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Chapter One
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Candlelight flickers against a backdrop of smooth linen and crystal glassware. Despite the restaurant being fully booked out, the atmosphere remains an oasis of calm. All I can hear are the hushed voices of the diners nearest me conversing in whispers, and the faintest trace of classical piano music coming from the corner where - yes, I turn my head to confirm - a bona fide pianist is playing an endless loop of soft notes. It’s all very romantic. Too romantic.

“Remind me what we’re doing here?” I ask the man sitting across the table from me. Tall, handsome, and way out of my league, Sheriff Seth Foster smiles his perpetually perfect grin at me and I try to ignore the tiny flutter of butterflies in my stomach.

“We’re eating dinner,” he says, consulting the velvet-covered menu in front of him. He frowns. “Or we will be, as soon as I figure out what paella de mariscos is.”

“Seafood,” I answer mechanically, fighting a laugh as his frown darkens.

“Maybe I’ll stick to steak. It’s pretty hard to ruin steak, right?”

“I don’t know.” I look around the elegant new restaurant that seems entirely out of place in downtown Westhaven. “It’s certainly a change from the kind of food I’m used to.” I think wistfully of the Slice of Life diner, my home away from home, and imagine what its owner, my friend Matt Taylor, would make of my dining choice this evening. The thought makes me a little uncomfortable, as if I’m betraying him by supporting another local business, and I sink a little lower in my chair, hoping to hide from the observing eyes of our neighboring diners.

“Veronica?” 

Seth raises his eyebrows at me and I straighten, fixing a bright smile to my features and tugging a little uncertainly at my neckline. This is the fanciest dress I’ve worn in a while, and this is certainly the fanciest restaurant I’ve been to in a while. It all feels a little too...real.

“Look, we don’t have to stay if this is making you uncomfortable.” Seth closes his menu and leans across the table towards me, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I confess it wouldn’t have been my first choice for a night out either, but when you win the station’s sweepstakes...”

“The what?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Seth chuckles and leans back in his chair, looking a lot more at ease with our elegant environment than I feel. “La Taberna dropped a handful of coupons into us at the station. Sort of a getting-to-know-the-neighbors thing.”

Or buttering you up. I take a slow sip from my water glass and wonder if Matt ever felt the need to give freebies to the sheriff’s department. He doesn’t have to. The Slice of Life diner speaks for itself. Seth is still talking and it takes me a moment to tune back into his words.

“...so when I won the coupons, I thought I’d come and check it out. And nobody wants to be that guy who comes to a swanky place like this to eat alone...”

He drops his gaze and I feel my throat constrict, making swallowing a little difficult for a second.

“I appreciate you sparing me that ordeal! Plus, I can tell the rest of the department what you thought of it here, so they aren’t just going by my opinions.”

“Maybe you should have brought one of them with you,” I say, fighting the blush I feel creeping up my neck. I had been the one downplaying this dinner with Seth to my family and friends, who have been teasing me mercilessly since they first found out about it. It’s not a date, I had said to my dad and soon-to-be stepmother when I left the house tonight. It’s just dinner between friends. To be honest, I’m not sure Sheriff Foster and I even count as “friends” after some of our interactions over the past year or so. But I guess a part of me somewhere had dared to think this might actually mean something, because hearing that he only asked me because he couldn’t find a better option makes my stomach sink.

“No way.” He smiles, glancing up as a waiter comes over to take our order. “I knew you’d give me your honest take on the place.” His eyes sparkle with amusement. “Let’s face it, you never worry about watching your words around me, do you?”

That’s true. Friendship or no, at least I don’t feel the need to put on an act around the man opposite me. I swallow my last fleeting sense of disappointment and feel a little brighter. Well, if this isn’t a proper date, I guess I can relax a little. My eyes travel down the menu, and my smile grows. And if I know Seth isn’t footing the bill for our food, I might as well be a little extravagant... 

We give our food requests to the waiter and as he strolls off to the kitchen I take another opportunity to survey the elegant restaurant. The old Radlett Barn has been completely transformed. If I hadn’t seen the contractors at work overhauling this place for the last few months, I never would have believed it was the same place. I tilt my head up, admiring the tall ceilings that display stunning chandelier lights, and think about how different this place used to look.

“Pretty, isn’t it?” Seth says, and I nod my head. “Lucy has been complaining for weeks now about how rarely she gets to see Rob ever since he started working here. He did such a good job they want to keep him on, sending him out to look at the places they’re doing up a few towns away.”

“Maybe you should have given the coupons to Deputy Reeves, then. I’m sure she and Robert wouldn’t be disappointed to spend date night in a place like this.”

A shadow flickers across Seth’s face, or perhaps I imagine it, because a moment later his grin is back in place.

“Oh, believe me, she’s disappointed not to. But he’s out of town at the moment so it wouldn’t have done her any good. And she certainly wouldn’t have wanted to spend the evening with me. He’ll be back for Valentine’s Day, though, so all will be well in the world of Lucy Reeves by then.”

“Valentine’s Day.” It’s a statement, not a question, but Seth seems to read it as one. He nods.

“It’s coming up. Next week.” He winks rakishly at me across the table. “Any admirers in your orbit, Ms. Swan?”

I pretend to consider his question, deciding to turn my disappointment into fuel and make him suffer, just a little, for my mistake about this evening.

“Well, I had thought one man was making a play for my heart...but now I discover I’m only here to save him the embarrassment of dining alone...” I’m amused to watch the color drain from Seth’s face. In the end, I laugh and put him out of his misery. “No, no admirers. No relationship, no nothing.” I shrug my shoulders. “But who knows what might happen in the next few days.”

“Who indeed.” Seth raises his glass, then frowns at something he sees over my shoulder. “Uh, Veronica?” He nods his head, and I turn to see what has caught his eye. My moment of levity comes crashing down a second time as I recognize the woman who is waving furiously in my direction. My client, Miranda Ayres, seems keen to claim our connection, even though the job she’s hired me for is more than a little reliant on my staying under wraps. I force myself to smile politely and wave in return, before turning back around. Seth watches the interaction with ill-concealed interest. “Do you want to go over there?”

“No, no.” I take another sip of my water. “I’m not working tonight.”

Seth’s phone rings and he makes a show of turning it off.

“Then in that case, neither am I.”

***
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OFFICIAL DATE OR NOT, I actually quite enjoy my evening with Sheriff Foster, and I’m forced to admit that the food is pretty good, if a little fancy for my usual tastes. When we finish, he offers to drive me home, but I’m quick to remind him that I met him at the restaurant.

“My car is parked just around the corner,” I say, indicating the spot. He hesitates, like he’s about to offer to walk me there, but I forestall the suggestion. “I had fun tonight.” It’s not even remotely a lie. I actually think, once the idea of it being a date was taken off the table, so to speak, it made the whole night go a little easier. 

“So did I.” Seth smiles, holding my gaze just a moment too long. “Perhaps -”

Before he can say anything else, my phone starts to buzz noisily in my purse. He raises his eyebrows and patiently takes a step back. 

“Do you need to take that?”

I’m reminded of our conversation at the dinner table, even if he isn’t. And I’m pretty sure it’s exactly the same person demanding my attention. My slowness to answer him seems to be an answer in itself and he smiles.

“I guess you do need to, so I’ll say goodnight now. See you around, Veronica.” He dips his head a little, not quite a bow but somehow chivalrous all the same.

“Goodnight,” I say, feeling like we’ve been rushed into parting before we were ready. I hastily walk over to my car, fishing my phone out of my purse as I go. I squint at the display as I press the handset to my ear, even though I already know exactly who the caller is going to be. “Hi, Miranda,” I say, trying to keep my tone light. “What’s up?”

“What’s up?” My current client’s voice is a harsh whisper. “I’m not paying you to have a good time, you know!”

Tell me about it. I reach my car and peer inside with a sigh, seeing the very contents I didn’t want Westhaven’s perceptive sheriff to notice. My car is never perfectly neat, but lately it’s looking decidedly lived-in. And that’s because it is. Unlocking the passenger door, I toss my purse inside, then kick off my heels, swapping my elegant evening shoes for sneakers before making my way around to the driver’s side. As I pull the door closed, I shiver and reach for a sweater I can easily pull on over my dress. I knew I’d regret coming out tonight, and I wait for Miranda to pause for breath before I offer a single word in my defense.

“It was just dinner, Miranda.”

“Just dinner? At La Taberna? You’re supposed to have Richard under constant surveillance. How are you going to keep tabs on what he’s getting up to if you’re distracted by a date?”

“It wasn’t a date,” I say, wriggling into my sweater. “And I had your husband’s location monitored the whole time.” I remove the phone from my ear and put it on speaker, allowing me to tab through my apps at the same time as I’m talking to Miranda. “He hasn’t left the office all night.”

“So you say.” Miranda sniffs. “But how do you know that isn’t just what he wants you to think? You need to have eyes on him at all times, Veronica. That’s what I’m paying you for.”

Actually, I think, you haven’t paid me a dime just yet. I make a mental note to add ten per cent to this particular client’s bill and swallow my annoyance, hoping that my voice sounds as agreeable as ever.

“I’ll drive over there right now,” I promise. “And when he leaves, I’ll be there to see it.”

“Just make sure you are,” Miranda says. “And I expect a full report in the morning.”

She rings off before I have a chance to say anything more, and I stare down at the phone for a moment before tossing it irritably onto the passenger seat. When I took this job, I thought it would be an easy enough way to make some money. Tailing a cheating husband isn’t exactly the most enjoyable activity, and at first I tried to talk Miranda Ayres out of her plan. But she was determined and heartbroken. I thought perhaps if I could find the information she wanted, it would at least offer her some closure. After all, doesn’t every woman deserve that? It turns out, she’s going to be exactly the sort of client that Don’t Shoot the Messenger was written for. I’ve dedicated hours - days - to this job and so far have nothing to show her except proof that her husband spends way too long at his desk. We all have high-powered jobs, Veronica, she had said, when I suggested that maybe her husband wasn’t pursuing another woman, but a promotion. The disdainful look she had flicked my way had done a lot to dim my compassion for her. I don’t suppose you could understand what that is like.

“I have a high-powered job,” I grumble, as I turn the key in the ignition and roll the car out of its parking spot. “And I’m definitely working overtime on this one case.”

I don’t have far to go before I reach the street Richard Ayres’s office sits on, and I slow to a crawl before pulling up opposite his building and killing my engine. This building is one of the oldest in Westhaven, but has been part of the private rejuvenation happening behind the scenes lately - mostly funded by one man. Jack Butler is Westhaven’s secret weapon. He has no connections to the scandal-stricken local government, but out of the goodness of his heart - and the fatness of his wallet - he has singlehandedly poured investment back into the town. It hasn’t hurt his profits any, either. I count the floors in the building opposite until I reach the one that houses Richard Ayres’s printing place. His lights are still on, which suggests he’s still hard at work, and that means I know exactly how the rest of my evening is going to go.

“Settle in, Ronnie,” I tell myself, as I fight off a yawn. “It’s going to be a long night.”
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


If there’s one thing to like about my current long nights of staking out, it’s that I’m practically guaranteed a good breakfast. I earned it, after all.

“Morning, Veronica!”

Ollie Baker, Matt’s latest teen recruit to the Slice of Life staff, grins at me when I reach the front of the diner queue. It seems like I’m not the only one who decided today was a “breakfast out” kind of day.

“Large coffee?” He starts ringing up my order before I can even make it. “You look like you need it. Let me guess, hot date?” He waggles his eyebrows at me and I laugh in spite of myself.

“Mind your business, kiddo.” I lean heavily on that last word, even though it makes me cringe a little. It feels like only five minutes ago I was the same age as Ollie, scrambling between school assignments and working at this very diner. I sigh and rub the sleep from my eyes. It also feels like a whole other world. I give Ollie the other details of my breakfast order - eggs over easy, sausage, and hash browns - and hunt in my purse for my credit card. For all that Miranda Ayres has taken control of my life lately with her all-consuming caseload, I know I’ll reap the financial rewards once she settles her account. Just knowing I have that pay-day coming means I have a lot more breathing space, financially speaking.

“No charge for the hard-working private detective!”

Matt Taylor, my oldest friend in Westhaven, appears from the kitchen with a dishcloth draped over his shoulder. He’s in his element here, running the diner we both grew up in.

“I’m perfectly capable of paying for my breakfast,” I say, digging into my purse for the elusive bank card.

“And I’m perfectly capable of comping you.” Matt winks. “And you might as well accept, because you certainly won’t be getting freebies while I’m out of town.”

“Out of town?” I abandon my search and straighten, staring at Matt. I’m not sure I heard him right. “You’re leaving?” My stomach drops. First TJ, now Matt? At this rate, I’m going to have no old friends left in my ever-changing hometown.

“Only for a few days.” Matt laughs as he comes around the counter towards me, but he must sense my concern, because he squeezes me warmly on the shoulder. His next words somewhat take away from the comfort of the gesture. “Anna and I are going on vacation.”

“Romantic vacation!” Ollie chimes in as he makes my coffee. He turns and makes an exaggerated kissy-face in Matt’s direction and my friend tosses his dishcloth at the teenager, but I do notice he blushes just a little.

“Anna and I are taking a few days away just the two of us. And what’s wrong with that? It is Valentine’s Day, after all.”

Oh, right. Valentine
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