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COPYRIGHT NOTICE

All rights reserved. Total or partial reproduction of this work, by any means, is prohibited without the prior written authorization of the author. Violation of copyright is a crime, according to Law No. 9.610/98.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events described are products of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

This work is classified as Young Adult/New Adult and contains themes that may be sensitive for some readers. Discretion is recommended.


●  Family Conflict (Separation, Parental Pressure)

●  Performance Anxiety and Stress

●  Bullying (Mentions)

●  Grief and Emotional Instability




SYNOPSIS

In Grandview, Maine, Eliza Vance has her life mapped out: perfect grades, valedictorian status, and a guaranteed spot at an Ivy League school. Her only flaw is the anxiety that paralyzes her when the pressure from her academic parents becomes too much. Aidan Blackwood is chaos personified. A failed student, tattooed, and known for always being in the wrong place. When the school forces them to partner on a physics project about "order and disorder," Eliza sees her organized world crumble. Aidan challenges her to break the rules; Eliza forces him to see the value of a future. The cliché sets in: he is the disorder she secretly needs, and she is the order he tries to avoid.
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Summer plans are made to be broken.

AVA CLARKE

The smell of pine and dusty furniture was my new normal. It was the official scent of failure, the end of an era, and proof that life, no matter how much you plan it, has a macabre sense of humor and loves to break your most sacred rules. My parents had just signed the divorce papers. Not with tears, not with screams. They did it with the cold efficiency of someone closing a bank account. My father kept the luxury apartment in the city and his status as a successful lawyer. My mother kept our childhood home in Willow Creek, California, and her status as... well, she was trying to figure it out. And me? I was stuck in the middle, with a suitcase full of unnecessary winter clothes in the middle of a Californian July, and a summer plan that was already irretrievably ruined. I should have been on a graphic design internship in San Francisco, creating mood boards and drinking lattes . Instead, I was staring at the cardboard box containing all my academic decathlon trophies, feeling a weight on my chest that not even the change in altitude justified. It was my grandmother's house. She left us last winter, and now the place had an air of mausoleum, a silent testament to the fact that good things come to an end. My brother, Noah, who was in college and conveniently far from this drama, called last week to give me some useless advice: "At least you have the pool, Av. Focus on the tan." He didn't understand. It wasn't about the tan. It was about control. I planned every step of my senior year of high school. Every test, every extracurricular activity, every hour of sleep. My goal was to get into UCLA with the biggest scholarship possible, escape the suffocating pressure of my parents, and finally breathe my own air. Their divorce turned my well-laid-out future into a blurred draft. If the foundation of my family was a lie, what guaranteed that the rest of my plans wouldn't crumble?

The Willow Creek sun was treacherous, the kind that makes you sweat just looking out the window. I pushed the heavy box into the corner of what would be my new temporary room. My things were still in boxes, but I needed air. I went down the creaking stairs of the old house, finding my mother in the kitchen. She was wearing a plaid apron I'd never seen her wear before and making cookies . It wasn't a good sign. Mom, the corporate lawyer who never burned a file but always burned dinner, was cooking. That meant she was trying to fill a void with nostalgia. "Honey, you won't believe it, but I found Grandma Celeste's recipe!" Her voice was very excited, very forced. She was watching me, seeking approval, or perhaps, reassurance that I didn't blame her. I didn't blame her, exactly. I blamed the situation . I blamed the fact that they waited until now to decide they didn't love each other anymore. "Sounds good, Mom. I'll take a look in the yard. See if the pool is still green." I avoided eye contact. It was easier that way.

The backyard was the only thing intact from my childhood memories. Tall linden trees, the grass slightly more yellowish than I remembered, and the old blue pool. Noah was right; it wasn't green, but it was full of leaves and looked more like an abandoned lake than a summer oasis. At least it was there. I sat on the stone edge, feeling the warmth through my denim shorts. The peace was almost palpable, broken only by the intermittent sound of a hammer coming from the house next door.

The house next door. Ah, yes. The cherry on top of my summer of forced boredom. The Hawthorne house had been empty since Mrs. Hawthorne, a sweet lady who gave me mints, moved into a nursing home. Mom mentioned that new tenants had arrived a week ago, but I was so busy packing my own life into boxes that I hadn't even noticed. Now I did. And it wasn't just a hammer. It was music. Loud. Heavy rock, distorted guitars that seemed determined to demolish the serenity of my moment of reflection. I took a deep breath, counting to ten, an old therapy trick for anxiety that seemed to be failing more and more. They'll stop. They'll stop.

They didn't stop.

I decided to ignore it. I needed a list. Lists were my refuge. Lists gave me the feeling that, even if the universe were collapsing, I could still control the next hour.

	Clean the pool. (Start tomorrow. Call someone? Save money.)

	Call Aunt Carol. (Update her on the "New Home" - lie about how "new" it is.)

	Setting up the bookshelf. (To give the illusion that life goes on.)

	Finding an alternative internship. (I can't waste the summer.)


I was on item 5 (trying to ignore the noise and the strong smell of fresh paint that now hung in the air) when the music stopped abruptly. A momentary relief washed over me. But it was replaced by an even more disturbing sound: the creaking of wood and then a dry thud. I stood up, curiosity overcoming my aversion to unwanted social interactions. The tall grass between the two properties was divided by an old wooden fence, the kind that looked like it came straight out of a classic movie. And that fence, right where I was standing, now had a considerable hole. The central panel was lying on the grass on Liam Stone's side.

"Oh, great," I murmured, the stress returning with a vengeance.

The silhouette that appeared in the opening wasn't that of a typical neighbor. It wasn't a middle-aged father pruning rose bushes or a young couple arguing about the color of the roof. It was a boy. Tall, with broad shoulders that barely fit within the frame of the broken fence. He was dirty, covered in white construction dust and sweat. He wore a gray T-shirt torn at the shoulders and work pants stained with dark paint. His black hair, which looked like it had been cut with the indifference of someone who doesn't care, was plastered to his forehead. And the detail that made me freeze: he wasn't wearing a shirt at the moment. He was shirtless, displaying defined, strong arms, and some tattoos on his forearms that looked like complex geometric designs. He was holding what appeared to be the broken half of a fence panel, and he looked at me with an expression of utter contempt.

"Did you lose something, princess ?" His voice was hoarse, low, and had a Californian accent that seemed designed to defy authority.

I pressed my lips together, feeling my face heat up. Princess . Seriously?

"I actually lost a piece of my property," I retorted, trying to sound calm and grown-up, but probably just sounding like an irritated librarian. "You just knocked down the fence."

He let out a short laugh, a dry, mocking sound. He threw the piece of wood to the ground with a nonchalant thud. "Yes, I noticed. Sorry, the fence was already rotten. I pushed it. I had to get rid of it. Looks like I'll have to build a new one. Or we'll have to live with the view of each other. Which do you prefer, Avie ?"

My name. He used the diminutive that only my parents and Noah used, and that I hated being used by strangers. I narrowed my eyes. "It's Ava. And I'd prefer a fence. A new one. A whole one. That would stop me from having to see... well, you."

He tilted his head, a slow, dangerous smile spreading across his lips. His eyes were such a dark brown they appeared black in the shade of the linden trees. He didn't seem offended. He seemed amused. That irritated me even more.

"Liam Stone," he said, extending the hand that wasn't covered in construction dirt. "Your new nightmare neighbor. But hey, don't worry about the fence. I'll take care of it. Actually, I'm here to take care of a lot of things. Fix things, rebuild, you get the idea."

I hesitated. Shaking his hand meant admitting he existed. Not shaking it would be rude, and being rude wasn't on my "To-Do List to get accepted into UCLA." I swallowed my pride and touched his hand, a quick, dry handshake.

"Ava Clarke," I said, without giving him the satisfaction of the nickname. "And yes, I understand the idea. Just try to keep the AC/DC at an acceptable volume, please. I'm trying to have a productive summer."

"Productive?" He pulled his hand back, wiping it on his pants. "You seem like the kind of girl who plans her days off. Relax, Clarke. It's Willow Creek. Summer is for forgetting plans, not making lists."

He turned and walked toward his house, the muscles in his back moving beneath his tanned skin. He picked up a hammer from the ground, the sound of the next blow already echoing in my ears. I stood there, staring at the opening in the fence that now connected us in a way I didn't want. The smell of Liam's paint and sweat lingered in the air, mingled with the old pine from my grandmother's house. Summer had just begun, and I already had to add a new item to my list:

	Avoid the noisy and irritatingly attractive neighbor.


I knew, deep down in my organized soul, that this would be the hardest item to fulfill.

I spent the rest of the afternoon in what used to be my grandfather's office. The room was empty except for an old oak desk and the silence I so desperately craved. My mother was out, probably buying "fresh start" supplies for the kitchen, which meant I had at least two hours of peace to work. The silence, however, wasn't complete. The sound of the neighbor's hammer continued, a constant and insistent rhythm. It wasn't loud music anymore, but the sound of construction, of restructuring. It was a sound that bothered me because it seemed to echo what was happening inside me: something was being broken to be remade, and I had no idea what the end result would be.

I was trying to write a cover letter for a marketing company in Los Angeles. If I couldn't do the design internship, at least I could do something remotely related to creativity and administration. I wasn't good at anything that wasn't planned. I needed predictability.


"My experience in organizing and managing highly complex school projects prepared me for the fast-paced environment of a marketing company..."


I read the sentence and deleted it. It sounded too robotic, too Ava Clarke, The Note Machine . I wanted to sound genuine, but what was genuine about me now? A 17-year-old girl whose biggest drama was her parents' separation and a shirtless neighbor?

I got up and paced the room, frustrated. I looked out the window, which overlooked the side of Liam's house. He was there, his back to me, sanding a window frame. He was intensely focused, his shoulders tense. He wasn't simply living in the house; he was rebuilding it. It hit me with unexpected force. While I was here, paralyzed by change and uncertainty, he was actively fixing things.

This didn't make sense. He looked like a complete mess, with that air of a disinterested bad boy. But the work he was doing was meticulous. The sanding was uniform, the boards of the new fence that I could see being stacked looked high quality. There was an incongruity between his appearance and his dedication.

I went back to the table and tried to focus on the letter, but the image of him, dirty and focused, wouldn't leave my mind. I tried to shift my focus to what I really needed: a scholarship.

My mother came into the room with a plate of warm cookies and a glass of milk. She placed the tray on the table, carefully avoiding looking at my open laptop. "Are you studying, Avie? It's vacation."

"I'm not studying. I'm reorganizing my future," I said, perhaps a little more rudely than I intended. I grabbed a cookie and took a bite. It was delicious.

"I know this is difficult," she said, her voice low. She sat down in the chair opposite the desk, looking at her hands. "The change. The divorce... I'm so sorry."

"Apologies don't fix the fence, Mom." I sighed, realizing that the broken fence had become my metaphor for everything. "They don't fix the mess."

"We're not going to 'fix' the mess, Ava," she said, lifting her head. There was a new determination in her eyes, something I hadn't seen since she'd become more of an assistant to my father than a career lawyer. "We're going to rebuild . I bought a gardening kit. We're going to take care of the yard. And I already called the realtor. The house is going to be sold. We're going to Central California, near your Aunt Carol. Quieter, less... Los Angeles."

I almost choked on the cookie . "Sell the house? You can't sell Grandma's house! And Central California? That'll take me off course from all the universities I planned to visit!"

"No, it won't," she said calmly. "Universities are online now. And this house... this house has so many memories. It's time to make new ones. I know it's scary, but you've always been my strongest girl. The most organized. You can handle this. Don't give up on UCLA because of me and your father."

Fear gripped me in the stomach. Moving to a new city. Changing my life. Leaving my school, my friends, my plans. I was good at planning , not at adapting .

"And what about Liam?" I asked, changing the subject to avoid the lump in my throat.

"The neighbor?" She smiled, and I realized she was far more interested in the drama of a new neighbor than in my existential crisis. "He seems like a nice guy. His mother, Catherine, is an old friend of mine. He's staying with his uncle while he takes an intensive summer course at Willow Creek school. He has a difficult history. He needed a place to reorient himself. I told him he could use our garage to store some tools if he wanted."

"You offered him our garage?" I raised my voice, incredulous. "Mom! He just knocked down our fence! He's noisy and... and he called me princess !"

She laughed, a genuine laugh that reminded me of how she was before the office consumed her. "Well, maybe he needs someone to keep him in line, then. You two could be good for each other. He'll give you some spontaneity. You'll give him some focus."

I felt a chill. The idea of spending the summer focusing on Liam Stone, the god of disorganization with tattoos and a mocking smile, was the antithesis of my plan for a productive, solitary summer . I slammed the laptop shut.

"No, thank you. I have a life to save," I said, my teenage drama overflowing. "And that life doesn't include rebuilding the fence or dealing with a troublemaker."

Night brought the stifling heat of a Californian summer, and the impossibility of sleeping. I lay on the narrow bed in my temporary room, staring at the ceiling. There was no air conditioning in Grandma's house, just old fans that made more noise than they moved air. I was sweating and thinking. Thinking about lists, broken plans, and Liam Stone.

I went to the window and opened it. The breeze that came in was warm, but better than the stagnant air inside. I could hear the crickets and, suddenly, the sound of a guitar. It wasn't heavy rock. It was a soft melody, skillfully strummed. And it was coming from the house next door.

I leaned over the windowsill, curious. The light was on in what seemed to be an upstairs room in Liam's house. I couldn't see him, but I could hear him. The melody was melancholic, beautiful. Totally unexpected. It was such a stark contrast to the hammer and the rock that I could hardly reconcile the two images. The shirtless bad boy breaking fences was also the sensitive musician who played ballads.

I found myself listening for almost ten minutes, forgetting my stress and the heat. It was the first time since we arrived that I wasn't making a list or fighting against an uncertain future. I was just... listening .

When the music stopped, I missed him. I stepped back from the window, annoyed with myself for giving him ten minutes of mental space. No matter how well he plays guitar, he's the enemy of my peace of mind. He is chaos, and I am order. And chaos has no place in my planned life.

I forced myself back to bed and opened my planner on my phone. New crisis list:

	Ignore Liam Stone (and his fence).

	Ignore the night guitar.

	To persuade the mother not to sell the house.

	Find a summer job (to have an excuse to be away from home).

	Rewrite the cover letter with more 'passion'.


In item 5, I felt the cynicism returning. Passion. I barely felt passion for anything that wasn't the idea of stability.

My bedroom door opened and my mother came in, holding a thermos. "Can't sleep? I made chamomile tea."

I sat down. "Thank you."

She placed the mug on my bedside table. She seemed more tired now, lacking the forced enthusiasm of the afternoon. "You know, Ava, the Hawthorne house. Your grandmother and I used to jump that fence when we were kids to get to the creek. It was a kind of shortcut. There was something magical about that broken fence."

"There's nothing magical about trespassing, Mom."

"Maybe not. But there's something liberating about not having barriers. You've been building barriers around yourself for so long, Avie. It's not healthy."

"Stability is healthy," I replied stubbornly.

She sighed and sat on the edge of my bed, looking out the window at his house. "I talked to Catherine today. Liam... he's here because his mother, his aunt, doesn't want him around. He got into a lot of trouble in San Diego. Fights, bad grades. He's a talented kid, but he's confused. I feel like he's trying to prove himself."

That shocked me. Talented. Confused. I could identify with him more than I'd like to
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