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Prologue

“Don’t just stand there! Let’s go!” 

Aubrey darted out of the store and into the congested mall, her heart pounding uncontrollably. The girls blended into a tide of shoppers and pushed their way through to another wing of the mall.  


Christy and Dana glanced over their shoulders as they picked up their pace. Aubrey dodged a stroller and a run away toddler as she struggled to keep up with them, knowing they wouldn’t stop until they were at a safe distance. 


She quickly stole a glance behind her. No one was following them and no alarms were sounding. Maybe Aubrey was mistaken? Maybe it wasn’t what she thought? Again, she ran the images through her head, wrestling over what she saw. She wasn’t one hundred percent, but why else would Christy and Dana be racing through the mall?


Aubrey’s emotions were in knots. She silently followed behind, keeping her eye on Dana as they quickly pushed past a corral of kiosks. 
This was Dana’s fault. Aubrey was certain Dana had influenced Christy. The two were doing a lot lately, cutting in on Aubrey and Christy’s best friend status. Hoping to buy some BFF time, Aubrey invited Christy to go shopping, but Dana scored her way in last minute. 
Now approaching the Food Court, Christy grabbed Dana by the arm and hurried to a vacant table. 

Aubrey reluctantly followed. She didn’t want to be proven right, but in her gut she knew what was happening. 

Christy laughed and whispered with Dana, preoccupied with something she held. Aubrey neared the table and froze. There it was.


Christy looked up. “Well, are you going to stand there all day?”


Aubrey, surprised by Christy’s sharp tone, didn’t respond. 


Christy’s eyes narrowed sharply. “Omigosh, what is your problem?” 


Aubrey frowned, suddenly feeling attacked. “My problem? What is your problem? You stole that, didn’t you?”


Christy leaned back in her chair and smiled. “What? You mean this?” Christy flashed the beaded necklace in front of Aubrey. “Or this?” Her other hand opened, revealing several pairs of earrings. 

Aubrey’s mouth gaped. “How could you do this? Shoplifting is a crime!”


Christy and Dana burst into laughter.


“Omigosh, she’s not serious, is she?” Dana taunted.


Christy snickered and glared at Aubrey. “What are you gonna’ do, Bree? Call mall security?”


Aubrey stepped back, stunned by Christy’s harshness.


Christy shook her head. “Don’t look so shocked. I’ve been doing this a long time—longer than you realize. It’s what separates girls like me from girls like you.” 

Christy tucked the jewelry back into her purse as a smug grin slipped across her face. “I mean, you honestly didn’t think we had anything in common anymore, did you?”


“What are you talking about? You’re acting as if I’m the one who did something wrong here!”

“Will you please shut-up? You’re making yourself look more and more like a freak by the minute.”


Dana smirked, amused with the sudden tension. 

Aubrey shook her head. “Why are you acting like this? What’s wrong with you?”

Christy stood from the table and threw her purse on her shoulder, motioning for Dana to do the same.


“Nothing’s wrong,” she said coolly. 


Aubrey rounded the table, desperately taking hold of Christy’s arm. “Yes, there is! You don’t shoplift! You know it isn’t right!”


Christy yanked her arm away from Aubrey. “Get over yourself!” she hissed. “I’m done with the good-girl routine. You can lay off about the whole shoplifting thing! If it really bothers you, then go rag to someone who cares!” 

Christy walked away with Dana, leaving Aubrey at the table.


“Where are you going?” 


Christy threw a sidelong glance. “It’s three. My ride’s gonna’ be here.”


Aubrey followed, feeling confused. “Uh, I’m going home with you too, remember?”


Christy waved her hand in the air. “You can find your own ride home. Maybe security can give you a lift?”


Aubrey stood still, trying to process the sudden turn of events. “Christy, come on,” she called. “You can’t just leave me here! This isn’t funny!”


Christy stopped and slowly turned around. “I’m not laughing.” 


Chapter One

“Bree, let’s go! You’re going to be late!”

“Coming!”

Aubrey grabbed her pink shimmer lip gloss and let it glide smoothly across her lips, creating a flirty pout. She stepped back to take one last look in the mirror. Her outfit was fab-u-lous! She staged an ivory flutter-sleeve top with a pair of black skinny jeans and strappy sandals. It was the perfect back to school outfit. 

The car horn honked. Aubrey had to go. She flipped her cell phone shut and threw it in her tote, resisting the urge to look at her text. Pushing back strands of blond hair—which had stubbornly refused to surrender to cute gemstone barrettes—Aubrey rushed down the steps and into the garage. Her mother was waiting in the car with her seven year old brother, Ben. 

Aubrey threw open the car door and hoped in, tossing her tote to the floor and recklessly grabbing the seatbelt. “Okay! Let’s go!”

Mrs. Mathis smirked, putting the car into drive. “Well, we may be late for your first day of school but at least you’ll look cute,” she said sarcastically.

Aubrey’s forehead wrinkled. “Sorry,” she said sweetly, reaching for her cell. “I totally got caught up in the excitement. You know, first day of eighth grade—last first day of junior high!”

Mrs. Mathis frowned, trying to make sense of what her daughter said.

Aubrey flipped open her phone and began texting. “Omigosh, mom, listen to this,” Aubrey said, glued to the screen of her phone. “Ruby just found deodorant stains on her new shirt!” Aubrey moaned and quickly texted back.

Her mother sighed. “I’m serious, Bree. I think texting has taken over your life. That phone is never quiet. Your thumb should have blisters by now.” 

Aubrey didn’t respond; she was too busy texting her friend.

After a few minutes, Aubrey finally put her phone down and shifted her attention to the back seat where her brother sat. “So, Ben,” Aubrey began sweetly. “You ready for first grade?”

Ben’s eyes never left the screen of his PSP, his face wrinkling into a frown. “I guess so,” he said dryly.
Aubrey turned around in her seat. “What’s up with him?” she asked.

Her mother chuckled. “Oh, he just found out there’s no snack time in first grade.”

Aubrey rolled her eyes. Ben’s upset about milk and cookies? How spaz is that? She was about to begin her last year of junior high! This would be it! Her last year of middle school—her last year of being a tween! Then, on to bigger and better things, like high school and driving and all the other fabs of being a teenager! She couldn’t wait to blaze through the year! Snack time? Pleeease!
Aubrey twirled a piece of blond hair between her fingers as she watched a school bus load elementary students. 

Her mother took note of Aubrey’s silence. “What are you thinking about?” she asked.

Aubrey’s blue eyes darted toward her mother. “Hmm?”

“You’re quiet. Why?”

Aubrey began picking at the pink fingernail polish on her index finger. “Um, I was just thinking about cheer results.”

 “You mean, whether or not you made cheer captain?” her mother asked, slapping away Aubrey’s polish-picking hand.

Aubrey sighed, placing her hands in her lap. “Yeah. I can’t stop thinking about it. I’m so excited and nervous all at the same time. I worked so hard at cheer camp this summer and at clinic and tryouts. It’s like, you spend most of your summer vacation at school training and you hope it pays off.” Aubrey began picking at the nail polish again. “I don’t know. I’ll be pretty bummed if I don’t get it.”

Mrs. Mathis patted Aubrey’s leg. “I know you’ll be disappointed if you’re not chosen as captain. But what’s important is that you did your best.”


Aubrey frowned. That was definitely from the “Ten Most Typical Things Your Mother Could Possibly Say” list.


“I know I already made varsity—that’s a given—but cheer captain is something I’ve wanted for a long time.” 

Aubrey’s stomach flipped. Suddenly, the reality of seeing results from last week’s cheerleading tryout set in. Results were to be posted after school today on the gym bulletin board, along with girls’ volleyball and field hockey. It would be hard to focus on school with the suspense looming over her all day.


Mrs. Mathis glanced in her rearview mirror. “I know you’re nervous, but you’re a gifted and talented cheerleader. Don’t get yourself too worked up. I’m sure Coach has at least considered you. After all, there aren’t that many girls on the squad who can tumble like you.”


Aubrey frowned. There it was. It wasn’t what her mother said, but what she didn’t say. They both knew who the competition was. 

“You know what?” her mother said, interrupting Aubrey’s thoughts. “You need to be positive. Just think about what fun it will be to cheer for the varsity football games this year!”


“Yeah, you’re right,” she said, forcing a smile. “I need a serious chill.” Aubrey’s smooth tone was completely fake. She really wanted to pick her nail polish and freak out.

They were now pulling into the carpool line at Ben’s school and Aubrey’s brother was gathering his things.

Mrs. Mathis cleared her throat as Ben opened the car door to get out. “Hey there, bud. Aren’t we forgetting something?” she said, holding out her hand.

Ben stared innocently at his mother, not responding.

“Come on, hand it over,” his mother said, waving her fingers at him.

Ben frowned and dug into his bag, handing the game system to his mother.

“Thank you,” she sang as Ben turned to close the car door. “Have a good day!” 

Ben turned and gave a weak wave to his mom and sister before heading toward the school.

“Ooh,” Aubrey said. “First his snack, and now his game system. Harsh!”

Mrs. Mathis chuckled.

Once Ben was inside the school, Aubrey’s mother drove out of the parking lot. Aubrey turned her head to watch the miniature students walk into the school building. Elementary school—ugh! She would never want to go back there again. She had too many good and bad memories. 

“Well, here we go…” she sighed, unsure of what the day would hold.

“I know you’re going to have a great year, Honey,” Mrs. Mathis said, glancing at her daughter. “Don’t let the cheerleading results ruin your day, okay?”
“I know…I know. I’m psyching myself out over nothing. I guess, I just want my first day to be perfect, you know? My hair, my outfit, my …” Aubrey stopped mid-sentence and quickly turned to look at the back seat of the car. It was empty.  

“Mom!” Aubrey shouted frantically. “Stop the car!”

Aubrey’s startled mother tapped the brake. “What? What is it?”

Aubrey wrinkled her forehead. “I forgot my schoolbag.”

Aubrey’s mother made no attempt to hide her agitation as she drove the car into a side driveway. “Aubrey Mathis,” her mother scolded, putting the car into reverse. “Your first day of school and you’re already forgetting your book bag?” 

“Hmm…” Aubrey crossed her arms in front of her, feeling embarrassed. “So much for everything being perfect.”


______

Ruby Donalds opened the door of her older sister’s car and stepped out, scanning the school courtyard for her friends. She leaned in to the car and picked up her black leather purse off the seat and waved to her sister. “See ya, Opal. Thanks for the ride,” she said, closing the car door. 

Ruby shifted the weight of her schoolbag and purse on her shoulder as she walked toward Central Middle School. Her pretty auburn hair swung back and forth as she walked past the school buses in her tweed knit skirt and black fitted tee. There was a light splash of freckles across her cheekbones and her bright-green eyes sparkled like emeralds in the morning sun. She was a natural beauty.
Ruby stopped in front of the school building’s main entrance and eyed the breezeway for her crew. No one. Suddenly, Ruby heard her name. She whirled around to see Hope Craft, one of her BFFs, stepping off a school bus and walking toward her. Ruby waved and waited for Hope.

Hope smiled and gave Ruby a quick hug. “Hey, girl! I love your outfit!” 

“Thanks. Yours is fab too.” Ruby forced a smile. She knew her outfit was far better but she would never say that out loud—not to a BFF.

“So,” Hope began as they pushed open the large glass doors to the lobby. “Are you ready for our last year of junior high?”

Ruby smiled. She knew what Hope was asking. Are you as emotional about this year as I am? She knew Hope too well. Her friend was extremely sweet and sensitive. She was the girl who kept candy wrappers and movie tickets because there was a memory attached to it. She was the friend you called when you needed someone to listen. Her loyalty was far and wide and her compassion knew no boundaries. Hope was all heart and Ruby knew she was sad about their last year of junior high. 

Ruby was the complete opposite. This year was no big deal to her. It was like any other year, except she would finally be a teenager when it was over. 

Ruby tilted her head to appear sympathetic. “It’s sad, isn’t it?”

Hope nodded.

The school lobby was stacked with students waiting for the first bell to ring. Ruby and Hope pushed through the tangle of bodies, making their way to the center of the room.
“My gosh, you’d think they would at least leave some breathing room,” Ruby grumbled.

“Do you see any of our peeps?” Hope shouted, standing on tiptoe to see over the crowd. 
Ruby strained her neck, attempting to scan the lobby, but the students shuffling into her and the buzzing of chatty voices made her crazy. 

“Oh, there!” Hope said, pulling Ruby’s arm forward.

Thank goodness! Ruby thought, stumbling over sixth-graders and book bags and finally surfacing in the side cafeteria with Hope.

“Hey! Where have you guys been? It’s almost time to go!”

Ruby grabbed a blue plastic chair from the table and sat with her buds. 

“Uh, have you seen that crowd? We’re lucky we made it out of there alive!” Hope tucked her short brown hair behind her ears. 

The girls at the table laughed. Casey, Summer, and Tiara had been waiting in the cafeteria for some time.

Tiara slid her school schedule across the table to Hope. “Any classes together?” she asked.

Hope scanned the schedule. “Aww, no. Sorry, girl.”

Hope pushed the piece of paper back to her friend.

“Too bad,” Tiara sighed. “Ruby and I have fourth period biology together!”

Ruby flashed a tight grin, pretending to be happy—but she was irritated. The truth was, she didn’t share Tiara’s enthusiasm of fourth period. Tiara grated Ruby’s nerves. She didn’t mind doing stuff with her when the rest of the gang was around, but one-on-one was suffocating. The only reason Tiara hung out with the rest of them was because of a mutual friendship with Aubrey, like everyone else at the table.

“Hey, where’s Bree?” Casey interrupted, rolling a soccer ball between her hands. “I thought she would be here by now.”

Ruby looked back at the crowded lobby.

“Maybe she couldn’t find us,” Tiara whined. 
Summer looked up from her notebook and scowled, her dark almond eyes and midnight-black hair reminding Ruby of a china doll. “You worry too much,” Summer said, tapping her pen against the table.
“I’m just saying, Aubrey is usually early,” Tiara defended.

A short laugh escaped Ruby’s lips. She never had to worry about being too early with her older sister Opal driving her to school every day. If anything, they would both barely make it on time. Her sister was notorious for taking extra long in the bathroom, and with this morning being Opal’s first day as a senior, today was no exception.
A shrill from the school bell caused an eruption of students to flood out of the lobby and into the hallways. The girls picked up their things and absorbed into the masses.
“Look at us! We’re shuffled around here like cattle!” Casey shouted. 
“Speak for yourself,” Summer jabbed.
Hope softly pinched Ruby’s arm. “Look who it is!” she said pointing. 

Ruby turned to see Aubrey struggling through the lobby entrance doors. Casey put up her hand and waved as Aubrey came their way. 

“Well, it’s about time, girl,” Summer said, planting a hand on her hip. “What took you so long?”

Aubrey brushed at the strands of hair sweeping across her forehead. “Oh, I totally forgot my schoolbag this morning and we had to turn around and get it. Mom was not happy.”

Tiara let out a laugh. “You forgot your book bag on the first day of school?”

Aubrey sighed. “I know. What a way to start my first day, huh?” She shifted her schoolbag to her other shoulder.

“Yeah, well you’re here now, so let’s roll,” Casey said, cradling the soccer ball beneath her arm. “We need to get to homeroom.”

Summer whirled around sharply and glared at Casey. “And who are you? The hall monitor?” 

Casey scowled and stomped away from the group. 
Ruby rolled her eyes. Summer and Casey never got along. They were always picking fights with each other and never agreeing on anything. Their conflicting interests and personalities always got in the way. It was a love/hate relationship—they loved to hate each other, and Ruby would never understand it.
The girls chatted excitedly down the hall when Ruby saw her homeroom.  
“Hey, guys. I’ll catch ya later! This is my stop.” 
“Okay, Rubes, we’ll see ya at lunch! Besties!” Hope waved goodbye.

“See ya in fourth period!” Tiara shouted.

Ruby turned away and groaned.

______

Ruby’s homeroom was like a mad scientist lab and it was giving her the creeps. The students were seated at brown wooden lab tables that were so old, Ruby swore there were caveman markings on them. Out of each table spouted a metal fixture for water or gas—she really didn’t know. 

Along the walls of the science lab were rows of shelves displaying the most random and freakish things Ruby had ever seen. On the shelves sat clear glass jars containing colored water and “creatures”. One jar held a squid, one a starfish, and…oh-my-gosh, is that a baby shark? Ruby scrunched her nose in disgust and shifted her seat to face the rock and solar system display.

 The bright fluorescent lighting in the room was eye numbing. Ruby crossed her legs and began rocking her foot. She examined the large woman seated at the teacher’s desk in front of the room. She obviously was one of the older teachers—which explained the tables—and she fit the role with her glasses clinging to her nose and her rounded back looming her over the desk. Her hair was short and dry—most likely from over perming—and her face was expressionless. She just stared at the class like one of those old hound dogs that lie on the front porch and never move. 

Brrring! The homeroom bell rang. Ruby watched the teacher’s lips slowly begin to move.

“Okay, class,” the teacher began, not moving from the desk. “Welcome to homeroom. My name is Mrs. Barnes.”

“She’s as big as a barn!” 
Ruby turned to see two boys in the back of the room laughing. 

Mrs. Barnes slowly turned her attention to the roster. “Ah, yes…Mr. Myers and Mr. Lane. I see we’re repeating another year of eighth grade. What a pleasure it is to have you back,” the teacher said dryly.

 “Cell phones,” she continued, not changing tone, “are not permitted in any of the classrooms during school hours. If you have a cell phone with you today, I suggest you make sure it is turned off and kept in your locker. After today, any cell phones found or in use during school hours will be confiscated and replaced with a pink detention slip.” Mrs. Barnes held up a pink piece of paper and sighed loudly.
She picked up a clipboard from her desk and waved it at the student seated closest to her. “Pass the clipboard and write your full name on the seating chart.” Mrs. Barnes waved the clipboard again until the student finally understood and took it from the seated teacher. 
A loud, gurgly cough escaped the teacher as she shuffled papers on her desk. “Please listen carefully as I call your locker assignments.” 

More gurgly coughing. Ruby grimaced.

Ruby listened as Mrs. Barnes called out the locker assignments. She picked up her purse and pulled out her iPhone, turning it on silent. Suddenly, something hit the back of her head. It came from the two boys in the back of the room; they were throwing broken pieces of eraser. One boy winked and smiled. Ruby whirled around in her seat and ignored him, figuring he would run out of things to throw, eventually.

When Ruby’s locker number was called, she grabbed her things and bolted for the hallway, relieved to get away from the obnoxious older boys. The blue metal lockers were neatly arranged against the wall just outside her homeroom. She quickly found her locker and began to work the combination.
She loved organizing her locker; it was the one thrill of first days. Ruby was an organizing maniac. She loved file clips and storage bins, planners and folder binders. Yes, under the glam wardrobe and beauty, was a boring dork. At home she dressed like a thirty year old woman, watching HGtv and playing with her label maker. 

Ruby reached down and began pulling supplies out of her schoolbag when someone stood beside her. Ruby looked up. Oh no! 
“Wz’up?”

Ruby cringed. It was the boy who threw the eraser at her. He was leaning against the locker next to hers, his arms folded against his chest, and a huge grin pasted across his face. Ruby stood, her arms full of tablets and a binder.
“Looks like we’re going to be locker buddies,” he said smoothly.

Ruby’s forehead wrinkled. Was that supposed to be a pick-up line? She turned her attention back to the locker, not saying anything.

The boy’s friend walked up beside him and smacked him on the back. “Sweet, dude! You have your locker next to the cute chic!”

Ruby frowned.  

Her locker buddy leaned closer. “What’s your name?” 

“Ruby.” 
“Ruby? Like, the jewel?” 
“Nothing gets by you.” She reached down into her bag again. The boy was still staring. She tried to ignore him. He was cute, but definitely not swoon-worthy, and his flirtitude was obnoxious. She understood why he was repeating the eighth grade.

“I’m Mike and this is Jason,” he said, gesturing to his friend. 
She didn’t respond.

Mike winked at his friend and leaned down next to her. “You got a boyfriend?” he asked, boldly grinning at her.

Ruby stood and closed her locker door. Mike jumped to his feet and raised his eyebrows, obviously hoping for a no. 

A tight grin creased Ruby’s face. “If I did,” she said smartly, “it certainly wouldn’t be you.” Ruby flashed a fake smile and sharply walked away. 
Mike’s friend howled with laughter. “Bro, she ain’t messin’ around!”
