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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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        The Swallows family is now playing all the parts: Murder Suspect, Victim, and Sleuth.

      

      

      

      Maddie and Benji are finally getting married. Three decades of friendship have led to this moment, and Maddie isn't going to allow anything to spoil it. Then a stranger shows up less than an hour before their wedding. A man Maddie has never met before. Her father.

      

      Maddie ultimately decides he should stay, he’s her father after all. But she and Benji haven't even made it through their vows when he leaps from his seat and collapses in the aisle, throwing the ceremony into disarray. All hope that his quick death was due to natural causes is quickly extinguished. Just their luck, it was murder.

      

      And the one most likely to kill him?

      

      Maddie’s mother.
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      My wedding day.

      At forty-three years old, it was surreal—I’d never thought I’d be doing this again.

      My twenty-year-old daughter, Lilly, shoved bobby pins into my hair as I sat in front of the long mirror in my bedroom and watched her reflection.

      “You okay, Mom?” Lilly asked as she shoved in another one. “Sorry it’s taking forever. It’s the first time I’ve done a hairstyle as fancy as this. You sure you don’t want Trish to do it?  Or maybe you can go to the salon and have Debbie squeeze you in. You’re getting married in two hours, and if I mess it up⁠—”

      I smiled, hoping it covered up the discomfort I felt from all the metal that was holding my curls in place. “It’s beautiful, and there is no one else I’d rather have helping me.”

      Lilly pursed her lips. “I know you, and even if you end up looking like Frankenstein’s wife, you’ll tell me how amazing I am.”

      “Of course I will,” I said with a laugh. “Because you’re my daughter, and I love you, and I want you to be a part of my big day.”

      Lilly looked at her reflection and pulled on a stray curl of her own dark hair. My roommate and best friend, Trish, had already done Lilly’s hair, pinning it into an artful pile on top of her head, because I couldn’t handle something as simple as a ponytail.

      “You have to stop worrying about my feelings,” she said, turning her attention back to me. “I’m an adult, and I can handle some constructive criticism.”

      I often forgot that sometime in the last decade, my little girl had grown up.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said as she pinned up the last of my curls. I was still in my pajamas and hadn’t yet done my makeup. I wished I would have learned all this stuff when I was younger. My friends had, but I’d never bothered to pay attention.

      “Just one more,” Lilly said, but it seemed to be one too many, and the bobby pin stabbed me in the scalp.

      “Ow,” I yelped, leaping from the chair. I pulled the bobby pin from my hair and threw it onto the floor. “I think we’re done. We don’t need that one.”

      Lilly ran over to me, another bobby pin in hand. “Yes, you do. Everything will fall apart without this one.”

      That was par for the course in my life—everything falling apart because of one stupid pain point that shouldn’t make a difference.

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “But for the record, this is why I don’t do my hair fancy. It hurts.”

      Lilly laughed. “You’re saying the only reason you don’t do your hair in a fancy updo every day is because of discomfort? Good to know.” She was more careful this time as she slid the last bobby pin into my hair.

      Once she was done, she handed me a smaller mirror so I could examine my hair from all angles. My breath caught. It only took one glance to know that I didn’t need a hair salon—Lilly had done a truly beautiful job. And that was me being objective.

      “Is this a dream?” I murmured, touching my hair. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt not just pretty, but beautiful.

      “No, it’s not a dream.” Lilly smiled and took the mirror from me, obviously pleased with my reaction to her handiwork. She paused as she turned back to me. “I know you’ve worried that Benji is too good to be true. But he’s nothing like Dad. Benji is kind and funny, and he’s your best friend. He’s always there for you and Flash and me—you have nothing to worry about.”

      Yes, at one time I had worried. But not anymore. Just thinking about Benji sent butterflies exploding through my stomach, and I knew I wanted nothing more than to marry him. Even three hours was too long to wait.

      “I’m very aware,” I said, my smile returning. “Now hurry up and paint my face so I can get over to the church. Your grandma is probably losing her mind—I was supposed to be there twenty minutes ago.”

      Lilly gave me a funny look as she opened a drawer. “Paint your face? Who are you, Annie Oakley?”

      “Annie Oakley?” I asked with a laugh.

      She shrugged. “What? I couldn’t think of anyone else from a super long time ago. Because no one ‘paints’ their face, Mom. They apply makeup.”

      How easily I aged myself. The funny thing was that no one had ever said they were going to “paint” their face when I was young either. I blamed all the old black and white movies I’d watched with my mom. “Well, I doubt Annie Oakley ever wore makeup, painted on or otherwise. Not unless it was with a gun.”

      Even as I said it, I knew it didn’t make sense, but I was going to stand by my statement anyway.

      Lilly laughed, even as she rolled her eyes. “Either way, you’re going to be the hottest mom in that church.”

      “Of course I am. I’m the bride.”

      Lilly was just beginning to apply foundation to my forehead when the door to her bedroom burst open, startling both of us. Lilly jumped so high that I ended up with a streak of foundation through my hair.

      She turned on her brother, who stood in the doorway, panting but smiling. “Flash,” Lilly yelled. “Why can’t you ever enter a room like a normal person?”

      This was why it was hard to remember that my kids had grown—these moments. The ones where they still acted like they were twelve.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s an emergency,” Flash said, though he was still smiling. Whatever had made him burst into the room, it couldn’t be all that terrible.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level.

      Flash looked confused by the question. “Why would you think anything’s wrong?”

      I blinked, and Lilly answered in my stead. “Because you said it’s an emergency.”

      “Oh, right. I guess that makes sense.” Flash did a little skip into the room as he glanced at me. “Grandma’s freaking out because you’re not there, and Dad just showed up at the church. They’re already fighting about where he gets to sit—he wants a front row seat for the ceremony. She says he wasn’t even invited, but then he proved that he was.” He paused for a quick breath, then shouted, “Let the wedding drama commence,” and pumped one fist into the air.

      My son then ran out of the room but returned almost immediately. “Oh, and Grandma says she’s mad at you for not answering your phone and if you don’t get there in the next five minutes, she’s going to murder Dad and the church will be a crime scene, and then your marriage to Benji will have seven years of bad luck.”

      “I don’t think that’s a thing—” Lilly started, but Flash disappeared again before she could finish.

      I grimaced as I looked in the mirror, the foundation streak going straight from my forehead up through my newly sprayed hair. “However you fix this, you better make quick work of it. Your dad’s life depends on it.”

      Lilly frowned as she spun the chair so I faced her. “Every superhero has their defining moment. This is mine.”

      

      Thirty minutes later, I ran into the church. “Mom,” I called.

      My voice echoed in the empty space.

      She wasn’t there. No one was.

      My mom had been here recently, though, evidenced by the extravagant floral decorations. The small chapel was filled with hundreds of daisies and yellow peonies. To me, it seemed a bit much, the way they adorned every pew and lined both walls, plus the front of the chapel. I had asked for simple, but I supposed this was simple for my mom.

      As my gaze took in the chapel, I couldn’t help the wave of disappointment that washed over me. It wasn’t because of the flowers—they really were lovely. It was because I’d never imagined I’d get married in a church in the first place, and part of me felt like I was selling out. I hadn’t attended church services for years, much to the chagrin of my mother and most of the town, but because I was a divorced single mom, they’d let it slide. Not without some grumbling, mind. But they’d finally accepted it.

      But not have a church wedding? Not even Benji could get on board with that. He was a believer through and through, and I supposed that if marrying my best friend meant I needed to say my vows in a building I avoided most other days—well, I could do that for him.

      I walked back outside and around the side of the church, where a large tent had been set up for the reception after the wedding. It seemed most of the town was here already, helping decorate tables with ceramic figurines or putting out more flowers. A stage was being erected at the far end, with full-size speakers. Usually the town used karaoke speakers, so this was an indication of how big a deal this wedding was.

      “Maddie,” my mom called from behind me. I turned to find her hurrying toward me, waving her arms frantically, like I could miss her. My mom had curled her hair, and she wore a beautiful yellow dress that matched the tablecloths and the flowers.

      “You really went all in with the yellow, didn’t you,” I said.

      My mom practically glowed as she surveyed her handiwork. “Just enough to convey that we’re here for a celebration, not a funeral. It really came together nicely, didn’t it.”

      That was one way to look at it.

      Originally, I had asked for simple white tablecloths with black accents throughout the space—something that felt elegant. My mom had asked if I would mind a bit of yellow with the flowers and the decorations—it was such a happy color. Besides, she already had a yellow dress that would be perfect for the occasion.

      Although hesitant, I had said it would be okay. It was easier that way.

      I now regretted that decision. Sometime since I’d agreed to a splash of yellow, my mom had replaced the white tablecloths with yellow ones, but because the black accents had remained, the tent looked like a bumblebee had thrown up all over it. I pulled in a deep breath. It was fine. No problem.

      Today was about family.

      Speaking of.

      “Mom,” I said. “Flash said that Cameron has already arrived. You didn’t scare him off, did you? The kids wanted him here.”

      “I don’t see why it matters,” she said, straightening an already-straight tablecloth. “It’s not like he’s shown up for the kids’ birthdays or Christmas⁠—”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but she talked over me.

      “Don’t make excuses for him and say he’s a very busy man. Yes, I know he’s the head of the psychology department at that fancy university of yours. Yes, I know he’s been on tour for the various books he’s written. But the kids should be his priority.”

      Everything my mom said was true, and I wasn’t about to excuse his behavior. But when it came to my relationship with her, I’d always had a knee-jerk reaction where I didn’t want her to be right, and, even after all this time, I’d never quite managed to rid myself of it.

      “He’s still the father of my children, and they wanted him here,” I said. “The fact that he came at all is amazing, and we should be grateful. The kids haven’t seen him in nearly a year.”

      My mom harrumphed. “Fine. But he’s not sitting on the front row. That is for distinguished guests—he can sit in the back.”

      “Distinguished guests such as yourself?” I asked with a slight smile.

      My mom stood a little straighter and touched her hair. “Of course.” And then she seemed to take me in for the first time, and she gasped in horror. “What are you wearing?”

      I looked down. “It would appear that I’m wearing plaid pajamas. Flannel, by the feel of it. Very comfortable.”

      I knew that would rile her up, and it gave me wicked satisfaction seeing her mouth gape even wider. “But you’re getting married in an hour. You should be inside the church, getting ready.”

      “It will take me five minutes to climb inside my dress.”

      A speaker crashed from the stage, and my mom whipped toward the noise. “Oh, dear. I suppose I’ll have to be the one to deal with that.” She eyed me again. “Maddie, I know you, and left to your own devices, you’d get married in those flannel pajamas.”

      Lilly and Trish approached us, looking like they were trying not to laugh.

      “Don’t worry, Grandma,” Lilly said. “I’ll take care of her.” She looked gorgeous in a floor-length jade dress. If she’d been wearing white, our guests could have easily mistaken her for the bride, as opposed to me—the woman still wearing pajamas.

      “I did shower this morning,” I said, as if that were any consolation.

      “It’s true. She did shower,” Trish said with a smile. She looked just as stunning as Lilly, her pink-streaked hair flowing down her back. It was the perfect contrast to her blue strapless dress. “But I agree with your mom. You should probably go slightly above and beyond applying deodorant.” She took one of my arms, and Lilly grabbed the other. “We’ll make a bride out of you yet.”

      Trish agreeing with my mom. That was a first.

      “And what a lovely bride she makes,” a man to my right said. I glanced his way and paused. I didn’t recognize him, and yet there was something vaguely familiar about him. He had white hair and his fair share of wrinkles. He had so many frown lines that it made him look sad, even when he was smiling. My gaze traveled to his suit that had faded elbows and knees.

      The man lifted a blue metal water bottle to his lips and took several long pulls from it. He lowered it and smacked his lips together. “I hope you don’t mind me bringing my own beverage. I like to stay hydrated. Good for the soul.”

      “Not at all,” I said. The sound of something shattering behind me made me whip around to find my mother surrounded by shards of broken ceramic. One of the table centerpieces.

      “Mom?” I said, concerned. I tore my arms from Trish’s and Lilly’s grasp and hurried over to her. “What’s wrong?”

      Her gaze was frozen on the man who had entered the tent. “You’re not wanted here,” she said, her voice hoarse. “You need to leave.”

      “Mom, you have to stop kicking out our guests,” I said, exasperated, giving the man an apologetic smile. I turned back to her. “Cameron was one thing, but honestly—” My words cut off when I noticed the way she was looking at him—like he was a ghost. My gaze jumped from my mom to the man and back again. “Who is he?” I asked.

      The man chuckled. “You mean, she’s never shown you pictures of your dear old dad? It’s expected, I suppose, but still a shame.”

      My chest constricted.

      Dad?

      My father had come to my wedding? He hadn’t bothered to come to my first wedding. Never reached out when his grandchildren had been born. I had no memories of even meeting the man. Ever.

      Why now?

      My mom straightened and placed herself between me and the man who claimed to have donated his DNA to my existence.

      The man held up his hands. “I mean no trouble.”

      That may have been true. He seemed sincere when he said it.

      But judging by the anger that had replaced my mother’s initial shock, the man was going to bring nothing but trouble.

      I needed to find Benji.
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      My mom spun away. “I have things to attend to, and you are not one of them. See yourself out.”

      The man—my dad, apparently—chuckled. He looked at me. “Still the same feistiness, I see. That’s one of the things I loved most about your mom. She always kept me on my toes.”

      “And then you left her,” I said. It came out harsher than I intended, but my head was reeling. This was a man I’d been taught to forget. And I’d succeeded.

      A woman with dark hair walked up, interrupting us. Her wrinkles betrayed her age—her hair was obviously dyed. She smiled brightly. “I finally found the bathroom,” she said to my dad. She turned to me and eyed my pajamas. “Are you here for the bride or for the groom?”

      When I didn’t answer right away, having no idea who she was, she continued. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do here—protesting tired traditions that expect women to spend hundreds of dollars on dresses they’ll only wear once or twice, whereas the men can don any old suit and not be judged for it. Patriarchy, am I right?” She tugged on the dress she was wearing. “I hate these things.” It was blue and knee-length with three-quarter sleeves. It suited her.

      Lilly and Trish materialized by my side.

      “She’s the bride,” Trish said, her lips pulled into a frown. “And she’s just had a rather nasty shock.”

      The woman’s expression opened, and she looked at me in surprise. “You’re Maddie?” She gave an excited squeal. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Lilly folded her arms over her chest. “And we’ve heard nothing of you.” She nodded to my dad. “Or him.”

      The woman’s lips formed an O as she threw a questioning look to my dad, as though wondering what to do in this unusual situation.

      When he merely shrugged, apparently at as much of a loss as she was, she turned back to me with a smile and stuck out a hand. “I’m Robyn. Your dad and I married… When was it, darling?” she asked, glancing at my dad. “Nearly four years ago now, wasn’t it?”

      He nodded. “About that.”

      She turned back to me. “That makes me your stepmother.”

      “And my grandmother,” Lilly said, sticking her chin out. She seemed to have meant to make Robyn feel old—wanted her to take offense. On the contrary, Robyn seemed to only be more delighted.

      She clapped her hands together. “Keith, you mentioned that Maddie had children, but I hadn’t realized how grown up they were.” She gestured to Lilly. “I mean, honestly, you’re gorgeous. A proper young woman.” She glanced around the tent. “I understand you have a son as well. Is he here?”

      Flash. In my hurry to leave the house, I hadn’t bothered to check if he was dressed, let alone knew what time the ceremony was. Knowing him, he was eating popcorn on the living room couch while watching YouTube with his half-knotted tie hanging around his neck.

      “I drove him over,” Trish assured me, likely seeing my brief moment of panic. “I put him to work setting up the music for the reception, so he should be good.”

      “Thank you,” I told her. If Trish hadn’t moved in with us several years ago, I didn’t think the kids and I could have survived.

      I had mentioned this to Trish on numerous occasions, and yet, now that Benji and I were getting married, I knew she’d been feeling displaced. Like I didn’t need her anymore.

      It couldn’t be further from the truth, but she had moved out of the house and into her own apartment two weeks earlier, and I worried what that might mean for our friendship.

      I glanced toward the stage, and sure enough, there was Flash, all dressed up and looking ready to go to a wedding. But he wasn’t setting up music, like Trish had instructed. Instead, he was running back and forth across the stage, grabbing a variety of cords and light bulbs—ignoring the protests of those who had likely already finished what they’d needed to do, and now Flash was undoing it all.

      “What is he doing?” Lilly asked.

      “Probably syncing the lights and music for some big production,” I said with a laugh. I couldn’t help it. Flash had always moved to the beat of his own drum—and those drums often changed. Sometimes he played the bongos, sometimes the big bass drum. But always on his own terms. He’d be continuing that by moving to California, where he’d been hired to be a hacker for one of the biggest companies in the country.

      I was so proud of him.

      I turned back to my dad and Robyn. “I don’t know how you knew I had kids, or how you even found out about the wedding. But you’re here now, so you might as well stay for the ceremony.” I held up a finger when they started to express their gratitude. “You will leave before the reception. Mom has been through enough without you stirring up the past. Especially today of all days.”

      My mom folded her arms across her chest and gave a satisfied nod.

      Neither my dad nor Robyn looked like they were very happy about the condition, but they nodded.

      “Okay, that’s fair,” my dad said. He looked at me. “At least let me give you my phone number. You know, so we can keep in touch. I’d like to see how you are doing from time to time.”

      Like my mom, shock was giving way to anger. “You had forty years to do that,” I said. “And you missed your chance.”

      And then I spun away and stalked toward the chapel, all while searching my purse, frantically looking for my phone. I knew it was bad luck for the bride to see the groom before the wedding, and Benji had been busy dealing with his own parents.

      But I needed to see my fiancé. Now.

      
      As unexpected as the arrival of my father had been, even more surprising were the tears that now flowed down my cheeks. I had no reason to be sad over this man. I had no relationship with him—had only heard his name mentioned in passing on one or two occasions.

      Apparently, that had been two times too many, because when my mom had caught wind of the town gossip, she’d put a quick stop to it. After that, all evidence he’d ever existed had disappeared, like a wisp of smoke on a windy day.

      But the tears—they came hard and strong, and Benji held me all the while. He’d immediately left home and rushed to me, much to my mom’s chagrin. She’d said she could comfort me just as well as Benji could. More so, because she hated my dad.

      That had seemed unhelpful, given the situation.

      So here Benji and I were, sitting in a back room of the church, hiding from the rest of the town, who were no doubt filing into the chapel and being seated, even as I sat on a dusty floor, still wearing my plaid pajamas.

      I forgot that I hadn’t worn waterproof mascara—an oversight on
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