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What readers are saying about the PJ Sugar series


“PJ’s adventures . . . are hilarious and the resolution of the fast-paced mystery is thoroughly satisfying as well. Think of this series as a more wholesome version of Janet Evanovich’s Stephanie Plum series.”


—Booklist


“Warren does it again with an excellent blend of humor, romance, [and] mystery. . . .”


—Romantic Times, Top Pick


“With an enchanting heroine, witty dialogue, and a puzzling mystery, Nothing but Trouble is a satisfying start to the PJ Sugar series.”


—Rel Mollet at Titletrakk.com


“[Double Trouble] is filled with all the things I loved about the first book. . . . Romance, mystery, and lots of laugh-out-loud humor make this yet another of my favorite Susan May Warren books.”


—Melody at Kids, Cakes, Dishes, and Laundry


“I had the pleasure of reading this gem, and PJ is a kick. I think a lot of us out there could relate to her more than we want to admit.”


—Julie at The Surrendered Scribe


“If you like fiction that is fun, stories that are full of mystery, and characters that remind you of yourself, you’ll LOVE this book.”


—Heather at Mumblings of a Mommy Monk


 “The characters were fantastic, fully developed, and authentic. . . . I’m already looking forward to the next book in this series.”


—Tanya at In the Dailies


“Susan May Warren quickly became my favorite author last year. Her books are fun, uplifting, and just fantastic reading. Nothing but Trouble definitely fits that description!”


—Kate at A Simple Walk


 “Susan will have you in stitches one minute and tears the next. Make sure you free up a day or two if you open this book. You will NOT want to put it down.”


—Lynetta at Open Book


“Mystery, romance, humor, and a fun, spunky character combine for a great start to a promising new series.”


—CeeCee at Book Splurge
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Chapter One


PJ Sugar knew how to spot a criminal. Even when that criminal might be dressed as a two-hundred-pound raccoon, complete with bandit eyes and a ringed tail, toting a ten-pound pumpkin toward the apple dunking and hot cider station near the cherry red Kellogg Farms barn.


PJ simply possessed those kinds of gumshoe instincts, the sort that could spot a murderer or a car thief or even a cheating husband at first glance. Maybe she’d been born with them. Maybe they were simply honed after years of toting around the nickname “NBT”—Nothing but Trouble.


Whatever the case, it didn’t take more than one look to recognize Meredith “Bix” Bixby—despite the fifty or so pounds she’d put on since senior year of high school or the fact that she’d cut her long blonde hair to within two inches of her head, dyed it black, and crowned it with a pair of knobby black ears.


Gotcha, you little bail jumper.


However, nabbing said bail jumper might be a different bushel of apples, thanks to Jeremy Kane’s brilliant costume idea. Really, sometimes she wondered if her boss actually wanted her to succeed at her job. Especially when Jeremy pulled the foamed construction of a six-foot hot dog, once used to advertise Tony’s Footlongs in Dinkytown, Minneapolis, out of his tiny office closet.


A hot dog. Yes, she had arms, and her face protruded through an oval opening in the front, but she could only manage a lurching wobble, and forget about seeing anything in her peripheral vision. She had to turn her entire . . . uh, bun . . . to follow Bix’s movements as she plopped her pumpkin near the Kellogg Farms sign and moved toward the hot cider station.


And of course, Jeremy had vanished. At least he wouldn’t be easy to miss, not with his foot-high nozzle hat and bright red foam tube marked Ketchup.


“C’mon, Auntie PJ.” Davy gripped her hand with his two grubby ones and turned his full attention to yanking her through the coarse grass toward a hay maze. As if she could resist the charms of a four-foot policeman, complete with blue uniform, utility belt, and what looked like a shiny pair of working handcuffs.


Local Detective Boone Buckam’s influence, no doubt. His way of reminding PJ that she may have broken up with him, but she’d never quite be free of the imprint he’d made on her life. Like his name tattooed on her shoulder.


“Just a second, Davy.” PJ shot another glance at the cider table, where Bix stood now next to a Tinker Bell dressed in green with wide, glittery wings. Perfect. Bix had brought her daughter.


“Davy, why don’t you go get Sergei—maybe he’ll do the maze with you.” She even shot a look toward Connie, Davy’s mother, where she stood with her husband. Sergei seemed to be trying to explain to his parents, in broken English and begrudgingly translated Russian, just why people might dunk their heads into a corrugated metal bucket full of chilly water in an attempt to snag an apple with their teeth.


Admittedly, it didn’t make sense to PJ, either.


Along with things that didn’t make sense—why would Meredith show up here, at a community event? even dressed as a raccoon? Surely Bix knew that her fourth shoplifting charge, along with her three prior misdemeanors and one ancient domestic assault against a former boyfriend, would net her a stint in the community jail. Right?


Probably. Which was why she’d failed to show up for her court date a week ago and had been playing hide-and-seek with PJ ever since. PJ had missed her by seconds at her house, the country club, her favorite salon, and even at Fellows Academy, where her daughter attended class with Davy, PJ’s nephew. In fact, PJ had started to believe that Meredith might be onto her and her assignment to bring the bail jumper back into the system.


Hey, PJ wanted to tell her, she was better than the kneecap breakers that Liberty Bondsmen usually sent out. Bix should be counting her blessings that Kane Investigations had landed her bounty-hunting contract.


Around them, little hobbits and superheroes searched for the perfect pumpkin to go with the perfect Sunday afternoon, fragranced by the rich redolence of decaying loam, the crisp musk of hay. Laughter spilled into the afternoon, and near the front of the farm, a bluegrass band warmed up with a whine of fiddle.


Yes, PJ could understand the pull to attend the annual Kellogg Harvest Days event, even for a wanted criminal. And the raccoon costume might have stymied a PI and bail-recovery agent of lesser caliber.


Now it seemed that Davy might be in league with Bix as he yanked PJ’s arm. “Noooo, I want you, Auntie PJ. Come into the maze whif me.”


Davy’s little bottom lip quivered, and her heart gave a painful lurch. She missed waking up to him bouncing on her stomach and the flying leaps he did into her open arms. Connie’s words this morning at church, in passing—“PJ, I hope to see you at the festival this afternoon. . . . I need to talk to you”—had stirred all the ache she’d steeled herself against since her sister threw her out, one armful of clothes at a time into the purpling night. She didn’t really blame her sister for the deep freeze out of her life over the past month. Her sleuthing skills had inadvertently threatened Davy’s life—twice. But deep inside she was hoping Connie’s casual invitation was about a second chance. She couldn’t camp out on Jeremy’s office sofa much longer.


And if she captured Bix, the bounty might be enough for a tidy rent deposit.


“Okay, little man. Hang on—let me find Jeremy.” PJ slid out of Davy’s grip and did a wobbly three-sixty. No sign of the deserter. And Bix had finished her cider and was edging toward the dessert table. Shoot.


“I’ll meet you in there!” Davy had given up on trying to manhandle her inside the maze. PJ turned just in time to spot the little law enforcer running around the first corner, his dark, curly hair bouncing as his cop gear jingled.


“Davy!” One more scan for Jeremy, a pleading look in Connie’s direction, a glimpse of Bix . . . “Wait for me!”


She took off after Davy, her legs straining against the foam in a sort of half-drunken lurch as she wobbled into the maze. “Davy!” She slowed to a speed-walk, rounded a corner—


“Boo!” Davy jumped out at her, holding his toy .45. “Hands up!”


PJ put up her hands. “Don’t shoot; I’m an unarmed frankfurter!”


“Don’t believe her, partner.” The voice came from behind her—low and laughing—and accompanied the dangerous swagger of Boone Buckam, six feet two inches of lean trouble, with lethal blue eyes and a too-familiar I-caught-you-now expression on his face that made PJ tremble just a bit. More than once she’d wondered at her decision to cut him loose and declare herself a free agent.


Especially since it didn’t exactly seem like Jeremy might be snatching her up anytime soon. Six weeks since the kiss that had seemed more desperation than a romantic move, she’d started to wonder if she’d hallucinated what she considered interest on his part.


“Boone!” Davy bounded toward him, wrapping his arms around one of Boone’s legs. “I love the handcuffs.”


PJ met Boone’s smirk with a withering look. “I thought so. You haven’t learned how dangerous it is to arm a Sugar?”


“I’m hoping he redeems the family. Maybe he leans toward a different side of the law.”


“Hah. I’m on the right side of the law.” Speaking of—she tried to jump, get a glimpse of Bix over the top of the hay mounds, but she couldn’t quite get high enough.


“Oh, sure. By cheating?” He patted Davy on the head. “I think she needs a lesson in what happens to lawbreakers, don’t you, Davy?”


As if on cue, Davy whipped out his handcuffs. “I have to take you in, Auntie PJ,” he said, with such a serious look on his pudgy face that PJ couldn’t help but hold out her hands.


He snapped the cuffs on, put his hands on his hips as if to survey his handiwork, and took off.


Leaving her handcuffed in front of Boone like a criminal, while the real criminal downed apple fritters and pumpkin bread at the Girl Scout fund-raiser booth.


“Davy, come back here!” She held up her hands to Boone. “Please?”


He gave her a lopsided smile. Thankfully, it didn’t hold the same power it once did. “I don’t know. I think it’s safer for mankind to keep you a little handicapped.”


“Oh, whatever.” She turned and waddled around the hay bales. “Davy!”


“I’ve been meaning to talk to you, PJ.” Boone edged up behind her.


“Get me out of these cuffs, Boone.” She whirled, held out her hands.


“Do I look like I have a key on me? And anyway . . .” He jutted out his chin, shook it a little, then lowered his voice. “I can’t take sides against the family, you know.”


Oh, good grief. “Brando? Seriously?”


“I’m hurt.” He stepped back as if taking a bow. “Don’t I look like the Godfather?”


“You’re wearing a tux. I thought you were a groom or something.”


His smile deflated. “No, I’m not a groom, PJ.”


Then he turned and strode away.


Not a groom. Oh, that’s right. He’d asked her to marry him. Twice.


Why did her mouth run out ahead to ambush her? Wow, she knew how to destroy a Sunday afternoon. “Davy! Get over here with that handcuff key!”


She ran through the maze, into dead zones and out again, finally emerging on the other side.


Davy crouched below a model cow, spraying dyed “milk” into a metal bucket. “Look, Auntie PJ, I’m milking a cow.”


“I’m going to milk you, little man, if you don’t come over here and uncuff me.” She held out her hands.


“Davy, did you handcuff your aunt?” Sergei strode toward them, carrying two cups of steaming cider.


Davy glanced up at his six-foot, muscle-cut Russian stepfather and went white for a moment, long enough for PJ to remember that he and Sergei still treaded on new soil.


“It’s okay. We were just playing.” PJ crouched next to Davy. “Hand me the key, kiddo.”


Davy fished around in his pocket and gave her the key. PJ unlocked herself as Connie swished up in her elegant Maid Marian dress—a complement to Sergei’s dashing Robin Hood costume. Sergei handed Connie the other cider cup.


“PJ, do you have a second?” Connie tugged on her elbow. “I have to talk to you about something.”


Connie was grinning, the old warmth in her eyes. Maybe Connie had begun to forgive her. PJ shot a look toward the apple-dunking bin, the band, then spotted Bix near the Girl Scout booth, buying a cookie. That probably meant she would stick around for a moment.


“Sure, Connie.” PJ followed her sister, tucking the handcuffs into a handy, concealed front pocket between bun and dog.


Connie had changed over the past six weeks—maybe the way she left her brown hair down to blow in the slight wind, or the shine in her green eyes. PJ could attribute it to any of the things that suddenly felt acutely absent from her life. Newlyweds. Marriage. A life on track.


“Thanks for coming today. Davy has really missed you,” Connie said, blowing into her cider. “And I have too.”


PJ smiled at her. “I can’t say I miss the fried fish.”


Connie’s gaze tracked over to Sergei. “We’ve gotten the fish eating down to once a week. And his parents’ visas have been extended another year.” She said the words without any malice in her eyes. Yes, perhaps things had smoothed out at the Sukarov household. Without PJ’s troublemaking.


A knot began to tighten in her stomach.


“Great costume, by the way.” Connie wore amusement at the corners of her mouth.


“Please. Jeremy worked as a street advertisement in Dinkytown. He inherited his costumes.”


“You two seeing each other now?” Connie had the good taste not to glance at Boone, currently hauling a pumpkin from the patch.


“Besides work every day?”


“You know what I mean.”


“I don’t know. We haven’t exactly progressed past our one impulsive kiss. I’m not sure he even remembers it.”


“But you do.” Connie’s eyes twinkled.


PJ didn’t answer her. But yes, she well remembered being in his arms, the way he kissed her as if suddenly something sweet had unhinged inside him.


“Yes,” she finally said quietly.


“Where are you staying these days? Please tell me you’re not in your car.” Connie bore genuine concern in her eyes.


“Hey, the Crown Vic has enough room for the entire family.”


Connie didn’t smile.


“Jeremy’s office. On the sofa.”


Connie stared into her cup.


The sun had started to slip into the dusky October horizon, the heat of the day moving with it. A slip of crisp breath dried the sweat around PJ’s face. How she longed to remove her sauna dog.


Still, Connie didn’t move.


PJ had sort of expected something like “Well, those days are over. Please move back in.” Or at least “That has to be awkward.”


But nothing. Until . . .


“I’m pregnant, Peej.” Connie brought her gaze up, wearing a hesitant smile. “I’m pregnant.”


Oh. Oh. Well. “That’s great!” PJ’s voice sounded strange, though. Too high, too happy.


Connie didn’t seem to notice. “Yes, I think so.” She again glanced past PJ. “We think so.”


We. As in Sergei and Davy and Boris and Vera, and probably also their mother, Elizabeth Sugar, strangely absent from today’s activities.


“Congratulations.” There. Now her voice sounded normal. She leaned forward and wrapped Connie in a one-armed hug. “That’s wonderful.”


Connie returned the hug, but when she stepped back, she still didn’t meet PJ’s eyes.


“Okay, what’s the deal?”


Connie shrugged as she looked out into the fields of pumpkins. “You can’t move back in, Peej. We need the room for the baby, and besides, it’s time for you to set up your own home.”


“Oh, I . . . I knew that, Connie.” Except there went that strange voice again. Happy, happy PJ. “Of course you need the room.”


Connie glanced at her fast as if testing PJ’s words.


PJ took her hand. “Really. I need to find my own place anyway. I’ll be fine.” Really. Fine. Just. Fine. “In fact, we need to celebrate the good news with some pumpkin cookies, don’t you think?”


“Well, I am eating for two.” Connie slid her hand over her stomach.


Right. Cookies, pronto.


A crowd had formed around the dunking-for-apples trough, and as PJ approached the cookie stand, a cheer went up from the ensemble. Boris broke through the crowd a moment later, an apple clutched in his golden teeth, water dripping down his wide, grizzled face and onto his sopping shirt.


Vera applauded behind him, dressed as . . . well, a Russian babushka, in her curly lamb’s-wool jacket, a blue polyester housedress from the early seventies, and a pair of flat boots. She took the apple from her husband and handed him his leather jacket. “Maladyets!” she said, taking a bite of apple.


And right behind them appeared Bix the Raccoon, laughing at Boris’s heroic performance, clutching her pumpkin with one hand, her six-year-old Tinker Bell with the other.


She locked eyes with PJ. For a moment, everything went silent as PJ read Bix’s face, those conniving eyes, those tight, budded lips, and deciphered two things.


Bix knew PJ had been hunting her.


And after today, PJ wouldn’t have a prayer of capturing her.


“Meredith,” PJ said, and that’s all it took.


Bix whirled, dropped her daughter’s hand, and took off as fast as her paws would carry her.


Which turned out to be considerably faster than PJ, who sort of half ran, half bounced after Bix. “Stop! Stop, Bix!”


But Bix wasn’t having any part of stop. She shoved past the gawkers in front of the Great Pumpkin cutouts, past the bluegrass band, and through the split-rail fence out into the parking lot. Then she turned and hurled her pumpkin at PJ.


And PJ, encased in a giant foam pillow, couldn’t dodge it. It thumped her hard in the thighs and she went down like a bowling pin, spinning out on the dirt.


“What in the world?”


Jeremy. All seven feet of ketchup, looming over her and then peering after her prey.


“It’s Bix!” PJ said, pointing above her head. “Help me up.”


Jeremy tossed his cup of hot cider and held out both hands. “Who?”


“Meredith Bixby!”


Recognition registered on his face as PJ bounded to her feet. But she didn’t wait for him to catch up, just turned and watched as Bix skidded to a stop beside a shiny yellow Vespa scooter, threw a furry leg over, and inserted a key.


She wasn’t getting away—not on PJ’s watch.


PJ heard ripping as she threw herself at the raccoon in an all-out tackle. She took her out just as the bike lurched forward. They flew off together, rolling into the ditch with a bell-ringing landing that huffed the breath out of her.


Ow.


“Get off me!” Bix slammed an elbow at PJ’s face. It landed on the bun.


PJ wrapped her arms around Bix, trying to roll on top of her. “Meredith, you jumped bail—”


“Of course I did, PJ. I’m not going to jail!”


PJ finally got ahold of Bix’s wrist, both hands fighting for control. “You . . . should . . . have . . . thought . . .” She groped for the cuffs, curling her fingers around them just as Bix rolled out from under her.


Then, in a move that both Boone and Jeremy should have been cheering, she whipped out Davy’s handcuffs and managed to snap one cuff on Bix’s wrist.


But instead of giving the snarl PJ expected, Bix looked at PJ with an expression of horror, her black-rimmed eyes filling. Her voice dropped, low, desperate. “You have to listen to me. I’m not the person they’re saying. I’m not a thief. It was an accident. I meant to pay for the wallet. I just slipped it into my pocket while I was looking at a pair of earrings. I swear it was an accident. My lawyer is trying to sort it out, but until he does, I can’t go to jail.”


PJ hovered above her, her hand searching for Bix’s other wrist. “What about the other three charges?”


“Years ago, when I was a mess. I’m not that person anymore. I swear it. Please.” A tear rolled into Bix’s ear. “My kid is watching, PJ.”


Her expression whisked PJ back a decade, to the humiliating moment when the Kellogg police hauled her away in her grass-stained prom dress, the smoke from the country club kitchen inferno blotting out the starry night. The false arrest had driven her out of Kellogg, put her on the run for nearly ten years, and kept her under suspicion until Boone had come clean and cleared her name.


PJ found the woman’s eyes, pinned hers to them. “I don’t want a scene either. If I take off the cuffs, do you promise to come in quietly? You can even call your lawyer on the way, and he can meet you there. And then neither one of us will make the papers.” She gestured toward the crowd behind them.


“Really?” Bix wiped her eyes with the back of her free paw, smearing makeup into her ear.


PJ nodded. “Promise?”


Bix nodded.


PJ rolled off her, and Bix offered a paw to help her to her feet. PJ handed Bix the key to the handcuff.


“Sorry. It’s just a misunderstanding,” she said to the crowd. She searched for Jeremy, but he seemed conspicuously absent.


Tinker Bell ran and embraced her mother, who crouched beside her and whispered in her ear. The little girl skipped away, her thin legs barely able to stretch out, thanks to the slim green skirt. She must have hiked it up past her knees to ride behind her mother on the small . . . one-person . . . Vespa. Wait—Bix couldn’t have ridden here with Tinker Bell. Which meant someone else was taking care of her daughter. Which meant she probably wasn’t going home. . . .


Oh no.


And then, as all her instincts fired off like little explosions in her head, Bix slapped a cuff around PJ’s left wrist. She had the other wrist caught and the cuff snapped on before PJ could turn.


“Bix! Don’t—”


“Stop following me, PJ, or you’re going to get hurt!” Bix snarled as she pushed her, hard, into the dirt.


PJ rolled onto her back, trapped, her eyes closed, listening as the Vespa roared to life and whizzed away with a high-pitched whee!


And from somewhere beyond her periphery, she heard a camera click. Oh, perfect.


“Problems, PJ?” Boone said, his voice over her. He grabbed her by both sides of her bun and pulled her to her feet. “What was that?”


She’d torn a hole through the costume at the knees, and her dirty legs poked through between bun and dog. “She jumped bail. Were you serious—you don’t have a handcuff key?”


Boone’s silence made her look up.


“What?”


“Jeremy has you skip tracing now? A couple solved crimes and suddenly you’re tracking down fugitives?” A quiet anger simmered in his expression.


“Listen, I know you’re still worried about me, but you can stop now. I’m fine. I just need to get out of these cuffs.”


“You think just because you don’t want me in your life that I’m going to suddenly stop caring? that I’ll stop waking up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, afraid that someday you’re going to get yourself hurt—really hurt?”


Oh. “I do want you in my life. Just not . . . as my boyfriend.”


He took a long breath.


“Please, Boone, I miss your friendship.” And the cuffs had begun to pinch.


He shook his head slowly, then turned away. “Boone!”


As if she might really be in some sort of B movie, Jeremy swaggered up, a convenient entrance, wearing a black baseball cap backward, and minus his ketchup costume. “You okay, babe? What’s with the cuffs?”


Boone stopped. Rounded. One second too late, PJ recognized his expression.


“Boone, don’t—”


“You’re going to get her hurt,” he said, advancing on Jeremy, who took a breath. PJ winced at the cold, calm look in his eyes.


Boone’s voice stayed low and lethal as he stopped just in front of Jeremy. “You don’t deserve her, and worse, you’re going to get her hurt.”


“You’re overreacting. I’m fine. I just . . . I shouldn’t have believed Bix.”


Boone shook his head, his eyes hard on hers. “People don’t change, PJ. You should know that by now. Just try and stay alive.”


He strode away, his tails flapping as he loosened his tie and dumped it in a garbage barrel.


PJ watched him go, her throat burning. She turned to Jeremy, scraping up her voice, any voice. “And where were you, Mr. Ketchup? Did you not hear me? Meredith Bixby, bail jumper, remember?” She indicted her still-cuffed hands. “A little help would have been appreciated.”


But Jeremy’s gaze had trailed after Boone. “I knew you could handle it. Besides, I wasn’t going to do you any good trapped inside a tube of tomato paste.” Finally his eyes met hers. “Why’d you let her go?”


“Because she had a hair appointment. I didn’t let her go! Clearly, because I’m wearing handcuffs. Do you happen to have a key?”


He gave her a small smile. “Somewhere inside that hot dog beats a heart of compassion. Don’t worry; you’ll get her next time.” Jeremy ran a hand down her arm. “I’ll track down a key. And then I need something to eat. Seeing you in that hot dog costume is making me hungry.”






Chapter Two


“You’re very photogenic. This is the second shot of you in handcuffs in four months.”


Jeremy folded the Monday edition of the Kellogg Gazette in half and tossed it toward PJ, who sat on his black leather sofa. It landed with a plop at her feet. She didn’t even glance at it. Not again. She’d already scanned every last grainy detail in this morning’s mail delivery, read every last jot and tittle about the fiasco at Kellogg Farms over the weekend.


“Thanks for bringing that up. I feel so much better.” She’d have to track down—she leaned over and read the photo credits—Lindy Halston and strangle her for the fabulous shot of PJ as she stood, scuffed-up and alone in the parking lot with the setting sun behind her, a torn, unhappy, handcuffed hot dog, while Jeremy tracked down the handcuff key.


“I can’t wait for my mother to see it. She’ll probably have it framed.”


Jeremy leaned back in his desk chair and smirked at her. “Have you heard from her yet?”


“No. I left a number of messages at her house and a few on her cell, although she barely knows how to turn it on. My mother has the technical acuity of a gecko. Still, she should be able to answer her phone. I might need to do a drive-by today.”


“She’s probably just out playing Bunco or something.”


“For three unaccounted-for days?”


“She’s single. Give her a break.”


“My mother is not single. She’s widowed. There’s a big difference.” In fact, in many ways, Carl Sugar was still very much a presence in her mother’s life: his clothes still hanging on his side of the closet, his golf clubs on the hook, even his green Jag taking up space on his side of the garage. Not that her mother lived in the past—she simply felt it disrespectful to erase him from the life he’d worked so hard to build.


“She’s probably lonely, PJ. Give her some room to fill her life with friends.”


The morning sun pressed into the windows, gilding the wooden floor into a sea of amber. Downstairs, the smell of freshly baking sub sandwiches ribboned through the paned front door of Kane Investigations and found her stomach. A half-eaten sesame bagel, the two halves glued together by cream cheese, lay wrapped in a napkin and balanced on the arm of the sofa.


PJ nudged the paper away from her with her toe and finished off her latte. “I should give up on finding Bix. I’ll never see her again. She’s probably over the state line by now, halfway to some spa in Brazil.”


Jeremy got up and walked over to the sofa. She loved how he looked in the mornings after his workout—freshly showered, his dark hair cut close to his head, neatly shaven, smelling like clean laundry and soap, and today in a button-down dress shirt over a gray Navy tee and blue jeans. It appeared like he eased into every day without effort and expected it to be glad to see him.


Not PJ, who had wrestled herself off the sofa at 6 a.m. and eked out of her body two miles on the treadmill at the gym while trying to ferret from the crevices of her foggy brain an idea as to where Bix might be hiding. Think like a criminal. Where would PJ go if she were a fugitive?


Uh, South Dakota. Or at least that’s where she’d headed ten years ago. Today? She hadn’t a clue where she might lie low while ducking from the law. Nor would she want to. She’d gotten painfully used to having her family—Davy, Connie, even the crazy, fish-frying, vodka-consuming Russian federation—in her life.


Connie’s pregnancy news throbbed inside her like the ugly scrape down her arm. She hated when her longings snuck up on her and pounced, filleting open old wounds.


She was happy for Connie. Really.


Jeremy sat on the end of the sofa. She was still barefoot, and he surprised her by picking up her foot, setting it on his lap.


“Listen, Princess. Stop beating yourself up over Bix. A good PI doesn’t give up. You have to have confidence and a positive attitude. But you have to be empathetic, too. In order to think like your subject, you need to understand her. And although you usually have pretty good instincts, you may have let your heart sympathize just a little too much with Bix. In hindsight, it might not have been the most savvy of moves.”


PJ couldn’t take her eyes off the way his thumb moved over her foot, sweetly, almost absently.


“The truth is, I’m not sure I would have done any differently. It’s not like she murdered anyone. She stole an expensive wallet. She’s not exactly a menace to society.”


“Mmm-hmm.” His touch tickled a little, but she wasn’t pulling away.


Just like she hadn’t last night when he’d bandaged the scrape on her elbow.


The stiffness in their relationship seemed to crack at the harvest event, a freshness to his demeanor that spilled over into the evening, when he’d rented an old Gregory Peck movie and watched it on the sofa, popping microwave popcorn long after his bedtime. As if he hadn’t . . . wanted to leave?


Or maybe he just felt guilty about trapping her inside a large, puffy advertisement while the entire town convulsed into hysterics. Another spectacular moment for her wannabe-PI scrapbook.


“So you said you talked to Connie. You didn’t tell me what it was about.”


PJ pulled her foot away and stood, collecting her uneaten bagel, his empty cup. “She’s pregnant.”


She didn’t know what she expected, certainly not the way his eyes twitched as he watched her throw away the garbage.


“Really. That’s . . . very exciting news. Isn’t it?”


She’d let the conversation simmer inside her since yesterday and had emerged with two truths. First, she might really have to start living in her loft-size Crown Vic, especially if Jeremy took on any more cases and his horizontal filing system started engulfing the rest of the office. More than that, though, Connie’s news screamed the glaring truth. At least one of the Sugars was moving on with her life.


“I’m thrilled for her. She and Sergei will make great parents, and Davy needs a sibling.”


Jeremy still wore that strange look, as if he might be trying to peel back her words, searching for a hidden meaning.


Okay, fine—“I can’t move back in.”


He nodded, real slow.


“They need a room for the baby, and I have to find a place to live.”


“You don’t like my sofa?” He smiled finally, something teasing in his dark eyes.


“I can’t live on your sofa forever, boss. Besides, I know how you like to work late. I’m throwing you off your game.”


“I’m not sure I’d put it quite that way.” He pushed one arm out along the top of the sofa. “But you’ve certainly changed the rules.”


His smile had vanished, and with it went any words she might have conjured. So he hadn’t forgotten their kiss.


Then he sighed. “Listen, I can advance you some money, if you need it, for rent.”


“I do your books. You don’t have any money to advance me.”


“Ouch. Not everything is on the books. I might have a few personal resources.”


It was the way he said it, dark and husky, that reminded her that she knew very little about Jeremy Kane. Other than the fact that he always seemed to appear when she needed him, like the first time—dressed as a pizza deliveryman, hiding in the garage in just the right place to save her skin. He also had more faith in her than she deserved.


But she couldn’t take his money, and she met his hard look with one of her own. “We need clients, and now.”


She crouched next to the pile of fugitive recovery subjects messengered to them by Liberty Bondsmen and picked up the top file. “Bruno Dirkman.”


“I’ll take care of that one, PJ.”


She glanced at him, then opened the front cover. Attempted murder. Bruno glared into the camera as if hoping to take out her heart and chew on it. “Right.” She’d let the guy who’d done time as a Navy SEAL handle Bruno. She closed the file and picked up the next one. “Brad Knightly. Armed robbery.”


“Him too. Just put him in my pile.”


PJ put the file aside. “Keith Dennis. Assault—”


“Mine.”


She closed the file, angled a look at him. “Excuse me, but what are all those self-defense lessons for if not to apprehend fugitives?”


Jeremy’s past gathered in his eyes for a moment; then he pasted his mouth into a grim line. “Self-defense is just that—defense. There’s a difference between defending yourself and apprehending someone. You need to be ready to follow through when you’re on the offense. You’ve walked into the fight with the goal of finishing it. Defense is about getting away to fight another day.”


She opened her mouth, case in point already forming in her throat—


“And I definitely want you alive to fight another day. You’re not going anywhere near those kinds of people.”


“So let me get this straight. I can do fugitive recovery, but only the nice criminals.”


One side of his mouth quirked up. “That about sums it up.”


“I’m going to start calling you Boone.”


His smile disappeared. “I’m not Boone, PJ.” He said it so softly it made her heart skitter. “I’m far from Boone.”


Oh yes, that couldn’t be truer. Jeremy, with his steely demeanor, a man of few but poignant words, a tightly knotted control about him that she’d seen unravel only when he’d thought she might be hurt. Jeremy had a mysterious, breathtaking allure about him, the feel of autumn, like riding down a leaf-strewn road, churning up the fragrance of tomorrow in her wake. Yes, Jeremy was a dangerous mix of something sweetly familiar and the enticing scent of change. Boone, however, his presence woven into every high school memory, entwined with every future she’d envisioned, was a Saturday afternoon in the summer, the husky remnant of a sun-baked day still lazy in the wind. Easy, expected, comforting.


In a way, she loved them both, needed them both. And in that, perhaps, she saw their alikeness.


“His warning got to you. That bit about me getting hurt and his suggestion that you don’t deserve me.”


“Oh,” Jeremy said, his eyes softening along with his voice, “I know I don’t deserve you.” He took a breath, and his tone contained an edge when he continued. “And Boone’s words were more to the tune of I’m going to get you hurt.”


She wasn’t sure what sentence to address first. He didn’t deserve her? His whispered words, spoken before the first time he’d ever kissed her, chanted in the back of her brain. “I’m not ready for this.” And now he didn’t deserve her? It didn’t take her PI instincts to recognize a man fleeing the scene of the relationship, and fast.


That settled it. She’d move her gear to the Vic starting tonight. She swallowed back the pain rushing into her throat. Wow, she had really duped herself this time.


She managed an easy shrug. “I’m a private investigator. Getting hurt comes with the job.”


“Not necessarily.”


“Not necessarily? Do you mean the not-getting-hurt part or the fact that I haven’t gotten my license yet?”


“Both, Sugar. The last thing I need is you getting hurt on my watch and having the Minnesota board yank my license. You still need hours of weapons, self-defense, legal, and first-responder training.”


PJ tossed the files onto his lap. So that’s what all the babysitting was for . . . safeguarding his license.


She got up and shuffled to the window, staring down at the college students hiking to class at the University of Minnesota campus, their messenger bags thumping against their backs. She’d never actually made it all the way to college.


“Maybe I shouldn’t even be here.” She closed one eye in a cringe, wanting to pull back the leak of self-pity.


She heard rustling behind her and jumped a little when Jeremy slid his hands over her shoulders. “Give it time, PJ. You can’t be a PI overnight.”


She didn’t lean against him, but he didn’t remove his hands, either. She swallowed, palmed her hand against the cool glass, seeing her fingerprints as she pulled it away. “I just want to solve one amazing case without the answer sneaking up on me.”


“You did.”


She turned, expecting him to move away. But he didn’t. Just looked at her with those dark eyes, his strong hands now moving down to catch her wrists.


She couldn’t meet his eyes. “Fine. Name one.”


“You found Gabby’s so-called stolen jewelry.”


Gabby? The next-door neighbor of her previous client? “Oh, brother. You can hardly call that a case. Her cat was pushing her jewelry behind the furniture. Any housekeeper would have discovered the truth.”


“You still solved it. And if you hadn’t, Gabby’s daughter would have convicted the old woman of losing her mind, and poor Gabby would be in an old folks’ home today.”


“Jeremy, open your eyes!” She twisted her hands from his grip. “I nearly got her and myself and about four other people killed. Not to mention pushing my sister’s father-in-law into the middle of a carjacking ring, and let’s not forget nearly getting my nephew murdered by an assassin.”


He hadn’t moved and now slid his hand around her neck, rubbed his thumb along her face. “Don’t you think you’re overreacting just a smidge?”


She met his eyes. “Name one real crime I solved. Really solved. Me.”


And then maybe it didn’t matter, because he kissed her. Sweetly, with nothing of the reluctant, desperate urgency of before—first her top lip, then her bottom, finally kissing both of them, gently nudging them open. She sighed and let herself curl toward him.


See, she wasn’t much of a PI.


Because she hadn’t seen that coming at all.


Jeremy slid his other arm around her waist, pulling her closer to his chest.


“Hello?”


Jeremy moved her away from him so fast she thought she might fall over. He whirled around, holding her behind him, and she had to peek out at a . . . lawyer?


The interloper standing in the open doorway looked like a lawyer, anyway. Tall and pinched, blond, and belly-white pale, as if he hadn’t seen the sun in over a decade, he wore a black suit and blue tie and clutched a briefcase. He approached them, his bony hand stretched out in greeting.


“Michael Finch. I’m with Tyler and Finch, Attorneys.” He had to pick his way around Jeremy’s filing system—manila folders positioned like a mocked-up battlefield on the wooden floor.


Jeremy met his hand. “Jeremy Kane. What can I do for you?”


“Actually, I’m here to see Miss Sugar.” He nodded toward her, and PJ emerged from behind Jeremy.


Finch shook her hand. His was cool and felt freshly lotioned. “Can I talk to you privately?”


“Uh . . .” PJ shot a look at Jeremy, who raised an eyebrow. Clearly, he wasn’t budging. “I think we can talk in front of my boss.”


“Fine. I represent the estate of Agatha Kellogg.”


“Kellogg? As in the town of Kellogg?” Jeremy asked. He motioned for Finch to sit down. The lawyer negotiated his way to a blank space on the sofa. Jeremy leaned against the desk, his arms folded over his chest. PJ joined him, moving a cup of coffee to slide onto the desk.


“Yes, that’s right.”


“Wow.” PJ turned to Jeremy. “I did a report in school on the Kellogg family. They were wealthy beyond imagination. Owned half the town, lived in this huge estate on the lake near Maximilian Bay. It sat on a hill above the lake and had this rolling thatched roof, right out of one of Grimms’ fairy tales. I used to imagine what it would be like to be a princess in that amazing house . . .”


Finch wore a strange expression as he stared at her.


“Agatha was one of the oldest surviving family members,” she finished quickly. “Boone mentioned something about her passing this summer.”


“Six months ago, actually,” said Finch, who continued to regard PJ with a look that made her feel as if she might still be wearing the hot dog. “It took us a while to sort through the paperwork, and then we tried to track you down. . . .” Finch’s gaze trekked over to the Gazette lying on the floor. “I should have noticed you the first time you made the rounds in the paper. Thankfully, I noticed this today.”


“Find me? Why?” Oh no. “I’m not being sued, am I? I mean, you’re not here because of the Kellogg Harvest Days incident? Listen, I was doing my job—Bix was bail jumping.”


“No, actually, I’m not here in that capacity.” Finch seemed to study her one final moment, a question in his eyes. Then finally he sighed and opened the briefcase on his lap. He handed her a sheaf of papers. “I’m here because you are the lone beneficiary of the personal estate of Agatha Kellogg.”


PJ scanned the top page of the ream of papers, her gaze focused on the photocopied handwritten letter. To . . . her?


She looked up at Finch, over to Jeremy, again to the letter. “I . . . don’t . . .”


“You, PJ Sugar, have inherited the Kellogg family fortune.”






Chapter Three


“You inherited the mushroom house? I can’t believe it. I always loved that house.” Connie sat at the center island of her kitchen, smoothing the papers onto the recently redone black granite counter.


PJ couldn’t quite wrap her mind around her sister in a pair of green striped pajama pants and a pink T-shirt in the middle of a Monday afternoon. Connie usually packed in five hours of work by this hour of the day but today had answered her cell phone at home when PJ called at lunchtime. “Sick day,” Connie had explained and invited PJ and her Big News over. If the newly pregnant woman wasn’t sick now, at the rate she was foraging through the kitchen, she would be by dinner.


“The mushroom house?” PJ opened a can of diet soda and sat down next to her sister on a tall leather stool in the middle of Connie’s restored Craftsman home, with its polished oak, soft leathers, and jewel tones. The furnishings of a well-honed life. “Please tell me why you named that beautiful Tudor after a fungus.”


Connie picked up the eight-by-ten black-and-white glossy of the home included in PJ’s file. “The way the thatched roof rolls over it, curling over the edges—it reminded me of a mushroom.”


“I thought it looked like the dwarfs’ house.”


“As in the seven dwarfs? And who were you, Snow White?”


PJ sipped her drink, reaching for a bowl of yogurt pretzels in the center of the table. “Sometimes. Other times, I was Cinderella.”


“Of course you were.” Connie set her tea beside the file, picking up the handwritten letter. “Do you even remember this woman? Because she obviously remembers you.”


PJ had spent all morning digging into the vast history of the Kellogg family, finally focusing on ninety-eight-year-old Agatha, belle of Kellogg, philanthropist, railroad baroness, and PJ’s benefactor. “Vaguely.”


Outside, the wind stirred the piled leaves in Connie’s backyard, tossing them against the screens of her enclosed porch. The few chrysanthemums that had survived Boris’s potato-planting crusade bloomed a fall palette in the cold garden. The gardener worked silently outside, covering the flowers one by one with Styrofoam forms. He occasionally glanced at the house, meeting PJ’s eyes once with a smile.


Boris’s snores buzzed from under the closed door just beyond the kitchen, and Baba Vera sat at the table reading a Russian magazine, her orange hair tied up in a scarf.


“Agatha Kellogg used to sit in the front row of the theater,” PJ said. “I remember her hats most of all. They had feathers and velvet bows, looked like something out of a Chanel millinery on the Champs-Élysées. She would peer at us through cat-eye glasses, wearing a ratty mink stole. She went to nearly every rehearsal that I can remember, would say nothing, and then leave without a word. I think she might have been the benefactor of the Kellogg theater scholarship. She reminded me of the old woman searching in that Christopher Reeve movie . . . what was it called?”


“Somewhere in Time?”


“Yeah. She always seemed to be looking for something, waiting for it to appear.”


“She used to watch you on stage?”


“Well, I was only in that one play. But yes, she was there most of the time.”


“Did she ever talk to you?”


PJ shook her head.


“So you had no contact with her?”


“What is this, Law & Order? Should I get a lawyer?”


“You came to me, remember?”


“Okay, well, I’ve been racking my brain, and I remember something—I was in her house once.”


“You’re kidding. Wow, I can’t believe you got to see the big house.” Connie reached for the bowl and began collecting all the broken pretzels.


“No, actually, I only dreamed of going inside that one. I have to admit, I longed to explore it. All those tiny windows, the nooks and crannies. It had to have a million secret passageways, probably hidden doorways.”


“Seriously, PJ, you read too much.”


“C’mon, don’t tell me you never imagined what it was like inside.”


Connie had created a small pile of broken pretzels and now began to nibble each one. “Nope.”


“What it might be like to live in that family?”


“Nope.”


“You never wondered what your life would be like if you were somebody else?”


Connie finished off the last of the cashews mixed in with the pretzels. “Never. I’m a Sugar—or at least, was a Sugar. I’ll always be a Sugar at heart. How could I ever be anyone else?” She pushed the closed file toward PJ. “I like my life. Why would I want a different one?”


PJ reached for the file, flipping it open to the eight-by-ten. “The carriage house gave me a little glimpse into their world. The floorboards creaked with every step, and it smelled like one of Dad’s old books, the kind with parchment pages. It had these cedar beams running the length of the ceiling, and white walls, like that wattle-and-daub look in old historical Williamsburg.”


Connie gave her a blank look.


“You know, the place where they dress up and pretend they’re from Colonial times? Remember our school trip to Washington, D.C., my junior year?”


“I didn’t go to D.C., remember? I went skiing with the Carlisles in Vail. Please tell me you didn’t break into the Kelloggs’—”


“C’mon—I wasn’t always in trouble. Mom insisted I raise half my ticket for the trip to D.C., which I did through the school fund-raiser. People bid for students to help them with home projects, and I got the Kellogg mushroom house.”


Connie smiled at her.


“Okay, it does sort of resemble a mushroom.”


“And now it’s your mushroom.”


Her mushroom.


Her mushroom.


Connie tilted her head down and spoke the words that had pricked PJ’s brain since the lawyer’s visit that morning. “Are there no living Kellogg relatives? That’s really hard to believe.”


“I know. Or at least, if there are, Mrs. Kellogg didn’t want them to have her house.”


“Why would socialite Agatha Kellogg give you her house?”


“I . . . don’t know.” She reached for the letter, reading it again.


To Miss PJ Sugar:


Among all my assets, the Kellogg name has been the most treasured. I carried it with pride after my beloved Ort shared it with me. But it has come to ruin and is without rescue. So I must turn to my next best hope. Carry on, Miss Sugar, and know that the blessings of your inheritance are also your destiny.


Regards,


Mrs. Orton (Agatha Brooks) Kellogg


“Your inheritance is also your destiny?”


Connie took a sip of her tea. “They say a woman loses a thousand brain cells with every pregnancy.”


“I think that’s ten thousand.”


“I’d need a lot more than that to figure out what she means.” She set down her cup. “Have you even seen the house yet?”


“Nope.”


“I think it’s been empty for a while.”


“She only died six months ago.”


“I’ve driven by there. The place is a wreck—overgrown yard, and I think there might even be a hole in the roof. Don’t tell me you’re going to keep it.”


PJ put the letter back in the file. “I don’t know. There’s only enough money left in escrow to pay the property taxes for the rest of the year. I have to decide by January if I’m going to dump the place. But the will says that if I keep it, I have to live in it.”


“Sounds like a money pit to me. What are you going to do with an eight-thousand-square-foot house?”


PJ glanced at her. “The old me might have said, ‘Hold the world’s largest kegger’?”


Connie wrinkled her nose at her. “And the new you?”


PJ lifted a shoulder. “Move in with the Vic?”


“I’m sure you and Vic will be very happy. Until it snows and you need to heat the place. And you probably need a handyman. On retainer. Hey, there’s a guy who does that at our church—I saw his ad on the bulletin board.”


“I’ve got just enough to pay for gas and maybe a few pizzas, Connie. What would I pay him with? my witty banter?”


“I think you’d owe him.” Connie got up and opened the fridge, apparently not done with her binge.


PJ drummed her fingers on the manila folder, the words in her chest fighting their way to her mouth. She took a breath. “What if she—the Kellogg family—was related to me? After all, I’m adopted. They could be my real family.”


Connie didn’t react, at least from behind. She simply reached in for a packaged piece of cheese, turned, and slowly unwrapped it, then broke the cheese into tiny squares. Finally she looked at PJ.


Everything inside PJ tightened. She took another sip of soda, then cleared her throat. “What? You know something, don’t you?”


Connie put a square into her mouth.


“Connie?”


“It’s probably nothing. . . .”


“Connie?”


“Okay, fine.” She put the cheese wrapper on the counter. “First, I’m going to let your comment slide because you know who your real family is. But not long after you left town—”


“Ten years ago? After graduation?”


“Yes. A couple weeks later, I was at the country club, playing tennis.”


PJ tried to ignore the jab of pain, realizing how Connie’s evenly knit life had carried on in Kellogg while PJ’s unraveled mile by mile as she headed west.


“I was coming up from the courts when I heard Mom. She was in the parking lot, on her way to lunch, I think, and she was having a fight. With Agatha Kellogg.”


“Are you sure it was Mrs. Kellogg?”


“Positive. You’re not the only one who remembers her. Only in my head she was the woman with the silk scarf wrapped around her head, smoking cigarettes with one of those long cigarette holders like she was Rita Hayworth.”


PJ had to smile. “Yep, I remember that now. She had a convertible Karmann Ghia.”


“Of course you’d remember her car.”


“I miss my Bug; what can I say? But she certainly did like to live out loud.”


“That wasn’t the only thing out loud. She was livid that day—one finger in Mom’s face, the other hand resting on her cane, wearing one of those looks Mom used to give us when she wanted to threaten us with something dire for whispering in church but couldn’t in front of the deaconesses. Only Mrs. Kellogg wasn’t biting back her nasty words.”


“Did you happen to hear what she said?”


“Something about letting people down or not showing up for something—maybe a committee meeting? You know how Mom seemed to be on every club board. I remember thinking with your recent disappearance, maybe people should cut her some slack if she wanted to stay at home and pull the curtains.”


“Mom stayed at home and pulled the curtains? Over my leaving?”


Connie stared at her a long moment, eyes squinting, as if trying to see something inside PJ. “You’re seriously surprised by that?”


PJ raised a shoulder.


“Wow. Okay, well, Mrs. Kellogg pulled herself together in a blinding moment of society poise the second she saw me. But Mom had turned white. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so unraveled.”


“No?”


Connie grinned and finished off her cheese. “Well, maybe after our prom when the cops showed up at our door in the middle of the night.”


“Are you sure it wasn’t the day I came back to Kellogg?”


“Oh no, PJ. That was the first day in years she wasn’t white. I think she’d finally stopped holding her breath.”


“I don’t know, Connie. I think she probably went into a full-scale panic. Trouble’s back in town.” PJ offered her sister a good-natured grin.


Connie didn’t return the smile. She pursed her lips, then slowly turned and pulled a glass from the cupboard, opened the fridge, and retrieved a carton of milk.


“Okay, what?”


Connie regarded the milk for a long moment. “At some point you’re going to actually have to figure out what else to label yourself. Because no one is calling you Nothing but Trouble anymore but you.”


Oh. She hadn’t noticed that exactly, but a girl could hope, right? “So what does that have to do with me being adopted?”


“I don’t know. At the time, I couldn’t believe that Mrs. Kellogg could be so cruel. And then I wondered how Mom and Agatha knew each other. They weren’t exactly peers. Mrs. Kellogg was about fifty years older than Mom and ran with the Pillsburys, the Fairmonts, and the Hills. Way above our set. So what did she have to do with Mom?” Connie shrugged. “I think I have too much of your PI curiosity. It probably had to do with a blood drive or something.”


PJ caught her smile. “Yeah, probably. But I’ll ask Mom about it.”


Connie’s smile fell. “How about you let me ask, okay?”


“Speaking of Mom, she hasn’t checked in with you lately, has she?”


Connie poured her milk, shaking her head.


“You’re not even worried?”


“She’s a grown-up, Peej. She gets to be busy if she wants. She’ll call if she needs me.”


“Connie, you don’t work for a PI. You don’t know the darkness out there, what people do to each—”


“I’m a DA. I think I know. But Mom’s lived her own life for years. It might actually surprise you to know that Mom and I don’t talk every day. In fact—” she leaned over the counter, lowered her voice—“sometimes we go for an entire week and don’t call each other.” She widened her eyes, nodding.


“Funny. Okay. It’s just that . . . it feels strange to have her so close and not check in.”


“She’ll check in when she wants to. She’s not a child.”


Vera got up, greeted PJ in Russian, and disappeared into the room with Boris.


“How’s your Russian coming?” PJ asked as Connie watched her mother-in-law leave.


“By the time the baby gets here, I hope I can say things like, ‘Please don’t feed the baby caviar.’”


“I’ll bet Sergei is excited.”


A sweet smile edged up Connie’s face. “I admit, he’s surprised me. He already has names. We’re in negotiations.”


“Negotiations?”


“I want Emily; he wants Luba. Marriage, children—it’s all about negotiation. I have to admit, although I’ve been married before, this time around I’m more careful. I see my words before I say them. Still, it’s been harder.”


“You’re walking into the marriage fully formed, Connie. You already have your child, your home, your life. And you have to bend that identity around Sergei and his parents to find the new you together. And now the baby? I think you’re doing great.” PJ flicked her gaze to Connie as she spoke, moving her hand over to her sister’s arm.


Connie’s eyes glistened. “I’m sorry I threw you out.”


PJ lifted a shoulder, her words webbed in the knot in her throat.


“I miss you.”


PJ nodded. “Ditto. But it had to happen sometime. You have to start your own life.”


Connie palmed the file. “And you, yours. Although I have to say, I’m not thrilled about the chinchilla you gave Davy. Did you know it screams? and spits?”


PJ grinned. “Just wanted to leave my mark, Connie. Be grateful you didn’t get two. I think Dally has more she’s trying to get rid of.”


“No thank you. I don’t need any more reminders of your crazy past mysteries. In fact, maybe you need some company. It’s an awfully big house to be alone in.”


Alone?


Connie must have read her face. “Or . . . not alone?”


PJ considered her a moment. Then, “Okay, I admit, men confuse me.”


“Boone?”


“Jeremy. He kissed me.”


Connie set down her tea. “Really. You’re just full of big news today, aren’t you?”


PJ dragged her finger through the condensation from her glass, drawing a circle on the granite. “Something happened Sunday. He’s going all protective on me. He’s pulling a Boone.”


“Speaking of, did you see him at the festival?”


“Yes. We talked. Or rather, he snarled. We have a long way to go before we’re friends.”


Connie got up and set her glass in the sink. “I have to admit, it’s hard to imagine a world without you and Boone together. It’s always been that way in my head.”


PJ’s too. In her mind, sometimes she still saw herself on the back of Boone’s motorcycle, arms wrapped around his waist, heading into the sunset. And it didn’t feel quite right to clip him out of the photo and put Jeremy in his place. The cutout lines didn’t quite match up.


“I’m hoping we can be friends.”


“Friends. Let’s see. Friends. Like, him telling you about his dates? You calling him up after kissing Jeremy? That kind of friends?”


“Funny, Connie. But yes, maybe we can get past what we were to something new.”


Connie shook her head. “That would nice, but he’s been waiting for you for a long time. It’s not going to be easy for either of you.”


“I hope so. Boone’s been my best friend . . . well, at least he knows me better than almost anyone. I can’t imagine not being friends with him.” Even as she said it, the words ground into her heart.


Connie touched PJ’s arm, her hand warm. “I can’t imagine it either. A PJ Sugar world without Boone.”


PJ stared out the window as the gardener covered the remains of the once-beautiful garden with a dark mulch of dirt and leaves and clippings, leaving behind only the memory of the summer glory.






End of sample
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