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\nFor Karen.
\nWho left at three in the morning with what fit in a backpack
\nand never looked back
\nbecause looking back when you are leaving Hollow Bend
\nis the fastest way to fail to go.
\nAnd for Jamie,
\nwho organized so that we would get here.
\nThe calculation was right.
\nHollow Bend has what people need,
\nif they know what they need.
\n— Haddad, hardware man — to a newly arrived pastor, 1982
\nIt is not possible to remain outside of what you enter to observe.
\nThe distinction between observer and recruit depends
\non your remaining able to make the distinction.
\n— Daniel Carver’s diary, final year
\nMy mother’s box of letters stayed closed for five years.
\nNot out of fear — out of respect for her decision of when to give.
\nWhen Clara began looking at corners where there was nothing,
\nI opened the box.
\n— Maya Carver
\nNote on the Narrators
\nThis book has six first-person narrators. Each chapter belongs to a voice identified in its heading. In Chapter 27, the heading is absent. The narrator identifies himself over the course of the chapter.
\nThe six voices are distinct. If at any point you lose the thread of who is speaking: the shortest and densest is Ethan. The most visual is Lila. The most controlled is Sarah. The most calculating is Dutton. The cleanest — the one that does not yet carry the weight of the others — is Maya.
\nThe sixth voice has no description here.
\nAuthor’s Note
\nI wrote the first draft of this book three times.
\nThe first time, Maya was passive — she arrived in Hollow Bend and received what the series had accumulated. It was the wrong book. Hollow Bend does not need a passive heiress. It needs someone who understands what she has inherited and decides what to do with the inheritance.
\nThe second time, the ending resolved too much. There was a clean victory that I wrote for two weeks before understanding that I was betraying what the series had been. Hollow Bend has no clean victories. It has containment. It has choice that matters at the moment it is made. It has what remains after the choice — which is not the same as happiness and which is, sometimes, enough.
\nThe third time was this book.
\nThere are characters in this book who have existed inside me for years. Jamie Carver appeared in a scene I wrote before any other page of any book in this series — a scene in a basement, with a hard drive under the floorboards, with the specific quality of someone organizing in order to leave, not in order to use. That scene gave rise to everything. This book is, in part, what happens after someone organizes in order to leave.
\nEthan carries Jamie in ways the book reveals gradually. I carry Jamie the same way. It is not grief — it is the specific presence of someone who was built for a function, who fulfilled it, and who remained, differently, afterward.
\nThis book closes Hollow Bend. It does not resolve — it closes. The mist continues. The Bend continues. What changes is who is in Hollow Bend, and with what intention.
\nClara is ten in the epilogue. The pendant has not warmed in ten years.
\nFor now, that is enough.
\nContent Note
\nThis book contains depictions of coercive control in a group context, intergenerational trauma, grief, moral ambiguity, and situations of danger involving a small child. The danger is supernatural in nature and there is no explicit physical violence against the child.
\nThe control mechanisms described as part of the system of the Children of the Bend are inspired by documented historical cases. The historical note in the back matter lists the references.
\nIf you or someone you know is in a situation of coercive control, help exists. In Brazil: CVV — dial 188 or cvv.org.br. Elsewhere, please reach out to your local crisis support line.
\n


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 Clara Saw

✦


Clara woke at precisely 2:47.

There was no crying; it was that sudden wakefulness that occurs when something external changes and the body registers the change before the mind can find words to describe it. Her breathing shifted and her eyes opened.

The room was sunk in the specific blackness of a city apartment at three in the morning — where the darkness inside seems denser by contrast with the hallway light. Maya was on the couch. She had fallen asleep at eleven while nursing, had settled Clara in the crib with a first-time mother's care, and had dropped into the deep sleep of the exhausted — no accessible dreams, only a rapid descent into silence.

Clara was alone in the room.

Six months and four days old. Adequate weight for her age, development within parameters, reasonable sleep for a baby who had not yet established a full nighttime rhythm. It was the kind of data the pediatrician cited at appointments with the satisfaction of someone confirming the expected.

Clara looked at the corner.

✦ ✦ ✦

The corner where the ceiling met the back wall, on the left side of the crib.

She had been watching that point for three nights. Always at the same hour — between three and four in the morning, with a precision babies rarely possess for most things but that Clara had developed for this purpose. The attention was focused: not the diffuse gaze of someone still learning to see, but the gaze of someone tracking a movement.

In the corner there was no movement.

There was nothing in the corner to justify attention. There was paint — the wall had been painted white when Maya rented the apartment, and the paint had the quality of cheap paint that starts yellowing in its second season. There was the plaster seam where the two surfaces met, slightly irregular. There was shadow — the normal shadow of a closed angle in a room without direct light.

There was normal shadow.

Clara looked at it with the attention of someone seeing something else.

✦ ✦ ✦

The pendant warmed at 3:04.

Maya had passed the object to her daughter in the week after the birth — not as ritual, but by instinct. It was Karen's piece, inherited from earlier generations and handed down to Maya after her death. Plain metal, no stones, no symbols. The kind of piece that had existed long enough to absorb the heat of many hands.

The heat did not radiate from inside out — it was not fever, not ordinary circulation. It was a temperature that came from the outside of the metal, like touching something that has been near a heat source that is not there.

Clara did not react to the warming.

She was six months old. She had no context for reacting. The pendant warmed and she was looking at the corner and the two things existed at the same time without her knowing they were related data, which was part of the reason that what was in the corner had chosen that moment and not another.

✦ ✦ ✦

What was in the corner will not be described.

Not because the camera cannot see — but because to describe is to reduce, and what was in the corner was prior to any category the description would use. There was, in that place, a quality of presence that operated at the specific frequency to which Carver blood responded — to which Clara's Carver blood responded, because she was a baby and because she was in the early stages of something no adult around her had yet named.

Clara watched until 4:17.

At 4:17 the corner no longer held the quality that had been there.

Clara closed her eyes.

She slept.

Not the sleep of someone who has rested — the sleep of someone who has finished something and can now rest because the thing is finished.

Maya slept on the couch.

The city slept around the apartment with the sleep of cities that do not know what happens inside their walls at four in the morning.

Hollow Bend lay four hundred miles to the north.

The mist of Hollow Bend lay closer than that.

Clara woke at 2:47 in the morning for four consecutive nights. On the fifth night, Maya woke with her. She did not yet know what it meant. She knew something was wrong, in the way mothers of six-month-olds know before there is data enough to name.





Part One · The Box of Letters


✦







CHAPTER

1

What My Mother Didn't Tell Me

✦


MAYA

The box stayed closed for five years.

Not out of fear — out of respect. My mother had written on the lid: for when you need to know. She had underlined the when, not the know, which I interpreted from the start as an instruction about timing, not content. Karen Melo had the precision of someone who chooses her words because words matter, and if she had underlined the when it was because the when was the point.

I needed to know on a Wednesday in March.

Clara had been looking at the corner of the bedroom for five consecutive nights, always between three and four in the morning, with a quality of attention that does not belong to a six-month-old. I am a radiology technician. I read images for a living — I learned to tell the normal from the presence where there should be no presence. Five nights of directed attention at the same empty corner was not normal six-month-old behavior.

I opened the box.

✦ ✦ ✦

There were seven numbered letters and a smaller, unnumbered envelope, separated from the letters by an old rubber band that had lost its elasticity but was doing the job anyway.

On the front of the smaller envelope, in my mother's hand: not a letter — it's a map. Keep it for Hollow Bend.

I did not know what Hollow Bend was.

I picked up letter 1.

✦ ✦ ✦

Letter 1 said I had a father.

Not that I had had one — that I had one, present tense, that there was a living person somewhere with the surname Carver who was my biological father and did not know I existed because my mother had decided he would not know. The letter said it with Karen's direct frankness — no apology, no ornament, with the quality of someone delivering data who knows the data is large and that ornament would not help.

Ethan Carver.

The name sat in the room for a while before I did anything with it. Ethan Carver. Two names. The same number of syllables as mine. I had spent twenty-one years being Maya Melo — my mother's surname, which was the decision she had made when I was born and which I had never questioned because there was no other surname to question. Carver was the other surname. It had been there the whole time.

The letter also said: he was not a bad man to me. He was not present — but those are different things.

I folded letter 1. I picked up letter 2.

✦ ✦ ✦

Letter 2 was about my father's father.

Daniel Carver. The grandfather I did not know I had, narrated by the woman who had walked out of Hollow Bend at three in the morning so that I would not have to grow up there.

My mother had written about Daniel with a generosity it cost me something to name while reading — not the kind that forgives, the kind that resolves not to hate, which is harder and rarer. There was something in him she had genuinely loved. There was something he had chosen instead of it. The letter did not say the chosen thing was wrong — it said there had been a choice and he had made it, and that the choice had cost things he had not been able to see it was costing.

There was a sentence in letter 2 that I read three times:

Ethan has something of Daniel. Jamie had more. You will recognize what it is in the moments when you truly listen, when you are completely present for what matters. Keep that. It is what was good in the man. The rest stayed in Hollow Bend.

I did not know who Jamie was.

There was a whole box of letters still to read. I left Jamie for later. I went to Clara's crib.

She was awake, looking at the ceiling, with the expression of a six-month-old that is not expression in the conventional sense but that had the quality of attention Clara had, which I had learned to distinguish from absence.

"Clara," I said.

She turned her eyes to me.

The pendant at her neck was warm. Not hot — warm. The way metal gets when it has been near a living body long enough.

I picked Clara up. I sat on the bedroom floor with her in my lap and the six remaining letters in the box beside me and the name Hollow Bend somewhere inside my chest with no place yet to be put.

✦ ✦ ✦

I looked up Hollow Bend on the map.

Four hundred and thirty miles. A town of a little over a thousand inhabitants, according to the census — probably outdated data, because towns that size are rarely updated often. A state highway, then a county road, then dirt road according to the satellite image. Pines. Mist that showed even in the satellite image as a quality of air different from its surroundings.

I looked up Ethan Carver.

There were results. Not of Ethan directly — of a woman named Lila Hart, a photojournalist who had documented Hollow Bend years before and who had a contact network accessible online. There was a mention of Ethan Carver in a 1997 article about disappearances in small towns that a regional magazine had published and archived digitally. The article had a photograph — two men in front of a sheriff's station, backs turned, leaving. The article did not name the men, but I looked at the taller one's back and knew, the way you know without being able to explain the data that leads to the knowing, that it was him.

The same posture I have when I am tired and still standing.

I wrote to Lila Hart.

Not to Ethan — to Lila, who was easier to find and who seemed like the kind of person who answered messages from strangers if the message contained the right words. The right words were: Hollow Bend, Carver, and a six-month-old child looking at corners where there is nothing.

I sent it at eleven in the morning.

Lila answered at 11:18.

The reply had three lines. The last was: I'm calling Ethan now. Stay near the phone.





CHAPTER

2

Who Calls at Six in the Morning

✦


ETHAN

Lila called on a Tuesday.

Not at six in the morning — at eleven, which is Lila's hour for calling when the matter can't wait and she is still being polite about the timing. At six in the morning she calls when the matter can't wait and she has stopped being polite about the timing. Eleven was a sign there was urgency with margins.

I recognized the number. Eight years without calling, and the number was still in the phone. I hadn't deleted it because deleting requires a decision and I had decided not to make decisions about Hollow Bend. It was the system that had worked for eight years.

I answered.

✦ ✦ ✦

"Ethan," she said.

"Lila," I said.

Eight years compressed into two names. There were things I could have said and didn't. She didn't either. It was the way Lila and I had developed of being in contact with the weight of what was not being said, without letting the weight stop the conversation.

"There's a girl who needs to talk to you," she said.

I thought: Dutton. I thought Dutton had gotten out, had gone back, had done what Dutton did, had left someone behind who needed help. It was the scenario I had rehearsed mentally most often across the eight years.

"It's not about Dutton," Lila said, before I could ask. She still read silence the same way. "It's about you. About Hollow Bend and about you."

A pause.

"She has a surname," Lila said. "Carver."

✦ ✦ ✦

I was silent for a time I could not measure.

There were possibilities. The most obvious was error — Carver was not a rare name; there were Carvers with no relation to Hollow Bend, to Daniel, to anything I had left there. The less obvious was the one the body was processing before the head could organize it.

"How old?" I said.

"Twenty-one," Lila said.

I did the math. It was the kind of math you do without wanting to do it, and that gives its result before you decide whether you wanted the result.

Karen had gone away twenty-two years before.

"Put her on," I said.

✦ ✦ ✦

Maya's voice arrived on the phone with the quality of Karen.

Not the timbre — there was no way for Karen's timbre to be in the daughter's voice, for the simple reason that Karen and Maya were different people and voices are not transmitted genetically. But there was a quality in the way of speaking that was Karen's: direct, without what did not need to be there, with the information organized before she opened her mouth.

"My name is Maya Melo Carver," she said. "My mother was Karen Melo. She died five years ago. She left letters that I opened this morning."

"I'm listening," I said.

"The letter says you are my father," she said. "That you don't know I exist. I want to confirm whether it's true before giving you more information, because if it isn't true, there's no point continuing the conversation."

It was a radiologist's way of thinking. Confirm the data before interpreting. Not out of coldness — out of efficiency.

"Karen," I said. It was not a question. It was the time I needed to organize what there was to organize.

"Yes," Maya said.

"When were you born?" I said.

She said the date. I did the math again. The result was the same result as the previous time.

"It's true," I said.

Silence on both ends.

"You have more information to give," I said eventually. Also not a question.

"I have a daughter," Maya said. "Six months old. She has been looking at corners where there is nothing at three in the morning for five consecutive nights. The pendant that belonged to my mother has warmed without any physical cause I can identify. I am a radiology technician and I know how to tell what has an explanation from what does not."

In that sentence was everything I needed to know.

Karen's pendant was the pendant that had warmed in my hand eight years earlier when I passed near those who had gone in parts. It was the pendant that answered to Carver blood the way it answered. And the Carver blood of a six-month-old child who had inherited the pendant was blood the Bend had found before I knew there was such blood to find.

✦ ✦ ✦

"What's her name?" I said.

"Clara," Maya said.

"You're in São Paulo?" I said. Lila had said the city before handing over the call.

"Yes," she said.

"Don't go to Hollow Bend before I get there," I said.

A pause.

"You know Hollow Bend," she said. Not a question — data verification.

"I know it," I said.

"My mother left a map," she said. "For getting there."

"Karen knew you were going to need it," I said. It was the kind of thing Karen would know. Karen had spent her whole life knowing what I didn't see happening until it happened.

"I'm going to Hollow Bend," Maya said. "With or without you. But I'd rather with."

There was, in that sentence, something that did not belong to Karen. It was more incisive. The quality of someone who inherited her mother's precision and added a firmness Karen had perhaps decided not to use.

"Two days," I said. "Give me two days to pack."

"One," she said.

I was silent.

"One," I said.

✦ ✦ ✦

I closed the phone.

The other person who lived in this apartment was at work. It was a good relationship — not simple, but good, with the quality of relationship you build when you have learned what the bad ones cost. There were things I had not told about Hollow Bend. Not out of dishonesty. For a reason I could not fully articulate but that had to do with the fact that some things need a specific interlocutor in order to exist out loud, and the specific interlocutor for Hollow Bend was not the person I lived with.

It was Jamie. It had always been









