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The porch swing creaked under me as I pushed off with one sneaker, the chain groaning in that familiar way it had since I was six. I let the motion carry me backward, then forward, the afternoon sun pressing warm against my face. Somewhere behind the barn, a crow was yelling at something. The air smelled like cut grass and diesel from the tractor Dad had been fighting with all morning.

Forty-three dollars.

I'd counted it again last night, the bills spread across my quilt, the coins stacked in little towers that kept falling over when Benny stomped down the hall. Forty-three dollars in a mason jar shoved under my bed, and an e-scooter cost three hundred. At the rate I was going, I'd have the thing by the time I turned sixteen. Maybe seventeen, if the chickens kept finding new ways to destroy the coop latch.

Benny squatted near the edge of the driveway, both hands buried in a puddle the color of chocolate milk. His hair stuck up in the back the way it always did after he'd been running, which was always. "Got one," he announced, not looking at me.

"That's the same toad you had ten minutes ago."

"No, this one's bigger. His name is Sergeant Hops."

I pushed off again. The swing complained. "What happened to Private Hops?"

"Promoted." Benny cupped the toad in both palms and carried it toward the bucket he kept by the toolshed, walking with the exaggerated care of someone transporting explosives.

I let my head rest against the chain and closed my eyes. The farm hummed around me, the same sounds in the same order they always came: the wind through the apple trees, the clatter of the loose shutter on the hayloft, the distant grumble of Dad's tractor. My brothers were off at camp for the summer, the one Mom called "an investment in their character" and I called "three weeks of me doing their chores." The garden needed weeding. The coop latch needed fixing. The afternoon stretched ahead like a road with no turns.

Then I heard it. A low rumble, too steady for the tractor, too heavy for a pickup.

I opened my eyes.

A moving truck was crawling up the access road, its flashers blinking orange. Behind it came a second truck, and behind that, a black car so polished it looked wet. The convoy turned into the driveway of the Hartford place, the eco-mansion that had been sitting empty since the builders finished it last fall. All glass and steel and sharp angles, it sat on the ridge like something that had landed there by accident, its solar panels tilting toward the sun like a field of black mirrors.

Benny abandoned his toad bucket and ran to the fence line. "Someone's moving in."

"I can see that."

"Are they rich?"

I looked at the car, at the trucks, at the house that probably cost more than our whole farm. "Probably."

The car door opened, and a man stepped out. He was tall and wore a button-down shirt with no wrinkles, the kind of shirt that had never seen a grease stain. He was already looking at a tablet, his thumb scrolling before his feet had even stopped moving. Mr. Hartford, I figured. Mom had mentioned the name when Susan from down the road posted about the sale on the neighborhood app.

Then the rear door opened, and a girl got out.

She was about my age, pale and slight, with blonde hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. Her clothes looked new, the kind of new that meant they'd never been handed down from an older sibling. She stood beside the car and looked around, her hands clasped in front of her like she wasn't sure where to put them. Her eyes moved from the house to the ridge to the trees, and then they landed on me.

I lifted my hand. A small wave, the kind you give someone you don't know but might need to know later.

She didn't wave back. She just looked at me for a long moment, then turned toward the house.

"She seems nice," Benny said.

"She's probably just tired from the drive."

"She didn't wave."

"Not everyone waves, Benny."

He considered this, then returned to his toad bucket. I stayed on the swing a few minutes longer, watching the movers carry furniture up the wide front steps. The girl reappeared once, standing on the porch with her hands on the railing, but she went back inside before I could decide whether to wave again.

The chicken coop latch had been rusted shut for three days, so I'd been propping the door closed with a cinder block, and the chickens had figured out they could push it open if they worked together. I'd found Henrietta in the vegetable garden that morning, standing in the middle of the lettuce like she owned the place.

I was crouched beside the coop, a screwdriver in one hand and a can of WD-40 in the other, when I heard footsteps on the gravel.

"You could just buy a new one."

I looked up. The girl from the Hartford place stood a few feet away, her arms crossed. Up close, her ponytail was so neat it looked ironed, and her sneakers were so white they hurt to look at.

"A new latch?" I asked.

"A new coop. Or a new door. Something that isn't rusted."

I turned back to the latch and gave the screwdriver another twist. "It just needs some oil. The metal's fine; it's just stuck."

"It looks broken."

"It's not broken. It's old." I sprayed the hinge and worked the latch back and forth until it started to give. "See? It just needed someone to pay attention to it."

She didn't say anything to that. She stood there watching me, her weight shifting from one foot to the other, and I got the feeling she wasn't used to standing in gravel driveways watching people fix things.

"I'm Tessa," I said. "We're your neighbors."

"I know. My dad said there was a farm next door." She paused. "I'm Harper."

"You moved from the city?"

"Yeah." She said it the way you say something you're not sure was a good idea.

I set the screwdriver down and stood up, brushing rust flakes off my jeans. "Well, welcome to Riverview. There's not a lot to do, but the trails are pretty good. If you ride bikes."

"I don't have a bike."

"Oh." I wiped my hands on my shirt. "Well, I don't either, technically. I'm saving for an e-scooter. I've got forty-three dollars so far."

Harper looked at me like I'd said I was saving for a rocket ship. "How much does an e-scooter cost?"

"Three hundred."

"Oh." She said it differently that time, softer. "That's a lot."

I shrugged. "I'll get there."

A chime sounded from Harper's pocket. She pulled out a phone and looked at the screen, her expression flattening. "My dad wants me back. He says the internet's set up and I should 'get oriented.'" She made air quotes with her fingers, and for a second she looked less like a girl from a catalog and more like someone I might actually talk to.

"Maybe I'll see you around," I said.

"Maybe." She turned and walked back toward the eco-mansion, her white sneakers crunching on the gravel.

I watched her go. Mr. Hartford was standing on the porch, still holding his tablet, his attention fixed on the screen. He didn't look up when Harper climbed the steps. He said something I couldn't hear, and she nodded without stopping, disappearing through the front door.

The latch moved smoothly now, sliding open and closed without a sound. I tested it three times, then gathered my tools and headed back toward the house.

Forty-three dollars. Three hundred. And now a neighbor who didn't have a bike and didn't know how to fix a latch and looked at the world like she was waiting for someone to tell her where to stand.

I wondered if Harper had ever been on the Riverview trails. I wondered if she'd want to go.

Benny was back at his puddle when I passed the driveway. "Did you make a friend?" he asked.

"I don't know yet."

"She didn't wave."

"She might next time."

I went inside, the screen door slapping shut behind me, and climbed the stairs to my room. The mason jar sat under my bed, right where I'd left it. I didn't count the money again. I just looked at it for a moment, then pushed it back into the shadows and went downstairs to start dinner.
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The next morning, I found myself standing at the edge of our property where the old fence posts leaned like tired men, staring at the tree line that marked the start of the Riverview trails. The sun had burned off the early mist, and the air smelled of cut grass and the diesel my dad had been cursing at since breakfast. I'd done my chores in record time – weeding the tomato beds, checking the chicken coop latch that I'd finally fixed yesterday, filling the water trough. My hands still carried the green smell of tomato vines.

I had forty-three dollars in a mason jar under my bed. The e-scooter I wanted cost three hundred. That meant two hundred and fifty-seven dollars to go, which was roughly two hundred and fifty-seven more chores than I felt like doing, but I'd done the math so many times the numbers had worn a groove in my brain. Three weeks until my brothers got back from camp. Three weeks of their chores on top of mine. If I could find extra work – maybe Mrs. Patterson needed help with her garden, maybe the farm stand would pick up – I might make a real dent.

But I wasn't thinking about any of that right now. I was thinking about Harper.

She'd been strange yesterday. Awkward. The kind of awkward that comes from not knowing how to talk to people, which was funny considering her family had enough money to build a house that looked like something out of a tech magazine. But she'd come back outside. She'd asked about my scooter fund. And when her dad called her in, she'd looked back at me like she wanted to say something else and couldn't figure out how.

I crossed the property line and headed toward the Hartford place. The eco-mansion gleamed in the morning light, all glass and steel and sharp angles that made our farmhouse look like it had been built in another century, which it had. I didn't go to the front door. That felt too formal, too much like I was asking permission. Instead, I walked along the edge of their property until I spotted movement on the back patio.

Harper was sitting on a low stone wall, a tablet in her lap. She wore pale blue shorts and a white shirt that looked like it had never seen dirt. When she saw me, she straightened up fast, almost dropping the tablet.

"Hey," I said. "I was going to walk the trails. The ones I mentioned yesterday. You want to come?"

She blinked at me. "Now?"

"No, next Tuesday. Yes, now."

A small smile flickered across her face. She glanced back at the house, then at me. "I'd have to tell my mom."

"So tell her."

She disappeared inside and came back two minutes later with sneakers on – clean white ones that looked brand new – and a water bottle that probably cost more than my entire savings. We walked in silence until we reached
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