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      Ashes to Ashes is the prequel to the Maddie Swallows cozy  mystery series and is yours for free!

      

      When you download Ashes to Ashes, you’ll also have the chance to sign up for my newsletter. I send emails twice a month, and I hope to see you there! Emails are the most reliable way I have to contact my readers with updates about my current projects, sales, and new releases.
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        Marriage is scary. Dead bodies are worse.

      

      

      

      Newly engaged Maddie Swallows has done the marriage thing before, and she’s terrified to do it again. Even with someone as perfect as Benji.

      In an attempt to help calm her nerves, Maddie’s mother arranges for Maddie, Benji, and the kids to go on a road trip to Carlsbad Caverns.

      But what begins as a wonderful adventure quickly takes a horrifying turn when, at the bottom of the caverns, the lights go out. When they turn back on, their tour guide is dead.

      Trapped with a murderer in the deepest part of the caverns, with no ability to contact help, Maddie and her family must pull together to find the killer so their group gets out safely, and there isn’t a second victim.
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      I stood in front of the door, preparing myself for the grisly scene I knew waited just behind it. It was a testament to how bad things had gotten and, without my family’s intervention, I wondered how much worse it would have been.

      That was the scary thing.

      I hadn’t even realized what was happening until it was too late.

      Anxiety.

      It has a habit of sneaking in and making a home without you knowing it. It makes you feel productive, like you can take on the world—while you simultaneously avoid the very thing you should be confronting.

      You’d think as a psychologist, I’d be immune to its effects. That I’d be able to see it a mile away.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t. Funny thing was, I had noticed the anxiety. But I’d thought I’d handled it—taken care of it. Said good riddance.

      It had only been lurking in the shadows long enough for me to look away, and then it had struck.

      I pulled in a long breath, then opened the fridge door.

      Four gallon-sized storage bags full of waffles.

      Two storage bags of chocolate chip pancakes.

      Two containers of spaghetti and meatballs.

      A large pizza that had been Frankensteined using leftovers from a pepperoni and green chile, a cheese, a Hawaiian, and a supreme pizza.

      One hollowed-out watermelon that contained an inordinate amount of decorative fruit.

      I hoped that was all of it.

      My fiancé, Benji, came up from behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. “I just finished putting your and the kids’ suitcases in the car. Do you need help in here?”

      I turned my head and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “I think I can handle it, but I feel so bad. I can’t believe all this food is only from the past few days. What a waste.”

      “And that’s just what we couldn’t give away,” my mom said, walking into the kitchen, her purse slung over one shoulder. I really shouldn’t have given her a key. It was meant to be used in times of emergency, but it turned out that my mom had a loose definition of the word.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, pulling out the pancakes and throwing them into the trashcan I’d set beside me. “We’re leaving in a few minutes.”

      Benji pulled back and gave me a kiss on the forehead before grabbing the bag that held our snacks.

      “Just here to make sure you actually take this road trip of yours,” she said, wrinkling her nose as I pulled out two-week-old bacon that had been hiding in the back of the fridge.

      My kids thundered down the stairs. They weren’t so much kids anymore, both out of high school and embarking on new adventures, but they’d always be my little ones, no matter how big they got.

      “Of course we’re going,” my son, Flash, said. “I don’t remember the last family vacation we took.”

      Lilly, the elder child, glanced up from her phone. “I do. It was when we went to the hot air balloon festival a few years ago. Think we’ll be able to help the police solve a murder this time too?”

      I winced at the thought.

      “Absolutely not. We’re going to relax and spend quality time as a family,” I said, pulling out the hollowed-out watermelon. The fruit inside had gone mushy. Into the trash it went. “Got to do it while we can before you two move out. Who knows the next time we’ll all be together.”

      My mom raised a skeptical eyebrow. “That better be all you do while you’re gone.”

      I pulled out several more bags of food and shut the fridge door. “Why are you so worried? You’re the one who suggested this trip in the first place.”

      She held up her hands in a defensive gesture. “I’m just saying, if you happen upon a dead body, turn around and let someone else deal with it. Like normal people. Otherwise, you’ll end up like that Aster Clements guy I keep hearing about on the news.”

      This coming from the woman who would be first to interrogate everyone in the vicinity.

      “Who’s Aster Clements?”

      My mom got a gleam in her eye. She loved knowing news I didn’t. “Get this. The guy is arrested for grand larceny. He says he was questioning his employees about some missing jewelry—about five hundred thousand dollars’ worth—when someone anonymously calls the feds and says it was actually Aster himself who stole the jewelry. And they have all the evidence to back it up. Aster claims he’s being set up by the guilty employee, but because of an alleged connection to the Flora crime family, he’s looking at fifteen years in prison. He says it’s all lies, but when you have five hundred thousand dollars’ worth of jewelry missing, you go to the FBI, you don’t pull the guy into your office and try to talk it out. Only a person who has something to hide does that.”

      I leaned against the counter, both intrigued and confused. “I’m going to have to follow this story and see how it plays out, but I don’t know what any of that has to do with me.”

      My mom looked at me like it should have been obvious. “Aster tried taking care of things himself. Thought he could handle it on his own. And now look at him. He’s no better off than Hagrid—set up for a crime he didn’t commit and hauled away to Azkaban.”

      I gave her a pacifying smile, wondering when she’d finally broken down and read Harry Potter. My kids had been trying to get her to read those books for years. “I’ll make sure I’m careful,” I promised, then turned my attention to the food spread out on the counter in front of me.

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you to handle yourself in that kind of situation,” she said, giving me an equally pacifying smile, though hers was more akin to pity. “But you haven’t been yourself lately. Of course, your…issues…have had their perks. For one, I’ve never seen your bathroom more clean.”

      “And two?” I asked, immediately regretting it.

      She waved a hand at the spaghetti I was shoving down the disposal so it wouldn’t go bad while we were gone. “That.”

      I couldn’t deny that I’d gone a bit stir crazy over the past little while, doing everything in my power to keep myself busy and my mind occupied so I didn’t have to think about my upcoming nuptials. My fridge was evidence of that.

      At first, I’d thrown myself into wedding preparations, and that had worked…for a while. But I’d finished with everything so quickly that I had been left with nothing but to drive myself and everyone else crazy. The result was me cooking more than even my teenage son could eat and organizing every cupboard and closet in the house, even when it wasn’t needed.

      I liked to think my anxiety was less about getting married for the second time and more that I couldn’t wait to spend the rest of my life with my childhood best friend who I’d fallen madly in love with since moving back to my New Mexican hometown.

      Now, I was wondering if it was a bit of both.

      “Only relaxation allowed,” I assured my mom while picking up the pizza box. I hesitated. “Maybe I should leave some food for Trish.” I hated to throw away a perfectly good pizza.

      Trish had been a godsend when I’d divorced Cameron and moved my family down to the small town of Amor. Trish and I had both been psychology professors at a large university and made the brave, and risky, decision to open our own therapy practice. Trish and her cat, Ava, had moved in with me and the kids, and we’d been one happy family ever since.

      Until Benji and I had started dating.

      Then, things had begun to feel a bit strained. I’d tried to include Trish in our family activities, but more often than not, she’d excuse herself and say she needed to get to bed early or some nonsense like that.

      I’d known Trish a long time, and early bedtimes was not something she and her bright blue hair were known for.

      “She doesn’t want your leftover pizza,” Flash said, taking the box from me. But instead of throwing it away, he carried it off.

      Benji glanced at his phone. “We should probably get going.”

      I looked into the mostly empty fridge, embarrassed that it had taken my mom forcing me to take a vacation with my family to realize how badly I’d needed this.

      “Yes, we should,” I said. “Carlsbad Caverns, here we come.”

      “I’m most interested in the bats,” Lilly said, leading us out of the kitchen. “I’m bringing my good camera to see if I can catch them going out to hunt.”

      “We would never forget about the bats,” Benji said, smiling.

      He was so good with my kids—I’d never been able to get away with half the stuff he did. When they wouldn’t listen to me, he was my reinforcement. And the fact that they were just as excited for us to marry as I was—it made my anxiety melt away and my entire body relax.

      Before I could follow my family out the front door, my mom stopped me. “He’s a good one,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “Of course, he’ll never replace me,” she continued. “But he’s a close second.”

      There had been times over the past few months when my mom would say little things like that, as if she was afraid that once I was married, I wouldn’t need her anymore.

      “There’s no one like you, Mom,” I said truthfully. And for that I was grateful. Since moving back home, I’d come to rely on her more than she’d ever know. Or maybe she did know, and that was why she was worried. Because I would have Benji now.

      I nodded toward the front door. “Come on. I’ll lock up behind you.”

      My mom relented and walked ahead of me, but just as I took a step, a blur of gray and white flashed in front of me, and my foot landed right on the tail end of it.

      Literally.

      Ava leaped into the air, yowling, and her claws came out.

      “I’m sorry, but that one’s on you,” I protested, jumping back.

      That cat and I had had a love-hate relationship since the moment Trish and Ava had moved in, and describing it as such was generous. Every chance she got, that cat would sneak-attack me from behind a corner, whack me with her paw, or run off with my keys. Trish swore it wasn’t on purpose and that Ava was actually very loving, but that cat had been letting me know for the past few years who was boss, and she wasn’t about to stop now.

      Ava glared at me, turned her back, and flopped down in the middle of the entryway, stretching out as far as she could go.

      Maybe Trish was right and it wasn’t personal, but right then it sure felt like the cat was giving me the middle finger, forcing me to gingerly step around her to get out the door.

      I didn’t know what Ava was getting so worked up about. As soon as I left, she could stretch out all she wanted. I would be gone for most of the week, spending time with Benji and the kids—the people I loved most.

      And nothing was going to ruin it for me.

      Not even a cat with a vendetta.
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      “I’m going to throw up.”

      Those are not the words a mother wants to hear as she’s driving switchbacks up a mountain. Especially when before leaving their hotel that mother had cautioned her children the road would likely be full of twists and turns, and she had advised they take medicine. But had those children listened?

      One of them had.

      The other was suffering because of his inaction, and making the rest of the car worry they’d soon be suffering along with him.

      “Flash, you know how easily you get sick,” I said, trying to hide my exasperation. Relaxation, I told myself. We are relaxing. Family. Nature. Love.

      Saying calming words did nothing to help when Flash yelled that he needed a bag. Or when his sister was screaming about how gross Flash was and that he shouldn’t have eaten all that old pizza.

      One hour and a disgusting bag later, we finally arrived at the visitor’s center of Carlsbad Caverns.

      And I was the opposite of relaxed.

      “I’m going to need to have the car professionally cleaned,” I told Benji, pacing behind the car. “And I’ll probably need to have Flash professionally cleaned while I’m at it. I didn’t realize the human stomach could hold that much. But I suppose it explains how he’s been able to eat as much as he has over the years.”

      Benji laughed and pulled me in for a hug. “He’s in the bathroom cleaning himself up right now, because you’ve raised a self-sufficient human who can take care of himself. It’s not all on you like when they were younger.”

      Those had been tough years.

      My ex-husband had been more concerned about the goings on at work than at home, which had made things difficult. If only I’d stayed in Amor, I’d have married Benji twenty years earlier.

      Of course, Flash and Lilly wouldn’t be who they were today without my ex, so I supposed I should be thanking rather than blaming him, though I was okay with doing a little of both.

      “You’re right,” I said, kissing Benji and pulling back. “You always are.”

      I plastered on a smile, determined to not let a little—or a lot—of throw-up derail my relaxed family vacation.

      Once Flash was back and looking his usual self, running around like a rabbit hopped up on sugar, we made our way into the visitor’s center.

      “Hello,” an elderly man said, walking up to us with a smile I couldn’t help but return. He was wearing a brown uniform with the logo for the caverns on it and a nametag that said Ralph. “Welcome to Carlsbad Caverns. Is this your first time here?” His eyes were kind, and he seemed genuinely happy to see us.

      “Yes, it is,” I said. “Any recommendations where to start?”

      Ralph nodded toward a desk behind him. “The tours fill up fast, so I’d jump on that. How long are you here for?”

      “Three days. Do you think that will be enough time?” I asked, though it didn’t matter if it was or not; that was how long we could stay before both Benji and I needed to get back for work.

      “Depends on what you mean,” Ralph said. “I could sit in those caverns for days and never get tired of them. It’s why I choose to volunteer here instead of lying out on a beach somewhere, as if that was what retirement was for.” A shout from the other side of the visitor’s center gave him pause. “Of course, not everyone loves these caverns like I do.”

      I turned to see two redheaded women arguing; it looked like maybe they were sisters. “I told you, I’m afraid of the dark,” the shorter one said. “I’m not going.” Her frizzy hair stuck out from her head as she folded her arms across her chest.

      The taller sister threw her hands in the air. “We drove fifteen hours to be here, and it was you who insisted I come with.” She paused, her voice softening. “You won’t be alone.”

      Other than the physical resemblance, the two sisters couldn’t have been more different. Unlike her shorter sister, everything about this one screamed high fashion. I was certain her outfit cost more than my entire wardrobe. That, combined with her silky hair and slender figure, suggested she had likely done some modeling. Or could, if she so chose.

      Ralph held up a finger. “Would you excuse me for a moment?” He scurried over to the two women and was all smiles as he addressed the anxious redhead.

      “You know, our self-guided tour is lit the entire way down,” he told her in a kind voice. “Perhaps our video in the auditorium can help quell your fears.”

      The shorter woman’s voice shook as she sat down on a bench that looked like it had been created from the cavern rock. “We’ve already done both, but thank you for the suggestion. Unfortunately, my sister signed us up for one of your guided tours, not realizing it is a wild cave and that turning off the lights is part of the experience. Being that far underground… It won’t go well.”

      Her sister slid onto the bench next to her. “And I told you, I’ll be there with you every step of the way, holding your hand. Besides, the darkness only lasts for a moment, right?” She looked to the volunteer for confirmation.

      Ralph hesitated, maybe wondering what their definition of a moment was. Ultimately, he settled for, “It’s only for a fraction of the time you are down there, and I assure you that you’ll be perfectly safe. The bats will be sleeping and your guide won’t leave your side for even a second.”

      The anxious woman whimpered. She turned to her sister. “You want me to go knowing that bats live down there?”

      Ralph immediately recognized his mistake. “Only in the deepest of caverns, I assure you.”

      “Bats,” Flash whispered excitedly to Lilly. He turned to me. “Mom, we have to get on that tour.”

      I looked to Benji, and he looked just as excited as my kids. “Please?” he asked, bringing his hands together as if he were praying.

      I laughed. “All right. I’ll see if they have any openings, though you’ll likely need to wait until tonight to see any bats.”

      As I waited in line at the desk and overheard several guests being told that today’s tour was full, I realized I probably should have preregistered for a tour. Of course, I hadn’t known they existed until three minutes earlier.

      When it was finally my turn, a steely eyed man in an olive-green uniform greeted me with a quick hello, then fell silent, apparently waiting for me to tell him what I needed. It was a stark contrast to the kind volunteer.

      “I realize this is short notice,” I started, “but I wondered if my family could do a guided tour sometime in the next three days.”

      The man’s lips dipped into a frown. “Impossible. Our tours have been sold out for months. The best you can do is purchase your park passes and go on the self-guided tour.”

      I hesitated and glanced back at my family. They were looking around at a variety
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