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1
At first Lucinda Mendoza thought her  sister was exagger-

ating. Raquel could be a  little dramatic that way. But 

maybe it was true. Maybe  there  weren’t any stories worth 

digging into at Dad’s  house in the  middle of California 

farmland. Was that  really such a bad  thing?  Wasn’t the 

calm kind of . . .  nice? Especially  after months of chaos.

Lucinda sat on the grass, her legs stretched in a wide V. 

She leaned over the left leg, reaching for her toe, and watched 

Juliette dip a white T- shirt, its front a constellation of knots 

and rubber bands, into a bucket of bright pink  water.
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Raquel, Lucinda’s twin, knelt next to Jules, notebook 

open to a clean, blank page, pen raised and ready to make 

note of anything that happened. Anything at all.

Nothing did.

Jules swirled the shirt in the  water with a stick she 

had pulled off one of the oak trees that Dad’s small ranch, 

Los Robles, was named for. “I’m not sure how long it’s 

supposed to sit in  there,” she said, frowning into the 

punch- colored stew.

Raquel peeked over the edge of the bucket. “Let’s start 

with a few questions while we wait,” she said. She tapped 

her pen against her teeth. “What gave you the idea to 

 tie- dye your clothes in beet juice in the first place? Is it a 

trend? Are kids our age trying to get back to the basics? 

Reviving old- school, all- natural techniques? Giving up 

fast fashion?”

She sat up on her knees. Her eyes glimmered. Lucinda 

recognized the flash of a new idea.

“That could be a  great  angle, actually,” Raquel con-

tinued, scribbling furiously into her notebook. “Are you 

 doing this . . .  beet juice  thing . . .  for environmental 
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reasons?” She inched closer to Jules. “To make your own 

clothes and take action against a system that creates 

 millions of tons of textile waste each year?”

This was getting desperate, even for Raquel, who, as 

editor of their school news site, the Manzanita Mirror, 

charged  toward stories with a stubborn per sis tence that 

could be a  little intimidating if you  weren’t used to it. 

Lucinda met Jules’s ner vous glance, rolled her eyes, and 

stretched over the other leg.

“I guess?” Jules answered fi nally. “I mean, honestly, I 

just thought it would be cool to see how it would turn out. 

Since we have all  those beets and every thing. I  didn’t 

want them to go to waste. That’s good for the environ-

ment, right? Reducing waste?”

Lucinda laughed, her brown curls tumbling into 

her face.

Raquel slumped and tossed her notebook and pen 

beside her.

“ Don’t be mad,” Jules said, her cheeks turning as red 

as the beet  water. “I do care about the environment. It’s 

just that I  didn’t know all that stuff you  were talking 
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about. Let me read about it to night, then we can do the 

interview tomorrow.”

Raquel pulled a clump of crabgrass out of the dirt. 

“That’s not how it works,” she said. “I have to find a story, 

not create one.” She raised her eyes and shrugged. “But 

I’m not mad. And even if it’s not a story, this is fun to 

watch.”

Jules’s shoulders relaxed. The ner vous lines between 

her eyebrows dis appeared. She reached into the bucket 

and lifted out the shirt. It emerged, dripping, a vibrant 

flamingo pink. She held it up with a squeal of surprised 

delight, not seeming to mind that it was staining her 

fin gers.

“Whoa!” Raquel exclaimed, whipping out her phone 

and snapping a picture.

“I love that color!” Lucinda added. And she meant 

it. “Maybe you can do one of my headbands next. Or my 

laces! I’ve always wanted to have ice skates with pink 

laces.”

Juliette smiled and wrung out the shirt over the 

bucket. She took it to the laundry line that was strung 
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across the patio and clipped it up with two clothespins 

to dry. She took down one of Dad’s white T- shirts.

“How do you think Marcos would like a tie- dyed shirt?” 

she asked, her eyebrow arched.

“Do it!” Lucinda said. “He’d look  great in pink.”

Jules held the shirt out in front of her and tilted her 

head. “Nah, on second thought, I think I’ll wait and make 

another batch with black beans,” she said. “Or onion 

skins. I heard you can get a nice golden yellow with 

onion skins.”

“First beets, now black beans and onions?” Raquel 

said. “It sounds like  you’re working on a chili  recipe, not 

tie-dyeing clothes.  Will you be able to get the smell out?”

Lucinda coughed to disguise a giggle. She knew Raquel 

was joking, but she  wasn’t sure Jules did. It had been 

almost four months since Jules and her mom, Sylvia, had 

moved into Dad’s ranch  house.  After a rough beginning, 

the girls, all about to start seventh grade,  were closer 

than they had been at first. They trusted one another. 

Mostly.

But other times, Lucinda thought, it felt like they  were 
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still stuck back in that old ner vous getting- to- know-

you stage.

She  didn’t want Jules to think they  were laughing at her.

And yet, she  couldn’t help but agree with Raquel on 

this one.

“Seriously, Jules,” she said. “It seems like a proj ect our 

mom would cook up.”

“Where do you think I got the idea?” Jules said, twist-

ing rubber bands around a pair of long gym socks. 

“When I messaged her to say I was  going to try it, she gave 

me that tip about using vinegar to help set the dye. I miss 

your mom. She’s the only one who  really got me.” Jules 

sighed and pressed the back of her hand to her forehead 

in pretend despair.

Of all the  things that had changed over the past 

months— and so much had— Lucinda thought that Mom 

starting a web series was prob ably the most surprising.

Last spring, when it felt like the  whole world  stopped 

to slow the spread of a new virus, Mom and Dad had 

thought it would be safer for Lucinda and Raquel to 

spend the lockdown at Dad’s ranch in the country rather 
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than at Mom’s apartment in busy Los Angeles. Lucinda 

 hadn’t wanted to go at first.  Hadn’t wanted to leave 

 behind their home, their neighborhood— and especially 

not the ice rink. But Raquel had talked her into it. Like 

she always did. They had thought that if they convinced 

Mom to stay  there, too, it would be a chance to bring their 

parents closer together again.

 Until they discovered that Dad’s girlfriend, Sylvia, and 

her  daughter, Juliette,  were already living at the ranch.

Lucinda’s stomach still tightened when she thought 

about the  whole mess and what a disaster it could have 

become— and almost did. But now, just as the world 

seemed to be settling into a new kind of normal, so was 

her  family.

Well, as normal as they ever  were.

Away from LA for the summer, Raquel was supposed to 

be taking a break from the journalism club. Yet she was 

still as determined as ever to find a good story.

Jules was back to practicing with her track team three 

days a week. And even though their sports  were dif fer

ent, she made a  great training partner.  Every morning, 
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she and Lucinda met before breakfast to jog around the 

ranch.

And Mom had started her web series. It was Sylvia’s 

idea, actually, which was a  little strange to think about. 

Sylvia worked at a marketing agency and told Mom that, 

with all the salons closed,  people would love to see videos 

featuring her at- home haircut tips. She was right.  People 

did. Tens of thousands of  people. Since then, Mom had 

expanded the series with tutorials on some of her favor-

ite DIY proj ects. Like “Clean- Out- Your- Kitchen Tie- Dye.”

The proj ects  didn’t always turn out the way Mom 

planned, but that only seemed to make  people even more 

excited to click on her videos. And more excited to book 

an appointment with her at the salon. She had a  little 

extra money now and was using some of it to pay for an 

advanced hairstyling course in New York. That’s why 

every one thought it was a good idea for Lucinda and 

Raquel to stay up in Lockeford full-time while school 

was out.

At least it was partly why.  There was also the other big 

change. The biggest change. Dad and Sylvia  were getting 

0i_252_9781338818901.indd   80i_252_9781338818901.indd   8 15/09/22   6:33 PM15/09/22   6:33 PM



9

married. They had de cided during  those months of shut-

downs and stay- at- home  orders that they worked best as 

a team. It had been fast, but as Sylvia said, “What’s the 

point of waiting around when  you’re sure?”

She and Raquel  were alike in ways that sometimes 

made Lucinda nervous.

This summer, before Lucinda and Raquel went back to 

LA to start school, was supposed to be their opportunity 

to be together, as a new  family.

Lucinda  didn’t mind.  There was an ice rink in Stockton, 

not too far from Dad’s ranch, and he drove her to practice 

 there the first day it reopened. She had even joined a syn-

chronized skating team  after Sylvia brought home a flyer. 

Her agency had designed it.

Lucinda had never been on a real team before. During 

the school year, Raquel had talked her into joining the 

journalism club, but skating was dif fer ent. Skating 

was hers.

Lucinda stood and dusted the dirt and grass off her leg-

gings. She tightened the sweatshirt she wore around her 

waist and glanced at Raquel.
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