caused students to commit violent acts for no apparent reason.

      The very first Wine Wednesday had happened only a week after the first attack, and they’d happened almost weekly ever since, usually at Katherine’s house overlooking the ocean.

      Her house sat on the rocky shores of North Beach, surrounded by deep green cedars and other wood-shingled houses turned silver grey by the salty ocean fog. The sun was setting as they walked through the french doors; gold and pink washed over the deck overlooking the ocean.

      “Apparently they are reviewing the entire case because former Professor Kraft is protesting her firing. Or at least the record of it.”

      “After a year?”

      “She’s in Silicon Valley now, and it’s possible that she’s working on something with security implications that are negatively affected by a problematic academic record.”

      “That sounds like history I would not like to repeat,” Megan said.

      “Me either,” Toni added. “I thought we’d put that to bed.”

      Katherine’s goldendoodle, Archie, followed them onto the back deck and settled under the table while Katherine helped Toni into a chair and brought an ottoman for her to rest her feet.

      “Her criminal attorney was very good,” Katherine said. “She beat all the formal charges. The only things still on her record—officially—are the academic misconduct charges. She wants them expunged.”

      “I miss boots.” Toni flexed her ankles on the ottoman. “I miss my boots and my car. How did you do this three times, Megan?”

      “Pregnancy amnesia.” She popped a slice of apple in her mouth and crunched. “Hormones are powerful things.” Speaking of, the breeze coming off the ocean felt amazing. Megan was only forty-seven, but she was beginning to feel hints of “the change” coming. Her mother had gone through menopause right around fifty, so she only had a couple more years to go. “Toni, how are the pre-baby projects?”

      “Henry’s on top of everything,” Toni said. “He invited my sister over to give us a checklist of baby stuff, because you know I’m not going to remember all that shit. She went through with him about what we need to do to babyproof the house, what kind of gear we need, that kind of thing.”

      “Did you get a lot of hand-me-downs?”

      “Oh yeah. I’m not a sucker. We got a new car seat and a new bouncy seat thing that Henry wanted, but most of our stuff like the baby swing and all that is from my sisters or my cousins. The only problem is going to be keeping Shelby from smothering the kid in the swing, because that cat completely thinks we’re just getting her new cat toys.”

      “Keep the swing moving.” Megan moved her hand back and forth. “It’ll keep the baby happy and keep the cat off the kid.”

      Toni narrowed her eyes. “No whiplash, huh?”

      “On the swing?” Megan shook her head. “Just strap them in tight. With my three, it was the faster the better on those things. Babies are weird. Adam hated quiet rooms, but put on a recording of bagpipe music while he was in his swing and he’d fall right asleep.”

      Toni’s eyes went wide. “Please don’t tell Henry that; he absolutely will take up the bagpipes.”

      Katherine reached across the table for a cracker. “I am very glad I didn’t have children, because I’m fairly positive I would have ended up leaving one somewhere and been arrested for neglect. But I’m sure yours and Henry’s will be delightful. He is very good-natured.”

      Toni nodded. “I don’t even blame you for excluding me from the good-natured thing. Dusi babies are cute as shit, but we’re ornery. I’m completely hoping the baby takes after Henry.”

      “I’m envisioning a very chubby baby with lots of dark curls,” Megan said. “I’m only slightly annoyed you didn’t find out if it’s a girl or a boy.”

      “Does it really make that much difference?”

      “I just want to know.” It killed Megan to be able to know a thing and not actually know it. She’d found out the biological sex of her babies as soon as possible just to satisfy her voracious curiosity.

      Toni said, “I don’t want an avalanche of blue or pink shit. Not that you’d be able to tell my mom and my aunt Gina that. They’re in some kind of blue-pink cold war.”

      Katherine said, “Explain. Incidentally, I have not seen any visions related to the baby’s biological sex. It’s probably far too early to sense anything.”

      Katherine had precognition, but it came in flashes, sometimes only moments before an event happened. It’d helped prevent tragedy more than once, but it wasn’t exactly useful for lottery tickets or telling the future.

      “My mom is certain it’s going to be a girl because” —Toni used air quotes— “‘I’m carrying like it’s a girl.’ But get this, Gina is dead positive I’m having a boy for the exact same reason.” She spread her arms out. “They make no sense, and all babies kind of look the same, so I don’t care which one I get. I can’t tell from the little squirt’s feelings.”

      Megan felt her heart swell, and an olive from the plate jumped off and rolled toward Toni. “I cannot even imagine sensing my babies’ emotions! That must be incredible.”

      Toni’s smile was soft as she looked at her belly and ran a hand over the round rise. “It’s pretty cool.”

      “What is the baby feeling right now?” Katherine said. “I find this so fascinating.”

      “Just contentment. The baby likes hearing our voices. They’re calming. The little squirt gets all excited when it hears Henry’s voice, but with ours it just gets very… I don’t know. Cozy feeling.”

      Megan just about started crying. “I love that! We’re the cozy aunties.” She reached over and squeezed Toni’s hand. “Speaking of aunties and family and such, are you going to Dusi Sunday dinner this weekend?”

      “Of course. Aren’t you?”

      Megan shook her head. “I’m working at the winery tomorrow for a party, so I’m taking the day off. You couldn’t pay me to voluntarily hang out with your cousin after the week he put me through.”

      Toni cackled. “I knew you two would get on each other’s nerves until you sleep together.”

      Megan nearly spat her wine. “Not going to happen. He’s my boss.”

      “I mean…” Toni shrugged. “He’s kind of your boss. You’re more of an independent contractor than an employee. I’ve never heard him order you around or anything.”

      “Still, it would be incredibly unprofessional of me to sleep with Nico.”

      “Like anyone in Moonstone Cove cares about that,” Toni said. “Especially my family.”

      “If your boss was a friend or acquaintance first,” Katherine said, “would that mitigate the ethical implications? You knew Nico as Toni’s cousin before you knew him as a boss.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Megan said. “I’m not sleeping with Nico.”

      Even though his lips were sculpted by the devil’s own hand and the man had a body hot enough to melt Alaska. It didn’t matter.

      And if she kept telling herself that, she would absolutely start believing it.

      “The chemistry though.” Toni’s whisper to Katherine was loud and unguarded. “You could cut the tension with a knife when they’re in the same room.”

      “I’ve sensed it, and I’m not even an empath.” Katherine gave Megan a rueful look. “In fact, I’m quite obtuse about most emotional signals. But your sexual chemistry with Nico is very evident.”

      “Good.” Megan folded her hands across her lap and plastered on a face of innocence. “I’m glad that everyone but me is counting on this as a forgone conclusion. It will just make it easier to keep Nico at arm’s length.”

      Katherine was silent, but she gave Megan a smile and a nod.

      Toni was less sanguine. “You’re sticking with that, huh? You and Nico are never going to hook up?”

      “Toni, if you start making bets on this—”

      “Start?” Toni shook her head. “Do you know my family at all? The bets started months ago. Sorry, Atlanta, but that ship has sailed.”
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      Megan woke up early on Sunday morning in an empty bed with a busy mind. She looked toward the giant picture window opposite her bed, staring at the rise of golden hills that rolled away from the miniature mansion her ex-husband had chosen on the slopes above Moonstone Cove.

      It was a beautiful home, though not one she would have picked. It didn’t have the soul of her 1930s colonial home in Atlanta or the charm of Katherine’s midcentury bungalow at the beach. It definitely didn’t have the rustic character of Toni’s Spanish cottage in the vineyards.

      But for now it was home, and she couldn’t complain about life when she woke up every morning to a gorgeous view from a luxurious king-size bed.

      And she absolutely had not been having sex dreams about her boss. In no way had that been a thing that happened. If anything, her dream was kind of a fuzzy memory, so she was going with… Oscar Isaac. Sure. That sounded good. Oscar Isaac was better than Nico Dusi.

      And just as unrealistic.

      It wasn’t that Megan liked being alone. She’d love to find someone great, but the last thing she needed was another egotistical man with a superiority complex running her life. She’d spent twenty years with Rodney, carefully molding herself into the perfect wife, accomplished businesswoman, and proud mother that her husband and greater Atlanta society demanded.

      Only one of those things was left. Her business was gone, dissolved when she’d moved to California for Rodney’s dreams. Her marriage was a joke. Her kids remained the single accomplishment that had lasted, and they were definitely the only one she still cared about.

      Megan rolled out of bed, turned some music on, and walked to the half-empty walk-in closet that housed her wardrobe. Since the climate in Moonstone Cove was so mild, she threw on a pair of jeans and a short-sleeved shirt. She slipped on a pair of slides and a thin jacket that brushed her knees and brought out the vivid blue in her eyes.

      She was going to pick up Adam and Cami from Rodney’s apartment, and while she refused to dress up for the man, she’d rather eat glass than show up looking tired or slouchy. Let him regret every day he had to live without her. Megan knew she looked good.

      When Adam got his license, Megan had assumed her son would take over the dad-chauffeur duties, but he didn’t like taking his car to his father’s fancy apartment in downtown Moonstone Cove since there was nowhere to park and he’d gotten towed the only time he had.

      Rodney had picked them up on Friday from school, and Cami had texted the night before, asking that Megan not wait until the afternoon to get them.

      She walked to the bathroom and opened her makeup drawer, then brushed on a little bit of powder, a touch of concealer around her eyes, and a dot of blush on her cheeks. It was the bare minimum she needed to leave the house, along with earrings and polished nails.

      Her mother’s voice was hard to ignore, even from thousands of miles away.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket. It was Cami.

      Are you on your way?

      Almost, Megan typed back.

      Adam and Dad are the worst.

      I’m sorry, baby. I’ll be there soon.

      It’s Dad, not Adam. He made reservations at the country club for us to meet his new girlfriend or something, but he didn’t tell us and now he’s nagging Adam.

      Yeah, that sounded like Rodney. Leave plans till the eleventh hour and then expect the world to accommodate you. And it had! For so many years, it had been Megan throwing things together at the last minute—dinners, outfits, vacation plans—so that Rodney’s whims could be satisfied.

      Well, she was done catering to him.

      If there was one thing that heading west had taught her, it was that reinvention really was possible. She’d restarted her life at forty-five, and the sense of freedom was incomparable. She’d cut loose the guilt from putting up with Rodney’s affairs, and she finally felt like she was discovering who she was meant to be. Forty-seven wasn’t too late to get that right, was it?

      Did that make her some kind of cliché? Put her in some kind of first-wives’ club?

      If it did, she didn’t care. She’d discovered genuine friendship and real opportunity in Moonstone Cove. She wasn’t looking back.

      On her way out the door, she waved at Trina, who was FaceTiming with her best friend back in Atlanta. Megan got in her silver Mercedes SUV and headed down the hill to get her other kids. She turned left when she got to the highway and made her way through quaint residential neighborhoods on her way to the small downtown pier and shopping hub. Beach bungalows and narrow Victorian homes slowly gave way to boutiques and cafés. When she reached Wave Street and turned right, she used the voice command on her phone to text her daughter.

      “Text Cami: Almost to you. Meet you in front. Send.”

      In another three blocks, she saw Cami and her older brother standing on the sidewalk with their father glowering in the background. She double-parked and rolled down the window, shooting Rodney her most beatific smile. “Sorry! Parking down here is so crazy! Hop in, kids. Don’t want to get a ticket.”

      She did it every time. If she parked and walked up to his apartment, he’d find a reason to keep her in conversation for an hour. Double-parking gave her the best excuse.

      Rodney was a middle-aged man with silver-grey hair and wide, straight shoulders. If she didn’t see the snake inside him, she’d think he was a silver fox.

      “I’m going to call you later.” Rodney shot a glare at Adam’s back as the boy clambered into the front passenger seat. “We need to talk.”

      “Oh right.” Megan pretended to care. “Sure. Sure. Just ring me around four or five o’clock. Anywhere around that will work, right?” She reached into the back and patted Cami’s knee. “Hey, baby girl, how did your history test go?”

      “Good.” Cami buckled up and rolled down her window. “Bye, Dad. I’ll text you.”

      Adam said nothing. He just raised the window and buckled his seat belt. “We ready to go?”

      She spotted traffic approaching behind her, gave Rodney a quick wave, and pulled back into the flow of cars heading toward the beach.

      “So,” she said. “Who wants to go first?”

      Adam asked, “Can I go to Ethan’s house for dinner tonight with Trino and Max?”

      “Ethan’s house” meant Dusi family dinner, and Trino and Max were two of Toni’s numerous nephews or cousins or something. They were on the basketball team with Adam. “Who’s driving?”

      “I’ll drive there and back. They’re going early to help their dad with something.”

      “That’s fine with me. Is that why you didn’t want to go to the country club with your dad today?”

      “Partly,” he said.

      “Yeah it is,” Cami said. “You told him you had plans that were more important than meeting his new girlfriend of the month. That’s why he’s all pissed at you.”

      “Uh, why are his plans more important when Trino asked me like three days ago to come to dinner at the winery? He doesn’t get to say our stuff doesn’t matter.”

      “Did I say he did?” Cami asked. “You didn’t have to say that about his girlfriend though.”

      Megan raised a hand. “Okay, zip it. What girlfriend? Isn’t he still with Clare what’s-her-name?”

      “Mom, that was over like three months ago.” Cami rolled her eyes.

      “Who can keep up?” Adam asked. “Either way, I’m not sorry. I don’t care about his new girlfriend. If it’s real, I’ll meet her another time.”

      Megan had zero opinion about Rodney dating now that they were divorced. It was the dating when they were still married that she’d had a problem with. Still, she wished her ex was a little more discreet about introducing women to the kids. It was hard to teach her children to be respectful when they saw a veritable merry-go-round of bright young things, some of whom were closer to Adam’s age than Rodney’s.

      “Adam, you may go to the Dusis for dinner.” She had no doubt her son could get into some kind of trouble with his buddies, but it wouldn’t be anything major. Toni’s family knew who Adam was, and they’d keep an eye on him. “And Cami, why don’t you and Trina and I do a spa day? I think it’s been too long.”

      “Yes,” Cami said. “I just got some new sheet masks. That is how you spend a Sunday afternoon.”

      “Agreed.” She glanced at Adam, waiting for him to make a smart remark, but her joyous, brilliant boy looked more like he was sitting under a cloud than in the bright, California sunshine.

      Good Lord, when did it get easier?
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      On Tuesday morning, Megan arrived at Dusi Heritage Winery with a head full of the Harrington wedding—less than a week away; the Jackson wedding—the week after that; the Lion’s Club luncheon that Friday; and the meeting of the Central Coast Realtors’ Association, which was holding a two-day in-service on Wednesday and Thursday.

      Megan didn’t know when it had become acceptable to hold professional conference events at a place known for wine consumption, but maybe Realtors just had more fun than other jobs.

      She parked her car in the gravel-covered lot behind the massive barn that housed the fermentation hall and blending lab. She pulled her small SUV next to Henry’s bright white pickup truck. His office was across from hers, but he always came in earlier.

      Before she’d started working at Dusi’s, Megan’d had no idea how many roles there were in a winery. Nico was the owner of the vineyards, but his main job was farming. His function was to grow and pick the best wine grapes possible, and Henry was the one who actually made the wine. Henry also had a lot of input into when the harvest happened, depending on how much sugar he wanted in the grapes.

      Along with a core staff, there were numerous interns and apprentices coming in and out of the winery, young people who were still learning the basics of the business. There were harvest crews in the fall, mechanics who kept all the machinery running smoothly, and then there was the office staff like Megan.

      Nico had a secretary, Danielle, who worked with him in the winery office; another woman who was in charge of the wine club, its membership and promotions; and they’d hired two new people to help the wine-club director since the caves had become open to the public. At any given time, there would be private or public tour groups walking around the winery, though they tried to keep those limited to the tasting room and the caves, leaving the barn where Megan worked fairly isolated from the public.

      Once the new tasting room and event space next to the wine caves was built, all the public tasting and retail would be centered in that location, and the house and top of the hill would be reserved for private events.

      It was an interesting industry to learn about, and it fulfilled Megan’s urge to constantly absorb new things. It was part of the reason she enjoyed event planning. She loved meeting new people, loved learning about new businesses and industries; she couldn’t stand being bored.

      Megan heard voices raised in Henry’s office as soon as she walked into the building. She froze, looked around, but nothing seemed out of place. She didn’t understand what was going on—the words were too muffled—but she recognized Nico’s voice.

      Nico and Henry were… fighting?

      She turned and looked at the door, wondering for a split second if she was in the right place. As much as Megan joked about Nico being bullheaded, he and Henry never fought. In the months she’d been working there, she honestly could not remember a single cross word.

      “—don’t know how anyone else could have known!” Nico’s angry voice came through clearly.

      Wow. He wasn’t just pissed or irritated. The man sounded enraged.

      Henry’s voice was as confused as Nico’s was angry. “What are you accusing me of? Those vines are just as much…” The voice died off and grew muffled again. They must have been moving around the room.
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