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When the going gets tough, 
Nicole Barrell starts writing.

Her debut novel “The Hol-
low” was written during a 
time of extreme upheaval in 
her life. Not only was she in 
the process of moving to Dux-
bury from the Cape, she was 
also undergoing treatment for 
breast cancer.

Barrell, 34, first began 
writing fiction during graduate 
school at Emerson College, 
where she received a master’s 
degree in publishing and writ-
ing in 2015. “The first story I 
wrote was terrible. The second 
story I wrote was better,” she 
said. 

Workshop readers re-
sponded well to her mystery 
stories. That encouragement 
led her to begin a novel. She 
started writing “The Hollow” 
in June of 2013, working on it 
in bits and pieces but eventu-
ally shelving it.

She picked it up again af-
ter she was diagnosed with 
breast cancer in the spring of 
2016, writing between bouts 
of chemotherapy. Writing the 
book gave her something to 
talk about with friends besides 
her treatments. 

“I had a story in me and I 
was going through something 
terrible. This was a distrac-
tion,” she said.

Barrell, her husband Mike 
and their yellow Labrador re-
triever Lily moved to Duxbury 
from the Cape that summer, 
so that they could be closer 
to work in Boston and also to 
Dana-Farber, where Barrell 
was being treated. She fin-
ished writing “The Hollow” 
early the next year.

The main character of “The 
Hollow,” Ellie, is very slightly 
based on Barrell, in that she 
works in Boston at a technol-
ogy company and is from a 
fictional version of the Cape. 
But that’s where the compari-
son ends. Ellie begins having 
visions of a violent event in-
volving classmates she hasn’t 
thought of in decades, and she 
starts to figure out the buried 
truths.

The author queried 10 

agents early on in her writing 
but decided to publish the book 
herself. “You’re supposed 
to query a hundred. I guess I 
kind of gave up. I didn’t want 
to feel sick and rejected.” 

She published the book 
last spring using CreateSpace 
Independent Publishing. She 
prefers the term “indie pub-
lishing” to “self-publishing,” 
because she recommends that 

anyone considering publish-
ing their own book obtain 
professional help. Barrell’s 
grad school contacts helped 
her with editing and cover de-
sign; she had the novel edited 
twice.

Between work and medi-
cal treatments, Barrell hasn’t 
had the time or energy to pro-
mote “The Hollow.” She did 
send it off to be reviewed by 
Kirkus Reviews and Publish-
er’s Weekly. The reviews just 
came in and both were posi-
tive. Kirkus called it an “admi-
rable debut” and “a promising 
novel.”  

The tightly paced thriller 
is perfect for reading on the 
beach. The paperback can be 
ordered from any bookstore. 
However, the e-book is exclu-
sively available at Amazon, 
due to their formatting re-
quirements. 

Barrell finished treatments 
in July. She has begun to feel 
that life is getting back to nor-
mal and is looking forward to 
having long hair again. She is 
working on a sequel to “The 
Hollow,” told from the point 
of view of a different, unlike-

able character. 
“I’m very interested in 

how people view themselves 
and how they view others. I 
hope you understand her by 
the end,” Barrell said. “At first 
I was going to go back to the 
same person, but I’m a differ-
ent person now and I need to 
write from a fresh perspec-
tive.” 

DHS Class of 2018: last chance 
to send your future plans!

Every year in its graduation issue, 
the Duxbury Clipper has posted a 
list of recent DHS graduates and 
their future plans, and we need your 
help for this list. Please send an email 
to editor@duxburyclipper.com with 
the subject line DHS GRAD PLANS, 
providing us with your name and future 
plans, i.e. college or career plans. 

The deadline is Wednesday, May 23. 
The Clipper’s graduation issue hits newsstands on  

June 6.

Newcomer writes thriller 
while battling breast cancer

Nicole Barrell, here with her dog Lily, wrote her debut novel while 
undergoing treatment for breast cancer.


