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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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        It wasn’t a life or death situation until someone found a body.

      

      

      

      Maddie Swallows had always thought of her hometown as unremarkable, until space tourism set up shop nearby. Now, real estate developers have set their sights on the small town, determined to have a piece of the lucrative pie. Too bad the residents of Amor want nothing to do with the fancy hotels and high-priced restaurants, and they are ready to fight back.

      

      Maddie is determined to keep her family out of the drama, but when one overzealous developer gets in over his head, he shows up on her doorstep asking for help. Reluctant, she agrees to meet with him the following day. Just to talk, mind you. No promises.

      

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t soon enough.

      

      When his body is discovered the next morning, Maddie finds herself in the middle of another murder investigation. And she isn’t completely convinced her neighbors are innocent.
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      The town council meeting hadn’t even officially started, and I could already hear the arguing from halfway down Main Street. That wasn’t good.

      “Maybe we should sit this one out,” I whispered to Benji.

      He squeezed my hand. “All the more reason for us to attend. They need a voice of reason. It’s not like town council can do anything about the purchased land, and riling everyone up will only make things worse.”

      The residents of Amor had originally been excited when space tourism had set up shop just an hour away, but we hadn’t anticipated the repercussions. The celebrities. The pressure for our town to change—to make it more upscale and to the liking of those who stayed overnight before embarking on their two-hour journey to space.

      That was also when the real estate developers had set their sights on our New Mexican town. They’d been stalking us, watching for the weak link that would allow them to sneak in and collect the biggest payday of their careers.

      Unfortunately, one of the developers had found that weak link. A vacant piece of land that had been put up for sale when the owner passed away the previous month. It hadn’t taken more than a day for Don Mendes to snatch it up. We hadn’t even realized it had been on the market until it was too late.

      Benji was right. We needed to be in that room. Who knew what crazy thing the town council would propose next. Last I heard, they were talking about making it illegal to sell property to anyone who wasn’t an official resident of Amor. And of course, residency was to be determined by town council. Even though I’d grown up here, I had moved away for college. When I’d returned two decades later as a single mom, it had taken months to regain my residency. Town council had questioned my sincerity. Said that I had left once, so what was to stop me from leaving again?

      Never mind that I was opening a therapy office in town and had signed a five-year lease. They said it didn’t count because my mother was my landlord.

      Speaking of my mother.

      It was her silver hair I spotted first, piled haphazardly on top of her head. She was standing just outside the entrance to the community center, her gaze scanning the street, as if she were looking for someone.

      “Hide me,” I told Benji, releasing his hand and moving behind him, forcing him to stop mid-step. “Better yet, you go to the meeting and tell me all about it after.”

      Benji glanced over his shoulder at me, his eyes crinkled in amusement. “What are you doing?”

      “Don’t look at me,” I whispered, poking him. “She’ll see me.”

      He laughed. “Who, your mom? I thought you two were getting along better these days.”

      “We are, but I borrowed her waffle maker and may have forgotten the last batch that was cooking. Burned it so badly that the waffle fused with the metal.” I paused and peeked around Benji to see if my mom was still there. She was. “She called earlier asking for it back—said she was going to be cooking breakfast tomorrow for the older single ladies’ group she’s put together.”

      Benji turned around, ignoring my protests with a patient smile. “I can help you clean it.”

      And this was why I had fallen in love with my childhood best friend. Because, despite my inheriting a bit of my mother’s insanity gene, he was always there by my side. Always my biggest supporter.

      As the town’s handyman, he was used to fixing things, and it turned out he was skilled at repairing more than just damaged floorboards. My life being one of them. Except, this was one thing I doubted even his incredible skills would be able to take care of.

      “I already tried.” I tossed a nervous glance over Benji’s shoulder. Shoot. My mom spotted me. Her eyes lit up, and she moved toward where Benji and I stood. “I threw it into a sink of soapy water to soak.”

      Benji groaned. “You didn’t.”

      By the look on his face, he knew I had.

      “I didn’t consider what the electronic components might think of the water until it was too late. When I took it to Buck’s shop to see if it was fixable, he just laughed.” I stopped talking when my mom crossed the street, and I plastered on a smile just as she reached us. “Hey, you snuck up on us. Didn’t realize you’d already arrived.”

      “Been here nearly half an hour already. But I think you already knew that. I saw you hiding behind Benji.” My mom placed her hand on my arm and turned me toward the community center. “If you’re having second thoughts about coming to this meeting, you should know that I’ve already put both of your names down to speak.”

      I stopped mid-step and released an exasperated sigh. She always pulled this kind of stuff on me. “Why would you do that, Mom? We wanted to gauge the room before committing to something like speaking in front of everyone. The council has been very intense lately.”

      Well, I had wanted to gauge the room. Not Benji, though. He always liked to get involved and had intended to address the town whether I chose to or not. It wasn’t lost on me that he looked a little too happy about my mom’s interference.

      She waved a hand through the air, as if I were being overly dramatic. “That’s the council’s job, dear. Intensity is the only way to make change happen. Ruby is on the council and, being the mayor’s sister, she keeps them from going too far over the line. And it’s not like they could actually pass a law to prohibit those outside Amor from purchasing property. It would be unconstitutional.”

      It wasn’t that that worried me. It was the new councilman, Carlos Herrera. I’d always thought him a quiet and thoughtful man until he was elected to the council. Apparently, he’d merely been biding his time, because he’d been passionate, vocal, and downright dangerous ever since. I was concerned that by the end of this meeting, we’d have a riot on our hands.

      I gave my mom a weak smile. “If you say so.” There was no use arguing with her.

      As Benji took my hand and led me across the street, my mom lifted a finger and hurried forward like she had more on her mind. “That reminds me. Did you remember to bring the waffle maker with you?” She looked me over, as if she’d find evidence of it tucked away somewhere.

      I was saved from answering when two toddlers dashed in front of me and I had to jump to the side to avoid a collision.

      “Sorry, they slipped out of their harnesses,” Jake Pletcher called, coming up from behind. He ran after them, holding what looked like two leashes in his hand. On the opposite side of the street, his wife, Angel, had materialized directly in the toddlers’ path. In an expert maneuver, she scooped them both up in one fluid motion, and Jake wrangled them into their harnesses and fastened the clips, ensuring they were tight this time.

      He removed his bright pink hat and wiped his sleeve across his forehead, breathing hard, and threw an amused look our way. “Interested in adopting twins? Buy one, get one free.”

      Angel set the twins down on the ground and swatted his arm, though her amused smile suggested she’d be open to the idea. “I’m sure Benji and Maddie have other things on their plate. Can you imagine planning a wedding with these two running around? It would be a disaster.”

      Jake laughed and replaced his hat before slinging an arm around his wife’s shoulders and hanging on to the twins’ leashes with his free hand. “Very true.”

      Wedding?

      Benji and I hadn’t yet talked about marriage, mostly because I avoided the subject with incredible skill. It had crossed my mind, of course. But we’d only been dating a year. It was too soon to get serious about a life-altering decision like that.

      My mom, on the other hand—“The sooner those two marry, the better. Maddie already has two children of her own, you know.” She spoke to Jake and Angel with the tone of a wise old sage. “I suppose they aren’t children anymore. Lilly’s graduated from high school, and Flash will be there soon enough. Regardless, not having a father figure has been difficult for them.” She paused and gave a dramatic sigh. “Thank goodness Maddie moved here when she did.”

      I squeezed my hands into fists to help me hold back the giant eye roll that was lying in wait. I’d only been divorced four years, and yes it had been hard on the kids at first, but it wasn’t like they were lacking in love or parental guidance. My mom made it sound like without her, my kids would be dealing drugs on the streets or shoplifting at the local convenience store.

      “It’s always a delight to see your family,” I told the Pletchers, changing the subject. “Are you coming to the town meeting?” I nodded to the community center. The arguing from inside hadn’t diminished. If anything, it had gotten louder.

      Angel immediately shook her head. “I’m not sure which is worse, those meetings or taking my children to them. I think an early bedtime is the best strategy at this point.”

      A woman after my own heart.

      Jake and Angel gave a little wave as they tried to herd their children along the sidewalk and away from the commotion.

      “Maybe we should do what they’re doing,” I said, attempting to follow them. “An early bedtime sounds wonderful.”

      My mom grabbed my arm and steered me back toward the front door. “Oh no, you don’t. You are a resident of this town, and your voice matters.” When I glanced toward Benji, he lifted a shoulder, as if asking what I expected him to do about it. Probably because he agreed with my mother. That would normally be a strike against someone I was dating.

      Good thing I loved him so much.

      Unfortunately, this town meeting had nothing to do with love.

      The moment we entered that community center, chaos accosted us from every direction, and anxiety filled my chest. I took a step back. “Maybe we should attend the next meeting.”

      From all appearances, the riot I had feared was already in progress. My elderly neighbor, Edna, was yelling across the room at my friend Debbie, telling her she was going to move from Amor if Debbie dared sell her hair salon to a developer. Debbie was wrapping a strand of her platinum blonde hair around one finger, looking like she was about to cry, insisting she had no such intention.

      Cal, our local bicycle shop owner, seemed intimidating at first glance to those who didn’t know him, his bald head and tattooed arms on full display this evening. But even he looked like he hadn’t escaped the town’s wrath. He had managed to get himself trapped at the front of the room and was trying to get out of a conversation with Carlos Herrera, who was animatedly talking, his hands flying through the air.

      Bob, a man who was as strict and straitlaced as they came, which was what made him perfect for his position as HR manager at Town Hall, was standing at the front of the room, hammering a gavel he’d purchased for himself, trying to get everyone to calm down.

      “We won’t accomplish anything like this,” he shouted, trying to be heard above the crowd.

      No one listened.

      Benji brought two fingers to his lips and released an ear-splitting whistle. It had the desired effect, all conversation coming to an immediate halt, but I wished he would have warned me beforehand. My ears rang for a full five minutes afterwards.

      Bob cleared his throat. “Thank you. Now, will my fellow town council members join me up here? We have a lot to discuss this evening, and I’d prefer to be able to hear what each of you has to say, as opposed to,” he waved a hand around, “this.” His gaze scanned the room as everyone found their seats. “Where is Mayor Freedman?”

      “He’s running a few minutes late,” the mayor’s sister Ruby said, taking her seat at the front. “He asked that you start without him.”

      Carlos Herrera took the seat next to her and snorted. “Yes, I’m sure he did. Afraid to face the music, is he?”

      Bob gave Carlos a reproachful look. “You know the mayor is a busy man.” He then turned his attention to the rest of the room, clearly nervous as he struggled to formulate his thoughts. “I appreciate everyone coming to our meeting this evening. It’s been several months since the real estate developers began descending on our town. Now that there have been three successful flights out at the spaceport, they’ve become more aggressive.”

      “At least most of them can accept no as an answer,” Debbie said from where she sat next to my mom. “This new guy, Don Mendes, is trouble. He’s been making promises he can’t keep and hiding all sorts of fine print in his contracts. Thankfully, no one has sold their store to him, or they’d find themselves at the raw end of the deal.”

      “Did you notice his hair?” Edna added, subconsciously patting her own gray hair at the same time. “That shade of red is something you only find in horror movies—you can tell a lot about someone from their hair.” She looked to Debbie to back her up.

      Debbie shrugged. “It’s true.”

      Edna gave a satisfied nod and turned back to Bob. “If you ask me, we should have run him out of town the second he arrived.”

      I was unsure if Edna was more offended by his hair or his presence here in town, but regardless, nearly every head in the room was nodding in agreement.

      “Yes, I’ve heard of his less-than-honest business dealings,” Bob said. “And we all agree we don’t want the developers to build here. But with the sale of that old piece of land to the likes of Don Mendes, what are we going to do to stop them? Mr. Mendes has just made himself a part of Amor, and he didn’t need our help to do it.”

      “Does anyone know what his company intends to do with the land?” Benji asked from beside me. “He only purchased the land three weeks ago, and construction has already begun. He’s not wasting any time.”

      Bob hesitated. “Nothing is final.”

      “Nothing’s final?” Carlos said, incredulous. “There is an actual wooden frame on the lot, and it looks like it’s the beginning of something big. Bob, you see everything that goes on in Town Hall. You hear everything. At least be honest with the people of Amor. They deserve that much. I heard Mr. Mendes is building a nine-story luxury hotel, complete with a five-star rooftop restaurant.”

      Whispering broke out. If that were true, the building would tower over the rest of Amor, and we wouldn’t even be able to afford to stay there if we wanted to. It would taunt us with its inaccessibility. And once this hotel was built, others would follow. High-end restaurants and clothing shops. Old stores would be torn down to make room for the new. The things that made Amor special would disappear. More money would come into our town, sure. That was how the developers were trying to sell it.  But we would lose our identity in the process.

      Bob looked uncomfortable, opening his mouth to speak but then closing it again. “I don’t know where you got your information, Mr. Herrera, but Don Mendes purchased the land legally,” he finally said. “His company is free to build anything they like, as long as it falls within the legal limits of commercial construction.”

      “But we can stop him from obtaining any further permits and licenses,” Carlos said. “We can make it so difficult that he gives up and leaves. Once other developers hear how inhospitable a place Amor is, they’ll stop trying as well.”

      My mom shot to her feet, and I shrank into my seat. I had been on the receiving end of my mom’s disapproval countless times, and from her pinched expression, Carlos was about to get a taste of what she was capable of.

      “Is that what you want the world to know us as? Inhospitable?” she asked. “Because you’re right. Word will get around. And no one will want to come here. They will drive past us, just so they don’t have to be subjected to our inhospitality.”

      Carlos didn’t back down. Instead, my mom’s words seemed to fuel his fire. “Good. We have enough people as is. If you ask me, we’re better off without them.”

      My mom’s hands balled into fists, and her eyes narrowed. “That’s the thing. No one did ask you, and yet you go around town spreading your opinions and ill-advised ideas to anyone who has the misfortune of being in your way.” She then turned so she was addressing the room. “If we shun everyone who isn’t originally from here, it won’t take long before we become just another ghost town. And no one will remember us.”

      “You saying that you like the idea of all these developers swooping in and taking over?” Carlos asked, his brows dipping in anger and frustration.

      Bob hammered his gavel and tried to get things back on track, but my mom talked over him.

      “Of course not. But there are better ways to go about it. Aggression isn’t the answer.”

      “Aggression is the only language these people understand,” Carlos shot back.

      The back door to the community center opened with a prolonged creak, and every head turned to see who the latecomer was.

      Sheriff Potts and Mayor Freedman stood in the open doorway.

      “Unfortunately, that’s the kind of attitude that could get you in loads of trouble,” the sheriff said, folding her arms across her chest. “Especially because Don Mendes has gone missing. And I suspect that someone in this room had something to do with it.”
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      I’d never seen a town council meeting empty out so fast. If Sheriff Danielle Potts thought she was going to question people, she should have sealed the door first. My mom was the first to disappear, with members of town council close behind. Less than two minutes after the sheriff’s pronouncement, only she, Mayor Freedman, Benji, and I were left.

      “Was it something I said?” she asked with a wry smile.

      It was nice that she found something humorous about this situation. “Danielle, you just accused half the town of either kidnapping or killing the one person that everyone has a unified hatred of.”

      She gave a small nod. “Yes, I did.”

      I released a heavy breath. “It was bad enough that an international celebrity was murdered at the spaceport just a few months back. The fact that people are still willing to come out here is nothing short of a miracle. But if we develop a trend of visitors disappearing and being murdered, we’re going to have a real problem on our hands. We need the business the spaceport brings. The employment. The wealthy guests.”

      Mayor Freedman eyed me. “So, you aren’t against the recent attempts at development?”

      “No,” I said, though I avoided Benji’s gaze. Those who had lived in Amor their entire lives were the ones who would fight these real estate developers with their dying breath, my boyfriend included. “We need to grow if we’re going to survive.”

      “Whether or not these developers have a place here in Amor isn’t the real issue,” Benji said, turning his gaze on the sheriff. “Do you really think one of us did something to Don Mendes? He’s only one individual representing a large corporation. Him disappearing won’t stop construction.”

      “No, but it might cause them to think twice about further development,” the mayor mused.

      Danielle nodded in agreement. “I hate to think folks in this town are capable of something like that, but who else has the motive?”

      “Other developers,” I said. “There are a couple of them in town at the moment, aren’t there?”

      Mayor Freedman hesitated. “One. But he was only here for a couple of days. He left this morning. Hardly enough time to make enemies.”

      “But plenty of time to kill someone,” Danielle said.

      From the look the mayor sent the sheriff, it was clear that there was more to this lone developer than he was letting on. A personal connection of some kind, and the mayor didn’t want us going anywhere near him. Benji caught it too.

      “Sam,” he said, “how closely do you work with these real estate developers?”

      “Only as close as necessary.” Mayor Freedman glanced at his phone, then Danielle. “You have a missing person to find, so I’ll leave you to it.”

      Everything about this was odd to me. The sheriff and mayor showing up, announcing the disappearance of Don Mendes the way they had. No details. The
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