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For those who stayed without choosing to stay.

And for those who left carrying what they had no way to leave behind.

The silence that protects is the same that imprisons.

The distinction depends on who decides when it ends.

— A Hollow Bend saying

Note

This novel can be read on its own. It takes place across the ten years parallel to The Call of the Abyss, narrated by someone who was inside while others were outside.

Some of the events described here appear as absence in the original book. This is the story of that absence.

The narrator believes some of the things she says. It falls to the reader to distinguish which.




About the Saga

The Hollow Bend Saga is made up of five books that can each be read on their own — there is, in each, enough to stand alone. But whoever walks through every volume finds layers the single-book reader never reaches. Multiple reading is not a requirement — it is a reward.

THE FIVE BOOKS

I.  The Call of the Abyss
II.  The Keeping of Silence
III.  What Jamie Knew
IV.  Before the Mist
V.  The Daughter of the Abyss

Hollow Bend is a place where the order in which you discover things determines what the things are.
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PROLOGUE

The Dirt Road

✦


The woman left the barn at three minutes past four on a Wednesday morning in March.

She did not run.

In ten years she had learned that running is the gesture of someone who still believes speed changes anything. She no longer thought that way. She walked with the step of a person carrying out a decision already made — not slow for lack of hurry, but because the urgency had migrated inward and the outer path required only rhythm.

The dirt road at four in the morning in March held a dense dark, the specific shadow of a town that conceals more than it reveals, aware that silence is safer than sound.

The woman knew that silence by its timbre.

She could tell it apart from the quiet of sleep. She knew where each state sat on the sound map of Hollow Bend, which she had charted meticulously in order to survive.

She walked the dirt road.

Pines lined the way, leaning toward light. The March air carried the smell of cold in retreat. The sound of her steps on the packed earth was rhythmic and functional, with no intention of being silent — because forced silence sounds like noise to anyone who knows how to listen.

✦ ✦ ✦

The woman was twenty-four and had spent ten of those years inside a structure that had rules for everything, including how to walk down a road at four in the morning when you don't want to be heard.

She was not following the rules.

She wasn't breaking them ostentatiously; there was no drama, no obvious rupture. It was subtler than that: only a woman walking with the step of someone headed toward a destination, a distinction that defined everything.

The air was cold.

She was not.

✦ ✦ ✦

The headlight appeared at the end of the road.

A single point of white light about fifty meters off, at bumper height. A parked vehicle. Waiting.

The woman stopped.

The woman stopped. She had learned that observing before acting guarantees survival. She faced the headlight with the attention of someone reading a situation before intervening.

The headlight did not move.

Then it went out.

In the dark that followed, a door opened. A silhouette stepped down and stood still by the vehicle, sharing the same active waiting.

The woman on the road looked at the silhouette.

There was something familiar in its posture — the distribution of weight, the angle of the shoulders, and the right arm slightly bent, as if it were bracing an absent burden the body still used as a reference.

Camera.

A camera. She had carried it on her right shoulder for as long as memory allowed. Before any other detail, she knew that.

Fifty meters of dirt road between the two of them.

The woman on the road took a step.

The light did not go out before the recognition happened. It went out after. The order of events matters.





Part One · Stay Quiet

The voice that learns not to be heard.

✦







CHAPTER

1

The Day After

✦


The bed was made.

Not by Lila — Lila had gone before I woke, and Lila never made the bed; Lila's bed stayed the way it stayed when she got out of it, rumpled, the pillow at the wrong angle, and I would complain and she would laugh and that was how we were. The bed had been made by someone else. Made with care. The quilt folded at the exact edge, the pillow centered, the quality of a bed made so as not to show that anyone had slept in it.

I stood looking at it for a while.

Aunt Agnes came in with coffee and said good morning and I said good morning back. She asked if I had slept. I said yes. Both things were lies — she hadn't slept, I could see it in her eyes, and I hadn't either, but there was something in the question and the answer that wasn't about sleeping. It was about how to keep going.

So we kept going.

✦ ✦ ✦

Breakfast was the same.

The table set with the same places. The usual bread, the butter, the juice Aunt Agnes squeezed fresh because she always squeezed it fresh and there was something she was not going to let change just because.

Just because Lila had gone.

We didn't say the name. At no point during breakfast did we say the name. I noticed when I almost did — there was a moment, when I picked up the juice, when the name was in the path of speech, ready, and I steered around it before it came out. Aunt Agnes did the same thing at least once, I saw it, the sentence she started stumbled in the middle and went another way.

I learned, at that breakfast, that not saying the name was the protocol.

I didn't learn it because anyone taught me. I learned it because it was what was being done, and following what is being done is easier than asking why, and I was fourteen and Aunt Agnes was the only person who had stayed and it didn't seem right to ask why first thing in the morning.

✦ ✦ ✦

School was the strangest part.

Not because anything different happened. Because nothing different happened. The math teacher wrote the same numbers on the board. The girl who sat in front of me had the same crooked ponytail. Recess had the same recess noise, the same smell of lunch reheated in the cafeteria microwave.

Nobody knew.

Hollow Bend has 1,243 residents and I had imagined, the night before while not sleeping, that in the morning everyone would know. I don't know why I had imagined that. The town doesn't know the things that happen inside its houses, or pretends not to know, which comes to the same result.

Nobody asked about Lila.

Some people asked about my aunt — Mrs. Agnes — and I said she was well. That we were well. The sentence came out with the ease of something rehearsed, except I hadn't rehearsed it.

Sometimes the right sentences arrive ready-made.

I don't know from where.

✦ ✦ ✦

In the afternoon I went home.

Aunt Agnes was in the kitchen. There was a smell of food that was the smell of when she cooks with attention, not with haste — the kind of smell that means she was making something that required her to stay there, to be present, to be unable to leave even from within.

I went to my room.

The bed on the other side was still made.

I sat on my bed and looked at Lila's bed for a length of time I can't measure. There was one small thing I kept thinking about — not the big thing, not the whole absence, not the ten years I didn't yet know would be ten years. One small thing:

Her shampoo was still in the bathroom.

She had left without taking the shampoo.

I kept thinking about that. Whether she had forgotten it or left it on purpose or gone so fast there had been no time to think about shampoo. Which of the three was true changed some other thing I couldn't name yet.

Aunt Agnes called me to dinner.

I went.

We ate. The food was good. Agnes had cooked with attention, I could taste it — there was a care in it, the care of someone doing something concrete on a day when the concrete things are all there is.

Then we cleared the table. Each her own part — it had always been like
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