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Sign of the Times - Harry Styles

 

T


IME IS AN ENIGMA. Each second is a moment you can’t get back. That second could be the last time you laugh with a loved one. Or your final moment with a lover. We are only allotted the present moment to live before it all becomes a memory.

Seventeen were my allotted seconds before my world crumbled, and the only love I have ever known was blown away like dust in the wind. 

 


One
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Cole

15 Months Earlier

Nervous - Shawn Mendes

 

T


he early morning sun filtering through the windows creates a warm glow in the kitchen, highlighting the white cabinets and sparkling countertops. The table is set with mismatched placemats; a vase of brightly colored flowers sits in the center. Mom stands by the stove, wearing her favorite floral apron and humming a tune as she cooks. The rich, savory, and sweet scents of bacon, pancakes, and freshly brewed coffee fill the kitchen, making my mouth water and my stomach grumble.

Yawning and stretching, I lean in to kiss Mom on her temple. "Morning, sleepyhead," she says with a warm smile, flipping a pancake. "I was beginning to think you'd sleep right through church."

"Not a chance," I reply through a yawn, grabbing a mug and pouring some coffee. The bitter taste of the coffee helps chase away the last cobwebs of sleep. "You know I never miss a Sunday," winking at her, I slide into my seat at the table. Not when I have a chance to see…him.

Mom and I attend St. Mary's, the local Episcopalian Church, and Father Nichols, the Priest, has been the constant subject of my secret fantasies and daydreams for the past five years. Just the thought of seeing him again sends a shiver down my spine. Mom gives me a knowing look as she slides a stack of pancakes onto my plate. "I know what that wink is about. You're going to ogle that new girl who just started coming to the Church last month." I nearly choke on my coffee. If only she knew who I was really ogling. Instead, I shrug and dig into my breakfast, letting the sweet maple syrup coat my tongue.

My eyes drift to my father’s empty chair, three years without Dad’s booming laugh filling this kitchen, yet my memory of it is still fresh. Mom sets a plate overflowing with pancakes and bacon at his empty spot, following her daily ritual. The ritual breaks my heart a little, but I no longer point out the extra plate.

Who am I to question her after she lost the love of her life? I lost my hero, and the things we do to hold onto people we love are personal. Sometimes when I'm alone working on a job, I still catch myself turning to ask Dad a question. The answering silence that follows is always deafening.

"Eat up," she says, pushing the plate closer to me and ruffling my hair affectionately. "You'll need your strength for all that daydreaming you do during Church." Heat rises to my cheeks.

"Mom!" I protest, shoving another forkful of pancake into my mouth to hide my embarrassment. If she only knew the nature of my “daydreams,” Father Nichols' strong hands blessing more than just my soul, his lips whispering prayers against my skin…

"Earth to Cole," Mom says, waving her hand in front of my face. "You're a million miles away this morning." Almost choking on her words, I mutter an apology. She gives me a skeptical look but doesn't press further. We finish breakfast in comfortable silence, the clink of forks against plates filling the air.

Mom stands up and carries her plate to the sink, where she rinses it off before loading it into the dishwasher. "Remember, we have to go in 30 minutes!" Mom shouts as she heads upstairs to get ready.

Polishing off the rest of my breakfast, my mind drifts back to Father Nichols. It's pathetic, really, a twenty-year-old man pining after a priest who's more than twice his age. But there's something about him that I can't shake, something that goes beyond his physical appearance, though God knows that's appealing enough. It's his kindness, the way he listens to everyone with such genuine interest. The way his eyes crinkle at the corners when he smiles. The way he remembers everyone's name and their troubles, carrying the weight of the town's sorrows on his broad shoulders.

As I stand to take my dishes to the sink, I gaze at my dad’s untouched plate with a sigh. Picking it up, I transfer the food to storage containers, wash the remaining dishes, and head upstairs.

Stepping into the shower, my thoughts return to Father Nichols. I'm sure you’re catching on to the pattern by now. How pathetic is it that my Sunday highlight is pinning after a man I can never have?

Who am I kidding, really, the list of why I shouldn’t have a crush on him alone is way longer than the list of why I do. I shouldn't because he’s older than me (by a lot), 23 years to be exact, married to a lovely woman, and a Priest to name a few. But the tall, gorgeous man's warm brown eyes manage to hypnotize me every time I'm within 5 feet of him. It's a problem really.

But this crush isn't my only secret. When I was fifteen, I realized I was Gay and in a town like Baylee, that can be very dangerous. I thought I would get a chance to explore my sexuality when I went to college, but leaving Mom after Dad's death was something I couldn't do. So, I’m stuck here.

Baylee embodies that small-town stereotype so closely I could swear it's the model used in books and TV shows. Baylee is known for three things: a rabid investment in our high school sports teams, strong religious convictions, and gossip that spreads faster than wildfire.

The one and only Gay kid I knew growing up was beaten so badly his parents left Baylee within a month of it coming out. So, protecting this secret was and is the most important thing to me.

I have given up a lot over the years to keep it. In high school, after I realized I was Gay at summer camp, I started isolating from my friends and my parents. I’d never felt more alone or depressed, if it weren't for Mason, I wouldn't have made it through those times.

Mason is my best friend, we've been close since we were in diapers, practically brothers. There's nothing I wouldn't tell him and nothing he wouldn't do for me. The idea of telling him terrified the shit out of me, but Mason knows me, and he knows when something is up.

So, when I started isolating and making excuses not to hang out, he pestered the crap out of me. Until one day, I broke down and poured my heart out. And what does he do? "Bro, you know I don't care who you like or what you identify as, right? I love you no matter what, man." Then he quickly followed it up with “Dude? Do you have a crush on me?” I punched him in the arm with a watery, snotty sneer, and we cracked up laughing.

Swiping at the fogged-up mirror, a towel slung low on my hips, my light green eyes gazing back at me, as I run my fingers through the mop of black curls on my head. I keep my hair short on the sides with a little length on top, making it a hell of a lot easier to manage. As a kid, mop top was an understatement.

My phone vibrates on the counter, and I glance at it:

 

Mason:

You ready for your weekly dose 

of Father yum? *wink emoji*

 

I roll my eyes as a smile tugs at my lips. Mason's the only one who knows about my crush on Father Nichols. When we were 16, he found out after he caught me ogling him during one of his sermons. 

 

Me:

Gross *barf emoji*. Don't ever 

say that again, and shut up. 

It's not like that.

 

Pulling on a clean white collared shirt and my best pair of jeans, another text from Mason comes through:

 

Mason:

Sure, sure. Just try not to drool 

during communion this time 

*wink emoji*

 

 

 Me:

Fuck off, that happened ONE time!

 

A soft chuckle escapes my lips, and I shake my head, pocketing my phone. I get distracted staring at Father Nichols as he puts the communion wafer in my mouth ONE time, and Mason can't let it go! 

"Cole! We're going to be late!" Mom calls impatiently from downstairs.

"Coming!" I holler back, giving myself one last once-over in the mirror before grabbing my coat and heading downstairs. Mom's waiting by the door, keys in one hand and her other clutching her worn leather bible.

"My, don't you look handsome," she says with a smile, straightening my collar. A pang of guilt grips me, knowing she probably thinks I've dressed up for that girl at Church.
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THE DRIVE TO ST. MARYS CHURCH is short, just ten minutes from our house. As we pull into the parking lot, I spot the usual Sunday crowd filtering in, Mrs. Berry with her three rowdy kids, Old Man Jenkins hobbling up the steps with his cane.

My leg jiggles anxiously with the need to see him as we find a spot in the almost full parking lot. "There's Mayor Hendersen," Mom says, waving to the Mayor as we approach the entrance. Mayor Hendersen gives us a polite smile and waves. Mom thinks she's great, always praising her as “Such an accomplished young woman.” But for me, there's always been something not quite right with her.

The Chapel is a decent size for a relatively small building; the design is still the same as when it opened in the 1930s. Ornate designs carved into the walls and painted, now faded gold color. The lighting was updated about 20 years ago, so at least we don't have to worship by candlelight.

I scan the crowd, and there standing just below the stage is Father Nichols. Mom is nudging me towards him to say hello, and I turn to her, “Cole, you're holding up the line. What's the problem?” She mutters under her breath, pasting on a smile as people greet her while passing us. I grimace 

“H-he seems busy.” I choke. She looks at him and her eyes widen, and she says, 

“I know why you don't want to go over there.” And for a moment, my heart drops.

Shit, did I give myself away? She knows, I’m so fucked, the panic rises in my chest, and I close my eyes, bracing for impact. “That new girl is standing right by him. Is that it, honey?”

My breath releases in such a strong whoosh, I swear I'm deflating. “Yeah, I'm just…” Just what, Cole, you liar? “Just shy, Mom.” She gently squeezes my shoulder and nods, winking.

“I get it, honey, let's sit.” I hate lying to her; it makes my stomach turn, so most of the time I let her assume.

We take our seats, and I try to covertly look at him again, catching his gaze. A glimmer of concern crosses his features before he turns away, greeting another parishioner. I look behind me, thinking maybe he was looking at something, but there's nothing there.

I look back at him, God, he is gorgeous, I swear, each time I see him, he's hotter. He's greeting parishioners, his ever-present warm smile reaching his honey-flecked brown eyes. You can't look at a man that kind and beautiful and not fall apart or at least I can't.

I pull out my phone and quickly text Mason:

 

Me:

He's wearing the green vestments 

today. You know what those do to me.

 

Mason's reply is almost instantaneous:

 

Mason:

 They ALL do that to you! 

*eye roll emoji* Lord, have mercy 

on your thirsty soul lmao *laughing emoji*

 

Stifling a laugh, I earn an annoyed look from my Mom. Quickly slipping my phone into my pocket I turn my attention to Father Nichols, who has just taken his place at the pulpit, his deep voice filling the room as the service begins, my eyes fix on him.

"Good morning, beloved," Father Nichols says, his rich baritone washing over the congregation. That one simple word "beloved" said in that tone makes me shiver to my core, I swear it could make me confess sins I haven't even committed yet.

He starts his sermon speaking of service and having a giving heart. His big hands are caressing the pulpit and I imagine those same hands caressing my face, tracing patterns down my chest, gripping my- I shake my head as the images cause my pants to tighten. Lord help me not again!

Crossing my legs to mask the embarrassing bulge trying to form in my jeans, I launch into mental gymnastics to distract myself with thoughts of the least sexy things imaginable, I visualize roadkill, my ancient kindergarten teacher Mrs. Peterson in a swimsuit, and that horrific moment I stumbled in on Old Man Jenkins in the Church bathroom. Anything to dodge the full-on awkwardness of sitting next to my mom in  Church with a raging hard-on.

When I open my eyes again, Father Nichols is moving through his sermon. His hands gesture expressively as he speaks about compassion and service. My phone vibrates against my thigh, startling me. I discreetly check it beneath the hymnal.

 

Mason:

Your face is bright red. Jesus is

 watching you, perv. *eyes emoji*

 

I scan the Church and spot Mason three rows back, smirking at me. I give him the subtlest middle finger.

Father Nichols' voice drops to a more intimate timbre as he reaches the conclusion of his sermon. "And so, ladies and gentlemen we are called to service, not just in words, but in deeds."

His eyes sweep across the church, and for one heart-stopping moment, I swear they linger on me. My breath catches, and I grip the edge of the pew. "We all have gifts to share within our community." The air around us seems to crackle with energy. My heart flutters wildly in my chest. My brain knows he's not staring at me but my body is convinced otherwise. His intense stare feels like it's locked on me and I’m on fire.

As quickly as it began it ends, his gaze has released me and Mom passes the offering basket to me. I take a deep breath and mentally shake the nerves out to take the full basket to him at the pulpit. Yes, I sit in this exact seat so I can do this every Sunday, so sue me.

I reach up toward him with the basket and he grips it smiling at me. “Thank you Cole.” He says voice like honey and I swear my name on his lips is a prayer in itself. My mouth is suddenly dry as I stare up at him in a daze. Our fingers brush as he takes the basket from me, sending electric shocks up my arm.

For a brief moment, we're connected, his warm fingers against mine, his eyes meeting my gaze, and I forget how to breathe. "Y-you're welcome, Father," I stammer, my voice barely above a whisper. A knowing smirk tugs at the corner of his mouth, or maybe I'm just imagining it because I desperately want to see it. The moment stretches between us until someone behind me clears their throat impatiently.

Blinking rapidly, I break eye contact and hurry back to my seat, nearly tripping over my own feet. Mom gives me a questioning look as I slide in beside her. Father Nichols clears his throat, having taken the last of the baskets.

"Speaking of service and giving," he continues, that damning smile spreading across his face, "St. Mary's is in need of a handyman for some repairs around the Church. If anyone is interested or knows someone who might be, please see me after the service.

"Cole," my Mom whispers, jabbing me in the side with her sharp old lady elbow. I rub my ribs. "You should apply for that job, it would be perfect for you." I shake my head. The mere thought of working closely with Father Nichols everyday sends a jolt of nerves through my entire body and my palms are instantly clammy.

"I don't know, Mom," I whisper back, my voice catching. "I'm not sure I'm qualified enough." She gives me that look, the one that says she sees right through my bullshit.

"Cole Abbott, I may have been born at night but it wasn’t last night. We both know you’re plenty qualified." My phone vibrates again and I quickly snatch it up with my hands trembling.

 

Mason:

Dude, did you hear that! 

The church needs a handyman. 

THIS IS YOUR CHANCE

 

I groan inwardly.. not him too, I type back quickly:

 

Me:

My chance to humiliate myself? 

No thanks

 

The idea of working near Father Nichols is a dream come true in theory. But in reality it sounds like an excellent way to get myself outed or worse…

Mason:

Cole? I’m serious, this might be

your only chance for a handyman

job in this town

 

Mason:

It's been 3 years of you just doing odd jobs here and there. This could really be the push you need to be taken seriously and restart your dads business. Plus, you'll get to stare at Father Hottie all day. Win-win.

 

Me:

Fuck off!

 

Biting my bottom lip I consider Mason's words. He’s not wrong, working at the Church would mean steady income, something I desperately need. St. Mary's is well-respected in Baylee, and having them as a reference could open doors and reopening Dad’s shop would be amazing. We had to close it six months after he died due to lack of business.

But it would also mean spending hours alone with Father Nichols, trying to hide well.. everything. The thought alone makes me shift uncomfortably in the pew. "We will now rise for the closing hymn," Father Nichols announces, and I scramble to my feet, nearly dropping my hymnal. His eyes sweep across the congregation again, and this time I'm certain they pause on me. A small smile plays at the corner of his mouth before he looks away, and my heart nearly stops. Did he just—? No. I'm imagining things. I have to be…

As the final notes of the organ fade, Father Nichols raises his hands in blessing. "Go in peace to love and serve the Lord," he intones, and the congregation responds in unison. I mumble along, my throat suddenly dry as sandpaper.

"You're going to talk to him," Mom says decisively as we file out of our pew, not a question but a statement of fact. Before I can protest, she's guiding me toward the receiving line where Father Nichols stands, greeting parishioners.

Not gonna lie I’m seriously contemplating breaking away from my Mothers hold and running all the way home right now.

My palms are sweaty, and my heart is pounding so loudly that I'm sure everyone can hear it as we get closer. Oh God we’re doing this, I think I might pass out.

Taking a shaky breath to steady my twitchy nerves, I concentrate on my feet trying not to trip over them and embarrass the crap out of myself.

Mayor Hendersen walks past Father Nichols to leave and it's our turn. Suddenly I'm frozen in place, Mom gives me a hard shove showing surprising strength for a woman her age and I stumble forward.

 


Two
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Caleb

Take Me To Church - Hozier

 

F


or thirteen years, nearly every Sunday has found me on these steps, shaking hands and offering blessings to the good people of Baylee. Today, however, something feels different, I can’t quite put my finger on why.

"Beautiful sermon, Father," Mrs. Whitaker says, clasping my hand between her papery ones. Offering a smile I thank her, though I can barely remember what I preached about this morning.

My Father, Father Caleb, passed the position of Parish Priest onto me after his cancer diagnosis when I was 30. This transition was no surprise as I had been groomed my entire life to play this role, the script issued right out of my Mothers womb.

The Priesthood isn’t a standard family business but my Great Grandfather loved the Church and the town so much, having served as their minister and Mayor for 20 years, that he wanted to pass it down to his own Son.

So, he petitioned the Vatican for the right to marry and bear children and when they shot him down cold he denounced the Catholic Church and he converted to Episcopalian, which allowed him to create what has become a ninety year long family legacy.

As a young boy, my future was predetermined with such precision that I could predict each moment and milestone like clockwork.

I was under my Father's strict control, hobbies, TV, movies, and books were all subject to his approval, which didn’t happen often.

When I became a teenager, dating was off the table; my wife was chosen for me by my Father and other church elders. Fortunately, the woman chosen to be my wife was already my best friend, having grown up side by side since childhood.

At 19, I married Allison, and four years later, we were blessed with twins now 20 years old, Joshua and Ashley. Watching my children grow and explore the world was like experiencing a life I never had.

Sometimes I would catch myself feeling envious of their freedom to choose, something I was sure I would never have.

Ally and I knew even before we got married that our children would be raised differently. We wanted them to have the choices we didn’t have. So when our son Joshua chose not to become a Priest, I supported him wholeheartedly. My brother couldn't understand why I would support my Son breaking the family tradition. However, his son Bradley later stepped up calming the uproar.

I love serving this community. It’s a blessing to be a part of the major events in people's lives. To be looked to for gentle guidance in times of uncertainty. To help people who would otherwise be alone.

But amidst all the blessings and fulfillment that come with being a Priest, there's an emptiness that's been growing inside me. A void I've become increasingly aware of with each passing year. Is this all my life will ever be?

Shaking my head I focus on the present as I grasp Gregory Baker's hand firmly between mine. "Good seeing you today, Father," Gregory says, his eyes not quite meeting mine. "The wife's been asking when you'll come by for dinner again." Offering my practiced smile I respond. 

"Soon, Gregory. Give Martha my best." His kind smile reaches his eyes then, causing them to crinkle at the corners and he nods.

As he walks away, I notice Charlotte Hendersen making her way towards me, her hips swaying seductively in her Sunday best which is a little too fitted for Church. Her designer red blouse clinging to her accentuates her curves while her knee length black pencil skirt molds almost too tightly, leaving very little to the imagination and sets her apart from her constituents.

Her bright red lips are curved into an elated grin as she nears. As mayor of Baylee, Charlotte wields considerable influence, which she uses to support the town through charitable acts and advocation. As a bright eyed ingénue, her own Fathers death propelled her into political office.

As Charlotte and her husband George, approach me. Her knee-length coat swishes with her confident stride. The fur-lined hood masking most of her golden shoulder-length curls.

"That was quite a sermon, Father," her husband remarks with a tight smile as he briefly grips my hand and quickly steps back again. Charlotte puts both her hands out and I grasp them,

“Madam Mayor.”

“Caleb, always so formal.” She scoffs with a grin as she leans in to ‘air kiss’ my cheeks, her perfume filling my nose, a heady mix of floral and musk; next to my ear she whispers. "You always know how to stir the soul, Caleb."

When she pulls back I smile warmly at her, kissing the top of her small hand. "It is truly an honor to serve under your leadership, Madam Mayor." She smiles, stepping back to lean into her husband's chest.

As Ally joins us Charlotte beams, 

"Oh, Allison, it's so nice to see you again."

"Likewise, Madam Mayor," Ally politely responds. Charlotte waves, as her husband wraps an arm possessively around her waist giving a sharp nod and leads her away.

The Church steps are nearly empty now, just Mrs. Pendergrass lingering to discuss the upcoming bake sale.

As Ally nods along my mind drifts to the stack of repair quotes waiting in my office. St. Mary's beautiful old bones are showing their age, the leaking roof, the creaking pews, the ancient heating system that makes ungodly noises during winter services.

Mrs. Pendergrass finally departs with promises of samples of her famous apple pie for the congregation. Mrs. Abbot, a widow whose husband passed three years ago from a brain aneurysm, approaches with her arm wrapped around the arm of her son. From a distance, I notice his strong build, the way his simple button-down shirt strains slightly across broad shoulders.

His wild black curls are tamed and styled neatly today, the sharp angles of his jawline are softened by a faint pink blush that dusts his cheeks, making the small dimples on each side pop. His striking light green eyes, similar to his Mother's, seem to hold a world of emotions as they stare back at me.

During the final hymn, I noticed him fumbling with the hymnal, grabbing at it like a cartoon character. It took a lot not to chuckle while standing in front of the entire congregation. Cole was once friends with my son Josh until high school, it seems.

"Father Nichols," Mrs. Abbot greets. 

"Mrs. Abbot," I say warmly, taking her delicate hand between mine. 

"Father Nichol's, you must call me Emma! You remember my son Cole?"

She nudges him forward, and he stumbles. I clutch his shoulders to catch him. Our eyes lock for just a moment, and the world goes quiet.

Cole hurriedly rights himself on his feet, his blush deepening, and extends his hand towards me, before taking it I notice the small tremor revealing the nerves he's trying hard to hide. His grip is solid and confident with calloused palms and a comfortable hold, in stark contrast to his anxious demeanor. However, this demeanor is not uncommon when he and I interact.

"Good to see you again, young man," I say with a friendly smile.

"F-Father Nichols," Cole croaks nervously before clearing his throat. 

"I would like to apply for the Handyman position. While I may not have formal experience, I assure you I am more than capable."

The small hint of confidence he is showing through his nervousness is intriguing, and it makes me grin. Also, having known his late father, William, who was working on some projects for the Church at the time of his unfortunate passing, I know Cole is probably more capable than even he would be willing to let on.

"I knew William well; we would be honored to have you join our team," I say warmly, placing a reassuring hand on Cole's shoulder. His face brightens like a warm summer day, and his green eyes dance with happiness.

"My wife Allison can take you to the office to sort out the paperwork, and you can start Monday; how does that sound to you, Cole?" I ask, already knowing his answer. Vigorously shaking my hand, he enthusiastically replies, 

"Thank you, sir. Um, Father Nichol's." Leaning in close, still gripping his hand, I whisper in his ear, 

"You can call me Caleb." I pull my head back and wink playfully, like it's our little secret, before releasing his hand. His face turns impossibly redder as he quickly steps past me.

 


Three
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Cole

I Touch Myself - The Divynyls

 

J


ust go ahead and park by the fence in the back of the lot and enter through this door in the morning.” Mrs. Nichols instructs as she walks me out of the side door of the church. I nod and hold out my hand 

“Thank you ma’am.” Smiling at me she says,

“Ally is fine.” She turns and walks away from me.

I peer around the corner of the door. I had told Mom to drive home without me and right now I’m regretting it. Because I am sure I still have a full body flush from when Father Nichols whispered in my ear earlier. God, the sound of his husky voice and his hot breath on my ear damn near brought me to my knees. He makes the most mundane things sexy I swear or at least my brain thinks so.

Right now all I can think of is escaping without him seeing me. When I don't see anyone in the parking lot, I dart to a tall shrub at the end of the building by the front of the Church steps and peek around the bush.

No one in sight, perfect. I count to three and bolt past the front of the Church, once it's clear I sprint the rest of the way home. 

Is it normal to have your own theme music thrumming in your head? Darting around the Church just now I felt like I was a spy in a movie.

But no, just a pathetic gay man who is afraid to see his crush after nearly falling on him, stuttering my way through a job request and blushing my ass off. Honestly it's shocking no one has called me out on my behavior whenever I'm around that man.

I make it home in record time, rush through the front door, and practically dive face-first onto our living room couch. Mom glances up from her knitting, one eyebrow raised.

"Well, that was quick. Did you sprint the whole way?"

I groan into a throw pillow. "Maybe."

"And why exactly are we running from the nice Church people who just gave you a job?"

“I wasn’t running from anyone.” All lies. “Just wanted to get in some exercise.” Not a complete lie. “What's for Lunch? That run made me hungry.”

“It’s sitting on the stove waiting for you.” She smiles at me as I get up and kiss her cheek.

“Thanks Mom.” She goes back to her knitting and I power down my lunch. Then spend a few hours laying on the couch scrolling through my phone. Around 10pm, I let out a yawn and wish Mom a goodnight, then I head upstairs for bed.
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HIS HOT BREATH IS ON MY LIPS, a large hand is cupping my cheek. “Every time I see you in the pew during Sunday service, I just want to do this.” His lips capture mine and it's perfect. The softness, the glide of his tongue, I’m a slave to the movement of his mouth as he owns me. His hands explore my body and all I want is for him to touch me in every place no one ever has.

“Make me yours, Caleb.” I whimper into the kiss. He spins me around bending me over the pew and I’m on fire, yes, yes, yes. I turn my head looking over my shoulder and Caleb looks at me, his eyes dark with hunger.

“I’ll make you…” BEEP BEEP BEEP! My eyes shoot open and I groan, slapping my phone. Stupid alarm, I was just getting to the good part. 

Apparently my dick already got there. The uncomfortable wetness in my boxers reminds me it's always just a dream. I stand up pulling the wet fabric from my skin. Cumming is great and all but my boxers being full of it is gross.

I sprint to the bathroom and turn on the shower. Tossing the soiled garment in the hamper, I shower quickly. Today is the day, and I'm starting it off after having a wet dream about my new boss. This is already not going well. I towel off quickly, trying to shake the images from my dream out of my head. I can't show up at the Church with those thoughts still bouncing around in my brain. Father Nichols, er, Caleb, would see it written all over my face.

"Get it together, Cole," I mutter to my reflection. My green eyes stare back at me accusingly. Twenty years old and crushing on a forty-something Priest like some character in a trashy novel.

Pulling on my work clothes, I check myself in the mirror. Simple gray t-shirt, worn jeans that are comfortable enough to move in but not so ratty they look unprofessional. This is Church work after all. My hair is still damp, sticking up in all directions despite my attempts to tame it.

"Cole! Breakfast!" Mom calls from downstairs.

"Coming!" I shout back, giving myself one last look. "You can do this," I whisper to my reflection. "It's just a job. He's just a man. A forty-something, very handsome, kind-hearted Priest who you do not have a thing for." Yeah, that doesn't sound convincing at all.

I clatter down the stairs to find Mom setting out a plate of eggs and toast.

"First day jitters?" She asks, studying my face with that motherly intuition that always seems to see right through me.

"Something like that," I mutter, shoveling food into my mouth.

"You're going to do great," she says, patting my shoulder. “I’m off to work. I love you.”

“Love you, Mom,” I mumble with my mouth full.

After cleaning up the breakfast dishes and putting away the plate Mom left out for Dad. I grab my backpack and check it. Got my Mio and Dad's water bottle. I swear I'm forgetting something. I shrug at my thoughts and head to the garage.

I pull Dad's old tool bag from the shelf and fill it with his worn tools. My heart clenches as I gaze around the garage, so many hours spent here with my Dad talking, building, and fixing stuff. I hope me getting this job would make him proud.

I put the tool bag on the passenger side floorboard and my backpack on the seat. The late December wind lashes at my face, and I take a deep breath of chimneys burning in the distance. I love that smell, maybe it's built into me because it's the month I was born in, but whatever it is, it makes me feel a sense of comfort because it's also Dad's birth month.

The wind kicks up again, and I pull my coat tighter around me as I jog to the driver's side of my truck. I pull up the St. Joseph pendant from my neck and kiss it, pointing to the sky, “Love you, Dad.” I whisper as I get into the truck and drive to my first day as an official handyman.
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Caleb

On My Knees - Rufus Du Sol

 

H


oney, have you seen my keys??" My voice echoes through the small house as I call out to Ally. Eyes darting back and forth, I frantically check under magazines and papers scattered across the pristine white countertop.

Opening the refrigerator and even the microwave to search, I swear, some days I feel like I'm losing my mind! I once found my cell phone in the freezer, of all places. Ally always says I'm too distracted by my work. But really, I think I'm just getting old.

Suddenly, a familiar jingling sound fills the air behind me. Ally is chuckling at me as I turn, her hand triumphantly holding up the missing keys. "You left them in the bathroom, silly," she teases, handing them to me with a playful smile. As she leans in to kiss my cheek, I wrap my arms around her and pull her into a hug. 

"What would I do without you?" I say with a grateful sigh.

Ally steps back and playfully puts her thumb and forefinger on her chin as if deep in thought. "Hmm, you would be naked, keyless, and starve to death?" She jokes with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. I can't resist grinning back at her, attempting to scowl but failing miserably. 

"Very funny," I say with a smirk.

"Speaking of starving," Ally interrupts our banter as she points towards the refrigerator. "There's a container of leftovers in there for lunch. EAT IT." It's not uncommon for me to get so caught up in my work that I forget to eat, and Ally knows it well. 

"Yes, dear," I say with a chuckle as I kiss her forehead quickly before heading out the door and to my office.

The small three-bedroom house, the same house I grew up in, is conveniently located next door to the Church, and like the Church, the house is aging and requires constant maintenance and repairs. Despite my best efforts, I know very little about handiwork and home repair. Maybe I can offer Cole extra cash to fix some things around the house.

As I unlock the Church’s front entrance, my mind drifts to Cole. There's something about that young man, a sincerity in those intense green eyes that pulls at my curiosity. I knew him when he was younger but who is he now? I shake the thought away, reminding myself I'm here to work.

The Church is silent and my footsteps echo against the worn stone floor pausing at the bottom of the pulpit. I run my hand along the worn wood. There are so many memories here - Baptisms, Weddings, Funerals, the joys and sorrows of an entire community, witnessed by these very walls. 

And yet, as I look around at the peeling paint and cracked plaster, I can't help but feel a twinge of sadness. This place deserves better.

My eyes are drawn to a beam of sunlight streaming through the stained glass windows, illuminating motes of dust dancing in the air. The colors seem faded somehow, the once-vibrant reds and blues now muted and dull. I make a mental note to add "clean windows," to Cole's growing list of tasks.

Inhaling deeply I soak in the peace of this space, I've always loved this building in its quieter moments, when it feels like it's just God and I.

Making my way to my office a spark of excitement flows through me at the prospect of finally revitalizing this aging building. For years, I've dreamed of restoring St. Mary's to its former glory, but between budget constraints and my lack of skills, it's remained an idle dream.

But now, with Cole, things may finally start to change. It's strange how a single decision, hiring Cole, has given me a renewed sense of purpose. Humming, I stop at the small breakroom and brew myself a cup of coffee. Smiling, I imagine how the Church might look with a fresh coat of paint, polished pews, and maybe even some updated lighting.

I'm so lost in my thoughts that I nearly trip over a stack of hymnals piled haphazardly in the hallway outside my office. The wall catches me and I right myself, my heart racing. Taking a deep breath, I carefully step around the books and continue to my office.

My office is a modest space tucked in the back corner of the building, bookshelves lining the far wall, my Father's old desk filling the space on the other side of the room.

While leading the Church, he installed an en suite bathroom in the small office, he said it was to maximize efficiency.

My Father was a cold man. He may have been allergic to feelings but I didn’t know him well enough to know for sure.

Ally has tried adding warmth and personal touches to this office over the years, but I can still feel the weight of my Father's disapproval lurking in the dark corners. I have always strived to be different, a man who leads with warmth and understanding over an iron fist.

Settled into the old worn leather chair behind my desk, I shake off my Father's ominous presence. He has been gone 12 years now, but his voice rings in my ears as a constant reminder of my place.

A mix of anticipation and nervousness about Cole starting today gets my mind back on track. There's so much work to be done, and I want to ensure I utilize his skills effectively.

My watch tells me it's nearly nine, and Cole should be arriving soon. I've prepared a detailed list of projects, prioritizing the leaking roof, broken bathrooms, the sanctuary's water-damaged ceiling, and maybe finishing the kitchen remodel. My handwriting sprawls across the yellow legal pad, arrows and asterisks marking the most urgent tasks.

My mind drifts again to Cole's blushing, eager face yesterday. There was something about the way he looked at me, like I held all the answers to questions he hadn't even formed yet. It's been a while since anyone looked at me with such...what was it? Admiration? Hope?

Trying to clear my thoughts, I scrub at my eyes. I must focus on the tasks at hand, not dwell on my new employee. There's so much to do. Sermons to write, visits to make, and now a renovation project to plan. I am determined to revitalize this place and perhaps revitalize myself in the process.

 


Five
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Cole

Follow You - Bring Me The Horizon

 

F


ather Nichol's...I mean, Caleb greets me at the side entrance of the church. Instantly, I am struck by how gorgeous he is dressed casually. He’s taller than I am by several inches, and in the thigh-hugging jeans he's wearing, I can see it's mostly in his long legs. He has on a button-down short-sleeve shirt that hints at strong biceps, my mouth is watering to lick.

"Cole?" Caleb asks me, but it takes me a second to snap out of my daze. Shit, did he catch me drooling? Frantically wiping at my mouth, I stammer out a response. 

"Uh, sorry, just zoned out there for a sec," I say, desperately hoping he didn’t notice the flush creeping into my cheeks. Two minutes in, and I'm already a mess. Get it together, Cole!

Caleb's deep laugh fills the air, his kind brown eyes crinkling at the corners. "No worries, Cole. Come on in." He steps aside, and I enter, my heart racing as I brush past him. A rich, woodsy scent envelops me, his cologne, a perfect blend of earthy notes and subtle hints of spice.

Caleb points down to the end of the hall, indicating where his office is. I nod, and we step through an open doorway where a small break room sits. The space isn't more than six feet by ten feet with a small bathroom on one end, a counter, and a refrigerator along the wall on the other end. Across from the counter, a tiny circular table is pushed up against the wall, surrounded by three chairs.

Leaving the breakroom, we enter another hallway. “This is sort of backstage. The door in front of us leads to the Chapel, and the one at the end leads to the Chapel right near the stage.”

I trail after Caleb through the door behind the pews. Inside, the Chapel is quieter than I’ve ever heard it. I can feel tranquility vibrating from the worn walls.

Caleb guides me up the aisle, and I run my fingers along the pews as we walk. "So, we've got a lot on our plate," he remarks over his shoulder, giving me a grin that makes my heart flutter. "The roof's leaking in a couple of spots, some of the pews need strengthening up, and don't even get me started on the sorry state of the bathrooms." He chuckles.

"There’s a bad leak over there," he explains, pointing towards one area with a red bucket on the floor. "It's been dripping onto the pews during services. Not exactly promising for prayer." I laugh, picturing parishioners dodging water droplets while trying to pray. 

"No, I suppose not. I'll take a look and see what we're dealing with."

He then gestures for me to follow him, leading us to a worn door with an 'out of order' sign haphazardly taped on it in the back corner of the Chapel. After fiddling with the lock and flipping on a switch, we enter a cramped bathroom that is in dire need of some attention. The walls are peeling, the toilet is clogged, and the sink is missing fixtures.

"The plumbing in here has been out of commission for quite a while," Caleb explains, his voice tinged with frustration. "I attempted to do some work myself, but as you can see, I was unsuccessful. Do you think you can work your magic and get this place up and running again?" He asks. Without hesitation, I scan the bathroom and confidently respond with a grin: 

"Consider it done."

We arrive at a door on the opposite side of the room near the front. Caleb opens the door, revealing the classroom designated for the younger children during mass. The door creaks open, and a small room bursting with color greets me. Vibrant posters adorn every inch of wall space, displaying scenes from Biblical stories and cheerful messages in bold letters. 

A handful of tiny chairs are scattered around the room, their bright colors and miniature size making them seem almost toy-like. A small play area has been set up in one corner, teeming with colorful blocks and stuffed animals.

Caleb's eyes quickly scan the room, as he speaks. "We were just thinking that some sturdy shelves and a toy chest would spruce this place up," he remarks, gesturing towards the open space. I follow his hand, already picturing the potential. "With all the kids coming through here, it'd be great to have a more organized and welcoming area for them to play." 

"I think I have the perfect idea," I say, grinning. Caleb looks at me expectantly. "You will just have to wait and see," I shrug. Caleb's broad smile twitches in the corner of his mouth as he nods and continues the tour.

The old floors creak and groan under our weight as we navigate back towards the other side of the chapel. "Hey Cole?" His voice breaks through my thoughts as he glances at me over his shoulder. "I appreciate you helping out like this." My heart flutters at his words, causing heat to rise up my neck. 

"It's no problem," I reply nonchalantly, trying to hide the nervous tinge in my voice. "I'm happy to lend a hand."

As we walk my eyes drift to Caleb's ass while he's walking ahead of me. My God the man has an amazing ass. I wonder if he works out? My mind wanders to dirty places, and before I know it, my cock decides to make an appearance. Jesus Christ, not now! I stealthily move my hands in front of my crotch, desperately trying to think of anything unsexy.

Caleb suddenly interrupts my thoughts. "Cole, are you alright?" Heat rises to my cheeks when I realize I didn't know we had stopped walking. 

"Y-yeah, just mentally planning." I awkwardly squeak, wishing the ground would swallow me where I stand. I inwardly groan, day one Cole, day fucking one and you’re already fucking this up.

Caleb nods as we continue. "There's one more thing I wanted to show you," Caleb says, his forehead creasing. As we walk towards the end of the hallway leading out of the Chapel, we stop at a set of double doors. "It's a bit of a delicate situation." My curiosity piqued, I wait while he unlocks the doors.

We enter a spacious yet unfinished kitchen. The walls are draped in plastic, and the baseboards are taped off with paper. My heart drops as I take in the scene. "Sorry about this; it's a project we never got around to finishing," Caleb's voice is subdued and apologetic. 

This is what Dad had been working on for the Church before he passed away. A wave of sorrow washes over me, my Dad's final project. I wonder why it hasn't been touched in the last three years?

Caleb meets my gaze with warmth and understanding. "I wasn't sure if this would be too difficult for you," he explains softly. But I gather my strength and shake my head. 

"No, I can handle it; no problem. Just give me the details on what needs to be done," I say with a nod. Taking a deep breath, I push aside my emotions and focus on the here and now, Dad would want me to do this.
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A FEW HOURS LATER, as I'm working in the chapel, my phone buzzes.

Mason:

So how's the first day, 

lover boy *kissing emoji*

 

Me:

The work is a breeze. Everything 

else is torture!

 

Mason:

Did anything happen?

 

Me:

Well...I have been fighting off dirty 

thoughts and boners all day. If I think 

of another naked old lady, I might vomit.

 

 

Mason:

Dude, gross, I don't want to know 

anything about your dick! *Vomit emoji*

 

No, he definitely is not gay! I laugh to myself.

 

Me:

You asked *Shrug emoji*

 

A sudden knock at the doorway startles me. I fumble, almost dropping my phone as I hastily look up. Caleb is standing at the Chapel's back entrance, his hand still poised where he knocked on the wall. "Sorry if I scared you. Wanna take a lunch break? It's already 12:30," he says, glancing at his watch. 

I check my phone and realize I completely lost track of time. "Oh dang, thanks for reminding me," I reply gratefully. 

"My Wife packed way too much food for me. Would you care to save me from her wrath and join me?" He asks, faking a grimace; I smile,

"For sure! Let's go."

I follow Caleb to the break room, where he pulls a large container from the fridge. As he dishes the contents onto plates, my stomach growls embarrassingly loud in response.

"Someone's hungry," Caleb teases, his eyes crinkling with amusement. 

"Sorry," I mumble, feeling heat rise to my cheeks. "Guess I’m hungrier than I thought."

"Well, let's fix that," Caleb says as he places the two plates on the small table and takes the seat next to me. I shovel a forkful into my mouth.

"OMG," I say with my mouth full. "This is so good!" It's a flavorful mix of beans, rice, and bell peppers, seasoned to perfection. Caleb smiles at my enthusiasm.

"My Wife is a great cook." Caleb offers to take a bite.

"And apparently, she force feeds you," I laugh.

"She has to remind me to eat lunch every day because I forget when I'm in the middle of work. When I don't remember to eat, she threatens to hire me an assistant," he tells me with a frown.

I snicker at Caleb's pained expression, picturing his wife chastising him. "Can't have that," I jest. "I guess I gotta make sure you eat lunch every day now, too. Can't let you waste away on my watch." Caleb's eyes crinkle as he laughs.

"Thanks, Cole. Although I'm not sure how I feel about you and my Wife ganging up on me."

"Hey, I gotta look out for my boss," I say with a wink. Immediately, I duck my head. Did I really just say that and fucking wink at him!? Real smooth, Cole. But Caleb doesn't seem to notice my humiliation. He just smiles kindly and takes another bite of his lunch.

"Is Mrs. Nichols out sick today or somethin’?" I ask.

"She works as a secretary for the city planner's office during the weekdays, but she helps out here on Sundays," he explains.

"And what do you do for a living?" I ask curiously.

"This is my full-time job," Caleb chuckles. I scrunch my face in confusion.

"Do you do anything besides Preaching sermons?" I ask.

"I prepare for my upcoming sermon, officiate Weddings and Baptisms, conduct Funerals, take Confessions on Fridays, and handle all the necessary paperwork for the Church," he replies with a laugh.

Well, now I feel dumb, but even worse, my face is on fire. I stare down at my plate, hoping to hide my reddened cheeks. "Wow, that's a lot. I had no idea that being a Priest involved so much." I mumble.

"Most people don't. But I love what I do. Every day brings new challenges and opportunities to help people."

We continue to eat in comfortable silence, and I covertly glance at Caleb's Adam's apple as it bobs in his throat with every swallow. "Cole, something on your mind?" He asks as I take a bite, and I nearly choke. Just fantasizing about the hot Priest sitting next to me?

"Uh, well," I stammer, trying to think of something - anything - to say. The first thing I can think of comes out in a rush: "So, why didn't you hire someone else to finish the kitchen renovation?"

Caleb's response is tinged with sadness as he says, "William was a friend, and initially it felt a little too painful to watch his vision just go down the drain. Over time, I just forgot about it." He trails off and covers my hand with his on the table; in that moment, it occurs to me that my eyes are burning as a tear drips from my chin to Caleb's hand.

 


Six
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Caleb

1 month later

Rain - Sleeptoken

 

T


he house is quiet when I step inside, tossing my keys into the ceramic bowl by the door. The emptiness greets me like an old friend, familiar yet somehow more noticeable tonight. I flick on the kitchen light, finding Ally's note on the fridge held by a magnet shaped like Kansas: "Book club running late. Leftovers in fridge. xo." My fingers trace the neat curves of her handwriting, and I sigh, feeling an unusual restlessness settle in my bones.

I check the clock, 7:35pm. Too early for bed, too late to start anything substantial. The TV remote sits untouched on the coffee table, but nothing there appeals to me. Instead, I find myself standing in the kitchen again, opening cabinets, my mind drifting to conversations from earlier today.
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