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      Olivia Rickard has turned over a new leaf. She’s done with outside investigations. Olivia has decided that, to be a better girlfriend, she’s going to turn a blind eye to the mysteries in town. Besides, her sister Janelle is acting fishy enough lately. For Olivia, that mystery is more important to solve than finding out where Andrew’s missing report is. However, Andrew isn’t letting this particular bone go. He’s worried about his coworker, and scared that something might be very, very wrong.

      Olivia tries to track down Hattie and her missing data so Andrew can present the report to his fullest potential. But when Olivia finds more than one suspect sneaking around Hattie’s house, her gut begins to ping and Olivia’s sheepdog, Goodwin agrees. Sure enough, Hattie Dominick is nowhere to be found, and there’s ice cream melting on her porch.

      Now time is ticking away faster than the Rocky Road. The Police Chief’s hands are tied and it seems like Olivia is the only person searching for this lost soul. Olivia will need to accept that she’s born for this sleuthing thing, because giving up on the hunt could mean giving up on ever finding Hattie.
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      “I don’t care. She’s insane, and I’m not speaking to her,” Olivia grumbled. She tucked the phone between her ear and elbow and bent down, trying to hold her balance as she tied her shoes. Goodwin and Snowball tugged at their leashes, and she toppled to her knees.

      “Olivia?” Andrew’s voice was full of concern. “Are you okay?”

      She hadn’t even realized that she’d verbalized her annoyance. Sighing, she picked herself up and brushed her pants off. “I’m fine. Just irritated. You’re supposed to be on my side, you know. You are my boyfriend.”

      “I know better than to take sides when it comes to you and your sister,” he said, and chuckled. She might have cheerfully strangled him for taking this so lightly . . . but he was talking again, and she wanted to hear what he had to say. “But if she wants to see you, I think you should give her a chance. You can’t ignore her forever. You work in the same building.”

      Rearranging the leashes on her wrist, she left the dog park and headed back to the office. “Obviously, you don’t have much experience with sisters. Janelle and I have plenty of experience ignoring each other while living in the same house!”

      “Olivia,” Andrew said with a warning in his voice.

      “Don’t you Olivia me. She’s lost her mind! I told her time and time again that expanding into a catering business was a bad idea. I let her get the extra ovens, but now she’s taken on way too much work. She’s snapping at everyone. She threatened to fire her entire staff last week, Andrew!”

      “I know, baby. I talked to Patrick a couple of nights ago, and he said that she’s the same at home. Just—talk to her and calm her down. She’s just trying to make sure she doesn’t lose one dream while trying to achieve another. You—of all people—should understand that.”

      Olivia winced. Andrew didn’t bring up their failed engagement very often. It had been a bad time that neither really wanted to discuss—but he wasn’t wrong. She’d been resistant to change because she had been afraid she’d lose what they had. Her sister, Janelle, was trying to start a family, and the stress of getting pregnant had forced the older sister to realize how much her life was about to change. Janelle had decided to fast-forward through all of her career plans, taking on too much and driving everyone insane in the process.

      “Fine. I’ll respond to her stupid summons,” Olivia growled. “But I expect an apology from her. She insulted my hair the other day.”

      “Your hair? That must have hurt,” Andrew teased gently. She heard some muffled conversation in the background before he came back on the line. “Sorry, darling. It looks like I’m going to have to cut my lunch break short. Text me after you talk to Janelle, and let me know how it goes?”

      “Of course.” Olivia hesitated and bit her bottom lip. She’d been trying to get the courage to ask Andrew a particular question for the past month, but it hadn’t quite gotten past her lips. She and Andrew were still living in separate apartments, and although he still spent the night a few times a week, she wanted more. Before, he had been the one to push for them to live together, and she’d been resistant. Now she wanted to see his things back in her closet again, but she was afraid he would tell her that they weren’t ready yet.

      She didn’t want to hear him say that. She wanted to get past the failed engagement and the break-up. Especially since she was sharing Andrew with the hospital IT department and his new freelancing career. These days, sometimes the only time she saw him were those few nights a week.

      Olivia needed more of her boyfriend if she was going to deal with Janelle.

      “All right, troops,” she announced to Snowball, the overgrown male Rottweiler, sporting pink nails and silver star stickers all over his face, and her own shaggy pup. “Let’s go face the Devil incarnate.”

      The small town of Lexingburg had been quiet for the past couple of months. Just the other night, Andrew had mentioned how he enjoyed not worrying if Olivia was getting herself into trouble. She’d punched him in the arm, but she knew how he felt. She’d enjoyed playing amateur detective when the need had called for it, but at the end of the last case, when it had looked suspiciously like Andrew was involved in a murder, Olivia had found herself in a dangerous situation. She and her sister had been trapped in the woods with the real killer, and he hadn’t been shy about waving around the gun in his hand.

      Olivia didn’t mention it, but she hadn’t slept for weeks, reliving that moment. She’d put her sister in danger—real danger.

      Andrew and the sheriff were right. She had no business investigating if it put her family in danger.

      After dropping Snowball off at his house, she arrived at the brownstone and took Goodwin through the gate and up the back stairs to the second-floor doggie daycare space. Fender, the elderly basset hound that had been thrust into her care, was still snoozing in his bed in the corner. He didn’t even lift his head to greet them. He just snored and kicked his back legs.

      “It’s so nice to know that you missed us,” Olivia laughed as she released Goodwin and filled his water bowl. Of course, Goodwin plunged his whole muzzle into the fresh supply and began lapping up water. He’d usually empty half the bowl before lifting his head and shaking it vigorously, showering any unwary onlookers.

      Olivia shook her head with a smile. “You always act like you’ve just returned from Death Valley.” Taking a deep breath to steel herself, she headed down the stairs to the bakery to confront Janelle. The lunch crowd would be heading back to work, meaning this would be a good time . . .

      She wasn’t all that surprised to find the bakery nearly empty.

      “Hi, Mary.” Though her whole body had tensed up in anticipation on the trip down the stairs, Olivia tried to smile at the young woman refilling the cookies in the display case. “My sister called and said that she wanted to see me.”

      Mary’s eyes were filled with pity, and Olivia had a feeling that Janelle hadn’t called to apologize.

      Mary jerked her head toward the kitchen in the rear of the building. “She’s in the back.”

      “Thanks. If she starts throwing things, take cover,” Olivia said grimly as she walked to the back.

      Janelle was elbow-deep in a mixing bowl. Flour covered her chef’s coat—and her hair.

      “I believe that you purchased some very expensive and large mixers so you wouldn’t have to mix by hand,” Olivia reminded as she leaned against the wall.

      Janelle didn’t even look up. “I’m a baker. I need to use my hands,” she growled.

      It was on the tip of Olivia’s tongue to demand that Janelle tell her what she wanted, but she remembered her promise to Andrew. Shoving her irritation down, she took a deep breath. “So, how are things going?”

      “Oh, so after ignoring me for two weeks, now you want to know how things are going? I’ll tell you how things are going! The bride who just hired me to cater her wedding is a nightmare, her husband-to-be is even worse, and his family is loaded so the wedding is getting covered by a national magazine. That’s how things are going. I have gone through fifty different cake samples, and none of them are good enough!”

      Janelle was clearly working herself up into a frenzy. “That all sounds very stressful,” Olivia said in a slow and even tone. “How can I help you?”

      “You?” Janelle laughed sardonically and looked up to glare at her. “You’re going to help me? How is a dog walker going to help a baker? The only thing that you’re good at is stealing my products, not making them. If I need someone to ignore me further during the most stressful time in my life, I’ll give you a call.”

      Olivia stuck her tongue in her cheek and narrowed her eyes. “You did give me a call, Janelle. Do you want me to play back the voicemail you left, telling me that you wanted to see me?”

      Smacking the ball of dough, Janelle hissed through her teeth. “That was an hour ago, Olivia. You didn’t show, and now I don’t need you.”

      “I have a business to run, too, Janelle. I was in the middle of a walk. Remember? I walk dogs for a living?” she snapped at her sister. “You know what? Forget it. I didn’t come here to be insulted.”

      Whirling around, she stalked back to the front. To her surprise, she saw a group of men waiting at the counter, and Mary was nowhere to be found.

      “Hi. We’re sort of in a hurry here,” one of the customers said with a glance at the clock. There were all wearing MegaStore shirts, and Olivia inwardly groaned. MegaStore had recently been cleared to build a new, enormous box store right on the outskirts of town, and the majority of Lexingburg wasn’t happy about it. Mayor Henderson had tried valiantly to explain what the large chain corporation could do for the town, but his big ideas for Lexingburg fell on deaf ears. Most of the residents didn’t want to see Lexingburg built up. They were happy with things just the way they were.

      It didn’t help that Henderson had kept the whole deal a secret until the paperwork had cleared. “How can I help you . . . Thomas?” Olivia greeted, reading the spokesman’s name plate.

      “I heard I could get some amazing bagels here,” Thomas said as he glanced over at the case. “I’ll try one—er—blueberry and one apple.”

      “Sure thing.” Olivia moved to the register to ring him up just as Mary came back around the corner. Her eyes widened in surprise when she saw the crowd, and she quickly hurried behind the counter.

      “A blueberry and an apple bagel,” Olivia repeated, for Mary’s sake.

      “Toasted? Cream cheese? For here or to go?”

      Olivia winced. She would never have thought to ask those questions.

      Thomas smiled and winked. “First day?” he asked softly, directing the question at Olivia.

      “I don’t actually work here. I’m just filling in.”

      “Ah.” To Mary, he said, “Toasted, with some of the honey butter cream cheese. To go.” Turning back to Olivia, he added, “Hey, while I have you, can I ask a quick question?” He handed her his card.

      “Go for it.”

      “I’m looking for a woman. Really good with computers” .” At Olivia’s quizzical look, he laughed and said, “It’s for my sister . . . her computer is driving her crazy, but she’s had it with guys who geek out at her and don’t really explain what she needs to do. They just do it for her, and she never learns how to fix the problem herself.” He gave Olivia a charming smile.

      “Yeah, I get that,” Olivia replied, shaking her head. She had experienced that same frustration herself. Luckily, she didn’t have that problem with Andrew. He didn’t just take over the keyboard when she had a problem, but he’d walk her through the steps to fix it.

      “A woman who is really good with computers? That is so not me,” she added with a chuckle. “My boyfriend is good with computers. He could probably help, and I can promise that he doesn’t gawk. Unless your sister is definitely set against a guy helping her out?”

      “That she is.”

      “Oka-a-ay, whatever floats her boat. I’m afraid I’ve got nothing for you. Half the time I want to take a baseball bat to my computer.” Olivia handed him back his card. “Enjoy the bagels.”

      Thomas nodded his head. “Thanks.”

      “Also, a word of advice? I’m sure you’re proud of your store, but you’ll get a friendlier reception around here if you’re not wearing the MegaStore shirts.”

      “Duly noted,” Thomas said with a wry twist to his mouth. “Thanks again.”

      After the MegaStore guys got their food and left, Mary blew out her breath. “Thanks. I’ve been needing to pee all morning, and it didn’t look like Janelle was coming out of the kitchen.”

      “No worries. Just don’t tell her that I helped you,” Olivia said as she grabbed two bagels. “I’m taking these as payment.”

      “My lips are sealed,” Mary laughed.

      Taking a bite out of her French toast bagel—Janelle’s bagels were to die for, even not toasted or smeared with melting cream cheese—Olivia headed next door to Jackie’s bookstore, Shelfie.

      Jackie had been her best friend since they were kids and was her dealer when it came to Olivia’s favorite obsession. Rose Palmer’s Mystery Files. Jackie was also the only person who knew that Olivia was cheating on her mystery book series with a little romance. It was all Jackie’s fault. A couple of months ago, Jackie had forced Olivia to read a sexy veterinary romance book as part of a display she was making of “Lexingburg Locals’ Books Picks.”

      Instead of Jackie, Olivia found a disconcertingly sexy man behind the counter. Tall, decked in a tight t-shirt that showed off his well-defined arms, he had striking green eyes, perfectly styled blond hair, and a charming smile.

      “Hi,” Olivia said with a small laugh. “Are you new here?”

      “First week. I’m Michael. Are you a regular?”

      “Sort of.”

      “Don’t let her fool you,” Jackie said as she walked around the corner. “She never pays for books.”

      “I pay. I just pay her in food and good company.” Olivia tossed her friend the bag with the remaining bagel and added by way of introduction, “I’m Olivia. My sister and I work next door.”

      “Happy Endings? I love that place!”

      “That’s my sister. I own the dog-walking business upstairs. Next time you’re working, I’ll bring you a treat.” Olivia arched her eyebrows as she saw the appreciative smile on Jackie’s face. The bookstore owner and her boyfriend, Brett, had been on the fritz lately.

      Jackie jerked her head toward the back of the store. “Come on. I’m just finishing up my order for next week.”

      “Nice to meet you, Michael.” Olivia followed Jackie back into her small office and closed the door behind them. “Hiring eye candy now?”

      “He’s qualified. Literature degree and previous experience in sales.”

      “Uh-huh.” Olivia bit into her own bagel and sat down. “He also looks a little out of place at a minimum-wage job.”

      Sitting at her desk, Jackie shrugged and tried to look innocent. “Hey, I didn’t ask about his life history.”

      “Uh-huh. He just walked in and asked for a job?”

      “Not exactly.” Jackie chewed on her bottom lip and then sighed. “Okay, I went to this speed-dating event in the city on Saturday. I didn’t tell you because I knew that you would laugh at me. Anyway, he and I didn’t exactly hit it off, but afterward, he stopped me because he remembered that I’d said I owned a bookstore. He said that he was looking for a part-time job in the evenings and on the weekends.”

      “Oh, Jackie.” Olivia frowned and looked at her friend in pity. “Speed-dating? That is so not your thing.”

      “I know. I just wanted to do something different.”

      “Where was it held? I didn’t even realize that speed-dating was a thing locally.”

      “A bar. In Lowell. On Jackson Street.” Jackie cringed. Jackson Street was on the same street where Brett lived, and she knew that Olivia knew it. “I know. You don’t have to lecture me.”

      “Apparently, I do! Andrew told me that Brett is miserable! Come on, Jackie. The poor man was just upset that you didn’t tell him right away that someone had vandalized the bookstore. So it turned into a small argument. Arguments happen in relationships!”

      A couple of months ago, someone had snuck into Jackie’s bookstore and scribbled on the book covers featuring red-headed women. Olivia had promised to look into it, but she hadn’t gotten very far. In the end, she and Jackie had chalked it up to teenage vandals and left it that.

      The only thing that really bothered Olivia was the fact that her own office had been broken into, and it didn’t seem to be connected to the murder she’d been looking into at the time.

      Brett, Andrew’s womanizing best friend, had appeared to have a good thing going with Jackie up until their argument, and Jackie was obviously miserable.

      “Did you see him at the event?”

      “No. And I walked by several times before and after,” Jackie admitted. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me! This isn’t what I do!”

      Olivia rolled her eyes. Jackie was hardly the kind of girl to fall all over a guy, so the answer should have been obvious. “You love him. You miss him. You realize that you made a mistake.” She leaned forward to emphasize the next words. “Call him!”

      Scowling, Jackie leaned back in her seat and crossed her arms. “He needs to call me first!”

      Jeez. Was this how she had sounded to Andrew while he patiently tried to get them back together? “He wasn’t the one who walked away.”

      “I’m sorry. Whose side are you on?”

      Yup. Same argument. Olivia tried not to wince. “I just want you to be happy, Jackie. Brett makes you happy.”

      “I hate you. Did you come here just to make me hate you? Or did you come to ogle Michael?”

      Olivia brushed the crumbs off her shirt. “I did not come to make you hate me, and I already have a man at home to ogle. At least, one in my building. Plus, I didn’t even know you had hired a man for me to ogle. I came to bring you a bagel and see if you’ve got another book for me.”

      Jackie smirked. “Mystery or your new love?”

      Avoiding her gaze, Olivia picked at the chair. “Well, I know that there isn’t a new Rose Palmer book yet, and I don’t know how I feel about investing myself with a new author right now.” She cleared her throat. “Is there something by that Chelsea Jane woman?”

      “The author you’ve been reading nonstop for the past two months? No, but I do have a book for you. Once again, I’ll need a write-up when you’re done.” Opening a desk drawer, Jackie pulled out a book and tossed it her way.

      Eagerly, Olivia picked it up and examined it. “Romancing the PI? Jackie, what is this?”

      “Part romance and part mystery. Should be right up your alley.”

      Uncomfortably crossing her legs, Olivia tried to choose her words carefully. “The other books worked because they were dog-themed, so it made sense for me to read and give my opinion. But I’m not a romance fan.”

      “Right,” Jackie laughed. “You read the romance books for the descriptions of the dogs. Olivia, everyone in town knows that you like to snoop when it comes to mysteries. So this does work for you. Even if you still want to pretend that you aren’t reading romance. Besides, I promise you that there is a mystery in this book.”

      “Ugh, fine. Anyway, I actually came for more than just a book. Andrew wanted me to ask if you could get a message to your next-door neighbor for him.”

      “Bethany? I didn’t know that Andrew knew Bethany.”

      “Ah, no. That was not the name that he gave me.”

      “Hattie? I didn’t know that Andrew knew Hattie, either.” Jackie pulled her bagel out of the bag and licked her lips. “The truth is that I didn’t think anyone knew Hattie. She barely leaves the house.”

      “I think that she did some work on the dating app with Andrew. I think they’re supposed to be working out some bugs, and he hasn’t heard from her. He said that she spooks easily, so he didn’t want to knock on her door, but he’d like to know if she’s okay, and I guess he’s waiting on some code she was working on for him.” Olivia wrinkled her brow. “She’s a grown woman, but she doesn’t leave the house?”

      “Yeah, I think she’s got that phobia. Agoraphobia? I was surprised when she showed up at the app launch, but I think that was Andrew’s doing, too. I can stop by her place when I get home and see if she’s there.”

      “Thanks. I’d appreciate it.” Olivia checked her phone and stood. “Okay, I’ve got to go. I have dogs waiting on me. Want to grab some breakfast in the morning?”

      Jackie’s eyes lit up. “Ooh, yes, but I want you to come over for breakfast. I’ve got a new espresso machine that I haven’t hooked up yet. I’ll make us some Eggs Benedict. Can you snag a couple of croissants tonight from the bakery?”

      “Yum. Yes. Of course, if I don’t make it, it’s because Janelle caught me and shot me.”

      “Really?” Jackie frowned. “She’s still in a mood? I tried to get a cupcake yesterday afternoon, and she gave me an earful about eating too much sugar. She told me that it was never too late to start thinking about my health. She runs a bakery, and she’s concerned about my sugar levels. It was really odd.”

      “At least you just get lectures. I get insults,” Olivia grumbled. “Nice thing about dogs is that they don’t usually have mood swings.”

      “Unless they’re old basset hounds?” Jackie snorted. “That dog has more mood swings than a woman going through menopause.”

      “Cute.” Olivia slipped her book in her purse and polished off her bagel. “Call Brett. Be happy. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Ignoring the dirty look that Jackie shot her, she slipped out, said goodbye to Michael—Isn’t it against the law for a man to look that perfect?—and headed back to the office.

      She used the back steps. She’d had enough of Janelle’s insults to last her all day.
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      The next morning, Olivia drove to Jackie’s house with Goodwin and Fender. The basset hound was in high spirits despite his slow gait, and Goodwin was jumping up and down on the front porch.

      No one answered the doorbell. “Jackie?” Olivia, holding tight to the leashes, peered through the window and rapped at the door with her free hand. “Jackie!”

      A car horn surprised her, and she turned to see Jackie pulling into the driveway. She was about to ask her what she was doing, going out so early, when she caught sight of her friend’s outfit.

      “I’m sorry, are you doing the walk of shame?” Olivia smirked when Jackie got out.

      “I drove. So technically, it’s the drive of shame, and there’s nothing to feel shameful about because I spent the night with my boyfriend,” Jackie said, skipping up to the door and grinning at the dogs as they pulled to the ends of their leashes to greet her. “I took your advice.”

      “Really? My advice was for you to call him on the phone, not show up for a booty call.”

      Sorting through her keys, Jackie bent down to give Goodwin and Fender a kiss each. “I did call, and he said that we needed to talk in person. We both apologized and admitted that we were invested in each other . . .”

      “Loved,” Olivia interrupted. “Please tell me that you told him that you loved him and not that you were invested in him.”
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