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      Rose Denison’s flock of brown curls swept over her sullen face when she leaned below her medieval red dress and grabbed a fistful of wet grass while sprawled on the ground. She had to prove to herself that she wasn’t dreaming. Except the moist and thick, sandy-green blades sliding between her fingers in the wee hours confirmed this was really happening. She was getting arrested—for murder.

      “Ma’am. Get on your feet.” A police officer with a sporty black beard flashed his badge. He stood before a background of flashing lights and a curious crowd of onlookers, some of whom she knew. He attempted to lift her off the ground, but she wouldn’t budge.

      “Tomorrow is my brother’s wedding day. I promised to be there,” Rose protested, hoping that she was dreaming and this wasn’t truly happening. That David Kings Sr. wasn’t really dead. That this was all a mistake. But why then would David Kings Jr.—the only man whom she was sure truly loved her and had said so—be towering over her right now, sobbing?

      Green grass, damp from rain, smeared her red, flowing, medieval party dress with a greenish, dark-brown mash as the officer gripped her elbow painfully and hauled her to her feet.

      Standing, she refused to meet David’s eyes as she brushed past him. She feared the heartbreak and pain etched within those ever-kind, gray-brown eyes—pain she was being blamed for causing. It could drown her. This whole mess was real. She was living a nightmare—just like her mother—but she wouldn’t go back there yet, if she was to survive this.

      She’d imagine David’s hurt—rather than see it. She was mourning his dad’s death, just like him, but alone. The crushing pain of the loss of a generous man who had reached out to her in kindness, offered her a job, and given her a chance—in a small town where her family’s reputation was far from stellar—nearly squashed her. She’d barely returned to Elliot Town in Detroit—her hometown—seventy-two hours earlier to begin the job of a math teacher at Elliot-Kings Christian School, and she was already in trouble.

      “Your hands.” The officer shoved her hands behind her, twisting her arm. Her knees buckled, and she fell leftward into a brown puddle in front of black, shiny shoes dusted with clean dewy raindrops. The very shoes she almost stepped on during the dance routine at the party. She’d laughed it off then amid mirth. Knowing the wearer, she refused again to let her head rise from its hung state.

      Which was worse?

      That she was getting handcuffed as a murder suspect. Or that the demised victim was David’s father—her new employer and founder of Elliot-Kings Christian School, the kindest man she knew? A man who practically raised her when her family still lived in Detroit and they were next-door neighbors?

      No. Rose gulped. All she wished to do was to look at David Jr. and not only tell him she didn’t kill his father, but also tell him who did it—and why. She wanted to, but she couldn’t. Because she could not remember any of what occurred, leading to her current predicament.

      The officer’s grip tightened on her elbow, but she refused to wince. She endured it, knowing David’s dad had suffered a worse fate. She should be shouting her innocence at the top of her voice—except she proved nothing by doing so. Evidence speaks, and tonight, it spoke not in her favor.

      She observed David’s feet slide to her left, and the officer’s boots stepped into view. He lifted her once again and stood her up. She couldn’t help but wonder what the gathered crowd believed of her. Innocent or guilty?

      She knew one fact in her gut. She wasn’t a killer. She would not go down for Mr. Kings’ murder while a real murderer lay loose on the prowl. No, she would not.

      “Ma’am? Ma’am?” Another officer with a harried tone came around and tilted her jaw. Furious and impatient honey-brown eyes under bushy eyebrows met hers before recognition hit. Theo Sanchez, way back from grade school and close enough to be considered like family. Rose ground her teeth, shame souring her tongue. Her day just kept getting worse. Theo was her arresting officer? Unbelievable.

      His eyes scanned hers. “Rose. Rose Denison? Jim’s sister?” His hands dropped from her face like they’d touched hot coal. “You—a killer?” His voice took on a high-pitch tone as disbelief spread across his face and raised his brows. He excused the previous officer, led her toward a squad car, and stopped halfway, peering at her face as though trying hard to contain his shock.

      Meanwhile, her heart tore into more shreds.

      “Theo, you going to read the suspect her rights or do I have to?” a gruff voice asked from beneath a tree at the sidewalk where another squad car was parked on the grassy lawn. But clearly, Theo was still reeling as he posed with arm akimbo. All understandable, given that he was like extended family to Rose. He had lived with her family when his dad had died at the age of fifteen and his mom was an absentee parent. Rose was just eleven then.

      He acknowledged the other officer with a simple nod but kept his attention on her. “I can’t believe this,” he muttered, wiped mist off his brow, and pinned her with a glare.

      “Did you do this, mi querida hermana? Did you kill Mr. Kings?” His tone hardened as much as his face. He’d always referenced her as “my dear sister” in Spanish, his native tongue since when he lived with them, though a little older than her. This worsened Rose’s anguish. She was letting everyone down notoriously just when she’d embraced obscurity.

      She remained silent and looked away, unable to bear the pain flooding his eyes. “First, your mom. Now, you too?” He rushed a hand over short dark hair.

      “The Rose I knew couldn’t—” His voice broke, and he wiped his mouth to freeze the coming emotions.

      Rose could hardly contain herself anymore. The struggle not to look at David when she was led away had taken every ounce of willpower. Now this. Her silence wasn’t cutting it.

      “I didn’t do it,” she blurted with the slight hope he might believe her. “I didn’t kill David’s dad. He was like a father to me.”

      A flash of anger colored his gaze when it whipped back to her face. “Then tell me who did.” Urgency filled his tone as another officer began approaching, stepping down from the balcony behind him.

      “I don’t remember. I only know I left the party to go and thank David’s dad for giving me a job. Next thing I know, I woke up to see David burst into an office and I was lying on the floor beside where his dad was slumped over a chair. I was scared. I honestly don’t recall what happened in between.”

      The approaching officer with a firm hand on his belt appeared as angry as she was sure he truly was, now meters away.

      “Why does your dress smell bleached, then? Did you get rid of evidence, Rose? That could make things worse.” She returned her focus to Theo, who was clearly finding it harder to contain his thoughts. And to believe her. The evidence spoke against her once more.

      “Will I go to a school party, with David, carrying bleach?” Rose rushed her next words. “I’m telling you, mi querido hermano, I’ve been set up. I need help to find out who did it and why. Catch the real killer, Theo. Please believe me. Because, I promise you, I did not—and would never have killed David’s father.”

      “Why should I believe you, Rose?” Pressure filled his softened tone at her endearment, translated to mean “my dear brother”.

      She swallowed hard and chose her next words carefully as the officer growled in anger from behind Theo. “Because David is the only man who ever told me he loved me, at a time when no one else did and I was a mess. I would never do anything to hurt him—ever.” He’d said so fifteen years ago when her family was going through so much. And, if memory served her correctly, she’d never responded to his declaration.
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      Three days earlier...

      Rose had sworn to never, ever be here again.

      But here she was. Back in Elliot Town in Detroit, the same town where she grew up and where her family had been scorned. Never mind that her brother, Jim, stayed in Detroit and managed to live a good life. But for her, some things were just harder to overcome emotionally.

      She tried to focus on the reason for her return. David Kings Sr., founder of Elliot-Kings Christian School had offered her a job. And her boyfriend had dumped her—right before their engagement party—one year ago, six hundred and thirty-eight miles away in Missouri.

      Rose blamed herself as she stood against the stubborn spring wind howling across the porch of her childhood home. It was all her fault for believing a man could be true to his word, or mean it when he said he loved her. She had fallen for it, simply wanting to settle down. Clearly, it was not to be. He seemed like a good guy before then. Always polite and cordial, and they never fought.

      She huffed and curled her arms. That should’ve indicated something was wrong when unquestioningly George agreed to everything she said. Of course, David Kings Jr., son of the founder of Elliot-Kings School, whom she grew up next door to, was the total opposite. However, she wasn’t here for David. And thankfully, she didn’t see him when she went to the school earlier this afternoon
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