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Chapter One
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SPICED TEA DIDN’T SOLVE everything, but it was comforting on my walk to college. As I made my way through the streets, I glanced at the shop windows for any job vacancies. Some had small, colourful posters offering temporary positions over the Christmas period – which was a start, as it meant I would get a good reference and would provide my family with at least some money. It wouldn’t be much, but we couldn’t live off Dad’s savings forever. 

Maybe having a Christmas job would be fun – so long as it didn’t involve dealing with customers. I still wasn’t great at talking to people I didn’t know.

It was so hard not to stop and look at all the decorations around town. They were so beautiful: golden angels set on the side of lampposts with stars at the top, silver streams weaving from one side of the street to the other, fairy lights of different colours in the shop windows. They’d be even more magical when daylight faded – especially since some of them were enhanced with actual magic.

Just thinking about that took my mind off things, just for a few minutes.

I had to speed up while trying not to slip on the wet concrete. It had rained last night, enough to leave a sleek sheen on the ground. My reusable cup was warm in my hands, and I gratefully gulped down some more tea; the hot liquid warmed my throat and stomach.

Luckily, I didn’t live far from the college. As Topaz Coast Sixth Form came in sight, I finished the tea and stuffed the cup inside my bag. At least I’d have studies to think about here and not our home situation.

I squeezed my way through the laughing, talking crowd inside the main building. Most were talking about what they’d done over the weekend; I heard one girl talking about a skiing trip her family was going to take over the Christmas holiday. Gripping my bag tightly, I tried not to bump into anyone and keep my head down.

We’d been able to afford...well, not a skiing trip, but at least a few days away over Christmas. Now things were very different.

Being sad about it wouldn’t do any good. It was what it was, and the least I could do was find a job somewhere so that...

A figure was stalking through the crowd in the opposite direction from me. The kids drew back ever so slightly, allowing him to pass.

I stood still, frozen, as Craig Thorne walked right towards me. His brown leather jacket was just visible under his thick black coat, and his expression was just as dark as the coat.

My feet wouldn’t move; I wanted to step aside, but I couldn’t make myself.

As he neared, I braced myself for a harsh word or a shove. Nothing happened. He stepped around me as if I wasn’t even there and kept walking.

“Has he been sent to the Head’s office again?” someone asked nearby.

“Don’t know. You know he got kicked off the football team last year, right?”

“Well, yeah!” The girl leaned closer, black hair gleaming in the light. “I’m surprised that’s all they did, considering how he and that witch treated his stepsister.”

Her friend glanced around anxiously, as if scared Craig would reappear at any second. “You mean his mum?”

“Who else could I mean?”

Someone cleared their throat behind me. “Are you done standing there?”

I blushed. “Sorry.”

The form room was almost full. I sidled around the edge until I found my friend Amanda, who sat close to the back. Her left elbow rested on the desk and her right hand played restlessly with her brunette hair.

“Hey,” she said as I sat next to her.

“Hi. Good weekend?”

Immediately, I cringed. That sounded lame, even for me. Almost everything that came out of my mouth at sixth form felt forced or lame.

She pressed her lips together and didn’t meet my eyes. “Brendan broke up with Fay.”

“What? You’re joking.”

Amanda laughed bitterly, shaking her head. “I really wish I was. It happened on Friday, after college was over. The news will probably be all over campus by lunchtime.”

It didn’t seem possible. Brendan Reyes and Fay Sullivan were practically royalty at sixth form. Fay certainly walked like a princess every time they were seen side by side.

“How is she?” I asked.

“She’s...not great.”

Our form tutor, Mr. Harris, walked into the room at that moment.

“I’ll meet you at lunch. We’ll talk then,” Amanda whispered, then put on an apathetic expression as Mr. Harris started speaking.

I tried my best to listen to what he was saying, but my mind kept wandering back to those notices I’d seen in shop windows. It looked like most of them were looking for retail assistance – which made sense, because Christmas was always hectic in Topaz Coast and everyone deserved a holiday, but could I do that? Put on a friendly face and talk to people?

For my family’s sake, I would try.

As we were filing out of the door, Mr. Harris called me back. “Indira, a moment please.”

I came back, trying not to twist the hem of my jumper in my hands. “Yes, Mr. Harris?”

“I’m looking for people to take part in a Christmas bake sale next week. Nothing serious, just seasonal themed cakes or cookies. I know you’ve helped with bake sales at church – would you be interested?”

“Baking or selling?”

“Just baking, but if you’re volunteering for selling that would be great too.”

I swallowed. “I’d love to bake something.”

“Thank you. I’ll put your name down.”

I turned and almost fled the room.
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CHRISTMAS SALES ASSISTANT

Retail Operations Assistant (Christmas)
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