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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Some stories do not arrive. They wait.

I know how this one sounds. A drifting man. A house that should not exist in drought country. Roses that bloom too perfectly and smell of something sweet gone wrong. A family that smiles while the air grows thin. As unbelievable as it is, every word of it is true.

I have carried this tale longer than I can explain. It began as a thread caught on something I could not see, and it would not let go until I followed it across the threshold. What waits on the other side is older than kindness, hungrier than grief, and patient enough to wear any face that will let it inside.

This is only the first movement. The rest of the story waits in the volumes ahead. If you have come this far, the thread has already found you.

Walk carefully. 

The Crimson Writer

This is my first novel – I hope you enjoy it: Sashara Jones
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Dedicated with much love to my #1 fan – my hero, my mom.
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“If you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.” — Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil (1886)

“Monsters are real, and ghosts are real too. They live inside us, and sometimes, they win.” — Stephen King, The Shining (1977)

“Wherever there is hunger wearing a smile, you will find The Crimson Writer.” – The Crimson Writer
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CHAPTER 1 - THE VANISHING MAN
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The van rolled through the late-June heat like something that had learned how to keep moving even after the engine should have quit. Michael Denny had both hands on the wheel and his eyes on the white line because looking too far ahead had never done him any favors. The Inland Empire baked under a sun that didn’t know when to quit. Stucco walls the color of old bone lined the highway, their drought-resistant landscaping already starting to look tired by mid-morning. Heat shimmer rose from the asphalt in slow, lazy waves, and the air that came through the cracked window smelled of hot tar, distant orange groves gone to seed, and the faint, stubborn trace of stage cologne he still used after readings because some habits were harder to kill than others.

Inside the van the world was smaller and more manageable. A guitar case rattled softly against the wheel well every time he crossed an expansion joint. A cardboard box of his own books—self-published, five dollars a copy, the ones that sold just enough to keep the tank from going dry—was strapped down with bungee cords. The leather journal on the passenger seat was the only thing that looked like it still had weight. Its pages were mostly blank. Blank pages didn’t ask questions. Blank pages didn’t remember the sound of a door closing or the way a kitchen light could turn the color of old honey when someone was already gone.

He kept the radio turned down.

Not the one in the dash. The other one. The one in his head that picked up other people’s feelings like a bad antenna caught between stations. He had learned early how to keep the dial low. Compartmentalize. File it away in the mental drawer marked Not Mine. Stay light. Stay moving. Be the perfect vanishing man—no ties deep enough to leave a mark, no one left holding the bag when he rolled out of town at three in the morning because the air had started to feel too thick with other people’s weather. Forty-five years old and he had the routine down to a science. The road didn’t care about locked drawers. The road only cared that you kept the tires between the lines.

A memory tried to surface anyway: the day his mother left when he was nine. The suitcase by the door. The way the light had looked in the kitchen window, thick and golden and already turning into something else. Her perfume on the scarf she’d forgotten on the back of a chair—roses that had been in the vase too long. He pushed it back down before it could bloom. That drawer stayed locked for a reason. The father had left earlier, when Michael was four, but the mother... the mother had taken the last piece of something he hadn’t known how to name until it was already gone.

He told himself it didn’t matter. The highway didn’t care about old perfume or locked drawers or the way a nine-year-old boy had stood in a kitchen and learned, in one afternoon, how to make himself small enough to fit inside the spaces other people left behind.

At a red light on the edge of Highland he pulled out his phone and looked at the Craigslist ad again. He had seen it that morning in a diner parking lot two towns back and had read it three times before he realized the engine was still running. Handyman needed for small repairs and general work at Thorens Catering & Events. Flexible hours, good pay, family business that takes care of its people. Something about the wording had stuck under his skin like a splinter he couldn’t quite reach. Family business. Takes care of its people. Words that usually made him keep driving.

But he had called the number.

And a woman had answered.

Now the light changed and the van carried him into Highland proper—strip malls and stucco and the kind of tired landscaping that said the town had been built fast and then left to figure out the rest on its own. He told himself he was only here for the cash work. One job. Then south, or north, or wherever the road decided to take him before the radio in his head got loud enough to drown out the sound of his own breathing. He almost believed it.

The diner had been called something forgettable—Mel’s or Joe’s or the kind of name that didn’t need to stick because nobody came here to be remembered. He pulled in because the coffee in the cup holder had gone cold and bitter and because he needed to make the call before he talked himself out of it. The place smelled of grease and burnt toast and air conditioning that was losing its war against the heat. A waitress with tired eyes and a name tag that said Linda brought him coffee without asking if he wanted it. He gave her the smile he kept for people who were just passing through his life.

“You look like you’ve been driving a long time,” she said, not unkindly.

“Long enough,” he answered, and that was all. He didn’t give her the rest. Didn’t tell her about the journal or the guitar or the way the radio sometimes made him pull over on the shoulder and breathe until the world stopped feeling like it was breathing back at him.

He ate the sandwich he didn’t really taste and read the ad again while the afternoon light slanted through the grease-streaked windows. The pull was stronger now. Like the thread had found a place to knot. He paid, left a tip that was exactly average, and walked back out into the heat. The van sat in the far corner of the lot like it was already waiting to be abandoned. He climbed in, rolled the windows up against the noise of the highway, and dialed the number before he could change his mind.

It rang twice.

“Thorens Catering and Events, Helena speaking.”

Her voice was warm, a little husky, with the natural cadence of someone who had spent years listening to people tell their stories. She sounded genuinely pleased he had called. He told her his name—Michael Denny, handyman, available for whatever needed doing—and she asked questions that felt like she was listening to the spaces between his words. When he mentioned he traveled full-time, she laughed softly, not at him, but like she understood what it meant to keep moving.

“We like to take care of the people who help us,” she said. “The family business, you know. You sound like someone who could use a little care.”

He agreed to come by the house the next morning. She gave him the address in Highland and told him to look for the rose bushes. He hung up feeling seen in a way that made his skin itch. Feeling like the radio had turned up a notch without his permission. The thread had pulled tighter.

He found the cheap motel on the edge of town just before dusk—the kind of place with a flickering vacancy sign and carpet that had seen too many shoes. The room smelled of industrial cleaner and the faint ghost of cigarettes from years ago. The bed sagged in the middle like it
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