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Praise for Return to Sender from Authors and Reviewers


‘I read it in one joyous, tear-filled day. Savor it, devour it, come to this book with open arms and it will love you back. Steph Parente has done something truly special’

CARA BASTONE, author of Promise Me Sunshine

‘From the first page, I was hooked… My god, the romance. Dex is peak swoon. The things he says? I highlighted half his dialogue. And the slow burn absolutely killed me – in the best way. The tension and chemistry were so palpable I kept telling myself “one more chapter” until I realized I had finished the book’

READER REVIEW, 5 stars

‘I laughed. I cried. I blushed hard on a park bench, but most importantly, I fell hard and fast for our unlikely trio. Violet and Dex stole my heart, and Stephanie Parente has a firm forever fan in me’

CATHERINE WALSH, author of One Night Only

‘Absolutely incredible – heartfelt and genuine and romantic. If you like romances that truly puts the character work in and deals with grief in such a nuanced and careful way, pick this up I BEG’

READER REVIEW, 5 stars

‘Three things: The banter, the originality, and the miles of hope. Return to Sender illuminates the power of love and loss with a deft hand, sharp eye, and sharper tongue. I lost count of how many times I laughed and teared up on the same page’

BECK DOREY-STEIN, author of Spectacular Things

‘Even though I spent the last six hours crying, it’s the thought that I could have missed this book entirely that makes me feel truly sick. Return to Sender is my favorite story I’ve read this year’

READER REVIEW, 5 stars
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For Mom, Samantha, and Luca

Every tomorrow is better because of you








One

BOSTON, MA

Someone once told me optimism was genetic. My dad forged a path to the bright side and I followed close behind, nearly sunburned from the glare. I lived in everlasting warmth, naïvely believing it belonged to me.

After nine months in the dark, it felt like maybe I’d never seen the sun at all.

I felt furthest from my dad’s optimism walking through the doors of Farnum High School. The scent—an amalgam of cheap perfume, body spray, and cleaning product—stung the back of my throat. My footsteps echoed, synchronizing with disembodied squeaking sneakers from the nearby gymnasium. I’d memorized the way by my third visit.

The office had to be a solid ten degrees warmer than the rest of the school, even with open windows.

“Violet,” the woman behind the front desk, Gloria, crowed. She gestured to the visitors’ log, as if I hadn’t done this a dozen times. “How are you doing, sweetheart?”

I bent to scribble my and Phoebe’s names. My smile didn’t fit right. “Oh, you know.”

“Boy, do I.” Hers was more convincing. “Have a seat. Principal Chambers will be with you in a jiff.”

Phoebe sat alone in a row of stiff chairs, isolating and far enough from the windows to be both embarrassing and unbearable, scowling at her lap instead of meeting my eyes. I veered for her. Her choppy pink hair spilled from a short ponytail, messily framing her face; multicolored fingernails picked at a rip in her jeans; her face was scrubbed clean of the usual raccoon makeup, eyes red. Dry blood stained the front of her—my—Fleetwood Mac tee.

I sat beside her. “Seriously?”

“He started it,” she fired at once, though her tone lacked the usual flames.

“You have two weeks left of school.”

“He started it.”

I pressed my fingers into my eyes, exhaling sharply. “I had to leave work again, Phoebe. This can’t keep happening.”

The bell rang overhead, sharp and deafening, but Phoebe didn’t flinch. I resisted the urge to ask for details. I’d been stuck on the outside of her life for nine months, desperate for a way in; you can’t force a fourteen-year-old to practice healthy communication if they’re hell-bent on staying inside their own head.

Three things: We have each other, you have a job to provide for her, a roof over your heads.

Three positives to combat the rest. It had become a mantra, something keeping me afloat when the rest of my world took on water. Lately, I struggled with three. Not great, seeing as I’d cut it down from five.

I decided to risk a question: “Are you okay?”

Phoebe’s scowl deepened, so I pointed to her bloody shirt. She spared it a quick glance. “It’s not mine,” she said.

“The blood or the shirt?”

The corner of her mouth twitched. “Sorry.”

“That’s what you’re sorry about?”

“Well, I know how much you like this shirt.”

I blew out a sharp breath, relenting to the urge. “What happened?”

“Don’t worry about it,” she replied. I sank farther into the stiff seat, defeat inching up my neck in a warm flush. Still, I knew I’d keep trying. Even if it wore me to dust, I’d make the effort. I cared as loudly as possible and she pushed me away in equal measure. On bad days, I’d think it would be nice if she reciprocated in a way I understood, but then the unfairness would sneak up on me and I’d shove the thought to the furthest corner of my mind. Grief has no room for selfishness, especially when teenagers are involved.

I wanted to keep poking. The relentless bright side in me insisted I could get through somehow, but the logical side of my brain reached for the advice from my best friend, Arden, or my therapist, or Phoebe’s therapist—give her space to grieve and trust the process. If her process was anywhere near as nightmarish as mine, I wouldn’t hold my breath.

We sat in silence. Phoebe inspected her chipped nail polish and cast an apathetic glance toward the clock on the wall. I bit my tongue so hard, I tasted blood.

The door directly across from us swung open and out swept Principal Chambers, all long legs, blond curls, and the Reformation dress I’d had bookmarked on the website for over a year. Meanwhile, my hair was windblown because the AC in my car didn’t work, and my outfit cost a whopping thirty bucks from TJ Maxx. I did my best not to shrink in her presence, but as an elementary school teacher and former honor roll student, principals were my kryptonite.

“Violet,” she said, offering a breezy smile. “Nice to see you again. And so soon.”

Phoebe bristled. I forced a smile and said, “Hi.”

“Come on in. Let’s chat.” Her tone sent a shiver down my spine. Phoebe and I both stood. Principal Chambers said, “Oh, no. You stay, Phoebe. I’d like to speak to your sister alone.”

Phoebe spun to me, panic flashing in her eyes. I swallowed hard and curled my hands into fists so they’d stop shaking.

“I’ll be right back,” I said. She wiped her face clear of emotion and sat, folding her arms tightly over her chest. “It’ll be okay.”

Principal Chambers’s office burned itself into my memory eight months ago, but since then I’d spent so much time here, the lightly padded chair had practically formed to my ass and I knew to avoid eye contact with the framed photo of her city council husband who stole a parking spot from me at the grocery store last year.

The air-conditioning was new. Thinking of Phoebe sitting in the stifling heat just outside the door, my contempt skyrocketed.

“So,” Principal Chambers said, easing into her desk chair. She folded her hands, eyes swimming with performative pity. “How are you doing, Violet?”

“Great,” I answered. The nearly imperceptible flick of her eyebrow had me backtracking. “I mean, fine.”

“I can’t imagine what you’re going through. Both of you.” My fingernails dug into the arms of the chair. I forced another smile. “Losing a parent is tragic.”

My uvula tied itself in a knot. Swallowing over it, I said, “We’re getting through it.”

“Hmm.” She leaned back in her chair, eyeing me. “I understand this hasn’t been an easy transition. But this is the twelfth time I’ve had to call you this year.”

I flinched. “I don’t think it’s twelve.”

“Twelve,” she said, tone clipped. “Phoebe’s behavior has become increasingly erratic. Today, she nearly broke a boy’s nose. The only reason she’s not suspended is because several eyewitnesses claim she was defending herself.”

My fingers dug farther into the chair at that word: claim. As if she didn’t believe it, even slightly.

“She was defending herself?” I repeated. Phoebe’s words flitted through my head: Don’t worry about it. As if I’d be able to think about anything else. “What happened?”

“You know kids,” Principal Chambers replied. Her flippant tone rankled and I had to grind my teeth so I wouldn’t lash out. “Words were said—it remains unclear exactly what these words were. However, Phoebe was the one to resort to violence.”

“Okay,” I said. “So, what happens to him?”

“Don’t worry. He’s fine.”

“I’m not worried. I want to know he won’t mess with my sister again.”

“Violet.” Never had my name sounded so condescending. “Let’s focus on Phoebe.”

I clenched my jaw and tried to come up with three things, but my mind indulged in how good it would feel to slash her tires. I’d had the problematic child conversation with a number of parents and it was always a minefield, so I kept things gentle with them. Meanwhile, Principal Chambers looked about ready to break into villainous laughter. She relished this.

“Her behavior is beyond concerning and has only been escalating,” she said. My vision drifted over her shoulder, focus locking on the soft hum of the air conditioner. “Have you considered seeking professional help?”

My eyes snapped to hers. “Excuse me?”

“I have the names of some wonderful psychiatrists in the area,” she charged on. I released my grip, fingers throbbing, heat surging up my neck.

“Is this a joke?”

“I can assure you, there is nothing funny about this situation.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. The audacity alone is hilarious.”

Her eyes narrowed to slits. “I apologize if I offended you, Ms. St. Clair, but you know as well as I do that Phoebe is out of control. Her grades are slipping. She’s starting fights. Phoebe will scrape through this year. We’ll give her that, all things considered. But her behavior is unacceptable and if it continues into the next school year, she will be expelled.”

A war of emotions broke out in my brain. Fury triumphed. I stood, not bothering to fake another smile. “Are we done?”

She folded her hands over her desk and offered a stiff nod. “Keep what I said in mind, Violet. There are options,” she said, fixing me with an unfriendly smile. “Have a great day.”

I stalked out of her office, leaving the door open behind me. Equal parts bitter and immature. I worked with nine-year-olds—every once in a while, the childish whims won. Phoebe leapt to her feet, her expression shifting from curiosity to dread as she registered my anger. I was halfway out the door when Gloria called out a goodbye. Phoebe jogged to keep up.

“Stupid bitch,” I grumbled.

“Are they kicking me out?” Phoebe asked breathlessly. We turned the corner and pushed through the doors, out of the building. A warm breeze curled around us, the smell of impending summer permeating the air—gasoline, hot asphalt, a savory drift from the food trucks setting up shop in the park down the street. This would be Phoebe’s first summer in the city and I had no idea if she missed the salt of the ocean or the sweetness of the magnolia tree Dad planted in the yard when she was born.

“No,” I said. I paused at the edge of the sidewalk, hands on my hips. The tension in Phoebe’s shoulders ebbed slightly. “They’re giving you the year. But if you keep it up, you’re done.”

“Well, that’s good, right?”

“No, Phoebe. It’s not good.”

“What? You’d rather I get expelled for breaking some asshole’s nose?”

“No! I’d rather you didn’t break anyone’s nose!” I tipped my head back, closing my eyes. The sun warmed my face. Somewhere close by, a bird sang its song. When I looked back at my sister, her eyes hardened, daring me to throw down the guardian card. It was overdue and completely worthless.

Some of the girls from high school I followed on Instagram chose to become parents at twenty-six. I hated every single one of them.

“You didn’t break his nose,” I said. She furrowed her brow. “Nearly, but no dice.”

Her lip twitched. “Damn. Guess I’ll try harder next time.”

Together, we crossed the lot. My car had only been parked in the sun for a few minutes, but the inside already tipped from uncomfortable to sweltering. I made sure Phoebe had her seatbelt on before driving off. She stuck her head out the window like a dog, effectively cooling off and delaying the rest of this unpleasant conversation. I didn’t mind. I stuck my hand out the window, letting the breeze rush through my fingers, wondering how our dad managed to get through the tough talks with a smile on his face.

My eyes burned. I pretended it was sweat.

Once we reached our apartment building, Phoebe was out of the car before I even put it in park. I stepped out, watching her dart across the lot.

“Outrunning me? That’s your plan?”

She flipped me off over her shoulder.

I trailed behind, wincing as she stomped through the ring of flowers near the entrance of our building. The only reason we managed to nab a unit in such a coveted area was my best friend’s boyfriend, Noah, and the endless list of Guys He Knew—when the apartment across the hall opened up a few months ago, it was ours before it officially hit the market. The rent was expensive, but utilities were included, and I could walk to work.

Plus, it wasn’t our dead dad’s house.

Phoebe slammed the Door Close button repeatedly as I collected our mail and approached the elevator, but as the doors slid shut, a hand slipped out, stopping them. She groaned.

“Goddammit.”

I stepped into the elevator, shooting our elderly neighbor a smile. To Phoebe, I said, “You should’ve taken the stairs.”

She rolled her eyes.

It was supposed to get easier, wasn’t it? Nine months of backbreaking effort and yet I could’ve been standing in the teachers’ lounge in September, answering a phone call from the hospital, understanding the nurse’s grim tone before anyone had to say the words out loud.

Phoebe bolted when the doors opened. With a sigh, I made my way down the hall, surprised to find her waiting outside the apartment door for me. She shrugged.

“Lost my key.”

“Of course you did.” I handed her mine, along with the mail. “Go ahead. I’ll be there in a minute.”

She let herself into the apartment without a word. In the months after our dad’s death, I read several parenting books in a desperate attempt to feel in control of an uncontrollable situation. Phoebe had been drifting fast, her moods souring, patience thinning, and each book assured nothing I said would be right in a teenager’s eyes. I didn’t find it quite as comforting when I used to be Phoebe’s hero. Now, sometimes it felt like I hadn’t done anything right since taking her in, and even that might’ve been a mistake. I couldn’t imagine her anywhere else. But maybe she could.

I drifted across the hall and banged my forehead against the door three times. A beat later, Arden opened it, her presence illuminating something in me. Even when everything else caught fire and burned to ash, I had her, so things could never be irreversibly bad.

“Hey,” she said cautiously, dark eyes studying my face. I should’ve been at work, not barging in on her day off. But she’d been my rock for years, especially since Dad died, and it would be a disservice to her if I held off on a vent session when I needed one.

“I used to be a happy person, right?” I asked. She winced.

“Uh-oh.”

I swept past her, plunking down on the green velvet chaise. “I was joyful at one point. Fun to be around. A good person,” I continued, looking to her for verification. She folded her arms, eyebrows pinched thoughtfully.

“You are a good person,” she said. “Present tense.”

“But not a happy one.”

“Well, life screwed you over. It takes a while to bounce back after something like that.”

She sat beside me, crossing her legs at the ankles; the girl drew eyes by simply existing with her curly black hair and pink apple cheeks, though being perceived was her worst nightmare. When she found out a majority of pharmacy patrons referred to her as the hot pharmacist, she called in sick for three days straight.

“What happened?” she asked. I dropped my face into my hands, letting out a short laugh, and delved into the story.

I wasn’t proud of how often I showed up at Arden’s to vent. By some miraculous twist of fate, Northeastern paired us up freshman year and we imprinted on each other like baby ducks. Over the years, we moved into a crappy apartment, worked crappy part-time jobs to pay rent while finishing our degrees, and spent a lot of time lamenting terrible dates. She fell in love with Noah the same week she was accepted into her doctorate program and within six months, I met Shawn. It felt like we were meant to experience life in unison until my dad died, I took custody of my sister, and my boyfriend bailed because it was too much. Now, Noah had recruited me to help pick an engagement ring, and I hadn’t moved an inch. I hated the jealousy I felt toward my best friend for having her shit together. More than that, I hated mourning my father and the life I would’ve lived if a pickup truck hadn’t run a red light.

No amount of positives could lift me up from that.

“First thing’s first,” Arden said once I finished the recap. “That principal is a bitch.”

“Yes.”

“And she deserves to be fired.”

“Yes.”

“And for her house to burn down with her husband still inside it.”

“Well—”

“Too far. I take it back. But they both suck.” She brushed a curl out of her eyes, her expression softening as she studied my face. “She sucks. Has Phoebe been a little unhinged? Sure. But she was defending herself, so the expulsion conversation was out of bounds.”

I dug the heels of my hands into my eyes until I saw stars. “Yeah.”

“Phoebe will be fine. She’s strong. Once she’s past the angry phase, things will go back to normal,” she said. “Well, not normal. But a new normal where things are okay.”

“That’s a nice thought. Maybe in this alternate universe, Phoebe tells me why she has to defend herself at school. Maybe she likes me again. Maybe I don’t cry in the shower.”

Arden’s fingers wrapped around my wrist, squeezing gently. I lowered my hands to meet her gaze. “You’re not failing, Vi,” she said. “That’s not what this is.”

“I have no idea what I’m doing,” I replied, throat tightening against the words. “Feels like failing to me.”

“You’re allowed to tread water for a while.”

“It’s been nine months.”

“Grief doesn’t have a time limit.”

“It does when you’re in charge of a kid.”

She bit her lip and looked toward the kitchen, unable to dispute this. My dad never fell apart in front of us—he always had his shit together, even if he was pretending for our benefit. I needed to do the same for Phoebe. I just had no idea how.

“So, what are you gonna say?” she asked. “To Phoebe.”

I groaned. “God. I don’t know.”

“You have to stop giving her the power, Vi,” she said. “She’s a kid. She needs an authority figure.”

“She needs our dad.” I swallowed over the tightness in my throat. “I was the cool older sister. She’s never going to see me differently.”

“She will if you make her.”

Like it was easy. I climbed to my feet, emitting a heavy sigh. “I should go. Hopefully she hasn’t bolted down the fire escape.”

Arden stood, wiping her hands on her shorts. “Why don’t you guys come over for dinner? We’re ordering pizza. Phoebe can play video games with Noah and we can talk shit in the kitchen.”

A rush of love swept through me. As jealous as I was of Arden, I couldn’t have been more grateful to have her in my life. I would quite literally die without her.

“That sounds great,” I said. She pulled me into a tight hug.

“Three things,” she prompted, her voice soft in my ear. I squeezed my eyes shut.

“You. Noah. Pizza.”

“There you go.”

A little lighter on the dread, I returned to my apartment, reveling in the tiny bursts of comfort: the air-conditioning, the “cashmere woods” air freshener plugged in the wall, the message etched into the center of the steel door: At least tomorrow. Those words were the last thing I saw before leaving each morning. The building owner had offered to replace the door when we moved in, but something about it clutched my heart, calling to the optimist in me.

The apartment was sparse. We still lived out of boxes, despite having moved in three months ago. After packing up our childhood home and selling it off to the highest bidder, neither of us was up for the task of settling in somewhere new. A coffee maker and a toaster sat on the counter, mugs filled the sink, a trash can in the corner overflowed with paper plates and plastic cutlery. Our only piece of furniture, a purple velvet couch, was given to us by Arden and Noah when they decided to invest in a sectional. Still, it was a relief to have a place untouched by the past.

I nearly tripped on Phoebe’s backpack on my way in. I expected her to be locked away in her room, but she was lounging on the couch, absorbed in a piece of paper.

“Hey,” I said. Her head snapped up. “Arden invited us over for dinner. They’re ordering pizza.”

“Cool.” Her eyes darted to the paper clutched in her hands. “Yeah, cool. Sounds good.”

“So, we should probably talk about what happened.”

“No, yeah. For sure.”

I narrowed my eyes. Her acquiescence was more than a little suspicious. “I know you don’t want to explain what happened today, but Principal Chambers said it was self-defense,” I said, taking note of the lack of reaction. Normally, she would’ve tensed up or shrugged this off. “You don’t have to tell me what happened, and I’m not mad. I always want you to defend yourself. I’ll punch the little prick myself, if you want.”

“No, yeah,” she repeated, eyes on the paper. “I won’t do it again. Promise.”

“That’s not—” I scowled. “Phoebe.”

She glanced up. “Huh? Sorry. I was maybe not totally listening,” she said, and to her credit, she sounded genuine. “But, uh, I’ll be on my best behavior from now on.”

Okay, now I really was suspicious. “What’s going on, Phoebe?”

She sprang to her feet, sliding across the wood floor in her socks, and thrust the paper into my hands. “This came.”

A neatly written letter, along with a torn envelope addressed to someone named Catalina Arroyo in Hartford. RETURN TO SENDER was stamped across it in bright red ink. My eyes flicked to the return address.

Our address. As in this apartment.

I double-checked to make sure one of us hadn’t sent the letter. Instead, the name Benji Dexter was scrawled in blocky handwriting.

“What is this?” I asked, turning the envelope over to inspect the back, as if it might hold the answer. Phoebe bounced on her heels, showcasing more life than I’d seen since last year.

“It was written by the dude who lived here before us,” she told me. I lifted my eyes to hers, raising my eyebrows.

“You opened it?”

“Yeah. It was sent to us.”

“It was sent to him.”

“And where is he, Vi? Not here. Fair game.”

The teenage mind was truly a wonder to behold. “Phoebe,” I said slowly, lifting the torn envelope. “This is a felony.”

“Barely,” she replied. I shot an imploring look to the ceiling, wishing my dad would take a break from the afterlife to knock some sense into his youngest daughter. “Vi, you have to read it.”

“What?” I blinked at her. “I’m not reading it.”

“It’s so good, Vi—you have to!”

“It’s not for me! It’s for Catalina!”

“Well, she clearly never got it! Or if she did, she wasn’t interested in whatever this Benji guy had to say,” she said, hopping over to stand at my side. “Read it. Seriously. Read it.”

Despite myself, curiosity burned. Months and months of apathy, of bad moods and rolled eyes, of sitting on the couch when she once would’ve been doing something, everything, anything to fend off boredom—here, suddenly, a spark. All because of a misaddressed letter.

Seeing Phoebe come alive awoke something in me. I would’ve done anything to help that spark ignite into something real.

“Fine,” I relented. Her eyes lit up. “Since you already opened it.”

Unfolding the letter revealed a single page of neat, tightly scrawled handwriting.


Cat,

I’m sorry. I need that said before everything else because I love you and you were right and I will regret letting you walk away for the rest of my life.

I knew I was fucking it up as I was fucking it up. I remember every second. I’ve been going over it again and again, hating myself for the things I said. You were right. I pushed you away on purpose. I’m used to working shit out on my own and not having to explain myself to anyone else, and my issues not affecting anyone but me. But we were partners. And in hurting myself, I hurt you, and I couldn’t stand it. I didn’t want to hurt you anymore, so I told you to go instead of asking how you felt about it. I think I was afraid of the answer.

I regretted it during the fight. I regretted it when I told you to go. I regretted it when you walked out the door. And that goddamn message stared back at me, mocking me. At least tomorrow… nothing. Tomorrow wasn’t worth waking up to if you weren’t beside me.

I’m sleepwalking through these days, Cat. I miss you so much, I’m sick. I can feel my sadness poisoning everyone around me. I thought leaving you would save us both from the hurt, but this is so much worse. I can’t imagine a worse life than this. Me without you. It doesn’t make sense, and I can’t believe I ever thought it would.

I’m so sorry, Cat. I will do anything to make up for what I’ve done. I love you. I love you. I love you. Please come home.

Maybe it’s not fair for me to send this. Maybe I should leave well enough alone. I hurt you, I hurt me, the end. I should let things heal. But I want to lay my cards on the table. I want you to have a beautiful life, Cat. You deserve it, with or without me. I want you to keep dancing. I want you to sing while loading the dishwasher. I want you to pet every dog you pass on the street and cry during happy movies. Be with someone who will treasure all that you are.

I do. I would. I want to be that person for you, if you’d have me. I’ll do my best to make sure I don’t spiral like that again. I made an appointment with my old therapist. I called my mom. I want to be okay. I won’t make you carry me. I just want to walk beside you.

You’re everything, Cat. I’ll love you forever.

Love,

Benji



“Wow,” I said, scanning the words a second time. “We just read something we weren’t ever supposed to read.”

“I know, right?” Phoebe shuffled her feet, as if physically unable to contain the excitement. She couldn’t wipe the smile off her face, and despite the federal crime we’d just committed, anger wasn’t an option. Watching her, a pulse of joy radiated through my chest, so reminiscent of the day she was born that I nearly lost my breath. Hi, Bumble Bee, I’d whispered to the tiny pink face snuffling against a cocoon of blankets. I can’t believe you’re real.

She was perfect then, and perfect now.

“What do we do with it?” I asked, turning the letter over in my hands. “Take it to the post office? Throw it away?”

“No!” Phoebe moved to snatch the letter, but I whipped it out of her reach. “It’s not our letter to throw away.”

“It’s not our letter to read. This was a mistake.”

Her smile wobbled. Every nerve in my body clenched, desperate to put it back in its place.

“We’ll take it to the post office tomorrow,” I said swiftly. I take it back, I wanted to say. We can do whatever you want, forever. “They must have a current address for Benji or Catalina.”

“If they had a current address,” she replied, unsmiling, “why would they send it here?”

“Good point.” I brushed my thumb over Catalina’s address, noting how Benji wrote it with so much more precision than his own. “Noah knows everyone. And if he used to live across from this guy, he might know where he is now.”

Phoebe perked up. “Can we go ask?”

“Noah’s at work,” I said. “Kind of like I should be.”

She smiled sheepishly. “Oh. Right.”

“You might get to skate through the year, but my boss isn’t so bereavement-friendly. I can’t keep leaving early.”

“Your boss sounds like a bitch.”

“Not the point.”

Phoebe shifted her weight between her feet. “I know. You can go back to work, if you want.”

Her contrition pinched somewhere beneath my ribs. “Also not the point. Today doesn’t count. But this was the twelfth time I’ve had to talk to the principal. That’s a problem, Bee.”

She scrunched up her face. “It’s so not twelve.” She reached for the letter again. This time, I let her take it. “I get it, okay? I’ll be better.”

“I’m not asking you to be better,” I replied. “I’m asking you not to break anyone’s nose on school property.”

She offered a salute and returned to the couch, tossing herself over the side to land with a soft flump, scanning the letter again. I exhaled, feeling like I’d finished dead last in a marathon. Maybe somewhere my dad was beaming with pride and giving me a corny thumbs-up—You’re a star, Vi, I knew you could do it!

The glittering fragments of my heart jostled inside my chest as I made my way to my nearly empty bedroom and plopped face down on the mattress.





Two

I forgot about the letter until Noah answered the door and Phoebe shoved it in his face, shouting, “WHO LIVED HERE BEFORE US?”

“Jesus,” Noah said, blinking rapidly. He and I were the two most important people in Arden’s life, but I was the one talking her down after their parents set them up. Originally from Seoul, her parents had a lot of expectations when it came to a partner for Arden, and she revolted at every opportunity until they shipped her off to dinner with a sharp-jawed future pediatrician.

Four years later, Arden remained sore about it.

“Phoebe,” I said. “When I said to ask Noah, I didn’t mean the second we got here.”

Ignoring me, she brandished the letter. “This came today. Do you know anything about this guy?”

Noah glanced at me, raising his eyebrows. He’d spent enough evenings playing the buffer between us to recognize the shift in Phoebe—something illuminated for the first time in months—that I didn’t have to say a word. He delicately turned the envelope over in his hands, studying it.

“You opened it?”

“Not the point.”

His eyes cut to me. “Might be kind of the point.”

I shrugged helplessly. “She’s fourteen, man. I don’t know.”

“Okay, let’s check this out,” he said, stepping aside to let us in. Phoebe herded him to the couch like a border collie; I could practically hear her nerves revving. I didn’t know why she was so invested in this, but the relief of it doused me in a warmth that had me wondering if I’d been living in a permanent winter since September.

“Do you remember him?” Phoebe asked, bouncing on the cushion beside Noah. A line appeared between his eyebrows as he inspected the envelope again and then carefully slipped the letter out.

“When we moved in, a woman lived there. Shawna.”

Phoebe slumped. “Oh.”

“She had just moved in when we did, so Benji must’ve moved out a year, year and a half ago.” He rubbed his chin, eyes skimming the letter. “Strange that it would show up now.”

“It’s weird, right?” Phoebe scooted closer, reading over his shoulder. “I wonder if this Catalina chick held on to it for a while and was finally like, ‘Bye bitch!’ And sent it back.”

“That or it got lost somewhere and she moved from this address before it reached her.”

“So, we’re all invested in this now,” I said, looking between them. Noah didn’t lift his attention from the letter, brow furrowing. Behind me, the door opened and Arden waltzed in, carrying two pizza boxes along with a smaller box on top.

“Antonio gave us free garlic bread!” she declared, kicking the door shut. “I was totally right about his thing for me.”

I perked up—I knew Antonio from Antonio’s Pizza was into Arden, but this was the first time his crush resulted in a free appetizer. Meanwhile, Noah and Phoebe were too engrossed to notice.

“Man,” Noah said. “There is some serious groveling going on here.”

“Groveling?” Arden deposited the boxes on the kitchen counter, scrunching her face up in confusion. “What do you mean? What’d I miss?”

“We got a letter in the mail written by the dude who used to live in our apartment. Phoebe, being Phoebe, opened it.”

Arden’s eyes lit up and she veered for the sofa. “Ooh. Let me see.”

Checking back into reality, Noah glanced at me with a smirk. “Notice how she has no issue with the felony.”

“Opening someone’s mail is barely a felony,” she said, leaning over the back of the couch to get a closer look. Phoebe threw me a victorious smile. And dammit, I couldn’t muster a lick of irritation; that smile was too nice to see.

“They were hoping we knew him,” Noah mentioned. “But Shawna lived there when we moved in, right?”

Arden nodded absently. I stood off to the side and rolled up the sleeves of my oversized flannel, watching as the three most important people in my life read and reread that letter with mounting interest. I mean, it was interesting. But it didn’t necessarily deserve more attention than hot pizza.

“That’s crazy,” Arden said, tearing her gaze from the letter. “That’s some true love shit. I don’t think Noah loves me that much.”

“I love you more,” he protested. “If we broke up, I wouldn’t write a sad letter. I would do something.”

She ignored this and drew her phone out of her pocket. “We have to look this guy up.”

“Already did,” Phoebe said. I raised my eyebrows.

“You did?”

“Yeah, but there’s literally nothing.” She pushed up on her knees, leaning toward Arden to get a look at her phone. “See? No Benji Dexters. There are Benjamin Dexters, but no one in Boston. And all the ones I found are, like, elderly.”

“How do you know this guy isn’t elderly?” Noah asked. Phoebe rested her elbow along the back of the couch, twisting to face him.

“I found Catalina.”

I recoiled. “How?”

She waved this off. “Her social media is private. But you can tell from her profile pictures she’s pretty young. Late twenties, early thirties maybe,” she explained, her voice rising an octave from the excitement.

I stared at her, dumbfounded. “Who are you?”

Arden quickly tapped something new into the Google search bar. “Which one?”

Phoebe scanned the screen, then pointed. “Her.”

“Holy shit.”

“Right? She’s hot.”

“I wanna see,” Noah said. Arden shot him a look. “I mean, I’m also looking at a hot girl, so I don’t need to see.”

She turned back to her phone, shifting closer to Phoebe. “We should create a burner account and request to follow her.”

“I thought about it, but that might cross the line from curiosity to stalker,” Phoebe replied.

“What is happening?” I said to no one in particular. Phoebe glanced at me, her expression inscrutable.

“How are you not interested?”

“I am interested. This”—I gestured toward them—“isn’t interest. It’s something else.”

“Obsession,” Arden said, spinning to face me. “I’m obsessed, and you should be, too. Your apartment has lore, Vi! Lore that doesn’t include haunting!”

“It might include a little haunting,” Phoebe said. “My bedroom door shut on its own the other day.”

“You left your window open.” I turned, heading to the counter to grab a slice of pizza. “Isn’t this the end of the road? The guy doesn’t exist and the girl doesn’t want to be found. The end.”

“Or,” Phoebe said, “we could break into the building manager’s office and find Benji’s old files.”

My mouth dropped open. Even Arden balked.

“Please tell me you’re joking,” I said as Principal Chambers’s warnings about escalation swam through my head. Broken rules graduating into broken laws. Phoebe dipped her toe in with mail fraud—the only thing standing in her way of a life of crime was me, the woman with a hidden stash of Twinkies in her underwear drawer.

“They must have them, right?” Phoebe pressed, looking to Noah for reassurance. His lips pressed into a line, eyes darting to me and back again.

“Probably not. I doubt a place like this holds on to tenant information that long.”

“But you don’t know.”

“We’re not breaking in anywhere,” I cut in, earning my tenth eye roll of the day. “What are you doing right now, Phoebe? What is this?”

“I’m trying to return someone’s private property, no thanks to you.”

“You’re trying to break the law. Again.”

“Reading someone’s mail is barely illegal, Vi! And it was sent to us!”

“It was sent to him!”

“Our apartment.”

“His name.”

Noah and Arden watched us go back and forth like Venus and Serena at Wimbledon, but then Arden caught my eye, something twinkling. She could see the difference in Phoebe too. My best friend and Noah had been with us through the entire hellish ride, diffusing tension when things got too sour by inviting us over for dinner or out to a movie. And now, finally, Phoebe’s permanent scowl had fled, smiling like the kid Arden and I would make peanut butter and fluff sandwiches for when we were on break from college.

Maybe I wasn’t invested in the letter, but I was invested in that.

“Fine,” I said, and Phoebe straightened. “If you can figure out a way—a legal way—to find Benji Dexter, I will do everything in my power to get that letter to him.”

She considered this. “Define ‘legal.’ ”

Noah snorted.

“I’m kidding,” she said, sending me a reassuring smile. “All my research will be aboveboard. Promise.”

Phoebe padded over to the pizza. I watched her, the anxiety in my chest flaring as her smile dimmed a few watts. I wanted her to be happy. I needed her to be happy. My reckless, wonderful childhood had shifted irrevocably with the birth of my sister; even at twelve, I found myself protective to a vicious degree, and that part of me grew along with her, exploding into an inferno when she came out to me last summer. I’d never forget the shake in her voice, as if she truly believed something would change between us because she liked girls, or the joyful tears in her eyes when I’d told her I was bisexual.

It was scary, loving someone that much. I wanted to warp the world into a softer, more palatable place for her. Maybe, somehow, this was the first step.

Arden sidled up beside me, her fingers wrapping around my arm. “She’s smiling,” she hissed in my ear. I nodded stiffly.

“I know.”

“That’s big.”

“I know.”

“We have to pursue this.”

I shut my eyes, Phoebe’s smile seared into my memory, my eyelids, my very being.

“I know,” I said.





Three

Two days after the letter arrived, I found Phoebe waiting on the sidewalk outside our apartment when I got home from work, a storm of emotions brewing in her features.

“You’re late!” she cried as soon as I was within earshot. Her backpack sat on the pavement at her feet, meaning she hadn’t bothered dropping it off upstairs. I knew something was up this morning when she wolfed down a bowl of cereal and told me to have a great day before rushing out the door. A stark difference to the silent stompings of mornings past. I floated through most of the day, keenly aware my phone wasn’t ringing (we weren’t supposed to keep our volume on at work, but considering how often Phoebe’s school called, it had become a necessity, and my students danced along to the ringtone whenever it chimed). The optimistic part of me hoped we’d simply turned a corner and she liked me again, but I knew better than to trust it by now.

She’d been sleuthing. Hopefully the nice, legal kind of sleuthing that takes place in a public library, but I had my doubts.

“Hello to you, too,” I said, keeping my pace leisurely to piss her off. As much as I wanted her happy, sometimes the older sister gene won out. “And I’m not late. This is the time I get home. You’d know that if you didn’t have detention every day.”

She sneered. “Not today.”

“Not today or you skipped it today?”

“Vi,” she said, ignoring the question, “I found him.”

I sighed. “Of course you did.”

“I didn’t do anything illegal,” she told me in a breathless rush, eyes bright.

“Okay,” I said. “Then how’d you find him?”

“Can’t you just be like, ‘Wow, Bee, you are so beautiful and impressive. Let’s hit the road.’ ”

“Wow, Bee, you are so beautiful and impressive,” I echoed. “Before we hit the road, though, I need to know how you managed to track this guy down.”

She scrunched her nose up, which always preceded something I wouldn’t approve of. Barbies flushed down the toilet, an abandoned baby bunny living in a box in her closet, something terrifically illegal to find a man who didn’t want to be found.

“Remember when Noah said our apartment building probably doesn’t keep records?” She smiled with all her teeth. “Well…”

A breath wheezed out of me like an old balloon. “Phoebe.”

“I didn’t break into anything,” she added quickly. “Rhonda, the lady who works in the office? I just asked her some questions.”

“What kind of questions?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes. Very much.”

“Just, like, how her day was going and what she likes most about her job.” She bit her thumbnail. “If she’d be interested in letting me man the desk for a bit while she has a long lunch with her boyfriend.”

“So, bribery,” I said flatly. I shouldn’t have expected anything less when she was so hell-bent on answers. “Which is illegal.”

“It’s not bribery. There was no exchange of goods. Just information.”

I groaned.

“It’s fine,” she insisted. “I didn’t break into anything, either. Rhonda looked up Benji for me and told me he lived here for two years, he has fantastic credit, and he works at Sequest. You know Sequest, right?”

I did. Sequest was a small nonprofit organization that supported LGBT+ youth, particularly those who’d been displaced, and I passed it every morning on my walk to work. Multiple laws broken in an effort to find a man ten minutes down the road.

“Sequest,” I repeated, trying to wrap my head around it. I hadn’t imagined much about Benji Dexter, but this certainly felt a bit out of left field; if I had to guess, I would’ve said he was some sort of writer, considering the yearning letter.

“Right?” Phoebe said. “I have a good feeling about it. Do you?”

The opposite. If not for Phoebe, I would’ve put the letter in a drawer and forgotten about it. But we were in this together, somehow. Our first adventure since Dad died. I had no idea how it turned into this, but I wouldn’t complain.

“I haven’t decided, yet,” I replied. She studied my face, her expression growing wary.

“You said if I found him, we would take him the letter.”

“I know what I said.”

“So…?” She tilted her head, fixing me with one of the sparkly, hopeful looks she used to wear when the tinkling sound of the ice cream truck swung around the corner. My heart dipped, and frankly, I’d let it drown if it meant this budding bond between us could bloom.

“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah. We can go.”

A bright grin overtook her face.

“But we have to bring Arden,” I added. “She’ll kill me if we don’t.”

Phoebe snatched her backpack off the sidewalk and bolted for the entrance of our building. It wasn’t until the elevator doors slid shut, revealing our reflections, that I realized I was smiling too.



Two and a half minutes into the walk to Sequest, Phoebe and Arden had already lost their minds.

“This is so exciting,” Arden said, clapping her hands over her cheeks. “Do you know what this could mean?”

“We go to jail for breaking the law?” I muttered, sidestepping a jogging woman. The beaming sun had the sidewalks bustling. Boston was at its very best on the cusp of summer, an almost electric feel in the air. A steady stream of traffic emitted the stench of exhaust and gasoline, mingling with the smells coming from Antonio’s Pizza and the quaint café next door. I loved the orange hue painting the tippy tops of high-rises and strategically planted trees, but I couldn’t bring myself to appreciate it with the tittering behind me.

“Think of the possibilities,” Arden said. “What if this is what reunites them? We could bring true love back together!”

“Imagine if that letter never got to Catalina,” Phoebe agreed wistfully. “I would forgive someone if they wrote me a letter like that. Wouldn’t matter what they did.”

I kept my mouth shut so I wouldn’t unleash the pessimistic thoughts rolling through my head. Phoebe needed me to be on board with this. She needed me to be the Violet who was optimistic and fun, even though that version of me had been struggling to scratch the surface since September.

Three positives: Phoebe was smiling, Noah gave us a quart of chicken noodle soup, I avoided stepping in a huge pile of dog shit someone left on the sidewalk.

“We could have a part in this couple’s love story.” Arden burst forward to throw her arms around my shoulders. “Isn’t that exciting?”

“You guys need to calm down,” I replied. “You’re gonna freak everyone out. This whole thing is weird enough without imagining a reconciliation.”

Arden released me at once, turning to Phoebe. “She’s right. They’ll see the mania in our eyes.”

My sister, not listening, said, “Do you think Benji’s bi? Or trans? And that’s why he works at Sequest?”

Arden covered her heart with her hands. I turned to walk backward, pointing between them as I said, “Stop. That’s none of our business. None of this is any of our business. We are returning a letter to its rightful owner, that’s all. If he’s even there.”

“He’s there,” Arden said confidently. “I can feel it. My gut feelings are getting way more accurate lately. Remember Antonio?”

“Anyone with half a brain knows Antonio has a thing for you,” I rebuffed, facing forward. “Just chill out. Both of you.”

“Maybe you should do the talking,” Phoebe said. I stopped on the sidewalk to meet her challenging gaze. “Since this doesn’t matter to you whatsoever.”

“Okay,” Arden cut in, placing a hand on Phoebe’s shoulder. She shrugged her off. “We’re doing something cool right now, remember? Can we focus on that?”

Phoebe continued staring me down, smile gone. I took a small step toward her. “I care,” I said. “I’m keeping my expectations low. It’s not so easy to be optimistic these days. But I do care.”

Her expression softened imperceptibly. “Fine. Whatever. Let’s go.”

The broody stomping briefly returned, but by the time the small brick building came into view, Phoebe was smiling and any semblance of doubt fled my head.

The building itself was fairly bland, save for the Pride flag twitching in the breeze. Phoebe quickened her pace to reach the door first. Inside, warm lighting and inviting velvet furniture filled the lobby, the walls adorned with paintings, as well as drawings done by children. It smelled like lemon and honey. An immediate sense of calm drifted through me, and I realized that was exactly the point of a place like this.

An older woman sat behind a mahogany desk, glasses perched at the tip of her nose. She looked up at our arrival, smiling. “Hello. What can I do for you?”

I glanced at Phoebe and Arden, who stared at me expectantly. So, I was actually doing the talking here.

“Hi,” I said, stepping up to the counter. “Um, we have a question. Sort of.”

“I’m happy to answer any questions you have.”

“It’s about someone who works here. Or worked here.” I winced. Years of parent-teacher conferences hadn’t prepared me for interrogating a stranger about her co-worker’s whereabouts. “Basically, we’re looking for someone, and we were hoping he might be here. Benji Dexter.”

The woman’s smile dropped. “I’m sorry,” she said, blinking several times. “You’re looking for Benji Dexter?”

“We have something for him,” I added quickly, casting a glance to Phoebe and Arden. They looked on, engrossed. “Mail. It came to our apartment by mistake. Or, not by mistake, but…” I cleared my throat, wishing this woman would stop looking at me like I’d asked to speak with a ghost. “We just want to make sure the letter gets to him.”

She threw an anxious glance over her shoulder. “Let me… One moment, please.”

She stood up and approached an open door to her right, ducking her head in and lowering her voice so we couldn’t hear. A different voice shrieked “WHAT? WHY?” loud enough to echo in the lobby.

“That’s foreboding,” Arden said. I cleared the tangle of nerves from my throat.

“We don’t know they’re talking about us.”

On cue, a blond woman appeared in the doorway with the receptionist, and both looked at us, expressions grim. My fingernails dug into my palms.

“This is weird.” Arden looked at me, anxiety overtaking the exhilaration. “It’s weird, right? I think I’m having a gut feeling. We’re about to be true crimed.”

“Stop,” I hissed.

“I mean,” Phoebe said, catching my eye. “It’s not not weird.”

It was extremely weird. But I had to keep my shit together, so I rolled my shoulders and donned what I hoped was a casual, cool smile. Phoebe. This is for Phoebe.

The receptionist slipped away, veering to the other end of the building. Flashing us a tight smile, she held up a finger and disappeared through a blue door. The blonde remained in the doorway, watching us with wide eyes, and said, “She’ll be right back.”

Arden leaned to whisper in Phoebe’s ear, “They’re going to eat us, aren’t they?”

I took a step backward to join their huddle. “So, he’s here, right?”

“That or his name is a code for terrorism,” Arden replied.

“They’re, like, afraid,” Phoebe murmured, attention locked on the second door, waiting for the receptionist to emerge with or without Benji Dexter. “Maybe he’s a huge piece of shit.”

Arden hummed thoughtfully. “Would a huge piece of shit work for a nonprofit?”

“Uh, yeah. Absolutely,” Phoebe said.

“I don’t know. I think—”

A man emerged from the blue door, effectively sucking every decibel from the room. He had the kind of face that shuts down the possibility of a double take—a glance mindlessly shifted into an open-mouthed stare.

I decided he was 40 percent gorgeous, 60 percent intimidating. Olive skin, broad shoulders taut against a crisp white button-up tucked into slim charcoal trousers. I liked the juxtaposition of a polished outfit against the five o’clock shadow coating his angular jaw, crooked nose against a perfect face, thick brown hair finger combed carelessly. Dark, distrustful eyes pinned me into place. It was like a young Harrison Ford opted to go into the CIA instead of acting.

He stopped halfway to us, glowering. Suddenly, Arden’s theory about cannibalism didn’t seem so far off. It wasn’t until Phoebe pressed the letter into my palm that I remembered what we were doing here. Who this was.

I took a tentative step forward. “Benji Dexter?”

A muscle in his jaw jumped.

“I’m Violet. This is kind of weird, but, um, I live in your old apartment. On Bluebird Street?” His eyes narrowed. I took that as confirmation. “We got this in the mail,” I plowed on, moving toward him, brandishing the envelope. His eyes snapped to it, and this time the recognition
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