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“There must be five hundred people here.”

Tassie Drake looked up from arranging little clear plastic bags of dog biscuits on the table in front of her to see her sister, Abby, surveying the crowd. People were milling around the beautiful seaside park with their furry companions in a delightful whirlwind of canine chaos. The Dog Days Festival was held every summer in their small Maine town of Bluewater Bay to celebrate dog lovers and their pups with a full day of fun in the sun, and the park was alive with playful barks and laughter. They couldn’t have asked for better weather either. Mild temps with an ocean breeze, there wasn’t a cloud in the blue sky. In addition to the dog-friendly games, food, and contests, there was a photographer to take pictures of the fur babies and their human parents, in exchange for a donation to the town’s no-kill animal shelter, which also had a booth showcasing pooches available for adoption.

As far as Tassie was concerned, the festival was the event of the summer, and she and Abby had set up a booth at Dog Days ever since they opened Pupcakes a few years ago. To keep things fresh—and because it was fun—they decorated their booth differently each time. Today, they had a cutout of a powder blue doghouse as the centerpiece behind them with cute cartoon canines that looked a lot like their own fur babies, Baxter and Finn. It was colorful and festive and completely captured the vibe of their doggy bakery and attracted a ton of customers. Although, now that she thought about it, that was probably more likely thanks to Baxter and Finn, both of whom worked the crowd like pros with their adorable faces and waggy tails.

“I think the crowd’s mostly here because your famous boyfriend is giving two presentations this afternoon,” Tassie said with a grin.

Tassie’s adorable Chiweenie, Baxter, regarded her from where he sat on the lawn beside her. Black with some caramel, he had a patch of white right on his chin that made it look like he was smiling whenever he looked up at you. It was so incredibly cute! And right now, it made Tassie think he was in complete agreement with her.

Abby blushed a little, glancing over at her boyfriend, Isaac Bridger, whose booth was next to theirs. He was a well-known dog psychologist who’d moved to Bluewater Bay back in the spring. With dark blond hair, brown eyes, and an angular jaw with a trace of stubble, he was also totally her sister’s type. Instead of casually bumping into him somewhere in town and starting up a conversation, her sister had pretended her Dachshund, Finn, had behavioral issues so she could meet him. Thing was, Finn didn’t have any behavioral issues—something Isaac figured out right from the start. Luckily, Isaac hadn’t been annoyed and instead found Abby’s shyness charming.

The good-looking dog psychologist was pretty charming himself, something dog owners from Bluewater Bay, as well as seemingly every other town in the state, must have figured out because people were here in droves. Some had even brought his recently published debut book with them to get signed. Tassie couldn’t blame them. When it came to canine companions, Isaac knew his stuff. And she wasn’t just saying that because he was dating her sister.

“Yeah.” Abby let out a happy sigh. “Every time I look at him, I wonder how I got so lucky.”

“I think he’s pretty lucky too, you know,” Tassie said.

Abby let out a snort. “While I appreciate it, I think you’re obligated by law to say that because you’re my sister. Speaking of being lucky, here comes Jack.”

Tassie turned to see her boyfriend, Jack Sterling, making his way toward them with his beautiful Lab-mix, Gus. Tall with dark hair, dreamy brown eyes, a square jaw with the perfect amount of stubble, and broad shoulders, the sight of him always made her pulse do a little happy dance. It didn’t hurt that the tee he was wearing showed off his muscular biceps either.

They’d met at a crime scene several months ago after she and Baxter had stumbled over a dead body. Jack had just moved to Bluewater Bay from Albany to take a position as the town’s one and only police detective and ended up having to investigate a murder his first day on the job. When he’d arrested one of her friends for the crime, Tassie had made it her mission to uncover the real killer, much to Jack’s dismay. Until he’d realized she and Baxter kind of had a knack for sleuthing, of course. She knew all those hours watching Murder She Wrote and the plethora of movies on the Hallmark Mystery Channel would pay off.

She and Jack hadn’t officially started dating—well, she wasn’t exactly sure when they’d become official since she still wasn’t sure if running into each other at the dog park numerous times counted as dates or not—until she and Baxter helped him investigate another murder a few weeks later, this time of a famous foodie and internet sensation.

Though Tassie would never admit it to anyone other than Baxter, she’d been a little worried she and Jack might not have a connection if they weren’t working to solve a crime. She hadn’t wanted to think dead bodies were the only thing they had in common. Because that definitely wasn’t a good foundation for a relationship. But she couldn’t have been more wrong. She and Jack went together like peanut butter and chocolate—two foods they both loved, by the way. And there hadn’t been a murder in Bluewater Bay in months.

Tassie smiled and waved, while beside her, Baxter happily wagged his tail in greeting.

She picked up a small, round peanut butter doggy treat and held it out to Gus. “Here you go, sweetie.”

Jack chuckled. “Gus is a sucker for peanut butter.”

She grinned as she gave treats to Baxter and Finn. “Takes after his dad.”

“True. Sorry we’re late,” Jack said, giving her a quick kiss. Even that small peck made her pulse flutter. It wasn’t her fault. He was super scrumptious. “Gus wanted to sign us up for musical chairs.”

Musical chairs wasn’t really musical chairs in the true sense of the word because there weren’t any chairs. Instead, the pups and their human counterparts walked around in a circle while music played, and when it stopped, the people had to freeze, and their pooches had to sit, otherwise, you were out of the game. It was silly and fun, and everyone loved it.

“Gus wanted to sign up, huh?” she said with a grin.

“Oh, yeah.” Jack nodded. “Gus is very competitive. We signed up for the agility contest too.”

Tassie laughed. Somehow, she doubted Gus was the competitive half of that duo. And if the sideways glance Baxter gave her was any indication, he thought so too. Her fur baby had this unique ability to tell when people were lying. If they did, he’d give Tassie the side eye to let her know.

“Tassie and Baxter are signed up for musical chairs too,” Abby said.

Jack flashed Tassie a grin. “Looks like Gus and I will have some competition out there then.”

“You’d better believe it,” she told him.

“Are you talking about the agility contest?” a woman’s voice said. “Because my Snickers and I are going to run circles around both of you.”

Tassie tried not to laugh as she looked over to see Estelle Nichols, Bluewater Bay’s resident historian and queen of all things gossip-related. Shorter than Tassie, Estelle’s dark hair was touched with gray, and she wore big, round glasses. Tassie wasn’t sure what was more amusing. The notion of the adorable fawn and white Corgi maneuvering the agility course, even though he refused to run without a trail of doggy treats as motivation, or Estelle’s confidence.

“We were actually talking about musical chairs,” Tassie said. “But Jack and Gus are entered in the agility contest too.”

Estelle regarded him thoughtfully. “Well, don’t think Snickers and I are going to let you and Gus win just because you’re one of Bluewater Bay’s finest, Detective,” she teased, giving Tassie a wink.

Jack’s mouth twitched. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

She laughed and looked at Tassie. “Snickers and I really came over to pick up some treats. He needs his energy if we’re going to win, you know.”

“Gus and I are going to wander around,” Jack said with a chuckle, giving Tassie another quick kiss. “We’ll see you and Baxter later.”

Estelle watched Jack and Gus blend into the sea of people before turning to give Tassie a fond look. “I knew you and Detective Sterling would be adorable together.”

Okay, she’d play along. “And how did you know that?”

Estelle shrugged, her lips curving into a mischievous smile. “What can I say? I have a knack for that kind of thing.”

Tassie was about to suggest maybe Estelle should open a matchmaking business on the side, but Lucy Shaw, her best friend since grade school, walked up to the Pupcakes booth before she could say anything. Seven months pregnant with her first child, Lucy was petite with shoulder-length dark, curly hair and the very definition of a glowing mom-to-be. She had her sweet Basset Hound, Bruno, with her, his long ears brushing the grass as he walked. Tassie was surprised to see Krystal Buckley with them, though. Then again, Lucy was working with the other woman on planning their upcoming high school reunion, so maybe they’d had a meet-up to talk strategy. Considering it was July and the reunion was in September, they probably needed to meet up quite a lot. Because as far as Tassie knew, they hadn’t even come up with a theme yet—which, according to Lucy, was something Krystal had insisted was essential to make the event memorable.

“Tassie!” Krystal exclaimed. “Lucy just told me you’re going to help plan the class reunion with us. We’re so excited to have you!”

Wait.

What?

Tassie looked at Lucy in surprise. “Um…”

“Remember we talked about it the other day,” Lucy said, giving her a pointed look.

“Riiiight,” Tassie said, drawing out the word.

This was a thing she and Lucy had come up with in middle school. One of them would ask their parents for permission to do something in front of the other, figuring there’d be less chance of their mom and dad saying no. They’d been right because it always worked. If Lucy was pulling it out to use now, that must mean Krystal was really driving her up a wall with whatever ideas she was coming up with.

Tassie shot Lucy a look that said, I got you, then gave the blonde-haired woman a smile. “I’d be happy to help.”

She wasn’t sure what she could do to rein in their former classmate, though. In high school, Krystal had not only been editor of the yearbook, but class president too. To say she’d been an overachiever was putting it mildly. Not that there was anything wrong with being a go-getter, of course. But Krystal could be a little much sometimes. Tassie could only imagine the ideas she might be coming up with for the reunion.

Behind Krystal, Lucy sagged with relief, mouthing the words, thank you.

“We’re still trying to agree on a theme for the reunion,” Krystal said, bending to pet Baxter. “But whatever it is, we have to have a balloon arch. That’s non-negotiable.”

Lucy sighed. “We’re planning a reunion, Krystal, not a prom.”

Tassie had to agree. While she and Lucy had a great time at the prom with their respective boyfriends at the time, she’d heard rumors that not everyone in their class did. If that was true, then reminding them of that probably wasn’t such a great idea.

“Maybe we can just put up a big Welcome Back sign and call it a day?” Tassie suggested.

“But a balloon arch is so romantic,” Krystal protested. “I decorate with them all the time when I do a wedding.”

Krystal was Bluewater Bay’s premier wedding planner. Come to think of it, she was the town’s only wedding planner. But according to everyone who hired her, she was good at her job. Balloon arches notwithstanding, of course. Tassie wasn’t sure about those.

“This is a class reunion, Krystal, not a wedding,” Lucy pointed out, clearly flustered.

Krystal scowled and folded her arms in a huff, looking away with an exasperated sound, blonde ponytail swinging.

Uh-oh.

Tassie recognized that look from back in high school. The one that said Krystal was digging in her heels and wouldn’t let anyone change her mind. Like the time she insisted everyone do a school-wide synchronized dance routine, including the teachers, and video it for social media.

It didn’t go over well. 

Tassie sighed, making her bangs flutter. She needed to come up with something to say to calm both of them down before they ended up holding their ten-year class reunion at some random couple’s wedding reception simply because there was a balloon arch.

“Ugh,” Krystal said. “When did he come back to town?”

Not sure who he was, Tassie followed her gaze to see Bodie Doyle standing in line waiting to meet Issac. Bodie had gone to high school with them, then left for college. He hadn’t been in town since, that she was aware of. At least, she’d never seen him around.

“Didn’t you guys date in school, Krystal?” Lucy asked.

Krystal made a face. “Between senior year and college, yeah. For a few weeks. But only because I was feeling rebellious and knew my parents didn’t like him. Turns out, I didn’t like him either.” Taking a deep breath, she turned back to them. “I just remembered I have to be somewhere. I’ll text both of you later about our next planning session. Toodle-oo.”

Tassie opened her mouth to tell Krystal that she didn’t have her number, but she was already disappearing into the crowd.

Lucy waved her off. “I already gave her your number.”

“Thanks for that,” Tassie muttered.

“Sorry,” Lucy said. “But if I didn’t enlist help dealing with Krystal, you and Jack were going to have another murder to investigate.”

Tassie snorted. She didn’t even need to have Baxter give her a sidelong glance to know her friend was joking. Lucy might be frustrated with Krystal, but she’d never murder her.

Though if looks could kill, Bodie would be dead right now from the way Isaac was glaring at him as he reached the front of the line. What was that about?

“All right,” Lucy said after she paid for a bag of doggy biscuits for Bruno. “I’m going to go look for my husband, who’s around here somewhere, find a seat near the musical chairs competition, and get some funnel cake because I’m starving. Not necessarily in that order.”

“Baxter and I will see you over there,” Tassie said. “Bye, Bruno.”

As Lucy and Bruno walked off, Tassie turned to see Abby taking advantage of the lull in customers to focus her attention on Isaac and Bodie. Eager to hear what the two men were talking about—especially since Isaac was still glowering—she moved a little closer.

“I hear authors make a lot of money,” Bodie said, picking up a book from the stack to glance at the blurb on the back of the dust jacket. “You must be rolling in dough.”

Isaac regarded him with an expression that could only be described as cool. “Are you interested in buying that?”

Bodie placed the book back on the table, giving Isaac a tight smile. “Nah. Just stopped by to say hello. Catch you later.”

The two men stared at each other for a moment before Bodie turned and sauntered away while Isaac practically bore holes into him with a glare.

Tassie leaned close to her sister. “Well, that was weird.”

Abby nodded, her gaze on Isaac. As if sensing her eyes on him, he turned to give her a startled look.

“Do you know Bodie?” she asked her boyfriend.

“Bodie?” Isaac repeated. “Is that his name? No, I never saw him before today.”

Sitting on the grass at Tassie’s feet, Baxter gave her a sidelong glance. So, Isaac was lying about knowing Bodie.

But why?
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If there was one thing Tassie had learned since she and Baxter started solving murders was that secrets had a way of surfacing, no matter how much people tried to hide them. If there was something going on with Isaac and Bodie, everyone would know about it, especially in a small town like Bluewater Bay. 

“Sounds like you know him, though,” Isaac remarked.

Abby nodded. “Tassie went to school with him.”

Isaac’s gaze flicked to her. “Are you friends with him?”

Tassie shook her head. “No. We just went to school together.”

Isaac nodded, looking visibly relieved.

Tassie exchanged glances with Baxter. He thought Isaac was acting squirrelly too.

On the table, the alarm on her phone chimed, interrupting her thoughts and reminding her it was almost time for musical chairs. Baxter was already wearing his harness so all she had to do was clip on his leash and grab her crossbody bag, along with her phone.

“We’re off to play musical chairs,” she told her sister.

Abby nodded, giving them a distracted wave, clearly still preoccupied with whatever was going on with Isaac. Maybe her sister could get him to open up about it.

Tassie was glad she decided to give herself and Baxter some extra time to get from the Pupcakes booth to the center of the park, where they were playing musical chairs. Not because it was far, but because it gave him the chance to visit with his fellow dogs along the way while she chatted with their human parents.

She spotted Bodie on the way too. He’d cornered Heather Owens and her precious Chinese Crested dog, Pebbles, in the middle of them doing a livestream on her phone. Heather was Bluewater Bay’s very own pet influencer, and Pebbles was super popular on social media. The pooch and her fur mom came into Pupcakes regularly, and while Baxter didn’t play favorites when it came to his doggy buddies, Pebbles was definitely one of his favorites. Tassie liked to tease him and say that Pebbles was his girlfriend.

Pebbles and her mom were usually all smiles, but at the moment, the blonde and her pooch both seemed annoyed by Bodie. Tassie didn’t blame her. Bodie had that effect on people, even back in high school. And he had just interrupted her video.

“Can’t you see that I was doing a livestream?” Heather snapped.

“Telling everyone about your marital problems?” Bodie asked.

Tassie shared a look with Baxter. Heather and her husband were having trouble? 

Heather’s face turned red. “Mason and I aren’t having marital problems.”

He snorted. “That’s not what I heard.”

Heather ground her jaw, sparks shooting from her eyes. “Well, you heard wrong!” She gave Pebbles a pet and a kiss. “Come on, girl. Let’s get away from this nasty man.”

Giving Bodie a dirty look, Heather swept past him, Pebbles in her arms. If Bodie was insulted by that, he didn’t show it. In fact, he appeared to be amused.

“That was odd,” Tassie said to Baxter.

Her pup gazed up at her in obvious agreement.

Jack and Gus were already there waiting for them by the time Tassie and Baxter got to the part of the park where they were holding musical chairs. With more than a dozen adorable dogs of all breeds and sizes, the competition was fierce, but Tassie and Baxter took first place to cheers and applause from the crowd. Jack and Gus came in second, and he congratulated her with a hug and a kiss, making Baxter and Gus wag their tails wildly in approval.

The agility competition was up next, with Jack and Gus nabbing first place by posting the best time. To her surprise, Estelle’s Corgi, Snickers, was amazingly agile and might even have taken second place if he hadn’t gotten distracted by a squirrel in the middle of the game. That prompted a lot of good-natured laughter from everyone, causing Snickers to wiggle his furry butt in excitement.

“Do you and Baxter have to get back to the Pupcakes booth right away?” Jack asked.

Tassie shook her head. “Nope. I worked the booth while Abby went to Isaac’s dog psychology presentation this morning, so she’s covering for me for a little while before going to his afternoon show.”

He flashed her a grin. “Good. Want to wander around with Gus and me?”

She smiled, and so did Baxter. “We’d love to.”

They barely started meandering when a teen volunteer handed them a colorful flyer from the stack in her hand. It had a picture of a dog wearing a shark costume.

“Don’t miss the costume contest later today,” the girl deadpanned. “Or do, if you value your dignity.”

As the girl moved off to hand out more flyers, Tassie looked at Jack.

“Did you and Gus bring your costumes?” she asked.

“No way,” he said. “Gus actually does value his dignity too much.”

Beside Jack, his pup tilted his head and looked up at him quizzically.

“Are you sure that’s Gus and not you?” she teased.

He chuckled. “Definitely Gus.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, catching Baxter’s side-eye. “Well, you’re going to need to rethink that because we have a costume party at Pupcakes every Halloween and everyone dresses up.”

He lifted a brow. “Everyone?”

She gave him a grin. “Everyone.”

Jack grunted but didn’t say anything as they started walking again. They passed a booth selling engraved dog tags and another with face painting for kids before coming to The Pampered Pup. Jack slowed as they reached the booth. In addition to a mobile dog washing station, they also did nail trims with either clippers or a rotary tool.

“I need to get Gus’s nails trimmed,” Jack said.

Claire Martin, the owner of The Pampered Pup, was otherwise occupied at the moment. She was engaged in conversation with Bodie of all people, and didn’t seem happy about it. In fact, her face was nearly the same shade as her curly red hair.

Since her assistant was giving a pooch a bath, Tassie and Jack would have to wait until Claire was finished.

 “You know that saying, pics or it didn’t happen?” Bodie said. “Well, I’m pretty sure if you didn’t get anything in writing, then some people might say that conversation all those years ago didn’t happen either. But if you want to see what happens, that’s up to you.”
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