

    
        
          What The Hollow Keeps

        

        
        
          Clayton Redfield

        

        
          Published by Clayton Redfield, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      WHAT THE HOLLOW KEEPS

    

    
      First edition. June 11, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Clayton Redfield.

    

    
    
      Written by Clayton Redfield.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

WHAT THE HOLLOW KEEPS

Chapter 1 Dead On Arrival

Chapter 2 The Diner Knows Everything

Chapter 3 First, Do No Harm

Chapter 4 The Lake Has a Long Memory

Chapter 5 In the Sheriff's Kitchen

Chapter 6 Almost

Chapter 7 The Callahan File

Chapter 8 What He's Been Sitting On

Chapter 9 The Worst Kind of Right

Chapter 10 The Hollow Breaks Open

Chapter 11 She Doesn't Leave

Chapter 12 What the Hollow Keeps

Epilogue October

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

WHAT THE HOLLOW KEEPS

[image: ]


A Novel

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
Dead On Arrival
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The car died at 11:47 on a Tuesday night, three miles outside of a town Nora had picked off a Michigan map because it had a clinic, a population under two thousand, and a name she'd never heard anyone say out loud.

Crimson Hollow.

She coasted to the shoulder on whatever momentum remained, the Subaru shuddering like it had been personally insulted by the request, and sat there with both hands still on the wheel while the rain came down in sheets against the windshield and the dashboard lights blinked twice and went dark.

Outside: nothing. A two-lane road swallowed by October. Treeline on both sides, black and close, the kind of woods that didn't look curious about people so much as indifferent to them. No streetlights. No gas stations. Not even the ambient orange glow of a town on the horizon, which she had been watching for with the focus of a woman with no remaining options.

Nora set the parking brake out of habit.

Then she sat there for thirty seconds and allowed herself to feel exactly how bad things were.

She had $340 in her coat pocket — cash, because cash left no trail. She had a duffel bag in the back seat containing three changes of clothes, a first aid kit, a paperback she hadn't opened, and a prescription for anti-anxiety medication she had not been filling. She had a dead phone charging off a car that was itself now dead. She had a name that was not her name.

And she had, folded into quarters in her interior breast pocket, pressing against her sternum like a second heartbeat she couldn't stop: the Tribune. Section B. A story so thoroughly untrue in its implications and so catastrophically accurate in its facts that reading it still made her vision go white at the edges.

*CALLAHAN CASE: BOARD SUSPENDS SURGEON IN PATIENT DEATH.*

Nora pressed her palms flat against the steering wheel.

One, she thought. Two. Three.

Okay. The car was dead. The car being dead was a problem that existed in the present, which meant it was the only problem she was allowed to think about right now. Chicago was eleven hours behind her. The Tribune was folded paper. The look on Richard Hargrove's face when he'd testified — the theatrical grief of a man who had never loved his wife and now stood to inherit everything — that was the past, and the past could wait.

She got out of the car.

The rain hit her immediately and thoroughly, the way Michigan rain did, without ceremony or escalation. Her coat was not waterproof. This had not seemed like an important detail when she'd grabbed it off her hook at 4 a.m. four days ago. It seemed important now.

She stood at the side of the road, water running down the back of her neck, and looked at the treeline and thought: I went to medical school for eleven years.

The treeline offered nothing useful in response.

⁂

The cruiser's headlights crested the hill behind her eight minutes later.

She knew it was a cruiser because of the light bar — dark, not flashing, which meant whoever was driving hadn't decided yet what she was. She turned to face it, squinting into the beams, one hand raised to block the glare. The car slowed without drama and pulled up alongside her, and the window came down.

The man behind the wheel was not what she'd expected.

She had a sheriff in her head — fleshy, avuncular, the kind of man who'd coached Little League twenty years ago and still brought it up. The man looking at her from the cruiser was none of that. He was somewhere in his late thirties, dark-haired, with the kind of jaw that looked like it had been designed by someone who took the project seriously. He had his arm on the window frame and his eyes on her with the patient, unrushed attention of someone for whom looking at people was professional equipment.

He wasn't friendly. He wasn't unfriendly. He was assessing.

"Car trouble," he said. Not a question.

"Perceptive," she said, and immediately regretted it, because this was not the moment for her mouth to be smarter than her survival instincts.

Something crossed his face. Not quite a smile. The suggestion of one, observed at a distance and then set aside.

"You got a phone?"

"Dead."

"Triple A?"

"Also dead. Figuratively."

He looked at the car. He looked at her. He looked at the rain, which had not let up, and showed no sign of developing a conscience about it. "I can call Mike Fetter. He's got the only tow in fifteen miles, but he won't be happy about the hour."

"I'm not happy about a lot of things right now."

This time something definitely moved in his expression — she caught it the way you catch motion in peripheral vision, quick and gone. He reached for his radio.

"Your name?" he said, not looking at her.

And here it was. The first time. She had known it was coming — had rehearsed this exact moment while driving through Indiana, her lips moving silently on the highway, the name assembling itself in her mouth until it felt like hers. And still, when she said it, she heard the half-beat of silence before the first syllable that she was never going to be able to train out of herself.

"Nora Cole."

He wrote something on a notepad. She couldn't see what. "Where you headed, Ms. Cole?"

"Crimson Hollow. I have a volunteer position at the clinic." Also rehearsed. Also true, mostly — she'd made the call three weeks ago from a payphone in Gary, Indiana, speaking to a tired-sounding woman named Deborah who'd said they'd take any help they could get and asked no follow-up questions, which was either a miracle or a warning, and Nora had chosen to believe the former.

"Dr. Pruett's place."

"That's right."

He looked up from his notepad. His eyes were dark, and they stayed on her face with the particular steadiness of someone who had learned that people revealed more when you simply waited. Nora had that skill too. She used it on frightened patients. She did not enjoy being on the receiving end of it.

"Awful late to be arriving," he said.

"Awful late to be driving," she agreed pleasantly, "but here we both are."

Another pause. Then he got out of the car.

⁂

Mike Fetter did not come himself. He sent his nephew, a seventeen-year-old with enormous hands and the merciful incuriosity of a teenager, who hooked the Subaru to the truck and drove it away without asking a single question about Nora or her plans or why a woman was standing in the rain on Route 9 with a dead car at midnight.

She rode to town in the sheriff's cruiser.

She sat in the front, which she registered as a choice on his part — deliberate, not accidental. His name, she'd learned from the badge glimpsed when he got out, was G. BRAY, SHERIFF. The G, for the moment, remained a mystery.

He drove the way he spoke: without waste. The heater was on. She was soaked through and trying not to shiver visibly, which was a losing battle, but she committed to it anyway. Outside, the road unspooled through the dark, and then the dark began to give way — by degrees, the way all things changed in the middle of the night — to the suggestion of a town.

First a water tower with CRIMSON HOLLOW stenciled on it in letters she could only partly make out. Then a closed gas station, its sign still lit: REGULAR 3.89, the price unchanged from whenever someone had last bothered. Then houses — old houses, Victorian and stubborn, set back from the road behind big trees that had dropped most of their leaves and looked skeletal and unbothered about it.

Then the lake.

She saw it through a gap in the treeline — there and gone in two seconds, a black mirror lying flat between the hills, still as something that had given up trying. There was a sign at the road that led down to it, white letters on green: HOLLOW LAKE — NO SWIMMING AFTER DARK.

Nora didn't know why she noted it. She noted everything; she always had — it was the same compulsion that had made her a surgeon, the inability to let the peripheral stay peripheral. But the sign snagged on something.

She glanced at the sheriff.

His jaw had shifted. Almost imperceptible — the kind of microexpression she'd spent years reading across operating tables, the involuntary ones that preceded the voluntary ones, the body's honest answer before the mind composed its official version. A single, brief tightening of muscle.

Then the gap in the trees was gone, and the lake was gone, and they were passing the main street of Crimson Hollow, Michigan, and Sheriff G. Bray's face was arranged again into its customary careful neutrality.

"Motel's closed," he said, without her asking. "Burned in August."

"Lovely."

"Mae Dupree has a room over the diner. She rents it out sometimes." A pause. "It's fine."

She looked at him. "Fine as in acceptable, or fine as in you don't want to tell me what's wrong with it?"

"Fine as in it has a bed and working heat and you're wet and it's midnight."

She faced forward. "Fine," she said.

⁂

Mae's Diner was the only lit window on the block, and the light from it fell on the wet street in a way that managed to look both welcoming and slightly ominous, like a lighthouse built by someone who wasn't entirely sure they wanted ships to make it to shore.

The bell over the door announced them. Inside: warmth, wood, the smell of cinnamon and old grease and something baking that had no business smelling that good at this hour. Red vinyl stools at a counter. Four booths, a checkerboard floor, a ceiling fan turning slowly. And behind the counter, a woman who looked seventy and moved like sixty and had the eyes of someone who had been collecting information about other people for approximately four decades and had not once found the habit unprofitable.

Mae Dupree looked at Nora.

"Lord," she said. "You look like something the lake spat back."

Behind Nora, she heard a sound from the sheriff that might have been the beginning of a laugh, redirected.

"I get that a lot tonight," Nora said.

Mae came around the counter with the decisive movement of a woman who had never once in her life waited for a situation to resolve itself. She took Nora's soaking coat without asking, hung it on a hook by the door, steered her to the nearest stool by the shoulder — and this required reaching up, because Mae was not a tall woman, but she was an authoritative one — and put a mug of coffee in front of her before Nora had fully sat down.

"Gideon," Mae said, to the sheriff, "you want something?"

Gideon. That was the G.

"I'm alright." He'd taken up a position at the far end of the counter, hat in hand, and he was doing the thing again — the watching thing, quiet and thorough, the way a man watches when he thinks the watching isn't visible. Nora had excellent peripheral vision. Eleven years of surgical training and a childhood spent monitoring a volatile household had between them produced a woman who could track three things at once while appearing to attend to none of them.

She wrapped both hands around the coffee mug and looked at the counter.

Mae put pie in front of her. Apple. A piece that constituted what Nora would have called, before she'd stopped paying attention to things like portion sizes, a generous serving, and what Mae apparently considered standard.

"I didn't—" Nora started.

"You didn't have to," Mae agreed. "Eat it anyway."

Nora ate it. She had not eaten since a gas station sandwich somewhere outside of Toledo, which had been eleven hours ago and had not deserved the name. The pie was extraordinary. She took three bites before she could marshal the self-control to slow down, and when she looked up Mae was watching her with an expression that was either satisfaction or something more complicated that Nora didn't have the bandwidth to decode.

"Room's fifty a week," Mae said. "Upstairs, second door. It's got its own bath. Towels in the closet."

"I'll take it."

"Course you will." Mae topped off her coffee without asking and moved back to the kitchen with the air of a woman whose judgment had once again been confirmed.

Nora ate the rest of the pie. Outside, the rain kept at it. Somewhere behind her, Gideon Bray was very still at the end of the counter, and the diner was warm, and for one involuntary moment — unguarded, purely physical — Nora felt something that was not quite safety, but was the closest she'd been to it in four days.

She squashed it immediately. Feelings like that were how you got careless.

⁂

He was waiting at the door when she came back from the counter with Mae's room key — an actual key, brass and old, on a ring with a small ceramic cardinal painted on it, chipped.

She hadn't heard him move. She was going to have to account for that, add it to the working mental file she was building on him: quiet walker. Present tense. Observant. Jaw thing at the lake sign.

"I'll bring your bag up in the morning when Mike's got the car sorted," he said.

"That's not necessary."

"No," he agreed. "It's not."

She looked at him. He looked at her. Mae, behind the counter, appeared to be wiping the same section of countertop she'd been wiping for the past two minutes.

"Thank you," Nora said. "For the ride."

"Part of the job."

She turned toward the stairs. She was three steps away when he said, casually — too casually, in the register of a man who had learned that questions landed softer when they came sideways —

"What did you do? Back in Chicago."

She stopped.

The question was simple. It was the kind of question people asked all the time, in the first five minutes of knowing each other. It was the kind of question Nora had prepared for, rehearsed, built a complete and internally consistent answer to over eleven hours of highway.

"Medical administration," she said, and turned back to give him the smile that went with it — practiced, friendly, the smile of a woman with nothing to hide, a woman who had spent fourteen years as a cardiothoracic surgeon and not a single day of it.

He looked at her for a moment.

"Hm," he said.

Just that. Just the one syllable, delivered without inflection, which was somehow worse than any follow-up question he could have asked. She held the smile. He held her gaze. Mae held her breath — Nora could feel it without looking.

Then he put on his hat, and nodded once, and walked out into the rain.

The bell over the door rang behind him.

The smile dropped off Nora's face like something cut loose. She stood at the bottom of the stairs with her hand on the railing and listened to the sound of his cruiser pulling away from the curb, and then the sound of the rain absorbing it, and then nothing.

"You need anything else tonight, honey?" Mae said, from behind the counter, in the tone of a woman who was asking about more than towels.

"No," Nora said. "Thank you. I'm fine."

She was shaking, she realized. Finely, controlled, contained — but shaking.

She took the stairs two at a time.

⁂

The room was exactly what had been advertised: a bed, a small bath, a window that looked out over the dark main street. A braided rug. A lamp on a table beside the bed, its shade slightly crooked. Towels in the closet, white and old and clean.

Nora sat on the edge of the bed in her damp clothes and reached into her interior breast pocket and unfolded the Tribune.

She read the headline again.

She read the part she always went back to, buried in the third paragraph — the part where a source close to the Hargrove family, unnamed, described Dr. Nora Callahan as having shown a pattern of reckless decision-making in the months prior to Patricia Hargrove's death. She read the line that said the Medical Board's investigation was ongoing. She read the quote from Richard Hargrove, which was four sentences long and which had cost him nothing — nothing — and which had cost her everything.

She read it until the words stopped landing and became just shapes on newsprint, which was a thing she'd learned to do at twenty-two while studying for her MCATs in a studio apartment with a radiator that didn't work and a future that looked like either everything or nothing.

Then she folded the paper back into its quarters and pushed it under the mattress.

She changed into dry clothes. She brushed her teeth with water from the tap. She lay down on top of the covers with her arm over her eyes and tried to run through her preparations, the way she always did before attempting sleep in a new place — the clinic tomorrow, Dr. Pruett, the name Nora Cole, the story, the details, the eleven hours of highway that stood between her and anything that could follow her here.

She was halfway through the checklist when she heard it.

A car engine. Below her window. Idling.

She lay still for three full seconds, and then got up, and went to the window, and looked out sideways — the way you learned to look when you didn't want to be seen looking.

Gideon Bray's cruiser was parked at the corner of the block, across the street, engine off, lights dark. She couldn't see him clearly through the rain-streaked glass. She wasn't meant to, she suspected.

She watched the cruiser for eleven minutes.

At eleven minutes, the engine turned over, and the taillights came on, and he drove away.

Nora stood at the dark window for a long time after he was gone.

In Chicago, she had known everyone around her, and no one had seen her.

She had been in Crimson Hollow for forty minutes.

She did not sleep for a long time.
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