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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. Plus, it allows me to get to know you as well! There are many readers who have been with me so long, I consider them friends.

      
        
        Read Ashes to Ashes today!
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        ‘Till Death Do You Part’ wasn’t supposed to be taken so literally…

      

      

      

      When Maddie Swallows attends an out-of-town wedding with her best friend, Benji, she expects free food, dancing, and some awkward moments as she tries to figure out her feelings for her long-time friend.

      

      What she finds instead is a dead groom and an entire wedding guest list who had reason to kill the guy.

      

      It doesn’t help that Maddie was the last person to see the groom alive and is placed in the local police’s crosshairs as they work to solve the murder.

      

      It will take some unexpected sleuthing, and a few therapy sessions, for this psychiatrist to prove her innocence, and bring justice to the real killer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      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 Before I Do is the third 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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      “Happy birthday, Lilly,” I heard Flash sing out. Which instigated a scream and then yelling for him to get out of her room.

      I smiled from where I still lay in bed, struggling to wake. I didn’t normally sleep in on weekends, but I was having trouble getting up today. Maybe because I was putting off the inevitable.

      My little girl had gone and grown up, and today was her eighteenth birthday.

      I wasn’t sure what to do with that.

      Because of her early birthday, Lilly still had most of her senior year left, but that didn’t change the fact that she was now researching colleges and planning her future. She wanted to be a film director and was looking at a couple of schools that could provide a certification that would allow her to work background on movies while she got her foot in the door.

      Grown-up stuff.

      I lay in bed, knowing I needed to run over to the diner to pick up her birthday breakfast, but then that would make it real.

      Flash burst into my room. He wore a clown wig and held a can of Silly String, some of which already clung to his wig. A sign hung around his neck, proclaiming him the birthday clown.

      Ava, our cat, burst in after him, Silly String draping from her, like she’d just received the wrong end of Flash’s birthday decorating. She jumped on my bed and to the dresser, then ran around the room and back out again, as if the Silly String were chasing her.

      I tried not to laugh, but that cat terrorized me so often, it was difficult to feel bad for the poor thing.

      “I know she’s eighteen now,” Flash said, not seeming to have registered the cat. “But she’s still acting like a child—like my feelings don’t matter. All I wanted was to do something special for her, and did you hear how she treated me?”

      I sat up and eyed his finger that still rested on the top of the Silly String can, as if ready to push the trigger at a moment’s notice.

      “Don’t you dare shoot me with that stuff,” I threatened, though I doubted it came across as menacing, considering I was half-laughing when I said it.

      Flash looked at the can, as if he was surprised he was still holding it. “Oh, no. This isn’t for you.”

      “Did you already spray your sister as a morning wakeup call?” I asked, still eyeing the can as I pulled myself from bed.

      Flash nodded briskly. “Yes. It was fantastic. Everything a birthday wakeup should be. But you know what she did as thanks? She leaped from her bed, grabbed the can, and sprayed me. Then she pushed me out of her room and threw the can after me. The nerve!”

      Oh, my Flash. My dear, dear Flash.

      “I hate to break it to you,” I said, “but people—especially teenage girls—don’t tend to love when they are woken up early on their birthday. Particularly when they are attacked by a clown.”

      Flash’s lips parted in surprise. “I wasn’t attacking her. I was celebrating the momentous occasion. My teenage sister is now officially an adult.”

      There would be no reasoning with the boy, so I didn’t bother arguing with him and said, “Even so, maybe next year you can tone it down a bit.”

      Flash’s expression drooped, like this was not at all how he’d expected the morning to go. As he removed the sign from around his neck, I said, “But you know, I myself love clowns on my birthday.”

      My son perked up at that. “Really?”

      I nodded. “Absolutely. And the more Silly String, the better.”

      “Awesome!”

      The things we do for our kids.

      Flash puffed out his chest and walked out the door like he was ready for round two. I hoped for both Lilly’s sake and his that he wouldn’t follow through with that plan.

      I glanced at the clock. It was still early, but my grumbling stomach was begging for food. Cooking hadn’t been my forte when working as a psychology professor in the big city. My ex-husband Cameron and I would arrive home late enough each evening that the kids had memorized the take-out menus from every local restaurant.

      But after the divorce, and my leaving my job, I had moved the kids to my hometown in southern New Mexico, and things had started to change. Not always for the better—it had been a rough transition. But I could now make spaghetti without overcooking the noodles, and grilled cheese sandwiches without burning them. So, that was something.

      A trumpet began playing downstairs.

      That couldn’t have been either of my children, considering neither of them had ever been interested in picking up an instrument.

      Trish.

      My roommate, best friend, and former university colleague.

      In the two years we’d lived together, though, I’d never heard mention of a trumpet.

      After pulling a sweatshirt and jeans on, I made my way to Lilly’s room to wish her a happy birthday.

      I found her in bed, holding a pillow over her ears.

      “Happy birthday,” I said.

      My daughter flew into a seated position, her hair standing in all directions and a look of horror twisting her usually pretty features.

      “Make it stop,” she whispered. “If I had known what my first day of adulthood would be like, I would have cracked open a fortune cookie and wished to be seventeen forever. There has been a clown, Silly String, and now what I think is supposed to be ‘Happy Birthday’ on the trumpet…but it is not. I’m fairly certain Trish hasn’t pulled out that instrument since middle school.” She winced when Trish hit a particularly harsh note. “All I wanted was a quiet morning. Breakfast from the diner. And to go out with some friends. Was that too much to ask for?”

      Yup, it was.

      “Sorry, girlie. I know you didn’t ask to be born into this family, but you are stuck with crazy town for now and always.”

      Lilly’s expression of horror deepened, and she slid back under her covers, replacing the pillow over her ears. “Tell me when you’ve arrived with food.”

      I laughed and made my way downstairs. The music had stopped, but I saw that it was only because Trish was looking through some sheet music, presumably to find her next song.

      “That’s quite the trumpet you have there,” I said, not sure how to tactfully ask her to stop.

      Trish glanced up, her hair in two braids, bright green stripes accenting her natural blonde. At least I thought blonde was her natural hair color. She dyed it so often, it was difficult to tell. “Thanks,” she said with a smile. “Can you believe that I’ve brought this thing everywhere I’ve gone over the last twenty years, without ever actually playing it? I’ll admit that I started out a bit rusty with that first song, but it’s all coming back to me now. Like riding a bike.”

      Sure. If you were crashing that bike because you didn’t know where the brakes were.

      “It seems to really make you happy,” I said, trying not to go too far into psychologist mode. As a fellow psychologist, it would take Trish 2.4 seconds to spot my Jedi mind tricks. “Did you want to come to the diner with me to grab breakfast?”

      Trish pulled a piece of paper from a stack next to her. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather keep practicing. I have a couple of decades to make up for.”

      I hesitated and glanced up the stairs to where Lilly was no doubt still hiding under her pillow. I felt bad, but I just didn’t know how to get out of this gracefully. “I’m sure you’ll be playing the blues in no time.”

      Trish beamed as she started into what sounded vaguely like “Chattanooga Choo Choo.” I hurried out, praying that Lilly would forgive me.

      

      The diner’s food was not known for its quality, but there were few options in town, and the kids liked it well enough. As long as you knew what to get, and what to stay away from, it was fine.

      Or maybe there was something I had been missing all these years.

      Because judging by the line at the counter this morning, you’d think it was a Michelin five-star restaurant.  I tried to see around to the front, but my view was blocked.

      A long wait was fine by me. Better chance that Trish would have finished with her musical encore by the time I returned home.

      Except, by the time I was able to order from Melinda, the manager of the diner and a woman known for her short temper, I was so hungry, I ordered twice as much as we needed.

      “We’ll need two scones. Three chocolatey chocolate muffins,” I started. “No, maybe we should make that four. Ugh…I don’t know if that will be enough. Let’s go with six. Of the chocolatey chocolate muffins. Not the scones.”

      She frowned as she scribbled something out. “You can just say chocolate muffins. It’s the only kind we have.”

      Yes, I could have. But these were chocolate muffins with chocolate chunks and fudge drizzles. I was fairly certain that without them, the diner would have gone out of business years ago, and it would be an insult to lump them in with every other muffin.

      I didn’t think Melinda would appreciate my analysis, though, so I pretended I hadn’t heard her and scanned the menu taped to the counter in front of me. “I should probably get some biscuits and gravy with that, right? And orange juice. I mean, we have to at least pretend we’re going to eat something of substance. And you do have good biscuits and gravy.”

      “You say that like you’re surprised,” Melinda said, her attention seemingly elsewhere. “Anything else?”

      “No, I think that is it. Unless you think I should get a couple more scones. Flash has been eating a lot lately…”

      Melinda ripped the page off her notepad. “Four scones coming up.”

      “You don’t think that’s too many? I mean, it’s just the four of us for breakfast, and we have the muffins and the—”

      Melinda didn’t give me the chance to change my mind as she handed the order to her cook. She grabbed a prepared plate at the same time and stepped around me to deliver it to someone in the dining area.

      Before she reached their table, however, the sound of shattering ceramic stole her attention, and she frowned. “Seriously? Again?”

      After delivering the food, she hurried into the back and reappeared with a broom. Even as the line at the counter grew longer, she moved to the dining room to clean up the mess. I’d thought she had hired help, but it appeared she was on her own this morning.

      Daniel, a man who’d moved to Amor not long before I had, slid out of his booth and took the broom from Melinda, proceeding to clean up the ceramic shards. I was impressed, considering he didn’t work at the diner, hadn’t been the one to break the plate, and was only there for his own breakfast.

      Melinda’s whole demeanor changed, though, and the relief that washed over her was palpable.

      “That was a brave man,” someone said from behind me.

      I knew that voice.

      Benji.

      I turned and smiled at the sight of him. His stubble was growing out, giving him a proper beard, and his hat kept the rest of his dirty blond hair at bay. He looked good. In a best friend kind of way. I was unsure if I was allowed to see him as anything else. Since moving back home, things had become…complicated. That was what happened when you started to develop feelings for someone you’d known since preschool.

      “I know what you mean,” I said, getting my thoughts back on track. “She seems grumpier than usual today.”

      Benji lowered his voice as we watched Melinda take a phone call in the back, the line at the counter growing even longer.

      “From how I hear it, Melinda’s upset about Bree getting married. I heard she might not even go to the wedding.”

      Bree. Why was that name familiar?

      My confusion must have been evident because Benji gave me an incredulous look. “Melinda’s younger sister?” He paused, as if looking for a hint of recognition, but I had none. “I suppose it makes sense you don’t remember her. She’s a bit younger than us. And then she left for college and never returned. Same as you.”

      I tried to ignore the guilty feeling the comment evoked. I didn’t think Benji meant anything by it, but it still felt like another person telling me that I’d betrayed the town by pursuing my dreams. By chasing after something that Amor didn’t provide. By forgetting everyone I’d left behind.

      “Anyway,” Benji continued, “she’s getting married. It’s out at White Sands National Park, though. Not sure if I want to make the trek.”

      Now I remembered where I’d seen the name—while I’d been visiting my mom with the kids, a wedding announcement had arrived. Which she had promptly thrown in the trash. When I’d questioned her, she’d admitted that she’d never gotten along with Melinda and Bree’s parents. Apparently, they’d lived on the opposite side of town as us, creating an unseen division between our families. Even a small place like Amor had its poor side, which was where we had lived. The Garretts had lived in a home triple the size of ours. And according to my mother, the wedding announcement was their way of once again rubbing their successes in her face. Never mind that they’d moved from town a decade earlier, leaving Melinda in charge of the diner. I doubted they had ever given my mom a second thought, and it was more likely they’d sent an announcement to everyone in town.

      Benji was saying he hadn’t received just an announcement, though. He’d received an invitation.

      “What made you so lucky to be invited to the wedding?” I asked.

      He waved a hand through the air, like it was inconsequential. “My parents are good friends with their parents. My mom and dad will be out of town, and they asked me to go in their stead.”

      Okay. That made sense. But jealousy raised its head at the thought of Melinda and Benji at the wedding together. The way she openly flirted with him, even when I was sitting right next to him. Of course, she did that with everyone who came into the diner and made the mistake of being male.

      And it wasn’t like Benji and I were dating. I often felt like we were moving in that direction, but the trajectory seemed to be two steps forward and one step back. Like something was standing in our way.

            My thoughts were cut off when Benji said, “Why don’t you go with me?”

      I stared. “Sorry?”

      Benji was nodding vigorously now. “Yes, that way I can appease everyone. I can make my appearance but also stave off any unwanted attention. You know how weddings are for us single folk.”

      No, I didn’t know.

      My hopes had risen for the briefest of seconds, but then dropped. I wouldn’t be a date. I’d be a bodyguard.

      “So…I’d be there as protection. An excuse.”

      “Yes, it’s perfect!” Benji grinned, as if he didn’t see anything wrong with this.

      And as much as I wanted to be annoyed at him for his cluelessness at how that might make me feel, I couldn’t help but smile back.

      Because Benji had just invited me to go away with him. To a wedding.

      My first weekend away from the kids. Ever.

      And a way for me to figure out my feelings for this man I’d known my entire life.

      Benji was right. It was perfect.
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      When I returned home, Trish was cleaning Silly String from inside the bell of her trumpet. Apparently, she’d been ambushed shortly after I’d left. She’d laughed it off as one of Flash’s pranks, and it seemed she truly didn’t know that it was because the kids hadn’t been able to take her musical prowess for another minute more.

      “You have to go,” she said the moment I’d confided that Benji had invited me to Bree’s wedding.

      I held out my hand to take the rag from her and finish the cleanup job, propelled by my guilt for the unkind thoughts I’d had toward her trumpet.

      “I don’t even know the woman and barely remember their parents,” I said as I scooped a massive pile of Silly String out of the trumpet’s bell. Flash hadn’t been playing around. “The only one in the family I really know is Melinda, and I’ve only seen her smile twice. Ever. Not exactly a wedding I want to be a part of.”

      “But Benji will be there, and that’s the whole point, isn’t it?” Trish said. “I can stay back with the kids, no problem. Besides, it would only be for a couple of days.”

      Benji.

      The thought of being alone with him… It both excited and terrified me. How did one figure out how to be more than best friends without completely ruining what we already had?

      “My mom will probably drop by a dozen times a day, making sure you haven’t managed to burn the place down.” I was riddled with anxiety, and my poor brain was coming up with any excuse to get out of it. “And what about my patients?”

      Trish and I had opened our own therapy office in town when we’d both left our university jobs, and it was going well. So well, in fact, that we had a month-long waiting list. That was in addition to volunteering a few hours a week with the homeless community.

      “The wedding is on Saturday afternoon, right? Go up that morning, come back on Sunday. No harm done.” Trish paused. “Of course, your mom is a different matter altogether.”

      My mother.

      Trish and she hadn’t gotten along very well since I’d returned to my hometown after a twenty-year absence. Jealousy seemed to be the root of it, because I spent much of my time with my friend and roommate rather than my mom.

      That largely had to do with the fact that I could only handle my mother in small doses. I was working on it—I was. But it had been only my mom and me growing up, and those hadn’t always been the happiest years of my life.

      “You know what, we’ll be fine,” Trish said, sensing my hesitancy. “It’s about time your mother and I learned to see eye to eye. Or at least learned to accept
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