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        Flying high in the New Mexican sky has never been more lethal.

      

      

       

      The biggest hot air balloon festival would have been a vacation if Maddie didn’t have to balance her bickering teenagers, a meddling mother, and act as therapist for a desperate patient. Let alone solve a murder case!

      When Maddie witnesses someone fall from a hot air balloon, it seems like a tragic accident. But as facts come to light, the police are convinced it’s foul play. And Maddie’s friend is to blame.

      With the remainder of the festival canceled and all attendees required to stay for questioning, Maddie has two days to discover the truth behind the murder and free her friend from suspicion.
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      Before the Maddie Swallows mystery series came to be, I had written nearly two complete small town romance series. Borrowing Amor is my first and takes place in New Mexico. The second takes place in the small Californian coastal town of Starlight Ridge.

      I love both.

      But mystery has been calling my name for some time. I’m especially drawn to mysteries that have quirky characters and make me just as invested in their lives as I am in solving the crime. Books like Richard Osman’s The Thursday Murder Club, and TV shows like Psych and Monk, come to mind.

      When making the decision to start writing cozy mystery, I knew I wouldn’t be leaving romance entirely, and I also knew that I didn’t want to leave my characters.

      There is more to these towns and the people in them than first meets the eye.

      Which is why you now get to experience these lovely towns from a completely different perspective. One that now includes murder and suspicion, in addition to light-hearted humor.

      And the characters you knew and loved from the romance series? They are now side characters, helping my sleuth on her journey.

      Dead Upon Arrival is the second book in the Maddie Swallows mystery series. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I had writing it. Because in writing mystery, I have found where my heart is.

      

      
        
        Important Note: Your favorite characters do NOT die. Just in case you were worried.
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      “You can’t hold out forever,” I said, crouching and looking Ava in the eyes. She held my gaze, unflinching. “I know you don’t care if I’m late for work, but surely you care if Flash and Lilly are late for school. You like them.”

      Ava didn’t budge. Typical.

      Good thing I knew her weak spot. I stood and grabbed a can opener from the kitchen. As soon as I opened the tuna, Ava would run from where she’d been curled up on my car keys, and I’d finally be able to leave. Walking to my office downtown was no problem, but the kids’ school was a different story.

      That cat loved the power she wielded and was on a constant quest to make certain we lowly humans knew our place in the world.

      And it wasn’t even my cat. Ava belonged to my best friend and roommate, Trish, who had left for work as I’d been scrambling around, attempting to get my teenagers out of bed and myself put together.

      And then there were my keys.

      I opened the tuna, set it down by the back door, then ran. If given the chance, Ava would take a swipe at me. I’d thought we’d started getting along better the past few months, but then I’d made the mistake of picking her up from the couch so I could sit down to watch a movie—without her permission. I had placed her on my lap and even given her a good scratch behind the ears, but the damage had been done. That was when Ava had reestablished who was boss around there.

      As I gathered my purse and phone, Ava did as I knew she would, running for the tuna. But she went out of her way to whip me with her tail as she went. That was fine by me as I grabbed my keys.

      Look who had the last laugh now.

      “Mom, I can’t find my other shoe,” Flash yelled from his room.

      I was already late. Already rushing around like I couldn’t figure out which way was up and which was down. Before the divorce, I’d always felt like a single mom, my ex-husband, Cameron, being in his own little academic world. We’d both been professors at the same university, but somehow, I had been expected to be more. Cameron had treated the parenting thing as a part-time gig that he took up when it was convenient, second to his career aspirations, which had left the rest of the responsibilities to me.

      I had been wrong. I hadn’t known what it was like to be a single mom.

      Apparently, what little Cameron had done when we were married had actually been helpful.

      Now, I was back in my small hometown of Amor, my two teenagers finally starting to adapt to the slower lifestyle (if you counted solving a murder earlier in the year as slow).

      And yet life hadn’t slowed down for me at all. In fact, it felt as if it had sped up. While Cameron was off doing book signings for his New York Times bestselling book, How I was Seduced by a Serial Killer, I was the one running around, making sure people had been fed, that they made it to school, and that my shirt wasn’t on backwards. Yes, a client had had to point it out to me the previous week in our therapy session.

      I glanced down, just to make sure. Nope, all good.

      “Have you tried under the pile of dirty clothes by your dresser?” I called up the stairs. The pile that had somehow formed right next to my son’s hamper rather than in it.

      A pause.

      “Nope, not there.”

      “Look in your closet. On the shoe rack.”

      Another pause.

      “It’s there. How did you know?” Flash sounded genuinely surprised.

      “Because when I was cleaning last night, I put them back where they belonged, and it’s the last place you’d ever look.”

      I heard a chuckle from the direction of the kitchen table. My mom had stopped by to drop off fresh pomegranates she’d picked from her tree that morning. When she’d discovered my predicament, rather than offering to help, she’d sat herself at the table and watched in amusement.

      “Trish already gone?” she asked.

      Trish had moved down to Amor with me when she’d quit her job at the same time I had. She’d offered to be my roommate to help out and save on rent, and I’d offered her the opportunity of opening Amor Therapeutic Services with me. She was a godsend, but she also couldn’t be in three places at once, which was what was expected of me this morning.

      “She ran over to open the office while I get the kids to school,” I said. “They have a late-start day, something about teacher appreciation, so it’s a bit more chaotic than usual. You could help, you know.”

      I grabbed an apple from a basket on the counter. It wasn’t much, but it was all I was going to get until my lunch break. If I got one, that was. Everyone talked about how freeing owning your own business was, but that was only because they’d never actually done it.

      Sure, I didn’t need pre-approval to take off for a week and could go on vacation any time I wanted, but I also wouldn’t have any money coming in. Either Trish and I worked or we didn’t get paid. Sometimes I missed the guaranteed paycheck.

      “You’re right,” my mom said, struggling to stand. I’d noticed her knee had been acting up again, and it seemed to be getting worse. “Let me make sure Lilly is up and that she’s ready. You have a business to run, and those kids aren’t pulling their weight.” Her voice wobbled with pain, and it caught me off guard. I’d never thought my mom would grow old—she was an unstoppable force that sucked in everyone around her. But seeing her now—sometime while I had been away, she’d gone gray. She’d slowed down. And because of our tumultuous relationship, I hadn’t visited. Had never noticed.

      Things didn’t have to continue that way, though.

      We’d begun to mend our fences and, even though she’d never admit it, she shouldn’t be the one climbing the stairs to make sure Lilly had actually gotten out of bed when I’d asked her to. I wasn’t going to be responsible for making her knee worse.

      “Mom, you take it easy. I’ll go check on her.”

      She scowled. “I’ve seen that look. The one where you think I can’t hold my own anymore. It couldn’t be further from the truth.”

      I raised a pointed eyebrow. “You really want to be the one climbing that staircase? Go ahead. I was saving you from having to deal with an ornery teenage girl who is on her period.”

      That did the trick. My mom’s lips clamped shut as she threw a wary glance up the stairs.

      “I suppose I should let you take care of this one. I’ve been there, done that, and you could use the practice,” she told me. “Besides, I should be getting home. Want me to drop off the kids on my way?”

      I worked to hold in a laugh. Same old mom, but as I’d aged, her antics had become more humorous than infuriating. Although they definitely still had their moments.

      “That would be great, Mom. Thank you.” I turned to run up the stairs but was met with the welcome sight of both of my children descending. Flash’s nose was buried in his phone, and Lilly was readjusting her backpack. I couldn’t believe how old she looked. She’d be seventeen next week. Gosh, could I really have a daughter who was only a couple of years from graduating high school? I suddenly felt ancient.

      I shoved down the feeling that I’d somehow missed out on my kids’ most important years and nodded toward my mom. “Grandma will take you to school so I can hurry over to the office. You two good to go?”

      Flash nodded without taking his eyes off the phone in front of him. “Yeah. Don’t forget I have my competition this afternoon. Might not come down for dinner.”

      Which meant that he definitely wouldn’t. “Where’s this one based out of?”

      Flash finally slipped his phone into his pocket and glanced my way as he passed. “London. Only five hundred pounds for the winner, but every competition gives me a challenge and a new way to improve.”

      That was my little hacker. Flash claimed he never did it without permission, except in emergencies. That he was training himself to be able to help people. Like when there had been a murder in town earlier in the year, and he’d felt like he’d needed to do his part to help find the culprit. I didn’t like it, but I had to admit that his skills had come in handy.

      And it had allowed Flash to be the only fourteen-year-old I knew that had fifty-thousand dollars saved up in the bank. Whether he ended up going the college route like I had didn’t really matter—that kid was so gifted, it was scary.

      “Say hi to Trish for me,” my mom said as she herded the kids out.

      I was uncertain if she’d meant that sarcastically, considering her feelings toward my best friend, but I acted as if it was genuine. “Will do. Thanks again, Mom.”

      I glanced at my phone as I walked outside. Looked like I would still need to drive after all if I was going to be on time for my first client of the day.

      Ava ran past me and out the door in a streak of fur, giving my leg a whack as she went, as if letting me know she hadn’t forgotten how I’d tricked her into giving back my keys.

      “That’s fine,” I called after her. “But no one will be home to let you in until this afternoon, so I hope you don’t mind a little sunbathing.”

      Ava stuck her tail up at me and continued on her way, letting me know she really didn’t mind. There was plenty of adventure that lay ahead of her.

      

      I leaned back in my office chair and closed my eyes. Rushed mornings always made me feel like I was forgetting something, and I hadn’t had a chance to catch my breath since arriving at the office several hours earlier.

      The brief moment of silence between clients was abruptly interrupted when the door burst open, and I sat up straight, my heart hammering in my chest.

      Ruby, Mayor Freedman’s younger sister, stood in the doorway, her eyes wide and panicked. She was normally quiet and withdrawn, especially since her husband had been killed in an airplane crash several years earlier. She hadn’t left Amor since that day, too scared to use any form of transportation other than the bike she took everywhere.

      It had taken months of prodding to get her to come in and talk to me, and then she’d rescheduled every appointment since. I’d honestly doubted I’d ever see her again, in a therapeutic capacity, anyway.

      Something must have happened, though—something bad, considering how frantic she seemed.

      “Hi, Ruby. I wasn’t expecting to see you until your appointment next Thursday.” And in fact, I hadn’t expected to see her even then. For someone with a tragic background like Ruby’s, it wasn’t unusual to need to try therapy several times before finally being able to commit to it. It was difficult work, facing the demons of one’s past. “If you’d like to get in sooner, I can have Clarisse squeeze you in tomorrow.”

      I tried not to glance at my phone, but I knew my next client would arrive any moment.

      “I did what you asked,” Ruby said, breathless. She collapsed into the chair across from me. “You asked me to do something different every day. Something small that broke my usual routine. But now there’s this man. And he’s invited me on a road trip to the hot air balloon festival. I said no, of course. I mean, me, in a car? Traveling across state to see people go up in a balloon of fire and air? It’s an accident waiting to happen. But then I hosted Katie’s baby shower this afternoon, and something snapped. I couldn’t do it anymore. Everyone is living their life except me. I love Katie, I do. I’m so grateful she came into my brother’s life. But if someone like her—someone who had lived a life that was filled with crime and deceit—if someone like that can change and have their happily ever after, shouldn’t I be allowed one too?”

      I stared, trying to gather my thoughts. “When I asked you to do something different, I meant go a different route to work, or change your brand of shampoo. This is big, Ruby. Awesome, but big. This man… Where did you meet him?”

      I prayed I hadn’t unwittingly thrown Ruby into the arms of an online predator, out to take advantage of grieving widows. We’d only had one session—I couldn’t have done that much damage already, right?

      “It was when I was picking up the cake for Katie’s baby shower. I went to high school with the guy but hadn’t seen him for years. You actually know him…Parker Loveland.”

      “Wasn’t he the one you stood up on a date your senior year?”

      Ruby’s cheeks reddened. “It was an accident,” she mumbled. Her gaze dropped, and I knew better than to push it.

      Clarisse poked her head in, her expression registering surprise at seeing Ruby there. Ruby must have snuck past while the receptionist was helping someone else. “Your next appointment is here,” she said.

      “Give me five minutes.”

      She nodded and retreated through the doorway.

      I turned back to Ruby and stood. “I’m happy for you—I really am. Talk with Clarisse on your way out, and let’s get you scheduled so we can talk longer.”

      Ruby didn’t move. “I need to go to the balloon festival,” she said. “But I’m afraid. What if I have a panic attack while I’m there? I need someone there to help talk me down. Someone that will help me through it. I can’t give Parker that job—he’s the source of most of my anxiety.”

      “You can call me anytime, you know that.”

      Ruby gave her head a vigorous shake. “No. I need you there. With me. In person. Please, as a friend?”

      This was why I’d made an arrangement with Trish that she would work with anyone I’d grown up with, and I’d work with everyone else. Counseling people I knew—it became complicated. The only reason I’d met with Ruby in the first place was as a personal favor to her brother, Sam.

      “I don’t know, Ruby…”

      “Bring the kids,” she pressed. “They’d love it. It wouldn’t be like you’d be hanging out with Parker and me. Just enjoying some family time, and if things got rough, I’d have a safe place to go—a safe person to be with.”

      Personally, I didn’t think Ruby was ready for this. I always advised baby steps, and this was the equivalent of leaping off a cliff. But she looked determined, her lips pressed into a firm line.

      “Our family could use a vacation,” I said slowly. “When is the hot air balloon festival?”

      Ruby smiled, knowing she’d worn me down. “This weekend. We leave tomorrow.”
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      I stood in line at the diner, watching families and couples eating together. The kids were waiting back at the house for me, all packed up and ready to go. We couldn’t very well start this road trip hungry, though, and I hated cooking the morning of a vacation.

      The man at the front of the line finished rattling off his order and then found himself a table. Just three more people to go.

      I couldn’t believe I was doing this—driving several hours north because a client wanted me there for her getaway weekend. Just in case.

      You aren’t doing this for a client, I told myself. Ruby is my friend.

      Friend or not, I hadn’t been able to drop everything to race up to the festival the previous day. My Friday schedule was always booked, and the kids still had school. They’d said they didn’t mind missing, of course, but I couldn’t just cancel all my appointments.

      Ruby hadn’t been ecstatic to hear this news when she’d called from the motel that she and Parker were apparently sharing a room at—something neither of them had planned on—asking me to pick her up for an emergency therapy session. She no longer felt prepared for a weekend away with a man she didn’t know all that well, even if they had gone to high school together.

      Telling Ruby that we’d be up there Saturday hadn’t seemed to do much to calm her, but there hadn’t been much she could do about it.

      Melinda broke through my thoughts, snapping her fingers in my direction. “You okay there, Maddie?”

      I doubted Melinda was asking out of concern but more so she could get the line moving. It had somehow disappeared, and I was now at the front of it.

      “Um, yeah.” I walked forward to the counter. “We need something easy for the road. Maybe four scones…make that seven. No, eight.”

      That earned a frustrated sigh from Melinda as she scribbled out what she had written.

      Melinda and I had never gotten along very well, and I tended to steer clear when I could, but then again, no one seemed to get along with her. It was a miracle the diner did as well as it did, considering her surly customer service and mediocre food. The one person who seemed to be able to stand her company for more than five minutes was a new guy in town, Daniel. Of course, rumor had it that he was in the business of creating fake IDs, so there was that.

      “I better add in something that has some nutritional value,” I said, risking Melinda’s wrath for taking far too long. I looked over the menu that had been taped to the counter. “Let’s do three yogurt parfaits. Nope. Four. You never know if Flash will decide that he actually enjoys healthy food once in a while.”

      Melinda waited, pencil in hand but not actually writing anything down. “That it?”

      One more scan of the menu told me that everything else would be far too messy to eat in the car, and I didn’t want my seats smelling like egg for the next few months.

      “Yup, that’s it. I’ll take it to go, please.”

      My phone chimed with a new text message.

      Mom, when are you going to be home?

      Lilly is forcing the cat to do a photo shoot.

      She’s threatened that I’m next. Please hurry!

      I laughed as I gathered up the bags of food and hurried home.

      What was a mom for if not to rescue her teenage son from an unwanted photo session at the hands of his sister?

      

      “You have everything you’ll need for the weekend?” I asked the kids, shoving in the last of what we could fit into the back of our small car.

      Flash slid into the seat and immediately pulled out his phone. “It’s not like we need much. Does the hotel have a pool? I packed a swimsuit, just in case. No hotel is worth staying at if it doesn’t have a pool.”

      Lilly sat herself at the opposite end of the seat, attempting to put as much space as she could between her and her brother. I’d had high hopes for them getting along better as we settled into our new small-town life, but it seemed the only time they got along was when they were investigating a homicide, or when they were teamed up against me for a common goal.

      “I have my good camera, and that’s all I really need,” Lilly said. Because of her academic struggles due to her dyslexia, she relied on her creativity to make her mark, and she was very good at what she did. Aside from her video diary that only she was allowed access to, she’d taken up photography and film since we’d moved to Amor. She had hopes of directing her own documentaries one day. “I bet the still shots I get from the festival will sell well at the farmer’s market.”

      If the success of her previous photos was anything to go by, then yes, she would do very well.

      “All right, if you’re sure your camera is all you need,” I said, hiding a smile and knowing she had a fully packed suitcase in the back.

      I’d been subjected to Lilly’s reactions when we dared enter her room before she was ready to meet the day, and I knew for a fact that her camera was not the only thing she needed to make this a successful weekend.

      “Wait for me,” my mom called from where she’d parked in front of my house. She lugged a large suitcase behind her, and I took a long, deep breath before turning to face her.

      “Really, do you think the mountains is the best place for you to be going right now with that knee of yours?”

      “You’re acting like I’m old or something,” she said with a frown, pausing to catch her breath and using her suitcase as a cane. “Unless you’re planning on making me hike the whole way. Is that what this is—a backpacking trip where you expect me to lug all your stuff on my back?” She shot me a suspicious glance, like that really was my plan.

      I shook my head. “You’re sixty-five, Mom. You really think I would expect you to lug all our stuff? Of course not. I’ll take half.”

      My mom hadn’t been expecting that, and a cannon-like laugh burst from her. “There she is. My little Maddie has decided to return. About time too. I thought you’d left your sense of humor back at that university of yours. Either that or your ex-husband had stolen it.”

      My smile faltered, and I threw an anxious glance toward the car. “Not so loud, Mom. I don’t speak badly about Cameron in front of the kids.”

      I hurried forward and took her suitcase from her. It was heavier than all of ours put together and had no wheels. Where on earth was I going to put this in the car? We had no room. “Mom, what did you pack? We’re only going to be gone a couple of nights.”

      “Just the essentials,” she said, and
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