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Chapter One
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Mary walked to the front door of the coffee shop to flip the OPEN sign around, then paused. Across the street stood David Witt. He was at the curb, staring down at the pavement as usual. Poor guy, Mary thought.

He was a handsome young man. From what you could see, he was probably not a year older than seventeen. However, he was painfully shy. He never looked at anyone, never lifted his gaze. At least not that Mary had ever seen. Not since the accident.

Mary had lived next door to David’s parents when they were younger and had babysat him once or twice. After his accident, his mother grew very protective, and Mary didn’t see much of them. Shortly after, she and her own mother were in a terrible accident, Mary’s world shifted completely. Her mother died, and her relationship with her father unraveled.

Dealing with him had been nearly impossible after her mother’s death. She tried and tried, so hard and for so long, but by the time she went off to college, she realized their relationship had withered into something like two strangers passing on the street without acknowledgment. Returning home to open the coffee shop with the small apartment upstairs only made that truth clearer. Every time she thought of her father, the anger and sadness welled back up.

The coffee shop had been a disappointment to him, which only made it more appealing to Mary. She opened it right after college using the trust money left after her mother’s death. That horrible night had taken her mother, and emotionally, it had taken her father as well.

When Mary first got out of the hospital, she’d tried to comfort him. She was just a little girl then, needing her father to comfort his daughter in return. But did he? No. He turned cold. Cold to her. Cold to family. Cold to everyone he knew, though strangely warm with strangers. It was confusing for Mary. Her father was the town’s shrink, trusted by people far and wide, yet he couldn’t seem to help those who loved him most. Maybe it was because she looked too much like her mother. Everyone always said so. Mary had her mother’s light brown, wavy hair, her dimples, and her striking green eyes. Today, she wore her hair up as she usually did while working.

“Oh!” Mary jumped back as Judge Lapp walked in.

“Sorry, Mary. Didn’t mean to scare you,” the Judge chuckled as she stepped aside to let him in.

Mary laughed too. “Just gathering wool, Judge,” she said, moving behind the counter to take his order.

“You saw David, yes?” he asked.

“Yes. Poor guy.” The sadness in her voice was genuine.

Judge Brandon Lapp nodded sympathetically. “He’s been through so much in his short life,” he said, then gave Mary his order and went to sit by the window. From his seat, he glanced back at David, still rooted in place across the street. The Judge studied him thoughtfully. It never occurred to him until now just how much David was starting to look like his father. A dull ache pressed against his chest. David was his best friend’s son, and he missed that man dearly. Lost in memory, he was staring into the past when Mary set the coffee in front of him.

David had overheard the exchange between Mary and the Judge before the door to the coffee shop closed. He liked them both because they were always kind with him, pretending not to mind that he never met their eyes. He often thought if he had been born blind, things would have been easier. Then maybe the haunting terror would be blind to him as well. His curse. His...

Stop, David muttered to himself. Thinking that way led nowhere, and he had somewhere to be this morning.

Hands in his pockets, he listened carefully, then crossed the street, heading east toward the grocery store at the end of Main Street. When he arrived, the doors slid open, and he slipped inside.

“David Witt!” A teenage girl’s voice called from the register. Philly. David heard the hope in her tone; it was same hope she had carried since the second grade.

“Hello, Philly,” David said, turning his gaze aside as usual. He hurried toward the back of the store, straight to the pharmacy.

The pharmacist, Jacob Riley, already had the prescription in hand.

“What’s up, Dave?” Jacob greeted. He never called him David, so David never called him anything but Jake. They had known each other their whole lives. Jacob was six years older than David, he was a borderline genius, and had graduated top of his pharmacy class by twenty-one.

“Not much, Jake. What’s up with you?” David asked, pretending to study the candy below the counter. This was nothing new for Jacob. He was used to David looking down at something while waiting for Jacob to give him what he needed. He pushed the prescription across the counter, making the bag crinkle loudly so David knew it was there.

“I just heard Mary and the Judge talking at the coffee shop,” David said. “You still trying to get her to go out with you?” There was a hint of teasing, almost smart-aleck, in his tone.

“Would you like me to set you up on a date with Philly?” Jacob shot back, matching his tone. They both laughed.

It was true – Jacob had liked Mary since junior high. The first time he saw her was right after her accident. She’d returned to school with a broken arm, a broken leg, and cuts and bruises. All Jacob had wanted then was to hug her pain away.
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“If you don’t need anything else, I can ring you up here,” Jacob said, conscious of Philly’s feelings for David and also knowing the fact that David would rather sprint out the back than face her at the register.

“Yes, please. That would help,” David replied. Philly was sweet, but she always tried to sneak a look under his downward gaze. And if their eyes ever met due to any reason, that would be bad. Real bad!

“How’s your mom?” Jacob asked, scanning the prescription. There was tension in his voice. David stiffened. He hated when Jacob asked about her.

One day, after picking up her own prescription, David’s mother became so upset with Jacob that she refused to go back to his store. She never told David why, but he suspected Jacob had asked her about the type of medication she was taking. Since then, David always picked them up.

“Fine,” he answered flatly, offering nothing more. Their banter was gone.

He paid quickly and walked toward the front. Philly was busy chatting with a vendor across the store, so she didn’t notice him leaving. Relieved, David slipped out and headed home.

The town was quiet this morning. Summer’s first week had brought perfect weather. As David walked, his mind wandered – wandered back to the day his whole world shattered.

He had been six years old when the red came. He was hit by a car. He didn’t remember the impact, only chasing the red ball into the street. He had been kicking it back and forth with his mom.

She always kicked too softly, forcing him to move closer. “Kick it harder, Mom!” David had shouted, louder and sharper than he meant. This time, she took a running step and kicked it hard. She kicked it harder than she should have and the ball veered off her foot, sailing between their car and another parked at the curb.

David dashed after it. He heard his mom cry out, No! but he thought she was upset about the bad kick. He saw the ball strike the curb of the vacant lot across the street, bounce high, and hover there. Floating.

There was something else too behind the ball. David could never quite remember what. That was the last clear memory: the red ball bouncing, spinning slowly in the air... then nothing.

A week later, he woke in the hospital. His vision was blurred, and the doctors were concerned about his eyesight. Through the haze, he noticed a tiny red dot drifting in front of people’s faces. If he strained to see it more clearly, pain stabbed his head.

His parents spent most of the time reading to him or speaking with the doctors, but when it came to looking at him, they never met his eyes. Their gazes lingered on the bruises and scratches on his face instead. The red dot remained, always faint, always floating.

Despite whatever had transpired between him, his mom, and the ball, David was happy that his grandfather would be visiting on his last day in the hospital.

“I hate hospitals,” his Pop Pop stated gruffly as he walked into the room.

David’s mom had gone to the gift store to buy him a coloring book. His grandfather ruffled his hair, and David looked up into his eyes.

“Damn, boy! Half your face is purple. It is making your left eye look scary!” The old man laughed as if to say, It’s okay, people will love you anyway.

David saw the red dot again. This time it was in his grandfather’s right eye. His own eyes widened as he watched the deep red color creep slowly past his eyebrow, across his forehead, and down his cheeks. It spread unevenly, almost in a circle, reminding David of the wine his dad drank. Merry Lot, his father would say after finishing most of the bottle. Fear gripped David’s heart, though he couldn’t explain why. The color terrified him. Its movement terrified him. He felt frozen in place, unable to look away.

As David stared at this strange red thing crawling over his grandfather’s face, he heard the man joking about being in a fight and how they should “see the other guy.” His grandfather laughed again and ruffled his hair, unaware of the fear shaking through David’s small body. He held David’s gaze, until a sudden coughing fit forced him to turn away. Only then could David finally close his eyes tight and break free of the sight.

When the coughing subsided, his grandfather said, “You’ll be going home soon. Want some ice cream? I’ll run down to the cafeteria and grab you some.”

David nodded but kept his eyes shut. He listened to his grandfather’s footsteps as he left the room and could also hear the sounds of people passing in the hall.

“Are you all right?” someone called.

“Hey, can someone help this man?” another voice shouted.

“Stand back! Do you know him? Are you related?”

David heard feet pounding and felt the panic in the air. He shrank under his covers, almost able to picture what was happening just beyond the doorway. He buried his head, trying to block it all out, until his mother’s voice pierced the chaos.

“DAD? NO!!”

A car horn honked in the distance, pulling David back to the present. He was close to home now. Close to his mother, who loved him, yet who did not know the truth of what happened the day he was struck by a car. The day his life changed. The day his Red came. The Red that meant death. The death that had come three times, convincing David at a very young age that he was cursed. Or so he believed.

David walked up the sidewalk to his house. The yellow flowers in front made the light-green, one-story home look warm and inviting. He liked this house. His bedroom was tucked at the back, with a second door that opened directly into the bathroom. Since no one else used it, David claimed it as his bathroom, not the guest’s.

He opened the front door and called out that he had brought his mother’s medication. The living room stretched wide in an open floor plan, connecting seamlessly with the dining area. The kitchen sat beyond a dividing wall, hiding the sink and part of the island where three stools were tucked under the overhang.

“Come in here, son,” Daisy called as David slipped off his shoes by the door.

He walked down the hall into her sewing room, keeping his head down. He placed the medicine by her right hand as she worked at the machine, then sat at the table where her fabrics were neatly folded. His eyes stayed fixed on his hands in his lap.

“Do you need help?” he asked quietly.

“No. I need you to go next door and talk with Dr. Peters. He needs some help around his house and asked if I’d send you over,” his mother replied.

“What could I help him with?” David asked, surprised. Dr. Peters had hardly spoken to him in all the years they’d lived side by side. His mother once told him that Dr. Peters and his dad had been best friends growing up.

“I don’t know. You’ll have to see. He said he’d pay you.” She set her needle and began sewing again, signaling the conversation was over.

David shrugged, got up, and headed for the door. After slipping his shoes back on, he stepped onto the porch. A faint thread of music drifted from his left. The source of music was Dr. Peters’ house.

As David walked toward it, unease crept over him. What could he possibly want me to do? he wondered. The closer he got to the yard, the worse he felt. For a moment he thought he might pass out. He stumbled but pushed on. The instant he crossed into the yard, the feeling vanished. Shaken, he shook his head and continued up the steps to the front door.

Dr. Jesse Peters stood waiting in the open doorway.

“Hey, boy, come on inside,” Dr. Peters said warmly, turning back toward the kitchen. The friendliness in his voice eased David’s nerves, if only slightly.

David followed him inside. “What can I help you with, Dr. Peters?” he asked softly, staying a few steps behind him. 

“We need to talk, David. Have a seat.” The doctor pulled out a chair for him at the kitchen table and sat down across from him.

David slid into the chair without a word, his eyes fixed on his lap.

Dr. Jesse Peters, now in his fifties, was short and stocky but still carried himself with a sturdy strength. His once-blond hair was almost completely gray, cut short and neatly parted. He was still in his robe and slippers, David noticed, staring at the floor beneath the table.

“How long have you known me, David? All your life, right? I remember the day I moved in. You were outside playing. You fell and hurt yourself—I think you were about three. I heard you crying all the way into your house and thought, Boy, what a set of lungs.” Peters chuckled lightly. “I’ve been watching you ever since. Then came the accident with the car. You were never quite the same, huh?”

David’s shoulders tensed, but he stayed silent.

“David, do you know what I do for a living?” Peters asked.

“You’re a doctor, Dr. Peters,” David replied carefully, keeping his tone neutral. He didn’t want the man to think he was being smart.

“Do you know what kind of doctor?”

“You... help people with their life. Like, not being sad and stuff.” David shifted uneasily.

“Yes, something like that. I help people right here in my home office. They bring me their troubles, and we face them together. Some improve quickly, others take months or even years to work through what’s holding them back.” He leaned forward. “I want to help you, David. But not in the usual way. Not like my other patients. I want you to help me with some repairs around the house while I assess you.

“You’ve been through a traumatic accident. The broken bones healed, but something else happened. Something deeper. Isn’t that true? Maybe I can help you process what you went through.”

David sprang to his feet. “You can’t help me!” he hissed. He bolted from the house before Dr. Peters could react.

The doctor slumped back in his chair with a heavy sigh. That could have gone better, he thought as the front door slammed. He wanted to help David, and in return, he needed his help to fix some things in his house. He knew something was wrong with the boy’s vision, something that made him avoid looking at people. The old incident with the mailman had been the turning point. Ever since, David had kept his eyes down. Jesse felt certain he could help David, if he’d let him. 

“What does he see?” Dr. Peters whispered, just as he had a thousand times before.

He moved to the living room window, but David was already gone. Turning back, he decided to get dressed. He would call Daisy and explain. Together, they could come up with a strategy to reach David.

It never crossed his mind that he had failed to help David for years. It was disappointing that something had always blocked him from taking action.

In his bedroom, the reminder was everywhere: colorful sticky notes plastered across the walls. Don’t forget to help David. Talk to Daisy about David. David needs your help.

He sat on the bed, shaking his head. Time and again, he had started and stopped trying to help the boy. If he didn’t write it down, he knew he would forget. And hadn’t he almost forgotten just now? When he went to get dressed, hadn’t the reason nearly slipped away?

Jesse sat still, forcing his thoughts back into place, trying to steady his mind.
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David jumped down the doctor’s steps and ran across the front yard to the opposite side of his house. He knew he didn’t want to answer any questions from his mom just yet, so he slipped into the side door of the garage and climbed into his secret room he had made himself when he was a small boy. It wasn’t much – just a crawl space in the loft with boxes stacked as walls, but it was quiet. It worked well as a sanctuary for David, where he could go to rest or hide whenever things were overwhelming.

Lying on his back in the dust, with a thin stream of light coming through the cracks in the garage doors, David let his eyes adjust. He stared at the beams in the roof and thought of his grandfather. Always his grandfather. His grandfather was always first—the first loss of a boy who had loved this man with all his being. His first, but not his last, loss.

His earliest memory of his grandfather involved ice cream. In fact, every memory of his grandfather involved ice cream. A small smile touched David’s lips as he stared into space.

His mother’s dad lived three hours away. David and his mom lived on the coast of North Carolina, while his grandfather lived near Raleigh. Both of his parents preferred the smell of salt water over smoke and industry. Many people from Raleigh owned vacation homes along the coast and interestingly enough, that was how his mom and dad had met and why they later decided to raise their family there.

David, wake up, we’re here, his mom said softly as she unbuckled his seatbelt.

David, only four years old, had fallen asleep during the long ride, as children often did. But he was instantly awake; he never wanted to miss anything. He darted up the small sidewalk toward the front of the house before stopping suddenly.

He looked up. The tall white house seemed enormous to a small boy. He leaned back as far as he could, yet still couldn’t see the whole roof. A man sat at a table on the porch.

David stared at him until the man smiled and called, “Well, you coming up for ice cream or not?”

David ran the rest of the way to the porch and hopped into the open chair where a bowl of mint chocolate chip waited for him, barely melting in the cool October air. He watched as his mom hugged her father and his dad shook the man’s hand. While his parents carried things inside, David got to stay on the porch, savoring the moment. Even though he had visited before, this was his first real memory.

“You are growing so fast, Davie,” his grandfather said.

“David,” he corrected around a mouthful of ice cream.

“If I call you David, will you know it’s me?”

David tilted his head, considering the question with a seriousness only a child could muster.

“I’m not sure,” he admitted at last.

“Then Davie it is,” his grandfather said. “What do you call me?”

All David could remember was hearing his mom refer to him as your grandfather, so he repeated it: “Your Grandfather.”

His parents heard the burst of laughter that followed. First her dad, then her son. Daisy looked at her husband, Bert, and smiled. She loved hearing David laugh, but she wasn’t used to hearing her father laugh like that—it made her love the sound even more.

When the chuckles finally quieted, the old man leaned closer and said, “You can call me Grandpa or Poppy. Which one do you like?”

“Pop Pop!” David shouted, still grinning.

“That’s my boy! Pick it yourself. I love it. Pop Pop it is!”

“Pop Pop,” David whispered now into the garage loft. The words were heavy with sadness. A tear slid down his cheek and disappeared into his hair.

Can he help me? The thought pounded in his head. What if he can? What if Dr. Peters can make it stop? What if he can at least help me control it?

But then a darker thought froze him. What if I pass it on to Dr. Peters and then more people die?

The idea made his stomach twist. No. He could not risk giving this curse to anyone. He knew it deep in his soul: no one could help him.

Shaking his head, David crawled down from the loft and walked to the front door, entering as if he were just returning from Dr. Peters’ house.

“What did Dr. Peters want?” his mother asked immediately.

“Just to see if I could help with some repairs around his house,” David called from the living room.

“Oh? What did you say?”

“I told him I’d think about it. Doing manual labor isn’t exactly my thing.” He forced a laugh.

“True,” his mother replied, already turning back to her sewing. Conversation over.

David let out a slow breath as he stepped into what was once his father’s office—now his own. He worked as a remote call center assistant for a cell phone company, helping customers, new and old, learn how to use their phones. He liked the work. It paid well, allowed him to set his own hours, and most importantly, required no face-to-face interaction. It was perfect.

He had spent most of his teen years glued to his phone, learning its ins and outs until he could work magic with it. One of his mom’s friends, an executive at the company, had offered him the job on the spot after his mom secretly videotaped David teaching her how to use her new phone. The trainer tested him over the phone a few times, asking him to solve different problems, and that was that—he was hired.

Now the company sent him new models of each brand before they were released, letting
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