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            Chapter One

          

          PRETTY GIRLS GET DEATH THREATS

        

      

    

    
      Naomi

      “I think this is a new record. It’s only your second week on air and you’re already getting fan mail.”

      Anne has this way of sneaking up on people, so when I hear her voice behind me, I swivel around in my chair, startled. I think it’s her shoes. They’re too quiet, even on tile. She smiles and waves a letter in her hand.

      “I didn’t know meteorologists got fan mail. Should I be concerned?”

      “The pretty ones do,” Anne says with a wink. “But, like I said, two weeks is a new record. Let’s hope your new fan doesn’t turn out to be a stalker.”

      I take the letter from her and turn the plain white envelope over. My name and the news station’s address are handwritten on it. Anne watches me, not bothering to disguise her anticipation. I slide my finger under the flap and rip it open, tearing the whole envelope in half.

      “Use a letter opener,” Anne says. She looks annoyed.

      “Who needs a letter opener? My fingers work just fine.”

      “You’re going to get a paper cut,” she says.

      I don’t care. I shrug. “I’ve always opened letters like this.”

      I reach into the torn envelope and pull out a single sheet of folded notebook paper. The letter is handwritten. Short, simple, to the point:

      
        
        Dear Naomi,

        I hope you get struck by lightning and die in the middle of your next weather report. Wouldn’t that be ironic?

        —L

      

      

      I bark out a laugh before I can stop myself. I try to stifle it, but now that it’s out, I can’t stop shaking with laughter. Anne frowns, then snatches the letter to see what’s so funny. I watch through tears as her eyes widen and her face turns red.

      “Oh my God,” she says. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know what this was. I didn’t – are you okay? Why are you laughing?”

      I take a deep breath to calm myself down, and then pick up the torn envelope. I’m disappointed to see that there is no return address.

      “Where did this come from?”

      Anne shakes her head. It’s clear she’s confused by my reaction. “It came in the mail this morning. No return address. Do you know who it is?”

      I nod. I can feel the smile creeping back across my lips. “I haven’t heard from this person in two years.”

      My responses only serve to confuse Anne more. “Is it a joke? Or do you have a psycho stalker we should know about?”

      “It’s a long story. It’s kind of hard to explain.”

      Anne pulls a chair from the next desk and sits down. “I have time.”

      I stand up, gathering my things. I’m done for the day, and this isn’t a conversation I want all my coworkers to hear. “I was about to head out,” I say. Anne looks disappointed. “Come grab a coffee with me? I’ll tell you all about it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear Luca,

        I am really excited to be your new pen pal. My teacher says that you live in California. I’ve never met anyone who lives in California before. I think that’s so cool! Do you go to the beach every day? I feel like that’s what I would do if I lived there. You must love it so much.

        I live in Oklahoma. I’ve always wanted to live somewhere close to a beach so that I can go any time I want. There isn’t a lot to do in my town, unless you count going to the mall or to the river, which isn’t nearly as nice as the actual ocean.

        What do you like to do in California? Do you have any pets? I have a hamster, but I really want a cat. My mom says that I can have a cat when I’m a little older, but she’s been saying that since I can remember. I’m ten now, and I feel like I’m old enough to take care of a cat. Or a ferret. If I can’t have a cat, then I really want a ferret. What about you? Do you like ferrets?

        Love,

        Naomi Light

      

      

      I was in fifth grade when I wrote my first letter to Luca. My teacher made us choose pen pals at random by pulling names out of a hat. That’s how I ended up writing a letter to a kid named Luca Pichler who lived in California. I was excited to be making a new friend who lived in another state. I had never had a pen pal before, and I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to end the letter. My mother had always made me sign all my letters with ‘Love, Naomi,’ so that’s how I ended this one. It wasn’t until after I wrote it out that I wondered if it was weird to write ‘love’ to a boy I had never met. I had only ever written letters to family before.

      It was too late to rewrite the letter, and I didn’t want to scribble it out and make myself look sloppy. Mrs. Goble was walking down the aisle toward my desk, picking up all of our letters on her way. I stuffed mine into the envelope and handed it to her.

      She explained that the letters would go out in the mail the next morning, and then it would be a few days before our pen pals received them. Then it would be a few more days before we heard back from our new friends in California.

      We received the letters from our pen pals two weeks later. I was so excited to have mail addressed to me that wasn’t from someone in my family. When I opened the letter, the first thing I noticed was that Luca Pichler’s handwriting was atrocious. It took me twice as long to read it than it would have if he’d at least tried to write neatly.

      
        
        Dear Naomi,

        You sound really boring. My mom says that Oklahoma is in the middle of the bible belt, and you’ll probably end up pregnant at sixteen. Also, ferrets stink. If you want a real pet, then get a dog because cats are boring. On second thought, maybe a cat would be a perfect fit for you after all.

        Do you get tornadoes in Oklahoma?

        Love,

        Luca Pichler

      

      

      The fact that I had to put in a lot of effort to decipher his terrible handwriting made it all the more infuriating. My letter had been so nice and cheerful, and he responded with … this? My chin quivered. I couldn’t let Mrs. Goble see me like this. I folded the letter up and took a deep breath. I blinked away the moisture in my eyes. Then I unfolded the letter and read it again. He had closed it with ‘love’ just like I had. I wondered if that was something his own mother had taught him, or if he was just copying me. Maybe he had put it there to be ironic after writing such a hateful letter. Were fifth grade boys in California capable of that kind of purposeful irony? I doubted it. He was probably mocking me, just like he was with the rest of his letter.

      I carefully ripped a clean sheet of paper from my notebook, picked up my pen, and wrote back.

      
        
        Dear Luca,

        Your handwriting is terrible. I couldn’t even understand what you wrote in your letter. It kind of looks like you said that you have five cats of your own, and your favorite thing to do on the weekends is clean their litterboxes. That seems a little weird. You should probably stop drinking so much salt water. Maybe it’s a good thing I live far from the ocean after all.

        And yes, we get tornadoes here.

        Love,

        Naomi

      

      

      His next letter was easier to understand. It was clear that he had taken his time, focusing on making his handwriting neater. That felt like a win, even if this one was meaner than the first.

      
        
        Dear Naomi,

        I wrote this one more slowly so that your simple Oklahoma mind can keep up. I’m sorry to hear that your parents are brother and sister. I’ve heard that incest can cause a lot of birth defects, which explains why you turned out the way you did.

        I’m happy to hear that there are tornadoes in Oklahoma. If we’re lucky, a tornado will destroy your house and keep your parents from breeding more of your kind.

        Love,

        Luca

      

      

      I was furious when I got that second letter. I didn’t understand how anyone could be so mean and disgusting. I folded up the letter and stuffed it in the drawer in my desk, vowing never to write to him again. I had thought that maybe he’d just had a bad day the first time, but now it was clear he was doing this because he was just a terrible, terrible human being.
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        * * *

      

      “But you did write back to him, right?” Anne asks. “You said it’s been two years since you heard from him. Did he just keep writing back to you all that time with no response from you?”

      “I wrote back. Eventually.”

      “Did your teacher ever see his letters?”

      I shrug. “No. She always gave us the envelopes unopened. I think as long as none of us complained, she just assumed all of our pen pals were behaving. It worked out in my favor, too, because I got pretty mean after that.”

      “Were you actually mad, or did you just do it for his reaction?”

      I pause to think about it. “I was mad at first. I think as time went on, though, I started looking forward to his letters. I wanted to see how mean he could get. I made it my personal goal to be worse than him.”

      Anne looks down at the letter on the table between us. “Seems like the ball is in your court now.”

      I pick up the letter and look at it, my eyes skimming over his familiar handwriting. “No return address,” I remind her. “How am I supposed to write back?”

      “Try his address from two years ago,” she suggests.

      “I did. I tried it a year and a half ago. It came back undeliverable. Usually when one of us moved, we’d send the next letter with the new return address. This time, he moved without sending a new letter.”

      Anne purses her lips, thinking. “He’s challenging you,” she says after a minute.

      “Challenging me?”

      “To find him,” she clarifies. “If you don’t send a reply, then he gets the last word, ending a decades-old snail-mail battle. Are you ready to let him win?”

      I shake my head. “Hell no. I’m tracking him down.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          BROTHERS AND SISTERS

        

      

    

    
      Luca

      I had thought the idea of writing to a pen pal was stupid. I had nothing to say to some kid in some other state. I was probably the only kid in my class who wasn’t excited about it. While the rest of the class was reading their letters to each other, and talking about what they planned to write back, I sat in the back of the classroom, wishing I could be home playing video games.

      It’s not like this was a graded assignment. Mrs. Martin probably wouldn’t even read our letters.

      “Luca,” she said, grabbing my attention. “Would you like to share your letter?”

      I shook my head. “Not really.”

      She gave me a sympathetic smile. “Maybe just read it to Ben.”

      My friend Ben sat at the desk next to mine. He looked about as excited as I felt. I slid the letter across the desk to him. He read it, and then pushed it back to me.

      “She talks about the ocean a lot,” he said.

      “I know,” I agreed.

      “What are you going to say?”

      “I don’t know. This is stupid.”

      “You think everything is stupid.”

      “Everything is stupid.”

      “You need to write back to her,” Ben said.

      “Why?”

      “Because if you don’t, she’ll be the only kid in her class who doesn’t get a letter.”

      I rolled my eyes, and with a sigh, I flipped my notebook to a blank page. I looked at Naomi’s letter one more time, and then scribbled my own letter. When I was finished, I smirked. I ripped the sheet of paper out of my notebook and handed it to Ben.

      “You can’t send that,” he said. “You’ll get in so much trouble.”

      “Mrs. Martin isn’t even going to read it,” I whispered back.

      “That’s so mean,” he said. “You’re going to make her cry.”

      “So? I don’t know her.”

      I took my letter back, folded it, and put it into the envelope our teacher had provided. I thought that would be the end of it. Naomi Light would ask for a new pen pal, and I wouldn’t be expected to write to anyone.

      But it wasn’t the end. Two weeks later, Mrs. Martin handed out our new letters. I was surprised to see that Naomi had written another letter to me. Ben seemed surprised too. He waited for me to open mine before he even opened his own.

      “What did she say?” he asked before I was finished reading.

      Her letter made me angry. “She didn’t even understand what I wrote last time, and she’s making stuff up.”

      I opened my notebook and began to draft my response. I was halfway through my first sentence when I scribbled it all out. She was right. My handwriting was messy. Mrs. Martin was always asking me to write neater, and even my mom had told me I needed to work on it. I flipped to a new sheet of paper and started over. This time, I wrote slowly, careful to keep all my letters separate and readable.

      I showed it to Ben when I was done. His brows shot up while he read it, and then he frowned at me. “That’s gross,” he said. “Do people in Oklahoma really do that? Marry their brothers and sisters?”

      I shrugged. “Probably not.”

      I took the letter back and stuffed it into the envelope.

      “Why are you still being so mean to her? She was probably excited about having a pen pal.”

      Ben looked around at the other kids in our class, and I followed his gaze. All of the girls had big smiles on their faces as they read the letters they had received, giving each other ideas for what to write back. I knew what he was doing. He was trying to get me to see Naomi as one of them: a real person, rather than just a piece of paper that came in the mail.

      “I don’t want to have to keep writing to someone all year long. If she’s the one who decides not to write back, then it won’t be my fault, and Mrs. Martin will leave me alone.”

      I sealed the envelope and wrote down Naomi’s name and school address, and then dropped it off in the basket Mrs. Martin had designated for our letters. I was the first to hand mine in. She smiled at me.

      “That was fast,” she said.

      I shrugged, and gave her what I thought was my most charming smile. “My pen pal is really easy to write to. I can’t wait to hear back from her.”

      It was another two weeks before our pen pals wrote back. Mrs. Martin walked through the classroom, handing the letters out. When she reached my desk, she paused, flipping through the stack of letters in her hand. She slipped one out and handed it to Ben. She reached the end of the stack, and started over.

      “Hmm,” she said when it was clear there wasn’t a letter for me. “I’m sorry, Luca. It looks like there isn’t a letter for you this time. It might have been separated from the others. That happens sometimes. We’ll probably get it in a day or two.”

      “Oh.” I tried to sound disappointed, but I didn’t have to try very hard. I was surprised to find that I actually was a little disappointed. While we waited for the letters, I had found myself hoping that Naomi would send another snarky letter in response to mine, so that I could fire back with something even meaner.

      I knew that the whole point of writing mean letters was to get her to stop writing back, but I hadn’t realized it would happen this quickly. Now I was the only kid in the class who didn’t have a letter to read.

      The following day, I stopped at Mrs. Martin’s desk at the end of recess.

      “Did I get a letter today?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Luca. Nothing yet. Maybe tomorrow?”

      But there was nothing in the mail the next day, either. Or the next day.

      I had given up on hearing from Naomi by the time the next round of letters came in the mail. I didn’t even look up at Mrs. Martin as she walked around the room, handing them out. I was working on a homework assignment when she dropped an envelope onto my desk. I looked up at her, surprised. She winked at me, then continued around the room, handing out the rest of the letters.

      “I guess your plan didn’t work too well,” Ben said.

      I ignored him and opened the letter.

      
        
        Dear Luca,

        I wasn’t going to write back to you after what you said to me last time. I don’t like to use bad words, but I want you to know that you’re an asshole. I realized that you probably only said those nasty things to get out of having to write to me, so I decided that the best punishment is for me to just keep writing to you.

        I feel like I should let you know that my parents are not brother and sister. I think it’s kind of weird that you even thought of that. You must have some pretty disgusting fantasies. I hope that you don’t have any brothers or sisters, but if you do, they probably wouldn’t want to touch you with a ten-foot pole. You have an ugly personality, and I bet you’re just as ugly on the outside too.

        By the way, what’s the weather like in California this time of year?

        Love,

        Naomi

      

      

      
        
        Dear Naomi,

        I’m actually not ugly at all. All the girls in my class think I’m hot. My teacher caught two of the girls in my class passing notes to each other, and that’s what the note said. So, you’re wrong. Also, I don’t have any siblings. It’s really gross that you think I fantasize about brothers and sisters. Why did you even think about that? Is that what you fantasize about? Gross.

        The weather is pretty nice this time of year. It’s almost eighty degrees today. I think I might go to the beach after school.

        Love,

        Luca

      

      

      
        
        Dear Luca,

        The girls in your class are wrong, because boys in fifth grade are not hot. When the girls in your class call you hot, they probably just mean that you’re skinny. My older cousin says that boys don’t get hot until high school. But, I guess, whatever helps you sleep at night.

        I’m so jealous of your weather. It’s really cold and cloudy here. I wish I was lying on the beach right now. Are you really tanned? I wish I could get a tan.

        Love,

        Naomi

      

      

      
        
        Dear Naomi,

        Stop trying to make friends with me by talking about the weather and tanning. It’s not going to work. Also, you probably shouldn’t lay out on the beach, because someone might mistake you for a whale. Next thing you know, a whole crowd of people will be around you, trying to help push you back into the ocean.

        I don’t care what your cousin says about boys. If she’s older than us, then of course she doesn’t think fifth-grade boys are hot. Besides, I’m not just skinny. I have abs.

        Love,

        Luca

      

      

      By the time winter break started, I was one of the only kids in my class who was still consistently getting letters from my pen pal. Even Ben had grown bored with the letters. When we all went back to school in January, there was only one letter waiting for our return. It was addressed to me. The entire class turned around to stare at me when Mrs. Martin announced that I had received a letter from my pen pal. It was like they had all forgotten that our pen pals still existed.

      I tucked the envelope into my backpack to read later without an audience. When I wrote back, I changed the return address to my home address instead of the school. I didn’t want anyone to know that I was the only one still writing to my pen pal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          NAMES ARE HARD

        

      

    

    
      Naomi

      “I feel like there’s more to the story,” Anne says. “It doesn’t just end with you saying mean things to each other in fifth grade.”

      “There is more. A lot more. I told you it was a long story.”

      “Did you keep any of the letters?”

      I shrug. “I’m sure I have them somewhere.”

      This is a lie. I know exactly where all the letters are. They’re tucked away in a shoe box on the top shelf in my closet, organized chronologically. I even saved the unopened letters that were returned after Luca moved.

      “I can’t believe you’ve never told me any of this before,” Anne says. “Aren’t you supposed to tell your best friend everything?”

      “I met you right after I stopped hearing from him,” I remind her. “I guess it just never came up.”

      The truth is that I never told anyone about Luca. My parents only knew because they saw the letters coming and going. My college roommate knew because she had seen me writing to him a few times, but we never talked much about it and she never read any of the letters.

      I hear the café door open behind me, and Anne’s eyes wander to whoever is walking in. Even as she’s distracted, she doesn’t drop the subject. “How are you going to find him?”

      “No idea. Public record search? I don’t really know where to start.”

      “You have his first and last name.”

      “True, but I don’t know where he lives now.”

      “Look him up on Facebook.”

      I pull my phone out of my purse. “Of course,” I say. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

      Her eyes go wide, and then she frowns. “You never looked him up before? Weren’t you curious about what he looked like?”

      “Of course I’ve looked him up before, but it’s been a long time. He had one of those profile pictures with like five other guys next to him, so I couldn’t be sure which one he was.”

      Anne’s eyes wander past me again, toward the cash register. I turn around to see what she keeps staring at, and recognize one of my neighbors ordering a coffee. No wonder she’s staring. Even facing away from us, Jake Dubois is a good-looking guy. He has dark hair and muscles that fill out his shirt nicely. His short sleeves hug his biceps as he reaches across the counter to pay for his coffee. We both take in the view for a moment longer before I face her again, returning my attention to my phone. I open Facebook and type in ‘Luca Pichler’ in the search bar. Several names and photos pop up.

      “Think he’s one of them?” Anne asks, leaning over the table to look at my screen.

      I scroll through the list. “None of these guys live in America. I don’t know. I guess it’s possible he moved, but I don’t think he’s one of them. I’ll have to look harder later.”

      A figure looms over our table. Anne looks up at Jake first, covering up a squeal of surprise. “Hi,” she says, her face flushing. I’m sure my face is just as pink as hers. I wonder if he noticed us staring at him a minute ago.

      He says, “Hey,” to Anne, and then turns to me. His ice-blue eyes never cease to startle me when he looks at me. They’re the type of eyes that are impossible to look away from, and yet I feel like if I keep staring, he’ll somehow figure out my darkest secrets. “I thought I recognized you,” he says. “Are you all done reporting the weather for the day?”

      “Wow. Two big fans in one day,” Anne says. “Look at you.”

      I snort, and lift my coffee to my lips before I remember that my cup is empty. “Anne, he’s my neighbor.”

      “Oh.” She lets out a nervous laugh and glances away.

      He’s quiet for a moment. I realize that he’s looking down at my phone, which is still displaying a list of all the Luca Pichlers of the world. I quickly close the screen, and he turns his attention back to me. “I wanted to ask if you’d like to have dinner with me sometime. Uh, maybe this weekend?”

      I’m caught off guard by his question. It takes me a second to realize that he’s asking me out. I’ve seen him around the building plenty of times, but we’ve only ever interacted twice. The first time was when he moved into the building about six months ago, and I held the door open for him on my way outside while he carried a box inside. He had said, “Thank you,” and I responded with, “You’re welcome.”

      The second time was only about a week ago. I was heading downstairs to check my mail just as he was coming up. He had stopped right in front of me, blocking me from exiting the stairwell, and said, “Hey, aren’t you that weathergirl? Naomi Light?”

      “Uh, yeah, that’s me,” I had responded.

      I had stolen a glance at the name badge on the scrubs he was wearing, but I didn’t get a chance to see where he worked.

      “Cool,” was all he said before stepping out of my way and hurrying up the stairs. I’ve seen him a few other times, but all either of us offer is a polite nod or smile, and sometimes we ignore each other altogether.

      I realize now that it’s been a moment, and I still haven’t answered his question.

      “Yeah, uh, sure,” I stammer, sounding just as nervous as he had asking the question.

      “Great,” he says. His gaze lowers to my empty cup. “Can I buy you another coffee?”

      This is already my third cup today, but I find myself saying, “Yeah, uh, sure,” and then cringe at myself because this is exactly how I answered his last question. I force myself to snap out of my stupor. “Actually, I was about to head out.”

      “I’ll get you a to-go cup then.”

      He turns around and heads back to the counter. I watch him over my shoulder, my heart beating fast. Anne clears her throat, but I avoid looking at her. I can tell by the way my whole body has heated that my face is probably as red as my hair. When I finally look at her, she has a big smile on her face.

      “That was both the most awkward, and the most exciting thing I’ve ever witnessed,” she says.

      “Then you need to raise your standards for both awkward and exciting things.” I wipe my hair away from my face, trying to cool myself down. “What’s the big deal?”

      “Naomi Light has a hot date this weekend,” she says in a sing-song voice, dancing in her seat. “And you didn’t even need a dating app to meet him. What are you going to wear?”

      I roll my eyes, fighting a smile. “I literally haven’t had time to think about it yet.”

      “You never told me you had such a hot neighbor. You’ve only ever talked about the really loud one.”

      I shush her, then look over my shoulder again to make sure he can’t hear us. He’s swiping his card at the register. I turn back to Anne. “Why would I describe all of my neighbors to you?”

      “You don’t need to describe all of them, but…” She pauses, her eyes wandering back to Jake. “This one is certainly worth describing.”

      Jake is heading back to our table with a new cup of coffee for me. Anne and I stand up. She leans closer to me and whispers, “You have to tell me if you find Luca Pichler’s address. I want to know what happens next.”

      “You’ll be the first person I tell.”

      Anne leaves just as he’s getting back to the table. I thank him, and then we head outside.

      “I’ll walk you home,” he offers.

      I laugh, glancing up at our apartment building, which is right across the street. “What would you do if I said no?”

      He thinks about it. “Probably wait ten seconds and then follow you awkwardly.”

      “Fine. You can walk me home.”

      The way he smiles does something to me. I’ve seen him smile before, but when it’s directed at me, my heart rate picks up and I think I might need to be carried across the street. I force myself to look away from his face, because it’s the only way I can survive this walk home. My eyes land on his arm, and I imagine him carrying me, my head against that muscular chest… Okay, maybe I shouldn’t look at him at all. I face the street, hoping that the effect he has on me isn’t too obvious.

      We wait for traffic to clear up, and then we head across the street. Without even looking at him, I’m acutely aware of every step he takes, how far away from me he is at any given moment, and every time he glances in my direction. I manage to make it to the other side without stumbling over my own feet. He holds the door open for me. As I step past him, I can smell his cologne, or maybe it’s his body wash, mixed with the aroma of the coffee he’s holding. I breathe him in for the fleeting moment that I spend walking past him through the doorway. I’m about to head for the stairs when I notice that he’s stepping up to the elevator. I hesitate. The last time I took this, it broke down and I was trapped for thirty minutes before the fire department came and rescued me. According to other residents, it has been fixed since then, and most people in my building still use it, but I haven’t taken my chances.

      He watches me, eyebrow raised, as I turn from the stairwell back to the elevator. I’m not about to tell him that I’m afraid to take the elevator, so I try to play it cool. He hits the button, and the doors open. I take a deep breath before following him in.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks as he pushes the button for his floor.

      “Nothing.” I hit the button for the third floor, ignoring the fact that I can hear my own heartbeat drumming in my ears.

      “Are you sure? Because you seem like you’re afraid of the elevator.”

      “Nope. Not at all.”

      His brow wrinkles. “You’re white as a ghost. Are you claustrophobic?”

      “That’s just my skin tone,” I say, forcing a laugh. “Thanks a lot.”

      “Come on. We can take the stairs if you need to.” He reaches for the button, but by the time he hits it, the elevator is already starting to move up. It shakes, and then stops moving halfway between the lobby and the second floor.

      I let out an involuntary sound that’s a mixture between a gasp and a shriek. I clasp my free hand over my mouth.

      “Oops.” He hits the button again, but it doesn’t seem to help.

      “This is exactly why I didn’t want to take the elevator,” I groan. “This always happens to me.”

      “This has happened to you before?” His eyes go wide. “Oh. That’s why you were afraid.” He looks back at the control panel. “And I just made things worse, didn’t I?”

      I back up against the wall and take a deep breath. I let it out slowly, calming myself. I pull my phone out of my pocket to check for a signal, but I know there won’t be any. I was without a signal the entire thirty minutes I was trapped in here last time.

      “Please tell me you have a signal.”

      He looks at his phone. “Nope. Sorry.” He examines the control panel, then hits a button. There’s a short dial tone, and then I recognize the voice of the security guard who sits in the lobby. At least they fixed the ‘help’ button since the last time I was trapped here.

      “Hey Joel,” he says. “We’re trapped in the elevator.”

      “Is that Naomi in there with you?” Joel’s voice sounds gravelly through the speaker. “Seems like she has bad luck with that elevator.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      “I’ll call for help,” Joel says. “Hang tight.”

      The line disconnects, leaving just the two of us. The elevator seems even quieter now. I wish there was some music to break the silence.

      I look up at the ceiling, wondering if I can reach the second floor if I move a ceiling tile and climb up on top of the elevator. I didn’t have this option last time because I wasn’t trapped in here with someone so tall. I’m sure I could climb up onto his shoulders and…

      “It’s not going to work,” he says, interrupting my thoughts.

      I frown at him. “What’s not going to work?”

      He gestures with his coffee cup toward the ceiling. “You wouldn’t be able to get the doors open even if you could reach them.”

      My mouth drops open. “Did I say that out loud?”

      He laughs. “No. But I could practically see your plan forming just by looking at your face.”

      “I’m sure I could get the doors open. I’m strong.”

      “Maybe you could, but it’s still not safe. What happens if the elevator starts moving while you’re up there?”

      I sigh. “I hadn’t really thought about that.”

      “Let’s just hang tight and wait for help.”

      I nod. I know that he’s right, but I still feel anxious. I don’t know why. It’s not like I need to be anywhere.

      “At least we both have coffee,” he says.

      “And each other,” I add. “Last time I was in here all by myself. I thought I was going to go crazy.”

      “Are you going to be okay? You’re not going to start hyperventilating and screaming, are you?”

      I pace the length of the small box we’re in. “I’ll be fine as long as they get us out of here soon.”

      “I’m sure it’s a simple fix. All I did was hit a button.”

      I can feel the panic creeping in. I take another deep breath to steady myself.

      “What did you do last time you were trapped in here?”

      I think about it for a moment. “I spent the first ten minutes trying to get a signal on my phone. Then I banged my fists against the door screaming for help until my throat hurt. After a while I gave up on ever getting out of here, and I was trying to decide which of my limbs I would need to eat to survive when the fire department finally pried the doors open.”

      His brow is wrinkled with worry, but a smile tugs at the corner of his mouth, like he’s not sure if it’s okay to laugh at my misery.

      “It was a dark time,” I add. “I barely made it out alive.”

      “That sounds rough,” he says, still fighting a smile. “I think you’ll be happy to know that I don’t think either of us will need to resort to cannibalism today.”

      “It’s great that you think that, but I’m not ready to rule it out just yet.”

      He snorts. “Okay. Remind me to never go camping with you.”

      The idea of camping with him makes me feel hot. I pull my shirt away from my stomach to cool myself down. “I can handle camping. There aren’t any elevators in the wilderness.”

      His gaze lowers, landing on my stomach. I realize the way I’m holding my shirt looks like I’m about to take it off. I let go, clearing my throat while I pat my shirt back into place. He turns his head away, his ears turning pink.

      “I can’t believe I’ve avoided the elevator all this time just to get stuck in it again.”

      “You really haven’t been in here since then?”

      I shake my head. “I take the stairs.”

      He looks at the button for the third floor, which is still illuminated. “Two flights of stairs twice a day? You never get sick of that?”

      I shrug, gesturing around us. “I feel like I would get sick of this a lot faster.”

      “True,” he says. “I’ve heard I’m pretty intolerable.”

      I smack his arm. “That’s not what I meant.”

      He pulls his arm away, acting like I’ve hurt him. “Ouch!”

      I laugh. “That did not hurt.”

      “Yeah, it did. You’re stronger than you look.” He points at the elevator doors. “I bet you could pry them open.”

      I roll my eyes. I hand him my coffee cup, then step up to the doors and attempt to pull them apart. I already know that it’s not going to work. I tried this last time.

      “Nope,” I say, taking my coffee back. “Guess I need to hit the gym more often.”

      “Nah. You don’t need the gym. Just do a hand-stand your whole way up the stairs every day. You’ll be strong enough in no time.”

      I almost snort out my coffee. “That would be a sight to see.” I check the time on my phone. “Ugh. How long has it been?”

      I take another sip of my coffee, which I regret, because I have to pee, and I’m not doing myself any favors by putting more liquid in my body. I lower myself to the floor and sit with my legs crossed in front of me. He sits down next to me. I suck in a breath. His closeness makes me forget how much I hate the elevator, if only for a moment.

      I notice that he seems calm, like he’s not anxious to get out of here like I am.

      “So,” he says. I turn to look at him, waiting for him to continue. The corner of his mouth tilts up. I pull my gaze away from his mouth to meet his eyes, which are fixed on mine. My breath catches. “I heard you and your friend talking about me.”

      My face heats as I remember everything that Anne said. I’m afraid to know how much he heard, but I have to ask. “What exactly did you hear?”

      He smiles. “I heard you have a loud neighbor.”

      I wish I could hide. If he heard that, then he definitely heard everything else.

      “Can I see your phone?” he asks.

      I pass it to him. “Why?”

      “So that I can give you my number.”

      He starts typing in his contact information. I look over his shoulder. He puts himself in as ‘Hot Neighbor’.

      I roll my eyes. “A little full of yourself, aren’t you?”

      He shrugs as he hands my phone back. “Just accepting the title I’ve been given.”

      I send him a text message, and to my surprise it goes through despite the terrible signal in this elevator. “There. Now you have my number too.”

      I watch his face as the message pops up on his screen. He doesn’t try to hide his smile.

      “What are you going to save my number as? Weird Elevator Girl?”

      He laughs. “Not a chance.”

      I look at his screen as he types ‘Cute Weathergirl’ to save my number in his contacts. I feel a smile tugging at the corners of my lips even as my face turns red.

      “Cute, huh?” I tease him. “How many other weathergirls do you know?”

      “A lot. You’d be surprised. I had to come up with a numbering system for all of the average weathergirls in my contact list.”

      I lean back against the wall. “I’m kind of disappointed I’m not one of them. Average Weathergirl Number Seven has a nice ring to it.”

      He shakes his head and waves his phone. “Nope. This name fits you better.”

      The elevator shakes, startling me, and then it begins to rise. “Oh, thank God.”

      We both stand up just as the doors open on the third floor. I step out into the hallway. He places his hand on the door jamb to keep it from closing. “We should do this again sometime,” he says.

      I look back into the elevator and cringe. “Not a chance.”

      He pouts.

      “I’ll let you take me to dinner as long as there are no elevators involved.”

      He smiles. “Deal.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside my apartment, I continue my Facebook search for Luca Pichler. I try narrowing the search to all the cities I know he’s lived, starting with San Diego, where both his first and last letters came from before he disappeared. No results. I try again with the next city, and the next, with no luck. It seems like all the Luca Pichlers that came up in my initial search live outside the United States. I start checking their profiles, knowing it’s possible he moved out of the country, but none of these men look promising.

      My upstairs neighbor is stomping around. I hear something dragging – or maybe rolling? – before a loud crash on the other side of the room. I duck my head as if the sound is in my own apartment, and then I roll my eyes at both myself and my loud neighbor. It sounds like whoever lives up there has a bowling alley in their apartment. I turn on some music to drown out the noise.

      Despite my loud neighbor and the infamous elevator, this isn’t a bad place to live. It’s one of the nicer apartment buildings in my area of Miami. We don’t have a doorman, but we have Joel, the security guard. Sometimes when he’s bored – which seems to be often – he likes to hold the door open for the people who live in the building. He’s worked here long enough that he knows us all by name. He’s one of the few fixtures I’ll miss when I buy my house and move out of this building.

      I make myself some lunch, and as I’m eating, my phone buzzes. I grab it and check the screen, hoping to see a message from Jake, but it’s not him. It’s Anne. She sent a link to a database called PeopleFinder where I can look up Luca Pichler.

      
        
        Anne: You have to pay to get access to his address and all that.

      

      

      I click on the link and type Luca’s name in the search bar. The results are populated with a few different men with the same name. The free version of the website only shows their age and their city. I’m not thrilled with the results I have so far. One of the men is in his mid-fifties, one is in his early twenties, and the last on the list is close to eighty. Either my Luca Pichler isn’t on this list, or someone got his age wrong. I decide to pay for the membership anyway. I can always cancel it after I get what I need.

      The payment processes and the page reloads, this time with complete information. It turns out the geriatric Luca Pichler lives in a nursing home in Seattle. The mid-fifties Luca Pichler lives with his wife, his in-laws, and six children in Rhode Island. The younger Luca Pichler lives in a home for adults with disabilities. I sigh. None of this looks promising. Now I’m out twenty bucks, and my identity has probably been sold to the highest bidder.

      
        
        Naomi: No luck. If I hadn’t received that letter today, I might assume Luca is dead.

        Anne: Weird. I wonder if his parents still live in his childhood home. Do you still have that address?

      

      

      It’s a good idea, and one that I was thinking of before she sent the link to PeopleFinder. I go into my bedroom and take the shoe box out of the closet. The most recent letters are on top, and the very first ones are at the bottom. I had written his return address on the back of every letter so that I’d always know where to send my next letter even if I threw the envelope away.

      Using my phone, I take a picture of the San Diego address. I’m about to put the letters away when I have an idea. I skim through them, stopping at each one that has a new address, and take a photo. The first eight years of letters are all from the same San Diego address. After that, his letters had come from all over the country. He had moved frequently, but he always made sure I had his new address – until two years ago.

      I know it’s unlikely he’s gone back to live at any of these old addresses, but it’s a good place to start. Someone, somewhere, has to know where he is.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve already had two cups of coffee by the time Anne gets to the station with my third. I’m looking at satellite and radar data to prepare my weather report for the day when she sets the steaming cup next to me.

      “Thank you.”

      Without taking my eyes off the screen, I reach for the hot cup and take a sip. I can hear her pull up a chair next to me and sit down.

      “Don’t you have some real work to do? Or did Patrick order you to watch me drink the whole cup?”

      “I was just curious if you tracked down your penemy.”

      “My what?”

      “Your penemy,” she repeats. “Get it? Like a pen pal, but he’s your enemy. Pen enemy. Penemy.”

      “Clever.” I still haven’t looked at her. I’m focused on my screen. I only have about ten more minutes before I need to be on air. “I already told you I couldn’t find him on PeopleFinder. Short of driving out to San Diego, I’m not really sure how to track him down.”

      “Taking a break already, Anette?”

      We both turn to see Patrick sauntering into the room with a stack of papers in his hands. He always carries the same stack of papers around the station when he wants to look busy without doing anything productive. He also has never called Anne by her actual name, but I guess ‘Anette’ is close enough that everyone knows who he’s talking to.

      “I was just bringing Naomi her coffee,” she says.

      “I didn’t realize delivering coffee requires sitting down.”

      I turn back to my computer, rolling my eyes. She mumbles a quick apology and hurries off. As usual, her shoes don’t make a sound on the carpeted floor. Patrick watches her go and then turns to me.

      “I’ve been meaning to tell you that you’re doing an excellent job, Naomi.”

      He’s one of those people who pronounces my name like nigh-oh-me, even though I’ve corrected him countless times. I don’t even bother anymore, but I wonder if he realizes that he’s the only person at the station who pronounces it like that.

      “Thank you, Patrick. I appreciate it.”

      “You’re a natural on air,” he continues. “And your graphics are impressive. Your predictions are spot on, too. Really great job. Emmanuel would have been proud.”

      “Oh. Thank you. Didn’t you know that I was preparing the graphics for Emmanuel for the last two years? In fact, he didn’t look at a single radar for the last year and a half before he retired.”

      “You’ve been here for two years?” Patrick says. “Huh. Doesn’t seem like that long ago.”

      “Yep. Two years went by in a flash.”

      His whole face turns red. He wrinkles the pages in his hands. I smile at him to try to ease some of his embarrassment. He leaves the room, and not long after, Anne returns. I try to shoo her away.

      “You’re going to get in trouble,” I warn her.

      She rolls her eyes. “What’s he going to do? Fire me?”

      “Probably.”

      She laughs. “Tell me about San Diego.”

      It takes me a moment to remember what we were talking about before Patrick interrupted. “That’s where Luca’s first and last letters came from. I can only imagine he’s probably still there.”

      “He watched your weather report.”

      “So? He could have accessed that from anywhere. You don’t always have to live locally to get the local stations.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to wait for him to send me another letter. Maybe he’ll include his return address next time.”

      “What if there isn’t a next time?”

      Aside from the two-year gap, I never went longer than a month without hearing from him. The only difference now is that I can’t write back. I wonder if it’s intentional that he left off his return address. It has to be. Maybe he just wants to mess with me. Or maybe he doesn’t want his wife to know that he’s writing to me again. My best guess is that she’s the reason I hadn’t heard from him for two years. I don’t blame her if she read the last letter I sent – the last one before the postal service started kicking my letters back to me. I would have felt the same way she did if I had read a letter like the one that I sent. I had never considered until after I sent it, and he never wrote back, that someone other than Luca might read it. No amount of returned mail could make things right. I spent the last two years feeling like a part of me was missing. Now it was back, but was it really? He wouldn’t just send a letter like that after two years, with no return address, if he didn’t intend to follow up.

      “He’ll send another letter,” I say. I’m sure of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          THE HANGNAIL PREDICAMENT

        

      

    

    
      Luca

      A lot had changed in the three years between fifth grade and the end of eighth. I had kissed a girl for the first time the summer before sixth grade. I’d had seven girlfriends since then. My mom and dad brought a puppy home when I was in seventh grade. I named him Rocky, and he became my best friend. I had gone from being a skinny elementary school boy to what I imagined Naomi’s older cousin called high-school-hot. Back in fifth grade, I had taken a long hard look in the mirror and determined that Naomi might be right. I was skinny, and had done nothing to earn the abs I was so proud of. My dad bought some home gym equipment that summer, set it up in the garage, and we started working out together.

      A lot had stayed the same, too. Ben and I rode our bikes to school every day, and we had almost every class together. I was still living in the same house, in the same city. Sometimes when I stepped outside and smelled the salty ocean air, I thought of Naomi and smiled, knowing that she was jealous of where I lived. I was still writing letters to her. There was so much I could have told her in the three years that we’d been writing to each other, and yet none of what we wrote ever had any substance.

      Instead, it had become a competition to see who could outdo the other. We weren’t always mean. Sometimes I could tell that she was growing bored with writing to me, and her letter would be the most uninteresting thing I’d ever read. When she did that, I always returned a letter that was equally or – I hoped – more boring.

      
        
        Dear Luca,

        I woke up this morning. I brushed my teeth. I went to school. I did homework. I went to bed. I ate meals in between.

        Xoxo,

        Naomi

      

      

      
        
        Dear Naomi,

        I forgot to put the toilet seat up when I peed, and a little bit splashed onto the seat. I didn’t clean it up.

        Xoxo,

        Luca

      

      

      My parents were the only two people who knew I was still writing to Naomi. My mom thought it was sweet, but that’s because she never read any of the letters. My dad never offered an opinion on it. Ben had asked about Naomi only once after we started sending the letters to our home addresses instead of the schools. I had shrugged and pretended I didn’t remember what he was talking about.

      I tucked the latest letter from Naomi into my backpack on my way to school one morning. It was the last week of eighth grade. My mom had forgotten to check the mail the day before and, curious about whether I had received a letter, I had checked the mailbox on the way out the door. Ben was rolling up on his bicycle when he saw me slip the unopened envelope into my backpack.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “Nothing.”

      I zipped my backpack closed, slung it onto my back, and got on my bike. We were both quiet on the ride to school that morning. It seemed like Ben always knew when I wasn’t in the mood to talk. I was tired that morning. I had been awake all night, trying to drown out the sound of my parents arguing by blasting music in my headphones. I had managed to drown out their voices, but I could still feel the vibration in the walls from the doors slamming as they made their way through the house, fighting in every room but mine.

      When we were a block away from school, I started pedaling faster to outpace Ben. His bike was better than mine, though, and he caught up quickly. We locked our bikes on the rack in front of the school entrance and went inside.

      “Is it your report card?” Ben asked.

      “What?”

      “That letter that you put in your backpack.”

      I frowned. “Report cards haven’t gone out yet.”

      “What is it then? Why are you being so sneaky?”

      “I’m not being sneaky. It’s just none of your business.”

      “It’s that girl, isn’t it?”

      I turned to look at him. “No. What girl?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Your pen pal from Mrs. Martin’s class. You never stopped writing to her, did you?”

      “How do you even remember stuff like that? And no, I’m not still writing to her.”

      I could feel my face getting hot. I hadn’t thought I was that easy to read.

      “Bullshit,” he said. “I asked you last year and you pretended you didn’t know what I was talking about.” Then, in an exaggerated imitation of me, he said, “Uh … uh … who?”

      “That’s not what I sounded like.”

      “You’re a bad liar, Luca. I know you’re still writing to her. Is she your girlfriend or something?”

      My face turned even redder. “No. She’s not my girlfriend. She just won’t stop writing letters to me. And she’s mean, too.”

      “Really? Why do you still write to her?”

      The truth was that I didn’t want Naomi to get the last word, but I didn’t want Ben to know that I was that petty. I shrugged. “It gives me something to do.”

      We stopped walking when we reached our classroom. Ben blocked the door. “What does her letter say?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t opened it yet.”

      He raised his eyebrows, prompting me to open the letter. I sighed, shrugged off my backpack, and pulled out the letter. I tore open the envelope and read it out loud to Ben.

      
        
        Dear Luca,

        I hope that you wake up tomorrow morning with a small hangnail, and when you pick at it, it just gets bigger and more painful. I hope that it bothers you so much that you just keep picking at it, but it doesn’t come off, and you end up pulling a really long sliver of skin off your finger. Then I hope it gets infected, and the only solution is to amputate your whole hand.

        That would really make my day.

        Love,

        Naomi

      

      

      Ben stared at me, wide-eyed. A few other students had gathered around us, waiting to go inside the classroom.

      “You’re blocking the door,” I reminded him. He stepped into the room, and I followed him to our desks at the back of the class.

      “Why would she say that?” he asked once we were both sitting. “That’s…” He clutched his hand as if feeling a phantom hangnail after hearing me read Naomi’s letter. “That’s disturbing.”

      “She has a way with words.” I tucked the letter back into the torn envelope and slipped it into my backpack.

      “Does she always write ‘Love, Naomi’ at the end?”

      “Sometimes. Why?”

      “It just seems a little weird to end a letter with ‘love’ after writing something like that.”

      “I never really thought about it.”

      Actually, I had thought about it every time I read her letters. I usually copied whatever she had used to close her last letter, but sometimes I wrote something different.

      “What are you going to write back?” he asked.

      “I don’t know yet.” I was too tired to come up with anything creative, and I couldn’t follow a letter like that with something boring.

      “Luca. Ben.” We both looked up at our teacher, who had already started the lesson while we were distracted with the letter. “Care to join the rest of us?”

      Ben mumbled an apology, and I straightened in my seat. The rest of the school day was uneventful. We were going to be spending the rest of the week taking our state tests, so most of the teachers had us reviewing what we had learned over the year.

      As I rode home on my bike that evening, my mind wandered to Naomi’s letter in my backpack. I hadn’t decided what to write back yet. I felt like nothing I came up with could top what she wrote about the hangnail. I blamed my lack of imagination on my stress over the upcoming exams. I could probably come up with something better once school was out.

      I was surprised to see my mom’s car in the driveway when I got home from school that day. She wasn’t usually home until after five. I parked my bike in the garage and went inside. I found her sitting at the kitchen table, reading over a document. The whites of her eyes were lined with red.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She seemed startled when she looked up at me. I don’t think she heard me come in. She shuffled the sheets of paper in her hand and stuffed them into a large yellow envelope.

      “Nothing, sweetie. Everything is fine.”

      I
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invisible string - Taylor Swift

Now I'mIn It - HAIM

Mess It Up - Gracie Abrams

Late Night Talking - Harry Styles
Ghost of You - Mimi Webb

Feel Again - OneRepublic
Nonsense - Sabrina Carpenter

get him back! - Olivia Rodrigo
Someone To You - BANNERS

1 Wish You Would - Taylor Swift
Motivation - Normani

People Watching - Conan Gray

Die For You - The Weekend, Ariana Grande
Stuck In The Middle - Tai Verdes
goodnight n go - Ariana Grande
Kiss Me - Sixpence None The Richer
Death By A Thousand Cuts - Taylor Swift
Complicated - Olivia O’Brien
Heaven - Niall Horan

Back To You - Selena Gomez

Paper Rings - Taylor Swift

What if - Colbie Caillat

This Love - Taylor Swift
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