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CHAPTER ONE

The Girl Next Door
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Harper Daniels started her day before sunrise. Not because she liked mornings, but because ranch chores didn’t wait for anyone’s sleep. By the time the rooster crowed, she was halfway to the barn. Her braid was tight under a ball cap, and her boots were scuffed from last week's ride.

Sixteen years old and already more responsible than most adults, Harper knew the rhythm of Willow Creek, Texas, like she knew the barrel pattern, tight, fast, no room for mistakes. Her parents’ ranch sprawled across seventy acres of cracked dirt and gold grass, and she loved every inch of it, even when it meant hauling feed or mucking stalls before school. Sundays were non-negotiable.

Her dad, Mark Daniels, led a small church near Highway 81. Church was as much a part of their routine as feeding horses. They sat in the second pew every week, Bibles in hand, boots dusted off, and hearts wide open. It wasn’t tradition, not for Harper. Harper listened, while some kids her age faked sick or scrolled on their phones.

She loved Jesus. Quietly, and deeply.

She didn't show it openly, but it was real. God felt closer when she was on horseback, alone in a field, or under the stars after a long day.

Not because anyone told her to feel that way, but because she believed it. Because she knew.

It didn’t make her perfect. She still got mad. Still rolled her eyes when her mom reminded her for the third time to study instead of riding…

Still fought with her doubts some nights when everything felt off. But her faith was hers. Not her dad’s. Not the churches. And that made all the difference.

Barrel racing was her passion. She loved the thrill of the turn, the power of the horse beneath her, and the crowd's roar when she nailed it. But her mom had rules: school first, horses second. Harper did not argue. Much. She knew better than to push too hard. But that didn’t stop her from dreaming. Or writing about it.

Tucked under her mattress was a weathered leather journal. Inside it lived Harper’s thoughts, unfiltered and raw, things she’d never say out loud. Not to her mom. Not even to her best friend, Ava Collins. Only the pages knew how badly she wanted more than just chores and dust. More than being the third wheel to Ava and Chase.

Ava and Chase had been “a thing” since seventh grade, and somehow, they’d stuck. Everyone at Willow Creek High saw it. He looked at her as if she were the only one. She laughed like he was the only one who got her. Harper always smiled, always cheered them on. But deep down, she wondered what it would feel like to be someone’s first choice.

She’d come close once.

Jayce Reynolds. The rodeo kid. Trouble with a crooked grin.

They were hot and cold, fire and ice, always almost something, until timing and his parents got in the way. Again. He wasn’t around much, only showing up at the same rodeos Harper rode in.

When they clicked, it was magnetic. But when they didn’t… well, she tried not to think about it too hard.

This morning, the horses were restless. Ranger, her favorite paint mare, nudged her shoulder. She snorted, clearly demanding breakfast. Harper laughed, rubbing her nose against the horse’s soft muzzle.

“Alright, all right. You're worse than my alarm clock,” she muttered.

From across the fence line, she spotted movement. A familiar figure tossing hay into his own barn, Chase Evans. Tall, tan, with that easygoing smile that made girls notice. Not Harper, though. That was Ava’s world, not hers. Still, she waved, and he waved back, like he always did.

Next was Ethan Hayes. He was the football team captain and Chase's best friend. Harper thought he was a bit odd. He didn’t talk much. Always watching. A little too observant for her taste. But cute, she’d admit that. In her journal, anyway. She didn’t know what it was about Ethan.

He wasn’t her type, all varsity swagger and cryptic quiet. But there was something in his eyes that made her pause sometimes. Like he saw more than he let on. Like he knew things people didn’t say out loud.

As the sun rose, light spread over the pasture. Harper leaned on the fence and watched the boys in the distance. She didn’t say much. Pulled out her phone, snapped a picture of Ranger, and made a mental note to write in her journal later.

Maybe she’d figure it out. The Jayce problem.

The Ethan curiosity. The Chase-and-Ava kind of love she envied but never said aloud.

For now, she has chores. And school. And a race next weekend that might give her a reason to see Jayce again.

The school bus wheezed to a stop at the end of the gravel drive after 7:00 a.m. Harper didn’t mind the bus ride. It was quiet, usually. A time to think, sometimes nap. She slid into her usual seat in the middle, earbuds in but music off, a barrier in case someone sat beside her…

The town of Willow Creek slid by outside the window. You could see big fields, old fences, and a few trucks driving to feed stores or construction sites. Life moved slow here, except in the arena. Willow Creek High School wasn’t anything special.

One main building, a separate gym, and a parking lot that doubled as a social battlefield…

Pickup trucks ruled the lot, their beds filled with hay bales or sound systems, depending on the day…

Harper’s boots hit the pavement as the bus hissed and pulled away. She adjusted her backpack and headed inside. Ava stood by her locker, her blond waves bouncing. She was chatting excitedly about a text from Chase last night.

“Ava said, ‘He wants to drive me to the lake Saturday,’ while spinning the lock as if it had offended her.” “He says it’s gonna be warm enough to swim.”

Harper grinned. “It’s Texas. It’s always warm enough to swim. Even when it’s not.”

Ava laughed, that easy, open laugh Harper liked to think she helped bring out. “You should come.” “To watch you two be disgustingly in love? Tempting.”

“No, really. Ethan might be there.”

Harper paused, pretending to dig in her bag for something she didn’t need. “And?”

“And… you think he’s cute.”

“I think he’s weird,” Harper corrected, finally pulling out a notebook. “Cute and weird are not the same.”

Ava wiggled her eyebrows. “You wrote about him, didn’t you?”

Harper didn’t answer. She didn’t have to.

Ava’s grin widened like she’d just won something.

“I knew it,” she said, slamming her locker shut with a little flourish. “You totally wrote about him.”

Harper hugged the notebook to her chest, half to protect it, half to hide her rising blush. “Even if I did, it doesn’t mean anything.”

“Uh-huh. That’s what girls always say before it means everything.”

Harper rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “He’s not even my type.”

Ava snorted. “You don’t have a type. You’ve got a list of emotional wounds, cowboy boots, and no communication skills. Ethan is basically the opposite.”

“Exactly,” Harper said, relieved Ava had taken the bait. “Case closed.”

As they walked down the hall, the thought of seeing Ethan again nagged at her mind, like a splinter. The lake made it even more vivid. She had written about him…

Nothing specific. Just vague pieces of wonder. What made him so quiet…

Why did he look at people like he was trying to see through them?

“Why, when he looked at her, she couldn’t think straight?”

And now he might be there. At the lake.

The lake wasn’t a special occasion kind of place. It felt like a daily escape. The sun warmed spot was a half-secret retreat. Kids from Willow Creek High went there to escape chores, curfews, and parents who didn’t understand them.

No one cared what you wore…

No one asked what time you got home…

It was one of the few places in Willow Creek where you could breathe.

Some kids showed up after school with Sonic drinks and sunburnt shoulders.

Others often drifted there in the evening. Music played softly from someone's truck with the windows down. It was the spot, especially in heat like this.

But going on a Saturday, that wasn’t part of the routine. Saturday meant planning. It meant someone had an idea, a reason, maybe a speaker loud enough to turn it into something bigger.

A little less escape, a little more adventure…

And the thought of Ethan showing up? Unexpected. Unsettling.

Harper tried to shake it off. She had work to finish before lunch…

Horses to think about…

Chores waiting at home…

But part of her kept seeing the lake, the sun on the water, and laughter in the air. And there was Ethan Hayes, standing at the edge of it all.

The bell rang. They headed to first period English with Mr. Bennet, the teacher Harper liked. He didn’t treat them like they were stupid. He read their essays like they mattered, gave real feedback, and once told Harper she had a voice worth hearing.

She wrote a piece last semester about growing up on a ranch. It was quiet there, but sometimes her thoughts felt loud.

Mr. Bennet hadn’t given it a grade right

away…

He’d pulled her aside and said, “This is honest. That’s rare. Keep doing that.” She hadn’t stopped since.

Every spare moment, every quiet corner, every time the noise of the world got too loud; Harper wrote…

In the margins of her notebooks. On napkins at the feed store. In the backseat of

her parents' truck on long rides home from rodeos…

She didn’t always know what she was writing about until it was already there on the page, staring back at her. Sometimes it scared her how easily it spilled out. Like if she stopped to think, she might never let herself say it.

By the time the final bell rang before lunch, Harper’s brain was full. Not with algebra, which she didn’t get, or chemistry, which bored her to sleep, but with images. Of arena dust. Of Jayce’s smile the last time she’d seen him. Of Ethan’s eyes when he’d looked at her in the hallway, like he was trying to read her.

She headed toward the cafeteria out of habit more than hunger. The line was long, so she went to the vending machines by the side hall. She hoped to grab a bag of pretzels before someone else took the last one. He was already there.

Ethan Hayes stood in front of the machine, arms crossed. He studied the options as if planning a military strategy. His backpack hung off one shoulder. He hadn’t noticed her yet.

She considered turning around.

Too late.

“You don’t strike me as a vending machine girl,” he said without looking at her.

Harper raised an eyebrow. “And you don’t strike me as a mind reader, but here we are.”

A ghost of a smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth.

“Fair.”

She stepped beside him, fed in a crumpled dollar, and punched in the code for the pretzels.

“You always this sarcastic?” he asked.

“Only when I’m awake.”

The pretzels thunked into the bin. She reached for them, brushing his hand as he moved to swipe a candy bar.

She hesitated, then said, “So… you gonna be at the lake on Saturday?”

He shrugged. “Maybe. Chase wants me to go.”

“I heard,” she said, tucking the pretzels under her arm. “Ava’s trying to get me to go, too.

She thinks I need a life.”

“She might be right.”

Harper narrowed her eyes at him. “Do you want me to punch you?”

He laughed, a short, unexpected sound. “No. Being honest.”

There was a pause. Not awkward, but not quite comfortable either.

Then he said, “That piece you wrote for English, the one about the ranch. It was good.” Her stomach flipped. “You read that?”

“Bennet read it to our class last semester.

He didn’t say who wrote it, but I asked. Figured it was you.”

She didn’t know what to say to that. She hadn’t known anyone else even heard it, let alone remembered. “Thanks,” she said quietly.

Ethan nodded, grabbed his candy bar, and slung his backpack over his shoulder.

“You should write more,” he said. “It sounded real.”

And then he was gone, leaving Harper alone by the vending machines with her pretzels, a racing heart, and way too many new thoughts for one lunch period.

The rest of the day passed in a haze.

Harper drifted through her last two classes. She hardly heard the teachers. Instead, she kept replaying Ethan’s words in her mind.

You should write more. It sounded real.

No one had ever said that to her before.

Not like that.

Not another student. And definitely not Ethan Hayes, who rarely spoke unless he had to. She wasn’t even sure he remembered other people’s names half the time.

By the final bell, the school’s cool air gave way to a wall of thick, humid heat as Harper stepped outside.

Summer hadn’t officially arrived yet, but

Texas didn’t care much for calendars. The concrete steamed. The air pressed around her like wet cotton.

She spotted Ava by the front doors, laughing with Chase, his arm slung casually over her shoulder. Ava caught Harper’s eye and waved.

“There she is! Come on, we’re heading to the lake.”

“What?” Harper blinked, shifting her backpack. “Now?”

Chase tossed her a grin. “You look like you could use it. Come on, it’s hot as hell and I’ve got towels and a cooler in the truck.”

Harper hesitated. Her boots felt heavy. Her hair was frizzing already.

Ava raised an eyebrow. “Pretzels aren’t dinner. Let’s go.”

Harper rolled her eyes. “Fine. But I didn’t bring a swimsuit.”

“You never do,” Ava said, grabbing her arm and tugging her toward Chase’s truck.

“You always jump in, your clothes, like a wild animal.”

“Well,” Harper said, “maybe that’s because I am one.”

Chase laughed as they all climbed into his old pickup. The AC blasted, and country music hummed softly from the speakers.

The ride to the lake took fifteen minutes.

The road was bumpy and winding.

Wildflowers, tall grass, and old barbed-wire fences lined the way.

By the time they got to the dock, Harper had kicked off her boots and taken off her hoodie. She was now in a tank top and cutoffs. The sun beat down on the water, turning it the color of dark glass. Trees rimmed the lake, their leaves barely stirring in the still, heavy air.

“Last one in’s a chicken!” Ava shouted, already racing down the dock.

Chase was right behind her.

Harper smiled, shook her head, and followed, not running, walking, soaking it all in.

The heat, the light, the quiet buzz of insects in the trees. It felt like something suspended in time.

They swam for a bit, splashing and laughing. They jumped off the dock, soaking each other. Soon, they were breathless and drenched.

Harper ducked under the surface and let the world go silent. The cool water wrapped around her like a reset button.

After a while, she climbed out and found a dry patch of grass under a tree near the bank.

She pulled her journal from her bag, dripping a little on the pages as she opened it, but she didn’t care.

She wrote:

“I don’t know what today was. But it felt different. Like something shifted and I didn’t see it coming. Ethan Hayes reads my writing. Ethan Hayes asked about me. I don’t know what to do with that.”

She paused and looked up at the lake. Ava and Chase were floating lazily on their backs, talking about something she couldn’t hear.

“Sometimes I think this is what peace looks like,” she added.

“A sunny day, water that feels refreshing, and space to breathe between you and your loved ones.””

Her heart stuttered. Her hands flew to her journal, snapping it shut so quickly she bent the corner of a page.

That’s when she heard the truck tires crunching over the gravel behind her.

She sat up.

Ethan.

Her stomach dropped. For a second, she thought she was imagining him, the sun in her eyes, the way her thoughts had already been full of him.

But no, it was really him.

Stepping out of his truck like it was the most normal thing in the world.

Panic hit fast and silent.

The last line in her journal still echoed in her mind like it had been spoken out loud:

“Ethan Hayes asked about me.”

She wiped her palms on her shorts.

They were damp and her hair was frizzing from the lake, her tank top clung in all the wrong places. She hadn’t even put on mascara that morning.

Why was he here? She thought.

This wasn’t his scene. He wasn’t the spontaneous lake-day type. He was practice and plans and straight-faced silences in the hallway. Not impulsive dips in muddy water with Ava and Chase.

Not...this.

He stepped out of a black Chevy, same beat-up kind half the guys in Willow Creek drove, wearing a white t-shirt, gym shorts, and a pair of worn sneakers.

His hair was damp like he’d showered, and he had a towel slung over his shoulder.

Harper wished for ten more seconds. She wanted to hide the journal, smooth her hair, and take a breath.

But he was already looking at her.

A small nod. That same unreadable expression. Like he knew what she was thinking before she did.

He was here.

And why did it matter so much?

She took a breath, shoved her journal into her bag, and forced her heartbeat to slow.

She could act normal. She would act normal.

Even if everything in her was screaming.

Ava’s voice carried across the water.

“Ethan? I thought you had football practice.”

He shrugged, walking down toward the dock. “Not today. Coach has strep.” Harper’s heart did that weird flip again.

Like that, the day’s easy rhythm changed. It was quiet and subtle, like the wind shifting before a summer storm.

The sun dipped lower behind the trees, casting long orange shadows over the water. Ava began collecting sticks. Soon, Chase and Ethan had a small campfire crackling by the dock. The heat from it was comforting, dancing orange light over everyone’s faces.

“Y’all want something to drink?” Chase called out, flipping the lid on a cooler. “We got sodas, Gatorades, maybe a few sketchy juice boxes from my sister’s lunch stash.”

“I’m not above a Capri Sun,” Harper said, walking over and grabbing a grape one without shame.

Ava reached for a soda. “Ooh, and hot dogs! You brought food?”

“Roasting sticks in the back of the truck,” Chase said, tossing one toward her. “We’ve got marshmallows too. Don’t say I never plan ahead.”

They all gathered around the fire. They roasted hot dogs on bent hangers and shared silly stories. Most were about school, rodeo mishaps, and that time Chase fell into the water trough. He was trying to impress Ava in eighth grade.

But then Ethan stood up.

“I’m about to make this real awkward,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “But uh… I brought something. I don’t usually… I mean, I never… don’t laugh.”

He walked to his truck, opened the back seat door, and pulled out a guitar case.

Harper blinked. “No way.”

“Since when you play?” Chase asked, his face lit by the fire’s glow.

Ethan looked slightly uncomfortable, adjusting the strap as he sat on the edge of the truck bed.

“I don’t really talk about it. Something I’ve done since I was a kid. Few people know. Like… basically no one.”

He strummed a few chords, tuned quickly, fingers moving with practiced ease.

Then he started to sing.

A slow, classic George Strait tune, low and clean, his voice steady, warm like the fire in front of them. The kind of voice that didn’t try too hard. It didn’t need to. It was. Honest. Natural. The way gravel feels under your boots. The way the Texas sky opens up at sunset.

Harper sat there frozen, soda in hand, mouth slightly open. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

Ethan Hayes could sing.

Ethan, “can carry a tune,” I mean really sing.

His voice hit places that made something inside her chest ache and flutter at the same time.

Ava leaned over and whispered, “Okay... did you know this?”

Harper shook her head slowly. “No clue.” When the song ended, the clearing was quiet for a second too long.

Ethan looked up, half-nervous. “That was dumb.

Forget I...”

“That was incredible,” Ava said quickly.

“Seriously, man,” Chase added. “How are you hiding that voice?”

Ethan shrugged. “My family knows. Coach doesn’t. Nobody at school. Please don’t say

anything. I don’t know... it’s for me, you know?”

“We won’t,” Harper said softly. Her voice barely carried, but he heard her.

Their eyes met again across the firelight, and something passed between them.

Not a look, but an understanding.

He nodded once, as if to say, “thank you.“ The night filled with laughter, burnt marshmallows, and stories. As the stars brightened, the tales grew more ridiculous.

It was a night that felt unreal. You’d want to write about it, but words wouldn't capture it.

Eventually, one by one, everyone started packing up. Chase and Ava called their parents, letting them know they were heading home. Phones buzzed. Someone wrung out the towels. The fire sizzled as Ethan doused it with lake water.

Harper heard Ethan’s voice behind her.

“Hey. You need a ride home?”

She turned around, surprised by his casual tone. It felt strange, like he hadn’t changed her whole view with a guitar and a George Strait song.

“Oh… uh,” she said, stalling. Ava was already climbing into Chase’s truck.

“Unless you’d rather walk,” Ethan added, a smile barely tugging at his lips.

He raised an eyebrow. “So, you do want a ride.”

Harper smiled, trying to sound sarcastic but failing to hide the flutter in her chest. “Only for safety. Strictly practical.”

“Right,” he said, already opening the passenger door for her.

“Nothing to do with how charming I am.”

She rolled her eyes and climbed in. But inside, she was screaming.

Nervous didn’t even cover it.

She felt unsure about what to say or do. It was hard to sit still. Her body was a mix of excitement, confusion, and the pull she felt toward him.

But one thing was for sure, this night had changed something.

She didn’t know what yet.

But she could feel it.

The ride home started quiet, but not uncomfortable.

Harper sat in the passenger seat of Ethan's truck. The windows were down, and the scent of lake water and woodsmoke lingered on her skin. The stars above shone brightly. It was that sharp, clear sky you only find in small towns and on dirt roads.

Ethan drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting near the gearshift. His arm brushed hers when the road curved left. She tried not to notice.

“I meant what I said earlier,” he said finally, voice low over the hum of the tires. “About your writing. It’s good.”

Harper glanced at him, caught off guard again by his sincerity. “Thanks. That... means more than you realize.”

He nodded, and that was that. No overexplaining. No weird pressure. Quiet respect.

She liked that about him.
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