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For those who genuinely believed.

And for those who stayed close to someone who genuinely believed

and could not tell the belief from the person.

Seek and you will find.

The problem is that the promise does not specify what.

— Daniel Carver’s diary, date illegible

Note

This novel can be read on its own. It takes place three decades before the events of The Call of the Abyss, and tells the origin of what Ethan Carver found when he returned to Hollow Bend.

The narrator believes everything he says. That does not make him reliable.

The events of certain twentieth-century religious groups are public knowledge. Any resemblance to them in this fiction is intentional as method, and not as accusation against any specific person or organization.




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

What the Old Man Left

✦


I began writing when I still thought I was choosing.

That sentence ought to open any honest testimony — not out of modesty, but out of precision. There is a point at which free will and inevitability become indistinguishable, a moment that arrives earlier than one imagines. Everyone reaches it if they remain long enough in a place with the permanence of Hollow Bend.

The Old Man died in a February.

I was there — as I have been at the end of so many others. The service I render does not distinguish the pastoral from other obligations. He went in the night, with the serenity of a man who has concluded his task. He was in his sixties and had the vigor of someone who devoted his life to an effort that, though it was not physical, the body absorbed into its posture and its gaze.

The barn stood empty for a week.

Not empty of people — the community and the meetings continued with solidity. But authority was missing. The Old Man had been, for decades, the source of everything.

I entered the barn alone on the eighth night.

Without ritual or formal intention, I felt only the need to occupy that central space. I wanted to understand what remains when the presence that shaped an environment dissolves.

Everything remained.

The symbols on the floor were renewed at every Thursday meeting. The cage at the center existed to be filled, keeping its completeness even when empty. The Call on the back wall, written by the Old Man and by me, overlapped itself; I had completed what he left unfinished, for reasons I understood later — he had opened space for my learning through a teaching that never announced itself.

I placed my hand on the beginning of the Call.

It was February and the barn held the cold with the efficiency of structures built to last. The wood under my hand was frigid. There was, emanating from that place, a temperature that came neither from the air nor from the matter — something I learned not to name, because naming imposes limits on what is boundless, and the result is always reduction.

✦ ✦ ✦

What the Old Man left was not what I had expected him to leave when I arrived in Hollow Bend thirteen years earlier.

I had not expected to find him. I arrived expecting what pastors find in towns like Hollow Bend: poverty of meaning, a want of cohesion, and people lacking something that routine does not supply, willing to receive a legitimate offer from anyone who presents it with conviction.

I found that. I also found the Old Man.

The Old Man also found me; he used to say there is a difference between finding and being found, and that what matters is not the direction of the encounter but what is built from it.

I did what seemed to me to need doing.

I write without defense or accusation, which are modes of narration that presuppose a court; these lines are not addressed to judges. It is so that the facts may have a record close to the truth, in the form of what passes inside the one who makes the decisions while carrying them out.

This is the testimony of how I arrived here.

Not of where I was before — but of how the road between the past and the present was traveled, step by step, with the logic of a man who believes each movement is the necessary answer to what came before.

The logic of each step still seems reasonable to me.

That is what I cannot resolve.

I began writing when I still believed I had a choice. I finished when I understood it had been made before my arrival. The interval between the two perceptions is what this book narrates.





Seek and You Will Find

The idealist pastor before the mystery.

✦







CHAPTER

1

The Church of St. Thomas

✦


I arrived in Hollow Bend on a September afternoon with what fit in a 1981 sedan and with the specific conviction of a man who has been assigned to a place. I did not yet know the difference between assignment and calling — something one learns only with time.

The town received me with the mist.

It was not dramatic; there were no storms, no signs of providence. There was only a low mist, typical of September afternoons, when the heat has not yet yielded to the night's cold. In that interval, the air of Hollow Bend produced a haze a yard off the ground, giving the main street the manner of a place still deciding its own nature.

I stopped the car in front of the Church of St. Thomas and sat a moment inside the vehicle, looking.

It was smaller than the photographs suggested. Adequate to serve a little over a thousand people in a territory the century had left behind with indifference. The wood of the facade needed paint, but the structure was sound; the foundation sat firmly in the ground and the roof kept its original angle.

Sound structure with a surface that needed care.

I thought that was the thing I had come to do.

✦ ✦ ✦

The previous parish priest had left the keys with Eunice Mercer, a midwife who lived near the church. She received me with tea prepared in advance — a sign that she had been notified, or that she had watched my arrival from the window.

Eunice was in her thirties and had the presence of someone who uses the body as an instrument of attention. She handed me the keys with a look of silent assessment.

"The last priest lasted three years," she said, in a way that was neither warning nor information — it was simply data.

"I've been assigned with no set term," I said.

She considered that. Then she said:

"Hollow Bend isn't easy to understand from outside. It takes time."

"I came to stay," I said.

She looked at me again. There was something different in that second look — as if my statement had altered some parameter in the equation she was solving in her head.

"Then you'll understand," she said. "Eventually."

I drank the tea. I took the keys. I went to see the church.

✦ ✦ ✦

The Church of St. Thomas had a nave for eighty people seated comfortably and perhaps a hundred pressed together, which was sufficient for the proportion of the congregation I had received in the Diocese's documents — forty-two registered members, with Sunday attendance varying between twenty and thirty depending on the weather and the season. It was the kind of number the Diocese categorized as a "community in need of revitalization," which was the bureaucratic way of saying there was work to do.

There was work to do.

The observation gladdened me; it was the recognition of what I had been formed to do. I sought out communities that had lost their connection to the sacred, keeping their rituals only by inertia. My function was to give them back the reason for the habit.

I walked the nave slowly.

The floor creaked at specific points. The plain glass let the afternoon light in with an almost golden quality over the altar. It was not a miracle, but the result of a builder attentive to the orientation of the sun.

A builder who paid attention.

I thought that Hollow Bend had had people who paid attention. I needed to find that thread and take it up again.

I sat in the back pew and kept silence. It was my habit of feeling what a space holds after years of collective prayer. I had learned in seminary that this was not superstition; there is a different density in such places if you stay quiet enough.

I stayed quiet.

I felt what spaces inhabited by prayer carry — but there was something more — another quality I did not know how to name.

I did not try to name it.

I attributed it to the fatigue of the journey and the expectation of the new place, which produce perceptions that are not entirely to be trusted. I went to prepare the room at the back of the sacristy that would be my lodging until the parish house was restored. The work had begun.

✦ ✦ ✦

I walked the town with the pastoral-visits notebook, approaching with the openness of a man who comes to learn before teaching.

I learned.

Hollow Bend was a town of old habit and long memory, where the families that had arrived first carried a kind of weight that was not wealth — most were not wealthy — but permanence, which is the form of authority a small town recognizes most readily. The Haddads of the hardware store. The Mercers, of whom Eunice was the youngest and the most active. The Fletchers, who had owned the sawmill before it closed. The Duttons, of whom Ray had recently become deputy sheriff with the ambition of a man who already knows the next step but is still on the current one.

Every family had stayed.

That impressed me more than anything else in the first days: everywhere else I had served, there was always the constant flow of arrivals and departures, the dynamic of mobility the century had created and that churches needed to learn to keep pace with. In Hollow Bend, people stayed. Generations in the same house, in the same trade, in the same Sunday pew.

I asked Haddad — the father, not the son — why they stayed.

He looked at me as if the question were an unusual one for a pastor, and considered the answer.

"Hollow Bend has what people need, if they know what they need."

I asked what he meant.

"With time you understand," he answered, with the same certainty I had heard from Eunice Mercer. It was a deep conviction, without arrogance.

I noted in the visits notebook: stable population, high sense of belonging, resistance to mobility. Possible






















