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CHAPTER ONE

Pretty Things & Quiet Promises
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Some believe life begins at eighteen. That’s when you leave your hometown, chase big-city dreams, and become someone new. If that’s true, then I’m counting down the days.

But for now, I’m sixteen (seventeen in August), and I'm still very much stuck in Willow Creek, Texas.

Hi! I’m Ava Collins, a junior at Willow Creek High. Our school colors are blue, gold, and white. The drama here is even louder than the Friday night football crowd. Here, everyone knows you. They know your name, your parents, and your business. They probably remember what you posted three years ago, too.

It’s the kind of town where faith is as fierce as football, and gossip spreads faster than the school’s spotty Wi-Fi.

I live down the road from Harper Daniels, my best friend since the fourth grade. That was the same year my mom passed away from cancer. Harper helped pull me through it, her and, of course, my dad, Greg, and my little brother, Tyler. Tyler was a baby back then, too young to remember our mom. Sometimes, when I hum her favorite songs or tilt my head, he looks at me. It’s like something stirs in his memory. But it’s always faint. Like trying to catch smoke.

We live on a big ranch, but only because my dad works it. He’s the hired help for Mr. and Mrs. Bates, the kindest, most God-fearing people you’ll ever meet. After my mom died, they gave my dad a steady job. He fed livestock, mended fences, cleaned the barns, and exercised the horses. They even let him keep two hound dogs: Boss and Sarge. Those dogs could sniff out a lizard in the next county if they had a mind to.

We also have a house cat named BooBoo: snowy white, fluffy, and with the most judgmental green eyes you’ve ever seen. BooBoo thinks she’s royalty and acts like it, too. She spends most of her time perched on my windowsill, gazing down at the world as if she owns it.

Our house sits at the far end of the property, away from the Bates’ big house. It’s two stories tall but weathered, with creaky porch steps and peeling paint. My dad isn’t big on flowers or gardens, so I do my best to make things look the way Mom would’ve liked: peaceful and pretty.

She made me promise before she died.

Take care of your daddy and brother.

Don’t forget to say your prayers.

Always put God first in your life, sunshine.

So, I’ve been on a mission to make her proud ever since.

Harper gave me a journal back in fourth grade to help me sort through my feelings. I still write in it. Every entry starts with "Dear Mom," and ends with "I miss you always." Love, Ava.

My boyfriend, Chase Evans, lives next door to Harper. We’ve been together since eighth grade. The three of us, me, Chase, and Harper, are pretty inseparable. We’re finishing up our sophomore year at Willow Creek High. We’re getting ready for the busy junior year ahead.

Tyler loves baseball. He spends most spring evenings at practice or hitting in the backyard. Come summer, you’ll find him cannonballing into our above-ground pool. It’s nothing fancy, but it’s big enough to host all our cousins and friends. Every summer, we throw pool parties with burgers, lemonade, and loud music. The Bates don’t mind, provided the ranch operates without issues. They’ve never made us feel like we were “the help.”

That's one of the reasons why this place, this ranch, this land, this life feels more like home than anything else. Even if I’m counting down the days until I leave it.

It’s 2025, and yeah, I’m a full-blown teenage girl. I love pretty things, especially if they sparkle, and if they’re pink or glittery, I probably already own them. My favorite fruit? Strawberries. Always have been.

Every year, Willow Creek hosts the Strawberry Festival, and it’s kind of a big deal. There are pies, jellies, art contests, and more sugar than should be legal in one place. I enter my homemade strawberry jam every year. One year, I actually beat Mrs. Bates for the Champion Ribbon. She didn’t hold it against me, though; she laughed, gave me a hug, and said, “Looks like I taught you a little too well, sugar.”

I drive a little white VW Bug, convertible, of course. My grandma gave it to me the day I got my driver’s license. She said I was her “cute lil’ bug,” so naturally, the car had to match. My license plate reads AVA. I have pink furry dice hanging from the rearview mirror. The soft, fluffy seat covers create a perfect match. It’s the kind of car that turns heads because it is both adorable and somewhat ridiculous. Especially in 2025. Summer days call for rolling down the top, cranking up the music, and cruising through town. Harper rides shotgun, while BooBoo often curls up in the backseat as if she owns it.

Chase likes to check the oil and all the fluids every couple of weeks. He says, “No girl of mine is gonna be under the hood. That’s man’s work.” He’s sweet that way; even if it’s a little old-fashioned. But I let him, mostly because I have no idea what I’m looking at when I open the hood.

Living in a small town like Willow Creek isn’t always easy. People know your business before you do, and secrets don’t stay secret for long. It’s the kind of place where everyone’s front porch is a stage, and every wrong look can turn into a story by morning.

Still, I have to admit, we’ve got a good school. The teachers care, the principal knows you by name, and most of the kids have their heads screwed on straight. Of course, there are always a few jerks who make things harder than they need to be. Loudmouths. Drama starters. People who think they’re better than everyone else.

I try not to let it get to me. Harper says I have “resting peacekeeper face,” whatever that means. I figure people act out for a reason. You never know what someone is going through, so I leave them alone and keep walking. No use adding more fire to a flame.

My phone buzzes on my nightstand as I’m finishing up curling the last piece of my hair. I glance down at the screen; it’s Harper.
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I grin and text her back, still holding my mascara wand in one hand.

[image: A pink rectangular bubble with black text  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

That’s always been our routine, switching off who drives. Fair and square. Unless Chase messes up our smooth carpool system and wants to see me in the morning. Then poor Harper’s flying solo in her brand-new blue Jeep.

Thankfully, Chase doesn’t do that too often. He and Harper act like siblings. They argue over silly things and tease each other all the time. I swear they’d make a killer comedy duo if they ever went on the road together.

Still, Harper's always been supportive of me and Chase. She understands my feelings for him. He makes me laugh when I want to cry. He gets my sarcasm and never makes me feel small. She’s quick to say he’s good for me. But she often rolls her eyes when he acts all protective, like a country boy knight in dusty armor.

Tyler loves Chase. They share a strong bond. They have secret handshakes, inside jokes, and matching baseball caps. Chase treats him like a little brother, and a part of him is protective of Tyler in ways I can’t even explain. It makes me love him even more.

My phone dings again. This time, it’s Chase.
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I toss my phone into my bag and head downstairs as I hear Harper’s Jeep pulling into the driveway. It’s shiny and blue, like sky right after a storm, and still smells like new leather inside. Her parents surprised her with it on Christmas morning. Her old truck finally broke down for good. She loves that Jeep like it’s a living, breathing thing.

Before I can reach the front door, Tyler is already there. He’s barefoot, with cereal on his chin, and he leaps into the yard as Chase arrives. Chase barely parks his truck when Tyler jumps into his arms, laughing as if they haven't met in years.

They saw each other yesterday.

Chase lifts him up and spins him around, laughing, “Whoa! Easy, Ty! You try’na break my back this early in the morning?”

Tyler giggles like a maniac and hugs Chase tightly. I lean against the porch rail and watch them, heart full.

This, these people, this morning, this moment, this is what makes Willow Creek feel like home.

“Alright, alright,” Chase said, setting him down. “Let’s get you on that bus before you miss it and make your sister late for school. And you know she’ll blame me.”

Tyler beamed. "You're the slowpoke around here!”

Chase ruffled his hair. “Go on, smart mouth.”

I leaned on the doorframe, watching the two of them like a scene out of one of those feel-good movies. Tyler ran off, backpack swaying, as the bus turned onto the gravel road and slowed to a stop near the mailbox. Chase stood there until the doors folded shut and the bus rolled away, kicking up a trail of dust behind it.

Inside, Harper had already made herself at home. She stood in the kitchen, halfway through a cinnamon raisin bagel. She hummed a tune, but it was off-key. “Your brother is a human tornado; you know that?”

I laughed, grabbing my backpack from the counter and tossing my camera bag over my shoulder. “Yeah, but at least he's, my tornado.”

I opened the fridge and pulled out my pink insulated tumbler. Cold iced coffee, how I like it, courtesy of Chase. He brings me one every morning, like clockwork. He says it’s “so I’m sweet before 10 a.m.”

“Thanks, Evans,” I called over my shoulder.

“Always,” Chase said with a grin, holding open the front door for me. “Ladies first.”

We hopped into my little white VW Bug. The convertible top was down since the May weather in Texas was too perfect to miss. Harper hopped into the passenger seat. She pushed her sunglasses onto her head, crumbs from her bagel still on her fingers.

“You gonna wipe those before you touch my stereo?” I teased, sliding my own sunglasses on.

She licked her thumb and wiped her hand dramatically. “Happy now, Your Majesty?”

Chase climbed into the back, iced coffee in hand, and reached over to turn the volume up. Gwen Stefani's music filled the room. In seconds, we were all singing loudly. We might have been off-key, but our enthusiasm was huge.

It was the Monday after finals, and for once, the entire junior class had passed. We did it. That meant junior year was officially on deck, and summer was a whisper away. The windows were down, the breeze was warm, and everything felt full of promise.

“Well,” Harper said between bites of bagel, “Yearbook deadline’s in two weeks. You ready, Miss Camera Queen?”

“I’ve got my shots lined up,” I said, nodding toward my camera bag. “A few more candid's, some club photos, and I’ll be golden. Gotta make this issue shine.”

“Of course you will,” Chase said from the back. “You make everything shine.”

I glanced in the mirror in time to catch Harper rolling her eyes with a grin. “Gross. Can y’all stop being cute for five seconds?”

When we pulled into the parking lot of Willow Creek High, the lot was already buzzing. Windows down, music blasting. Kids leaned against their trucks and cars, looking relaxed after surviving final exams.

Ethan and McKenzie were already waiting by the front entrance. Ethan had his arm around her shoulder. McKenzie stood beside him, radiating confidence. Her long black hair curled perfectly. Her makeup was flawless. Her eyes looked around, as if she were always two steps ahead.

Ethan waved as we pulled in. He and Chase were practically twins, best friends since birth. They even wore matching baseball caps today, like they had planned it.

Harper squinted out the window. “Is that your ex-boyfriend with my girl?”

“Correction,” I said, laughing. “Your ex-boyfriend is now besties with you, and your girl’s dating him.”

“Still weird,” Harper muttered, though she was smiling.

It wasn’t weird, not really. Ethan and Harper had a thing at the beginning of the year, but it fizzled out like soda left in the sun. Now they felt like siblings. This worked out well since McKenzie became our third bestie.

McKenzie had only moved to Willow Creek at Christmas. Her parents were rich, polished, and polite. They traded their high-rise life in Dallas for the quiet of a small town. Her dad, a big-time investment guy, had gone to college with Ethan’s dad, which is how they all knew each other. No one expected Ethan to fall for her, not even Ethan. But something changed after she moved here. He started looking at her like she was the sunrise and he’d been stuck in the dark.

So, Harper got Jayce, Ethan got McKenzie, and I got Chase. It all worked out in the end.

“Y’all coming, or gonna sit there and roast in the sun?” McKenzie called, her gold hoop earrings catching the light.

I shut off the engine and grabbed my iced coffee. “Let’s go, people. We’ve got a whole new chapter waiting.”

The bell had long since rung, and most of the students had cleared out, eager to escape into the warm May afternoon. But not me.

I was inside the Yearbook Club room. It used to be the old newspaper lab. Now, it’s filled with photo boards, laptops, and the smell of dry-erase markers. My camera rested on the table. The memory card was still full of last week’s senior picnic. Photo proofs were scattered everywhere, like a paper explosion.

The yearbook deadline was two weeks away. I was busy cropping, tagging, and arranging layouts. The rest of the team left twenty minutes ago. I stayed behind to sort through the final batch of photos. I needed the quiet. I also loved this part.

The door creaked open behind me, followed by the familiar creak of worn-out sneakers on tile.

“Hey, sunshine,” Chase said, his voice soft, almost unsure.

I turned in my seat, smiling instantly. "Hey, yourself.”

He held up a plastic cup with a straw, my second iced coffee of the day. “Figured you could use a refill.”

“You always know,” I said, accepting it with a grateful smile. He sat down beside me, his hand brushing mine as he passed the drink.

For a moment, we sat there in the quiet; the hum of the overhead lights was the only sound.

“I’ve missed you,” Chase said finally, his voice barely above a whisper.

I looked over at him, surprised by how serious his expression was. “I’m right here.”

“I know.” He ran a hand through his hair, then rested his elbows on his knees, leaning forward. “It’s … between school and yearbook and everything else, I feel like I barely see you anymore. Not like before.”

He wasn’t wrong. After school, I had a lot to do. I worked on photography deadlines, attended committee meetings, and helped Mrs. Patel with the senior spreads. Most of my time was gone. I didn’t mean to neglect him; I got caught up in everything.

“Chase…”

He turned toward me, finally meeting my eyes. “I’m not mad, Ava. I swear. I love how hard you work and how much you care. I’m proud of you. I miss you, that’s all. I miss us. Like this.”

My heart twisted at the honesty in his voice.

I reached out and took his hand. “I love you too,” I said softly. “And I promise, once summer hits, we’ll have all the time in the world. No deadlines, no clubs, you and me. I’m yours, Chase Evans. Don’t ever doubt that.”

He smiled, that boyish grin that still made my stomach flutter even after all this time. “Good. Because I’m pretty crazy about you.”

We sat side by side, hands linked, sifting through stacks of printed photos.

I pulled one out and held it up, a grin spreading across my face. “Look at this one. Ethan after the winning touchdown in the Homecoming game; he looks like he won the Super Bowl.”

Chase leaned over, nodding. “Yeah, keep that one for sure. That was one of the best nights of the year.”

I moved it into the “Keep” pile and picked up another. “And this, Harper at Winter Formal. I forgot how stunning she looked. Jayce nearly fainted when he saw her.”

Chase laughed, taking the photo from me. “No joke. He said, and I quote, ‘That girl broke my brain.'" He studied the photo a second longer. “Leave it in the keep section.”

I glanced at him again and felt his warm presence next to me. We fell into an easy rhythm without even trying.

“Thanks for being patient with me,” I said. “This stuff means a lot to me… but you mean more.”

“I know,” he said, giving my hand a squeeze. “But it’s still nice to hear.”

As we kept flipping through the pictures, captured memories of a year we’d never get back, I realized how lucky I was. To have him. To have this life. To be holding on to something real.

Summer couldn’t come soon enough.

By the time we finished at Yearbook Club, the sky was a soft lavender. It was one of those long Texas sunsets that go on for miles and keep you warm even after the sun sets.

I yawned for what felt like the twentieth time as I packed up my camera and the last of the photo prints.

“You’re done,” Chase said, reaching for my bag. “And I’m driving.”

“You’re driving my car?” I raised a brow.

“Iced coffee can only carry you so far,” he said with a soft laugh. “You’re exhausted. You’ve done enough for one day.”

I didn’t argue. I was tired. A good kind of tired, the kind that comes after pouring your whole heart into something. So, I handed over the keys and let him guide me toward the parking lot, his hand gently resting on the small of my back.

He slid into the driver’s seat like he’d done it a hundred times. With the wind in our hair and soft music playing, we drove down familiar backroads toward home. It felt easy. Like the world had slowed down for us.

When we pulled into the driveway, I leaned over and kissed his cheek. He turned to me with his sleepy smile, the one for me. Then he kissed me softly and slowly.

“Goodnight, Ava,” he murmured, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

“Night, Chase.”

Before he could open his car door, the front door flew open. Tyler charged out barefoot in his pajamas, arms wide like he was jumping off a trampoline.

“CHASE!”

Chase stepped out in time to catch him mid-jump, laughing as Tyler wrapped him in a giant hug.

“You already said goodbye, buddy,” Chase said, but he didn’t let go.

“I forgot the second hug,” Tyler said seriously. “You always get two.”

Chase gave him a squeeze. “How could I forget?”

They said their goodbyes again, and I watched them, heart full and soft. I loved them both so much that it hurt sometimes.

I headed inside, the screen door creaking behind me as I stepped into the warm kitchen. Dad stood at the sink, sleeves rolled up, rinsing the last of the dinner dishes.

“Hey, honey,” he said, drying his hands on a towel. "You okay?”

I nodded, setting my bag down. “Yeah. Tired."

He walked over and wrapped me in a hug. One of those real dad hugs that say a hundred things without a word.

“I’m proud of you, Ava,” he said quietly. “You’re doing so much. School, yearbook, helping out around here… Your mama would be proud too.”

I blinked back the sting in my eyes. “Thanks, Daddy.”

"But," he added, pulling back to look at me, “don’t forget you’ve still got people who love you. Family, friends. We miss you when you’re always on the go. It’s hard being a big kid, learning how to carry all that responsibility. Don't carry it alone, okay?”

“Okay,” I whispered. “I won’t.”

He kissed my forehead, then let me go. I grabbed my things and headed upstairs.

BooBoo was already waiting for me at the top of the stairs like a queen expecting tribute. The moment I opened my bedroom door, she darted inside ahead of me, tail high, like finally.

She pressed against my legs, then hopped onto the bed. Instantly, she burrowed into the soft, fuzzy blanket by my pillow. She purred loudly, curling up like she hadn't spent the whole day ruling the house without me.

I changed into pajamas, washed my face, and turned on the TV. Survivor was already mid-episode, but I didn’t mind. It was the comfort of routine, the sound in the background as I sat at my desk, journal open, pen in hand.

The page felt familiar, like a conversation I had never stopped having.

[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO

Through My Lens
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The final bell rang. I was already halfway to the Yearbook Club room. Most kids were still zipping up their backpacks. The air outside was thick with May heat, but inside, it was the buzz of deadline adrenaline.

Stacks of photo prints covered the table. Morgan, our editor, barked last-minute instructions. Meanwhile, Mrs. Patel typed furiously on her laptop. I'd already double-checked every caption, layout, and page number twice.

“All submissions in?” Mrs. Patel asked, lifting her glasses to the top of her head and looking around the room.

A few kids gave tired thumbs up. I handed in my flash drive like it was made of gold.

And for a second, everything was quiet. The hum of the overhead lights and the sound of someone’s pen tapping nervously on a clipboard.

Then Mrs. Patel looked at me and smiled. Really smiled.

“Ava Collins,” she said, standing up. “You did something extraordinary this year. Your eye for candid moments, the balance of lighting and emotion, you’ve captured the heart of this school.”

Heat rose in my cheeks. “Thank you,” I said softly.

“No, seriously,” she continued. "We planned to nominate you for photo lead next year. But after seeing your work, I want you on the full editorial committee." You’ve got leadership in you, Ava. Whether you see it yet or not.”

I blinked. My mouth opened, but nothing came out for a second.

Finally, I nodded. “I’d love that.”

Someone clapped. Then a few more did. And like that, it felt like my heart grew three sizes. Not from pride, but from the strange peace that comes when you're seen, really seen, for the thing you care most about.

The sun was starting to set when I stepped outside, my flash drive still in my pocket like a secret treasure.

Chase was leaning against my VW Bug, arms crossed, that soft grin on his face like he already knew I had good news.

“Hey,” I said, walking up.

He handed me a cold, bottled lemonade. “You’ve got that I-just-conquered-the-world look. Spill.”

“I made the deadline. All my pages got approved. And Mrs. Patel asked me to be on the editorial committee next year.

Chase raised his brows, impressed. “Ava Collins, Boss of Yearbook. I like the sound of that.”

I smiled. “Me too.”

But his grin faded a little. “So, what does that mean? Like… more time after school? Bigger projects?”

“Probably. But nothing too crazy.” I paused, then tilted my head. “You, okay?”

He hesitated. “Yeah. I mean, I am proud of you. I really am. I …” He scratched the back of his neck. “I guess I miss how things used to be. When we had more time. You know, us.”

I took a step closer, placing my hand on his chest. “Chase… don’t worry. Summer’s right around the corner. No more deadlines. No more staying late. Long days, late nights, and you.”

His arms wrapped around me and pulled me close. “Promise?”

“Promise,” I whispered.

He leaned down and kissed me, slow, sweet, and soft. Then he laced his fingers through mine and said, “Come on. Let’s go to the creek.”

We drove until the road ended. We passed fences thick with honeysuckle, Mr. Moore's old tractor that sat still for years, and the tree line that showed home behind us. Ahead lay the quiet.

Chase turned off the engine. We walked through tall grass. The buzz of cicadas filled the spaces between our words. The creek had always been our place. No cell service. No voices but our own. The steady trickle of water and the low hum of crickets starting their evening song.

I kicked off my shoes and dipped my toes into the cold, clear water. Chase sat next to me. His elbows rested on his knees. I could see the familiar blue sky reflected in his eyes.

“I needed this,” I said, breaking the silence.

“Me too,” he replied.

We didn’t say anything for a while. We didn’t have to. There’s a kind of peace that comes with someone who knows your heart like it’s a language all its own.

Then Chase shifted, pulling at a blade of grass beside him.

“I’ve been thinkin’,” he started, eyes still on the water. “About getting a job this summer.”

I looked at him, curious. “Where at?”

He exhaled, like he’d been holding it in all day. “McKenzie’s dad’s place. The big horse ranch outside town. Her family’s loaded, and he’s lookin’ for stable hands to help out. Racehorses. Real deal competition types.”

I blinked. “You serious?”

“Dead serious.” He smiled a little. “Figure I could learn a lot. Earn some money. Maybe even start savin’ for a truck.”

I nodded, taking it in. “That’s… actually really smart.”

“I was gonna talk to her about it this weekend,” he said. “Kinda nervous, though. I know her dad doesn’t hire anybody. He runs things tight.”

“You’d be amazing,” I said without hesitation. “You’re great with animals. And you know how to work hard. Anyone would be lucky to have you.”

Chase looked at me, like he wasn’t sure whether to believe it. “You think?”

“I know.”

He leaned over and kissed my temple, then rested his forehead against mine.

“Promise me we won’t forget this, us, even when summer gets crazy.”

I smiled. “We’re unforgettable, remember?”

He chuckled, then splashed my foot with creek water. I squealed, then retaliated with a splash of my own. We were soon soaked and laughing hard. Our stomachs hurt as we gasped for breath under the amber-pink sky.

When we stopped, lying on the grass, Chase intertwined his fingers with mine. He whispered, “You’re my best thing, Ava Collins.”

And in that moment, I knew he was mine, too.

Later that night, my hair was still damp, and my skin felt warm from the sun. I curled up in Harper’s living room with my two best friends and a giant bowl of popcorn. It was big enough to feed a football team!
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Dear Mom,

| know | usually write 1o you when something breaks my heart... but tonight,
| want to write o you about something beautiful.

Friendship.

The Kind that doesn't fade after summer ends or when school starts. The
Kind that shows up crying on your porch in pajamas and leaves feeling
whole again. The kind that sees you at your best, at your worst, and still
wants 1o sit beside you through it all.

Harper, McKenzie, and | have been through a lot this summer. Love drama,
family stuff. unexpected letters.. even the kind of soul-crushing confusion
you always warned me about when | was little and you said, "One day, the
hard stuff will make you stronger”

You were right. But Ive learned something else, too.

The hard stuff also makes you closer.

Closer 1o the people who stay. The ones who help you figure out the mess
inside your heart. The girls who bring glittery pens to the store and snacks
1o your sleepovers. Who cries when you cry and laughs until you're both
snorting.

They'e not just friends, Mom.

Theyre family.

And | hope.| really, really hope we're all still sitting around on nights like this
one when we're 30, maybe with our own daughters, still swapping stories
and saying ‘remember when?
Youd love them. | know you would.
| feel like you sent them to me.

| miss you always!
Love, Ava
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