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No, no, no, no. This wasn’t good. I’d overslept.

I tossed the duvet aside and jumped out of bed. Did I have time for a shower before they woke up? I probably did, but my stepbrother wouldn’t appreciate it if I woke him before his alarm went off.

After emerging from the bathroom, I held my breath as I tiptoed past his room, but there was no sound from inside. It looked like I’d gotten away with it.

I dressed as quickly as I could in jeans and a blue T-shirt, then headed downstairs to the kitchen. Craig would have oatmeal and a fruit smoothie as usual, and Claudia had ordered bacon and scrambled eggs.

I’d do oatmeal first. My stepmother hated it when her cooked breakfast was even a little bit cold.

Craig came in just as I was whisking up his smoothie in the blender. He wore his favourite brown leather jacket with a pale shirt underneath; both looked like they had cost a lot. “Hope there are no grapes in that.”

“There aren’t.”

“Good.” Without looking at me, he began to shovel oatmeal into his mouth. “Hey, there’s no cinnamon in here.”

“Sorry, I didn’t know you wanted it.”

I went over to the cupboard, but he just shrugged. “Leave it. Doesn’t matter now.”

Claudia walked into the kitchen, her hair up in a perfect French twist. Her purple blouse went perfectly with her black trouser suit. “Morning, darling.” She kissed Craig on the side of his head, then sat down without looking at me. “Where are my eggs?”

“They’ll be ready soon.” I put Craig’s smoothie in front of him and opened the fridge to get the bacon and eggs.

“Wish she had cooking magic,” Craig muttered. “Might actually be useful that way.”

I wished I had magic too, but it wouldn’t be cooking. Although, that might have gotten me a decent job or a good career, or a free pass into culinary school – and a free pass would come in handy, since Claudia made it clear she wasn’t going to pay for university.

Since I didn’t have any kind of magic, I could work my tail off and hope for a scholarship when it was time or take my chances and apply for student loans. But I did know one thing: the moment I turned eighteen, I was moving out. Legally, Claudia couldn’t stop me.

“You’re going to be late for the bus,” Claudia said as I put down the plate of eggs and bacon in front of her. “And you forgot my coffee. Again.”

“I’m sorry, Claudia.”

She fixed me with a glare that never failed to make me quail inside. “See that you remember in future. You can wash up when you get back.”

I’d been going to ask if I could join the crafts club in town, but there was no way she would say yes after this morning.

My bag was lying against one of the table legs. I grabbed it up and waited until Craig had left the house before tying my fleece around my waist and going after him. He was afraid people would think we were related if we arrived at the bus stop at the same time.

The bus to Topaz Coast Sixth Form would arrive at any moment, so I ran as fast as I could. Luckily, everyone was still there. Craig completely ignored me, and I took care to stand as far away from him as I could.

The air was cool and sweet, with an aroma of wet leaves. I quickly put on my thin fleece and breathed in the scent, admiring the different shades of bronze, gold, scarlet and umber in the leaves. Would Claudia be OK with me buying a thicker fleece? This one was getting a little too small for me, and I’d need something cosy between now and winter.

Just then, the bus turned the corner. As it drew to a halt, I waited until everyone else had boarded before looking for a seat of my own. There were empty single seats, but I noticed two empty ones that were side by side and thankfully not too near the back. I’d found out the hard way several years ago that being too close to where my stepbrother and his friends liked to sit was not a clever idea.

I leaned my head against the window and stared out at the passing trees until we reached the next stop. Maybe I should put my bag on the seat next to me, to make it clear it was reserved until Flora got on and...

“Excuse me.”

Slowly, I looked up into an all-too familiar face. Deep brown eyes. Golden skin. Black hair that looked a little windswept, or as if he’d been running.

Ethan Reyes, star of Topaz Coast Sixth Form football team – and my crush since I was thirteen years old.

“Do you mind if I sit here?” he asked.

“I...No, I don’t mind.”

He beamed at me. “Thanks.” Before I realised what was happening – or what I’d agreed to – he said down in the seat next to mine. “It’s Mina, right? I’m Ethan Reyes. It’s nice to meet you.”

I felt a strange little flutter inside me. He knew my name? We’d gone to the same schools, and we were both studying art, but I didn’t think he even knew I existed.

“Hi, Mina!” Flora Greenfield was heading towards me, her blonde hair caught in the sunlight through the windows. She stopped, her mouth slightly parted in surprise. “Sorry, Ethan, didn’t see you there. I’ll catch up with you later, Mina.”

She sat down in the closest empty seat, throwing me a mischievous wink just as the bus started again.

“So, um...what did you choose for the assignment?” I asked, hoping desperately that Ethan hadn’t noticed the wink.

Mrs Coombes, our art teacher, asked us to select a specific piece of art – painting or sculpture – that amazed or impressed us, and to think deeply about why we’d been so impressed.

She’d given us the same assignment last year when we first started doing A-Levels, but this time we were supposed to select something different and reflect on what we’d learned over the past year.
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