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        “My Boyfriend Wouldn’t Do That!”

        “I felt Jason’s hands,” Emma continued in a shaky voice. “And then he—he
            pushed me down the stairs!”

        “No!” Sydney rose from the bed. “That’s crazy!”

        “Is it?” Emma sat up straighten “Let me ask you something, Sydney. Did you
            tell Jason about the money we found?”

        “Emma—what does that have to do with anything?” Sydney cried.

        “Just answer,” Emma demanded. “Did you tell him about the bag of
            money?”

        Sydney’s face flushed with guilt. “Yes! Okay, I told him! I told him
            everything. I’m sorry. I know I promised not to. But Emma, you’re wrong about him
            pushing you down the stairs. He wouldn’t do something like that! Why would he?”

        “Are you kidding?” Emma asked sarcastically. “For the money!”

    
        Chapter 1

        Sydney Shue tossed the metal scoop back into the
            popcorn maker and hurried to the other end of the concession counter. “Did you notice
            who Cathy Harper just walked into the movies with?” she whispered to her best friend,
            Emma Naylor. “Marty Griffin!”

        “You’re kidding!” Emma stopped wiping the glass-topped counter and stared
            in surprise. “I thought they broke up!”

        “They did,” Sydney replied. “But I just saw them laughing and holding
            hands and everything. They’re obviously back together.”

        “That’s their fourth breakup and make-up this year,” Emma remarked. She
            began wiping the counter again. “Let’s see—this is April, right? They’ll probably break
            up and get back together at least two more times before school’s out.
            They’re definitely going to set a record.”

        Sydney snickered and began to refill a napkin dispenser. The best part
            about her job at the Cineplex in the Division Street Mall was that Emma worked there,
            too. The two of them had been best friends since sixth grade, but they hadn’t been
            hanging out together much lately.

        Probably because I’ve been seeing so much of Jason, Sydney thought.

        Jason Phillips, Sydney’s new boyfriend, was not one of Emma’s favorite
            people.

        Emma hadn’t come right out and said anything, but Sydney could tell. Her
            friend’s blue eyes would practically ice over whenever Jason was around.

        Emma just needs a chance to get to know Jason better, Sydney thought. She
            pushed a strand of dark, curly hair off her forehead.

        “Jason’s coming to my house later to study for Wednesday’s history test.
            Why don’t you come, too?” she suggested. “We could pick up a pizza.”

        Emma shook her head. “I’d better not. I want to talk to the manager when
            he comes in later. See if I can get an extra shift here.”

        Sydney stared at her. “More work? Emma, you already work three evenings a
            week, plus weekends!”

        “Believe me, I know how much I work,” Emma said, rolling her eyes. She
            sighed. “But I have to do something to earn more money. Things are getting really
                bad.”

        “What do you mean?”

        “It’s my mom,” Emma explained, tucking her long blond hair behind her
            ears. “She hurt her knee when she was younger, and it never really healed right. The
            doctor says she really needs an operation.”

        Sydney frowned in sympathy. Emma’s mother worked as a waitress in the
            Shadyside Diner. She was on her feet from four to midnight six days a week.

        “You mean the diner won’t pay her for the time she’s out for the
            operation?” she asked. “Is that why you need extra money?”

        Emma snorted. “The diner won’t pay her while she’s out. And they’re going
            to fire her if she doesn’t get her knee fixed soon. They say the customers are starting
            to complain because she’s so slow.”

        “That’s rotten!” Sydney declared.

        “Tell me about it.” Emma sighed again. “Plus, we don’t have any insurance,
            so we have to pay for the operation ourselves. And we can’t unless I find a way to make
            more money!”

        Before Sydney could reply, a man with four little kids rushed up to the
            counter. As she and Emma scooped popcorn into tubs and filled soda cups, Sydney kept
            glancing over at her friend.

        Emma looks so worried, she thought. So desperate. And no wonder!

        Imagine if my own mother needed an operation and couldn’t pay for it.

        Sydney shook her head. She couldn’t imagine it. Not really.

        Even though she and Emma were best friends, they were very different. Emma
            was short and blond. Sydney was tall, with dark-brown hair and eyes.

        Sydney was a bundle of nerves, while Emma usually stayed calm and cool
            about things.

        But they also came from totally different worlds.

        Sydney’s parents had been happily married for twenty years. Emma’s parents
            were divorced, and almost never saw each other.

        Emma lived in a tiny, run-down house in the Old Village. Sydney’s
            sprawling mansion sat on five acres of land in North Hills, where everybody had plenty
            of money.

        Emma works because she has to, Sydney thought. I work because Mom and Dad
            don’t want me to be spoiled. They want me to learn responsibility.

        Not that Sydney minded. She thought it was a good idea. And she liked her
            job. But she knew she could walk away from it without worrying about how to pay for food
            or clothes. Or operations.

        A loud shriek interrupted Sydney’s thoughts.

        One of the little kids she’d just served had tripped and dropped his giant
            tub of popcorn. Now he was standing in front of the ticket taker, crying and complaining
            and blocking everybody’s way.

        Grabbing the broom and dustpan, Sydney sped out from behind the counter
            while Emma served the customers waiting in line. By the time Sydney
            finished cleaning up the mountain of popcorn, the concession line was three people deep.
            She and Emma barely had a chance to breathe until their counter shift was over.

        Finally, at five o’clock, they were free. Well, almost free. First they
            had to empty the trash barrels.

        Struggling with three bulging plastic bags, Sydney followed Emma out a
            side exit to an alley behind the mall.

        “This alley gives me the creeps,” Sydney declared with a shudder. They
            walked toward the big metal garbage bins. “It’s always so dark.”

        “Yeah, and the Dumpsters stink,” Emma complained. She heaved her trash
            bags into one of them.

        Sydney swung her arms and tossed her bags up toward the top of the bin.
            Two of them fell in. The third one caught on the edge.

        As Sydney reached up to push it over, her silver charm bracelet snagged on
            the bin’s sharp corner. She tugged gently. But not gently enough.

        The clasp broke. The bracelet began to slide off her wrist. Sydney made a
            frantic grab for it.

        Missed.

        The bracelet skittered over the edge of the bin and dropped inside.

        Gasping, Sydney stuck her hand over the top of the bin and reached down.
            All she felt was the smooth plastic of the trash bags.

        “What are you doing?” Emma demanded.

        “My charm bracelet fell in!” Sydney cried.

        ‘Oh, no! The sterling silver one?” Emma asked.

        Sydney nodded. “It’s been in our family forever. My grandmother gave it to
            me.”

        She glanced around the shadowy alley and spotted a stack of cinder blocks
            against the back wall. “Help me carry some of those over here, would you?”

        Emma wrinkled her nose. “You’re not going to dig through the garbage, are
            you?”

        “I have to,” Sydney told her. “I absolutely have to get that bracelet
            back! It’s my favorite thing in the world!”

        With Emma’s help, Sydney stacked two of the rough cinder blocks next to
            the rusting Dumpster. Then she climbed up to peer inside.

        “See it?” Emma asked.

        Sydney shook her head. “It probably slid under the bags we just threw in.”
            She grabbed one of the bags and carefully moved it aside. Underneath it lay another bag,
            split open and spilling out a mound of ripe, smelly garbage.

        “Gross.” Sydney held her breath and reached for a corner of the second
            bag.

        The bag rustled and shifted.

        And then it suddenly was heaved into the air as if it had been punched
            from below.

        “Something’s in here!” Sydney screamed. “Something alive!”

    
        Chapter 2

        Sydney snatched her hand away and screamed
            again.

        Two eyes glared up at her from behind a wad of crumpled napkins.

        Two angry eyes in a face of mud-brown fur, long whiskers, and sharp,
            gleaming teeth.

        “A rat!” she cried. “Oh, gross, Emma! It’s a rat!”

        “Get away—quick!” Emma exclaimed.

        Before Sydney could move, the rat jumped up, its claws scrabbling on the
            metal lip of the Dumpster. It uttered a catlike hiss and snapped its jaws.

        Sydney gasped and stumbled off the cement blocks.

        With another hiss, the rat leaped down from the bin. Emma gasped and
            backed into Sydney.

        The rat paused for a moment and stared at the two girls as if trying to
            decide whether to attack them. Then it turned away and scurried down the alley, its
            hairless tail dragging behind it.

        Emma let her breath out. “Ohhh. I feel sick. I really do. That thing was
            huge!”

        “Yeah. Let’s hope none of its friends are down in the bin,” Sydney
            replied. With a shudder, she started to climb back up on the blocks.

        Emma’s eyes widened. “Sydney! You’re not going to keep looking in there,
            are you?”

        “I have to,” Sydney declared. “I really have to find that bracelet, Emma.”
            She gave her friend a pleading look. “I’ll find it a lot faster if you help.”

        Emma groaned. But with Sydney’s help, she dragged some more blocks over to
            the bin. Then they both climbed up and peered inside.

        Covering her nose and mouth with one hand, Sydney reached down and shoved
            some garbage away. Beneath it was more garbage—orange peels, rotting hot dog buns,
            grease-soaked papers.

        “I wish we had gloves,” she muttered. She lifted some papers between two
            fingers and tossed them aside. “When I get home, I’m going to wash my hands for an
            hour!”

        “I wish we had oxygen masks,” Emma grumbled. She sighed and tossed a
            garbage bag from one side of the bin to the other. “The manager is probably here now,
            Syd. I have to talk to him, remember?”

        “I know. But he’ll be here for a while,” Sydney assured her. “This won’t
            take that long. I mean, Iknow the bracelet’s here somewhere.
            I saw it fall in.”

        Emma picked up a popcorn tub, peered into it, then tossed it away. “Let’s
            just hope it didn’t fall all the way to the bottom. I want to help you, Syd. But …
                no way am I climbing into this thing.”

        Using a stick she’d found in the bin, Sydney flipped over a mound of
            trash.

        “Emma!” she cried, pointing. “I see it!”

        “Grab it quick, Syd—and let’s get out of here,” Emma groaned.

        Glinting in the dim light, the antique silver charm bracelet lay on top of
            a tan duffel bag. Sydney bent over the edge of the bin and stretched her fingers down.
            She caught one end of the bracelet and pulled.

        The bracelet started to slither free, then caught on something.

        “It’s stuck,” Sydney announced. “Stuck on some kind of bag.” She grabbed a
            handle and hauled the greasy duffel bag up and over the side of the bin.

        With a sigh of relief, Sydney hopped down and sat on the cement blocks.
            She set the bag on her lap and carefully untwisted her bracelet. As she did, the bag
            toppled to the ground.

        Sydney glanced at it, then down at the bracelet.

        Something caught her eye.

        Poking from the bag’s partly opened zipper was the corner of a bill.

        “Is that what I think it is?” Sydney asked. “It looks like a fifty-dollar
                bill.”

        “Huh?” Emma grabbed the bag and yanked the zipper all the way open.

        “Is it?” Sydney asked, busy with the clasp on her bracelet.

        Emma remained silent.

        Sydney clasped the bracelet around her wrist and glanced at her friend.
            “Well? Is it a fifty-dollar bill?”

        Emma raised her eyes from the bag. “You’re not going to believe this,” she
            whispered. She pulled the bag open wide. “Look!”

        Sydney peered into the bag. “Whoa!”

        Stacks and stacks of bills. Wrapped in rubber bands.

        Fifty-dollar bills.

        “I don’t believe it!” Emma cried excitedly. She picked up one of the
            stacks and riffled it like a deck of cards. “They’re all fifties!”

        Emma grabbed another stack and riffled through it. So did Sydney. In
            minutes, stacks of fifty-dollar bills were spread out at their feet.

        “Wow. I mean, wow! It’s at least a hundred thousand dollars!”
            Emma whispered.

        “Unreal.” Sydney stared at it, then at Emma. “Whose is it, do you think?
            What’s it doing in the Dumpster?”

        Emma slowly shook her head. “A hundred thousand dollars,” she murmured
            again, not taking her eyes off the money. “A hundred thousand dollars!”

    
        Chapter 3

        Sydney frowned at the stacks of money. “This is
            really weird, to say the least. What do you think it was doing in the Dumpster?” she
            repeated.

        “Who cares?” Emma glanced around the alley. Then she quickly began to
            stuff the stacks of fifties back into the bag. “We’d better hide it before anybody sees
            us with it.”

        “You’re right,” Sydney agreed. “Do you think it’s from a bank robbery or
            something?”

        Emma shrugged.

        “Maybe the police will know.” Sydney closed the zipper and laughed. “I
            can’t wait to see the expression on their faces when we hand it to them.”

        “Are you serious?” Emma asked. “You really want to hand all this money
            over to the police?”

        “Sure. I mean, what else can we do?”

        Emma leaned close, her blue eyes blazing with excitement. “Keep it!” she
            whispered.

        Sydney stared at her friend. “You’re kidding, right?” She waited for Emma
            to laugh, to tell her she was joking. But Emma didn’t even crack a smile.
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