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            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Green chile has never been more dangerous.

      

      

      

      Psychologist Maddie Swallows has done something she swore she’d never do.

      

      Return to her New Mexican hometown.

      

      It seemed like a good idea at the time, considering the divorce and her two teenagers she dragged along for the ride. But that was before the New Year’s Eve party she was guilt-tripped into attending. Before a member of the town council wound up dead and everyone at the party became a suspect. And before she was forced to unravel the secrets of her former home in order to clear her name.

      

      Of course, with the help of two precocious teenagers and one meddling mother, the real murderer doesn’t stand a chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Before Dead Before Dinner 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 Before Dinner is the first 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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      My heart constricted, and I wished I knew what to say. “Yikes. That’s rough. How does that make you feel?” I tried to keep the inner therapist from breaking free, wanting to come across more as an understanding friend, but it wasn’t working.

      “Mad,” Lilly said, crossing her arms over her chest and slinking further down in her chair. “Upset. Livid. Like I want to run away from home and never speak to you again.” She tossed me a glare for good measure.

      I sucked in a long breath, counted to three, and slowly released it. Her reaction was natural. It wasn’t personal.

      “Have you been able to video chat with your friends lately? I know it’s been hard since the move.”

      “Yes, and it only makes it worse.”

      “Because you hear about what you’re missing out on? I know that has to be really difficult. What if I gave you a challenge to—”

      “Don’t treat me like one of your patients, Mom,” Lilly said, standing from the kitchen chair. “You dragged me away from Albuquerque to live in a town that’s so small, no one even knows it exists. I gave up my friends. My life. Dad.” Her voice hitched on that last part. “And you think a couple of shrink sessions will make it all better. You really want to help me? Try getting back together with Dad. Maybe you two could get a therapist of your own. That seems like the kind of thing that’s right up your alley. But don’t pretend you care about me—like you want to help. If you did, we’d have spent Christmas together last week. As a family.”

      I sat at the table, a bowl of melting ice cream sitting in front of me. I’d known Lilly was struggling with the divorce. And the move. It wasn’t easy for a sixteen-year-old girl to have her life uprooted like that. But I’d thought she’d be doing better by now—would have adjusted more. Her brother certainly had. Of course, as long as Flash had access to a computer, he was happy.

      It was harder for a teenage girl, though. And she was right. Christmas should have been spent together as a family. Their father had canceled at the last minute because of an unexpected snowstorm up north, and he’d felt terrible about it. But Lilly had pointed out that if her father and I hadn’t gotten a divorce, we would have been trapped together, rather than apart.

      I’d invited her down to the kitchen for ice cream, hoping that would soften her up for a little heart-to-heart, but her ice cream sat untouched, and our relationship seemed worse than ever.

      In a last-ditch attempt, I said, “I heard that one of the seniors at your school—Kim Darby’s daughter—is throwing a New Year’s Eve party. Wouldn’t hurt to go check it out. You might find that there’s more to this town than first meets the eye.”

      Had we still been in Albuquerque, there would be no way I’d ever allow my daughter to go to a party of any kind. This was different, though. We were in Amor, New Mexico. Where nothing remotely interesting ever happened. And I was desperate.

      Lilly snorted. “Nice try, Mom. I’m going to call Dad and ask him to drive down here and pick me up. I want to spend New Year’s Eve at home. With my real friends.”

      And then she grabbed her jacket off the back of the chair, slipped her phone into the pocket, and stormed out the front door, brushing past my best friend, Trish, as she went. Trish stood on the front porch, a large bag of cat food in her arms and an expression of bewildered amusement on her face.

      “You tried to have another talk with her, didn’t you?” Trish eyed the bowls of melting ice cream on the table as she shut the front door and set the bag down. She seated herself in front of Lilly’s bowl. “Don’t mind if I do.”

      I rubbed a hand over my face. “Yeah. Tried being the operative word there. Lilly is never going to forgive me. She’s probably out there filming her video diary, creating a permanent record of what an awful mom I am.”

      “She’ll be okay once she sees how many people need you here. I bet you anything that once we hang that OPEN sign for our therapy office, we’ll have a wait list the length of the Rio Grande.” Trish paused. “Of course, don’t tell your mom that. She’ll raise our office rent, considering what a good deal she gave you.”

      My mom had felt bad for me, wanting to give me a leg up after the divorce. But honestly, I was excited for this new adventure, and I didn’t think I could ever go back to the university life, even if my ex-husband weren’t the department head.

      “I’ll feel too guilty not to. We’re paying half of what her previous tenants were.” I shot Trish a glance. Her previously pink hair was now bleached and streaked with blue. “I like what Debbie did with your hair.”

      Trish ran a hand through her long hair. “Didn’t think someone who ran a salon from her kitchen would have the skills I was looking for.”

      I managed a smile. “She always had skills, even when we were in high school.”

      Trish licked the last of the ice cream from her spoon, then nodded to my bowl and raised a questioning eyebrow.

      I laughed and pushed it toward her. “Yes, you can have it.” It was a blessing having Trish here, and she could have all the ice cream she wanted. I didn’t know what I would have done if she hadn’t agreed to move down to Amor with me. We’d both left tenured positions at a university a few hours north, neither under pleasant circumstances, and were both looking for a new start. She’d even agreed to be roommates with me, a single mom of two kids. That was true friendship. Of course, the cat she’d brought along for the ride—that was a different story.

      Speaking of which, where was she?

      I cast an uneasy glance around the kitchen. No flicker of a tail. No sounds of scratching.

      I was safe for now. Probably.

      Having Trish here with me was worth the anxiety her feline companion invoked. Not only did we live together, but we also worked together, co-owners of Amor Therapeutic Services. Not very creative, I could admit. We had a temporary sign out front as we tried to figure out something better. But for now, it would do the trick. It told people who we were and that we were coming. We’d been working out issues with the various insurance companies, but it looked like our grand opening might happen as soon as the end of next month. Now that it was so close—so real—I was equal parts giddy and terrified.

      “Oh, yeah, I almost forgot to tell you,” Trish said, a drip of ice cream making its way down her chin. She swiped at it with the back of her hand. “Debbie is throwing a New Year’s Eve dinner party on Saturday. You want to go?”

      Panic clenched my stomach.

      Here I was pushing Lilly to go to a party she didn’t want to go to, and I was no better. I had never done well with social situations, and it had only gotten worse since moving back to Amor two months earlier. All these people I had grown up with who had never left—and me coming back, the divorcee. The single parent. The failure.

      I could sense the judgment.

      “I don’t know, Trish. It doesn’t feel right to leave the kids home alone on New Year’s Eve. You should definitely go, though. I don’t want you to miss out on my account.”

      Trish narrowed her eyes. “You turn down every invitation people offer, and they are starting to be offended. There’s talk, you know. That you think you’re too good for them, now that you’ve been at your fancy university. We’ve been here for nearly two months, and it’s high time you put the record straight. These are our potential clients, you know.”

      She was right, of course.

      “But what about the kids?” I asked weakly.

      “Bring them along. I’m sure Debbie won’t mind a couple of extra guests.”

      “Yeah,” Flash piped up from the staircase. “She’ll probably have way better food than the parties I go to. Grown-ups get all the good stuff.” He was standing on the bottom step, his hair sticking out in multiple directions. It looked like he was just waking up. I looked at my watch. One o’clock in the afternoon.

      I threw a look of amusement at Trish. “He’ll eat all the food before the guests have first crack at it. You know he will.”

      Flash gave a solemn nod. “It’s true.”

      You’d never know just by looking at my scrawny thirteen-year-old that he could consume two pizzas and a tray of chicken wings in one sitting. There had been many times we’d visited Trish, and I’d had to run to the grocery store to restock her fridge. But wherever all that food went, it was fueling his brain power. That kid was smart. Too smart for his own good sometimes.

      “Awfully late for you to just be waking up, isn’t it?” I asked, raising a pointed eyebrow.

      “Had to stay up late. There was an online coding competition. It was based out of Australia. Remember, I told you about it.”

      I remembered now that he’d mentioned it, but that had been a week ago, and he hadn’t mentioned it since. “Oh, right. How’d it go?”

      “I won. Of course. Prize was pretty good this time too. Ten thousand dollars.”

      Both Trish and I stared, our mouths hanging open. “Ten… Who were you competing against?” I yelped.

      I had known he’d won a few hundred dollars here and there with these competitions. And I knew he was good at what he did—he was obsessed, really. Spent all his time holed up in his room. Every time I peeked in, his fingers were flying over the keyboard in a language only other coders would understand. Or hackers. I wasn’t sure which my son was, and when I’d asked, he’d said there was a gray area between the two, but not to worry. He wasn’t doing anything illegal.

      So, at least there was that.

      But ten thousand dollars. That was big-league.

      Flash raised a shoulder. “People.” That was typical Flash, vague one-word answers. Or maybe it was just a boy thing. He grabbed the half-full ice cream container from the freezer and a spoon from the drawer, then lumbered back up to his room.

      As I watched his retreating back, I had the distinct feeling that I was losing my kids. They were slipping away. I knew raising teenagers had its challenging moments, that every parent felt that way, but I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d accelerated it. Maybe if I’d just stuck things out with Cameron, just until the kids were old enough to be out on their own…

      “It wasn’t a mistake moving here. Neither was the divorce. Cameron didn’t see you—the real you,” Trish said, easily reading my thoughts. That was what I got for having another psychologist for a best friend. “And frankly, I’m not sure you see the real you either. That department head position should have been yours, not Cameron’s. They needed new blood in the psychology department. Someone who wasn’t so busy chasing book deals and TV slots that they gave up everything that really mattered. You would have been fantastic.”

      I knew Trish was right. She always was.

      Didn’t make it any easier.

      I gave her a weak smile as I slid my chair back and stood from the table. “So, about this party—”

      A flash of fur tore across the kitchen, taking my words with it as it disappeared under the table. Before I had time to react, a paw whacked my leg and a cat bolted back up the stairs.
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      New Year’s. A time of renewal. Change. Fresh starts.

      I certainly hoped that was true as I tugged on the hem of my favorite red dress. It was the one I always wore when I needed to make an impression. I swore it used to be longer, though. Now, it barely hit just above my knees.

      A quick glance at my phone.

      Four-thirty.

      Party started at six.

      Where was Cameron? He was supposed to be picking up the kids.

      I moved into the bathroom for a quick glance into the mirror. Eyeliner wasn’t smudged. Hair was decent. Teeth. I should brush my teeth. But when I moved to turn on the faucet, the handle snapped off in my hand.

      “Seriously?”

      Apparently, this home had been vacant for three years after the owner moved across country and couldn’t find anyone who wanted to move to a small town where there were no jobs and gossip was exchanged like currency.

      I wondered what other surprises I was going to find. Other than the rattlesnake den we’d discovered in the backyard the previous week. That had not been a good day.

      When married, neither Cameron nor I had been particularly handy and had never learned to do things ourselves. My skills hadn’t improved since the divorce, so I grabbed my phone to call the local handyman. Until I realized I had no idea who that was nowadays. Twenty years ago, it had been George Finley. But he was dead now. That was what happened when you were ninety-eight and still thought you could take stairs two at a time.

      “Trish,” I called down the stairs. “Do you know who the fix-it guy around here is?”

      A pause.

      “How would I know?” her disembodied voice yelled from somewhere in the house.

      She wouldn’t. It was my hometown, and I should be the one with all the answers.

      But I’d been gone too long.

      My mom. Of course. I dialed her number.

      No answer.

      I sent her a text instead.

      “Cameron’s here,” Trish yelled up the stairs.

      Somehow Lilly had managed to convince him to drive the three hours so she could attend a party with her friends. I wasn’t happy about it, but they had worked it out before I’d had the chance to protest.

      There had been a condition attached, though. Flash had to come too. Not to the party—Cameron knew me well enough to know that wasn’t happening—but Cameron had said he wanted to spend time with his son. Said they didn’t talk much anymore, and he wanted the chance to salvage their relationship.

      It was funny. Cameron made more effort to spend time with his kids now that we lived across state than he ever had when we’d lived in the same house.

      I could hear the complaining from both Lilly and Flash as I hurried outside. Lilly grumbling that she had to be stuck with Flash in the back seat for three hours, and Flash complaining that he had to go at all. It didn’t matter that his dad had told him he could choose any restaurant he wanted for their New Year’s Eve together. Flash was convinced that the food at our adult dinner party would be better.

      “You two are going to have a wonderful time,” I said, blowing them both kisses as I shut the rear car door. I turned my gaze on Cameron in the driver’s seat. He looked good. More than good. Great. Like the divorce suited him. “Have them home no later than nine o’clock on Sunday.”

      He gave me a little salute. “Yes, ma’am.” An appraising gaze. “Nice dress. You have a date or something?” Cameron said it casually enough, but there was a hint of annoyance beneath the question.

      “Something like that.” Never mind that Trish was my date.

      He nodded and looked away, like that might be something that bothered him. But then he turned back to me with a megawatt smile. “Oh, I almost forgot. I’m going to be out of town for the next three weeks; I leave on Tuesday for a book tour. I’ll miss my weekend visits, but I’ll make up for it when I get back.”

      My fists tightened just slightly, and I forced them to relax. The way he said it—he wasn’t just touching base or passing on information. He wanted me to remember how successful he was. Like he wanted me to know what I was missing out on. I forced a smile. “That will be just fine. I’m sure the kids will understand. I’ll come up with something fun to make up for it. Maybe a trip to Carlsbad Caverns or something.”

      Cameron’s smile dipped just slightly. “How’s your therapy office coming along?” I was sure he meant it as a dig as his gaze took in the all-but-deserted road that ran through my neighborhood. But for reasons unknown, it had the opposite effect on me.

      “My mom was right. This place needs a therapist, and there’s more than enough business for two.” I threw a grin his way, gave one last wave to the kids, and walked back to the house.

      I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of a second glance.

      An hour later, Trish bounced down the stairs, looking stunning in an emerald green dress, which surprisingly didn’t clash with the blue streaks in her hair. Her long hair hung over her shoulders in ringlets and was partially pulled back by a sparkly green butterfly clip.

      I placed a hand on my hip. “Just when I think I’ve pulled out all the stops, you manage to do one better.”

      “That wasn’t my intention.” But the compliment made Trish’s smile widen, and she gave a little spin. “I just want to make a good impression, you know. I really haven’t made many friends here yet.”

      “Everyone is going to love you,” I said, nudging her with an elbow.

      Trish smiled. “We’re about to find out.”

      

      “You’re sure she said the party started at six o’clock?” I whispered. We stood on Debbie’s front porch, but it seemed awfully quiet. Of course, folks in Amor rarely drove anywhere, so the lack of cars wasn’t a great indication.

      “Yeah. Six o’clock sharp. I mean, it’s a dinner party.”

      True, but that still seemed early for a New Year’s Eve dinner party. I glanced around. A woman with long auburn hair was walking up the street, and it seemed like she might be coming to join us, but then she continued past the house. Before she did, our gazes met, and there was instant recognition. Not on my part, but on hers. Like we might have gone to school together—she seemed about the right age—or maybe it was just the town gossip that had clued her in on who I was.

      “Maybe we should have come fashionably late,” I whispered.

      Trish raised an eyebrow. “Making a good impression, remember?”

      My gut clenched. I had been avoiding everyone in town for a reason. Unlike Trish, I wouldn’t have the opportunity for a first impression. Everyone had already formed an opinion, and from the little I’d heard, it wasn’t good.

      I took a step back from the door, and Trish noticed. She gave me a reproving glance and quickly knocked on the door, not giving me the chance to retreat.

      Debbie flung the door open, looking casual in a pair of tight jeans and a long black shirt that had sequins along the top. It fit perfectly with the pink bob that she was sporting. In high school, she’d seemed to have a different hair color every other month. Looked like things hadn’t changed much while I was away.

      “Oh, Debs, I think we’re a bit overdressed.” Rather than my red dress giving me confidence like it usually did, it now made me want to shrink until no one noticed me. If the town thought I was avoiding them because I thought myself too fancy—too good for them—what were they going to think now?

      “Maddie Swallows, I was starting to think that you were a figment of your mother’s imagination.” And then Debbie wrapped me in a hug. She stepped back and gave me an appraising once-over. “You look gorgeous. Don’t change a thing.”

      I appreciated Debbie’s kindness. But I was embarrassed. I had dressed as if I were attending an academic dinner. When I’d worked for the university, a “dinner party” had always just been an excuse for members of the psychology department to show off and talk about what research we were doing in hopes that we would gain the respect of our colleagues rather than their scorn. Most of the time, it had been the latter.

      That was nothing like what Debbie was trying to do with this dinner. Have friends over. Relax. Have fun. I had nearly forgotten what that was like. She opened the door wider and ushered us in, closing it behind me. The smell of hair chemicals assaulted my sinuses, and I had to keep myself from sneezing.

      “Thank you,” I said, trying to ignore my watering eyes. Looked like I wouldn’t be getting a perm anytime soon, because I was pretty sure I was allergic to whatever was in the air. “You look amazing yourself. A lot has changed in the past twenty years, but not you.”

      Debbie tossed an expression of mock horror in my direction. “We don’t speak of age like that around here, honey. Talking like that makes me feel old.”

      I laughed. “Well, if it makes you feel better, no matter how much time passes, I’ll always be older by a couple of years.”

      “That does make me feel better, thank you.” Debbie gestured to Trish. “What do you think of my handiwork?”

      Trish held her hands up, framing her face, then did a model-like spin as she showed off her new locks.

      “You always did have a way with hair,” I said. “Even as a teenager, you had all the girls at school lined up behind the bleachers at lunch, ready to take our money. You were so talented, armed with only a pair of scissors. You probably made a hundred dollars a week giving haircuts.”

      “Try a hundred dollars a day,” Debbie said with a wicked smile. “I charged twenty dollars a haircut. Mrs. Bailey—you remember her, don’t you? Dark hair, even darker soul, probably started cutting hair because she was one of the three fates from Greek mythology who used scissors to separate people from their souls. Anyway, she was only charging ten. And yet everyone at school came to me. Moms never could figure out why their daughters’ hair never seemed to lengthen.” Her smile morphed into a scowl. “Until the principal caught me and ratted me out.”

      Oh, did I remember Mrs. Bailey. And I had been one of those who had asked my mom for money for a haircut, told her Mrs. Bailey had raised her prices, then snuck off to Debbie’s bleacher hair salon. Once my mom found out what I had been doing, rather than being angry like the other girls’ moms, she’d continued paying for me to get my hair cut at Debbie’s house. My mom said my hair had never looked so good.

      “I’m surprised you don’t have your own salon, Debbie,” I said. “I mean, I know cutting hair in your kitchen saves on overhead costs, but you always talked about wanting your own place.”

      Debbie’s scowl deepened. “I’ve been trying. But James Rodney owns the only available rental space that would work for a salon, and he refuses to rent it to me. I mean, honestly. What can the man have against a haircut?”

      “Mrs. Bailey,” I said, immediately knowing she was most likely behind it. “She’s on town council with him, isn’t she? Elected right before I moved, and from what my mom has told me, Mrs. Bailey and James Rodney have somehow managed to keep their thumbs firmly in town business ever since.”

      “I thought of that too. But surely Mrs. Bailey doesn’t need the space for herself. She’s nearly seventy and has arthritis in her fingers. What few haircuts she does nowadays are the worst thing I’ve ever seen. I mean, honestly, folks come out of her home looking worse than when they went in.”

      “Doesn’t mean that she doesn’t have influence.”

      Debbie gave a small nod. “Which is why I’ve invited both of them to the party tonight, among others on the town council.”

      My horror must have been evident because Trish leaned in and whispered, “Remember, first impressions.”

      But that did not extend to people like James Rodney and Mrs. Bailey. I didn’t care what they thought of me.

      “I know I should have been upfront with why I was hosting this party,” Debbie said with a guilty expression, like she was genuinely sorry for it. She gestured for us to follow her out of the entryway and to a couch in the front room. “But I’ve
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