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CHAPTER 1

Sunday 30th November

Fat, soft flakes of snow swirled down towards the concourse below as Angel Green gazed out of the café window. Finally. It really was starting to feel like Christmas was around the corner, even if she had so much to cram in between now and the end of term. The town’s ice rink was being assembled in the open square, like it was every year, and Angel felt a buzz of anticipation as she watched the people in their high-visibility vests setting it up. Christmas songs had just begun to intersperse the terrible chart music being pumped out from the speakers in the café, and Angel wasn’t even annoyed by them. Not yet anyway! The whole thing was so mesmerising, she almost forgot the chemistry textbook open on the table in front of her, and her rapidly cooling hot chocolate.

‘Gorgeous,’ she whispered absently as she observed the scene, her breath clouding against the cool glass.

‘I know, right?’

Angel turned towards her best friend, Izzy Carter – but the brunette was scrunching her curls to reinvigorate their signature perky bounce, her keen blue eyes trained in an entirely different direction. Craning her head to see between the busy tables towards where Izzy was looking, Angel could make out a vaguely familiar figure in a black leather jacket. He had a tan scarf wound around his neck despite being indoors, but Angel had to admit she was impressed at how well it complemented his light-brown skin and perfectly styled dark quiff. Sanj Patel was gorgeous. But Angel frowned in confusion at Izzy’s preening. Sanj had only joined their school in the summer, but he’d almost instantly begun – and then ended – a passionate affair with Henry Reeves.

‘Err, I don’t think Sanj is—’ Angel began, but then her gaze settled on the true object of Izzy’s affection as her friend breathed: ‘Manny. Patel. Like, how is he even more delicious every time I see him?’

Ah. Sanj’s older brother, Manav. Equally gorgeous, two years older than them. Angel knew her friend’s hopes of attracting his attention were minimal at best, but in the spirit of impending Christmas good cheer, she didn’t want to burst her bubble. Izzy practically drooled watching Manny nonchalantly lick some whipped cream off his finger. He handed his brother the sports section of the Sunday newspaper they seemed to be sharing, and they both laughed about something. Angel sighed – sometimes she wished she had a sibling to hang out with like that. Then again, Izzy was practically a sister to her, even if a slightly delusional one.

‘Reel it in, Izz,’ she said with a laugh, and her friend finally turned back to their table. Angel smoothed over the page of the textbook she’d been studying and picked her highlighter pen back up.

‘You reel it in,’ Izzy retorted, reaching over to fish out a mini marshmallow from Angel’s drink. ‘The weekend is practically over. You can let go of the studying for one measly afternoon, Ange.’

‘You can hang out with Ola.’

‘No, I can’t. Ola’s busy rehearsing for some drama club end of term production and—’

‘Oi!’

Angel and Izzy both turned as Karl, the usually almost-too-relaxed owner of the Crafty Cuppa café, went over to the corner table to admonish the rowdy group of boys getting a bit overenthusiastic about the YouTube videos they were watching on someone’s phone.

‘Sorry, Karl. Sorry, mate,’ one of them said with a chuckle. His deep, irritatingly familiar voice caused Angel to roll her eyes. Caspar Johnson. One of the most popular boys in their school, and one of the most annoyingly arrogant. Ugh. Angel felt her festive mood starting to wane.

‘I have to study, Izzy,’ she said, turning back to her friend. ‘You know there’s no way I’m going to get into Dunstable Academy without that scholarship. And they’ve got the best—’

‘A-level science departments in the country, yeah, yeah, I know,’ Izzy finished, with an affectionate smile. ‘I also know that there’s no way you’re not going to be Doctor Angel Green within a few years, Dunstable Academy or no. Don’t put so much pressure on yourself! We’re sixteen. We’re meant to be having some fun!’

‘Fun is a myth to me until that scholarship exam on the twentieth,’ Angel replied, taking a mouthful of no-longer-hot chocolate with a grimace. She nudged her mobile phone as it rested on the table. The screen lit up with the familiar background image of Angel and her mother, Ruth, grinning with their cheeks pressed together. Identical glowing, deep-brown skin, sculpted lips and wide, dark eyes … Angel smiled back at the image – then noticed the time.

‘Hang on, it’s nearly five o’clock already?’ She started gathering up her textbooks and pens, shoving them into her backpack. ‘I said I’d meet Mum and help her carry the shopping home after her shift.’

Izzy nodded, pulling a thick, well-worn novel from her backpack. Beauty tutorial videos and books were her twin passions. Angel loved that her friend wasn’t easy to pin down. ‘I think I’m going to chill here for a bit,’ Izzy said, her eyes drifting back over to the Patel brothers’ table. ‘You know, enjoy the view …’

Angel laughed, pulling on her mustard-yellow coat and winding her fluffy green scarf around her neck. She swung her bag on to her shoulder and bent down to kiss Izzy’s cheek quickly. ‘If you say so. Be good!’

She made her way between the buzzing tables in the café and headed outside, aiming for the stairs down to the concourse. But as she hurried around the corner outside the Crafty Cuppa, she smacked headlong into a solid chest, and felt two strong hands grip her shoulders to steady her.

‘Thank—’ She cut herself off as she pushed her long box braids out of her eyes – eyes which travelled up to meet those of the stranger who’d prevented her collapse. They were hazel; crinkled in mirth at the corners, and set in a supposedly handsome face. ‘Oh.’ Not a stranger after all.

Caspar Johnson grinned his typical, irritating grin down at her. ‘You’re welcome,’ he said cockily, letting go of her to bend down and pick up his wallet from the ground, where it had fallen during their collision. He dusted it off pointedly. ‘Karl’s new cash-only policy means some pretty tedious trips to the cash point, right?’

Angel fought the urge to roll her eyes again. She wasn’t looking for an explanation as to what Caspar was up to, and she also wasn’t looking to chat. ‘Mmm,’ she said noncommittally, moving to edge past him. ‘I’m actually late to meet my mum, so—’

Caspar’s expression softened. ‘Oh, right, cool. Say hi to Ruth for me.’

Angel pursed her lips, but she had to admit it was sort of nice, if a bit weird, that Caspar still thought fondly of her mum. She and Caspar’s parents had spent lots of time together, back when they were little. Caspar’s dad, Oscar, had been really good friends with Angel’s father. Her shoulders sagged a bit, as memories she could have done without flooded her mind suddenly: being at Caspar’s as their families barbequed on a summer’s day, having water fights with Caspar, her mother laughing as she told them off half-heartedly.

She and Caspar had been really good friends once. Of course, that was a long time ago, before her dad had died and their families drifted apart, and long before they had got to secondary school, where Caspar had started to get ‘popular’ and act like she didn’t exist … Since then, the only time he’d paid her any attention was that one day she’d let him copy her history homework, because he seemed so desperate – and that had almost landed her in the only real trouble she’d ever been in at school. Angel shuddered, remembering how it was sheer luck that a fire drill had distracted Ms Evans from catching them. Caspar had made no attempt to apologise, and Angel had never really got over that. He knew how important school was for her.

Forget all of that, she told herself. It was years ago now, she’d moved on. Caspar certainly had. It was just annoying that he was permanently so smug. Caspar Johnson always got away with things, coasting through life, charming adults and their classmates alike to get out of trouble (or into it). And, of course, he was the object of affection for practically everyone with the potential to be interested at their school. Angel, on the other hand, felt like she had to fight for everything she got. She wasn’t a total no-hoper, but she wasn’t exactly the Kim K of her peers. Certainly not when it came to things like boys – or anyone else – checking her out …

‘That’s a pretty big backpack you’ve got there,’ she tuned back in to hear Caspar saying, folding his arms. ‘Might be throwing off your centre of balance, eh?’ He crinkled his eyes at her.

‘Some of us actually have to revise, Caspar, not just rely on how good we are at throwing ourselves around on a field or whatever.’

Caspar ran a hand over his soft brown afro now, and Angel was annoyed by the burst of familiarity at watching the curls spring back into place. He had used to do the same gesture when they were kids. She felt just a tiny bit bad at what she’d said, until he grinned smugly at her again.

‘AG, d’you know what you really need to learn to do? Relax.’

Angel began to wonder how many times you could roll your eyes before they fell out of their sockets. ‘Bye, Caspar.’ She made to move past him, and he did a silly left-right shuffle as though there was no predicting which way she’d go, before finally stepping aside.

‘See you at school,’ he called over his shoulder as he headed back into the café.

‘Yeah, right,’ she mumbled.

Angel hurried away towards the Bluebell Hospice, huddling against the cold evening air. Her mum’s work was only a five-minute walk away, but she was grateful by the time she stepped into the warmth of the hospice’s lobby. Seeing her mum talking to one of the other nurses behind the dilapidated reception desk in the lobby, Angel waved hello and then headed over to one of the orange plastic chairs in the waiting area, sighing as she sat down.

The staff had obviously started to do some Christmas decorating in anticipation of the start of December, but the tinsel looked a bit sparse and sad, especially as it hung in droops along the faded yellow walls. Angel had never really thought about how shabby the hospice was – it must be pretty depressing for the patients coming there, and for their families. Angel knew that people came to the hospice when they were really quite ill and needed special care. If she had time, she thought, she might volunteer to help spruce things up a bit there. But between school and her scholarship studies, Angel felt like she barely had a moment to think right now, let alone help anyone else …

‘Hiya, sweetheart,’ her mum said, heading towards Angel at last, with her coat on over her pale blue nurse’s uniform. ‘Ready?’

‘Yeah,’ Angel said, standing and hoisting her – admittedly rather heavy – backpack on to her shoulders again, while flipping her braids out of the way over her shoulder. Her mum reached over to hug her, chuckling.

‘I know you paid good money for those things, but you really ought to tie them back, darling,’ she said, gesturing to her daughter’s hair. ‘All this falling in front of your face can’t be very convenient.’

Angel smiled wryly, thinking how she’d had to save up to get her hair braided. OK, maybe they were a bit long and ‘impractical’ as her mum had been at pains to point out, but they looked really good. ‘I manage fine,’ she said, only half-truthfully.

They waved goodbye to the staff taking over for the night shift, and Angel looked at her mum as they made their way out of the squeaky sliding doors into the cold. Dark circles nestled under the older woman’s eyes, and her footsteps seemed a bit heavy. Working at the hospice was draining stuff, Angel knew.

‘Everything all right, Mum?’ she asked as they headed towards the supermarket through the light dusting of snow. Ruth pulled one hand out of her pocket and reached over to squeeze Angel’s briefly as they walked along.

‘Fine, Ange. Just quite a sad day, that’s all. One of our older patients might be quite near the end. It’s tough for the family, you know, especially getting so close to Christmas and all.’

Angel nodded, squeezing back. She knew her mum couldn’t really give too much detail about the patients at the hospice, or their families – they had to keep that kind of thing confidential. But she could only imagine how hard it must be on their loved ones.

‘Hey, I know what might lift the mood,’ Angel said, smiling over at her mum and stopping short outside the supermarket. ‘We can get some bits and pieces for the week, but why don’t we forget cooking tonight and get ourselves a Chinese takeaway? I’ve still got a bit of cash left over from the birthday card Grandma Joyce sent me.’ Her dad’s mum lived in Ghana, but she video called whenever she could, and was always generous with her gifts on special occasions. It was nice to have that connection to him. Angel tried to ignore the fact that this was the second time in half an hour she’d had a memory of her dad, but it was getting close to his birthday, which was always tough. She took a breath and looked at her mum, who seemed unsure.

‘I don’t want you to waste your money, sweetheart …’

But Angel’s mind was made up. She could already taste the Sichuan chicken. ‘I want to, Mum. You deserve it. And I definitely do. Come on, let’s whip round the shop, and I’ll ring Canton Kitchen when we’re on the way home.’

Her mum grinned. ‘I wouldn’t say no to a spring roll or two.’

‘Or three,’ Angel said, nudging her mum with her shoulder.

 


An hour or so later, Angel and her mum finally sat back from their little kitchen table with matching, satisfied sighs.

‘That was delicious. Thanks, darling. I feel much better!’ her mum said, standing to start clearing away the empty foil containers and their plates. She turned towards the sink, but as she did, Angel noticed her mum’s phone screen light up with a message, followed by a ping announcing its arrival. She didn’t mean to pry, but her brows knit together in curiosity as she saw an unfamiliar name above the notification – Victor? Angel was even more suspicious when her mum quickly turned back to the table and picked up her phone, smiling at the message as she opened it. She’d seen that look before – on Izzy’s love-struck face when she’d found the next object of her affection. Could her mum be dating someone?

Angel wasn’t quite sure how to feel about that. Since her father died it had just been the two of them. Her mum had pretty much never dated anyone before that Angel knew about, anyway, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to ask about it. She pulled a face at the thought of her mum fancying someone at all, and then hoped she hadn’t noticed. Maybe it might be a good thing for her mum to have something nice to look forward to. At least one of them might have some sort of a love life!

Ew. Angel wrinkled up her nose again, and quickly started clearing the rest of the table.

‘Right,’ Angel announced after she had finished, and her mum looked up from over the rim of her glasses, which she had put on to type out her reply on her phone, painfully slowly. ‘I’m going to do a bit more studying before bed. Night, Mum!’

‘Night, Ange,’ her mother replied distractedly, turning back to her phone. It felt like some kind of weird role reversal for her mum to be eagerly texting a boy – man – and Angel to be going off to bed! ‘Oh, darling?’

Angel paused at the bottom of the stairs, and looked back over. ‘Yeah?’

‘Thank you for dinner.’ She looked a bit sad again.

Angel took the couple of strides across their tiny living space to give her mum a kiss on the cheek. ‘No worries, Mum.’

‘Listen, I know things have been a bit tight lately, you know, money-wise.’ Angel felt her face go serious as her mum continued. ‘I want you to do well at this exam, because I know how much that school means to you. I really wish I could afford it without the scholarship, but—’

‘Mum, it’s fine—’

Ruth shook her head. ‘But,’ she said a bit louder, in her ‘overruled’ voice, ‘I know wherever you go, you’re going to be a superstar. Know why?’ She grinned suddenly at Angel. ‘Because you were raised by one!’

Angel laughed. ‘Night, Mum,’ she said again.

As she settled on to her bed with her lamp concentrated over the books spread out around her, Angel decided to reach over and open the curtains. She felt that warm, Christmassy feeling all over again as she saw more snowflakes tumbling down from the dark night sky. Maybe she did need to take some time out to …

Relax?

For some reason, she heard Caspar’s voice in her head, of all people. God, why was she thinking about what stupid Caspar Johnson said to her? Shaking her head, she took one last look at the swirling snow before turning back to her books.






CHAPTER 2

Monday 1st December

Angel’s eyes drifted open. Something wide and flat was pressing down on her face. She felt around with her hands until her fingers connected with the smooth cover of … a textbook. She’d fallen asleep studying! Peeling the pages from her cheek, Angel sat up and felt around desperately for her mobile phone to check the time.

‘Nooo!’ Twenty minutes until school started – and her school was a ten-minute walk away. Why hadn’t her mum woken her up? Then Angel remembered that she worked the early shift on Mondays, so she would have left for the hospice at six o’clock in the morning. Normally Angel would have set her alarm but obviously—

No time for regrets. She leapt out of her bed, whipping off the silk bonnet she slept in to keep her hair neat, and crammed the scattered books into her backpack in preparation for grabbing it the minute she was ready. Running to the bathroom, she showered and brushed her teeth at the same time, dried off so quickly that the friction could have started a campfire, slathered some lotion on – she wasn’t willing to be ashy, regardless of how late she was running – and threw on her school uniform, including the crinkled shirt she’d totally forgotten to iron the night before. Sparing ten seconds to look in the mirror, she smiled because at least her braids still looked great.

No time for vanity, though! Grabbing her coat, scarf and backpack, Angel legged it out of the house and broke the land-speed record for a teenage girl rushing along the high street, texting Izzy as she went to tell her she was running late so to head on to school without her. But even with her epic hustling, Angel had long missed the first bell. She saw Mrs Black tutting at the doors to the school and tapping her watch at the stragglers.

‘Not like you, Ms Green,’ the headteacher said – but then her eyes lifted towards someone behind Angel.

She heard rapid footsteps race up alongside her, and looked around to see … Of course. Caspar Johnson, tie loose and shirt barely tucked in, smiling as he looked between Angel and Mrs Black in a way that he clearly thought was charming.

‘Morning, Mrs Black!’ he said cheerfully. ‘Hey, Angel.’ Their headteacher pursed her lips.

‘Late as usual, Mr Johnson. And might I suggest getting fully dressed before arriving at—’

Caspar was nodding, but before their headteacher could finish, he interjected with, ‘I was so inspired by your assembly on Friday, by the way, Mrs B.’ He looked at the older woman earnestly. ‘So much food for thought about making sure we reduce congestion in the corridors. Inspirational, to be honest. You’ve just got that gift with words, you know?’

Mrs Black genuinely looked flattered, and almost seemed to forget about Angel being late, or there at all, as she and Caspar strode together into the school. ‘Why thank you, Mr Johnson. I try to keep you young people engaged, you know …’

Angel was midway through a classic eye-roll when she saw Caspar look over his shoulder from where he’d been nodding along to Mrs Black – and actually wink at her. God, he was arrogant! As he clutched the strap of his schoolbag, Angel noticed that his hands seemed to be covered in flecks of blue paint. Was that why he was late – because he’d been messing about with art stuff? In spite of herself, Angel found curiosity rising about what he might be making, but she quickly shook herself out of it.

‘Now, aren’t you two due at the school council meeting during first lesson?’ Mrs Black asked. She seemed to finally remember that Angel had been trailing sheepishly behind them. ‘We extend that privilege to council members because you are meant to be responsible,’ she said, looking over her thin glasses frames at Angel as she emphasised the last word. Why was she – Miss Punctuality, usually – being singled out over the shambles that was Caspar Johnson? Angel was certain he was only on the school council to begin with because of the perks – and because he always managed to charm the teachers.

Angel sighed. ‘Sorry, miss. Yes, I’m heading straight there.’

‘Me too,’ Caspar said, falling back a bit so that he could match strides with Angel now. As the headteacher turned away in the other direction towards her office, Caspar saluted her and then spun on his heel. ‘Let’s go, AG.’

‘Stop calling me that.’ Angel sighed once again, and followed as Caspar bustled in the direction of the classroom where they held the council meeting. She wondered if this Monday morning could possibly get any more Mondaaay Moooorning before the clock even struck 10 am.

‘After you,’ Caspar said, holding the door for Angel as they arrived. She glanced up at him, narrowing her eyes suspiciously at him seeming to be polite for once, but then headed inside.

‘Finally,’ came a high, piercing voice as the eight students assembled around a table in the centre of the room turned to look at Angel and Caspar arriving. Tilda Chase smoothed one hand over her sleek auburn ponytail, as though their lateness may have caused a hair to slip out of place. ‘Take a seat please, guys, we don’t have that long.’

Angel mumbled her apologies to the others and slipped into a seat next to Aiko Malcom, who smiled sympathetically. Caspar, of course, received an elaborate fist-bump of greeting from Josh Yorke, his best friend. They were seemingly oblivious to the steam beginning to gently leak from Tilda’s ears. Angel pulled out her notebook as Olivia Wilson, Tilda’s right-hand-woman, started handing out sheets of paper with ‘AGENDA’ printed boldly at the top. Given that there was only ‘charity fundraiser’ and a couple of other sentences written underneath it, Angel was pretty sure it was just so Tilda and Oliva felt official in their roles as chair and deputy chair of the council. Caspar caught her eye as she glanced up from the sheet of paper, and smiled like he could read her thoughts. She ignored him, and he picked up a pencil and began sketching an intricate design on the blank expanse of his own copy.

‘Can we get started at last?’ Tilda said now. ‘As you should all know, today we are due to select our charity of choice for this year’s Christmas fundraiser. Angel? Caspar?’

Angel startled, glancing over at Caspar again and then back over to Tilda. ‘Uh, sorry?’

‘You two were meant to be coming up with suggestions, as the charity sub-committee. Remember?’

Angel definitely didn’t remember. It must have been buried in the minutes that Olivia sent round after the last meeting – she already had her laptop out now and was typing furiously. She liked to record every word, facial expression and sneeze that happened during the council meetings. Angel realised she must have been too distracted when the council last met. That was the day she’d found out she’d been invited to sit the scholarship exam for Dunstable Academy.

‘Err …’ Angel began, looking to Caspar for help, but he just shrugged. Great.

‘Pigs!’ Everyone turned to look at Adam Clarke, who was nodding enthusiastically. ‘We should raise money for pigs! They get a bad rap, but really, they’re just as clever as dogs. In fact, like my dad always says, cats look down at you, dogs look up to you … But pigs? Pigs look you right in the eye.’ He pointed his index and pinkie fingers emphatically between his wide blue eyes and Tilda’s horrified gaze.

‘We are not “doing pigs”,’ Tilda grated out, and then sniffed. ‘Besides, we supported a donkey sanctuary last year. Seriously, guys, we need to think of something. Angel?’

Angel’s mind suddenly crystallised on the memory of the shabby walls and decorations at the hospice last night, and her mum’s tired face. ‘Wait, what about Bluebell Hospice?’ she said enthusiastically. Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw Josh glance towards Caspar, who was now concentrating on his sketch with a degree of focus she’d never seen him put into anything. Probably trying to shirk his responsibility to this supposed sub-committee. Angel turned back to the rest of the council. ‘They could really do with the money, and I know for a fact that they do some amazing work.’

‘Let’s put that to a vote, then,’ Tilda said, nodding to Olivia, who spent several moments smoothing her blonde hair back behind her ears and pushing her glasses up her nose. Then she stood up and declared: ‘I hereby open a vote on our charity of choice for Christmas this year.’ She paused and bent down to type out what she’d said on her laptop. ‘Those in favour of the Bluebell Hospice, raise your hand!’ More typing.

Angel raised her hand, and most of the others followed suit, bar Adam, who still seemed put out on behalf of the pigs. Angel noticed Josh glance at Caspar again before raising his hand, and Caspar looked over at Angel, his face surprisingly serious, before at last he put his hand in the air too.

‘The majority has it,’ Olivia practically shouted, then sat down and began recording the event furiously on her computer.

‘Great,’ Tilda said. ‘Angel and Caspar, hopefully you two will remember to actually come up with some ideas for what we’re going to do for the fundraiser itself? Now, let’s move on. Actually, I forgot to put something else on the agenda.’ Olivia’s eyes widened in shock, and Angel had to stifle a giggle. ‘The school disco. We’ve been asked to come up with the theme this year!’

The group began to chatter excitedly, but Angel suddenly found herself watching Caspar – who was watching her back. She couldn’t quite read the expression on his face. But one thing Angel did know was that working with Caspar to come up with fundraising ideas sounded even less fun than helping her elderly neighbour Miss Rosamund clean out her cat’s litter tray.

 


As the bell rang for the next lesson, Angel heard a screech from behind her in the corridor that almost dislodged the only filling she had in her teeth.

‘Aaangellll!’

She turned to see Izzy barrelling towards her, curls springing up and down spectacularly. Her best friend caught up with her breathlessly and then spun Angel around, urgently gripping her shoulders.

‘Did. You see. My texts?’ Izzy gasped. ‘I could only message you this morning because Mary decided I shouldn’t have been out so late the night before school. Said I should “decouple from my screen” for the evening and “dedicate more time to my studies”. Ugh! Can you believe?’

Angel shook her head, tutting in sympathy at Izzy’s struggles with her dad’s new wife (Izzy deemed the word ‘stepmother’ to have too much ‘mother’ in it).

‘But anyway? Did you?’ Izzy continued.

Angel rummaged quickly in the pocket of her backpack. ‘Sorry, Izz, I woke up late like I said, and then I had to go straight into the council meeting. Can you believe I have to work with Caspar the-Only-Friendly-If-He-Thinks-You’re-Cool, If-Only-He-Were-a-Ghost Johnson to come up with ways to raise money for the charity this year? At least we’ve agreed that it’s going to be the Bluebell, because they could really use—’

‘Angel. Focus.’

Angel nodded, looking down at her phone to scroll through Izzy’s messages. She saw the escalating giddiness of her friend recounting what had happened after Angel left the café yesterday evening. It amounted to: Izzy had gone up to the counter to order another mocha, but tripped over on her way back to her table, spilling her drink all over herself, and her change everywhere. And … Manny Patel had picked up a fifty pence piece and handed it back to her.

‘Err … wow.’

‘Right? And he was like: “There you go.” No, wait. It was more like,’ Izzy paused, lowering her voice and quirking one eyebrow, ‘“There you go.”’ Angel wasn’t sure of the difference, but she smiled at her friend encouragingly. ‘Ange! It was completely worth the minor burns and ruining my favourite T-shirt.’

Angel couldn’t help chuckling, but she was beginning to find herself swept up in Izzy’s enthusiasm. And she didn’t have the heart to suggest Manny might have just been being polite.

‘We’re meant to be,’ her friend concluded with a nod, as though it was a done deal.

‘That may be so, hon, but I’ve already been late once this morning. We’d better get to chemistry before Mr Howe starts pouring things into test tubes.’ Angel linked arms with Izzy, partly so that she could spirit her friend down the corridor more quickly.

‘Chemistry …’ Izzy sighed dreamily. ‘How appropriate!’

Angel wished she could feel the same way – but for now, she’d have to settle for the subject being strictly academic.






CHAPTER 3

By the time the bell went for lunch, Angel was equal parts relieved and hungry. It had been hard work trying to concentrate on their Bunsen burners and complete their assigned chemistry experiment when she could feel Izzy bursting at the seams to talk more about Manny Patel. Grateful that their class was on first sitting for the canteen, Angel and Izzy headed to their favourite corner table after picking up their food, ready to dissect every syllable of Izzy’s interaction with Manny with their other close friend, Ola. Today, Ola’s tightly coiled hair had been braided into an elaborate crown on top of her head – her mum was from Nigeria, and amazing at creating different styles. Ola’s dad was Polish, and she loved giving a dramatic retelling of how her parents had found their daughter a name that was used, amazingly, in both their cultures. Ola viewed the story as painfully, utterly romantic, but then being theatrical was her thing. She had aspirations to be an actor.

The friends’ lunchtime gossip session was interrupted by a couple of loud claps from Ms Gonzales, who was standing over by the dessert station where she clearly knew she’d most easily focus the students’ attention. It was sticky toffee pudding day, after all.

‘Guys, quiet down for a moment, please,’ she called. ‘As you know, it’s that time of year again – those of you who’ve opted into our Secret Santa scheme this year, get ready to spread some clandestine joy!’

Angel, Izzy and Ola glanced at one another with broad smiles. Pretty much everyone loved Secret Santa. It was a really big deal at their school – people gave each other little gifts through the whole month of December. Angel heard the boys on Caspar’s table whoop and rub their hands together with glee, eyeing some of the nearby girls. Her heart sank a little – she’d almost forgotten about the fact that Secret Santa also seemed to be an opportunity for matchmaking for a lot of her fellow students. As far as she was concerned, there was no point trying to trade names with people. It defeated the whole point! And that, Angel Green, is why studying for scholarships occupies more of your time than the vague possibility of some kind of love life … she told herself.

Still, people crowded in to pick out names from Ms Gonzales’ Santa sack, and Angel couldn’t help but get swept up in the excitement of seeing whose name she’d pull out as she edged closer and stuck her hand in…

Josh Yorke.


Hmm. Angel had known Josh almost as long as she’d known Caspar, but since the boys got popular when everyone started secondary school, she hadn’t really hung around with them much at all. Now, not only did she have to brainstorm fundraising ideas with Caspar, but she had to think of Secret Santa gifts to give to his best mate in the lead up to Christmas, too! Great.

‘Who’d you get?’ Izzy asked Angel as they all returned to their tables. Angel showed her friend the slip of paper with a shrug as Izzy unfurled her own.

‘Wait. This could defo be a sign,’ she said, turning the piece of paper around to show Angel and Ola the name on it – Sanj Patel. ‘It’s like the universe is saying Sanj is going to be my brother-in-law, right? I’ll have to think of some good gifts for him, and then maybe …’

Angel tuned out again, feeling only a little bit guilty, as she watched some of her fellow students in the canteen begin to trade names in a pretty obvious manner. There was a flurry of activity at the table next to Caspar’s as girls loudly whispered his name, clearly vying for the opportunity to get him secret – or not so secret – gifts. Angel felt another eye-roll coming on.

 


Angel was genuinely surprised to find that she didn’t have to wait long for her first Secret Santa gift. Izzy and Ola had headed to the girls’ loos in a time-honoured twosome to touch up their mascara – as subtly as they could get away with before Mrs Black told them off – but Angel headed to her locker. As she grabbed her stuff for afternoon lessons, she saw something wrapped in shiny paper, about the size of an A4 notebook, nestled at the bottom. After checking inside her bag for
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