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    To Andy. Every love story is beautiful, but ours is my favourite.

      

    



  	
        
            
            This bud of love, by summer's ripening breath,

May prove a beauteous flower when next we meet.

Romeo and Juliet

William Shakespeare
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Do you ever feel like things that happened when you were seventeen were more real, more vivid, more technicolour than your adult daily reality now?

Samuel Park moved in next door in the summer when I was seventeen. Between travelling with my family, and getting ready for school, I didn’t really meet him properly until church, a week before school restarted. That’s when I realised that his dad was the new minister.

The Parks looked like a nice family, although marked by suffering. Reverend Simon Park was a strong, energetic man, who wore lumberjack shirts and jeans and eschewed the traditional suit-and-tie culture, which I liked. His wife, Meredith, seemed pale and fragile. Apparently the youngest child, Annabelle, had a rare immune deficiency, and had spent a lot of time in and out of hospital. She was fifteen, the same age as my sister Darcy, but she looked much younger. Meredith home schooled her and I never saw them apart. Sam, by contrast, looked... normal. He was tall, looked good in long shorts and a T-shirt, and he had a nice smile. His face was freckled and his brown hair was longer at the front, short at the back.

To be honest, it was a relief to have someone else my age at the church.

I started going to church on my own, about two years before the Parks arrived. My parents had never been very interested in going, but I just... felt compelled. Cross Street Baptist was not a ‘trendy’ church with flashing disco lights, but they were my family and it felt like home. No one asked awkward questions when I turned up at various events alone; they just drew up a chair and made sure I was never left out.

The minister at the time, Steve, explained the Bible so clearly that it finally made sense to me. I went to a beginners’ course, and then got baptised when I was sixteen. My parents did come to that service, to support me. They’ve never stopped me from coming, but they just... never really got involved themselves. Same with my friends, really. I hung out with the musical group at school: Shannon, Beth and Clare. We were all in the choir and the school productions every year. On the weekends, all they seemed to want to do was drink and find boys, so I found myself passing up their invitations. I was looking forward to school restarting.

I shook Reverend Park’s hand on my way out of church.

‘I’m Lil, and I live next door to you.’

‘Oh, that’s great!’ he grinned. ‘Hey, I was thinking we could have a barbecue and invite your family—you know, get to know each other.’

‘I’m sure they’d love that.’

‘They don’t come to church?’ he asked, looking over my shoulder as if expecting to see them.

‘No,’ I said sadly. ‘Not yet, anyway.’

‘Keep praying,’ he said. ‘God hears.’

Later that day, as I watched my little sister Darcy obsess over her phone, and my dad leave to play golf and my mum drive off for a shopping trip, I felt a totally irrational anger at Sam Park for having a family who went to church, shared one faith together. I wished that I could have a different life, a different situation. I wished that I could have had his life.

––––––––
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Sam

THE FIRST THING I NOTICED about Lil was her style. 

In a Baptist church with a heavy majority blue-rinse brigade, to see a teenage girl with a long denim shirt, beaded necklaces and red hair down to her waist was enough to make my jaw drop. I was supposed to be listening to Mrs Hart, the church treasurer, but she noticed the direction of my eyes and smiled wryly.

‘That’s Lil,’ she said. ‘She’s seventeen.’

My heart literally jumped. I cleared my throat and coughed awkwardly.

‘You should go and say hello,’ Mrs Hart continued. ‘She lives next door to you.’

What? How had I not seen her before? I tried to breathe normally. Don’t be a psycho.

I kept my distance, figuring out a hundred different ways to speak to her, and watched as she spoke to my father. Her smile was dazzling. I was swooning and I hadn’t even introduced myself yet. It was such a new, intoxicating feeling. I’d never been interested in a girl before. At my last school, they were totally inaccessible, going around in packs, and none of them shared my faith. Dad drilled into me the importance of being wise with relationships, so I just... never had any. It was lonely. Sometimes it felt like I was the only guy who was single in my entire year group. 

If I was honest, sometimes I wondered if there was any point to following my dad’s advice. He preached that being Christian wasn’t about following rules, but under his roof, there were a lot of do’s and don’ts to obey. Sometimes I felt like we had tried so hard, done everything right, and it still wasn’t good enough. Things had been difficult at our last church and in the end, Dad felt it was best to move on. Uprooting right before my last year of school hadn’t been ideal, and I was feeling quite disillusioned as we started all over again in Cross Street.

But then I saw Lil.

And I knew that God didn’t ‘owe’ me anything, and that just because she went to my church and she might be a Christian didn’t mean that she was right for me, and that even though she was next door could be a complete coincidence... But I felt excited. I felt hopeful. Maybe God did know what He was doing, bringing us here. Maybe there was a plan after all.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Sam

[image: ]




It was surprisingly difficult to meet Lil without seeming like a stalker.

I hovered; I twitched curtains; I spent far too long staring out of my bedroom window into her back yard. No joy. 

When Dad mentioned they were coming over for a barbecue, I had to sit on my hands to stop myself jumping around shrieking ‘hallelujah!’ He looked at me suspiciously.

‘Do we need to have a talk about this?’ he asked.

‘What?’ I asked innocently.

‘I saw you staring at her. Be careful, Sam.’

‘You invited them over, not me,’ I pointed out.

‘I want to get to know them... as our neighbours,’ Dad said, his warning clear. ‘She’s the only one who comes to church.’

‘Is she a Christian?’ I asked, desperate enough for information that I threw caution to the wind.

‘She was baptised a year ago,’ Dad said, his eyes narrowing at me. ‘She’s on the membership list Mrs Hart gave me.’

This was a good sign. Or so I thought, until Dad added,

‘That’s not a green light, Sam. We don’t know her, we don’t know the family, and she must be a baby Christian who needs a lot of support...’

‘I don’t get you,’ I interrupted, shaking my head impatiently. ‘All this time, you said “wait for a Christian girl.” And now we’re here and there’s one living next door, and you say she’s not good enough!’

‘That’s not what I—’

‘I don’t know why I’m surprised,’ I continued, building momentum. ‘I’m never good enough for you either.’

‘Samuel!’ my mother said, shocked.

‘I’m going out for a walk,’ I said, grabbing my raincoat on my way out of the door.

That was one awesome thing about this neighbourhood: we lived right next to a bunch of fields, with a path winding through and leading out to a hill which overlooked the whole area. There was a river, too, further beyond the fields. I loved getting out from the reach of the streetlights and the hum of traffic. The air felt clearer.

I prayed as I walked, trying to calm down. I loved my parents, but they were slowly suffocating me. Maybe it was partly the result of Annabelle’s illness—their need to clamp down and control everything in their power. But part of me thought that they would probably have been like this anyway. The irony of their rules and over-protectiveness? It made me want to rebel.

I’m not proud of my own arrogance. But growing up is about being able to make decisions for yourself, and at this rate, my mum was going to be cutting up my food for me at my own wedding.

If I ever got married.
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I’d be lying if I said I didn’t make an effort to dress for the barbecue.

It was the tail end of summer, and I put on my favourite floral print dress with sandals. I hadn’t met Sam properly yet, only heard the sound of his music through the walls. I figured Annabelle wasn’t into rock.

Our houses were semi-detached, a mirror image of each other. Both had back yards with patio doors leading out from the kitchens, and then steps leading up to the rest of the back gardens. We went round to their front door, and Meredith ushered us through to the yard, where Reverend Park was brandishing barbecue tongs, and Sam was standing, smiling as soon as he saw me. As if he knew me already.

‘Nice to meet you,’ he said, clasping my hand.

A piece of my heart was his from that moment.

‘And you,’ I echoed, feeling my breath catch at his touch.

His eyes were a brilliant blue, and it was like my life flashed before my eyes, but instead, it was a montage of possibilities. The way he was looking at me, it was as if he could see it too.

‘Sam, do you want to sort some drinks?’ Reverend Park’s voice cut into the moment.

Sam smiled, a smile only for me.

‘Come into the kitchen,’ he said, dropping my hand and beckoning me to follow him.

We passed Darcy, striking up a conversation with Annabelle, and I overheard Meredith explaining her condition to my mum. My dad was standing with Reverend Park by the barbecue. Inside the kitchen, there was a glass jug filled with punch, fresh strawberry and lime slices, and ice cubes.

‘I made this,’ Sam said, pouring me a cup and handing it over. ‘No refunds.’

And that was it: we were friends.
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​It felt like I’d been waiting for her my whole life—I had sixteen years of Lil Harper to catch up on. Talking to her was like drinking water when you’d been in a drought for over a decade. I couldn’t get enough of her.

She liked salad. She didn’t like mustard. She preferred burgers to hotdogs. Her laugh was infectious, and a dimple appeared in her left cheek when she smiled. Her music taste was eclectic: blues, rock and soul. She told me she heard my music through the wall. I tried not to look too excited—didn’t want to freak her out—but I was thinking yes! If her room was next to mine, it meant we were closer. I already wanted to protect her—although I had no idea from what. I already saw her as mine.
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​‘Tell me about Avon High,’ he asked.

‘It’s alright,’ I shrugged. ‘Depends what subjects you’re taking.’

‘Biology, Geography and Religious Studies,’ he said.

‘I’m doing RS too!’ I said.

His eyes lit up.

‘What else are you doing?’

‘English and Drama.’

‘I would have loved to do Drama,’ he said wistfully.

‘Why didn’t you take it?’ I asked.

‘I couldn’t do separate Science if I chose it,’ he explained. ‘My dad thought I should keep my options open in case I wanted to do Medicine.’

‘Wow.’ He must be so brainy. Swoon! ‘And do you want to do Medicine?’

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘I want to work outdoors. Do you realise how awesome it is that you can walk straight from your front door and be by the river in forty minutes?’

‘The river?’ I asked. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever gone there.’

My parents weren’t into walking. If they wanted a pint of milk from the corner shop, they drove.

‘What?’ he asked in mock horror. ‘We have to go, then. When are you free?’

I giggled and tried to hide my elation.

‘We start school tomorrow,’ I reminded him.

‘After school, then,’ he said without missing a beat. ‘What time do you normally get back?’

‘The bus usually gets in at about three-thirty.’

‘Bus?’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Don’t you want to walk? It’s not even forecast to rain.’

‘Wouldn’t it take ages?’

‘Forty minutes,’ he said. ‘I checked on Google maps.’

‘I’ve been at Avon for five years and I’ve never walked.’

‘First time for everything.’

And that was how it all started.
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My first day at Avon, I called for Lil in the morning. It was strange seeing her in the uniform, both of us in white shirts with the school tie, a bright shade of lime green. It was a fresh, dewy morning where the air smelled of cut grass, and we needed the charcoal blazer jackets for warmth. 

‘Hey,’ I said.

‘Hey yourself,’ she said. ‘First day. You nervous?’

‘Not really,’ I answered. Honestly, now that I knew her, I wasn’t. 

We fell into step together, Lil hugging the straps of her rucksack tighter onto her shoulders.

‘You’re not nervous, are you?’ I asked her.

‘I’ve got that fluttery excitement you get when you’re on a rollercoaster, about to drop,’ she said, grinning.

‘You know the teachers already,’ I pointed out. ‘What about your friends? Are they all coming back?’

‘Yeah, mostly,’ she said, but her voice lost some of its enthusiasm. 

‘What’s up?’ I asked.

‘I think it’s going to be a bit awkward with them,’ she said, sighing. ‘They were meeting up over the summer to go out partying, and I turned them down a lot. So I’ll probably be completely out of touch with them all and they might be mad at me.’

‘Sounds tough,’ I said. It also sounded like she needed some new friends.

‘I’ll need you to introduce me to everyone,’ I said. ‘No pressure.’

‘Well, knowing you for twenty-four hours definitely qualifies me for that privilege,’ she quipped.

‘It only takes a minute, girl.’ I broke into full-on Take That, and she threw back her head and laughed. It was probably good that I stopped there and laughed with her, because if I said (well, sang) to fall in love, that would seem premature. But as I stared at her eyes shining with joy, her nerves forgotten, I could have finished the whole song for her in that moment. And I would have meant every word.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Lil

[image: ]




I hardly noticed time passing as we walked to school for the first time together. Sam had a way of making conversation feel easy and effortless. I was hypnotised by his eyes, the way they sparkled with fun, and it was impossible not to mirror his grin.

He’d looked up different possible routes, and chosen a quiet canal path. He seemed happiest when he was away from traffic and town life. I didn’t mind. It was nice to have him to myself. As the concrete outline of Avon High came into view, I thought about how I’d have to introduce him to everyone. I took him to the Common Room, and I could see heads turning with interest and eyebrows raising as they saw us together. We weren’t holding hands or anything, but I felt myself blushing because it was obvious that everyone assumed we were a couple. This was reinforced immediately when Shannon, Clare and Beth ambushed me.

‘Lil!’ Shannon cried, pulling on my arm. ‘Where have you been?’

‘Who’s the guy?’ Clare hissed, not very subtly.

‘Calm down,’ I said, trying to laugh.

I took a step back so that I was next to Sam.

‘Everyone, this is Sam. Sam, this is Shannon, Clare and Beth.’

Thankfully there wasn’t long to make conversation, because the head of Sixth Form, Miss Carr, sent us all to form rooms to collect our timetables.

‘You need to tell us everything,’ Beth muttered to me with a meaningful look at Sam, before heading in the direction of the Science lab.

‘Miss Carr?’ I called out. ‘This is Sam Park—he’s new. Can he join my form room? He doesn’t know anyone else.’

‘Hi, Sam,’ she said with a smile. ‘Welcome to Avon High. Yes, I don’t see why not. I’ll make sure your timetable gets dropped off to the right place.’

‘Come on,’ I grinned at Sam. ‘I’ll give you a full tour.’
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I was in a total daze as I followed Lil around the school: partly because I had no idea where anything was, and partly because she was so beautiful and I was falling harder for her with every passing minute. 

There weren’t many classes because it was mainly an admin day, and Miss Carr gave us an assembly about working hard for our exams, constant revision, and applying for university. I hadn’t really given it much thought. As a family, we’d been totally focused on moving house over the summer. My mum worried a lot, and I didn’t want to give her more stress by mentioning open days and applications. Money was tight, and the world of student finance would totally invoke emotional meltdown for her. Lil, on the other hand, knew exactly what she wanted to do.

‘I’m going to Exeter for Liberal Arts,’ she said. ‘If I get accepted.’

‘What’s that?’ I asked.

‘It’s basically made up of Humanities subjects, and I can pick different modules,’ she said. ‘I can study English, Drama, Creative Writing and Sociology. I can major in English.’

‘Wow, you’ve got it all figured out,’ I said. 

‘Well, you know you want to work outdoors,’ she said. ‘So that’s going to narrow down your options a bit.’

It melted my heart that she actually listened to what I said.

‘I need to do some research,’ I said, adding it to my mental to-do list.

‘Oh, look at this!’ Lil dragged on my sleeve, pulling me towards a noticeboard in the school hall.

There was a huge ‘auditions’ poster with Romeo and Juliet on it.

‘I love Shakespeare!’ Lil said, clapping her hands with joy.

‘Are there many people who take part?’ I asked her, feeling an instant longing to be involved.

‘Lots of girls,’ she said, raising her eyebrow. ‘If you audition, you’ll get a lead, no question.’

‘Glad to know you have faith in me,’ I joked.

‘There’s a meeting after school tomorrow with more information,’ she said. ‘Let’s go together. Maybe we can audition together too.’

I’m pretty sure by this point, massive heart emojis were floating in the air above my head.
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As far as first days back went, everything was fine. Better than fine, with Sam around. When we started the walk home at the end of the day, the sun was high in the sky. The canal path was shaded and peaceful, with only the ducks to accompany us. Sam sighed.

‘It’s so good to be in the quiet again after the noise.’

‘Maybe I should stop talking, then,’ I teased.

He laughed and shook his head.

‘I don’t mind your voice,’ he said. ‘You don’t stress me out.’

‘Yet,’ I said. ‘I’ve been told I’m very demanding, you know.’

‘Really?’ he asked incredulously. ‘By who?’

‘Oh...’ I shrugged, wishing I hadn’t turned the conversation in this direction. ‘Just... guys.’

‘Any in particular?’ he asked, with a raised eyebrow. ‘And... you don’t have a boyfriend, do you?’

‘Why?’ I asked, deliberately ignoring his first question.

‘I don’t want to get into trouble,’ he said. ‘Well, I know you don’t, because I would have seen him by now, surely?’

‘Unless he’s someone I met at another church and I just meet up with him on the weekends.’

Sam’s face fell, and I laughed, unable to keep it up.

‘I’m joking, Sam.’

‘Oh.’ He clutched at his heart dramatically. ‘Don’t do that to me!’

I held my phone up.

‘I’ve been inundated with messages asking me who my cute boyfriend is.’

‘People think we’re together?’ Sam definitely looked pleased at that.

‘I suppose it’s the natural conclusion when a boy walks around with a girl all day.’

‘Are you getting annoyed at me trailing you?’ he asked.

‘No,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘Plus, you’ll be very useful whenever I need to reach something high up.’

He laughed, a rich sound that made me want to throw my arms around him. I just about managed to restrain myself.

‘You know, we should probably talk about the whole dating thing,’ Sam said.

‘What do you mean?’

He flushed slightly.

‘My dad is quite anti-dating.’

‘What?’

‘I know.’ He sighs. ‘It comes from a good place. He just wants to protect me.’

‘So you’re not allowed to date anyone?’

‘I don’t know if he would say it exactly like that...’ Sam ran a hand through his hair. ‘He gave me this book to read about it. You can borrow it if you like, see what you think. It basically suggests that we need to guard our hearts before marriage, and so we shouldn’t date someone unless we’re considering marrying them.’

‘Right...’ I frowned, turning this over. ‘So your dad doesn’t think I’m good enough for you?’

Sam hesitated for a second before answering.

‘I think he would just say that we’re too young to get married, so therefore we’re too young to date each other.’

‘And what do you think?’

I stopped in my tracks, crossing my arms in front of my chest. I didn’t want to be messed around.

‘I think I would be lying if I said I only wanted to be friends with you.’

A small smile played on my lips when he said that, but then I straightened out my expression.

‘Sam, your dad’s going to notice if we’re more than just friends,’ I pointed out. ‘The entire school is talking about us already. We’re in the same church. We’re neighbours! What are you going to do, have a secret relationship with me?’

‘No,’ he said, frowning and shaking his head emphatically. ‘I just want you to understand that it’s not going to be straightforward with him. It’s nothing personal against you.’

‘Hmm,’ I said, expressing my skepticism.

‘He’ll need to get used to the idea,’ Sam continued. 

‘You realise we’re talking about this but you haven’t even asked me out yet,’ I said.

‘Oh.’ Sam blushed. ‘I’m not very good at this.’

‘Have you ever asked anyone out before?’ I asked, although I could guess the answer.

‘No.’ He gave me a sudden grin. ‘Never been anyone worth asking before you.’

‘Smooth,’ I said, starting to walk forwards again. He fell into step beside me.

‘Are you mad at me?’ he asked.

‘Maybe.’

‘Do you feel I’ve lured you here under false pretences?’

I gave him a playful shove.

‘Don’t overdo it.’

We reached the end of the canal path, and turned into the field that led to the river. It was a meadow of long grass, a little wild and overgrown, and we pushed our way through to the stile.

‘Here.’

He held out his hand to help me. I took it, raising my eyebrows again.

‘I’m getting mixed messages from you,’ I told him.

I scrabbled over the stile in as ladylike a fashion as possible, then he nimbly jumped over.

‘Just being chivalrous.’

‘Would your dad be horrified to know we were out here... alone?’ I teased.

He shrugged.

‘Possibly.’

‘I don’t want to deceive him. He’s my pastor, remember?’

‘That doesn’t mean he always right,’ Sam muttered, then indicated to the path. ‘Go ahead, we’re almost there.’

I followed the dirt track and the sound of the gushing water, and walked down the steep bank to a tiny strip of pebbles at the edge of the river. Sam held my hand, ostensibly to help me down the bank, but I think there were ulterior motives. I wasn’t complaining.

We sat together, backs against the rocks, and watched the river.

‘It’s the best sound, isn’t it?’ he said, in a raised voice so I could hear him.

‘Like that bit in Revelation: his voice like the sound of many waters,’ I said.

He looked at me in surprise.

‘You know Revelation?’

‘It’s one of my favourite books of the Bible,’ I told him. ‘So much poetic imagery.’

‘Wow,’ he said. ‘Most people find it pretty confusing.’

‘When Steve was pastor, he did a series on it,’ I explained. ‘He made it much clearer for me.’

He was quiet for a moment. I watched him, trying to read his thoughts.

‘What’s your favourite part of the Bible?’ I asked him.

‘Probably the Psalms,’ he said. ‘When everything seems dry, I always go back to them. I’ve been feeling pretty dry lately.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

He sighed, then looked at me with a pained expression.

‘It’s been pretty stressful, with the move. Sometimes I read the Bible but I’m just going through the motions. Typical pastor’s son.’

‘You don’t realise how blessed you are,’ I said. ‘I wish my family were Christians too.’

‘I know,’ he said. ‘But Lil, just because my family are believers, it doesn’t mean that we have a perfect life, or get it right all the time.’

We watched the white foam of the river crash over and over, our hands on the ground, just touching.
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Miss Raine taught English and Drama, wore flipflops and three-quarter trousers with a striped shirt, and clearly loved Lil as much as I did.

A cluster of students gathered for the meeting about the auditions. Lil chose a seat right at the front, so I sat next to her. She was right about the lack of guys. There was one boy who also took Biology, so we nodded at each other. He was quite short, with dark hair and a big voice. I hoped he wouldn’t pip me to the post with the part of Romeo, because then it would be torture to watch him pretend to be in love with Lil.

Let’s face it, if I got the part, I wasn’t going to need to act at all.

‘This play is very well known,’ Miss Raine said. ‘But I hope you can make it your own. I’ve chosen a section of Act 2 Scene 2, the famous balcony scene, for the audition script. I want to go through the text with you all now, to explain the meaning and make sure you understand what’s happening at this point in the play.’

She handed out sheets of paper, and I scanned through it. Already I was imagining Lil and me, on the stage, speaking these famous words of love to each other. Part of me was afraid of what my dad would think, and part of me wanted to show him that I was old enough to make my own choices.

‘By overhearing Juliet’s declaration of love, Romeo is able to bypass the usual rituals of courtly love and confess his love directly to her,’ Miss Raine was saying. ‘Juliet’s main concern here is: is this real? It’s too easy for Romeo to try out his well-worn phrases on her. She wants something different, something unique.’

My mind wandered to my conversation with Lil at the river yesterday. The whole no-dating thing didn’t go down well... I could see how she was justified in feeling annoyed at my behaviour contradicting my words. The truth was, I was all over the place. I didn’t know how to fit what I’d been taught with these new feelings I was experiencing. What did I actually want from Lil? People already thought I was her boyfriend. I didn’t want her to contradict them. But I felt terrified of actually telling my parents that we were a couple. I just didn’t know how my dad would react.

Well, it would be bad.

‘When do you want to rehearse?’ Lil asked me, at the end of the meeting.

‘Tonight?’ I suggested. ‘Where’s a good place?’

‘You could come over mine,’ she said. 

‘Won’t that be awkward, if your mum walks in?’

‘We can go in my room,’ she said with a shrug.

I shook my head.

‘My dad would go berserk if I stepped across the threshold of your bedroom. Or if you came anywhere near mine.’

‘Oh,’ she said, looking deflated.

‘What about the garden?’ I suggested. ‘Don’t you have a treehouse?’

‘You noticed that?’ she asked. ‘Yeah, I sometimes go there to write when I need peace and quiet.’

‘How about you go up there and drop the ladder over my side of the fence, then I can climb up.’

‘That’s very Rapunzel,’ Lil said, rolling her eyes. ‘Sure.’

After dinner, my dad left the house for a meeting, and my mum settled on the sofa with Annabelle for soaps. I sneaked out of the back door, and made my way up to the top of the garden.

‘You up there, Lil?’

A rope ladder came down in response. Feeling like I was already playing my Shakespearean hero part, I clambered up into the tree.

It was quite a large Rowan tree, and the treehouse was made with wooden pallets. It wasn’t much more than two metres squared, but there were cushions and blankets on the floor, and fairy lights twinkling from the branches. Lil was sitting, her hair long over her shoulders, holding her script with a highlighter in hand.

‘This is cool,’ I said.

She grinned.

‘A secret hideaway.’

‘Thanks for sharing it with me,’ I said.

She patted a cushion and I sat down, folding my legs.

‘Let’s read through it,’ she said.

It struck me that for the first time, I understood this play. Before, I would have said it was crazy to meet someone, marry them and die for them within a few days. It had only been a few days since the barbecue, and yet, if we had been older, I could quite easily have proposed or suggested an elopement like in the period dramas my mum and sister watched. I understood Romeo’s certainty.

‘Although I joy in thee,’ Lil read. ​‘I have no joy of this contract tonight. ​It is too rash, too unadvised, too sudden,/ ​Too like the lightning, which doth cease to be/ ​Ere one can say 'It lightens.'’

She paused, and lowered her script.

‘You know, maybe there’s wisdom in what your dad says. We are young, we have only just met.’

‘True,’ I said. ‘But I’ve never felt like this about anyone before. Have you?’

‘That’s not the point,’ she said, resuming her speech.

We ran through it several times, and she directed me a few times, with comments like ‘you need to make that funnier’. 

‘We are going to have to think about our actions and movements,’ I pointed out.

‘We can do that tomorrow,’ she said. ‘How about we go over the field after school?’

‘I’ll try to learn the lines tonight,’ I promised.
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Considering I hadn’t even met Sam a few weeks ago, we settled into a routine of walking to and from school together with an ease I could never have anticipated. It was our time to tell each other silly stories, anecdotes, or share useless information. Sam was particularly talented at impressions, and made me laugh with his impersonations of different teachers on the way home. He had met all of his classes and I thought he was incredibly chilled out, given that he was transferring to a new school at a really bad time, academically speaking. He just seemed to take it all in his stride. 

After our conversation about university, he looked up an Ecology degree at Plymouth. 

‘I always wanted to be by the sea,’ he said.

Plus, it would only be a short journey to Exeter... I wondered if that was a factor at all. 

‘How about we go to check it out together?’ I suggested. ‘I can ask my mum to borrow her car.’

‘You can drive?’ he asked, impressed.

‘My dad’s a driving instructor,’ I told him.

‘Wow,’ he said. ‘That’s another thing on my to-do list. Along with getting a job to pay for driving lessons.’

‘I work at the library on Saturdays. The café next door has a sign up for part time staff.’

‘You know, you’re starting to put my PA out of a job.’

Thankfully, the summer weather was stretching out and it hadn’t rained on our walks. We headed to the fields after school, and I felt a tingling excitement about rehearsing for the audition together. We dumped our blazers and our bags, and I pulled out my script.

‘What’s this?’ Sam pulled at it playfully. ‘Haven’t you learnt your lines yet?’

‘You’re not telling me you have.’

‘I’m a fast learner,’ he said.

I rolled my eyes.

‘Shall we do a read-through first before we block it?’

‘All right, you can test me to see how much I remember.’

We went through it. He faltered a couple of times, but he knew most of the lines.

‘I’m impressed.’

‘I think you should ditch the script,’ he said, trying to snatch it out of my hand.

‘But what if I get it wrong?’

‘Improvise!’

‘This is one of the most famous scenes in history. You can’t just make it up!’

‘Come on,’ he said, stepping back and gesturing. ‘Take it from the top.’

‘By whose direction found'st thou out this place?’ I began.

‘By love, that first did prompt me to inquire,’ he returned.  

He walked back and forth, spacing around me as if I were on a balcony, and then we talked about using a desk or some chairs to create height for the audition.

‘I think I should climb closer to you, so that by the end, we’re practically on the same level,’ he said. 

‘How are you going to do that?’

‘Maybe I could make a joke out of it. Use some chairs. I just think that line wilt thou leave me so unsatisfied? would be more powerful if our faces were, like, this close and then Juliet pulls away.’

He leaned in close enough that I could smell his skin. My eyes were turning black and I couldn’t concentrate on anything else.

‘What do you think?’ he said softly, his face still inches from mine.

‘Sure,’ I squeaked, blushing and taking a step back to compose myself.

It was just for the play, right?
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‘You seem so happy at your new school,’ my mum said, lifting the pan of potatoes to drain them over the sink.

Annabelle took the opportunity while her back was turned to flutter her eyelashes and mouth ‘Lil’, puckering her lips. I gave her a death stare in response.

‘I’m so glad this move has worked out well for everyone,’ Mum continued, clattering with the saucepans at the hob. ‘Annabelle, lay the table, please. Sam, get the drinks.’

‘I have a job interview tomorrow at the café in town,’ I told her. ‘I’m hoping to start on Saturday, if I get it.’

‘As long as you make time for studying, too,’ Mum warned. ‘I don’t know where you’ve been half the time this week.’

‘Mum, can I invite Darcy over?’ Annabelle asked.

‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Hey, she can join us for soaps on Friday if she wants?’

‘Uh, I was thinking we could hang out... on our own,’ Annabelle said.

I concentrated on filling up the glasses. 

‘Well, as long as you remember to—’

‘Take my medicine,’ Annabelle finished, with a sigh. ‘Mum, we’ve been through this. I’m not a child anymore.’

‘Technically, you are. You’re under eighteen. You’re not even sixteen yet.’

‘I would like to think that you trust me enough to start acting like a normal teenager.’

‘It’s not that I don’t trust you,’ Mum began, ‘it’s just that I don’t trust other people to look after you like I can.’

‘Mum, you’ll still be here if she needs you,’ I pointed out, not able to resist chipping in. ‘No offence, but you don’t have to be a doctor to take meds. Diabetics have to inject insulin—at least she doesn’t have to do any of that.’

‘No, she just has to go to hospital every time she gets ill,’ Mum snaps. ‘You have no idea what it’s like—’

‘I’ve lived in this family for seventeen years,’ I frowned. ‘Of course I know what it’s like.’

‘I don’t want to be a burden,’ Annabelle said, cutting in. ‘To any of you. I want to start looking after myself more. And Mum, it was your anniversary last week. Why don’t you and Dad go out on a date?’

‘What’s this?’

Dad walked into the kitchen at that moment, and an awkward silence fell. Mum looked on the verge of an anxiety attack just at the thought of going out and leaving Annabelle behind. Annabelle sighed and set the table.

‘What were you talking about?’ Dad asked me, suspiciously.

Great—the dating radar was sounding.

‘Annabelle suggested that you and Mum could go out to celebrate your anniversary,’ I explained.

Dad’s face softened.

‘Mer, we could,’ he said, taking a step towards her.

‘I’ll think about it,’ Mum said, in a tone that shut down the conversation.

Later, I was drying dishes with Annabelle, and we heard raised voices coming from the lounge. I kicked the kitchen door shut.

‘If their marriage fails, it’ll all be my fault,’ Annabelle said glumly.

‘What?’

I tossed the tea towel to one side, and gave her a bear hug.

‘Listen, you can’t control their choices. That’s on them.’

‘I’ve ruined their lives,’ she said, in a matter-of-fact way.

‘How could you even think that?’ I shook my head. 

‘And I don’t even have a life,’ she continued.

‘Your heart’s still beating, isn’t it?’

‘You know what I mean,’ she said. 

She sank down onto one of the kitchen chairs and sighed.

‘You get to go to school, make friends, get a job... and I’m just stuck here, watching from the sidelines.’

‘You are younger than me,’ I pointed out. ‘I wasn’t doing much when I was your age.’

‘When are you going to tell them about Lil?’ she asked, looking directly into my eyes.

I shrugged.

‘Dad already guessed that I like her.’

‘And I bet he told you not to ask her out until you’re twenty-one.’

‘You know what Dad’s like.’

She shook her head slowly.

‘Want to know what I think?’ she said.

I gave a nod.

‘Life is short,’ she said. ‘Life is hard. If you find someone who makes you happy, then don’t wait. You should be together.’

‘When did you get so philosophical?’ I teased.

‘When I nearly died.’

I give her another bear hug. That was a close call, about two years ago.

‘I mean it, Sam,’ she said, giving me a squeeze and then letting go. ‘You can’t control their choices, but you can control yours.’
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​​In many ways, Sam was a golden boy. Things just seemed to fall into place for him, without much effort on his part at all. He got the job at the café, and started the next day. It was fairly certain that he was going to land a major role in the play... and I hoped it would be the two of us as Romeo and Juliet. He’d never even done much acting before. He’d decided he liked me (or so I thought, anyway), and we’d pretty much immediately started doing everything together. I still didn’t have much clarity on what we were. I’d been reading the anti-dating book, and he hadn’t asked me out officially, but we spent a lot of time alone together. The way he looked at me was definitely more than just friends.

There were unspoken rules. We generally didn’t hold hands, unless he was helping me over a stile or something similar. We didn’t go inside each other’s houses; we hung out in the fields or the treehouse. We didn’t kiss.

Maybe if we got the lead roles, then he’d have to kiss me.

On Sunday, he met me in the church entrance and sat with me for the service. He could sing. His dad spoke about the book of James and the need to ask God for wisdom. I thought about our futures, mapping out like wires crossing in a telegraph box. Anything could happen, but what if our pathways were tied together? Could we choose that?

After the final hymn, he said,

‘Let’s go.’

We rushed out before his father reached the door, and climbed into my mum’s car. 

Living in a sleepy Somerset village, we had to drive along a windy road before hitting the main carriageway. My worship songs playlist was blaring out ‘10000 reasons’ by Matt Redman, and we both started singing along. I’d sung along to it so many times, but now there was another voice joining with mine. It gave me a thrill to look across and see Sam, sitting right next to me. Was the barbecue just a week ago? It felt like we’d crossed an unimaginable distance in that time. I felt a rush of gratitude for this moment.

Sam fed me bits of my packed lunch, passed me water at regular intervals, and asked me what I thought of the anti-dating book.

‘I think there’s some good points in it,’ I said, taking a bite of my sandwich. ‘If Christians act like everyone else when it comes to dating, then we’re not showing that God’s way is better. But to me, there has to be some middle ground between casual dating and then basically going from friendship to engagement at the other extreme.’

‘What would the middle ground look like?’ Sam asked, his eyes trained on me as I took the exit off the main road.

‘Dating someone with serious intentions, not just playing around with them,’ I answered, feeling my cheeks tinge with a blush. ‘Respecting physical boundaries. Honouring God and the other person in the way that you treat them. Being honest about your feelings.’

‘Have you ever dated someone like that before?’ he asked, his voice huskier than usual.

‘No,’ I said, looking sideways at him.

We sat in silence for a few minutes. I waited for him to say something, until I lost patience.

‘Well?’ I prompted. 

‘I don’t know if I’d be very good at it,’ he said finally.

‘Why?’ I pressed.

‘I might hurt your feelings in some way,’ he answered, in a way that made me think that wasn’t the real reason.
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