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Introduction
Eve Harper had always believed she’d left Maple Hollow behind for good. Years spent
chasing headlines across city newsrooms and weathering the constant churn of
breaking stories had distanced her from her small-town beginnings—and from the
sorrows that quietly haunted the winding lanes and painted porches of her childhood
home. But life, as it often does, had different plans. Reeling from a career setback and
the death of her mother, Eve found herself back on the two-lane highway leading into
the only place she ever called home.

Returning wasn’t easy. The sight of maple leaves swirling across Main Street tugged at
memories she’d worked hard to suppress—days spent playing beneath the ancient
willow tree behind her house, laughter echoing alongside stories whispered by adults
who thought her too young to understand. But Maple Hollow had always been a town
of secrets, its beauty only deepening the fractures caused by old wounds and
unresolved tragedies.

Her mother’s passing came with the responsibility of settling the Harper estate—a
home full of the familiar and the unknown. Eve’s relationship with her remaining
family was strained. Years of distance, unanswered letters, and festering
misunderstandings made every conversation heavy. Yet she could not ignore the
undercurrent of communal grief that seemed to have lingered ever since the
disappearance that had quietly divided Maple Hollow decades before.

From her first night back, an uneasy atmosphere pervaded. The townsfolk greeted her
with warmth tinged by wariness—the return of the Harpers inevitably revived talk of
the past. Rumors that once buzzed in school hallways now echoed in the corners of
local cafés, behind polite smiles and small-town generosity. Underneath it all was the
sense that old scars had never quite healed.

What neither Eve nor her neighbors could have foreseen was that the answers to so
many questions—her own and the town’s—waited buried beneath the willow tree.
When she uncovered a weathered box hidden among the roots, Eve was thrust into a
web of half-buried truths and lies, the kind that entwined families, friendships, and the
fate of an entire community. Her return to Maple Hollow would become more than an
act of obligation; it would demand a reckoning with the past and new courage to face
the future.

This is the story of Eve Harper and of a town both haunted and bound by what lies
beneath its surface. It is a journey into secrets carried by whispered winds, through
lives marked by grief, longing, and hope. As the sun sets behind the willows, shadows
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stretch long—but every shadow, as Eve will learn, must eventually give way to the
light.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

CHAPTER ONE: Returning to Maple Hollow
The sign for Maple Hollow, a hand-carved piece of cedar depicting a stylized maple
leaf, had always felt like a mocking smile to Eve. Even now, after all these years, the
sight of it brought a familiar tightness to her chest, a knot of resentment mixed with
an unwelcome pull of nostalgia. The setting sun cast long, amber shadows across the
winding road, painting the already vibrant autumn foliage in hues of impossible red
and gold. It was beautiful, undeniably so, and utterly infuriating.

Her car, a slightly dented but reliable sedan that had seen better days and far more
exciting cities, felt suddenly too big for the narrow lanes. The GPS, still stubbornly set
to a bustling New York City address, seemed to mock her rural detour with its constant
recalculations. Eve gripped the steering wheel, knuckles white, a silent battle raging
within her: the hard-nosed journalist who craved the grit of metropolitan life versus
the lost daughter returning to a past she’d painstakingly tried to erase.

The “career setback” was a polite euphemism for a public, spectacular failure
involving a misattributed quote, a furious celebrity, and a subsequent social media
maelstrom that had left her reputation in tatters. Her editor, a man who believed in
tough love and tougher deadlines, had suggested a “sabbatical.” Eve knew it was
more of an exile. And then, the call about her mother. The one she’d been dreading for
years, yet still felt unprepared for when it finally came.

Maple Hollow hadn't changed much. The town square, anchored by a formidable white-
steepled church and a bandstand that probably hadn’t seen a band in decades, looked
exactly as she remembered. The bakery, "Sweet Surrender," still wafted the scent of
cinnamon and sugar onto the street, a smell that transported her back to childhood
mornings and illicit cookie purchases. She drove past the antique shop, "Timeless
Treasures," its windows crammed with dusty curiosities, and the local diner, "The
Rusty Spoon," where every local knew every other local’s business.

Her mother's house, a two-story Victorian with a wide porch and a perpetually peeling
coat of paint, stood on the quieter edge of town, just off Miller’s Creek. It was smaller
than she remembered, yet somehow more imposing. The garden, usually a riot of
color under her mother’s meticulous care, was overgrown, a tangle of neglected roses
and wilting hydrangeas. A faint ache settled in Eve’s chest, a mix of guilt and sorrow.
She hadn’t been back in nearly five years.

Parking in the gravel driveway, she killed the engine and sat for a moment, the silence
of the countryside engulfing her. No sirens, no honking taxis, just the rustle of leaves
and the distant chirping of crickets. It was unnerving. She retrieved the heavy set of
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keys from her bag, the weight of them feeling like a burden rather than an opening.
This wasn't a visit; it was an obligation. An excavation.

The front door creaked open with a groan that seemed to echo the house’s weariness.
The air inside was stale, heavy with the scent of dust and something else, something
faintly floral and unmistakably her mother. Sunlight, filtered through closed curtains,
cast stripes across the dust motes dancing in the air. Each piece of furniture, each
faded photograph on the mantelpiece, was a relic of a life lived without her, a
reminder of the chasm that had grown between them.

Her mother, Eleanor Harper, had been a woman of quiet strength and even quieter
resentments. Their relationship had always been a delicate dance of unspoken
expectations and dashed hopes. Eve’s ambition had clashed with Eleanor’s desire for a
simpler, closer life. Now, standing in the silence of her mother’s home, Eve felt the
weight of all those unsaid things pressing down on her.

She walked through the familiar rooms, her footsteps echoing on the wooden floors.
The living room, with its floral sofa and overflowing bookshelves, felt like a time
capsule. The kitchen, with its chipped ceramic tiles and a calendar still stuck on the
month of her mother’s passing, was a stark reminder of the abruptness of it all. Eve
ran a hand over the cool marble of the countertop, a wave of grief, raw and
unexpected, washing over her.

“Alright, Mom,” she whispered to the empty room, her voice hoarse. “I’m here. Now
what?”

The "what" was settling the estate. Sorting through a lifetime of possessions. Deciding
what to keep, what to donate, what to throw away. It felt monumental, a task she was
ill-equipped to handle, both emotionally and practically. She eyed the stacks of boxes
in the hallway, already overflowing with miscellaneous items. This wasn’t going to be a
quick trip.

As the last vestiges of daylight faded, Eve found herself in the backyard, drawn by an
invisible thread. The air was cooler here, carrying the earthy scent of damp soil and
fallen leaves. And there it was, magnificent and ancient, the willow tree. Its long,
weeping branches draped almost to the ground, creating a secluded, intimate space
beneath its canopy. It had been her sanctuary as a child, a place of whispered secrets
and vivid imaginings.

She remembered digging for buried treasures, for fairy houses, for anything that
promised a bit of magic. Her mother used to tell her stories about the tree, ancient
tales passed down through generations of Harpers. But there were other stories too,
ones she’d overheard, hushed conversations between adults, names mentioned in
worried tones. Stories that belonged to Maple Hollow, stories about disappearances,
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about people who vanished without a trace, leaving only questions and lingering
whispers in their wake.

A shiver traced its way down Eve’s spine, unrelated to the cooling evening air. She
crouched low, running her fingers over the gnarled roots that snaked above the
surface of the earth. The soil felt strangely loose in one spot, almost as if it had been
recently disturbed. Curiosity, a professional reflex she couldn't suppress, nudged her
forward. She began to poke at the earth, more out of habit than expectation, and then
her fingers brushed against something hard and unyielding.

Her breath hitched. This was no rock. This was too uniform, too deliberate. With
renewed determination, Eve began to dig, scooping away handfuls of damp earth with
her bare hands, the setting sun now a faint glow on the horizon. The object slowly
revealed itself: a small, weathered wooden box, bound with rusted metal straps. It
looked like something straight out of a forgotten fairytale, or a long-lost secret.

Her heart hammered against her ribs. What on earth was this? And why was it buried
here, beneath the willow tree, in the backyard of her childhood home? As she carefully
lifted the box from its earthen cradle, a strange sense of unease settled over her. This
wasn't just a forgotten trinket. This felt important. Dangerous, even. The sudden
darkness that enveloped the yard as the last light disappeared made the discovery
feel even more illicit, more profound. What her mother had hidden beneath that tree,
Eve knew, was about to change everything.
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