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Chapter 1
I’ll never forgive myself

As i arrived at the school gate I saw Yasmin waiting for me over by the main door. No way was I going to speak to her ever again. I wouldn’t even look at her. I wouldn’t look at her one more time in my entire life, even if we lived in the same street. And if she dared to speak to me today, I’d spit in her eye. I’d spit in both her eyes.

I pretended not to see her, went through the gate and off across the yard, away from the doorway. Through the crowd I saw Hannah picking her nose in her usual charming dreamy way. Right! I’d go and talk to her instead. When I was halfway there, I saw something out of the corner of my eye. Yasmin hurtling towards me.

‘Ruby!’ she shouted. ‘Ruuuubeeeee!’ I ignored her. ‘RUUUUUBBBEEE!’ she yelled. My eardrums almost shattered. I carried on walking towards Hannah, who was still picking her nose. If we ever have an Olympic nose-picking team, Hannah will be captain.

At this point somebody grabbed me. Yasmin. She threw her arms around me and hugged me, so, of course, I had to stop walking. I was still ignoring her, though. I just sort of grimly stared ahead. She grabbed my hand.

‘Ruby!’ pleaded Yasmin. ‘Speak to me! Don’t blank me like this! I’m soooo sorry! I was soooo wrong to say monkeys were stupid! I’ll never forgive myself! I’ve got a present for you! Look! It’s all wrapped up in green shiny paper!’

Something flashed and sparkled in the corner of my left eye. I wasn’t going to look, though. I just went on staring in the other direction, at Hannah. (She still hadn’t seen us, amazingly. She was totally unaware of our life-or-death struggle. She had started on the other nostril.)

‘Ruby!’ Yasmin’s voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. ‘You’ve got to be friends with me again. You’ve got to. I’ve had the weekend from hell. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t eat. You turned off your mobile. You told your mum to say you were out when I rang your landline. I’ve been punished enough!’
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I went on staring into the distance. I hoped I was looking pale and grand. No way was I ever going to speak to Yasmin again – ever.

‘My mum’s made some of her grated cheese sandwiches,’ Yasmin went on, whispering desperately now. ‘You can have some.’

I hesitated. When I said I would never speak to Yasmin again, I had forgotten about the sandwiches. Her mum makes these absolutely incredible, amazing, heavenly sandwiches. She grates the cheese into tangy little piles and the bread is just wonderfully soft with crusty edges.

‘How many?’ I asked sternly.

‘All! You can have them all!’ shrieked Yasmin, mad with joy that I’d actually spoken to her. ‘Please say you forgive me. Please be friends again. I didn’t mean it when I said your monkeys were stupid.’

‘Why did you say it, then?’ I turned to her for the first time and looked into her eyes. I hoped my eyes were glittering and cruel. But it was quite hard to keep up the cruel act when I saw that Yasmin had actually been crying. Her big black curly eyelashes were all wet, and there were wet streaks on her face.

‘Why did you say monkeys were stupid?’

‘I had a headache,’ said Yasmin lamely. ‘I felt bad.’

‘When you attack monkeys,’ I said solemnly, ‘you attack me. OK?’ I didn’t want to drag this out too much, though. I was wondering how many sandwiches her mum had made, and whether we had time for one before the bell went for registration.

‘I know, I know – I’ll never say anything rude or horrid about monkeys ever again,’ said Yasmin. ‘Or any animals. Except possibly spiders. Here’s your present. Are we friends again?’
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She pushed the green shiny little parcel into my hands. I tried not to look interested. I tried to open it looking as if I just didn’t care if I had a present or not. Inside was a small white box. I opened the box, and inside was a brooch – a brooch of a monkey! He had red eyes.

‘He’s got ruby eyes,’ said Yasmin. ‘Well, not real rubies. I don’t think so anyway. But it’s to show he’s Ruby’s. We got him at a car boot sale on Sunday. I used up two weeks’ pocket money on him.’

I couldn’t help smiling when I looked at him. He had a cheeky grin and his ruby eyes flashed in the winter sunshine. I unfastened my coat and pinned him on my jumper.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘He’s very nice.’ But I still tried to say it in a sort of grand voice, as if I was somebody important.

‘Are we friends again, then?’ asked Yasmin.

‘OK,’ I said, shrugging.

‘Best friends?’ said Yasmin. I nodded. She grabbed my hand. ‘Oh thank God!’ she whispered with a massive sigh. ‘I promise I’ll never say anything out of order, ever again.’

Just as I was about to make a polite enquiry about the cheese sandwiches, the bell rang. Typical!

‘At break,’ whispered Yasmin, as we walked into school, ‘we’ll go down on the field and have the sandwiches. OK?’

‘I thought you said I could have all the sandwiches?’

‘Oh, come on, Ruby!’ Yasmin giggled. ‘If you eat all the sandwiches, you’ll get a tummy ache. Maybe even be sick! You can have more than me, though. And I’ll tell you all about Holly’s new boyfriend.’

‘Holly’s got a boyfriend?’ This was terrible news. Holly’s a gorgeous, glamorous teenage Goth and I was lining her up as girlfriend for my big brother, Joe. Especially now he’d split up from the tiresome Tiffany.

‘I’ll tell you all about it at break,’ said Yasmin.

I was looking forward to break. Mainly the sandwiches, of course. But also the information. If Holly had a boyfriend I had to hatch a plot to split them up without Holly minding at all. Maybe I could make her boyfriend smell completely repulsive somehow. Perhaps I could make a kind of witches’ brew of horrid-smelling stuff and squirt a bit on his jacket without him noticing.

I was so much looking forward to break. And I was glad Yasmin and I were friends again, to be honest. She’d cried, she’d apologised, she’d promised never to diss monkeys again, she’d bought me a present, she’d promised me most of her cheese sandwiches and she had all the gossip. As a candidate for best friend, I had to admit, right now she held all the aces.

We sat together at the back of the classroom. It was five-star accommodation. There was a radiator right next to us, and a spare chair for our bags. We settled down cosily and Yasmin reached under the table and during registration she squeezed my hand so hard, she almost broke several bones in my fingers. I grinned at her. The good old team was back together again. But then something unusual happened.

The door opened and the head teacher, Mrs Wakefield, walked in, together with a really weird-looking girl. She was pale and a bit spotty with dark circles under her eyes. She had wild silly hair and a big bottom and she kind of waddled.

‘This is Lauren Potter,’ said Mrs Wakefield. ‘She’s new to Ashcroft Primary and I know you’re all going to make her very welcome indeed.’

Lauren blushed and looked at the floor. ‘What a nerd!’ whispered Yasmin. Our class teacher, Mrs Jenkins, shook hands with Lauren. Lauren shook hands kind of badly, as if she couldn’t quite remember what hands were for.

‘Welcome to Y10 Ashcroft, Lauren!’ said Mrs Jenkins, smiling broadly and pretending, for a moment, not to be a werewolf. ‘You’re going to love it here. We’re all mad, of course. Now, where will you sit? Ah yes, there’s a chair at the back with Yasmin and Ruby.’

Disaster! Mrs J had dumped the nerd on us! Lauren made her way awkwardly towards us, tripping over people’s bags and getting caught up in her own hair.
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‘Hannah, stop picking your nose!’ said Mrs Jenkins. ‘Now, Yasmin and Ruby, I know I can count on you to make Lauren feel at home. Yasmin and Ruby will look after you today, Lauren, but if there are any problems they can’t sort out for you, you only have to ask me.’

Lauren finally arrived in our corner. Yasmin took our bags off the spare chair. Lauren tried to smile at us both at once and went sort of cross-eyed. She sat down. Close up, she had strange zombie eyes. Her coat smelt new. This was a total nightmare.

Oh no, I thought in despair. Yasmin’s going to have to offer her one of my cheese sandwiches!
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