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That’ll be the day when I die …

The second bell rang. Hope Hubbard realized she was late. With a sigh, she turned to open her locker. Her combination was 35-23-35, about which she was frequently heckled. It was a “famous” locker, since the numbers matched Lacey Pinkerton’s measurements—or so the boys claimed. Hope dialed the combination, thinking lockers were pretty useless in a school as small as Paradiso High, where everybody knew every …

She started to pull open her locker door.

That was when she saw the hand—a girl’s hand with pink-polished fingernails and a silver bracelet twinkling on its wrist. It had popped out at her, and was now dangling from the bluish-white arm that protruded from Hope’s half-open locker.

Hope felt something heavy pressing against the metal door, and before she could unlock her frozen throat to scream, the door swung all the way open, and a body tumbled out.

Pretty Peggy Sue stared up at Hope with sightless eyes.

Her hair was tangled and her mouth was open, its bluish tongue lolling out. Around her neck was a tightly knotted cord.
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CHAPTER 1

A shrill, metallic wail split the air. Hope Hubbard bolted upright in her bed. Her arm shot out to silence the sound, and she gave her alarm clock a vicious smack.

Better. Much better. Calm returned to the room. The clear, bright California sun streamed in under the shades, throwing stripes of daylight on Hope’s lavender rug. Birds chirped outside. In the distance, a lawn mower whirred softly. Another perfect morning in Paradiso.

Mmm. Hope nestled her head under her pillow and closed her eyes again. Just five more minutes. Maybe ten. Then she’d get up. But as she realized what day it was, she was suddenly wide awake. Today the suspense was over. Today, one of the four finalists would be chosen Queen of Saturday’s Peach Blossom Festival.

Hope got right out of bed and headed for the shower, giving her computer a “Good Morning” pat. Did her cousin April stand a chance of winning? Everyone knew April was the best artist at Paradiso High, but the race for Peach Blossom Queen was more than a talent contest. Hope got into the shower and turned her face up to the spray of cool water. Besides, April’s competition was pretty stiff. But wouldn’t it be incredible if she won? She really deserved it. As far as Hope was concerned.

Hope dressed quickly, pulling on her baggy blue jeans and gray sweatshirt. She went down to the kitchen and switched on the radio.


All a’ my love, all a’ my kissin’,

You don’t know what you been a’ missin’,

Oh boy!



KPOP, Paradiso’s only radio station, was playing yet another Buddy Holly hit. As if a whole week of Buddy weren’t enough.

But the theme for this year’s Peach Blossom Festival was the Fifties. The Queen—whoever she would be—had already been nicknamed Pretty Peggy Sue by all the kids at Paradiso High School, and KPOP was playing every note Buddy Holly had ever recorded.


Stars appear, and the shadows a’ fallin’ …



sang Buddy now. Hope began preparing her usual breakfast: six strips of bacon, two scrambled eggs, and three dinner-plate-size pancakes, all of which—bacon, too—she would drench with Sacramento Valley honey. best honey east of eden, proclaimed the label on the plastic dispenser.

She poured two glasses of orange juice from the gallon-size jug in the fridge and put a single slice of lowcal wheat bread into the toaster. The toast was for her mother, who always said that Hope got her tall, reed-thin frame from her father. “That’s lucky for you, but thank goodness you got everything else from me,” Leanne Hubbard would add. Hope’s father had left when she was a baby. She didn’t even remember him.

The toast popped. Hope spread it with margarine, cut it diagonally, and placed it on the kitchen counter next to her mother’s orange juice.


You were meant for me.…



concluded Buddy Holly and his Crickets. Then KPOP’s own T.J. the D.J. came on, babbling smoothly: “Well, hey and yo! That was the LEGEND of LUBBOCK himself with ‘Oh, Boy!’ And, oh, BOY, it’s a gorgeous day here in POP-land! The shadows may not be a’ fallin’ anymore, not at seven-fifteen on an AWESOME May a.m. Mr. Sun’s been up a long time. The peach orchards are a’ bloomin’, the little birds are a’ singin’, and the whole valley’s a’ buzzin’ about Pretty Peggy Sue. Who will it be, guys and gals? Who will wear that GORGEOUS crown? Who will win the FULL COLLEGE SCHOLARSHIP and the HOLLYWOOD SCREEN TEST? Will it be Lacey Pinkerton? Raven Cruz? Kiki De Santis? Or April Lovewell?”

April! Hope wished. Please be April. But it was going to be close. Hope had grown up with all the contestants, and each one had plenty of reason to win. Even Lacey, who Hope thought might have been a rattlesnake in a past life. Lacey did know how to have fun, though—and she was beautiful and the most popular girl in the senior class. Raven and Kiki were no slouches either. But April was really special. She was Hope’s best friend, and her cousin, too.

Ever since Hope could remember, her mother had been telling her to stay away from Uncle Ward and Aunt Sara, who were probably the strictest and most uptight people in Paradiso. “And stay away from April, too,” she always added. “If you’re not good enough for my brother and his wife, then his daughter isn’t good enough for you.” But in spite of all this adult bad-mouthing—or maybe because of it—the two girls were friends. Hope knew she would be the first to cheer if her cousin won the crown. Leanne, Hope’s mother, wouldn’t be too happy about it, though.

Leanne Hubbard came rushing into the kitchen then, in a hurry as usual, pinning a plastic nametag onto her nurse’s whites.

Lunging abruptly, Hope clicked off the radio, ending T.J. in mid-babble.

Too late.

“Did I hear him say ‘Lovewell?’” demanded Leanne Hubbard, sitting down to her juice and toast.

Pretending not to have heard her mom’s question, Hope made a great racket and clatter with skillet and spatula, plate and fork, as she dished up her own food.

“Hope!” said her mother. “I asked you a question!”

“I can’t help what comes over the radio, Mom,” Hope said. Wasn’t her mom ever going to lighten up?

“Don’t talk with your mouth full! It’s so …”

“Gross?” mumbled Hope, chewing.

“… unladylike. And how can you eat that—that mess? All that honey!”

Hope speared another humongous forkful of breakfast, which not only tasted great but had also gotten her mother off the subject of …

Sorry, no such luck.

“My brother,” declared Leanne Hubbard, with that sour voice and pinched expression Hope hated, “Ward Lovewell, may be a minister of the church, and all kinds of people here in town may think he’s a champion of charity and good works, but …”

Hope stopped listening after that first deadly but. After all these years, she knew the story by heart. How Hope’s father had taken off—for good, for keeps, and forever, leaving Leanne Lovewell Hubbard and tiny Hope in a rented mobile home from which they were soon evicted. Leanne hadn’t even considered going to her parents for help, since they’d branded Louie Hubbard a “greasy-haired Elvis-Presley hood” as soon as they’d laid eyes on him.

“I actually expected my brother to help me!” Leanne said now, sitting across the kitchen table from Hope, tearing the crust of her toast into nearly microscopic particles.

“I carried you all the way over to the Church of Christ, lugging our single suitcase. We had just seventy-seven cents to our name, and that’s only because I checked under the couch cushions before Calvin Pinkerton’s thug kicked us out.”

Hope’s mom went on, imitating Ward Lovewell’s flowery pulpit voice: “Leanne, there’s truly nothing I’d like more than to ask you in, but that would be the wrong thing to do. It would make you weak and dependent. Worse, it would reward your willfulness.”

Hope watched as her mother took a swallow of orange juice, grimacing as if it were sour. “He hasn’t changed a bit,” Leanne continued in a tiny voice. “Neither has Sara. They’re both bad people, mean and hard, and that’s all they’ll ever be.”

“Yeah, Mom,” said Hope, feeling close to tears. All that stuff had happened so long ago. Couldn’t it be laid to rest? Hope had no doubt that her mother had been badly treated. But what did it have to do with now, with April and her?

April was nothing like her parents. Uncle Ward and Aunt Sara were just as judgmental, cold, and uptight as Hope’s mother said, but April somehow had managed to escape that. If anything, where Ward and Sara were completely sure of themselves and their superiority over ordinary mortals, April had a small self-confidence problem. In fact, it probably came from the sheer impossibility of living up to her parents’ standards of behavior—that and the way Lacey Pinkerton, whom April worshipped, took advantage of April’s kindness and generosity to treat her like some sort of personal handmaiden.

But the people who really knew April—Spike Navarrone; her art teacher, Mr. Woolery; Hope—and even some people who didn’t know her so well, admired April. For starters, she could paint anything—landscapes, portraits, still lifes. And each one of her paintings was like a window into her soul, which was as warm and rich as the thick, curly, red hair that cascaded around her round, open, welcoming face. Hope smiled to herself. Ward and Sara didn’t allow April to cut her hair, because it was her “crown of glory.” They might have thought twice about that prohibition, if they’d had any inkling of the effect of that hair, combined with April’s fabulously healthy body (nourished by a diet of wholesome foods—no junk and no caffeine to defile the Lord’s temple) and her friendly, eager-to-please personality on the male population of Paradiso.

“When my brother closed the door on us that night,” said Hope’s mother, finally ending her story as she always did, “you and April both broke into tears. Neither of you could possibly have understood what was happening.”

“Probably the reason April and I were crying that day,” said Hope gently, desperate to make her mother understand, “was because we did know what was happening. You and Uncle Ward and Aunt Sara were tearing us apart. We’re first cousins. We’re meant to be close.”

Leanne swallowed some orange juice, saying nothing.

Well, thought Hope, April and I are close. So there. They had to hide their friendship from Leanne, Ward, and Sara, but they shared confidences all the time, especially about April’s boyfriend, Spike. His name was actually Carlos, but everybody called him Spike. He was gorgeous, and he rode a Harley Davidson motorcycle. If Ward and Sara Lovewell hadn’t approved of Louie Hubbard, they would go totally ballistic to learn that their daughter was dating a biker.

But Hope had the feeling that something was up between April and Spike—something bad. Yesterday afternoon, in Mrs. Tugwell’s sixth-period English class, while Mrs. Tugwell was chalking “Hamlet: indecisive; Ophelia: neurotic” on the blackboard, April leaned across the aisle between the desks and whispered to Hope: “Can I see you after school? There’s something important I have to talk to you about.”

Hope could guess what: since last week, April had been worried because Spike didn’t want to “sneak around” in order to date her. And Hope wanted the chance to talk to April about Jess Gardner. But she hadn’t been able to find her cousin after the final bell at three-fifteen.

“Want a lift to school, honey?” Leanne asked, pausing at the front door. She was trying to be nice, Hope knew from the tone of her voice, trying to make up for the way she’d acted with April.

Hope wanted her mother to be happy, and for the two of them to get along. But she didn’t want to be seen in Leanne’s decrepit, powder blue 1981 Ford, which had over 130,000 miles to its credit, and looked like the loser in a demolition derby. It would be death even to think of being caught in the Ford by Lacey Pinkerton and Kiki De Santis.

Leanne lingered at the door, straightening her uniform, fiddling with her car keys. Hope knew her mother was trying to apologize somehow. Finally, in a ragged, almost tearful-sounding voice, Leanne said, “I love you, honey. Have a wonderful day.”

Hope swallowed the lump in her throat, then replied, “You too, Mom.”

Later that day, when Hope remembered the exchange, it seemed not like the apology her mother had intended, but like an awful, accidental curse.



CHAPTER 2

Hope licked her fork clean of honey, put her dishes in the sink, and picked up her red backpack. It held a textbook in advanced calculus, a thick paperback copy of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Flaubert’s Madame Bovary in French, four books on computer science from the school library, and the May issues of Sassy, Sports Illustrated, and Motor Trend. In her sophomore year, while fretting with a tampon in a girls’ room stall, Hope had heard potentially disastrous chatter about the “class brain” who “studies all the time” and “even reads stuff she doesn’t have to.” It didn’t take long for Hope to figure out who the “class brain” was. She had asked April how to combat—or at least control—the social damage. April had advised, “Why don’t you have a magazine or two sticking out of your junk? It won’t make you dumber, it might help your image, and you might learn something new.”

Now, locking the door and leaving the house, Hope made sure the top of the magazines protruded from her backpack. Maybe Jess Gardner would notice and say something, stop a minute and talk to her. Hope knew he liked Sports Illustrated, Motor Trend, and National Lampoon. Hope knew just about all there was to know about Jess Gardner, in fact, except what it would be like to date him. And, now that Lacey Pinkerton had dropped Jess …

Nope, never happen, mourned Hope. Swimming champ Jess, with his thick reddish-blond hair and denim-blue eyes, was way out of reach. Even if April had said she’d heard he didn’t have a date for the Peach Blossom Ball yet. Still, Hope could always make him smile. She remembered the other day in the cafeteria, when she’d joked about the “mystery-meat” loaf, saying the only mystery was why anyone would want to eat it, and Jess had laughed, throwing back his head, his eyes sparkling. She’d felt so great right then, as if she really might stand a chance.

But now, walking up DeSoto Drive toward Old Town Road, Hope gloomily pondered the subtle distinctions between being “well-liked,” “popular,” and “date bait.” Did you just get horn into one of those categories and stay there all your life? Or was it possible, with a little plotting and effort, to move from one plateau to another? She’d heard a thousand times how “intelligent” she was, how “well adjusted,” how “easy to get along with.” Certainly, those weren’t bad qualities, although not as socially valuable as “pretty” or “beautiful” or “hot.” Kiki De Santis was pretty, Raven Cruz was beautiful, and Lacey Pinkerton was definitely hot. Hope Hubbard was … well, Hope Hubbard.

Something else, too. “She’s a computer whiz,” Hope had overheard Principal Appleby telling Mr. Woolery, the hunky art teacher. “I wouldn’t be at all surprised to read about Hope someday in the business pages of the Sacramento Bee.”

Hope used to consider her computer skills maybe just a little above average. She’d enjoyed using the Commodore in her room at home, as well as playing with the more sophisticated Macintoshes at school. But now things were beginning to get really interesting. Remembering her new computer “game,” Hope felt her spirits rise. All week long she had been using her skills to track bets on the Peach Blossom Queen competition. She kept a record of all bets and calculated the changing odds on her Commodore. In her locker at school, tightly rolled inside a tennis-ball container, was a computer printout with all the final data on it. Her mother wasn’t a snooper, but Hope didn’t want that stuff lying around the house. Hope began to wonder if she might not have some criminal tendencies: after all, she was a bookie!

This morning the sky was cloudless and brilliantly blue, and the May sun was comfortably warm. The air was perfumed with the blossoms of a hundred thousand peach trees in the orchards all around town and the faint, acrid tang of the native scrublands west of town—land untouched since the last glaciers had receded. Hope frowned as she remembered that if Lacey’s father, Calvin Pinkerton, got his way there would soon be a huge shopping mall on the scrublands. Cal Pinkerton owned Pinkerton Canneries—Paradiso’s only industry—and he owned half the town as well, it sometimes seemed. Now he was after the scrublands. All that natural beauty, not to mention quite a few animals, would be gone forever. Hope felt herself getting angry. And she knew she wasn’t the only one. There was a lot of controversy about the mall, and Raven Cruz, one of the four prospective Pretty Peggy Sues, had organized the local opposition. All right, Raven! Hope thought.

Hope really admired Raven’s fiery, fighting spirit, but the odds against her winning the Peach Blossom crown were three to one. There was very little that any of the contestants could do to improve their chances. The four finalists had been chosen through an official ballot of students, printed in the Grapevine, Paradiso High’s student newspaper. But the final choice would be made by a committee composed of the four senior class officers, three teachers—including Mr. Woolery, the dreamboat art instructor—two ancient fuddy-duddies from the school board, and Principal Appleby. What made everything so dicey, including Hope’s computer calculations, was that the committee didn’t have to choose the prettiest girl (Lacey), or the most intelligent (Raven), or the nicest (Kiki), or the most talented (which everybody agreed was April). The committee could choose any one of the four girls, depending on how they felt when they met to decide.

Hope turned onto Old Town Road and shifted her backpack to her other shoulder. She’d heard a rumor yesterday afternoon, while looking around school for April, that the selection committee was going to meet at Principal Appleby’s house last night. If it was true, there were at least ten people in Paradiso this morning who knew the identity of Pretty Peggy Sue. Formal announcement of the Peach Blossom Queen selection was always made at an all-school assembly, just before Friday’s classes ended. Hope had decided that she wasn’t going to wait until three o’clock to find out who had won. Curiosity nibbled at her insides. There had to be a way to get the jump on everyone else. Who among the selection committee members would be most likely to blab?

Sheriff Rodriguez cruised past Hope in his black and white Plymouth. He was always out on Old Town Road in the morning, ready to ticket kids speeding on their way to school. Hardly a day went by without the sheriff’s nailing at least one perpetrator, and at least once every two or three weeks he hauled Lacey Pinkerton and her red Ferrari over to the side of the road.

Hope was not surprised to see that Carter’s Drugstore was already open at twenty minutes to eight. It had probably been open since six, because old Mr. Carter suffered from galloping insomnia. Also, he’d been very busy this week, having ordered a huge shipment of Brylcreem, which was selling in quantity. All the guys wanted to look “Fifties” at the Peach Blossom Ball on Saturday night, and Brylcreem was just the thing. The girls, in the meantime, had been hunting through closets and basements, attics and garages, in search of old saddle shoes and poodle skirts.

Hope pictured herself in a swirly skirt and tight sweater, her hair pulled back in a bouncy ponytail. And beside her, Jess, in a motorcycle jacket, his hair slicked back, whispering in her ear, “Show me your stuff, baby.” No, wait. Jess would never say that. Nor could he ever look like a greasy biker. There were those blue eyes of his, for one thing, open and warm as the sky overhead. And the way his reddish-blond hair curled down around his ears. And that adorable hole in his jeans, just above his left knee. What she could imagine him saying to her was something incredibly cool, but incredibly romantic, like …

“Hi, Hopey!”

Hope was rudely jerked from her fantasy. Oh. God. No. It was Winston Purdy III, the loony son of Paradiso’s one psychiatrist, pedaling past Hope on his three-speed Schwinn. Hope was terrified that Winston would ask her to the ball.

Please don’t stop! prayed Hope. She glanced around and saw a school bus coming up the road.

Winston geared down, matching Hope’s pace. It didn’t bother Hope that he was skinny and gangly and goofy-looking. But Winston might have purchased a comb, brushed his teeth, changed his clothes at least every other week, and found an inconspicuous place to stow the seventeen Bics, the scientific calculator, the protractor, and the tape measure that bulged in the front pocket of his once-white short-sleeved sport shirt.

“Hi, Winston,” Hope said dutifully, wondering how to get him on the move before the bus came closer.

“I see you like Motor Trendy,” observed Winston Purdy III, coasting unsteadily alongside the curb. Before Hope had a chance to respond, Winston, still wobbling on his Schwinn, added, “Uh, Hope, about the Peach Blossom …”

Hope closed her eyes and prayed, No, please, please, don’t ask me to the ball …

“… Queen,” she heard Winston say, and relaxed a bit. “I’d like to place my bet on your cousin April. Say, uh, ten dollars.”

“Sure,” she said, then lowered her voice and added, “Just don’t let it get back to Mr. Appleby. He’d have a fit if he knew about this.” She could hear the bus very clearly now: fat tires hissing, old engine growling, kids yelling. “Why April?” Since she’d begun taking bets, Hope had been fascinated by people’s choices. She would have figured Winston for a fan of the more exotic sort of Queen, like Raven Cruz.

Winston blinked at her and fiddled with his Bics. “You don’t know? There’s lots of things around here that people don’t understand. But maybe they will, sooner than you think.” He cast her a dark look that sent a dart of unease through her. Did Winston really know something, or was he just being weird, as usual?

The bus rolled by, all windows open to the nice day, everybody looking and yelling. “I’ll save you, Hope!” yelled some boy, in a falsetto voice. A girl cried, “True love! True love!” There were a lot of loud, elongated “Naaaaays!” too, because if Winston Purdy III had a nickname, it would have sounded like the call of a horse.

Finally the bus moved out of range and Winston wavered after it, not looking back. Hope noticed a cord or thin rope of some kind sticking up from the right rear pocket of his high-belted polyester pants. A Bic pen fell out of his shirt pocket and bounced onto the street, where it was immediately flattened by the thick black tire of Spike Navarrone’s “Hog.” Spike whipped past, leaving Winston Purdy III in a cloud of dust and exhaust fumes.

Sometimes Spike stopped and offered Hope a ride to school. Not today, though. And what on earth was with nerdy Winston? There’s been a kind of taunt in his words that Hope didn’t like at all.

Was something going on here in town? Something that she didn’t know about?

Hope reached the intersection where Winding Hill Road dead-ended into Paradiso’s main drag. The Cutter State Savings and Loan, a windowless pile of white brick, squatted next to the new glass-and-steel Pinkerton Building. Between the Pinkerton Building and the almost as impressive Paradiso Clinic and Counseling Center was Huck Spector’s barber shop. It was a real eyesore, hardly more than a shack. All the guys at school went there to get their hair cut … and to riffle through the pages of Huck’s collection of “adult” magazines. Cal Pinkerton and Lars Cutter, who was Pinkerton’s partner in the Greenway Mall plan, had tried several times to have the barbershop condemned. But Huck was still in business, and his example had encouraged opponents of the Greenway Mall. If eccentric, brandy-nipping old Huck could stand up to Cal Pinkerton, well, maybe they could too.

Hope paused, waiting for the green light, and glanced up Winding Hill Road. No sign of Lacey or her Ferrari, nor of Kiki De Santis in her dad’s Isuzu Trooper II. Were they late this morning, or were they already at school? As Queen contestants, they’d be even more curious than everyone else to find out who’d won the Peach Blossom crown.

Hope walked past the Church of Christ, a gleaming white clapboard building with a thin white steeple. REV. WARD N. LOVEWELL, read the black and white sign in front of the church. The theme for Sunday’s sermon was also on the sign:


“FORGIVE THY NEIGHBOR”

Saith the Lord of Hosts



Would Uncle Ward ever learn to start practicing what he was obviously preaching?

Again, Hope got that deep-down feeling that something bad was bound to come out of this feud—something even worse than what had already happened. Remembering yesterday, her cousin’s white, tense-looking face when she’d whispered to Hope that she had “something important” to tell her, Hope wondered now if April was in some kind of trouble with her parents. Had her aunt and uncle found out about them sneaking off to the movies together last Saturday? Or worse, had they found out about April and Spike?

Hope shuddered, not wanting even to imagine how angry they would be, and how self-righteous. Poor April!

Hope was halfway up the hill by now. The high school, a two-story Mission-style building with lime-washed stucco walls and a terra-cotta roof, was surrounded by lush green lawns. If the building had been larger, Paradiso High might have looked like the campus of a small college. Hope walked past an ancient bell set in concrete, the only surviving piece of the historic one-room school that had once been on this site. There was a truck garden in back of the school, worked by the kids in the ag’ classes who wanted to be farmers, but the vast lawns out front served as the center of student life.

Raven. April. Lacey and Kiki. Where was everybody this morning, anyway?



CHAPTER 3

All was not out of whack in Paradiso that morning, Hope saw with some relief. Principal Dwight Appleby, as usual, stood outside the main entrance, next to the tall silver flagpole. “Dwight the Dweeb,” as everybody called him, was a total embarrassment to Paradiso kids: a scrawny, loose-jointed guy in his mid-fifties pretending to be cool. Or maybe he believed he really was cool. “I understand kids,” he said at least twenty times a day. “I know how to groove with them.” One entire wall in Appleby’s office was covered with the stick-on signs kids had applied to the back of the tacky plaid sports coat he always wore. The signs bore messages such as: kick me, i’m stupid and heads up! with an arrow pointing down. “I saved these signs ’cause the kids love me,” he explained to teachers and parents. “It’s their way of showing me I’m one of them.”

Hope noticed that Winston Purdy lll’s Schwinn was chained, as always, to the flagpole. Penny Bolton—the school gossip and a Lacey-wanna-be—joked—or was she joking? With Penny you never knew for sure—that Winston was really the illegitimate son of Dwight the Dweeb.

“Good morning, Mr. Appleby,” said Hope. “Nice day.”

“I can dig it,” replied the principal, laughing through his nose and arranging thin strands of once-black hair sideways across his shining pink dome.

“Mind if I ask you something?” said Hope, setting her backpack down on the flagstones and sidling up to him. Hope knew that if anyone on the selection committee would spill the beans, it was hang-loose Dwight Appleby. Maybe if she acted real buddy-buddy with him, he’d tell her. She leaned close to him and asked, “Who got chosen as Pretty Peggy Sue?”

“You don’t know?” he said, looking uncomfortable.

“Me? How would I know?”

The dome beneath his thinning hair turned bright red. He looked away. “Perhaps I should explain. The committee met at my house last night and chose a winner. Shortly after that, I got a phone call from Willa Flicker. She really wanted to know who’d won …”

Hope knew Willa Flicker, editor of the Paradiso Record and the biggest gossip in town.

“… and I was so excited that I let it slip out somehow,” Mr. Appleby said guiltily. “I know we were all sworn to secrecy, but …”

Hope felt her pulse begin to race. Now he would tell her! He had to. She was absolutely dying to know. “So it’s not a secret anymore,” prodded Hope. “So you can tell me.” She gave him what she hoped was the fetching smile she’d been practicing in her bedroom mirror.

“Well, I don’t know …”

“Please! Half the town must know already.”

“Well, okay. But promise you’ll keep a lid on this so the rest of the town doesn’t hear the news until I announce it at the assembly.”

“I promise,” said Hope.

Dwight Appleby whispered in Hope’s ear, as if they were best friends sharing some juicy secret.

She just stood there for a moment, registering the news. Well! was her only thought.

“Thanks, Mr. Appleby,” Hope said. “I promise I won’t tell.” She felt sorry for him now; he looked so sheepish. But thoughts of her principal faded as she digested the news he’d given her, which Hope had no intention of keeping secret. Wait until she told—

The second bell rang. Hope realized she was late. The principal winked at Hope, reached into his shirt pocket for a pad of hall passes, scribbled his name on one of them and handed it to her. Hope dashed into the building. Before her first-period class she had to get to her locker, check her computer betting figures, and do some calculations.

Buddy Holly was singing over the school P.A. system as Hope hurried down the corridor toward her locker. Dwight, ever “with it,” wanted to put everybody in a real Fifties mood. Most of the kids were in class already, but Hope saw Eddie Hagenspitzel lumbering toward her from one end of the hallway. Eddie, a huge bear of a kid, had been chosen “Most Likely To Cause Principal Appleby’s First Coronary” in the election for Senior Mosts. “Yo! Hope!” he bellowed cheerfully. “Still takin’ bets?”

From the other direction she saw sprinting toward her … Jess Gardner! Hope, her heart pounding, pulled Sports Illustrated a little bit further out of the top of her backpack and tried to think of something to say that would make him notice her, but he jogged easily past her on his way to class. “Hope!” he called. “Catch you later.”

Her heart sank, and she felt her hopes dwindling. It didn’t seem he was going to ask her to the Peach Blossom Ball after all. Yet his smile had been warm, hadn’t it?

Then she remembered: Jess Gardner’s smile was always warm.

With a dejected sigh, Hope turned to open her locker. Her combination was 35-23-35, about which she was frequently heckled. It was a “famous” locker, since the numbers matched Lacey Pinkerton’s measurements—or so the boys claimed. Hope dialed the combination, thinking lockers were pretty useless in a school as small as Paradiso, where everybody knew every …

She started to pull open her locker door.

That was when she saw the hand—a girl’s hand with pink-polished fingernails and a silver bracelet twinkling on its wrist. It had popped out at her, and was now dangling from the bluish-white arm that protruded from Hope’s half-open locker.

Hope felt something heavy pressing against the metal door, and before she could unlock her frozen throat to scream, the door swung all the way open, and a body tumbled out.

Pretty Peggy Sue stared up at Hope with sightless eyes.

Her hair was tangled and her mouth was open, its bluish tongue lolling out. Around her neck was a tightly knotted cord.

Time froze. Hope heard the slap of Jess Gardner’s sneakers far up the hallway and the lumbering thud-thud-thud of big Eddie Hagenspitzel’s clodhoppers on the linoleum. She heard Buddy Holly, smelled floor wax, and saw the dull, dead, wide-open startled eyes of Pretty Peggy Sue.

Hope tried to scream. Nothing happened. A great gray veil was coming down on her, falling over her eyes, and she was falling too. I’m fainting, Hope realized. She tried to scream again, but heard nothing, nothing at all except Buddy Holly:


That’ll be the daaa … a … aaay

When I die!
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CHAPTER 4

Nobody knew, the previous Monday morning, that the girl crowned Peach Blossom Queen would be found dead in Hope Hubbard’s locker four days later. Certainly Lacey Pinkerton did not know that the odds she’d be dead by Friday morning were one in four. As she lay in bed, rising slowly out of sleep, Lacey was aware of only one concrete piece of knowledge: she really really really did not want to wake up that morning. Waking up meant pain. But the terrible pain that shot through her aching body was nothing compared to the pain inside.

“Oh, Daddy. Why?” Lacey whispered, her voice tight from the effort of holding back tears.

Lacey’s room, in what had once been a vast attic in the Pinkertons’ fifteen-room Victorian mansion atop Winding Hill, was white and blue. The thick shag carpeting, so soft beneath the feet, was blue, as were the canopy and the downy coverlet on Lacey’s queen-size bed. The draperies on the four dormer windows that looked out over the valley were blue as well. Everything else was white: couch, dressing table, armoire, and walls. Except that most of the wall space was covered with glossy posters and with framed pictures of Lacey and her group, the Pinks: Kiki De Santis, Janice Campbell, Renée Henderson, Penny Bolton, and sometimes—when Lacey was in an especially good mood or just wanted someone around to remind her of how all the common kids at Paradiso looked up to her—April Lovewell. (Besides, everyone else seemed to be so fond of April, it would make Lacey look bad to mention how much April truly annoyed her.)

The white clock radio beneath the white lamp on Lacey’s white night table clicked on at six-thirty.

“… said Governor Wilson in Sacramento. That’s it on local news, KPOP listeners, and now here’s T.J. the D.J.…”

More asleep than awake, Lacey reached out and snuffed T.J. the D.J.

Forcing herself to push aside the recollection of last night, Lacey glanced about her huge room, so high up in the house it seemed to be floating in brilliant blue air. Morning sunshine turned the shining walls into a color that was almost gold. Sunlight glinted off the silver picture frames. Peering out from under her sheets, Lacey saw her feet poking up—big and bare. Her only flaw perhaps, but a gigantic, obvious, humiliating one.

The intercom on Lacey’s night table chimed, a tingling little ding-dong-ding. “Buenos días, Señorita Lacey,” said Paulita. “You wish something to eat?”

Paulita was the Pinkertons’ live-in cook, a Mexican woman Daddy had hired last month after Lacey’s mother fired Teresa. Paulita was the third family cook this year, and it was only May.

“No, thanks,” said Lacey into the speaker. She knew, of course, how to say “No, gracias,” but Daddy believed the “help” should speak English, not the other way around. Besides, the Spanish language only reminded Lacey of Raven Cruz. Whenever Raven spoke Spanish in Lacey’s presence, hands moving, bracelets jingling, dark eyes flashing, Lacey was sure Raven was ridiculing her. She had no definite reason for believing this, because if Raven wanted to tell you something, she told you straight out. It was probably one of the reasons Raven bothered Lacey so much. Raven Cruz was definitely her own person. Besides, Lacey had a feeling that maybe a girl who sewed her own clothes shouldn’t be trusted.

Especially when she sewed them so well.

Clothes. I have to decide what to wear, thought Lacey. Moving slowly, wincing as she slid out of bed, Lacey walked across the room to the full-length mirror that hung on the back of the closet door. Slowly she slipped off her nightgown of pale blue silk, and checked for damage. “Oh … “her heart sank. It was worse than she’d feared. Angry red welts covered the tender skin on the backs of her legs.

What excuse can I use to get out of gym class this time? Lacey wondered, as feelings of helplessness and shame swept over her. No way could she wear a gym outfit looking like this. Everybody would see. It wouldn’t be hard to figure out, and then they’d begin to talk. No one could ever know. None of the Pinks knew, not even after all these years, although Lacey was sure some of the girls wondered why they always had their parties at Kiki’s house and not at the Pinkertons’.

How could she tell Coach Monfort that she wanted to sit on the sidelines again? She’d asked to be excused only two weeks ago, also on a Monday, using the “cramps” complaint.

Turning away from her bruised reflection in the mirror, Lacey crossed to her white marble, blue tile bathroom, custom-designed by a Beverly Hills contractor her father had hired. “Only the best for my princess,” Lacey had heard her father tell the man.

Her father’s latest gift was two third-row tickets to the Madonna concert next weekend in Sacramento. Maybe he was hoping Lacey would pick up some pointers. Cal Pinkerton hadn’t said a word, but Lacey knew he’d been very disappointed last year when she’d lost the All-School talent competition to drippy little Emily Gilman. A stripper’s daughter; no wonder! Well, maybe not an actual stripper, but modern dancing was just as sleazy, wasn’t it? If people at school thought so, it certainly wasn’t Lacey’s problem. And she wasn’t actually responsible for the rumor about Emily. She herself had sworn Penny Bolton to secrecy.

Losing to Emily won’t mean a thing anymore, Lacey decided, stepping into the shower and almost crying out when the cascading water struck her skin. I’ll be Peach Blossom Queen, take the screen test, and use it as a springboard into music. I’ll follow in Mother’s footsteps, except I’ll go further—a lot further.

Lacey was almost done showering when she heard the Pink phone ringing. Turning off the water, draping a huge fluffy blue towel around her shoulders, she dripped her way out of the bathroom to the phone on her night table. The Pink phone was actually blue, because Lacey hadn’t wanted to depart from the color scheme in her room. But only members of the Pinks had this number.

Lacey picked up the handset in the middle of the third ring. She knew who was calling. Kiki De Santis. Kiki called every morning just to say, “Give me a ride?” To which Lacey always responded, “Yeah, sure” or “You got it, babe.”

Lowering her voice, as she always did when answering the phone, Lacey murmured a husky “Hello?”

“Lace! Lace! Did you hear T.J. on KPOP just now?”

It wasn’t Kiki calling. Lacey recognized Penny Bolton’s exuberant chirp. “No,” she replied. “I was in the shower. Why?”

“T.J. just announced the four finalists for Peach Blossom Queen …”

Lacey tensed slightly. She had no doubt that she was one of the four, but she’d been worrying all weekend about who her three competitors would be.

“Wanna guess who?” Penny Bolton asked.

Sometimes, Penny was simply too bubbly and perky for her own good. Becoming Queen, for Lacey, was serious business. She didn’t have it in her heart to upbraid Penny for her effervescence, though. The girl’s six-month-old sister had recently died. Crib death. Penny had been devastated, and beneath her chirpy cheer, she still was. Besides, no Pink was more loyal to Lacey than Penny Bolton.

“I’d rather not guess,” said Lacey, keeping her tone light and even, as if she were interested but not that interested. “Tell me who.”

“You, of course,” said Penny. “Kiki and Raven. And—get this—April Lovewell!”

Yesssss! Lacey pumped her arm like a tennis star who’d just served a crucial ace. Her “campaign” on April’s behalf had worked! No way would the festival committee select April as Queen, which meant that Kiki and Raven were Lacey’s only real competitors.

“It’s nice that April got chosen,” Lacey commented innocently. She was already wondering how to improve her chances against the other two girls. “Did T.J. say anything about the vote totals?”

“No. He didn’t, but Denise Guthrie at the Grapevine told Vaughn Cutter who told me that you came in first with a hundred and thirty-two votes. Kiki got a hundred and nine, Raven a hundred and seven. April had eighty-eight.”

Lacey’s heart sank. According to her calculations, her actual vote tally was a disaster. She’d gone through the Bell, Paradiso High’s yearbook, picture by picture. Two hundred and seven kids would definitely vote for her, she’d figured, with from forty-three to fifty-nine “maybes.” Raven and Kiki had done much better than she had expected. And April Lovewell had actually received eighty-eight votes! That was double what Lacey had calculated. I made a mistake telling kids to vote for her, thought Lacey. Unless …

Unless the selection committee would consider her selfless effort on April’s behalf.

Poor April. Lacey knew how she had to sneak around with Spike Navarrone to keep her mom and dad from finding out. Lacey knew, and the information just might come in handy … if, during the week, April appeared to have a real chance at becoming Queen.

“You came in first, Lace,” Penny Bolton chirped over the phone. “Isn’t it great?”

“I guess so,” Lacey said modestly. First, yes, but not that far ahead of Kiki and Raven. The selection committee didn’t make its choice on the basis of who received the most votes. But if one girl was way out ahead of everybody else, well, committee members might be influenced. I’m not anywhere near being way out ahead, Lacey concluded grimly as a feeling of uneasiness swept over her. I’ve got to do something to improve my chances.

It wouldn’t do to let Penny think she was worried, though. “You heard the vote tallies from Vaughn?” she asked, changing the subject. “When?”

“Last night at Rosa’s Café.”

“Daddy and I were in San Francisco this weekend,” said Lacey, explaining why she hadn’t been with Vaughn, her boyfriend-of-the-month. Naturally, he was also her date for Saturday’s Peach Blossom Ball. “Was Vaughn … with anyone?” she asked, as casually as she could.

“Just Jess Gardner,” said Penny. “They must have eaten at least ten tacos each.”

Lacey forced a laugh. Jess Gardner had been her boyfriend prior to Vaughn. She liked Vaughn a lot, but she still liked Jess, too. She felt a twinge of regret when she recalled why she’d had to dump him. He’d broken a date with her—an emergency, he’d claimed. Some emergency! Renée Henderson, a Pink, had seen Jess that same night on Old Town Road. Michelle Wheeler was with Jess in his vintage 1967 Pontiac GTO. Michelle Wheeler, who wasn’t a Pink or a cheerleader, or even a pom-pom girl like Renée! When Jess offered no explanation for being with Michelle, Lacey had no choice but to break up with him.

“I bet Hope Hubbard’s gearing up her computer already,” Penny Bolton was saying. “Our local bookie.”

“Good old Hope,” responded Lacey. But something about Hope had always bothered her. Hope wasn’t “in,” or even close, yet everybody seemed to like her. And she didn’t even try to get herself liked. Even weirder, Hope never seemed to be very much impressed by the more popular kids who were really in, like, for example, Lacey herself.

“I’m gonna find out Hope’s odds as soon as I can,” Penny said.

“Good idea.” Lacey realized that it was. By keeping track of betting odds throughout the week, she would be able to judge how well she was doing in what Daddy called “the old P.O.” Public opinion, that is. Except for Principal Appleby, the ten people on the selection committee were only human. If they heard lots of good things about a prospective Peggy Sue, they’d have to choose her.

If, on the other hand, they heard bad things …

Plans were beginning to take shape in Lacey’s mind. “Gotta go,” she said to Penny. “Not even dressed yet. See ya at school.”

There was a kind of disappointed silence from Penny’s end of the wire. Poor Penny, so ceaselessly devoted, determinedly cheerful in spite of her dead sister. Lacey realized she shouldn’t end the call this abruptly. “Oh, by the way,” she said, “I’ve gotten my little hands on a couple of tickets for Madonna. In the capital on Sunday.”

“Oh! Wow!” Penny said.

“I don’t know if you’ll be free …”

“I’ll be free, I’ll be free.”

“Well, let’s talk about it later. We’ve got to get through the week, and there’s the ball too. See ya.”

“Later,” Penny said.

Lacey hung up and began toweling off, thinking about Hope Hubbard and her computer. Lacey didn’t want her odds to diminish by one single point during the week. If her odds dropped and Hope blabbed about it, Lacey would begin to look bad during a week in which she needed, above all else, to look good. No, better than good.

There was no way to keep Hope from running her betting business, but maybe there was a way to prevent her from yakking all the time about “the odds.” Maybe I’ll send Hope a case of canned peach halves with a sweet little note, thought Lacey. She smiled at the idea, but knew she’d never do it. My odds aren’t going to sink anyway, she decided as newfound determination shot through her. They’re going to rise and keep on rising all week long. If I figure out how to handle Raven and Kiki.

Lacey blow-dried her tawny-golden mane of hair, brushed it out until it glowed, and walked to her closet. It was larger than most of her friends’ bedrooms. Her Peggy Sue dress, a blooming wonder of pink chiffon, hung just inside the door. Lacey’s mother had worn it an age ago, when she’d been chosen Peach Blossom Queen. It amazed Lacey to think back across all those years, to imagine beautiful young Darla Jennings and handsome, dashing Cal Pinkerton jitterbugging the night away. Their whole lives had been ahead of them then, and it must have seemed that nothing bad could ever happen. How could it? They’d been so much in love.

Lacey tried to picture her mom and dad back then, all young and hot and bothered. She understood, intellectually, that they must have been passionate once. After all, she was living proof. And yet … and yet now, all these years later, they were somewhere downstairs in separate bedrooms. But once upon a time, Daddy had held Mother and they had slow-danced at the Peach Blossom Ball and she had worn the pink dress.

Lacey was amazed by how well the pink dress fit her. She hoped it wasn’t some kind of an omen. She wanted more, more than her mother could have ever hoped for when she wore the dress so many years ago. My life is going to be different, she thought. I’m not going to end up like my mother. I’m not going to let my future slip away like she did. I’m going to be somebody. I’m going to get out of Paradiso.



CHAPTER 5

Winston Purdy better get that picture, thought Raven as she walked to the hen yard to give the four dozen Leghorns their morning water, mash, and oyster shells. Raven hated the chickens, but there were seven Cruz kids and everybody had to help out. Even little Orlando, a kindergartner, had a job. He kept the café’s napkin dispensers filled.

Raven filled a bucket of water from a spigot outside the wire-mesh chicken enclosure, feeling the morning sun on her bare arms and the top of her shoulders. She wore a sleeveless white blouse and a long white skirt, both of which she’d made herself. Her long black hair was tied back. She would comb it out before going to school. She would also slip on two—or three, or four, or five—of the bracelets she loved to wear and change out of the old sneakers she wore to feed the chickens.

Raven turned off the spigot and stood upright. A hint of breeze touched her face, bearing the keen, dry scent of the scrublands west of Paradiso and momentarily erasing the pervasive scent of peach blossoms. Raven looked out toward the scrublands, hoping that Winston was having good luck getting the photo. If he doesn’t …

Raven didn’t want to think what would happen if Winston didn’t get the shot. It was absolutely crucial that he succeed. The future of the scrublands depended on it. “Don’t worry, Raven,” he’d assured her a half hour earlier before pedaling off to the scrublands on his Schwinn. “I know almost everybody in school considers me an incompetent dork, but they’re wrong. We’re going to show them just how wrong, and stop Pinkerton from building Greenway Mall, too.”

Raven hoped he was right. She’d written State Senator Humphrey T. Miller at the capitol in Sacramento about her desire to save the scrublands, and he’d responded immediately. He was a champion of the environment—but he’d also been discouragingly realistic. “The money and momentum behind Greenway are considerable,” he’d written, “and in order to halt development we need positive proof of negative environmental impact.”

Positive proof, Raven hoped, could be provided by Winston Purdy and his camera. Well, she thought, trying to see the best side of things, at least I’m learning a little something about politics. That’ll help me in the future, if I ever get out of Paradiso. A few minutes earlier, while dressing in the tiny bedroom she shared with her sisters, Raven had heard T.J. the D.J. read her name on KPOP. She was a Peach Blossom finalist. Raven had no interest at all in the crown, or the convertible ride down Old Town Road, or even in the Hollywood screen test, although cameras were sure to love her bronze skin, high sculpted cheekbones, and black, flashing eyes. Raven wanted the scholarship. It was her ticket out of Paradiso, her only chance to go to college. She was determined to become a lawyer—an environmental lawyer, just like State Senator Miller—and after that …

Well, Congresswoman Cruz had a nice ring, didn’t it?

Right now, though, she had to feed the chickens. They were restless, squawking, pecking at the dirt and at one another. If I don’t win Pretty Peggy Sue, thought Raven, feeding the beady-eyed birds, I hope April Lovewell does. Or even Kiki De Santis, the ditz. Anybody but Lacey Pinkerton!

Raven glanced toward the parking area by the café. She wanted to get this job over with before Lacey and Kiki showed up for their morning iced tea. “With lemon, if you please.” Raven knew how much Lacey loved to see her out here in the hen yard. One morning last fall, Lacey and Kiki had spotted her there. They’d strolled over to the fence to watch. “I think it’s so-o wonderful how you help your poor parents, Raven,” Lacey had said, sort of smirking but not quite. “And you’re so quick on your feet, too.”

Raven, who knew from experience to be wary of Lacey’s compliments, looked down to find that she’d planted her shoes in steaming-fresh chicken droppings. She’d worn different shoes to school, of course, but kids looked at her feet all day. Lacey had made sure to tell everyone about Raven’s amusing misstep.

It hadn’t been at all amusing to Raven, though. “I wouldn’t talk about shoes or feet if I were Lacey Pinkerton!” Raven had grouched to her best friend, Grapevine editor Denise Guthrie. “She needs camouflage shoes for those landing pads of hers!”

Raven knew Lacey was overly sensitive about her exceptionally large feet, too. One day in social studies class, Mr. Goren had rambled into a digression about the Sasquatch, or “Bigfoot.” Raven had watched, fascinated, as Lacey’s face turned fire-hydrant red beneath her deep golden tan.

Nobody at school would be foolish enough to go around calling Lacey “Bigfoot,” though. Lacey and her clique, the Pinks, could make life miserable for anyone witless enough to give them grief.

After spreading mash in an aluminum feeder, Raven stepped carefully out of the hen yard, closed the gate, and headed toward the café. She wanted to get the film from Winston Purdy here at the café, rather than later in school. Someone might see the exchange, wonder what was going on, and start asking questions. It was better, at this point, to be discreet. Basic politics. You didn’t go around proclaiming success until you were sure you’d succeeded. “Counting chickens” came to Raven’s mind too, but she didn’t care for proverbs which involved chickens.

Far up the road, Raven saw the tiny wobbling figure of Winston on his bike, outlined against the low, rambling shamble of the Menendez Motor Lodge. The lodge bordered on the scrublands, several square miles of dunes and brush, wildflowers and wilder grass. When Raven hiked out into the scrublands—which she did during her rare hours of freedom from study or work—she felt a sense of being at one with the past. The scrublands were primitive, untouched by time or “progress,” and Raven felt the souls of her Indian ancestors speaking to her there. “Do not let them take this, Raven,” she could hear them telling her. “They have already destroyed all that they have touched. But not this. You must not let them lay their greedy hands upon this land.”

In the scrublands, alone and completely at peace, Raven listened to the wind voices of history and time. Wild birds sang to her there, deep within the sagebrush and the grass, and Raven listened.

Birds. A bird. And Winston Purdy III. One good, clean, accurate photo would do the job. Positive proof.

Raven thought back to last week, when Winston had volunteered to help her fight to save the scrublands. Winston could be a real dork, but the scrublands had become his “mission.” For days he had been acting like a spy, winking his beady eyes at Raven whenever they passed in the hallways at school.

Raven waited by the roadside as Winston drew nearer. He was passed by an old car, which Raven didn’t even think about until she realized it was the faded maroon beat-up Jaguar that Vaughn Cutter drove. Just what she needed—Vaughn Cutter wondering why Winston Purdy was slipping film to Raven Cruz so early in the morning. Vaughn was not only dating Lacey Pinkerton; he was also the son of Lars Cutter, Mr. Pinkerton’s chief partner.

Vaughn slowly drove past, waving and smiling. Raven waved back, hoping he hadn’t guessed that she was waiting for Winston, hoping he hadn’t noticed the ratty old sneakers she wore to feed the chickens.

Then she retreated to the hen yard fence, away from the road. It would be safer if Winston gave her the film back there. She waited for him, feeling her chest tighten as she thought about Vaughn Cutter. Why was a guy like Vaughn wasting his time with a witch like Lacey Pinkerton? Sure, wrestling-champ Vaughn, a heavy-weight and the catcher on the baseball team, was the athletic type Lacey tended to prefer. Even if he hadn’t been a jock, he would have been a hunk anyway, with his taut, muscular build and those light blue eyes and wavy blond hair. But he wasn’t at all like Lacey. He wasn’t crafty, or calculating, or manipulative.

Maybe, because he was so strong, he could be nice without being considered weak. Or a pushover.

Yet he’d been a pushover for Lacey Pinkerton. No sooner had she dumped Jess Gardner than she had Vaughn Cutter dancing on the end of her string.

Raven herself seldom dated. She was always too busy studying or waitressing at the café. “You know what the guys say about you?” her friend Denise Guthrie had informed Raven once. “They say they’d love to ask you out, but they’re afraid you’ll turn them down, say you’re too busy.”

“I am too busy!” Raven had protested. Still, she had been hoping that Vaughn would ask her to the movies in Springfield Hills last Valentine’s Day. She’d heard from Bobby Deeter that Vaughn was just waiting for the right moment to ask her out. Then Lacey dumped Jess Gardner and wasted no time in finding his replacement. Vaughn didn’t have a chance once Lacey set her sights on him. Lacey had invited him to the movies on Valentine’s Day, and Raven never did find out if Vaughn was as warm and strong as she imagined him to be …

I haven’t got time for the guys around here anyway! Raven told herself, watching as Winston Purdy, camera slung around his neck, turned into the parking area at Rosa’s.

“I got it, Raven!” exclaimed Winston Purdy, so eager that he almost rammed his bicycle into the wire fence. Chickens squawked and scattered as he hopped off the Schwinn and let it fall. “I got it!” he repeated, fumbling with a camera that looked like a space weapon.

“I think I got it,” he amended, opening the back of the camera and handing Raven a roll of film.

“I hope so,” Raven said. She held the film in her hand. “What did it look like?”

“You’ll see. I shot a whole roll, too. A lot of upclose shots. It wasn’t shy at all. It didn’t seem to mind me in the least.”

“But what did it look like?”

“Red. Pretty much.”

“All over red? Or just parts?”

“Just parts, I think. I was concentrating on getting the shots. Anyway, it’s all on the film.”

Just parts were red. That sounded right. “We’ll know for sure when the pictures are developed,” she said. “I’ll drop the film off at Carter’s Drugstore on my way to school.”

“Okay,” said Winston, picking his bike up off the ground.

He looked so pleased and happy to have done a good job, so excited to have helped her, that Raven leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. He seemed startled for an instant, then his innate nice-ness came through, the innocent quality he had to keep hidden in order to survive at school, and he blushed.

“You’re a good guy, Winston.”

He just sort of smiled and pedaled away, the camera still hanging from a strap around his neck.

Raven watched him waver onto Old Town Road, then started toward the café. Lacey Pinkerton and Kiki De Santis hadn’t come for their before-school iced tea.

Raven wondered what was up.



CHAPTER 6

Kiki De Santis liked what she saw when she looked into her big bedroom mirror. She just wished there were more of it.

She’d gotten up a little earlier than usual, showered, and chosen her outfit for the day: seersucker mini, sky blue polo shirt, and sneakers. She always wore sneakers, except when she absolutely had to put on regular shoes, of which she had only three pairs. Church shoes in bone, dress shoes in black patent leather, and some old scuffed Docksiders. She had dozens of pairs of sneakers, though, from gleaming white to frayed and tattered gray. Kiki loved her sneakers. She couldn’t bring herself to throw out even the rattiest old pair. They were special. They had memories. These old red-and-white Nikes, for example. She’d been wearing them when Bobby Deeter had asked her out for the first time two years ago. And those Reeboks on the floor in the far corner of her closet, fatally mud spattered and torn. She’d worn them the first time Bobby had kissed her, in his dad’s Nissan Maxima after the Paradiso-Melrose football game sophomore year. She felt all warm and tingly inside just remembering that special night. They had both been so nervous that when the big moment came—the kiss—they accidentally knocked heads and practically gave each other a concussion. Kiki couldn’t remember ever laughing so hard, and from that moment on she knew Bobby was the one for her. When they kissed she felt the heat rise inside her—almost as if her heart was on fire. And she could be herself with him, completely natural, unafraid, and appreciated—not worried or guarded or taken for granted, the way she sometimes was with Lacey, who was supposed to be her best friend. Funny—Kiki had never realized she felt like that around Lacey until Bobby came along.

Kiki stood before her mirror now, brushing out her long chocolate-brown hair. Kiki felt blessed with her hair and its natural golden highlights, and also for her long, long, black eyelashes and large hazel eyes.

She smiled.

The mirror showed a slightly slanted smile, formed out of long habit to compensate for Kiki’s left canine tooth. It was shorter than the right canine by 1/32 of an inch. Kiki had measured her canines a million times, hoping the left one would grow.

Lacey Pinkerton’s teeth were absolutely perfect, and her mouth was even and straight when she smiled. Also, Kiki was a half-inch shy of Lacey’s five six, and her trim, slender body, which none of the guys had ever criticized, not even a bit, could not compare with Lacey’s for fullness and curves.

“Kiki! Kiki!” her mom suddenly called from the kitchen. “It was just announced on KPOP! You’re one of the finalists for Peggy Sue.”

Kiki quickly switched on the radio in her room, just as the announcement was ending. Having her name announced on the radio—there was something so exciting and glamorous about it, almost as if she were a real celebrity. Still, she knew she had no chance of actually winning. “Of course you could be Pretty Peggy Sue,” Bobby kept insisting. “You’re nice and friendly and down-to-earth, and just as pretty as Lacey Pinkerton. Besides, people don’t like Lacey, they’re in awe of her.” Kiki liked to imagine there was some truth in what Bobby said. But when she was done daydreaming, she knew Lacey Pinkerton would win. For Kiki, it was a thrill just to have been nominated. It meant a lot of kids at school liked her enough to have written her name on the Grapevine ballot.

I’m going to need a new dress, she thought. Win or lose, she had to look fantastic at the Peach Blossom Ball.

“You’re going to need a new dress, honey,” said her mom. She’d come upstairs and was standing in the doorway.

“Mom,” Kiki said, with the most reasonable, the nicest smile she could muster …

“Don’t smile crooked, honey,” her mom said.

“… Mom, I have an idea. I’m a senior now, right? And school is almost over?”

“Well, yes …”

“So how about if Lacey and I run up to Sacramento today and shop for a dress?”

“Oh, honey, I don’t know. Your school-work …”

“We’re hardly doing anything anymore in my classes. Really. I wouldn’t miss a thing. If I did, I’d make it up right away. I really would. I promise.”

“How do you know Lacey will be allowed to go with you?”

“Oh, she’ll be allowed. Don’t worry about that. Lacey’s parents let her do anything she wants.”

“Well, all right,” said her mom. “I guess it’ll be okay. But you be very careful in Sacramento.” She started back downstairs, then called, “I’m fixing bacon and eggs for your dad. Want some?”

“No, thanks. Lace and I’ll stop at Rosa’s, like usual.”

Her mother wondered how Kiki and her friend had time for huevos rancheros at Rosa’s every morning. She didn’t know that all they had was iced tea. “I’ve seen Raven feed those chickens,” Lacey had said once. “I’ll never have anything at Rosa’s even remotely connected to a chicken.” Well, that was a little mean to say, but funny, too. It was mean because the Cruzes were pretty poor, with all those kids. But it was also funny, because Lacey had said it.

Lacey could say, do, get away with anything. She had been born blessed with … something. Look at her dad, Calvin Pinkerton, the richest man in town, with his iron-gray hair slicked back so neatly, and his suits from someplace in England. Lacey’s dad looked like that dead movie star—Cary Grant, or something. And then there was Lacey’s mom, so cool and sexy, who looked like that dead princess Grace, also a movie star. Kiki always kept her eye out for Darla Pinkerton’s Town Car, hoping to get a smile back for her wave, but it was rare if she got any response at all.

Kiki’s own dad—Dominick, but everyone called him Dom—wore old blue jeans and flannel shirts to work, even though he owned his own company, De Santis Trucking. She loved her dad, but couldn’t he say, “I’ll look forward to seeing you again,” like Mr. Pinkerton did, instead of “Yo, dudesky, see ya ’round”? And Kiki’s mom. Sue. Just Sue. Her real name was Susanna Alyce, which was even better than Darla. But did she want anyone to call her Susanna? She did not. It was, like, deliberately uncool.

Kiki had been aware, for a long time now, that Mr. and Mrs. Pinkerton really didn’t approve of her, nor of the other Pinks. She didn’t know why, not exactly, but the gang didn’t hang out at Lacey’s hilltop house. Mostly, they had their parties in Kiki’s huge rec room downstairs, with the pool table, the pinball machine, and the old Wurlitzer organ her dad had “got for a song from a yo-yo who didn’t know the sucker was a prize.” Or, in the summer, the Pinks—and tons of other kids—hung out around the pool out back, rock music blasting from a dozen boxes at once. Her mother never complained when the kids tracked water on the kitchen floor, going for sodas in the fridge, or if they spilled chips at the poolside.

Yes, Kiki did know why Darla Jennings Pinkerton, once Peach Blossom Queen, did not approve of her and the other kids. It was because Mrs. Pinkerton did not think they quite “came up to standard.”

Kiki De Santis examined the image of herself that she kept inside her mind. She was pretty, sure, but a lot of other girls were, too. Besides, you couldn’t make a career, let alone a life, out of being pretty. You also needed some brains, some talent. Kiki had a good solid B average, but after four years of high school she could count her A’s on one hand. She was on the field hockey and volleyball teams, but she wasn’t a starter. She had no special talents, not even enough to be a pom-pom girl. Which, except for spinning a baton, were among the lowest talent levels imaginable.

Even Kiki’s boyfriend did not quite “measure up” to the guys her friends dated. Lacey was going with Vaughn Cutter; Renée Henderson with Doug Mattinsky, the football team’s quarterback; Janice Campbell with Jason Edwards, the six foot six basketball center. Penny Bolton went out with Hal Bemis, who was an all-state tennis star being recruited by Stanford. But Kiki was dating Bobby Deeter, who was only editor of the Bell and captain of the debating team. Kiki loved him, she was sure he had a great future, but he wasn’t really that “in” at Paradiso High. And Kiki knew that Lacey did not entirely approve of Bobby Deeter.

Still, Kiki felt that Bobby was worth holding onto, no matter what Lacey thought. And she couldn’t quite shake the notion that maybe there was something just a little bit less than perfect about Lacey’s life.

Why was Lacey herself so on-again, off-again about the kids at school? Take the time that Lacey, out of the clear blue, had brought a University of California– Berkeley sweatshirt back from San Francisco and had given it to Hope Hubbard. It was weird, because Lacey barely knew Hope, and Kiki had noticed that although Hope was flattered by the gift, she had seemed almost suspicious of Lacey’s generosity. A couple days later Hope had been wearing the sweatshirt at lunch in the caf’ when Lacey had stopped at the table. Kiki had been with her. She’d seen and heard it all.

“What kind of stain did you slobber onto my sweatshirt?” Lacey had demanded of Hope. My sweatshirt, just like that, as if she still owned it.

Poor Hope. Startled and embarrassed, she glanced down at the sweatshirt to find a dark, teardrop-shaped blotch at the top of the Berkeley B. While Lacey looked on in regal disdain, Hope wet a fingertip, touched the blotch, and tasted.

“Honey,” she said, smiling bravely and trying to make the best of the situation. “I always have honey at breakfast, and—”

“A little sloppy, hmm?” said Lacey, her sarcasm thick as the honey on Hope’s sweatshirt. She seemed ready to cut Hope into pieces, but Kiki had spoken up then. It hadn’t been right for Lacey to go off on Hope for no reason.

“Leave it alone, Lace!” Kiki had demanded.

The look on Lacey’s face then had been incredulous. She was not accustomed to being challenged. “But, my God, honey.… ”

“Leave it alone,” Kiki repeated sternly.

That was all Kiki had said, but it had been enough to get Lacey away from Hope’s lunch table and a possible fight. For three days afterward, Lacey hadn’t spoken to Kiki or even acknowledged her existence. And Kiki had surprised herself; she didn’t go to Lacey to apologize. Then, as suddenly as it had come, the storm ended. Lacey invited Kiki for a weekend trip to San Francisco aboard Mr. Pinkerton’s Learjet. Lacey had never mentioned the sweatshirt again, although Hope Hubbard had. A couple of weeks after the confrontation, Kiki and Hope had been in adjacent library carrels.

“Thanks for that day in the caf’,” Hope had said.

“Oh. Oh … just one of those things, I guess. Chalk it up to a bad day.”

“Really?” Hope had said. “Well, whatever. But tell your friend I burned her damned shirt.”

Now Kiki was just about to call Lacey for a ride to school when the phone rang. “I got it, Mom!” she called.

“Hi, Peggy Sue,” said Bobby Deeter. “Pretty Peggy Sue. Congratulations. You’ve heard?”

“Hi, Bobby. Yeah. Mom said it was on KPOP. But Lacey’s sure to—”

“Win?” Bobby sounded faintly exasperated. “Don’t be so certain. Your chances are one in four, although I think they’re better. I’m placing ten bucks with Hope Hubbard to back up my word.”

“You might lose your ten.”

“Why so negative? This is a congratulatory call.”

Now Kiki felt a little bit graceless. “You’re right, Bobby,” she said. Sometimes he seemed to know her better than she knew herself. “Whatever happens, we’ll have a great time at the festival.”

“You got that right. I’ll be with the prettiest girl in Paradiso. See you at lunch?”

“Oh. I’m skipping today. I won’t be there.”

“You’re skipping? Why?”

“I’m going shopping for a dress in Sacramento. With Lace. Except she doesn’t know it yet. I’ve got to call her and—”

“What’s Lacey Pinkerton got to do with your dress?” He sounded really exasperated now. “Can’t you do anything without Lacey being involved?”

That’s not fair, thought Kiki. I’ve been doing lots of things without Lacey lately. “Lacey’s good at picking out clothes,” she said to Bobby.

“Why don’t you choose your own this time?” He was just making a suggestion, but Kiki took his remark as a challenge. She would show him that she could think for herself.

“Maybe you’re right, Bobby,” she said. “Do you want to come with me to Sacramento?”

“Hey!” he replied, laughing. “When it comes to women’s clothing, I’m completely useless. Besides, we have the final debate of the year after school, with those fast talkers from Fresno. Give me a call when you get back, okay?”

“Okay,” Kiki said. “Bye.”

I don’t need Lacey to help me choose a dress for the Peach Blossom Ball, Kiki thought, hanging up the phone. I’ll do it myself.

Since Kiki wasn’t going to school at all, she didn’t bother calling Lacey. I don’t have to check with her on every little move, right? Kiki thought. After changing out of her seersucker mini and into a flowered sundress, Kiki left the house, climbed into the Trooper II, and set out toward Sacramento.

Her chances of living until Friday were one in four.



CHAPTER 7

Kiki still hadn’t called for her ride. It was almost seventhirty. Well, maybe she’d overslept. Maybe she was getting congratulatory calls. Lacey, considering her attire for the day, wondered who those calls might be from. Kiki had received only twenty-three fewer votes than Lacey had herself. All the Pinks were popular at school—it went without saying—but Lacey hadn’t realized her best friend was almost as popular as she was.

Then, while deciding on soft gray leather pants and an ivory silk blouse, she had a great idea. Kiki would be no threat at all! It was so logical. Lacey wondered why she hadn’t thought of it right away. She’d simply ask Kiki to withdraw.

Lacey was ready for school now, but Kiki still hadn’t phoned. Lacey took a pair of powerful binoculars from her desk drawer, went to the window, and looked down at the De Santises’ sprawling blue and white split level, which was built on a three-acre plot about two hundred yards down Winding Hill Road from the Pinkerton house. She saw Kiki’s dad, Dom, come out the back door and swing up into the dirty Dodge pickup he drove to work. Lacey thought he was sort of rough and sensed that he thought she was spoiled, so she didn’t like him. But, except for the fact that he refused to buy Kiki her own car, Kiki herself worshiped the ground he walked on.

Just as Lacey pretended to adore her own father.

Dom De Santis pulled onto Winding Hill Road, leaving the Isuzu Trooper II on the driveway outside the garage.

Why hadn’t Kiki called yet? Lacey searched her memory, but found nothing to explain her friend’s behavior. They’d had no disagreements lately, no quarrels. No matter how the Queen competition turned out, Lacey was sure that Kiki would remain her friend. Kiki had never won anything big—nor had she wanted to—in her whole life. How could she possibly expect to be Peach Blossom Queen?

And yet there was the possibility.

Lacey decided she would wait two more minutes. That was it! If Kiki didn’t call, she could get to school on her own. It wouldn’t hurt Kiki a bit to realize people weren’t at her beck and call every morning!

Secretly hoping Kiki would call, Lacey swung the binoculars out over the town and the valley as she often did. From her peerless vantage point at the top of Winding Hill, she could see everything for miles. There, in the distance, stood the massive Pinkerton cannery complex, adjacent to the airstrip and the silver hangar for Daddy’s plane, the Darlacey. A long column of cars was pulling into the cannery lot right now: the early shift arriving for work. Daddy employed all these people. He had such awesome responsibilities.

Maybe that was why he sometimes went, as he said, “off the deep end.”

Lacey looked through the binoculars at the town below. She saw a school bus grinding uphill, a cloud of black smoke coming out its exhaust pipe. Spike Navarrone, on his motorcycle, shot past the bus as if it were standing still. Lacey suddenly had an image of Spike kissing April Lovewell, which gave her a strange, uneasy feeling. Weird! She’d never given Spike much thought before, except for his brooding, dark eyes and tense, soulful silences. What he saw in April Lovewell, Lacey would never know.

Hope Hubbard, lugging her backpack, had turned out of DeSoto Drive and onto Old Town Road. Right on time. Hope had on a gray sweatshirt today. Jeez, Hope and her sweatshirts. No wonder nobody’d asked her to the festival ball. She should put on a little makeup and buy some decent clothes.

Then Lacey lifted her binoculars to look out beyond the town to the scrublands, where Daddy and Mr. Cutter were going to build Greenway Mall. They were going to build it, too, as soon as they silenced all the irritating and vocal opposition in town. Like Raven Cruz, for example, always carrying around a briefcase full of environmental clippings, shooting her mouth off about conservation all the time. What did Raven know about conservation anyway, or land development, or shopping malls? Raven was “too big for her britches,” Daddy said. Why, Raven’s parents had once picked fruit in orchards owned by Pinkerton Canneries, Inc. And now they ran a diner. Where did Raven get off, champion of the scrublands!

The scrublands were very pretty, though, Lacey admitted as she studied them through her binoculars. Even the scrawniest bushes were abloom out there, and there were strange and beautiful flowers of yellow and violet and rusty red.

Kiki still hadn’t called. Okay, be that way; see if I care, Lacey thought. She was just about to put down the powerful glasses when she caught a glimpse of something out among the bushes. An unusual movement. An unexpected glint of light.

A person? Kids went into the scrublands at night to make out in cars—Lacey had, many times, with Vaughn and Jess and other boys—but nobody went there in the morning. Except—she adjusted the glasses, focusing for clarity—except … Winston Purdy III! Now what on earth was he doing there? He’d dropped out of Cub Scouts when an ant had crawled on his shoe at a picnic. Winston Purdy was definitely not a scrubland type of person. What was he up to?

Lacey watched, fascinated, as Winston pedaled his raunchy old three-speed that nobody cool would be caught dead with, eastward on Old Town Road toward town. He swung waveringly into the lot at Rosa’s Café, wobbled past the café, and halted at the hen yard out back. Where Raven Cruz seemed to have been waiting for him! Lacey was so utterly astounded by what she was witnessing that she forgot, for a moment, the pain in her legs.

Now Winston was handing something to Raven. Lacey tried to focus the binoculars more clearly, with no luck. She saw the nerd hand something to the Mex—Lacey privately thought of Raven as “the Mex”—and then she kissed him! Just on the cheek, but still, yuk!

Then Winston got on his bike and pedaled away toward school.

Bewildered, Lacey put the binoculars back into her desk drawer. Something was going on in town that she did not know about, and over which she had no control. Not having control made Lacey nervous.

Just then the intercom chimed, ding-dong-ding. Daddy’s voice was hoarse. “Princess, there’s a little something for you in the breakfast nook. Have a nice day.”

“Daddy, wait—” she started to say, but he had already clicked off.

Lacey looked out the window again, checking Kiki’s house for signs of life, giving her one last chance to call. The fact that she hadn’t called was beginning to really bother Lacey. Kiki was so agreeable, so predictable, so … Pink. I could call her, Lacey thought. No. She calls me.

Then, suddenly, Kiki came out of her house, crossed from the back door to the Trooper II, and got behind the wheel. She was wearing a pretty, loose-fitting sundress and her walk was happy, jaunty. She looked slim and lovely, her long dark hair swinging and shining.

Kiki, without so much as a glance up toward the Pinkerton house, backed the Trooper out of her driveway and headed down Winding Hill Road.

A tidal wave of loneliness washed over Lacey, threatening to drown her. For just an instant, it seemed as if her world was beginning to crumble. But that was ridiculous, wasn’t it? Kiki probably had an errand to run before school, no big deal.

Lacey flew downstairs to the breakfast nook where Paulita was busy preparing a tray for Lacey’s mother, who took breakfast in her room. The meal consisted of strong coffee, black, and tomato juice. Lacey was glad that her mom hadn’t come to the kitchen to say good morning. Had she heard all that ruckus last night? If she had, would she pretend ignorance? It was better for her mother to stay in her pleasant world of Junior League meetings and functions at the Paradiso-Walnut Hills Country Club. It would be good, too, for Darla Pinkerton to stop adding vodka to her morning tomato juice, but Lacey had long since given up hope that this would happen. Lacey grabbed the keys to her Ferrari, which were on a hook next to the back door. Beside the keys, Scotchtaped to the wall, was a small white envelope stuffed full of something soft and foldy. Lacey hesitated, feeling Paulita’s eyes on her.

“Señor Pinkerton, before he go to work, say it is for you,” Paulita said.

“I know that,” Lacey snapped. She didn’t care for the cook’s inquisitive gaze.

She wanted to leave the envelope where it was, knowing Daddy would feel bad if she didn’t take it. But if she didn’t take it, Paulita might think something was wrong. So she took the damn envelope, called a flippant “Adios!,” walked to her Ferrari in the four-car garage, and got in.

First, she opened the envelope. It contained five hundred dollars in fifties and twenties and tens. Guilt money. Lacey felt tears pushing behind her eyes. She tossed the envelope, with the money still inside, onto the passenger seat.

Then she reached down and removed her black shoes. The Ferrari was gorgeous, but Lacey found it difficult to work the clutch, the brake, and the accelerator efficiently when she had shoes on. Damn bigfoot. Klutz! She placed her shoes on top of the money envelope, started the engine, heard its growl, and shot backward out of the garage so recklessly that she almost crashed into her mother’s Town Car, to which Manuel, the driver, was applying yet another coat of Turtle Wax.

“Caramba!” he shouted.

“No hablo,” Lacey gave him her brightest smile and roared off down Winding Hill Road.

I have to win Peach Blossom Queen! And to do that, I have to beat Kiki and Raven and April. It had seemed a good plan only a little while ago, a stroke of genius, in fact, simply to ask Kiki to withdraw from the competition. But Kiki had behaved very oddly this morning, so it was best that Lacey tread lightly until she found out what was going on. Raven was an even bigger problem. She was—face it, Lace!—gorgeous, smart, and respected by everybody. The adults on the selection committee would naturally give Raven very serious consideration. Lacey didn’t know what to think about April. Until that morning she wouldn’t have given April any thought. But eighty-eight votes! Had Lacey’s sympathy campaign worked too well? Was there something about April that Lacey had overlooked? Or didn’t know?

“Know as much as you can about everybody,” Daddy was always advising. “You never know when it’ll come in handy.”

Yes, but it was sometimes unpleasant to know too much about people. Lacey knew, for example, that her good friend Renée Henderson had spent time in a mental hospital in Sacramento before her family had moved here to Paradiso. Renée had told her about it, a kind of blurted confession. Renée’s mom had disapproved of a certain Sacramento boy—Terry or Larry; Lacey couldn’t recall—with whom Renée had been in love. So, after a picnic dinner one night, during yet another battle about Barry or Jerry, Renée had attacked her mom with a long, two-tined barbecue fork. Renée’s older brother had prevented any injury, but Renée, unable to face what she’d almost done, had broken down. She’d spent six months at the hospital. “Please, never tell a soul,” Renée had pleaded with Lacey. “I’m telling you this because you’re my best friend in the world.”

“Your secret is safe with me,” Lacey had promised. And she meant it, too. It was just lucky that Renée wasn’t a candidate for Peach Blossom Queen, Lacey thought. That would have changed everything.



CHAPTER 8

April Lovewell scrunched down as low as possible in the front seat of her father’s black Chevrolet, poking her head up only after Lacey Pinkerton had roared by in her Ferrari.

“There goes the girl who ruined your reputation,” said the Reverend Ward Lovewell, sitting up straight behind the steering wheel. “I’m not at all surprised that you’re still embarrassed. What I can’t understand is why she’s not?”

For a saint, April thought, her father was remarkably unperceptive. “St. Ward” was April’s private name for him. Her mother was “St. Sara.” And that was exactly two saints more than any girl needed in her family.

“Thanks for driving me to school again, Father,” April said, getting out of the car and slamming the door shut. “Who knows what terrible trouble I might’ve gotten into if I’d walked?”

April saw, briefly, a look of anguish break across her father’s long, lean face, then turned away and walked toward school, carrying her backpack in her left hand, shielding her face from the sun with her right. April kept her face protected from sunlight as much as possible, knowing her capacity to grow ten new freckles per minute in direct light. Something to do with melanin. It was a scientific fact. There was nothing to be done about it, either. Sunblock didn’t keep freckles from appearing, and freckle removers just seemed to discolor what little bits of actual skin still appeared between the freckles.

This fact, bleak as it was, didn’t keep April from purchasing whatever new ointment or miracle cure old Jerry Carter, at the drugstore, managed to put on his shelves.

“It must have been something evil my parents did before I was born,” April had once said to Spike. “I’ve got this curse on my face, my hair makes a carrot look dull, and my eyes are a sort of watery brown.”

“You’ve been listening to Lacey Pinkerton too much,” Spike said. “You’re pretty, very pretty. You’re beautiful. Your skin is like porcelain. And I love your wild hair,” he said, laughing. “In the sun, it’s like it’s on fire—which is exactly how you make me feel.”

April could hear her heart thudding as she looked into Spike’s intensely dark eyes. “But almost everybody in school thinks I’m a slut,” she protested.

“Nobody thinks that,” Spike said. “You made a mistake, a long time ago. And besides, I respect you more than any other person I know.” He brushed his fingers lightly across her face and gently pressed his hot lips to hers. April closed her eyes and floated weightlessly up into the spring sky on a cloud of pure love.

At the moment, though, April wasn’t worried about her looks or reputation. She was desperately in need of a product, other than freckle remover. She’d gone to the drugstore on Saturday, but there’d been too many people around. She hadn’t mustered the nerve to buy it.

April walked past Principal Appleby, standing at his usual flagpole spot beside Winston Purdy’s decrepit three-speed.

“Well, if it isn’t one of our Pretty Peggy Sues,” he exuded. “How are you today?”

“Hi, Mr. Appleby. Fine, thanks.”

“Mr. Woolery’s looking for you,” the principal said.

“Okay.” Mark Woolery, the art instructor, was April’s favorite teacher. April was well aware that a lot of kids envied her relationship with “Mark Wonderful,” who was as handsome as any movie star, young, single, and the owner of a new BMW. She’d heard a few semi-spiteful remarks about Mark’s interest in her, but the people who said those mean things were wrong. Besides Spike and Hope, he was the only person who encouraged her artistic talent, and she relied on him for support when the going got tough at home.

St. Ward and St. Sara weren’t aware of Mr. Woolery’s influence on April. April kept it, like her relationship with Spike, from them. In fact, April had had to keep a lot of things from them, ever since they’d found out what happened at Lacey Pinkerton’s birthday party freshman year.

April had been so excited to receive an invitation. But when she was actually at the party, she felt horrible. No one paid any attention to her, especially not Lacey, whom April respected and admired above anybody else.

April couldn’t dance like the rest of the kids at Lacey’s party, either. Dancing was forbidden by her parents, who believed it was pointless, if not downright sinful. She was thinking of sneaking off into the night and walking home, but Lacey’s parents—they were so unbelievably cool—had said good night and gone upstairs. Shortly thereafter, Lacey liberated a bottle from a locked cabinet and poured quite a bit of clear liquid into the tepid fruit punch that the kids had been sipping.

The new, improved punch tasted great to April. It was amazing how easy it was to talk and laugh after two or three glasses.

April was more than willing when Lacey proposed a game of strip poker.

The punch did nothing for April’s poker game, though. At midnight, when Cal Pinkerton descended the stairs in bathrobe and slippers to see if the party was over, he found giggling, glassy-eyed April sitting cross-legged on a red leather ottoman. Other than her bra, which she was trying clumsily to unhook, she had on only her panties. “’Ere gossh NOTHIN’!” she shouted to Mr. Pinkerton, preparing to yank off the bra to the delighted laughter of the other partiers.

Only Lacey’s quick thinking saved the day. She hastily grabbed hold of April’s arms and began pulling a sweater over April’s head.

April remembered the ride down the hill in the Chevy with her father, who’d been summoned by Mr. Pinkerton to collect his tipsy daughter. “It grieves me,” St. Ward had said. “You have those negative family tendencies in the blood, just like your aunt Leanne and her daughter—”

“Buzz off, Dad!” April had replied. “I’m … it wash a grrrr-ate parshy. I’m real … reeeee-al pop’lar now.…”

April sort of vaguely remembered her father carrying her into the house, her mother crying, and both of them putting her to bed. She remembered the next morning all too well—a pounding headache and nausea that emptied her stomach and still didn’t subside—but that didn’t matter. She couldn’t wait to get to school Monday morning. The news of her social coup at the party would have gotten around. Everybody would be talking about it.

Everybody was talking about it, but not the way April had expected. Someone had started a rumor that, after stripping to the buff, April had gone out onto the Pinkertons’ lawn with Bubba Dole, the guy everybody called “Psycho,” who was the only seventeen-year-old freshman in Paradiso history. Bubba hadn’t even been at the party, but that fact didn’t matter to the rumor. Within a week, April had heard that she’d “partied on the lawn” not only with Bubba, but with a half-dozen other guys as well.

Overnight, April’s social life had plummeted off the chart. Even the kids who might have asked her to their parties were forbidden to do so by their nervous parents. Only the understanding friendship of her cousin, Hope, had gotten April through that first awful year. April still couldn’t understand why Hope sometimes hinted that Lacey Pinkerton might not be all she appeared, though.

By sophomore year, people were forgetting April’s shame as new rumors cropped up to occupy their interest. This past year had been her best since she started high school.

Mr. Woolery had taken her under his wing. She and Spike Navarrone had fallen in love.

And she’d just been chosen as a candidate for Pretty Peggy Sue.

Things had been going pretty well—until now. Maybe I should just run away, thought April, walking down the hall toward her locker.

Finally, just when her life seemed to be going somewhere, she felt as if she were just about to step off a cliff.

“April! There you are!”

It was Mr. Woolery, looking incredibly vigorous. He jogged around the track each morning before school began, working up a bit of a sweat but never even breathing hard. Just standing there, he glowed. And he was so confident. April knew he would’ve dated Lacey Pinkerton, had she been in his high school class.

“Why so glum?” Mr. Woolery said. “Got a problem?”

“Oh, no. No.”

He smiled suspiciously. He knew her pretty well. “Fight with Spike, huh?”

She shook her head. Not yet, anyway.

“Mom and Dad won’t let you go to the festival ball?”

“No, they were pretty calm when they heard about my nomination this morning. I won’t be allowed to dance, though.”

He grinned. “I’ll ask you to dance. Your dad can’t say no to a teacher. That takes care of that. Now, you’ve been wondering about your next art project, right? Well, I had an idea you might like. Want to try some sketches out in the scrublands? The lighting would be terrific early in the morning when the sun’s coming up. How about it?”

“Sure,” agreed April. It was a great idea. Her spirits rose a little.

“The next couple days are bad for me,” he said. “But how about Thursday morning? I’ll pick you up at your house at six. That too early?”

“No. That’s fine.”

“Excellent! Somebody better sketch the scrublands while there’s still the chance,” he added, before heading off to the gym showers. “If that Greenway Mall gets built, the whole area will be history.”

“Don’t we all know it,” said April.

She walked to her locker. Kids said, “Good luck, April,” or “Way to go” or “I voted for you in the Grapevine.” It was nice, but just a little bit late. The very last thing on April Lovewell’s mind at the moment was the Peach Blossom competition.

On days when Spike got to school early, which wasn’t often because of his chores on the farm, he waited for April at her locker. She loved to see him standing there, looking strong, self-contained, and way more mature than the other kids. She also liked to see the way the girls looked him over, and to know they knew that he was her boyfriend. Sometimes she couldn’t believe it herself. Having been trapped in the parsonage, April often still felt like a little kid. Spike had real problems, real family problems, food-on-the-table-for-little-kids problems. Spike’s father was in jail, and his mother spent most of her waking hours—and some of her sleeping hours—at the Blue Hawaii Bar. Why had he chosen her?

“Because I love you,” he’d said. They’d been out at their secret place in the cliffs above Old Smuggler’s Road.

“Well, why do you love me?” she’d persisted.

He never spoke much. It wasn’t that words came hard to him. They didn’t. And it wasn’t because, like a lot of other guys, he was uncomfortable expressing his emotions. It was simply that he didn’t speak unless he had something to say.

“Why?” April had asked again, lying beside him in sweet grass, feeling his strong arms around her.

“Because,” he’d finally said, after she’d almost given up hope of getting an answer, “you’re different. You don’t flirt or play stupid games like other girls. I can be myself with you. Besides, you’re the only person I know who’ll get out of here and make a mark in the world. You’re so talented, April—a real artist. You see the world differently than everyone else.”

“I’m so lucky to be with you,” she said, moving in closer, feeling his warm breath against her cheek. Then he was kissing her slowly and softly, until April found herself responding to his deepening kisses in a way she would have never dreamed possible, losing herself to him joyfully. “We’ll always be together,” she murmured.

This morning, though, she was a little relieved to see that Spike wasn’t waiting for her at her locker. Something had happened. It threatened to destroy those happy dreams they’d conjured on the grassy cliffs. April wasn’t yet completely certain of disaster, but she had a pretty fair idea.

She had to get to Carter’s Drugstore!



CHAPTER 9

The student parking lot behind school was almost full, so Lacey knew she was late. Slipping on her shoes, not bothering to lock the Ferrari, she walked to the rear entrance. It wouldn’t do to hurry, wouldn’t be cool … but then she saw Coach Monfort getting out of her dusty old Chevrolet Blazer 4x4. Coach lived out in the country. “Lives in the trees and eats raw meat,” kids said. She was a rangy, muscular woman, sandy haired, broad faced, strong jawed, who could still run a seven-minute mile.

“Coach!” Lacey called, catching up with Mrs. Monfort at the rear entrance to the building. “Can I talk to you a sec?” She attempted to look very tired.

“Oh, hi. Of course, Lacey. What’s on your mind?”

“I … I don’t feel so well. Would it be all right if I sat out today?”

Coach looked sympathetic, but skeptical. “Why don’t we wait and see how you feel fourth period?” Fourth period was Lacey’s gym class.

“I really don’t feel well at all.”

Coach held open the door. Lacey entered, and Coach followed. “Have you had a checkup lately?” she asked. “It seems to me you’ve sat out quite a few classes recently. Maybe you ought to see Nurse Pritchard.”

“Oh, I don’t think …”

Coach put her hand on Lacey’s shoulder. That was her no-nonsense gesture, known to all the kids in her classes and on her teams. Her hand on your shoulder meant, “Okay, not another word out of you. I am going to tell you what you are going to do, and you are going to do it.”

“Nurse Pritchard will expect you fourth period,” said Coach. “I’ll tell her you’ll be there.”

She left Lacey standing disconsolately in the hall. Now what? Lacey thought. She couldn’t go to gym because she’d have to undress and shower. Nurse Pritchard could be pretty intrusive too. And nobody should see the angry stripes on the backs of her legs. Unfortunately, she’d been wearing her jade green mini when Daddy had “gone off the deep end.”

Maybe I’ll just duck out of school, Lacey thought desperately, and forge a letter of excuse to bring in tomorrow. Once, last year, she’d been so angry with Daddy that she’d gone to Principal Appleby’s office. She’d intended to tell him everything. But while waiting to see him, the horrible consequences had swarmed in her mind like a hive of killer bees. Daddy would be ruined. Mother would be left defenseless, since even Lacey knew how much of her father’s fortune was already tied up in the Greenway project. Worst of all, if Lacey told, she would be the object of talk, of pity. Her whole world would turn to ashes overnight.

So she’d given Appleby a song and dance about college plans. Dwight the Dweeb had been so pleased. He loved to give advice.

Maybe, hoped Lacey, heading toward her locker, Daddy will finally keep his promise to change. When I win Peach Blossom Queen, he’ll see at last that I deserve some respect.

In order to reach her locker, Lacey had to walk through half the lower level, past the boiler room and the custodians’ equipment area, then climb a stairwell to the main floor. Usually, some of the Pinks and other kids waited for her arrival at the top of the stairwell. But not today. Instead, as she climbed the stairs she heard kids talking about the Peach Blossom Queen competition.

“I don’t know why you’re even bothering to take bets on this, Hope. Lacey’s gonna win for sure.”

Lacey recognized Penny Bolton’s unmistakable tweet. She imagined a bunch of kids gathered in front of Hope’s locker, which, if its combination accurately reflected Lacey’s measurements, would have been 34-24-35. But let the guys guess and dream.

“You’re gonna lose money, Hope,” Penny was saying. Dear, loyal Penny. After her baby sister’s crib death, when Lacey had attempted to be comforting, Penny had gone into a sobbing rage. “Never say anything about that to me again! Never! I can’t stand to hear it! Nobody’s pity can help.”

Lacey, who understood the horror of unwanted pity, had never mentioned the crib death again. Nor, as far as she knew, had anyone else. Penny kept herself busy with school, the pom-pom squad, the Pinks, and a part-time job at Bolton’s Hardware, her dad’s store.

Lacey pressed close to the stairwell wall, listening. Eavesdropping, while not exactly up-and-up, was a good way to find out stuff.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Hope Hubbard said. “It’s only Monday. Lacey’s a way-ahead favorite now, but things could change. I’m not doing this for money anyway. I’ll barely break even, if that. It’s smart enough to replicate the real world.”

Replicate? wondered Lacey. She had no idea what that meant. Hope Hubbard was too smart for her own good, sometimes.

A guy spoke up then. “I think Raven and Kiki both have a good shot at winning,” he said. Lacey recognized the voice of Jess Gardner. “What you have to keep in mind,” Jess added, “is that being a Pink won’t necessarily swing much weight with the selection committee. Being a Pink might even hurt. Cliques are sort of teenybopperish and juvenile.”

Lacey was furious, shocked. Jess was talking sour grapes, just like the girls who’d never be cool enough to be Pinks. Then she was happy because she heard Renée Henderson say, “Oh, Jess, come off it. You know Lacey’s gonna be Pretty Peggy Sue. You’re just mad because Lacey dumped you.”

That was what the Pinks were for! Loyalty. Support.

“Yeah, right,” said Jess. “Think whatever you like, Renée. Anyway, Hope, I’m betting five bucks that Kiki De Santis wins.”

Jess betting on Kiki? Lacey had always imagined that all of her former boyfriends still loved her. And would love her forever. But the shock of discovering that her romantic belief was unfounded did not prepare her for the truly startling blow that came now. Another boy spoke up and said, “I don’t think anybody’s a sure bet for Peggy Sue. Even April Lovewell could win.…”

Lacey recognized Vaughn Cutter’s voice, a strong, easy baritone. Jess was cute, but Vaughn was handsome, tall, and muscular. He wasn’t skittish about anything physical. Bubba Dole had jumped Vaughn once. Bubba’s claim to fame was an ability to split bricks with his head or his hands. But Vaughn had broken Bubba’s head, sending him to the hospital with a concussion.

Lacey had secretly wanted Jess and Vaughn to have a big fight over her, but they got along just fine. Darn. And now Vaughn was hyping April Lovewell!

“Look at it this way,” Lacey heard him explain. “April may not be as popular as Lacey or Kiki, but she doesn’t have any enemies, either. And she’s more of a serious student type than Raven. Her art teacher, Mr. Woolery, is on the selection committee, too. He’s probably the most popular teacher in school, and the most respected teacher in the community. Committee members are going to listen to him. And everybody knows who Mr. Woolery’s favorite art student is.”

Lacey heard a momentary silence of assent from the other kids. They all knew April Lovewell was Mr. Woolery’s pet. “Pet” was Lacey’s word. “Favorite” sounded too nice. She felt frustrated, peeved. After all, Lacey had gotten April nominated. She’d figured April Lovewell would be no competition whatever. Now she’d have to alter her thinking. April might not be as much of a threat as Raven or Kiki, but she had to be taken seriously as a challenger. What can I do about April? Lacey wondered. There must be something!

“Do you want to place a bet on April?” Hope Hubbard asked.

“I’m not in a position to do that right now,” Vaughn replied.

Aware that he was dating Lacey, everybody laughed.

“Well, I’ll place a bet! Ten dollars says Raven Cruz will be Peggy Sue.”

Denise Guthrie, editor of the Grapevine. Lacey recognized the breathy expressiveness, as if she’d just that moment learned something tremendously exciting and had to tell you about it right away. Raven and Denise were best friends, so the wager came as no surprise to Lacey, but then Denise said, “After the anti-Greenway Mall rally tomorrow, people are going to be carrying Raven Cruz around on their shoulders.”

“Yeah, right!” said Penny Bolton. “Dream on.”

Good for you, Penny! Lacey thought. That’s tellin’ ’em.

The first bell rang then. Lockers started slamming. Lacey retreated quietly to the bottom of the stairwell and started singing, as if to herself, but loud enough to be heard up by the lockers.

“Lacey!”

“Hi, Lace. You’re almost late.”

“Congratulations! You’re one of the four!”

Lacey tilted up to kiss Vaughn—disloyal, doubting Vaughn!—and he kissed her back. She’d wanted Jess Gardner to see the kiss, but he was going down the hall, talking to Denise Guthrie and paying no attention.

It occurred to Lacey, right in the middle of kissing Vaughn, that she might be able to get Jess Gardner back with hardly any effort at all. He’d been “protesting too much” when, moments earlier, he’d touted Raven’s chances of winning. He did still love her. Lacey was sure of it.

“Break it up, you two!” said Dwight the Dweeb, shuffling down the corridor. “Come out of the clinch.”

Vaughn obediently ended the kiss. He was so … so straight. That was one of the problems with most of the Paradiso guys. They were exciting to look at—the best ones, anyway—but after you got to know them, they were so … straight. No thrills. No danger. No mystery.

Except for one, Lacey thought as Spike Navarrone strode insolently past without so much as a glance in her direction.



CHAPTER 10

“What a day!” Lacey complained to Renée Henderson as the two girls left school and walked across the parking lot toward Lacey’s car. It was 3:15 p.m. The sun, comfortably warm this morning, had turned almost fiercely hot. Millions of peach blossoms, having baked all day, smelled like the cheap perfume Spike Navarrone’s mother trailed down Old Town Road on her way to the Blue Hawaii Bar.

Lacey got behind the wheel. Renée slid into the passenger seat, reached beneath her, and pulled out the white envelope. “What’s this?”

“Oh!” Lacey had forgotten. “Daddy gave me a little something for being one of the final four.”

“Really?” Renée glanced inside the envelope. Her eyes widened. “Wow! Geez, Lace, there must be a couple hundred bucks in here!”

“Oh, that’s just Daddy,” said Lacey, laughing gaily. “You know how he is.” She stuffed the envelope under her seat.

“Boy!” said Renée. “I wish I had your dad.”

No, you don’t, thought Lacey. She started the Ferrari, backed out of her parking space, and headed toward the exit.

For Lacey the day had been tiring in a frustrating, grinding kind of way. She had only managed to get excused from gym after practically faking a nervous breakdown for Nurse Pritchard. Excessive stress, Lacey claimed, brought on by Festival Week, upcoming senior exams, and the need to retake her SATs had left her too weak and discombobulated to run around the track. Then Kiki hadn’t come to school at all, and nobody had any idea where she was. Lacey had contemplated phoning the De Santises during lunch period, but had decided against it. First, she hadn’t wanted to appear concerned. Second, she hadn’t wanted to get Kiki in trouble with her parents if she was doing something on her own that Dom and Sue De Santis didn’t know about.

Lacey had been waiting all day to ask Kiki to withdraw from the Queen competition.

“Wheeeeee! God, I love this car!” Renée’s head was out the window, her gold-flecked hair streaming, as Lacey flashed down Old Town Road toward the center of town. Her mind was working hard. She’d decided what to do about Kiki, true. But what about April and Raven?

“Let’s go over to Rosa’s and have some tacos and a soda,” Lacey suggested. She knew that Raven sometimes did waitress duty in the afternoons. This might be a good time to pump her about Winston Purdy III.

“I can’t,” replied Renée, instantly glum. “It’s my … regular trip night.”

Lacey knew about trip night. Every Monday, Renée and her mom drove up to Sacrmento for a joint therapy session. The psychologist’s name was Dr. Toulouse. “Screwloose Toulouse,” Renée called him. Lacey was the only one of Renée’s friends who knew about these sessions, which were intended to resolve any lingering hostility between Renée and her mother. Not even Doug Mattinsky, Renée’s longtime steady, knew the reason for these Monday night out-of-town treks. He thought Renée might have another guy somewhere, or something. Of course, Doug didn’t know about the attempted barbecue-fork matricide either.

Lacey’s lips were sealed.

“Oh, c’mon,” prodded Lacey. “Just a Coke, then. How long can it take?”

“Sorry. I really have to get home.”

“Oh, all right.” Lacey felt irritated. She didn’t want to go home yet, and she couldn’t think of anything to do. Now she was at loose ends …

… and then, right there in her rearview mirror, Lacey glimpsed Spike Navarrone coming up fast on his powerful Harley Davidson. No way was he going to pass her! “Oh-kay!” she shouted gleefully, slamming her foot down hard on the accelerator. The Ferrari leapt forward, all those hundreds and hundreds of horses suddenly free of the corral. Within seconds, Lacey and Renée were only part of a red blur rocketing down Old Town Road. Spike and his cycle dropped away, barely a speck in the rearview mirror now. The light at the big T intersection was turning red when Lacey shot through it. “Yowwwwwwww!” she was yelling, triumphant and excited. “Yiiiiiiiiii!” screamed Renée, frightened.

“Don’t be a wuss!” Lacey chided. “Nothing’s gonna happen … uh-oh.”

She saw flashing red lights in the rearview mirror now, and a black and white Plymouth. Sheriff Rodriguez. Again. Lacey had just gotten a ticket for speeding two weeks ago. If there was one thing that made Daddy mad—really, normally mad, not “off the deep end”—it was Lacey’s traffic tickets. “I can’t fix them for you, Princess!” he’d yelled when she’d once asked him to. “How would it look? Have a little discretion, for God’s sake!”

Lacey managed to slow the car down, having a little trouble with her big feet. She eased to a stop at the curb in front of Carter’s Drugstore. A bunch of kids were going in or coming out. They all looked. Most of them grinned. “Go, Lace!” shouted some sophomore wiseass. “Indy five-hundred. Richard Petty’s in big trouble.”

Lacey also caught a glimpse of April Lovewell. April seemed preoccupied, even worried, as she ducked into Carter’s. Probably buying the latest brand of freckle remover, Lacey thought wryly.

Then there was Sheriff Rodriguez, approaching the Ferrari. He already had his summons book poised, pencil too. Showboat cop—he hadn’t switched off the flashing lights of his patrol car, which was parked right in front of her. Daddy could just glance out his office window and see this whole thing. I’m really in for it now, Lacey thought.

“I’m gonna be late getting home,” whined Renée.

“Oh, stop bitching,” Lacey snapped.

“License, please, Miss Pinkerton,” said the sheriff. “Again,” he added, but he was not amused.

Lacey pulled it out of her wallet and handed it up to the sheriff, who retreated to his patrol car to fill out the summons.

Spike Navarrone wheeled up then, stopping next to Lacey’s car. He throttled the Harley down to a low, rumbling purr and removed his black-visored helmet. There was a hint of a smile on his strong, finely shaped lips, and Lacey even caught a trace of amusement in his dark, broodingly intelligent eyes. He smoothed back his thick hair with a sweep of his hand and said, “Your car goes pretty fast, Lacey. Pretty fast. You want to take me on some night? Smuggler’s Road, off the main highway? How about it?”

“I don’t think I’d mind,” replied Lacey, flirting with him, speaking in her telephone voice and trying for a sleepy, sultry look. “Taking you on. But what would April say?”

For just an instant, Spike Navarrone seemed to lose his slow, easy cool, the self-confident aura admired by kids and adults alike. Then it was back. “Maybe April doesn’t have to know,” he said.

“I won’t tell her if you don’t,” Lacey shot back, batting her eyelashes, running the tip of her tongue across her upper lip. She knew boys liked that.

Spike didn’t say anything. He just met her eyes and smiled. Lacey was about to tell him that April, right this minute, was inside Carter’s Drugstore. But Sheriff Rodriguez returned bearing the summons and handed it to her. “Move it along, Carlos,” he said. “You’re blocking traffic.”

Old Town Road was completely empty of traffic. Lacey had the disconcerting feeling that the sheriff didn’t want a nice Hispanic boy like Spike wasting his time with … with a gringo bimbo. It was an expression she’d once heard Raven use. It had infuriated her, too, mainly because Lacey had suspected that Raven was talking about her.

Spike replaced his helmet, throttled up, checked for traffic, and roared away.

“Better watch yourself, Miss Pinkerton,” advised Sheriff Rodriguez. “I don’t know how many points you’ve lost already, but keep it up and you’ll be on the hoof for a long time to come.”

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry. I really am.”

“Right,” he grunted, grinning in a way Lacey didn’t like at all.

Lacey sat in her car, fuming and furious, until the sheriff drove away. “The nerve!” she sputtered.

“People vote for him, though,” commented Renée, in a what-can-you-do-about-it? tone.

“Democracy has its drawbacks,” said Lacey sourly. She was thinking about Daddy. He would be so-o mad. Even if he hadn’t seen her being ticketed, he was sure to find out.

“You okay, Lace?” Renée was asking. “I got to get home.”

“Oh. Sure.”

The crowd in front of Carter’s Drugstore had drifted away now that the show was over. The drugstore windows were plastered with Jerry’s painstakingly hand-lettered signs: BRYLCREEM—$2.98, 32 oz.; SCOPE—48 oz. FAMILY SIZE, $4.69; 48-HOUR PHOTO SERVICE …

Lacey moved her feet around, shifted into first, and roared away from Carter’s Drugstore, almost colliding, in her haste, with a flatbed truck carrying several dozen migrant laborers. Something about their presence here in Paradiso troubled her. It was as if the world she had known since birth was shifting beneath her feet. This morning, in her room, she’d sensed her own little universe beginning to crumble. Vaughn, school, the Pinks: maybe they weren’t forever. Inevitably, they would drop away into the past, just as Paradiso’s past was dropping away.

I won’t think about it now, she told herself. The most important thing today and for the rest of the week is to win the Peach Blossom crown. I’m dying to win, Lacey realized. I’ll die if I don’t.

Lacey turned at the T intersection and gunned up Winding Hill Road. “There’s April,” she said to Renée. The two girls got a fleeting look at April Lovewell, who was trudging home. April was carrying a huge yellow plastic shopping bag from Carter’s Drugstore. “Must be a new brand of freckle remover on the market,” Lacey wisecracked. She cut a hard left onto Revere Road, Renée’s street, and pulled into the Hendersons’ driveway. “Oh, Lace,” said Renée, “don’t make fun of April. She’s really nice. And think what she has to put up with. A minister for a father. It’d be like living with God, sort of. He’s got his eye on her all the time.”

“Not quite all the time. She manages to see Spike Navarrone often enough.”

Lacey smiled.

“I saw that little smirk, Lace. What are you planning now?”

Lacey was sure that Renée would be amused and appreciative. “You know the Mendola sisters?” she asked Renée. “That work at the Blue Belle Dairy? Well, I heard one of them saying that Spike is tired of sneaking around with April. He thinks it’s cheap and dishonest, and he’s getting sick of dodging Reverend Lovewell all the time.”

“So?” Renée asked.

“So maybe I’ll take up his invitation to race on Smuggler’s Road, and see what happens after that.”

“Oh, Lace!” Renée blurted. “You wouldn’t. Would you? April would be crushed. Spike’s her first real boyfriend—and she’s real serious about him. And besides, what about Vaughn?”

“Oh, Vaughn,” said Lacey dismissively. She was still mad at him for having suggested, this morning at Hope Hubbard’s locker, that April had a chance of winning Pretty Peggy Sue.

Jeez, sometimes you had to explain everything.

“I can’t just go tell Reverend and Mrs. Lovewell that April’s sneaking around with Spike, can I? But if April finds out I’ve been spending a little time with Spike, she’ll be upset. Her mom and dad will notice, the whole thing will come out, and the Rev might even make April drop out of the competition.”

Lacey was very pleased with her scheme, which had the additional advantage of making Vaughn Cutter jealous. But Renée was aghast. “Oh, Lacey!” she cried. “How could you even think of such a thing? It’s mean. April’s never done anything to you, has she?”

Lacey, surprised by Renée’s reaction, felt angry and guilty … and angry because she felt guilty. “Well, don’t go run and tell April!” she snapped.

Renée’s silence suggested that she was thinking of doing just that.

“If you breathe a word of this,” Lacey threatened, “I just might let it slip to Doug Mattinsky that you have to go see a shrink in Sacramento every Monday. And I’ll tell him why, too.”

Renée Henderson was a big, strong, healthy girl, vigorous and tanned. But the blood left her face fast. She turned to Lacey and cried in horror, “You wouldn’t!”

Lacey just smiled.

Renée started crying.

“Of course,” said Lacey, rubbing it in, “I’ll tell Doug you’re all fine now. You never even touched your mom with that barbecue fork, and they do wonders at mental hospitals these days, don’t they?”

Renée burst into sobs. “You wouldn’t tell Doug, would you? Oh, Lacey, don’t tell. Please. My life was ruined in Sacramento. Some secrets you just don’t tell. Out of decency, if nothing else. Why, even Jess Gardner didn’t tell on Michelle Wheeler … uh-oh, I shouldn’t have said that.”

“What about Jess and Michelle?” Lacey demanded.

Renée, who had no tissue, wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her blue polo shirt and said, “Jess broke that date with you because she asked him to drive her to the doctor’s office. It was an emergency.”

“What doctor? What do you mean?”

“It was an ob-gyn,” said Renée, snuffling. “Michelle got pregnant.”

“No way! Really? That’s why I haven’t seen her around. Was it … was it Jess?”

“No. He just helped her out by driving her to the clinic. The guy was somebody who graduated a couple of years ago, from what I heard. But don’t tell anyone. Please?”

Lacey’s heart sank. She’d dumped cute, affectionate, easygoing Jess Gardner purely out of spite. She’d have taken him back in a minute if he’d given her a good reason for breaking their date. He’d had a good reason, too, and a sense of honor.

“I’m sorry, Renée,” she said. “Of course I won’t tell. Forgive me, okay?”

Saying nothing, Renée got out of the Ferrari and started toward her house, a small white ranch on a small, dusty lot. Renée was still crying. She didn’t look back.

“Renée!” Lacey called, to no avail.

Renée went inside her house and closed the door.

Damn!
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CHAPTER 11

Kiki brushed out her thick, shiny hair while she waited for Lacey to pick her up. She hoped that Lacey would approve of her blue chiffon dress, with its puffed sleeves and almost daringly low-cut neckline. When she heard the throaty purr of Lacey’s car, she tensed a little.

“Lacey’s here, honey!” her mom called from downstairs.

“Tell her to come up.” Kiki dashed around, straightening her room. The De Santises didn’t have a live-in maid, like the Pinkertons, or even a cleaning woman. It galled Kiki that her dad was so cheap he wouldn’t hire in-house help, let alone join the Paradiso-Walnut Hills Country Club. “Why in hell would I want to do that?” the insufferably self-reliant Dom De Santis always asked, when pressed by Kiki on the issue of club membership. “To hang around with a so-called hotshot like Cal Pinkerton? Who buys his ditzy daughter a car she hasn’t got the brains to appreciate? Look, sweetheart, those country club types bore me already for free. Why should I pay dues for the same privilege?”

Kiki tossed the pink and white comforter over her pink and white striped sheets, fluffed up her bed pillows, and sat her favorite teddy bear up straight against the pillows. Then she switched on the radio. Buddy Holly was singing.


Rave on, it’s a crazy feeling’,

And I know it’s got me reelin’ …



Kiki, in a rush, continued getting her room in order. Sometimes she had wondered why Lacey’s approval meant so much to her. She had always explained it to herself as just a natural part of friendship. Lacey was her friend, not to mention the most popular girl at Paradiso High. Of course Lacey’s opinion mattered.


Tell me

You love me only,

Rave onto me!



concluded Buddy. “That was the man himself,” babbled T.J. the D.J., “with one of the goldenest of golden oldies, and speaking of gold, four of the most golden Paradiso girls are vying for the golden crown of Peach Blossom Queen …”

Kiki clicked the radio off. She’d heard her name mentioned as a finalist often enough, and she knew Lacey would win for sure. I don’t even want to win, she told herself. What for? To get a screen test? Yeah, right. She couldn’t act her way out of a paper bag. College scholarship? She wasn’t sure she even wanted to go to college … at least not right away. Kiki De Santis, Peach Blossom Queen, Pretty Peggy Sue? Rave on!

Kiki wondered, as she heard Lacey coming up the stairs to the bedroom, what sort of bit part her friend would get in a movie. Following in her mom’s footsteps and everything …

“Missed you yesterday, Keek,” said Lacey airily, casually, coming into the room as if she were entering her own domain. She wore white pants, a navy blue shirt, and a pair of low-heeled blue pumps. Also a white headband: just the right touch. Lacey flopped stomach-down onto the bed, saying: “Hear you bought a dress. Well, let’s see it.”

Kiki thought her blue chiffon dress was really pretty. She was sure it was really pretty, but still she was a little afraid to show it to Lacey. She went over to her closet, slipped the dress off the clothes bar, and slid off the plastic over. Oh, no! The dress bore a little tag she hadn’t seen. REGINA’S ANTIQUES.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were going to Sacramento?” Lacey was asking. “We could have gone together. I wouldn’t have minded skipping a day of school.”

Regina’s Antiques!

Outside Kiki’s room, Dom De Santis was coming upstairs to dress for the day. He always ate his morning bacon and eggs in his bathrobe and pajamas. So-o gross. Lacey had told her that the Pinkertons, fully dressed, breakfasted together each morning as formally as if they were dining at a four-fork restaurant.

“We could have gone to Sacramento together,” Lacey repeated. It was a mild accusation.

“I just had this impulse,” said Kiki. “Mom said okay, so I went.”

“So that’s the dress,” said Lacey, getting off the bed and coming over. “Hmmmm.”

Kiki twirled it on the hanger. “What do you think?”

“Put it on.”

“There isn’t time. We gotta get to school.”

“Up school.” Lacey reached for the dress and took it from Kiki.

Lacey held the dress in front of herself, modeling for the mirror. “What’s this?” she asked, finding the little tag and looking at it. “So,” she said, with a smile that was almost a smirk. “Regina’s, huh?”

“I looked everywhere,” explained Kiki, aware that she was babbling defensively. “Nordstrom’s. I. Magnin. Letterbee’s, even. I wanted just the right Fifties look.…

Regina’s Antiques was nothing but an old clothes place, maybe half a step up from the Salvation Army. Scratch palace. Cootie coven. Nobody bought anything at Regina’s. That’s where you dumped old stuff that wasn’t quite bad enough for the Salvation Army.

But Kiki had been so happy to find the blue dress yesterday, and she knew it was not only good but exactly what she wanted. Lacey’s reaction—her coolness, her little half smirk—was devastating.

“I’m sure you’ll look good in it,” Lacey said, shrugging, tossing the dress onto the bed. “Hey! I have to ask you a real big favor.”

“Sure,” Kiki agreed, eager to get off the subject of the dress, which now seemed a horrible blue rag in her eyes.

“I figured this all out,” said Lacey, frowning to show how hard she had thought about it. She sat down on the edge of the bed—somewhat gingerly, Kiki thought—and flashed her warmest, most intimate smile. “Nobody really thinks April can win Pretty Peggy Sue. My only real competition is Raven Cruz. You and I are Pinks. Raven isn’t. We can’t have someone who isn’t a Pink going around with the Peach Blossom crown on her head, can we? Not to mention somebody who does waitress duty at a taco place …”

Kiki thought of her mother, who’d been a truck-stop waitress.

“… and comes to school with chicken stuff on her shoes!” Lacey gave Kiki a fetching, pleading look and continued: “So, I was thinking, if you drop out of the competition, I’ll win for sure. Nobody should mess with us Pinks, right?”

Kiki didn’t know what to say. Certainly, she hadn’t expected to win. But she’d never given an instant of thought to withdrawing. Lacey’s request came as a complete surprise, but even more astonishing was the fact that Lacey appeared to be concerned that she might lose!

“I don’t know,” said Kiki, genuinely baffled. “I don’t …”

Lacey was very reasonable, very understanding. “I know you probably didn’t consider withdrawing, Keek,” she said. “And I know it’s an imposition on you. I’d never even have asked if it wasn’t so important. We don’t want somebody who feeds chickens getting a scholarship and a screen test, do we? How will Paradiso look, sending somebody so uncool down to Hollywood? We’d get laughed at. Our Peach Blossom Queens won’t be taken seriously anymore.”

“Jeez, Lace …”

“We’re best friends, aren’t we? Look, I’d do something for you in return. I have these Madonna tickets for Sunday. You and Bobby could go!”

“You have Madonna tickets?”

“Is it a deal?” Lacey pressed. She stroked the pink ear of Kiki’s teddy bear, looking incredibly tense.

Kiki actually felt sorry for Lacey. Lacey was desperate to be Peach Blossom Queen. Kiki hadn’t wanted anything that badly in her whole life. Still, Kiki had a nagging feeling that what Lacey was asking her to do was wrong. It was almost like cheating. A lot of kids had nominated her, Kiki De Santis, and she was a legitimate finalist. Even though she wanted to see Lacey happy, it somehow didn’t seem right just to withdraw.

“Gee, Lace,” said Kiki hesitantly. “I dunno …”

Lacey yawned. “I suppose I could ask April to withdraw,” she said. “I’m sure she and Spike would love to go see Madonna.”

Listening to Lacey, Kiki also heard Bobby Deeter’s voice, from the time they’d had a fight about Lacey: “You don’t have to follow her around like a puppy dog. …”

“We Pinks have to stay together,” Lacey was saying. “Sticking together has made us what we are, the envy of everybody in school.”

“I don’t know, Lace,” Kiki heard herself repeating. “I’ll have to think about it.”

Immediately, she felt the piercing power of Lacey’s blue-eyed glare. Those eyes could turn to ice in a millisecond. Yet, somewhat to her own surprise, Kiki didn’t glance away. Instead, she stared right back. It was Lacey, after a moment, who blinked and looked off to the side.

Kiki glanced at her pretty blue dress, which Lacey had carelessly tossed onto the bed. Suddenly she had an image of herself in that dress. She was standing beside Mayor McNally. He was grinning, beaming, holding the Peach Blossom crown. “This year’s winner,” he was orating to the vast crowd of people at the festival, “this year’s winner, Paradiso’s Pretty Peggy Sue, is—”

“Kiki De Santis!” her mom called from down in the kitchen. “You and Lacey are going to be late for school.”

“Yeah, Mom,” Kiki called back. “Lace, you go ahead. I gotta get my junk together.”

Lacey said: “What’s it going to be? About the Queen thing?”

Kiki read in Lacey’s expression a certainty that the deal was done, but it wasn’t. Not yet. She hadn’t quit Coach Monfort’s field hockey team, even though she hardly ever got to play. Nor had she given up in social studies—her hardest subject—even when it was impossible to figure out how socialism differed from communism.

“I’ll think it over,” Kiki repeated.

“You do that.”

Lacey left the room and went downstairs. Kiki shoved a half-finished book report into her holey old green bookbag, ran a brush through her hair a couple more times, and started toward the door. Then she looked back, saw her pretty, fluffy dress lying on the bed, and returned it to the closet. It was pretty. It really was. She’d been so happy, yesterday, to have found it all by herself, so proud to have brought it home.

I don’t care what Lacey thinks about it, she thought, heading for the stairs. I look great in that dress!

Kiki’s father intercepted her, stepping out of the bathroom into her path. His face, half lathered, half shaven, almost made her laugh. But then she saw the “Daddy” look in his eyes: gentle, concerned, and sort of sad. Not sad sad, but sad in a way Kiki couldn’t describe. His look expressed an emotion that Kiki was vaguely aware she wouldn’t understand until she got older.

“Don’t do it, Weets,” was all he said before retreating inside the steamy bathroom, with a red towel wrapped around him.

“Weets?” He hadn’t called her that for years. When she’d been very little, almost too little to recall, her father had called out, “Where’s my sweets?” one day after coming home from work. Scrambling, giggling, absolutely overjoyed, Kiki had run to him, screaming, “Weets! Weets!” as loud as she could. He’d picked her up, tossed her into the air, caught her, and hugged her tight.

The game had gone on for a long time, until one day, very solemnly, Kiki had said: “Daddy, I don’t want to be ‘Weets’ anymore, okay?”

Come to think of it, the look in his eyes just now, when he’d said “Don’t do it, Weets,” had been almost exactly like his expression on the day she’d announced her maturity.

And what had he meant today? Kiki knew: He’d overheard the conversation between Lacey and her. He was telling her: Don’t withdraw from the competition. Don’t give your word against your will. Kiki knew enough about him after almost eighteen years to know how much he respected those who kept their word. He numbered himself among them.

Feeling majorly stressed, Kiki went downstairs.

Lacey, chewing a cinnamon doughnut and holding a tumbler of orange juice, was saying: “Things are a lot different now. When my mother got screen tested, an actress had to work her way up in bit parts. It sometimes took years to get a big role, but Mother married Daddy, so that was the end of it. These days you can shoot right to the top if you get a good role early, and even go on into other fields. Like music.”

Kiki felt a rush of resentment. Lacey was so sure she’d convinced Kiki to withdraw. Of course, Kiki thought, she thinks I’m a wimp. Why shouldn’t she? I haven’t exactly refused to withdraw.

“It’s too bad both of you can’t win,” said Sue De Santis. “It’s too bad all four of you can’t.”

“Right,” said Lacey, with a too-bright smile. “Keek, let’s go.”

Kiki grabbed a bran muffin off the table, and the two girls hurried out to the red Ferrari. “It’s too late for Rosa’s,” Lacey said, gunning down Winding Hill Road. “And I wanted to talk to Raven, too.”

“Why?” Lacey and Raven Cruz hardly ever spoke to each other, except to exchange sly barbs.

“She’s up to something. Winston Purdy is in on it.”

Lacey described what she’d seen Monday morning.

“So what?” Kiki said.

“So Raven’s got a trick up her sleeve. I’m sure of it. And believe me, I’ll think of a way to find out just what kind of trick it is.”

“Well,” said Kiki, “I’m sure it doesn’t have anything to do with Pretty Peggy Sue.”

“Don’t bet on it. Everything this week has some connection to the festival. Hey! There goes Spike Navarrone. He must be doing over fifty miles an hour.”

They had stopped for a yellow light and Spike shot through like a missile, his helmet gleaming in the bright morning sun. Yet another perfect day in Paradiso, with an easy, languid warmth in the perfumed air.

“Spike came on to me yesterday,” Lacey said.

“He what? He’s been dating April for over a year.”

“See what you miss when you skip a day of school? He came on to me, though. He’s interested. You know how quiet he usually is? How he hardly ever talks to anybody? Well, I got the impression he’s not quiet at all if you get to know him. And I wouldn’t mind him making some noise with me.”

The light turned green. Lacey swung left onto Old Town Road and accelerated up the hill to the high school.

“Oh, Lace!” Kiki exclaimed. “You’re not planning to … not you and Spike? What would Vaughn say? And April would be so hurt.…”

“Maybe I’ll just let Spike deal with April. And I can handle Vaughn.”

Kiki had to admit that this was probably true. Lacey never had any trouble controlling her boyfriends. If she did something that made a guy angry, she would turn around the next day and be extra nice. She’d buy him a sweater, or maybe a new watch. She’d promise him a couple of hours in the backseat of a car in the scrublands. And for days afterward, he’d follow her around in a worshipful daze.

“There’s April right now!” cried Lacey as she shot around Reverend Lovewell’s black Chevrolet. “She’s a senior, and he still won’t let her walk to school. Can you believe it?”

“I wouldn’t bother with Spike,” said Kiki, as casually as she could. “I’m sure he and April are serious. Besides, he’s not your type.”

“They’re all my type, honey,” replied Lacey in her lowest, huskiest voice. She pulled up in front of the school to drop Kiki off. “There’s Dwight the Dweeb, out by the flagpole like usual. You can go tell him you’re withdrawing from the Queen competition. I’ll drive around back and park.”

“Ummm,” Kiki said. She swung up and out of the low-slung sports car.

“See ya at lunch,” said Lacey. “It’s the big anti-mall rally. I can’t wait to see Raven Cruz fall flat on her face.”



CHAPTER 12

Breakfast with the saints, always a horror, was even worse Tuesday morning.

“Why does it take you so long to get yourself ready for school, child?” Sara Lovewell wanted to know. “You’re not playing with your freckles again, are you?”

“No, Mother,” said April, spooning her oatmeal.

“Getting up so early every day,” continued her mother, as if she hadn’t even heard. “And this Pretty Peggy Sue business. I just don’t know.”

April had been surprised, shocked really, when she heard that she was one of the Pretty Peggy Sue finalists. “It makes sense,” her cousin, Hope, had said. “You’re by far the best artist in school. You even said yourself that Mr. Woolery thinks you’ll be a famous painter someday.”

Mr. Woolery had told April she could be a commercial illustrator after she went to art school. April thought, however, that it had been Lacey Pinkerton’s concern for her, not her artistic ability, that had gotten her nominated.

“But I’m sure it was Lacey and her campaigning for me that made the difference!” April exclaimed to Hope. “It was so sweet of her. I don’t understand why some kids put Lacey down for being selfish.”

Hope had looked as if she were about to say something, but then she stopped and shook her head.

Lacey was so cool, and she had always been so kind to April—it was an honor even to be in the running with Lacey. April was flattered to be a finalist, but she certainly didn’t expect to win. If by some unthinkable chance Lacey didn’t win, either Raven, who was so smart, or Kiki, who was so nice, would surely be chosen as Pretty Peggy Sue.

“You have just as good a chance as anyone,” Hope had said. “Maybe better. You’re the only one of the four who has a special talent. That really sets you apart from the others.”

I know I have some talent, April thought. But I’m not in the same league as Raven Cruz, Kiki De Santis, and Lacey Pinkerton. Anyway, April had bigger things on her mind, much bigger, than whether or not she’d be elected Peach Blossom Queen.

“I don’t know about that Mr. Woolery, either,” St. Sara went on. “Your father and I are somewhat concerned about his influence on you.”

Mr. Woolery had telephoned the parsonage yesterday evening and asked the Lovewells’ permission to take April out to the scrublands on Thursday before school. April had been experimenting with different shades of lighting in her artwork. In her mind, April was already conceiving a series of colored sketches: the scrublands just before dawn, precisely at dawn, and right after dawn. She was planning to do all the sketches in shades of light in which bushes, trees, and wild grass would be suggested but not clearly visible.

Mr. Woolery was excited about her concept. April was too, and she would have been more enthusiastic if she didn’t have so much else to think about. The saints, however, were decidedly leery of the whole enterprise.

“Going off alone with a man like that,” Reverend Lovewell said, “so early in the morning. I wonder.”

Oh, Lord! thought April. If they only knew the truth about me! It occurred to her that somewhere down the road they would have to learn about her secret romance with Spike. She didn’t want them to find out. Yet in a way, she really didn’t care anymore. They’d made her half crazy with all their worries and puritanical rules and restrictions. Maybe it’d be good for their souls to get shaken up a bit.

“We had hoped you would outgrow this unhealthy infatuation with art,” St. Ward continued. “Art is false worship,” he pronounced in his thundering pulpit voice. April was no longer impressed.

“In yesterday’s mail we received,” her mother said sweetly, “a whole new batch of brochures from some of the best Bible colleges in the country. I want you to look them over when you get home from school this afternoon. Your father and I are puzzled because you haven’t told us the college of your choice for next year.”

“Don’t you see?” cried April, tears springing to her eyes in spite of her effort to keep them down. “Don’t you, at last, see? Bible college is not my choice!”

St. Ward sighed. “I’ll drive you to school. Get your books.”

Furious and troubled, desperate to be with Spike, April followed her father outside to the car. The morning was blastingly brilliant. Walking out into all that sunshine was like awakening in the dark and suddenly turning on a light. April winced. All around Paradiso, the peach orchards bloomed fresh and new, row upon row upon row of peach trees, explosions of color stretching into the distance.

On the drive to school, they passed Hope. She walked easily, jauntily this morning. She had, for once, ditched her baggy pants in favor of crisp white shorts and a white University of Nevada–Las Vegas sweatshirt. April gave Hope a tiny wave that St. Ward couldn’t see, and Hope nodded in reply.

Reverend Lovewell saw Hope, though, and launched into what April had long ago come to call The Speech. “Stay away from that girl, April,” he said.

Too late, Father, April wanted to tell him.

St. Ward drove the Chevrolet up to the school and braked to a stop. April’s hand was already on the door handle.

“Can you give me just a few seconds?” her father asked. There was a quiver in his voice, an unfamiliar hint of uncertainty that compelled April to turn quickly and look at him. He’d never been uncertain about anything in his whole life.

“Your mother and I love you, honey,” he said, sort of glancing away from her. This was new too. She got called “child” at home, not “honey.”

April said nothing, wondering what he’d say now.

But he didn’t say anything else, just “Have a nice day.” Anybody could say that. Lacey Pinkerton’s mom and dad certainly didn’t say such common stuff, like “Love you, honey” and “Have a nice day.”



CHAPTER 13

“If it isn’t Kiki De Santis,” said Principal Appleby, all elbows and knees and scraggly-haired pink dome. “I note that you seem to have recovered from the mysterious malady by which you were assailed yesterday.” He laughed—snort-snort-snort—and began cracking his knuckles. “Your dear mother sounded most grievously concerned when she telephoned regarding your affliction.”

Kiki couldn’t decide if Dwight the Dweeb was more ridiculous when he tried to use flowery language, like right now, or when he attempted to sound like a surfer dude. Neither mode of expression fit him, but his plaid sports coat didn’t fit him either.

“I feel better today,” she said lightly. “Thanks for asking.”

The warning bell rang then. Kiki hurried to her locker to get her chemistry textbook, which she ought to have taken home and read over the weekend. If Mr. Schwob called on her, she’d be a dead duck for sure. “Kiki!” kids hollered, and “Where were you yesterday, Keek?” Usually, she would have shot back tart replies, like “Had something more important to do” or “I totally forgot, do we have school on Monday?” but she was in no mood for screwing around this morning.

“I bet five bucks on Kiki,” said Eddie Hagenspitzel. He was standing in front of Hope Hubbard’s locker, placing a bet.

“Five bucks on Kiki,” Hope said, taking Eddie’s wager and writing it down.

What impressed Kiki was that Eddie Hagenspitzel hadn’t seen her coming down the hall. He wasn’t putting on a show for her approval.

Kiki cut through the student lounge on her way to chemistry. It was a circular, carpeted area between the two wings of the school with soft couches and a conversation “pit,” where kids could hang out. Few did, because the weather was always so good outside. So Kiki was surprised this morning to see three of her classmates in the pit, their heads bent over a large, thick book.

“I think that’s it,” Winston Purdy was saying to Raven Cruz and Denise Guthrie. He was pointing to something in the book.

“But we won’t know for sure until tomorrow,” said Raven. She sounded excited and exasperated at the same time. “If the film gets back to Carter’s on time and the pictures turn out …”

They all saw Kiki then. “Hi!” said Raven, as if she’d been startled.

“Hi, Kiki,” said Denise Guthrie, in her breathless way.

Winston Purdy merely bobbed his thin head in greeting, but Kiki noticed that he closed the big book he’d been holding and sort of slid it around to the side of his leg. Kiki saw the title anyway, gold letters on red: Birds of America. Birds?

Kiki walked on through the student lounge and headed to chemistry class. She wondered what the three of them wouldn’t “know for sure until tomorrow,” aware that her presence had made them uncomfortable for some unknown reason.

When she saw Bobby Deeter’s smile, it made her feel great. She took her usual seat next to him, and he reached over and squeezed her hand. “Missed you yesterday,” he said. Just a regular comment, but the thing about Bobby was that he always meant what he said. It was probably why Dom De Santis liked him so much. When Bobby said he’d missed her, Kiki knew he’d really missed her. Missed her company, missed having her around.

“Did you get the dress?” he asked.

“Uh-huh.”

“I can’t wait to see it.”

“Oh, I think you can,” she said, smiling. “Bobby,” she said, as big-shouldered, balding Mr. Schwob prepared to begin class, “I’ve got a little problem.…”

“Shoot,” said Bobby, looking concerned.

“Okay, troops,” commanded Mr. Schwob, “cut the chitchat. It’ll keep.”

You didn’t talk in Mr. Schwob’s classroom unless you wanted to spend several hours cleaning test tubes after school.

The subject of this morning’s lesson was the behavior of molecules in natural and manufactured compounds, about which Kiki hadn’t a clue. Fortunately, Mr. Schwob didn’t call on her. So as she pretended great interest, Kiki let her mind wander. Why on earth had Raven, Denise, and Winston Purdy been examining Birds of America? And what did it have to do with film at Carter’s Drugstore?



CHAPTER 14

Coach Monfort made everybody run two miles on the track during fourth-period gym class, so by the time Kiki got herself showered and dressed, the anti-mall rally was getting started. Skipping the Tuesday menu—Burger/bun w. peas and fruit cup—Kiki walked out onto the great grassy field in front of school. A podium and microphone had been placed next to the flagpole, and several loudspeakers had been positioned on the grass.

The crowd was large and growing larger by the minute. Half the student body milled around, looking for sunny spots on the grass. And at least a couple hundred Paradiso citizens were present too. Sheriff Rodriguez, at a discreet distance, leaned against his black and white patrol car, observing everything through his sunglasses. Paradiso was generally a sedate place, but you never knew what to expect when major changes were proposed and big money was involved. As Kiki looked around, she saw several women from town waving a bed-sheet banner on which they had lettered greenway means greed, with a lot of dollar signs. Kiki recognized April Lovewell’s mother, Sara, in the group, and Bertha Carter, wife of the druggist. Huck Spector, the barber, joined them. He wore a sandwich-board sign reading THE BIGGER THEY ARE on the front and THE HARDER THEY FALL on the back.

“They,” of course, as anyone in town could tell you, were Huck’s longtime enemies, Greenway developers Cal Pinkerton and Lars Cutter. Kiki caught sight of the two men, dressed in business suits, standing near a loudspeaker on the fringes of the crowd. Mr. Pinkerton looked so incredibly distinguished! And Mr. Cutter, Vaughn’s dad, had the bod of a teenager even though he was fifty years old!

“There you are!” said Lacey, rushing up to Kiki. “Did you talk to the Dweeb?”

Lacey had a whole gang of kids in tow: Penny Bolton, Renée Henderson, Vaughn, Bobby, Eddie Hagenspitzel, and April Lovewell. How would April feel right now, Kiki wondered, if she knew that Lacey was thinking about having a little fun with Spike Navarrone?

And speaking of Spike, Kiki saw him in the distance, racing out of the parking lot on his Harley.

“Ah … no, I didn’t get the chance to talk to Mr. Appleby,” said Kiki in a low voice.

“You didn’t?” Lacey’s eyes flashed accusation.

“I’ll do it later,” promised Kiki, vowing to herself that she wouldn’t and searching for the guts to tell Lacey right now.

“Yo. Huck! I like your sign! Give ’em hell!” shouted Eddie Hagenspitzel.

“What Huck ought to do,” Eddie suggested now, “Is give those Greenway developers a close shave. Get it? A close shave?”

“We get it,” said Vaughn Cutter, laughing in spite of the fact that his dad was one of the developers.

“Your dad’s out there,” Kiki told Vaughn. “Yours too,” she said to Lacey.

“Daddy’s here?”

It seemed to Kiki that her friend was surprised. And something else, too, something more. But Kiki couldn’t put her finger on it exactly.

“Daddy was in Fresno overnight on business,” Lacey said. “I’m glad he got back for the rally.”

The word “glad,” however, did not match the expression on Lacey’s face.

“What was it you wanted to ask me about in chemistry?” Bobby asked Kiki. He spoke softly, almost whispering in her ear. Bobby was always discreet.

“I can’t talk here,” Kiki told him, with a nod toward Lacey and the others.

“Whenever,” he said, putting his arm around her waist.

The noise level on the green increased as still more people arrived for the rally. There were lots more signs too, both pro and con.

Vaughn was talking to Lacey, something about when he’d pick her up for the dance on Saturday. Bobby had turned to listen as Eddie Hagenspitzel regaled Renée Henderson with his misadventures in a Las Vegas casino. “So there I was, with seventy-thousand bucks worth of chips on the table, wondering whether to roll the dice again, when suddenly right there next to me was MICHAEL JACKSON, and he said, ‘Go for it, dude,’ so I …”

Kiki laughed. She knew for a fact that Eddie Hagenspitzel had never even been to Las Vegas, let alone played the craps table, but truth somehow never mattered when Eddie was on a roll.

“What’s so funny?” demanded Penny Bolton.

Kiki was just a bit afraid of Penny, who was a rumormonger. She knew Penny had spread the rumor about April Lovewell fooling around with Bubba Dole.

“I was laughing at Eddie’s Las Vegas bull,” Kiki said. “I can see him there at a big hotel someday, doing a comedy act.”

“Guess so,” said Penny, but without enthusiasm.

An uncomfortable moment of silence passed. Kiki thought she understood. Among all the Pinks, Penny was the most loyal to Lacey. Perhaps she saw Kiki’s Peach Blossom Queen candidacy as being unworthy of the Pinks’ “All for one and one for all” motto. Maybe Penny knew that Kiki hadn’t withdrawn yet from the contest, which Lacey thought was a fait accompli.

Don’t do it, Weets.

“So whatcha been up to?” Kiki asked Penny.

“Oh, nothing much. Waiting for school to end. Working at Dad’s hardware store. Saturday looks bleak. Hal’s got a tournament in Bakersfield. He might not get back in time for the Peach Blossom Ball. But at least we’ll be able to go see Madonna on Sunday in Sacramento. Lacey’s giving us tickets.”

What? wondered Kiki. Oh. Of course. Lacey must have more than two tickets.

Another thought, unbidden, pushed that one aside: It’s a bribe! Until that moment, Kiki had considered the tickets a sort of friendly gesture, a favor in return for another favor. Suddenly, everything looked different.

“COULD I HAVE YOUR ATTENTION, PLEASE …” Principal Appleby stood at the podium, opening the proceedings. The crowd quieted abruptly, and Appleby’s surprised honk of snorting laughter burst from the loudspeakers.

“Mating call of the pterodactyl,” Eddie Hagenspitzel said. “We’d better hope there’s none around out in the scrublands.”

Everybody in Eddie’s immediately vicinity laughed loudly.

“Pipe down, dudes,” warned Dwight the Dweeb, which only led to a new round of laughter.

“This auspicious gathering,” orated the principal, “reminds me of the time Winston Churchill … no, wait a minute … Daniel Webster … of the time Daniel Webster, who, you’ll recall, was a famous orator …”

“Daniel Webster’s middle name was Appleby,” said Eddie Hagenspitzel. “It’s in the blood.”

More laughter.

“Pipe down there, dudes!” cried Appleby. “I mean it! Pipe down or I’m taking names!”

“Taking names and chewing butt!” said Eddie.

“As I was saying,” the principal continued, “Winston Churchill once observed that in times of trial men are spirits, not animals.…”

Appleby rattled on. Kiki looked around. There were easily five hundred people here now. Kiki noticed that Lacey seemed tense. She kept looking in her dad’s direction, as if trying to get his attention, but Cal Pinkerton was engaged in earnest conversation with several members of the Chamber of Commerce.

Then Principal Appleby introduced the day’s speakers, who were standing behind him at the podium. There was Paradiso’s five-term mayor, Artie McNally, a pudgy man with a canny glint in his eye; bony, indomitable Mavis Tuckerman, chairperson of the Conservation League; a man Kiki had never seen before named Edgar L. Standish; and Raven Cruz. Raven looked especially gorgeous, her shining black hair and smooth bronze skin strikingly set off by a simple white dress. Its cadet collar gave Raven a crisp, authoritative look, and the sheath skirt accentuated her trim, lovely figure. She wore white heels, giving her an air of polish and maturity. Three wide bracelets of hammered silver circled her left wrist and forearm, and on her right arm, from wrist to elbow, she wore a startling piece of work that coiled up her arm like a slender serpent. It was, in fact, a miniature cobra made of gold.

Only Raven could get away with something like that without appearing ridiculous.

Kiki was, for a moment, frankly envious. Raven didn’t look at all nervous, either. She didn’t even have notes for her speech! This amazed Kiki, who couldn’t give an oral report in class without a thick handful of index cards.

Mayor McNally spoke first, taking no position but offering a brief history of the historic scrublands and a vision of what would happen if those virgin lands were developed. “Paradiso will not be the same if we build the Greenway Mall,” he concluded. “The question is: Will Paradiso be better or worse?”

“Better!” declared Mr. Edgar L. Standish, who turned out to be a Sacramento lawyer and legislative lobbyist representing Cal Pinkerton and Lars Cutter.

“Worse!” maintained Mavis Tuckerman, who sketched a horror story involving thousands of shoppers from all over central California descending on oncequiet Paradiso—“Like locusts!” cried Mavis, shaking her fist.

Then it was Raven’s turn. She stepped confidently to the microphone as Principal Appleby said: “Miss Cruz is here to offer the views of some of our students.”

“Not my view,” Lacey hissed. “Who does she think she is, anyway?”

Kiki had the feeling that Lacey had gone a little green-eyed. Already, just standing there and smiling from the podium, Raven was making a stunning impression. The members of the Peggy Sue selection committee, most, if not all, of whom were in the crowd, couldn’t help but notice. Kiki felt her own chances of winning diminish, but it didn’t trouble her as much as it obviously bothered Lacey.

Raven was speaking now. “I don’t believe,” she stated, “that the people of Paradiso have been given enough opportunity to voice their opinions on the proposed Greenway Mall. We woke up one morning to learn that our scrublands, which have been untouched for tens of thousands of years, will soon be no more. That’s not right. It’s not fair. Certainly, it’s not democratic. If we don’t do something now, we will wake up on another morning to the sounds of bulldozers and cement mixers. So some of us students are going to be circulating a formal petition to halt development in the scrublands. We plan to present copies of this petition to the governor and the state legislature. We will find a way to halt the ruination of a beautiful place everybody loves.…”

“Where’ll we go to make out if the scrublands get the shaft?” whispered Eddie Hagenspitzel.

“… and we won’t stop working,” Raven concluded, “until all the facts come out.”

Raven was turning away from the podium, and the crowd was applauding energetically, when Lacey suddenly shot up. She glanced in her dad’s direction, then turned on Raven. “You say ‘we’ an awful lot, Raven!” Lacey shouted, as the applause died abruptly. “Who’s this ‘we,’ anyway? Or is it just you?”

Raven spoke calmly into the microphone. “We’re Students Concerned About the Mall,” she said. “It’s open to everybody in school.”

“Students Concerned About the Mall!” repeated Lacey contemptuously. “That spells SCAM.”

There was some laughter from the crowd.

But Raven, at the podium, was unperturbed. “If you like,” she told Lacey sweetly, “you could always organize Students Concerned About Greenway.”

Eddie got it before anybody else. “SCAG!” he roared.

Lacey turned scarlet beneath her deep tan. Kiki wondered where all that blood could have come from so quickly.

“You want to know why you’re against the mall, Raven?” Lacey shouted. “You want to know? Well, I’ll tell you. It’s because your dad was once a fruit picker for Pinkerton Canneries. But not a very good one, because my dad had to fire him for incompetence!”

A number of people, upset at the disintegration of the rally, got up and started walking away. Principal Appleby stepped to the microphone, saying: “I’m afraid that’s all the time we have, folks.”

Kiki caught a look of pure distress on Raven’s face. Everything had proceeded so well, but now …

“Please sign our petition when we come around,” she said, leaning across Dwight the Dweeb to speak into the mike.

The rally broke up then. Some people, of course, were laughing about “SCAG” and about how clever Raven’s comeback had been. Others were seriously debating the merits of the mall. They gathered around Raven, ready to sign her petition. Kiki felt that she should stay with Lacey, who was nearly beside herself with humiliation and rage. “That little Mex with her bracelets and everything!” Lacey fumed. “I’m gonna put a bracelet around her neck. Wait and see!”

“It’s your own fault,” snapped Vaughn, who was usually easygoing.

“What?” demanded Lacey, placing her hands on her hips and glaring at him. “What did you say?”

Everybody—Kiki, Penny, April, Bobby, Eddie—stared. None of Lacey’s boyfriends ever challenged her. Eddie Hagenspitzel, probably for the first time in his life, was speechless.

“I said,” continued Vaughn, not backing down a bit, “that you brought this on yourself. You picked a fight with Raven. You wrecked the rally. And you made a total fool of yourself—not Raven!”

Lacey glared at him for another long moment, then said, “Well! If that’s the way you feel! If that’s the way you feel, why don’t you take Raven Cruz to the Peach Blossom Ball?”

“Maybe I will!” Vaughn shot back.

Lacey stared at Vaughn in disbelief. Kiki saw tears of frustration and rage shining at the corners of Lacey’s big blue eyes. Only once had she seen Lacey this angry—the time Emily Gilman had won the talent contest.

And look what happened to poor Emily.

“Okay, Vaughn, honey,” said Lacey, in a voice as hard as the nails at Bolton’s Hardware. “Hope you have fun with Raven.”

With that, Lacey stalked away. Kiki noticed that Cal Pinkerton, alone now, was hurrying away in the direction of his big silver-gray Mercedes. His stride was frenetic, even jerky. He must be angry about the rally, Kiki realized. Then she saw Lacey’s shoulders sort of sag for a moment, as if she felt defeated.

But Lacey, as always, rallied. She spun toward the group, pointed, and said: “Penny! Come here!”

Uh-oh, thought Kiki. Rumors comin’.

Penny, her cheerful round behind bouncing beneath her culottes, hurried after Lacey. The two girls headed toward school, their heads bent together, talking.

“Whew!” Eddie Hagenspitzel said. “Better ask Raven to the dance, Vaughn. Or go stag.”

“It’ll be all right,” said Kiki, hoping to soothe things.

“Sometimes Lace just loses it,” Renée Henderson said. “It happens to everybody.…” She broke off abruptly, oddly.

“Maybe I will ask Raven,” said Vaughn.

The warning bell rang then. Kiki and Bobby walked hand in hand toward the main entrance. “You mentioned something you wanted to tell me?” Bobby asked.

“Oh. It’s nothing.”

He stopped walking. So did she. Taking her by the shoulders and looking her in the eyes, he said: “Tell me what it is.”

She did.

“I can’t believe Lacey had the nerve to even ask you to quit the contest,” he said. “You’re gonna win!”



CHAPTER 15

When Kiki left school at three-fifteen, Lacey was already waiting in her car, gunning the engine and ready to go. “Let’s get out of here,” she said, shifting into first and squealing out of the parking lot. “Let’s go to your house and make some plans.” Apparently, she assumed that Kiki had quit the Queen contest. “I made a big mistake today, but I can turn it around.”

“I don’t know,” said Kiki. “My mom’s got company over.” This was a total lie.

“Company?” Lacey asked as they shot down the long hill toward town. “What kind of company?”

“Relatives. From the coast.”

“The coast?” Lacey was suspicious. “Where on the coast?”

“Carmel.” Right.

“Carmel!” Lacey exclaimed. “You know people there? Why haven’t you ever said anything about it? I bet they have a great place. We could go out there and party sometime.”

Typical Lacey. Either she spotted an advantage right away, something she might make use of, or she coldly dismissed things and people as unworthy of her time.

“We could go to your house,” said Kiki, figuring to stay at Lacey’s for a few minutes and then walk home.

“Uh … no,” Lacey said. “My mom’s … busy.”

Darla Jennings Pinkerton, one-time bit-part actress. Reigning mistress of the Paradiso social scene, such as it was. As if in a vision, Kiki glimpsed an image of Lacey twenty years later, thirty years later, being chauffeured down Winding Hill Road in a big car of some kind. Lacey had become Peach Blossom Queen, been screen-tested, gotten a bit part in a movie, flopped as a singer or never even tried, and …

Kiki realized she was thinking of her best friend as a bit-part actress! She suddenly knew, in that illogical way you understand a thing you can’t possibly explain, that Lacey Pinkerton, in one way or another, was doomed.

And I’m not! Kiki cried inside her mind, like a ship-wreck survivor.

“Oh, why don’t you just take me home, Lace,” she said. “I have to catch up on yesterday’s homework, ’cause I skipped.”

“Right,” said Lacey. “Your blue dress.”

The way she said “your blue dress” made it sound as if it were the ugliest, stupidest, dorkiest dress in the whole wide world.

Lacey braked for the red light at the intersection of Wing Hill and Old Town. Kiki noted that Huck Spector had hung a big sign outside his shop: SIGN RAVEN’S PETITION: SAVE OUR SCRUBLANDS.

Lacey saw it too. “Let’s drive over to Rosa’s for a Coke,” she suggested.

“No way. I think you’d better stay away from Raven.”

“I’ll do what I want to!” Lacey snapped. Then, maybe remembering that she needed Kiki’s support, she added, “Sorry, Keek, you’re right. By the way—”

This is it! Kiki knew. This is where she asks me if I’ve withdrawn from the competition. “Oh!” Kiki exclaimed, to head Lacey off at the pass, “something interesting happened today.…”

Kiki went on to tell about Raven, Denise, Winston Purdy, and Birds of America. “I heard Raven say they wouldn’t know for sure until tomorrow. Something about film at Carter’s.”

“I knew they were up to something!” Lacey cried. “And now I’m sure of it.”

The light turned green. Lacey let out the clutch. But she didn’t turn right onto Winding Hill Road. Instead, she shot forward for half a block and braked to a rough stop in front of Carter’s Drugstore.

“What’s here?” Kiki asked.

“That’s what you’re about to find out.”

“Me?”

“Right. Whatever Raven’s up to has something to do with pictures. I saw nerdy Purdy hand Raven something. It might have been film. And this is the place to find out for sure.”

“So?” said Kiki. “What’s this got to do with me?”

“I want you to go in the drugstore and ask old man Carter if Raven’s film is ready yet.” “How can it be? It’s still Tuesday.”

“You don’t get it,” said Lacey, sounding as exasperated as a teacher with a pupil who can’t add two plus two. “First we see if Raven actually deposited film here. Then we figure out how to get a look at the pictures. I know they’re important and that they have something to do with the scrublands. This is not just for me,” she added, when Kiki showed signs of reluctance, “or even for us Pinks. Daddy will want to know about this. It might have something to do with the mall. I have to do everything I can to help him. You understand,” she said sweetly. “You know how much he likes you. He’ll be so-o pleased.”

Kiki, who didn’t think Mr. Pinkerton cared whether she lived or died, continued to hesitate. “Why don’t you go in and ask about the film?” she said.

The usual after-school crowd was hanging around in front of the drugstore. Quite a few kids, noticing the lively discussion taking place in Lacey’s car, began to look interested. Kiki started to feel like a fish in a bowl.

“I can’t go in,” Lacey was explaining, “because I’m blond. You’ve got dark hair, not as dark as Raven’s, but to an old guy like Jerry Carter you probably look like her. Besides, he can’t see so well anymore. I heard my mom say he’s got catastrophes.”

“Cataracts,” corrected Kiki, pleased to know something Lacey didn’t.

“Whatever. Come on. Do it, huh?”

Kids were staring. Oh, all right, thought Kiki. She got out of the car. Doing this favor for Lacey might soften the blow of telling her “no dice” on withdrawing as a Queen candidate.

Kiki went into the drugstore, an extremely neat, five-aisled emporium in which you could buy everything from golf-ball-size Jawbreaker candies to sophisticated prosthetics.

Feeling as if she were doing a distasteful, if not dumb, favor for Lacey, Kiki started up aisle two. Shampoos, hair sprays, perfumes, bath powders. There, rounding the corner from aisle three—health aids—was April Lovewell. She seemed nervous.

“April! Hi!”

“Oh … hi, Kiki …” April scurried on by and left the store as if she couldn’t get out fast enough.

“Hi, Mr. Carter,” said Kiki, trembling a little at the knees.

The crotchety old druggist, scowling at some doctor’s scribbled prescription through thick glasses, looked up. “Yuh?” he grunted.

“Is Raven Cruz’s film in yet?” asked Kiki. She was sure he would say, “You don’t look like Raven Cruz to me,” or something like that. But he just checked a file next to the cash register and said, “Due in tomorrow, girlie. ‘Round noon’d be my guess.”

“Thank you, thank you,” said Kiki, retreating. She was still thanking him out on the sidewalk.

“Well?” demanded Lacey, when Kiki got back into the car. The radio was on KPOP. Elvis Presley was singing “Don’t Be Cruel.”

“Well, Raven’s got some film in there, but it won’t be ready until tomorrow.”

Lacey shot out from the curbside, made an illegal U-ball on Old Town Road, ran a yellow light at the intersection, and thundered up Winding Hill Road. “Tomorrow you go in and pick up that film,” she said. Ordered, really.

“I can’t do that. It’s not my film.”

“Did Carter seem suspicious?”

“No.”

“Then I was right. He doesn’t know you from Raven. We’ll get that film and find out what’s going on—”

“No!” Kiki declared.

The Platters were on the airwaves now, singing “Great Pretender.”

“What do you mean, ‘no’?” Lacey asked. She turned into the De Santises’ driveway and stopped by the house.

“I mean no. As in, no, I’m not going to pose as Raven and swipe her film. And I don’t care what’s on the film! It’s her business.”

Now I’m in for it! she thought.

But to Kiki’s surprise, Lacey stayed calm. She reached under her seat and pulled out a thickly stuffed white envelope. “I never ask a favor without offering something in return,” she said sweetly.

Kiki took the envelope from her friend and looked inside. Another bribe. The gall! She was too angry even to count all those bills. She tossed the envelope onto Lacey’s lap.

“No!” she shouted.

Now Lacey looked as if she might explode with anger. “This is all for us,” she growled, gritting her teeth. “For us Pinks. You’re not in the competition anymore, so we’ve got to beat Raven—”

“I didn’t withdraw,” said Kiki, meeting Lacey’s nowcold blue eyes with effort, “and I’m not going to, either.”

Lacey was quiet for a long moment. Kiki could feel her own heart beating fast. The idling Ferrari purred.

“You didn’t speak to Principal Appleby?” Lacey asked, in a very, very calm voice.

“No, I didn’t.”

“And you don’t intend to?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Well,” said Lacey airily, “I guess you won’t be seeing Madonna then.”

“Well, Penny Bolton and Hal Bemis will, won’t they? I hear you promised Penny the tickets.”

Lacey seemed stung. “I didn’t give those tickets to anybody!”

“Yeah, right. But how many people did you promise them to?”

Blood rushed to Lacey’s face, glowing darkly beneath her exquisite cheekbones. “Guess you’d better get on into the house and start on that homework, hey?” she said coldly.

Without a word, Kiki got out of the car. Oh, God, I’m in for it now, she worried, wondering what sort of rumor she would hear about herself tomorrow. And all because of some dumb and stupid festival Queen contest.

“Your dress sucks!” hollered Lacey as she revved the Ferrari’s big engine.

“Thanks for your opinion, Bigfoot!” Kiki shot back.

Lacey roared away without a backward glance. Buddy Holly was on KPOP again, mourning:


If you knew

Peggy Sue,

Then you’d know why I feel blue …





WEDNESDAY, MAY 24




CHAPTER 16

Paradiso’s motto, printed on the masthead of Willa Flicker’s weekly newspaper, the Record, was “sunniest spot in the golden state.” So when it actually rained, as it was doing when Raven woke up Wednesday morning, the whole town and everybody in it seemed gray and depressed. Also wet. Raincoats were almost unknown to the townspeople. Umbrellas were weird curiosities from an alien world.

Rain, to most Paradisans, was just a downer. But it was disaster to Raven Cruz. Rain to her meant lost time, and time was the one thing she couldn’t afford to lose, especially Wednesday morning.

To make matters worse, her mother was sick.

Mornings at Rosa’s Café were always hectic: getting the breakfast crowd fed and coffeed-up, the younger kids dressed and off to school, the chickens watered and oyster-shelled. It was a schedule planned down to the second, almost. Papa cooked, Mama waited on tables, Raven dressed the kids and fed the chickens.

This morning the chickens huddled on their roosts, heads buried beneath their wings. Mama was in bed, and the kids were helping one another into their clothes. Carlotta, Raven’s fourteen-year-old sister, and Pedro, twelve, were doing the best they could with Rosalita, Manolete, Miguel, and little Orlando.

I hope Mama’s only tired, Raven thought as she took breakfast orders from four dripping truckers who had just come in out of the rain. They weren’t locals. She didn’t know them. Just about the only thing Raven liked about waitressing was the chance to talk to people, especially people from outside Paradiso. Outside Paradiso was where she meant to go and live her life.

But these four were too wet or too sleepy or both to say anything but “Gimme scrambled eggs” and “Huevos rancheros, lots of hot sauce.” Raven didn’t blame them, not this morning. She didn’t have time to talk.

Rosa’s Café was a plain, wooden rectangular building, once a railroad freight car, that Manny Cruz had borrowed money to buy and transport from Springfield Hills to Paradiso. Nobody who didn’t know that could ever have guessed, because now the couplings and the steel wheels were long gone, the siding replaced by big windows. Flower boxes with real flowers hung outside the windows. There was a red rose on every table inside.

The roses were made of plastic, but they were colorful and clean.

A long, white Formica-topped counter ran along one side of the café. Along the other side were six tables, each capable of seating four, each covered with a cheery red and white plastic tablecloth.

Raven was mopping a tablecloth when she saw the sleek red sports car pull up in front of the café. Lacey got out. She wasn’t with Kiki-the-Clone this morning. Lacey swept regally into the café, removed her beige Burberry coat, and shook a small tide of raindrops onto the floor. Smiling oh-so-sweetly at Raven, she sat down at the counter.

“Iced tea?” said Raven. This would be quick. She’d serve Lacey and get on with her day.

But no. “May I see a menu, please?” Lacey asked. “I feel rather hungry. And you serve such delicious food here.”

I’d never know it by the tips you leave, Raven thought. Lacey was notorious not only for her miserly tips but also for her theatrical manner of awarding them. Once she’d given Jess Gardner, whose father owned the town’s body shop, a one-dollar tip for doing more than five hundred dollars worth of work on her car. This was after Lacey had dumped him and moved onto Vaughn Cutter. Jess had turned around and bought Lacey a one-dollar get-well card.

Lacey had the menu now, and was studying it with languorous deliberation. “Eeeuuuw!” she cried, then, with an oh-so-deadly expression of refined distaste. And with a manicured fingernail, she pried a speck of dried salsa from the plastic-covered menu.

“This must be the appetizer, right?” Lacey said.

Raven wanted to lash right out at her then and there, but the presence of the other customers prevented it. She felt trapped. “Are you ready to order?” she asked, fuming, glancing at the clock.

“Well … let me think it over.… By the way, I hope you know that you made a complete fool of yourself at that rally yesterday.”

Vaughn Cutter didn’t seem to think so, was what Raven wanted to say. Denise Guthrie had told her of the spat between Vaughn and Lacey. She didn’t think there was much chance of Vaughn’s asking her to the dance, but she planned to give him every opportunity.

“I said, you made a fool of yourself,” Lacey repeated, deliberately trying to pick a fight.

“Is that so? Are you ready to order?” Again, Raven felt trapped. She couldn’t do anything in response to Lacey’s baiting remarks. The other customers weren’t paying to see a quarrel.

Lacey seemed well aware of this. “Face it, Raven,” she said, “your dad was incompetent and my dad had to fire him.”

“I see,” was all Raven said.

Disappointed, Lacey finally ordered. “I’ll have your wonderful huevos rancheros,” she said, “with just a dash of mild sauce. People with your blood can handle hot, but not me.”

There was no doubt in her tone of voice that Lacey’s opinion of Raven’s “blood” was not high.

Raven wrote the order on her pad.

“And also iced tea,” said Lacey, “with lemon. You know, I think it’s wonderful, all the stuff you do. All those brothers and sisters to take care of. And you must spend oodles of time at the sewing machine, zizzing up those … interesting little outfits you wear.”

“Thanks,” said Raven. She stepped into the kitchen and called out Lacey’s order. “Huevos rancheros,” she said, “with triple diablo sauce.”

Raven busied herself for several minutes, getting the truckers more coffee, filling the sugar bowls on the counter. The kitchen bell dinged. Lacey’s order was ready. Raven brought it out of the kitchen ceremoniously and placed it in front of the head Pink. “Enjoy,” she said.

“I’m sure I will,” said Lacey, reaching for a fork.

Raven watched her take a nice big bite. “It might be just a little bit on the tangy side,” she said, waiting.

Lacey suddenly sat bolt upright. “Uh!” she screamed. Her mouth, half open, seemed to quiver. Her eyes poured a flood of tears.

“Something the matter?” asked Raven, managing to look very concerned.

“Whuh!” yelped Lacey, barely able to see through tears, fumbling around for her glass of iced tea, which Raven hadn’t served yet.

“What did you say?” asked Raven. “Can I get you something?”

“Whah … whah … whaher …” Huevos rancheros and triple diablo sauce dribbled down Lacey’s chin and onto her clean white sweater.

“Oh, water!” said Raven. While Lacey gulped and grimaced and drew the head-shaking stares of the other customers, Raven slowly drew a huge mug of water from the counter faucet.

“Here you go,” she said, handing Lacey the mug. Lacey flailed at it with both hands, trying to see it from behind the teary film over her eyes.

“Ooooops!” Raven said as Lacey’s right hand struck the mug and knocked it onto the counter. Water spread all over and flowed like a small waterfall into Lacey’s lap. “Sorry,” Raven said. “I thought you had a grip on it.”

Lacey’s face was down on the counter. She sucked up the spilled water as best she could. Then, still gasping and sputtering, saying “You! On purpose! Did that on purpose!” Lacey jumped up, grabbed her coat, and fled the café, tears streaming down her face.

“Wait!” Raven called after her. “That was only the appetizer. And your clothes are all messed up. Maybe I can zizz you up something presentable.…”



CHAPTER 17

Glancing at the electric clock above the counter, where a half-dozen workers were silently, almost sullenly drinking coffee, Raven saw that it was already seven-thirty-five. Sacramente! Time! She’d wanted to get to school early. Yesterday, after the rally, she’d called a preschool meeting in the student lounge for those kids who might be interested in helping get signatures on her anti-mall petition.

It looked as if she was going to be late to the meeting.

If she didn’t get the signatures in time, the petition wouldn’t be ready for Express Mail in time. The deadline was 5:00 p.m. Thursday afternoon.

And what kid, even the one most eager to save the scrublands, would want to go scrounging around for signatures in the rain?

Also, she had to find time today to pick up the film at Carter’s Drugstore. She hoped that she was right about the film—Winston Purdy had assured her she was—but that too was just another “if.”

If the pictures turned out as expected, they had to be included in the Express Mail package to State Senator Miller in Sacramento. Had to be mailed by 5:00 p.m. tomorrow in order to reach Senator Miller …

… in time!

“Papa,” said Raven, handing her father order slips from the dripping-wet recent arrivals at table two—three scrambled, one rancheros—“I gotta get to school. I don’t think anybody else is coming …”

The little bell on the café’s front door dinged. Somebody had come in. Caramba!

“Please get just one more, honey,” Papa said. “I’ll take it from there.”

Papa was a short man, powerfully built, with formidable black eyes. His mere presence was intimidating. Calvin Pinkerton, for example, never came near Rosa’s Café.

But Raven knew for sure that Papa would never lift a hand—or even raise his voice—against anybody in the family. He was too proud to tell her flat out that there wasn’t money for college, but she knew he was praying that she’d win the Peach Blossom Queen contest and the scholarship that went with it.

If Lacey Pinkerton wins and goes around gloating, Raven vowed, it’ll be hard for me to keep from strangling her.

Maybe I will strangle her, Raven thought, smiling grimly to herself and leaving the kitchen to serve the one last customer who’d just made the door ding.

Raven, for whom self-possession was a source of pride, was surprised to see Kiki De Santis, all alone, standing at the counter by the cash register. Kiki wore an ancient yellow raincoat, buttoned to the neck, and yellow sneakers. Yellow sneakers. What color sneakers didn’t Kiki have?

But somehow, it didn’t look like Kiki. This girl looked different. Sort of worried and determined at the same time. Worry and determination weren’t emotions that Raven had ever associated with Kiki De Santis.

“Iced tea?” Raven asked.

“No, thanks,” said Kiki nervously. “Can I talk to you a minute?”

Pinks were never nervous. It was wildly un-Pink to show anything but complete cool. Raven went immediately on guard. This must be some sort of scheme cooked up by Lacey, which Kiki-the-Clone had been ordered to carry out. Raven glanced out the café windows for a sign of Lacey’s Ferrari. She saw only the Trooper II that Kiki drove to school sometimes.

“I’m in a rush right now,” said Raven. “I’ve got to get changed”—she indicated her white waitress uniform—“and get up to school.”

“Right,” said Kiki. “Your petition meeting in the student lounge. I want to sign up. Look, get yourself together and I’ll drive you to school, okay?”

Kiki wanted to sign up for the foot-wearying job of door-to-door signature gathering? This had to be a Pink trick. Maybe Lacey planned to get her hands on the petitions and burn them or something. I’ll play along with this and see what’s up, Raven decided.

“Sure,” she said, “I’d love a ride. ‘Specially with this rain.”

She flipped her apron onto a hook in the kitchen, said, “Bye, Papa,” and raced across the dusty lot between the café and the family’s one-story adobe bungalow. It was sparsely furnished, very clean, but small. Raven shared a tiny bedroom with Carlotta and little Rosalita, who was seven. Carlotta was braiding her sister’s hair when Raven rushed in, pulled off her white uniform, and wondered what to wear. Something dark, because of the rain.

“Is Mama very sick?” Carlotta wanted to know.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” said Raven soothingly, grabbing a blouse and a pair of pants and hunting up some shoes. “Mama will be fine by this afternoon.” She’d done enough mothering in her time to know that the fears of the younger kids could be quieted fairly easily if she herself remained calm and confident. My life is not going to be like this, she promised herself, dressing hurriedly. I’ll be Peach Blossom Queen, win a scholarship, go to college, and then law school.

And if I don’t win Peach Blossom Queen, Raven amended, giving little Rosalita a good-bye off-to-school kiss, I’ll find some other way to go to college, become a lawyer, and run for office anyway!

The importance of political office was much on Raven’s mind. Taped to the wall beside the mirror at which Raven now brushed her long, straight, shining black hair, was a letter. It was the most important letter Raven had ever received.


Dear Miss Cruz:

Thank you for writing me concerning the scrublands of Paradiso County. As you accurately pointed out in your eloquent letter, environmental issues have been one of my special interests here in the state legislature. Pursuant to your communication, I directed members of my staff to research the Paradiso situation. I am sorry to have to tell you that unless (1) community opposition to development can be mobilized and (2) negative environmental impact of a significant nature can be proven, the Pinkerton-Cutter plan for a shopping mall could proceed as early as Monday next. If, however, you are able to provide my staff and me with evidence of opposition and the aforementioned negative environmental impact by Friday, May 26, I shall be able to introduce proceedings in the legislature to halt, at least temporarily, any development in the scrublands.

With every best wish for your endeavors, I remain,

Sincerely yours,

Humphrey T. Miller

California State Senate



Raven was very proud of the letter, which made her feel like a responsible adult, even though it meant an awesome amount of rush work. Circulating the antimall petition, for all the time it would take, was the lesser of her problems. She had to have proof of “negative environmental impact.”

Hoping that Winston Purdy’s pictures turned out—and showed up at Carter’s Drugstore on time—Raven left the house and trotted in the steady rain toward Kiki’s Trooper II. Without half thinking, Raven had chosen to wear a pair of black pants with crisscrossed red stitching up the sides, a red silk blouse Mama had brought from Mexico long ago, and black cowboy boots. As an afterthought, because of the rain, she’d tossed across her shoulders a black cape embroidered around the edges with Aztec symbols. And, of course, bracelets of hammered silver circled her wrists. She considered these old clothes as “rainy day stuff,” not entirely conscious of the powerful, even mysterious effect they created. The four truck drivers stared at Raven in admiration as she jumped into Kiki’s vehicle.

“Was that the same girl who waited on us?” one of them said. “Naaaah, couldn’t be.”

Now “I’ll see what Kiki’s up to, thought Raven as the girls set out toward school, driving slowly because of the rain-slippery asphalt.

“You look great,” Kiki said. “Everybody admires your clothes so much. And your bracelets.”

“Thanks,” replied Raven. Kiki’s compliments had sounded sincere, but obviously she hadn’t come to Rosa’s just to spread flattery around. Kiki still seemed edgy, too, as if trying to nerve herself up for something. I’ll wait, Raven decided. “The jewelry I wear is really my great-grandmother’s,” she said conversationally. “It’s been in the family for over a century. Mama says I can wear it until I lose something. So I make sure never to do that.”

Kiki laughed. It was a nice, friendly laugh. Raven liked it.

“Want me to turn on KPOP?” Kiki asked.

“If you want to.”

“I don’t think so,” Kiki said. “If I hear T.J. the D.J. tell one more time about Buddy Holly and the Big Bopper and the plane crash in Iowa, I swear I’ll barf!”

This time Raven laughed. Maybe Kiki wasn’t a phony, super-cool Pink after all. Maybe I’ve misjudged her, Raven thought. “Well,” she said, referring to Kiki’s old yellow raincoat, “you’re dressed for any emergency.”

“This coat?” said Kiki. “It’s my mom’s. She once worked at a truck stop in Nevada. Sometimes she’d have to help out at the gas pumps.”

What? wondered Raven. The mother of a Pink had actually worked? Actual work work?

“She was a waitress,” Kiki explained. She said it just normally, naturally. She didn’t seem to be making a big point of it, like, “My mom was a waitress and you’re one too, so we have a lot in common.”

The fat tires hissed over the rain-slick roadway. Flat gray clouds hung low over the town, bleak and leaden far off to the horizons. The steeple at Church of Christ, barely visible in low-lying mist, seemed hazy and unreal. Blossoms in the vast peach orchards hung sodden and sad on dripping branches. Paradiso looked strange and different in the rain. Raven wondered, on these gray days, if she really knew her hometown at all. The deceptive thing about Paradiso, she reasoned, seated beside Kiki De Santis on the way to school, is that it’s almost always sunny. It takes a rainy day to make you see the other side of it, the dark heart. Bad things can happen here, she realized, just like anyplace else.…

VRRRRROOOoooommm!

Spike Navarrone shot past the Isuzu as if it were standing still.

“Oh!” exclaimed Kiki, startled. “I didn’t see him coming up behind.”

“I think he enjoys doing that to people. I don’t know, though. He never says much. I wonder if it’s true that still waters run deep. Maybe April Lovewell knows.”

“Poor April,” Kiki said.

Raven was slightly surprised. Everybody at school was always talking about “poor April” because she dated a boy she obviously liked a lot but had to sneak around with. But Kiki’s tone indicated something else, some other reason to describe April as “poor.” “Why do you say that?” she asked.

“Oh … no reason,” said Kiki. Then, as if reconsidering, “Well, I think Lacey’s going to make a play for Spike.”

“Lacey?” This was news! Lacey had never made any secret of her superior feelings toward Hispanics.

“She thinks Spike would be fun to mess around with,” Kiki explained, “and now she might need somebody to take her to the dance. After the rally yesterday, she and Vaughn had sort of a fight.…”

“I heard about it,” said Raven, deciding to make sure she talked to Vaughn today. Raven didn’t date much, but she definitely knew that if you wanted to get a guy interested, you had to make yourself available. Guys, it sometimes seemed, couldn’t focus their minds on anything not in plain line of sight.

Raven also knew that this time, Lacey might be biting off more than she could chew. “Your friend doesn’t really know Spike Navarrone, does she?” Raven asked Kiki. “He won’t let himself get used. He pretty much makes his own plans. He’s had to, because of all his responsibilities at home.”

Raven remembered what had happened between Spike and Michelle Wheeler, the girl who’d gotten pregnant and had been forced to leave school. Michelle had gotten herself in trouble with an older guy. He had showed no interest in marrying her, so Michelle had gone shopping around. Raven, waitressing one night when Spike and Michelle had shared a booth in the back at Rosa’s Café, had caught the gist of a long, troubled conversation, which had ended when Spike said: “I’ve got plans for my life. You even dream of pinning this on me and wrecking my plans, and you are history, babe.”

Remembering the way Spike had said “history” still gave Raven goose bumps, and not the pleasant kind, either.

Right now, though, she was concerned about how April Lovewell would feel to learn that Lacey was dangling her hook for Spike. “Poor April,” she said.

“I know,” agreed Kiki, “She really loves Spike, too. And Lacey treats her so coldly. April really admires Lacey. Well, a lot of kids do. Even me. But not anymore. She gets so mean sometimes. Just like that. I wish I knew why. I’d like to help her if I could, but she puts up this wall.…”

Raven couldn’t muster any particular sympathy for Lacey Pinkerton, so she said nothing.

Passing Ramon’s Stop ’n’ Shop, they drove by Winston Purdy III. He was on his bike, pedaling furiously and holding a huge black umbrella over his head. Raven expected Kiki to make some sarcastic “Pink” remark about Winston, but she didn’t.

Instead, Kiki seemed to tense. She coughed nervously. They were passing Carter’s Drugstore now. Raven was thinking about the film, which she hoped to pick up during lunch period today, when Kiki suddenly said: “I … I’m not sure how to … to tell you this. And I’m not sure if it’s important. But Lacey’s very interested in some film Winston Purdy took for you—”

“What?” said Raven. Actually, she shouted. “How does she—how do you know?”

The film was the key to her whole anti-mall effort! The film was absolutely crucial! She realized, instantly, that this was what Kiki had wanted to tell her. And she realized simultaneously that Kiki De Santis was a much more substantial person than she’d ever suspected.

Raven listened, flabbergasted, as Kiki spoke about Birds of America and what had happened the day before in Carter’s Drugstore. “Why are you telling me this?” asked Raven, still a bit suspicious.

“Lacey is Lacey,” Kiki said. “She gets away with a lot of stuff just because of who she is and how she acts. And she can be so nice. She really can. But I’ve never seen her act like this before. And I don’t want to see anybody get hurt because of it. Not Vaughn. Not Spike. Not April. And not you.”

Raven unaccustomed to trusting Pinks, carefully analyzed Kiki’s words. She studied the expression on Kiki’s face and considered the tone of her voice. Then Raven decided. Kiki was telling the truth. “Thank you,” she said. She would have to keep a very close eye on Lacey Pinkerton today.

What if Lacey went down to Carter’s Drugstore during lunch period and made a brazen attempt to get the film?

“Can you give me a ride down to Carter’s at lunch?” Raven asked her new friend.

“You got it,” Kiki said. “That is, if Lacey doesn’t find out and kill me first.”



CHAPTER 18

Funny what could happen in just a few morning hours. The day had started great, too. Thirty-seven kids were waiting in the student lounge when Raven arrived, all of them eager to collect signatures for the anti-mall petition. There were only minutes remaining before the warning bell, but Raven was well prepared.

“Paradiso has three thousand, two hundred and seventeen registered voters,” she told her volunteers while handing out copies of the voters’ list. “We should try to get at least half of them to sign. Senator Miller is already sympathetic to us, and no politician up there in the capital is going to ignore a petition signed by half the voting population.”

Bobby Deeter offered to organize kids who wanted to canvass the North Side. Hope Hubbard volunteered to do the same south of Old Town Road. And Kiki De Santis, somewhat diffident yet determined, said she’d take charge of the neighborhood up on Winding Hill.

“Assign members of your group to areas they know and where they’re known,” Raven advised, having read—three times—a brochure on door-to-door techniques. “It’s harder for a citizen to turn down a request for a signature if he or she knows you or has seen you in the neighborhood. Our goal is at least sixteen hundred signatures.…”

“But what if we get waterlogged?” complained Eddie Hagenspitzel, who’d signed on with Bobby Deeter.

Everybody laughed. But Raven had to admit his point. Rain was bad for morale. All day these volunteers would be sitting in boring classes, thinking about walking around later in the rain. She’d be lucky if twenty of her thirty-seven prospective workers actually showed up. The warning bell rang then.

Raven felt pretty good, for about five minutes. She’d just taken her seat in Mr. Raleigh’s advanced placement European history class, aware that some of the kids were looking at her in a funny way, when Mr. Raleigh motioned her to come up to his desk. He had an odd look on his face too, sort of puzzled and worried and embarrassed all at once. He handed her a sheet of paper. On it was a long list of vocabulary words and their definitions. It was a list Raven had prepared to bone up for the recent SATs, on which she’d scored 690 verbal and 640 math. She’d tossed the list into her locker after the test and hadn’t given it a thought since.

“So?” she asked, figuring some jerk had invaded her locker.

“Perhaps we should step out into the corridor.…”

In the hallway, Mr. Raleigh hemmed and hawed. Finally he got it out: “Principal Appleby asked me to speak to you about this.”

“Why? It’s a vocabulary list. So what?”

His face contorted, as if he’d been struck by an obscure but acute stab of pain. “Dwight the … I mean Mr. Appleby … found it in his mailbox this morning. There was a note attached. The note said you had the list with you in the examination room on the day of the SATs.”

“I did not!” The whole thing seemed crazy to Raven, unbelievable. “Mr. Raleigh, you can’t possibly think that?”

He threw up his hands, made a fending-off gesture. “No, no. Good heavens, no. Besides, the note was unsigned. Mr. Appleby just wanted me to warn you that …”

Raven understood. All too well. And she understood why some of the kids in class had looked at her strangely. There was a rumor going around. “Raven Cruz cheated on her SATs.” But it was more than that. Whoever had started the rumor—and Raven was pretty darn sure who had—was very clever. She had wanted to damage Raven’s reputation by bringing Principal Appleby into it. Most kids, upon hearing that Raven had cheated, would automatically say, “No way!” or “That’s bull.” But if the rumor went: “Principal Appleby is looking into some SAT cheating thing about Raven; he got proof in the mail and everything,” well, then the old word of mouth would travel at the speed of light. People might mention it over their dinner tables at home. Members of the selection committee would be sure to hear of it. And even if a few believed the rumor—and some will believe any wild tale—a kind of vague, unsavory suspicion would surround the name Raven Cruz. “Oh, yes,” people would say, “Raven Cruz. Nice girl, very smart. But what about that SAT business? Such a shame.…”

Raven barely heard anything Mr. Raleigh said during class. She was both furious and bewildered. Denise was waiting at the classroom door when the period finally ended. Denise, for once, didn’t just speak breathlessly. She was breathless, mostly with outrage. “I can’t believe it!” she said. “Can you believe it? Can you imagine the nerve?”

“No, I can’t I’m sure she didn’t break into my locker all by herself and get—”

“What are you talking about?” asked Denise.

“What are you talking about?” Raven wondered.

“The rumor,” Denise said.

“Me too. And Dwight the Dweeb got this note—”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about a rumor that I cheated on the SATs,” said Raven.

Denise, whose goal was to be a big-city newspaper reporter and who prided herself on knowing “all the facts,” was mystified. “That one I haven’t heard yet,” she said. “I’m talking about Kiki De Santis.”

For just a moment, for a shred of a second, Raven thought she’d been had. Kiki had come to the café that morning, acted friendly, driven Raven to school and everything, and then done some horrible Pink thing after all.

“I heard that Kiki De Santis gave Ruth Waverly a green silk blouse,” Denise said.

Ruth Waverly, a big-boned, very serious girl, was president of the senior class and a member of the selection committee.

“People are saying it’s a bribe,” Denise related, “so Ruth will vote for Kiki when the committee meets.”

It did sound unusual. Ruth was a much bigger girl than Kiki. There could be no question of Kiki saying, “Here’s a blouse of mine, Ruth. I don’t need it,” or “I don’t want it,” or “You’d look good in it,” or “Wear it on your big date and get it back to me.” No, Kiki would have had to go out and buy a blouse in Ruth Waverly’s size.

But Raven trusted Kiki now. She was honest. “There must be some explanation,” she told Denise. “Kiki De Santis wouldn’t bribe anybody.”

“We’ve got to get to the bottom of these rumors fast,” said Denise, after listening to Raven’s tale of the SAT lie. “The Grapevine goes to print tonight. It’s all laid out, but I can cut a filler piece on the new boiler and replace it with—”

“Lacey’s trying to make me look bad about the SATs. She’s using the green blouse on Kiki. I wonder what she’ll try on April Lovewell.”

“You know,” said Denise, “Lacey’s far too smart to spread stuff around herself. I wonder who …?”

They looked at each other. “Penny Bolton!” they said in unison.

“She’s still doing Lacey’s dirty business.” Denise shook her head.

They separated for second-period classes, Denise to physics, Raven to study hall. Senior study hall was essentially unsupervised, but second period was too early to screw around and act ridiculous. Most kids slept. Penny Bolton was in study hall, and Raven was looking forward to seeing her. But no Penny. Raven asked Renée Henderson just where the little gossip monger might be.

“I’m sure I have no idea,” said Renée, with a sweep of her brilliant hair.

“Well,” said Raven, flaring in spite of a personal vow to stay cool, “you tell her she better hope she sees me coming!”

Renée tried not to show it, but she displayed a glimmer of fear.

“Have you seen Lacey?” Raven demanded.

“No,” said Renée. “No, I haven’t.”

Nobody, in fact, had seen Lacey. The reason for her absence dawned on Raven midway through third period, which was anatomy. “I’m so dumb!” Raven murmured to herself. No one had seen Lacey because she was not in school this morning. Raven pictured Lacey down at Carter’s Drugstore, waiting for the film to come in. If she’s not in gym, I’ll know for sure, she thought. Lacey had gotten some kind of excuse to sit out gym class all week, but she had to report anyway and loll on the bleachers while everybody else ran around the track.

Raven felt as if she were fighting with one arm tied behind her back.

But then her natural spirit returned, like a shot of adrenaline throughout her body. I’m going to the mat with anybody and everybody who’s doing this to me, she promised herself. I’m going to be Pretty Peggy Sue, win the scholarship, and go to college.

Or die trying!



CHAPTER 19

After anatomy, Raven saw Vaughn Cutter in the hallway. He was on his way to fourth period, walking with Hal Bemis and Jess Gardner.

“If anybody’s calling anybody,” Raven heard Vaughn grouse, “she’s calling me.”

Raven didn’t need much of her good mind to calculate that Vaughn and Lacey were still on the outs after yesterday’s spat. “Vaughn!” she said brightly, walking up alongside him. “Just the man I wanted to see. Can I talk to you a sec?”

“Ah … sure,” he said, a little doubtfully. They veered off to the side of the hallway and stopped by a row of lockers. Hal and Jess walked on, although Jess glanced back once, grinned, and winked at Raven.

“I need your help,” she said. She was fairly tall, just a shade shy of five foot seven, but she hadn’t realized how tall he was until now, standing face to face. His eyes, light blue and crystal clear, were direct. Raven felt her pulse race. For a moment, she forgot what she was going to say.

“What sort of help?” he asked, with a smile that held just a trace of nervousness.

“I need people to help circulate petitions. A lot signed up, but it’s raining. Some are sure to fink out.”

“I’d like to,” he said, “but I have baseball practice.”

“You won’t if it keeps on raining.”

He grinned, as if to say: You got me. “Maybe,” he said. “I can’t promise.”

“Student lounge after school,” she said. “See you there?”

He thought it over for a moment, then smiled again, this time without a quaver. “Maybe you will,” he said.

Bad weather didn’t exist for Coach Monfort. She made the entire fourth-period gym class run around the track in the rain. By the time Raven jumped into Kiki’s Trooper II, wet, dripping, and disheveled from the run, she felt like taking on a whole platoon of Lacey Pinkertons in hand-to-hand combat.

“I hope that film is in,” she said. “I’ve got to have it.”

Kiki, usually a safe driver, skidded a little as she left the parking lot. “Why’s the film so important?” “I’ll explain later.”

They got downtown in a couple of rain-spattered minutes. Lacey’s Ferrari was parked at the curbside right in front of Carter’s Drugstore. So was a white film delivery van.

“Uh-oh,” Kiki said. She braked to an abrupt, jerking stop next to the truck.

Raven jumped out of the car and dashed across the sidewalk into Carter’s Drugstore. There, in the middle of the Health Aids aisle, were Lacey Pinkerton and April Lovewell. April was holding a plastic Carter’s shopping bag.

“Hi, Raven,” April said, sort of anxiously.

“Hi, Raven,” said Lacey, with a self-satisfied, genteel smirk. She held a crisp, rectangular, white and yellow envelope with SPEEDO PHOTOLABS—SACRAMENTO on the front.

“Why, Raven!” Lacey exclaimed. “You look a wreck! Your cute little gym suit is all soaked and everything.”

“I’ve got to run,” April said, looking skittish and embarrassed. “See you guys.” She scurried away and out the door.

“You have some pictures there, I see?” said Raven.

“That’s right.” Lacey made a move toward the door. Raven sidestepped, blocking her path. The two girls glared at each other.

“What’s your problem?” demanded Lacey, in her haughty way.

“I have a couple. Does the SAT exam ring a bell?” “No. Should it? I didn’t go to school today. I’m staying home sick.”

“You look all right to me. Maybe a nice green silk blouse would make you look even better.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” said Lacey, trying to step past Raven again. It didn’t work. Raven cut her off next to Bandages and Ointments. In Lacey’s eyes now, Raven saw a fleeting hint of panic.

“Had some photos developed, I see?” Raven said.

“That’s right. Of me and my dad. The last time we were in Frisco.”

“Oh, that’s great!” cried Raven, in a deliberately exaggerated tone. “I’d love to see them.”

“Some other time,” said Lacey. She faked to her right, then slid past Raven in the other direction. “See ya,” she called airily.

“Not so fast, sweetie pie,” said Raven, grabbing the collar of Lacey’s pink windbreaker. Lacey was almost as tall as Raven, but Raven was slender and strong while Lacey was lush, with that hint of softness born of self-indulgence.

Raven gave a sharp yank on the windbreaker, pulling Lacey backward and spinning her around.

“Get your hands off me!” Lacey screamed.

“Huh?” exclaimed Jerry Carter from his perch behind the counter. “What’s going on there?”

Lacey tried to break away from Raven’s grip, but Raven darted forward and grabbed her in a head-lock. “Mr. Carter,” she called, “did the pictures for Raven Cruz come in yet?”

Lacey was glaring. Her teeth were bared. Raven could feel her rib cage going in and out, in and out, like bellows.

“What?” said Carter. “Cruz? What? You got ’em right there. The blond gal got ’em.…”

“Give!” said Raven, holding on tightly to Lacey, who was trying without success to jerk free. “Give, or I’ll crack your neck, so help me God if I don’t.”

Lacey dropped the envelope on the floor and got her hands up around Raven’s head.

“You even think of pulling my hair,” Raven told her, “and every strand of yours is going to come out by the roots.”

Lacey surrendered then. Raven felt her body go limp, and released her. Lacey didn’t actually cry, but she looked as if she might.

“What the hell is going on there?” yelled Mr. Carter. “Do I have to call Sheriff Rodriguez, or what?”

“No, Mr. Carter,” said Raven, retrieving the envelope from the floor. “No problem. Just a little misunderstanding. It’s all over now.”

“No, it’s not!” Lacey hissed, spinning around and running out the door.

Unable to wait another second, Raven tore open the envelope. Winston Purdy had shot a whole role of film, and every picture was of the same tiny bird. To Raven, it looked like the bird in Birds of America—red breasted, with patches of gray, white, and red—but she wouldn’t be certain until she matched it with the picture in the book.

Moments later, seated beside Kiki in the warm Isuzu, she reexamined the photos.

Kiki glanced over. “Birds?” she asked, puzzled.

“A bird.”

“Can you tell me now? Why it’s so important?” Kiki asked as she pulled away from the curb.

Raven hesitated. So far, Kiki seemed to be totally honest, seemed finally to have seen Lacey Pinkerton’s true colors. Raven had learned her lesson in first grade, when Lacey had come up to her on the playground and said, “Get off that swing right now. My father bought it for the school, and I want it.”

No, Raven thought, Kiki’s definitely not like that. “If this bird is what I think it is,” she said, “we might be able to save the scrublands. We’ll know for sure when we match these pictures against the bird in the book, but I think this is the Pacific red warbler. It’s on the verge of extinction. If the scrublands are its habitat, Mr. Calvin Pinkerton, for all his money, is going to have a hard time bulldozing even a single bush.”

Kiki was quiet for a moment. She seemed startled. “You can do this?” she asked. “Kids can do stuff like this? How did you ever get the idea to stop Greenway Mall?”

“It started when I realized how much I loved the scrublands. They’re a lot more valuable than any mall,” Raven replied. “I went from there. You can do whatever you want, too. If you’re willing to work for it.”

Again, Kiki was quiet for a time. She drove into the school lot, found a place, and parked. “Wow!” she said then, kind of softly. “Raven, you’re right. Why haven’t I thought of things that way?”

“I think you’ve started to,” Raven said, leaning over to give Kiki De Santis a big impulsive hug.



CHAPTER 20

It was still raining heavily at three o’clock, and when the final bell rang, Raven found only eighteen volunteer petition circulators in the student lounge. There was no alternative but to proceed, so she gave everybody a pep talk. While speaking, she saw Vaughn Cutter slip into the room, kind of shyly. He stood quietly inside the entry way, his short, blond hair damp from the gym shower, his muscles well defined under a pale green polo shirt. He waited until she’d finished her little exhortation, then came over.

“I want to sign up,” he said.

“Great! You live on Winding Hill, right? See Kiki for the voter’s list of your neighborhood. She’s right over there—”

“Well, I … I also sort of wanted to talk to you,” he said. “It’s about the festival ball.”

Quite a few kids were staring, with no doubts at all that Lacey Pinkerton’s boyfriend was more than a little interested in Raven Cruz. Raven didn’t want to distract them when there was so much work to be done.

“Tell you what,” she said to Vaughn, touching his arm, leaving her hand there so he’d know her answer would be yes, “we’re all meeting at the café when we’re done. Tacos unlimited. Can we talk then?”

Vaughn gave her a slow smile, kind of sweet, even tender. He placed his strong fingers, for a moment, on top of her hand.

“We sure can,” he said. “Ah … I have to know … you dance, right?”

“I dance, all right,” Raven said, smiling and looking up into his clear, clear blue eyes.

Vaughn got his voters’ list from Kiki and slogged out into the rain.

Winston Purdy had Birds of America open to the page where a picture of the Pacific red warbler appeared. Raven took the photos out of their envelope, holding them one after another against the picture in the book. “What do you think?” she asked.

“It’s close.”

“Close isn’t good enough. It has to be the Pacific red. What do you think we should do?”

Winston shrugged, a gesture that for him was almost a rearrangement of every bone in his body. “I don’t know,” he said.

Raven decided to gamble and go ahead. “Let’s see how many signatures we get,” she said. “We might have the right bird here. I think we should mail the petition and the photos to Senator Miller. Remember, we have to get them in the mail by five tomorrow afternoon.”

Raven had no way of knowing then that the chances of her dying without ever seeing the results of all her hard work were one in four.
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CHAPTER 21

April Lovewell had just arrived home from her trip to the scrublands with Mr. Woolery. Walking among the beautiful plants, April had almost forgotten about all her problems. Mr. Woolery was a good teacher, and with his guidance April saw the light and shadows play in the bushes in an entirely new way. But now she had something important to do—very important.

These are the three most important minutes of my life, she thought, and I’m sitting alone on the edge of a bathtub.

April had read the instructions carefully. About twenty-nine times. The writing on the back of the package said to leave the “Revealer Foil” in the “Symbiotic Solution” for precisely three minutes. April had her bedroom alarm clock, a loudly ticking cream-colored nonelectric job, and she watched with doomed fascination as the ugly black second hand crawled around the dial. The three most important minutes in her life were also the longest. Only two minutes and forty-eight seconds to go …

April was in the big old bathroom on the second floor of the big old Church of Christ parsonage.

… two forty-four …

“April, child!” called St. Sara from the kitchen downstairs. “Hurry along now. Your oatmeal will be ready in a few minutes.”

“I’ll be down in a minute, Mother,” April called through the bathroom door.

… two minutes, thirty-three seconds, and counting …

“April, child!”

“Yeah, Mom. Hang on a couple of big minutes, for God’s sake!” yelled April.

That’d do it for a while. Complete silence from downstairs.

A tear slipped out of April’s left eye and ran down her cheek. She brushed it away. The tear came from Real April, who had to be concealed from the rest of the world most of the time. “We want to see a Happy April,” St. Ward and St. Sara had been telling her ever since she was old enough to smile. So they—and almost everybody else—got the Happy April they seemed to want so badly. Happy April was a little goofy, a little ditzy, always worried about her freckles and juvenile stuff like that.

Only three people in the world knew Real April—Hope Hubbard, Mr. Woolery, and Spike Navarrone—but each of them knew a different part of her. They knew that April Lovewell was not the silly girl who’d stripped down to her underwear at Lacey Pinkerton’s poker party freshman year and who’d never completely been able to live it down. They knew Real April was not the girl in the white dress in the front pew at church on Sunday, her eyes closed as she fervently sang “Amazing Grace.” No, they knew Real April was a real girl with needs and wants, hopes and fears, dreams and ambitions. Like, for example, getting out of this hypocritical, hypercritical town and becoming the artist she wanted to be.

“You can do it,” Mr. Woolery was always saying, “because you’ve got the right stuff.”

“You’re going to make it big someday,” Spike had said, many times. April loved him so much. “But,” he added once, “you’re never going to get anywhere if you don’t stand up to your parents.”

Her cousin, Hope, said pretty much the same thing. “What happened between my mom and your parents shouldn’t have anything to do with me or you, or what we want our lives to be like. Remember that when you feel down, okay?”

April wished she were more like her cousin, who was really smart without half trying and whom everybody seemed to like. Hope understood Real April and knew that Happy April was a fraud. The only thing that bothered April about her cousin was Hope’s opinion of Lacey Pinkerton. April admired Lacey enormously. She was so pretty and cool and confident. Her life was so well ordered and serene. Her parents respected her independence, her right to lead a life of her own. April admired Lacey Pinkerton simply because she had, so obviously, the very things that April would have died to possess.

Hope wasn’t so sure about this heroine worship, though. She kept bringing up the strip-poker party, which had not been Lacey’s fault. Lacey had never done one single bad thing to April Lovewell.

… one minute and fifty-two seconds …

April had been going into Carter’s all week long, waiting for the opportunity to shoplift a kit. No way could she have taken it to the counter and bought it straight out. “I suspected it all along,” people would start saying. “She stripped down to the buff at a party freshman year, remember?”

The funny thing was, she’d been more afraid to buy the kit outright than to swipe it. Shoplifting was a crime! In order not to be talked about—as if old Jerry Carter cared what she bought—April had become a criminal. Moreover, she’d bought a ton of skin cream and freckle remover during the week, waiting for a moment when no one was around to slip the kit into a shopping bag. And after all that planning, all those needless purchases, Lacey had shown up out of nowhere to pick up some pictures, or something. It had been a close call.

The clock’s second hand suddenly began to move at an astonishing rate of speed. This must be the relativity that Einstein was talking about, April reflected. How will I ever tell Spike? she thought. He loved her because he thought she had the spark and the drive to get out of Paradiso, develop her talent, and make a life. He had those same dreams for himself, in spite of his desperate responsibilities at home. April remembered vividly—and all too vividly this morning—the night he’d told her about Michelle Wheeler’s little ploy. “A girl like that!” he’d said, more bitter and disappointed than angry, but pounding his right fist rhythmically into his left palm. “Can you believe it, April? She gets herself into trouble, which means she’s headed down the tubes, and the first thing she thinks of is to try and drag some guy down with her. Let me tell you something: that guy isn’t gonna be me. He’s never gonna be me! I’m getting out of here, just like you. I’m getting out of here with you.”

April remembered his words very clearly. But even more clearly, she recalled his pounding fist.

April kept her eyes on the clock rather than on the kit.

… thirty seconds …

St. Sara, from downstairs, called: “Please, child! Your oatmeal!”

“I’m ready to drive you to school!” St. Ward chimed in.

… twenty seconds …

The Happy Event Home Test Pregnancy Kit, next to St. Sara’s iron hair curlers on the bathroom counter, was busy doing its job. It had come in a happy-colored box, which April had torn into tiny pieces and flushed down the john. It was amazing how many brands of at-home pregnancy tests were on the market. Carter’s Drugstore stocked them all. And all of them had such optimistic names, like Happy Event. Yeah, right. Early Warning, thought April, would be a lot more accurate. Or Disaster Ahead.

If the Revealer Foil turned pink in the Symbiotic Solution, well, then You’re Dead was a pretty appropriate brand name too.

… three … two …

April took a deep breath, held it, and looked.

April Lovewell was truly Pink at last.



CHAPTER 22

April got out of her father’s car, walked toward school, and said “Hi!” to Dwight the Dweeb. He was standing beneath the flagpole, next to Winston Purdy’s rattletrap bike. Its tires were almost bald, the handlebars wobbly, and the saddle leather shot. Winston had a thin rope coiled around the handlebars, making it seem as if the bike were tied together.

“How ya doon today, April?” inquired Dwight the Dweeb. Snort-snort-snort “How was your peregrination into the scrublands with Mr. Woolery?”

April didn’t know what “peregrination” meant, but she got the gist. What surprised her was that Principal Appleby knew. “How—?” she started to ask.

“No problem, no problem,” he explained hastily. “I checked with Mark as soon as I heard the rumor.”

“Rumor? What rumor?”

“Oh, you know how people are,” he said disarmingly. “Somebody saw you and Mark driving out of the Menendez Motor Lodge parking lot down by the scrublands and … well, you can guess the rest.”

April and Mr. Woolery had parked his car—a distinctive black BMW 318i—at the Menendez Motor Lodge, which was adjacent to the scrublands. They had walked around as dawn came up, studying patterns of light. April had made a few preliminary sketches, and Mr. Woolery had given her some pointers on how to capture what she saw in the shadows and light. That was all. When the sun came up, Mr. Woolery had driven her home to the parsonage.

And at the moment, she had bigger things to worry about than Penny Bolton’s latest scandal-mongering scoop, even if she was its victim. April had the real scoop, the kind Penny would kill for.

Feeling vulnerable and blue, and even more alone than she had moments earlier, April went inside the school. Buddy Holly was coming on strong over the P.A., courtesy of “with-it” Appleby:


Heartbeat,

Why do you miss

When my baby kisses me?



A huge stack of just-off-the-presses Grapevines rested on a table just inside the door. A gaggle of kids, reading something in it, howled with laughter. April automatically took a copy of the school paper and made her way down into the west wing where the machine shop was. She had to talk to Spike. Shop was his first-period class.

On the way to school, as her father droned on about all the usual topics, April’s mind had wandered. She imagined herself holding on to Spike, roaring away on his motorcycle to a distant place. Maybe to the orange groves in Southern California. Spike knew orchards. He could get a job. They’d buy a little house—nothing fancy, but very warm and cozy—and April would begin to paint as soon as the baby was born. Spike’s hard work would be recognized after not too long a time, and he’d be made foreman. April would offer her paintings for sale at art fairs. People would buy them; demand would grow. Their son—it would be a boy baby, of course—would grow up strong and smart. He’d take over the orchard business that Spike would establish, but …

… but the problem with the distant future was that it was so … far away. Before any of those wonderful dreams could become real, April had to figure out what to do about today.

On her way to the machine shop, April passed two kids talking in front of their lockers. One was Hal Bemis, and the other, Libby Pitch. Libby was in Mr. Woolery’s art class, along with April.

“Well, how’s Marrrk, huh, April?” asked Libby.

“You two play a little poker out there at the Menendez?” asked Hal Bemis, with a wicked snicker.

Running away with Spike to a comfy cottage in the orange groves seemed very, very far away.

In the corridor just around the corner from the machine shop, three girls April didn’t know were jabbering excitedly. She thought at first that they were talking about her and Mr. Woolery also. But no. “Didja hear? Didja?” one squealed. “Vaughn Cutter asked Raven Cruz to the festival ball!”

“No! No way! What’d Raven say?”

“She said yes. Isn’t it awesome? Lacey Pinkerton’s nose is gonna be so far out of joint she’ll need a crowbar! God, I hate her!”

April walked past them without seeming to pay any attention. Some kids hated Lacey?

“Raven Cruz collected over twenty-six-hundred signatures on her petition,” one of the girls was saying. “She’s so-o excited. She has to send the junk up to Sacramento or someplace by five o’clock today.…”

April felt happy for Raven, whom she didn’t know very well, but who was always friendly. Having seen again the beauty of the scrublands just this morning, April didn’t want to see them paved over. One of the few points of agreement between April and her mother was their opposition to the proposed Greenway Mall.

“See Spike?” April asked Marlin Connery, a huge, heavily muscled farm boy. Marlin was in shop with Spike. Marlin flipped the matchstick he had between his teeth from incisors to canines and told April, “Spike’s gonna be a little late this morning. Had to get his ma to the doc.”

Another late night at the Blue Hawaii. “Thanks, Marlin,” April said. Nothing to do now but go to firstperiod bio and wait. She had to see Spike.

April got to the classroom well before the bell rang. Sitting there alone—and feeling really alone—she opened Denise Guthrie’s Grapevine. She’d heard yesterday’s rumors about the green silk blouse and the SAT, and now she saw what the kids at the school entrance had been laughing about. Ruth Waverly, senior class president and a member of the selection committee, who’d supposedly been bribed by Kiki De Santis, had published what she titled A Small Fable:


Once upon a time on the highest hill in Flowerland there lived a Pink Witch. She was very beautiful and she had everything she wanted in the world. Then one fine day the Rulers of Flowerland offered a golden crown to whoever should be judged the most worthy lady in the kingdom. “It is I,” said the Pink Witch. But to her great horror, two others came forward to claim the golden crown: the Dark Princess and the Lady of White Shoes.

The Pink Witch was furious. “How dare they?” she shrieked, throwing such a terrible tantrum that the earth moved.

Now, the Pink Witch had in her court a loyal jester named Copper. “Copper, my fine fool,” said the witch, “We must find a way to make the Dark Princess and the Lady of White Shoes appear unworthy to wear the golden crown of Flowerland. I believe I have found such a way. Some time ago, the Lady of White Shoes had a green silk gown that was far too large for her to wear. She gave it to one of Flowerland’s rulers. Very recently, the Dark Princess was able to answer a great number of riddles put to her by famous scholars in a far-off land called Princeton. Copper, my fool, do you see what we must do?”

“Yo, witch,” replied Copper enthusiastically, “even Stevie Wonder can see that.”

And so it came to pass that the Pink Witch sent Copper into the kingdom, where rumors were spread about the motives of the Lady of White Shoes and the Dark Princess. But the people of Flowerland were judicious and wise. They did not believe false rumors. The Pink Witch did not receive the golden crown.

She threw such a terrible tantrum that her father, to appease her wrath, had to take her to the land of Frisco on a silver bird, where, fer shure, dudes, she spent a fortune.



April was shocked. She really was. Ruth Waverly was suggesting—no, she was coming right out and saying—that Lacey had put Penny Bolton up to spreading rumors about Kiki and Raven! Penny, everybody knew, was so loyal to Lacey that she might have spread a few stories on her own, but Lacey would never have been behind it.

This was mean!

April also noticed that the fable did not include, as a contender for the golden crown, a “Lady of Red Hair” or “the Speckled Princess.” Well, there’d been no rumors about her … except for the one about Mark Woolery and the Menendez Motor Lodge!

It hardly matters much right now, thought April, dismissing the whole business from her mind. I gotta see Spike!



CHAPTER 23

She didn’t see him until lunch—Thursday menu: Franks ’n’ beans w. fruit cup. Even then, he didn’t show up right away. April got in line, saving Spike a place, and shuffled forward with the rest of the kids. It was a strange feeling. There she was, with a baby growing inside her, with her whole life in turmoil, and none of them knew! The other kids chattered away about the Peach Blossom Festival, upcoming exams, who’d just had a fight with whom, and what they were going to do during summer vacation. All of those things seemed so alien to April right now.

April’s mind drifted back to that spot beneath the Ponderosa trees on the hills above Old Smuggler’s Road. That was the “special place” she and Spike went to. That’s where “it” had happened on a balmy night—she’d calculated—twenty-three days earlier. Spike had been so sweet that night, even sweeter than usual, and it had seemed the most natural thing in the world to do.

Even now, in spite of everything that had happened and all the unknown things that had yet to be faced, April would never forget the kiss that had started everything, a long, slow, dreamy journey down a blossom-scented tunnel, which suddenly turned upward. Wrapped in Spike’s arms, April found herself traveling skyward at incredible speed, and then she was soaring, soaring in absolute stillness and splendor. Somewhere, far away, Spike was asking, “You okay? Baby, you okay?”

She hadn’t possessed the breath to answer, so she’d just nodded.

“Don’t worry about anything, baby,” Spike had said, still holding her tight. “We’ll always be together. That’s the only thing that matters. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened in my life.”

April had felt like a true queen that night. Peach Blossom Queen wasn’t even a close runner-up.

Now, standing in the cafeteria line she wasn’t sure what she felt like. She felt as if she were shooting upward again, but this time in some immense rocket over which she had no control. It seemed to her as if Spike were the captain, the master of her fate and soul.

She was standing there, peering about for a sign of Spike, when Lacey swept toward the cafeteria. Janice Campbell was with Lacey, and Renée Henderson, and Penny Bolton, of course. If Lacey had seen and read the Grapevine article, she certainly gave no sign that it had bothered her. She moved through the halls of Paradiso High like a queen trailed by ladies-in-waiting.

“April!” she cried exuberantly. “Just the girl I’ve been looking for!

“Here!” she continued, thrusting a small envelope at April. “I just won’t be able to make this. I spent half the night awake, trying to think of who’d appreciate them most.”

April took the envelope and flipped it open. Two third-row tickets to the Madonna concert on Sunday in Sacramento!

“I really can’t …” she started to say, thinking that there was no way her parents would let her go.

“Now,” said Lacey, with a smile so big and bright and warm it could have melted half a glacier, “now not a word. You just take them, okay? Have fun.”

Lacey moved on to the head of the line—somebody always let her cut—and April just stood there, looking at the tickets. The whole scene had been very public. Lots of kids had seen. April hoped that, finally, they understood. Lacey Pinkerton was not the “pink witch” depicted in the Grapevine fable. She was a truly nice person, and a good friend. Kids should understand that.

But some of them didn’t. “Didja see that?” April heard a girl say. “Lacey’s trying hard to make herself look good.”

“Yeah, right,” another girl replied. “After that piece in the paper. She’s got her nerve. The whole school knows what a pretentious phony she is. If half our dads didn’t work for Pinkerton Canneries, Lacey Pinkerton wouldn’t rate for a dime.”

“Every dog has its day.”

“Time’s a’comin’.”

They were just jealous. Every girl in school wanted to be like Lacey Pinkerton. April certainly did. Or had, anyway. Her life, very suddenly, had veered off onto a completely different track. High school, and the things of high school, seemed very far away now.

Then Spike was there beside her. “Hi,” he said as she let him slip into line. His presence, as ever, made April feel warm and safe and confident. She knew, when she told him the news, that he wouldn’t ask the questions guys ask in the romance magazines and on the bad TV movies, questions like, “How did it happen?” and “Are you sure I’m the one?” He knew how it had happened, all right, and he knew he was the one.

He talked about his mom while they went through the line, got their trays, took the franks ’n’ beans. She’d been “out”—he never mentioned the Blue Hawaii Bar—and she’d had a “little spell.” Dr. Bates, from Linden Hills, was at the farm right now. Spike had an excuse to leave school for the afternoon. He’d only come in at all because there’d been a paper due in social studies. He had a B+ now, and was trying to whack it up to an A—at least before final exams.

“You’re not saying much,” he observed as he followed her to an empty table way in the back of the caf’. Half the school was eating lunch outside. But April always ate in the caf’ with Spike, because he was on the state’s lunch program for kids from poor families. He didn’t like to be on the program. He hated it, even. Still, he had to eat. His mom wasn’t bringing in any dough, and his dad certainly wasn’t mailing cash home from Folsom Prison.

April, still saying nothing, placed her tray on the table and sat down. Her stomach was in knots; she couldn’t have eaten a single baked bean.

“I’ve got something very important to tell you,” she said, her voice cracking as she struggled to find the right words.

“Yeah?” he asked, looking up. “What?”

“Please don’t be upset.”

“I’m not upset. Upset about what? What?”

“I think I’m pregnant,” she said. She hadn’t intended to say it that way. She’d planned to say, “I’m pregnant.” Flat out and honest. She was talking like a girl in the romance magazines.

He just stared at her for a second, his brooding, dark eyes turning darker as she watched. Her heart dropped like a rock, slipped out of her body, rolled across the floor, and curled up into a dry little ball in a cafeteria corner.

April wanted to say “I’m sorry,” or something, but she’d used up all available words just then.

“I’ll handle it,” he said. “I’ll think of something.”

At first, April was slightly cheered. He would stick by her at this time of crisis. He would think of something.

Yet almost immediately, she began to wonder. What would he think of to “handle it”? Neither of them had dreamed of—much less planned for—this mess. Spike’s future was as much on the line as her own, and she knew how desperately he was counting on the future.

“It’ll work out,” he said, his eyes dark and unreadable. “It’ll work out one way or another.”

What did that mean? Again, April felt her hopes dwindling.

“Let me do some thinking on it, and we’ll talk later. Damn! If I didn’t have to get back to the farm and see about Mom. Look, I’ll leave a note in your locker, okay? Where we can meet?”

April nodded. Spike often left notes in her locker. The combination was 32-18-7. His birthday (March 2), his age, and a lucky number. “Or maybe something else,” they’d often joked.

“I hate to have to leave you,” he said, looking worried. “You gonna be all right?”

She tried to speak, choked, nodded, and then got out a “Yes.” It didn’t sound like much, but it was “yes.” He kissed her on the forehead and, leaving half his lunch uneaten, hurried toward the cafeteria exit. Lacey Pinkerton stopped him as he went past her table. She smiled and said something. Spike smiled and said something back. Then, with a final little wave in April’s direction, he was gone.

He was gone before April could lift her hand to wave back.



CHAPTER 24

No one who saw April Lovewell that afternoon, neither teachers nor students, noticed anything unusual. If you said, “Howzit goin’?” she’d say fine. She’d say, “Watch out for Mrs. Ferris in the library. Must’ve had a fight with her husband or something.” April answered right away when Mr. Blaisdell, the psychology teacher, asked her to distinguish the ego from the superego, and laughed as much as anyone else when Eddie Hagenspitzel did a deadly accurate imitation of Dwight the Dweeb doing an imitation of Don Knotts.

Inside herself, though, April was on a crazy, wild roller-coaster ride to hell and heaven and back. One moment, she knew everything would work out fine. The next moment, she saw herself in the country poorhouse, or on the street corner, begging money to buy her baby food. St. Ward and St. Sara would drive by in their black Chevy, saying, “Turn thy eyes away from her, for she has sinneth beyond redemption.” In psychology class last quarter, April remembered Mr. Blaisdell saying that sometimes people who got themselves in some sort of bind—got fired, lost a spouse, became real sick—turned suddenly to religion. Not me, April thought. I’ve been there. Spike and I will make it through this by ourselves.

Hope sat across the aisle from April in Mrs. Tugwell’s English class. Several times, April almost worked up the courage to tell Hope about her problem. Hope would certainly listen sympathetically. She might even have some ideas about how to handle this mess. And Hope was obviously in a very good mood. While Mrs. Tugwell rattled on about Ophelia’s suicide, Hope slipped a note over.


I heard Jess Gardner still doesn’t have a date for the ball. Is that right?



April scribbled a “Right” and passed the note back. It was a simple, normal, everyday little note, but it seemed to April like a message from another world. Dates for Peach Blossom Balls no longer counted in the land where she now lived.


Do you think he’d take me? Hope inquired.

Why not?

Think I should ask him?

What have you got to lose?

MY NERVE!



They both giggled, enough to make Mrs. Tugwell turn around and glare. Then April leaned across the aisle and whispered: “Can I see you after school? There’s something important I have to tell you about.”

“Sure,” Hope replied.

After school, though, April couldn’t find Hope. She was feeling a little better by then anyway, her emotional roller coaster on an upswing. Of course things would work out. Of course Spike would think of something.

But Spike hadn’t returned to school. There was no note in her locker. She hoped something serious hadn’t happened to his mom. Phoning him was impossible. The Navarrones couldn’t afford a telephone, not to mention a lot of other things. And I haven’t got a cent to my name either, she realized. We’re really in great shape to start a family.

“What’s wrong?” asked cheerful Penny Bolton, walking down the hall and past April’s locker. “You look like you could use an upper.”

Does it show that much? April worried. “Oh, just tired,” she lied.

Penny stopped to chat. Like Lacey, she seemed not at all bothered by the Grapevine article. It was astounding how blithely some people handled all sorts of pressures and travail. If anything truly bothered Penny Bolton, she kept it to herself, even her sister’s death.

“Have you heard?” asked Penny.

“Heard what?”

“Uh-oh,” said Penny, looking uncomfortable. “I thought you’d heard. I thought that’s maybe why you looked so down.”

April’s heart dropped into her stomach, maybe even lower. Something had happened to Spike! He’d wiped out on his Harley! He’d rammed into a Mack truck while speeding home to his mother!

But no.

“Lacey asked Spike to the festival ball,” said Penny, looking sadder than St. Ward at his basset hound best. “I thought you knew.”

April almost lost it then. She knew Spike had gotten sick of sneaking around to see her, even when they went to their “special place” in the hills. He wanted to be a normal guy doing normal things with a normal girl, like hanging out at Rosa’s Café. Like taking a girl home and kissing her good night outside her door. What was so wrong with wanting that?

April saw, with shattering clarity, that the sneaking around, the always being alone together, had created a kind of hothouse atmosphere. In that fiery little environment, she and Spike had gone further than they might have otherwise.

How could she blame him if he wanted to go out with Lacey Pinkerton? Who didn’t?

Lacey must have asked him to the dance when he’d stopped at her table in the cafeteria, just after April had told him that …

“No, Penny,” April said, “I hadn’t heard that.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Penny Bolton. “I’m so-o sorry …”

“Sure, Penny. Of course. I know you are.”

I have been such an idiot! April accused herself as Penny Bolton twitched her little butt down the hall and out the east wing exit. Did I listen when Hope tried to warn me? No!

But there is one thing I am gonna do …

You can’t. You don’t have the nerve.

I do have the nerve. I’ve got nothing left to lose. I’m gonna go right on up there to that big house on Winding Hill Road and I’m gonna tell Lacey Pinkerton off! I don’t care who’s there to hear me when I do it, and I don’t care if Lacey and all her toadies laugh about me for years to come. For years to come, my life’ll be a wreck anyway. So I’m gonna do it, come hell or high water. Hell, St. Ward would say. St. Ward, you don’t know anything. If Aunt Leanne made it on her own and raised a kid as nice as Hope, I’ll do that too if I have to.

April realized she was thinking in a way that, for her, was out of the ordinary. She’d never in her life been strong willed or aggressive. She realized that she hadn’t discussed this with Spike yet, either. Hadn’t heard his side of the story. Well, his side of the story could come when it came. She recalled, behind the bleary eyes of memory, how Lacey had said, “Have another glass of punch, April. Just another teeny-weeny little glass.” She remembered Lacey grinning and laughing, dealing the cards. “April, you lose again. You’ll be down to your panties pretty soon.”

Now too, after four years of pushing it into the back of her mind, April remembered a moment in the locker room. It was the Monday after the already infamous strip-poker party. And she’d asked Lacey Pinkerton, “Did you say anything? Did you? Everybody’s talking about me. They all know. Somebody must’ve told. It wasn’t you, was it?”

She ought to have asked, “It was you, wasn’t it?”

She ought to have said, “It was you, you pink witch!”

I’m going up that hill! April vowed.

As April walked down Old Town Road, a car pulled up alongside. She recognized the old maroon Jaguar that Vaughn Cutter drove around in.

“April, want a ride?”

Raven Cruz sat in the front seat next to Vaughn. She was holding a large manila envelope. In the backseat were Kiki De Santis and, of all people, Winston Purdy III.

“No, thanks. I’ll walk.”

“C’mon. Hop in. We just have to stop at the post office, then we’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”

For an instant, April thought of asking them to take her out of town to the Navarrone farm, so she could talk to Spike. Too many complications. She dismissed the idea. “Thanks anyway. I can use the walk.”

“Okay. See ya.”

The Jaguar pulled away. None of the kids in it had said anything about Lacey and Spike and the festival ball. Maybe they didn’t know yet. Or maybe they were just not saying anything, being polite.

April reached the intersection and started up Winding Hill Road. It occurred to her that she hadn’t been all the way up the hill since freshman year, the night of Lacey’s notorious birthday party. With hanging around at school, looking for Hope, and the walk itself, April didn’t come in sight of the Pinkertons’ huge Victorian until around five o’clock. When she started up the long lilac-lined drive, she had an impulse to turn around and go back.

Just then, a gleaming sedan backed out of the garage and started down the drive toward April. She ducked back into the lilac bushes, which, like everything else in Paradiso, were wild with blossoms.

The sedan passed within a half-foot of April’s hiding place. It was the big Town Car Lacey’s mom got driven around in. April saw her own reflection in the glistening paint on the car. She caught a glimpse of the chauffeur, wearing a little billed cap, and got a look at Darla Pinkerton in the backseat. She wore dark glasses and sat up straight. That was class for you, real elegance, April mused ruefully, thinking of the Pinkertons’ fine, wellordered lives. Nobody in their family told somebody else to go to hell, or sat on the edge of a bathtub waiting for a Happy Event.

Knowing that Mrs. Pinkerton wasn’t home emboldened April for her confrontation with Lacey. The red Ferrari was out front. It was probably too early for Mr. Pinkerton to have come home from work yet. April didn’t see his Mercedes, but the garage doors were closed.

She was just about to ring the doorbell, having readied herself for whatever would come, when she heard a kind of strangled scream or something from around the side of the house. Then there was an awful crash, followed by another cry.

Acting instinctively, April ran around the side of the huge white rearing house, past banks of manicured rose bushes. She recalled, from the night of the party, a big glassed-in sun room on this side of the house.

“Daddy! Plleeease!”

April heard Lacey. Screaming. And Mr. Pinkerton’s voice: “Embarrash me in fron’ of the whole damn town, will you! I swear I almosh died…!”

April, throat dry and heart thundering, heedless of thorns, wriggled in beneath roses and pressed her face to the sun-room window. Just in time to hear the wicked hiss of Mr. Pinkerton’s belt, which he whipped through the air, striking Lacey. She was backing away from him. The end of the belt lashed around her hips. She cried out.

“Daddy!!!”

April’s senses were operating on maximum. In an instant, she saw everything: Mr. Pinkerton’s rage, Lacey’s pain and fear, and the two whiskey bottles on a coffee table near the TV. One of the bottles was empty, the other nearly empty. Mr. Pinkerton’s face was scarlet. He moved awkwardly, stumblingly, as he pursued Lacey across the room.

“… give you ever-thin’, every-thin’!” he was raving. “An’ look what I get in return. ’Barrass me in fron’ th’ whole town.… ”

Lacey turned away from him, attempting to flee. He swung the belt again, catching her viciously on the backs of her thighs. She screamed, stumbled, and sprawled forward, coming to rest at the window outside of which April cowered beneath the roses.

Mr. Pinkerton threw his belt across the room and sagged down into a chair.

April held her breath. Inches away, on the other side of the glass, Lacey lay sobbing, her hands over her face.

Then she removed her hands and opened her eyes.

She saw April.

Never in all of her life had April seen the hate she saw then. Lacey’s blue eyes widened first in startled surprise, then narrowed with fiery hostility. April had seen Lacey humiliated. She’d been a witness. So now April knew that all of Lacey’s life was a fraud, a pretty, painstakingly maintained facade behind which were savageries and deceptions.

She’ll never forgive me for what I saw, April understood as she backed out from under the rosebushes and started down the long driveway. April knew for sure that she could drop off the ends of the earth now, just like that, and Lacey Pinkerton would only stand there and wave goodbye.

April also knew that she’d better take a fresh look at her own situation. Her own parents at their carping, fretful worst, were not one-tenth of one percent as bad as Calvin Pinkerton. They weren’t perfect, but at least they didn’t live a lie.

What I’ll do, thought April as she walked back down Winding Hill Road, is go over to school and see if Spike left a note in my locker, and maybe I’ll run into Hope along the way. Then I’ll go home and try to work up the courage to talk to Mom and Dad.

It was funny. As far as April knew, this was the first time she’d ever thought of Ward and Sara as “Mom” and “Dad.”

She also wished that, when her father had said, “Your mother and I love you, honey,” at school Tuesday morning, she had told him that she loved them too.



FRIDAY, MAY 26




CHAPTER 25

Hope heard the slap of Jess Gardner’s sneakers as he raced toward her and the lumbering thud of Eddie Hagenspitzel. She felt her mouth open in a silent scream—her voice frozen in terror. Hope heard a high-pitched ringing as her vision faded to darkness. She fell weightlessly down a long tunnel.…

When she came to, moments later, Jess Gardner was on the floor beside her, cradling her in his arms. “It’s okay, Hope,” he kept saying, “it’ll be all right. It’ll be all right. It’s okay. I’m here for you.…” But his face was numb with horror and disbelief.

No. It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be. God, please, this was just some gruesome nightmare. Hope’s breath came short and shallow and fast. She couldn’t get enough air. She shivered uncontrollably, her body trembling with cold in the warm morning.

Hope didn’t want to look, but she couldn’t help it. There on the polished corridor floor lay the cold, motionless body of April Lovewell. Around her neck was the cord that had choked the last breath out of her.

“April!” Hope screamed.

“It’s okay, I’m here for you.…” Jess whispered.

“April! No! No!” Hope’s cries echoed off the walls in a heartbroken wail.

April was dead—murdered. Stinging tears streamed down Hope’s cheeks as she clung to Jess, sobbing helplessly for her dead cousin.



SATURDAY, MAY 27




CHAPTER 26

Willa Flicker, editor of the Paradiso Record, was beside herself with excitement. She was in the Record’s tiny editorial office in the Pinkerton Building, which didn’t provide much room for a big woman like Willa to be beside herself. She was trying to decide which of two major stories ought to be on the front page of her next issue. April Lovewell’s murder, to which neither Sheriff Rodriguez nor anyone else had a clue? Or the Greenway Mall?

Willa had on her desk a clipping from the Sacramento Bee.


State Senator Humphrey T. Miller failed today in his attempt to block development of Greenway Mall in Paradiso. Miller, a longtime opponent of what he calls “environmental rapacity,” told the Bee: “I thought we had a good shot. Local reports indicated that the Pacific red warbler, a bird on the verge of extinction, inhabited the native scrublands on which the proposed mall is to be built. Unfortunately, photographic evidence of the bird’s presence in the scrublands is inconclusive. We will continue our efforts.”

Reached at his home, Greenway developer Calvin Pinkerton stated: “This bird business is ridiculous. The Greenway Mall offers a boom era for our whole valley. I know a lot of people around here signed petitions. But that doesn’t mean anything. People don’t know what they want until they get it. Everybody is going to love Greenway once it’s built.”

Raven Cruz, student head of the anti-mall campaign, disagreed. Miss Cruz said: “We’re not stopping for a minute. We’re going to save our native lands. And the red warbler is out there, singing to us every day.”



Willa read the clipping a second time, and then a third. She’d always dreamed of landing a job on a big paper, maybe the Los Angeles Times, when a major story hit. She knew a big story when she saw one. And now she had two of them staring her right in the face.

Raven Cruz was just a kid, yet she’d been able to obtain the attention and aid of a state senator.

But after consideration, because it was so shocking, so mysterious, Willa chose the murder as her front-page story. She sat down at her worktable and blocked out the headline. It was an easy job.
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