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      Newly married, and recently cleared of murder, Rose Denison-Kings breathed in the clean scent of the Elliot town’s air as she trotted to the mailbox of the small, elite retirement community where she and her husband, David Kings Jr., resided. This place would be their temporary residence while ministering for another few months before they returned home, and she hadn’t known what to expect before coming here. Now, she could hardly imagine not having done this.

      She trotted down the sidewalk and reached the mailbox, tipping the cover open and sliding her hand inside. A thorny prick had her jerking her hand out and sucking her finger.

      Stooping low, she peered. “What is that?” Reaching inside, carefully this time, she pulled out the cause of her bleeding finger, then retrieved the mail and closed the mailbox. “But who would drop a single rose into a mailbox?” Maybe a secret admirer of a resident? But they knew where each other stayed. Why set a thorny trap? She peeled open the note, a note addressed to her—and it was not from her husband.

      Her heart beat faster as she read the note.

      “You will be mine, Rose Denison. I’m coming for you.” She swallowed hard, and the note trembled in her hand. The sender had chosen to ignore her married name, addressing her with her maiden name. She glanced around her but saw no one. It appeared, from the wrapper, that the lone white rose had not been delivered by a florist.

      She and David had made sure to keep their location a secret. No one knew the address where they served or lived. Someone had to have gotten desperate enough to track them down.

      She glanced up and down the private road leading up to and away from the retirement home, then at the facility gates, but again nothing alarming met her stare. Darting her gaze beyond the gate, she thought a shadow moved in the space between the side gate and a concrete pillar, but she wasn’t sure. Spinning, she gulped and hurried inside. Maybe she should tell David…? She shook her head, fed up with being targeted, and tossed the rose and the note into a nearby garbage can.

      Not at all. David was not going to be scared about her safety again. Not this soon after she’d been cleared of murder. She knew who to contact—a private investigator her brother, Jim, had worked with during her murder case, and her adopted brother, Theo—but there was only one problem.

      Theo skipped town a year ago, burned all channels of communication, and clearly, didn’t want to be found.
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      Ex-Police Officer Theo Sanchez climbed down the few steps at the door of Café Monga while the sun cast a setting glow over the restaurant lazily hugging the Arizona desert landscape on Highway 45. Wiped from a busy day, while shading his eyes with one slightly damp hand, he spotted his truck where it had been beaten by the sun’s heat and wondered if burning the fuel to drive here was worth it. Snapping off his green apron, he was sure the days of tearing up the miles to be able to work in a place that didn’t look like the job—or home he fled—were coming to an end.

      “You were a mighty help today, Sanchez.” The sixty-year-old lady, who owned the small café and was seeking a younger owner to sell it to, planted a hand on her waist. “Truth be told, there’s only so much an old woman can do. I tire before I get here. I need to sell this place soon. Pray me a buyer, please? Otherwise, I’ll have to shutter.” The plea in her words matched the one in her eyes.

      “Okay, I will.” He touched her shoulder. “You know I’d consider buying the place if I was staying. There’s so much I haven’t decided on yet. I’m sorry.” Theo flung his keys out and wished someone else was going to drive him home. He’d enjoyed such privilege before he left—he gulped—home.

      But was that home?

      Could he call the woman who did those things mother ever again?

      He shook his head. Of course, no. But how was he supposed to move forward if everything he’d believed about himself was a lie?

      Shaking himself out of that dark path, he cleared his throat. “If I find someone interested, I’ll be sure to let you know. Take care, Ms. Abrams. I have to go home before it gets dark. It’s a long drive.” Sweeping one hand over his hair, while his scrawny beard made him realize he hadn’t shaved in a while, he plodded down the path toward the parking lot, then exhaled. He was going back to a lone house, in a town where he was a loner while he’d left behind a town where he knew and protected everyone. He shook his head. Something had to change.

      Reaching his room in the one-bedroom apartment of the small town where he stayed in the rugged terrain of the mountain closest to Café Monga—about seventeen miles away—he settled into bed after a long shower and locked his doors. His drive usually wasn’t long, if he’d gone home directly. But he’d stopped by The Veteran’s Lodge five miles from home, the fancy name for a six-bedroom home where about twenty elderly veterans were resident. Every week, he went to either mow their lawn, settle their housekeeping bill, or see how they were doing.

      Tonight, however, they all went out to the movies so he dropped his check into their mailbox, knowing they’d know what to do with it.

      Leaving there and not quite feeling like going home, he climbed back into his Ford and hit the road. Soon, he navigated past a couple of small streets and merged into Young Highway. A road trip wasn’t something he was aching for. But it was the only option available to him now. He wanted to clear his mind. Ms. Abrams’ questions earlier in the day had sparked memories he’d thought he’d buried. Why he was good at running a restaurant. How come he understood the foodservice industry. How he was so security conscious.

      Memories warred in his mind as his feet pressed harder on the pedal. Only when his tires scrunched on gravel and he scraped the edge of a guardrail did he see how dangerously close to an accident he was.

      He slowed to a moderate speed and inched back into the road, parking and turning on his blinkers.

      He had to breathe.

      He wanted to think.

      He needed to clear his head.

      And doing so while driving wasn’t working.

      Something had to yield in his life. Turn after turn, he’d run and kept on running. But, here and now, he stopped it all. He wished he could start over. He wanted to rewrite his story. To no more be Theo Sanchez. But, even if he changed his identity, he couldn’t wipe away his memories of the past.

      His mother had stolen him from his real mom and lied to him all these years.

      A rushed hand over his head had him squatting. Picking up a stone, he threw it in the distance, and it landed not far from where he stood. He felt like the rock. Fleeing but still stuck with the memories he bore.

      He hung his head low, and a sob escaped. He was the man who was stolen from his parents. The man who lived a lie. The man who never knew his mom—her love, correction, and affection. He didn’t know his real dad. He didn’t experience his real family. Instead, he’d worked to seek the acceptance of a woman whom he thought was his mom and never got it. She’d treated him like lower than a servant.

      How could he not have seen that he was not hers?

      Theo shook his head and pressed back the coming tears. He’d believed at the time that who she was had to be a result of her upbringing. That, maybe if she had known better, she’d be better. But now he saw how wrong he’d been.

      He was angry with himself because a part of him still couldn’t be angry at her, regardless of what she’d done. Theo had allowed himself to love her like his mother so deeply that, getting miles away from her, had not stretched the distance in her heart. No. He stood as a breeze wafted closer, blowing sand close to him, and he shielded his face.

      After running and fleeing and starting over many times, life seemed to be showing him there was only one way to start over—and that the only way was to go back to the beginning, farther than now, farther than his fake mother—and reconcile with the God whom he’d relegated to the background.

      His life couldn’t make sense until he fixed its foundation, and he’d start by going home now to pray.
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      “Sanchez, can you cover my shift? My baby is sick. I need to get her to the hospital, please? I’ll make it up to you,” Lacy begged, for the third time this week.

      Sometimes, Theo wasn’t sure if the lady was lying, but his heart couldn’t hear a woman plead for help and not find a way to help her. “Sure, Lacy. But please be present for the rest of the week since I won’t work a whole seven days with no days off. I need some rest too.”

      “You’re the best!” She gushed her thanks.

      She knew he was a bachelor and didn’t drink or socialize with the other café workers, but that didn’t mean he had no social life. Working as a waiter was lower than his qualifications, but he was just working to keep himself going until he figured out where his life was headed. He couldn’t give his mother or her cronies a means to track him down. He was off the grid, and that was how he liked it.

      Maybe leaving the known for the unknown wasn’t the worst thing in the world. He missed his friends-turned-family in Elliot. But at the time he’d gone away, he’d made up his mind that returning there would not be possible. The memories still haunted him, and there was hardly any place there where enough history of it didn’t pepper his mind when he remembered it. Staying far away seemed like the optimal choice for now.

      He climbed out of bed and ran a shower, getting into his kitchen for a cup of coffee before hitting the road. When he arrived at the café, the place was already teeming with eager customers. The sun was high in the sky as early as eight, and he knotted his apron around his waist. “May I take your order, ma’am?” Serving the first customer, he swung into the routine, pushing Elliot town and all the sad memories away, and concentrating on serving the people seated in front of him.

      By lunchtime, Theo had wished he hadn’t taken the extra shift. Sure, he’d wanted to help Lacy. But now, he felt tired and fought a headache. And the cause wasn’t entirely Lacy. He’d missed hours of sleep the night before trying to pray, but his heart had been so clogged that he couldn’t do it. So, he’d stayed up staring at the ceiling until around dawn when he slept off.

      Groaning, he checked the time about twenty minutes before he was allotted a much-needed break.

      He took his time to clear the tables behind him where the customers had just left. Ms. Abrams, who’d passed by a couple of times, placed a wrinkled hand on his and smiled as he looked up. “I appreciate you covering for Lacy. I know she hasn’t been consistent this week, but her boy has been
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