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      CONTENT WARNING

      
        
        This story contains themes and content that may be upsetting or triggering for some readers. Please be advised that the following sensitive topics are depicted:

      

        

      
        ● Religious Guilt: Characters struggle with their faith and question long-held beliefs and religious doctrine.

        ● Sexual Content: Explicit descriptions of intimacy and sex, and discussions of sexuality, including within a religious context.

        ● Infidelity: References to emotional betrayal and temptation within relationships.

        ● Alcohol Abuse: A character copes with trauma by engaging in nonviolent, excessive drinking.

        ● Grief and Loss: A character grapples with the aftermath of a loved one’s tragic death.

        ● Emotional Manipulation: Emotional tension between characters, including moments of manipulation related to faith and relationships.

        ● Judgment from Religious Community: Characters face judgment and exclusion due to their personal beliefs.

        ● Suicide Attempt/Self-Harm Ideation: Includes a detailed scene of being found after a suicide attempt, and there are multiple references to a character’s history of self-harm.

      

        

      
        Please take care while reading and step away if these topics become overwhelming. Your mental and emotional well-being are important.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      
        
        Writing this story has been part of my own journey with religious trauma and healing—a slow, messy process of unlearning and questioning the doctrines and expectations that I once accepted without hesitation. Somewhere along the way, I discovered that faith and freedom don’t have to be opposites. It’s possible to honor beliefs without feeling confined by them, and this story is my tribute to that balance. It’s for anyone who has felt caught between devotion and self-discovery—between tradition and the pull to live authentically.

         

        Of course, this is also a love story—a spicy one—between a priest and a nun who find themselves on that same fragile line between faith and desire. Thank you for stepping into Damian and Claire’s world and sharing in their journey.

         

        —Alyssa Green

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          DAMIAN

        

      

    

    
      The fluorescent lights of the emergency room cast harsh shadows across the waiting area as I paced back and forth, my footsteps echoing against the linoleum floor. My girlfriend, Claire, sat hunched in one of the plastic chairs, her face pale, fingers tangled in the rosary beads she always carried. She’d been at my house studying when we got the call about my brother. Now, every few seconds, her eyes would dart between me and the clock mounted high on the sterile white wall—11:11 p.m.

      It was spring break; Rico and I had come home from college. I’d promised to be his designated driver. Had sworn that I’d pick his drunk ass up, no questions asked, whenever he texted. But I’d gotten lost in Claire, in the honeyed taste of her lips and the sensation of her fingertips tracing patterns on my skin as we lay tangled on my parents’ couch. Time had slipped away, my phone buried somewhere beneath the cushions, forgotten in a haze of desire. My brother had texted—once, twice, three times.

      Rico is—was—destined to become a priest.

      The memory of his last text clawed at my chest like an angry demon. The words were seared into my brain with excruciating clarity.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rico

      

      
        It’s cool. Don’t worry about it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Four simple words that would haunt me for the rest of my life. I could picture him typing them, his familiar half smile on his face, shaking his head at his little brother’s unreliability.

      Rico had started walking home on a stretch of road with no sidewalk. Just a narrow shoulder barely illuminated by the occasional streetlight. The driver didn’t even bother to stop, leaving him bloody, broken, and alone in the darkness. Some faceless coward who couldn’t be bothered to face what they’d done. A truck driver had spotted him on the side of the road minutes later. Thank God they’d stopped and called an ambulance. At least my brother hadn’t died alone in a ditch because of my irresponsibility.

      “Dami—” My mother’s voice cracked as she grabbed my arm, halting my pacing. Her fingers dug into my skin with desperate strength, her wedding ring cold against my flesh. “Everything’s going to be okay, right?”

      I tried to speak—to offer some comfort—but my throat closed up. Antiseptic burned my nostrils and mixed with the icy regret in my chest.

      “He was laughing just this morning,” Mom said, her voice distant. “Sitting at the breakfast table, talking about going to seminary school, stealing your bacon like he always does. He was so excited to lead people to the faith . . .” She pressed her hand to her mouth.

      Dad stood by the window, his reflection a ghost in the darkness. He hadn’t moved since they’d wheeled Rico through those doors. “Another broken promise, Damian,” he muttered.

      He was right. I’d broken countless promises in my young life.

      The double doors at the end of the hall swung open. A man in blue scrubs approached us, his tan face grave. My stomach dropped. I recognized that look. Had seen enough medical shows to know what it meant. No. Please, God, no.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Bellucci?” he asked, his voice gentle, dark circles rimming his eyes. “I’m Dr. Martinez. I’ve been tending to your son.”

      My mother let go of my arm and stepped toward him, her own rosary beads clacking together as she moved. Dad only turned, leaning back against the window, his face a mask of stone.

      “Our son?” Mom’s voice quivered. “How is he? Can we see him?”

      The doctor glanced at each of us in turn, his expression softening with practiced sympathy. He pulled over a nearby chair, the metal legs scraping against the polished floor, and sat, his shoulders drooping. With an open palm, he gestured to the empty row of seats. “Please,” he said quietly.

      My father moved first, his normally confident stride reduced to mechanical steps. He guided my mother with a trembling hand at the small of her back. She lowered herself with painful slowness, her knuckles white as she clutched her purse in her lap. The vinyl seat creaked under Dad’s weight as he settled beside her, his spine rigid, jaw working silently.

      That small gesture—the doctor wanting them to sit—made my legs go weak. My stomach hollowed out like a grave. I remained standing for a heartbeat too long, unable to make my body cooperate.

      Bad news is always delivered sitting down.

      With numb limbs, I finally fell into the chair beside my mother, the plastic cold and unyielding beneath me. Claire slumped into the seat next to me.

      Dr. Martinez began, “When Enrico was brought in, he had sustained massive trauma from the impact. We took him straight to surgery and did what we could.” He paused, allowing the words to sink in.

      Stop speaking in the past tense.

      “The damage was . . .” he hesitated.

      “But he’s okay?” Mom asked, her grip on Dad’s hand tightening. “He’s strong, my Rico. He’s always been so strong.”

      The surgeon’s eyes filled with genuine sympathy. “I’m so very sorry. But the injuries were too severe. Your son didn’t make it.”

      I watched the exact moment my mother’s world shattered—the way her face crumpled and her shoulders slumped. For a split second, the world was absolutely silent, like the universe itself was holding its breath.

      “No,” she wailed, clawing at my dad’s shirt. “Not my baby. Not my Rico.”

      He held my mom, his own tears falling. Claire sat frozen, silent tears streaming down her face. She focused on the doctor, as if staring hard enough might make him take back those words.

      “Dad?” I pleaded, my voice breaking. He didn’t respond. Didn’t blink.

      Dr. Martinez was still talking, something about arrangements and paperwork, but his words faded into white noise. All I could focus on was my mother’s grief-stricken sobs and my father’s deafening stoicism.

      Mom continued to weep in Dad’s arms, her pain so raw and visceral it made my own heart splinter.

      “Dad, please,” I tried again, desperate for him to say anything. But he remained frozen, locked in whatever private hell he’d retreated to.

      In that hospital waiting room, isolation crushed me. My chest caved inward, each breath burning through constricted lungs as reality sank in.

      Rico is gone. My brother is gone.

      Claire reached for my hand, but I pulled away. I couldn’t look at her—couldn’t bear to see my own raw anguish mirrored in her eyes. Not when I’d broken the promise for her.
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        * * *

      

      The walk from Rico’s grave to Saint Anthony’s was muscle memory, a path I’d taken daily for the past three months since his funeral. Each step was weighted with the hope that somehow it would lead me to answers. To peace. To anything that might fill this emptiness. The God I’d grown up believing in—the one Rico had taught me about during late-night talks about destiny and purpose—seemed to have vanished the night we lost him.

      The church stood silent and dark against the evening sky, its stained glass windows dulled by the fading light. I slipped inside, the heavy wooden door groaning shut behind me. Incense drifted through the sanctuary from evening Mass. In front of the tabernacle on the right of the altar, candles flickered, casting eerie shadows on the stone walls.

      I hadn’t planned to come here tonight. After another dinner spent watching Mom push food around her plate, tears streaming down her face, while Dad retreated to his study without a word, I couldn’t stay in that house. I couldn’t breathe in the suffocating silence that had replaced my brother’s presence.

      Where was God when Rico needed Him?

      What kind of loving Father would let this happen?

      What kind of brother forgets his promises?

      If I had just paid attention to my phone, he’d still be alive.

      My steps echoed in the vast quiet of the church as I made my way down the center aisle. The crucifix loomed above the altar, towering and still—its presence unwavering. Christ’s gaze seemed to follow me, his face etched in pain, expressing a grief that couldn’t be put into words.

      I reached the front pew and sank to my knees, the hard wooden bench pressing against my shins. My fingers curled tight around the edge of the pew rail in front of me, knuckles blanching. I bowed my head, praying for Him to tell me what to do.

      The silence surrounded me, heavy and unyielding. No burning bush. Nothing.

      “What should I do, Lord?” I asked, voice echoing back to me from the dim sanctuary. “Rico was the one meant for this life, not me. He was the faithful one, the worthy one.”

      What would Mom and Dad want me to do? Should I hunt down the driver who stole my brother’s future? Sacrifice my own? I would gladly take his place if I could.

      “Give me something,” I demanded, anger seeping into my prayer. “Anything.”

      The crucifix stared back, unmoved by my desperation, while Rico’s absence screamed louder than any answer God might have offered. Rico had talked about seminary school the morning before he died. His eyes had lit up as he explained how serving God meant helping others find their faith.

      Claire had been trying to call ever since. But I’d let it go to voicemail, like I had for weeks now. How could I talk to her when I could barely speak to my own family? How could I explain that every time I looked at her, I saw everything Rico would never have—no future, love, just the confines of a coffin? How could I deserve those things when my carelessness had robbed him of them all? How could I have been such an idiot and miss his messages?

      I pulled out my phone, scrolling to my saved voicemails. My thumb hovered over Rico’s name. I hadn’t listened to it since the night before the funeral, but somehow, pressing play felt like the closest thing to prayer I could manage right now.

      “Hey, Dami.” Rico’s voice filled the emptiness, vibrant and alive. “Just checking if we’re still on for Mass this Sunday? Father Collins mentioned they need more altar servers, and I told him my pain-in-the-ass brother might be interested.” His laugh echoed through the sanctuary. “I know you’ve been kinda distant about church stuff lately, but . . . I don’t know. There’s something about faith that brings me peace. Like I’m part of a bigger purpose, you know? Maybe you’d feel it too if you gave it a chance.” A pause. “Anyway, call me back. Love you, bro.”

      The message ended, but I kept the phone pressed to my ear, like I might hear more if I listened hard enough. I pressed play again.

      I tilted my gaze to Jesus on the cross. “Mom doesn’t talk anymore. She’s transformed into a shell of who she used to be. Dad might as well be gone too. It’s like they lost both of us. But I’m still here, walking around like a ghost they don’t want to see.”

      I closed my eyes, memories flooding my mind: Rico and me as kids playing in the backyard. Him teaching me to throw a baseball, patient even when my aim sucked. The pride in his voice when he told everyone at church that his little brother was going to UC Berkeley.

      “I should’ve been there . . .” A sob caught in my throat. I hadn’t cried since the funeral, but in the empty church, all the buried grief and anger I’d been holding back came rushing forward. “What am I supposed to do?” I whispered, tears streaming down my face.

      A beam of moonlight broke through one of the stained glass panes, casting vivid colors across the altar. The light shifted and danced, almost as if it were reaching for me.

      In that moment, the tightness in my chest eased, replaced by warmth. It wasn’t happiness—I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel that again—but it was . . . purpose. Direction.

      “Is this what You want from me?” I asked, my voice steadier now.

      Priesthood? A life dedicated to God, to His people, to service. To offer Him more than my own pain. A life without the things I’d wanted, the career I’d dreamed of, the future I’d planned with Claire. A sacrifice to balance what my mistake had cost Rico.

      My penance.

      “If I give my life to You, would it help? Will Mom smile again? Will Dad see me? Will You forgive me for what I’ve done?”

      I stared at the flickering candles in front of the tabernacle, watching the flames stretch and bend. My hands clenched the wood in front of me. Pain shot through me, grounding. Comforting.

      What did I expect? If I knelt here long enough, I’d feel a change? That this anchor weighing on me, drowning me, would somehow release me?

      “Make it more than anger and regret,” I said, wiping my tears away with the hem of my tee. “Make it atonement.”

      Moonlight shifted again, and for a brief moment, the colored light seemed to wrap around me like an embrace. Like benediction. Like acceptance of my offer.

      “Fine. I’ll do it. I’ll give You everything. My dreams. My heart. All of it. Just help me make this right.”

      I stayed there until the light faded, until my knees ached from the hard wood beneath them. And when I finally stood, my decision was made. Dedicate my life to finding a way to make all of this mean something, even though I was giving up my future with Claire and the person I could have been. Maybe this was how I could save what was left of my family. I would become a priest.

      Maybe this is how I pay for my sins.
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        * * *

      

      A week after my revelation in the church, I found myself standing in front of Claire’s parents’ house. The night pressed against me, a salt breeze carrying the bite of autumn and the scent of impending rain. My fingers tangled in my hair again, greasy from running my hands through it all evening while I’d paced my room, rehearsing this moment until the words tasted like ash in my mouth.

      My throat closed up. How many times had we sat in my truck, sharing glazed donuts and mapping out our lives? College. Marriage. The little craftsman with the blue door she’d circled in a magazine. Kids—two boys and a girl, she’d always said, her eyes lighting up when she talked about them. The memory rushed to the surface, so vivid I could almost hear her laugh, threatening to crack my resolve. But I couldn’t falter—not when I’d finally gathered the courage to do what needed to be done.

      Claire stood beneath the flickering streetlight, a thin cardigan pulled tight around her shoulders against the chill. Her gray eyes fixed on me—eyes that used to make me believe anything was possible. Now they just reminded me of everything I couldn’t be for her.

      Behind her, the house was dark and quiet, her parents already asleep. In a few minutes, their daughter’s heart would be shattered, and they wouldn’t know until morning.

      She felt further away with each passing second, though she hadn’t moved. Or maybe I was the one drifting, untethered since Rico’s death and searching for a sanctuary I couldn’t find. Not even in her. I couldn’t keep pretending I was still the guy she’d fallen in love with. That guy died in the hospital waiting room with his brother, leaving behind this hollow shell who couldn’t feel anything but pain and regret.

      Part of me wanted to run. To get in my truck and drive until the ocean swallowed the sun. But I’d made my choice.

      “I can’t do this anymore.” The words tumbled out before I could stop them. “I can’t keep pretending I’m fine.”

      She blinked, her eyes widening, confusion clouding her face. She took a hesitant step toward me, her voice trembling. “What do you mean? I’m here for you. I’ve been here for you. We can work through this.”

      Her words should’ve been what I needed, should’ve given me hope, but all I felt was the pain I’d let consume me. I shook my head, my jaw tight, a coldness seeping into my voice even though my heart was breaking. “No. You can’t fix this. I need to leave. Need to get away from all of this. Away from you.”

      She stepped back. “What’re you saying, Dames?” Her voice cracked on my nickname, and deep inside, my chest splintered.

      I closed my eyes for a brief second, fighting the urge to pull her close and take it all back. My hands trembled, and I shoved them into my pockets so she couldn’t see. But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. The force of my hurricane of emotions was too much. I couldn’t stay. “I need something more. More than you. More than this life we’ve been talking about. I need a purpose.”

      Her breath hitched, tears welling in her eyes. “I thought that was our future,” she said, her voice just above a whisper. “We were going to build a life together.”

      Her words hung in the silence between us. Each one constricted my chest until I could barely breathe. I dug my nails into my palms, focusing on the sharp sting instead of the sorrow on her face. The words I’d been fighting spilled out—not because they were true, but because it would make her finally let me go.

      “I don’t want that anymore.” Bitterness coated every word. “I don’t know who I am anymore, and I don’t know if I ever did.”

      Claire flinched as if I’d slapped her. Her tears spilled down her cheeks, reflecting the harsh streetlight, and I hated myself in that moment more than I ever thought possible. Her shoulders slumped, the fight leaving her. She stared at me like she didn’t recognize me either.

      The breeze picked up, rustling the leaves in the trees lining the street. A car passed somewhere in the distance. But all I could hear was my broken heart pounding in my ears and the soft hitched sound of her crying.

      She didn’t say anything more. She didn’t need to. The look in her beautiful eyes said it all—betrayal, hurt, confusion. It was a look I would never forget.

      Without another word, I turned, opened the truck door, and got in. As I drove away, I glanced in the rearview mirror one last time. Claire was still standing on the sidewalk, staring after me, her face illuminated by the streetlight, one hand half raised like she was reaching for me.

      I gripped the steering wheel so hard my knuckles turned white. I wanted to unsay the words, to slam on the brakes and run back to her. It was too late. I’d fucked up whatever was left between us. Permanently. But the priesthood was my only purpose.
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            Chapter One

          

          DAMIAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eight Years Later

      

      

      My routine had remained unchanged since my first day at Saint Anthony’s. The darkness of early morning held its own kind of holiness. I’d been here since 5 a.m., a daily reminder of all those ancient leaders who sought God in the deserts while the rest of the world rested. These moments before dawn were sacred to me.

      The stained glass was beginning to cast jeweled patterns across the altar as I knelt in the empty sanctuary. First, the Divine Office with its ancient rhythms, then my personal devotions, and finally, my time of unstructured prayer, where I simply knelt, waiting for God to speak. My morning prayers rose with the dust motes dancing in the colored light. Just God and me in the silence before the din of the world intruded with its endless needs and self-inflicted suffering.

      “In Your light we see light,” I whispered, the psalm settling in my chest, offering me comfort.

      My fingers traced the worn wooden beads of the rosary Rico had given me for my sixteenth birthday. The smooth surface, polished by years of prayer, connected me to my brother in a way that transcended his absence. I wrapped the beads around my wrist as I stood, the gentle pressure a reassuring touch against my skin.

      The sunrise had fully transformed the sanctuary, painting the walls and pews in vivid colors. The crucifix above the altar caught the light, shadows emphasizing Christ’s agonized face. I studied it, as I did every morning, searching for some new understanding within those carved features.

      I was content to belong here. Being Father Bellucci instead of just Damian, the lost boy seeking penance after his brother’s death, was better than living without a purpose. The weight of the vestments was only a fraction of the weight of my vows. The rhythm of the liturgical calendar ordered my days with meaning. My parishioners—their trust, their faith, their reliance on my guidance—gave shape to a calling I’d never expected to have, but now I couldn’t imagine my life without them.

      And yet . . .

      I stood and moved to the sacristy, my footsteps echoing against the stone floor as I approached the ornate cabinet where the sacred vessels were kept. “In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti,” I whispered, crossing myself before inserting the brass key. The cool metal against my fingertips grounded me in the solemn ritual that had been performed by thousands of priests before me.

      Every movement, gesture, and preparation was prescribed by centuries of tradition. Each act connected me to the divine. I breathed in the lingering fragrance of frankincense and myrrh that clung to the air, mingling with the pure aroma of beeswax candles.

      With reverent hands, I withdrew the chalice, holding it briefly at eye level in silent veneration before placing it upon the purificator. Next came the paten, the ciborium, and finally, the Roman Missal, which I positioned on its stand with careful precision. “Domine, non sum dignus,” I murmured, the ancient Latin flowing from my lips as naturally as breath.

      I moved to prepare the altar for morning Mass, first laying the pristine corporal cloth in the center, aligning its edges with mathematical exactness. My fingers traced the intricate embroidered cross on the green chasuble as I lifted it from its drawer. Tempus Ordinarium—Ordinary Time in the liturgical calendar. There was nothing ordinary about the hollow space that sometimes opened inside me during private prayer—a void that neither the Liturgy of the Hours nor the Eucharistic sacrifice seemed able to fill.

      As I vested, each garment became a silent prayer: The amice around my neck. Lord, set the helmet of salvation on my head to fend off all the assaults of the devil. The alb flowing to my feet. Purify me, Lord, and cleanse my heart so that, washed in the Blood of the Lamb, I may enjoy eternal bliss. The cincture at my waist. Lord, gird me with the cincture of purity and extinguish my fleshly desires, that the virtue of continence and chastity may abide within me. And finally, the stole and chasuble, transforming me from man to vessel—from Damian to Father Bellucci, servant to the servants of God.

      Like a shadow at the periphery of my soul, the emptiness had no name. No clear shape. Impossible to see directly but undeniably there. I’d first noticed it about six months ago, during a men’s retreat. While other priests spoke of profound spiritual experiences, I’d encountered only this unsettling sense of something missing, a note in the chord that should have been there but instead was muted.

      “God is love, and His love is eternal,” I reminded myself. My seminary professors had warned about the moments of spiritual dryness that came to even the most devout. “The saints themselves experienced the dark night of the soul.”

      I ran my fingers over the communion hosts, counting enough for the morning congregation. Wednesday Mass usually brought about thirty parishioners—mostly retirees and a few working people who made the effort to come before their day began. I knew their faces, their particular ways of receiving communion, and even the pews they preferred.

      Serving them brought me joy. Real, genuine joy.

      So, why does this hollow feeling persist?

      “This isn’t darkness,” I murmured to myself, placing the wine and water cruets beside the chalice. “This is just . . . life.”

      Everything was technically correct but somehow missing the essence. Like speaking words in a language I’d studied for years while never having lived among its native speakers. Like reciting poetry without understanding the metaphors.

      I shook my head, pushing the thoughts away. I didn’t need to deepen the sensation by dwelling. Better to lose myself in the concrete needs of my parish. The mystery of this emptiness could wait.

      “Good morning, Father,” Mrs. Walker said, her cheerful voice breaking through my contemplation as she bustled in with fresh flowers. Her gray hair was neatly pinned back, and she carried white lilies that filled the air with heavy perfume. At seventy-eight, she moved with the energy of someone twenty years younger. Her faithfulness to her church duties was as reliable as the tides.

      “Morning, Mrs. Walker.” I smiled at her, grateful for the interruption of my circular thoughts. “Beautiful bouquet.”

      “From my garden,” she said, arranging them in a vase near the altar. Her hands moved with practiced precision, placing each stem with artistic care. “The good Lord blessed me with a green thumb, though my knees aren’t what they used to be for all that gardening.”

      I watched her work, admiring her dedication. Mrs. Walker had been widowed for fifteen years but never seemed to lose her joy. She lived alone in the small house she’d shared with her husband for forty years, tending her garden and serving the church with equal devotion.

      What is her secret to finding such contentment?

      “Before I forget to mention it,” she continued, adjusting a lily that seemed determined to flop to one side, “Bishop Valenti called to say we’re getting a new director of religious education tomorrow. A nun from the Sisters of Divine Light.”

      “Really?” I adjusted the missal, making sure the ribbons marked the correct readings for the day. “Did he say who they’re sending?”

      “Not by name. Just that she’s young but highly qualified. Apparently, she grew up in this area.” Mrs. Walker stepped back to examine her handiwork, nodding with satisfaction. “It’ll be good to have that position filled properly. The temporary arrangements have been . . . less than ideal.”

      I nodded, a weight lifting from my chest. Another nun to work with wasn’t exactly exciting news, but at least it would help distribute some of the administrative duties that had been piling up since Sister Josephine had retired six months ago. I’d been covering many of those responsibilities myself, stretching my days even thinner. It had gotten so busy that Mrs. Walker had volunteered some of her time to help.

      “That’s good news. The position’s been vacant too long,” I said, returning my attention to the altar preparations. “That role needs consistent leadership.”

      “Indeed, Father.” Mrs. Walker gathered her empty basket, patting my arm as she passed. “The children deserve better than substitutes and temporary solutions. Speaking of which, little Tommy Rodriguez asked if you’re still taking them for ice cream after tonight’s youth group.”

      I smiled. “Tell him I haven’t forgotten. But only if he brings his math homework to show me his progress.”

      She chuckled. “I’ll pass that along.” Halfway to the door, she paused. “Oh, and don’t forget the parish council has moved tonight’s meeting to seven instead of six thirty.”

      “Duly noted.”

      When Mrs. Walker finally left to prepare the lectionary, I continued setting up. Maybe a new staff member was exactly what this parish needed—fresh energy, new perspectives.

      The sound of early arrivals filtered in from the vestibule: Mr. Lionel’s distinctive cough, the tap of Mrs. Garcia’s cane against the marble floor. I straightened the altar cloth one final time, making sure every fold fell perfectly. In a few minutes, I would stand before these faithful souls and lead them in the Mysteries of Our Faith. The thought filled me with both humility and dedication.

      I moved through the last of my preparations, yet that persistent hollow feeling remained, like an essential part of me was just out of reach.

      The morning light shifted from gold to the clear white of day. It illuminated the altar, the crucifix, the waiting pews. It all appeared so ordinary and yet so sacred at once. This paradox was at the heart of our faith—finding the divine in the mundane, the extraordinary within the routine.

      “Lord, You are enough,” I whispered, the words both affirmation and question. “Help me find contentment in Your presence alone.”

      The prayer felt simultaneously honest and incomplete, as if I was asking without knowing exactly what I needed. But wasn’t that often how prayer worked? Bringing our confused longings to God and trusting Him to sort out what we truly required?

      I headed to the back of the sanctuary and walked in procession to the altar. Minutes later, the sound of the opening hymn rose around me. I couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever unnamed absence I’d been sensing lately was about to become clearer, though I had no idea why that thought suddenly crossed my mind.

      
        
        “Yes, I know what plans I have in mind for you, Yahweh declares, plans for peace, not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope.” —Jeremiah 29:11 (New Jerusalem Bible)
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            Chapter Two

          

          CLAIRE

        

      

    

    
      It had been years since I’d seen Carmel, California—the place I’d grown up and where I’d been molded and broken in equal measure. The hum of the car’s engine seemed louder than usual as I navigated the winding Pacific Coast Highway. I never imagined I’d return swathed in modest black and white, but sometimes God’s GPS takes the most unexpected detours.

      After all these years, it was still timeless. The coastline’s azure hues stretched out to the horizon, the noontime sun framing it in golden rays and bathing the cliffs in warm light. Waves crashed beneath swooping seagulls like nothing in this corner of the world had changed.

      Except for me. A walking existential crisis, now with religious gravitas.

      My new assignment meant a change in routine. Morning prayers at 5 a.m. with the strict rhythm of devotions marking every hour. Lauds at dawn, Prime in early morning, Terce at midmorning, kneeling until my knees ached through the Divine Office seven times a day. Sext at noon, None in the afternoon, Vespers at sunset, and Compline before bed.

      Sext at noon. I snorted. Someone in the early Church must’ve had an affinity for Afternoon Delight.

      Saint Anthony’s parish wasn’t just going to be my new home; it was going to be a resurrection of my past. I thought I’d escaped all this small town represented—its narrow expectations, the relentless rules, and all those judgmental eyes. Never in a million years would I have expected to return wearing a veil. Once, I had hoped to wear a white one, not one of black meant to reflect a life of absolute devotion to God.

      To be honest, becoming a nun hadn’t exactly been my plan. If anyone had told twenty-one-year-old party-girl me that I’d one day take vows of celibacy and service, I would’ve laughed in their face. Before, my life had been about freedom. Exploring every boundary I could find and pushing it until it broke. And God knew I’d broken plenty. My parents had watched helplessly as I spiraled, their disappointed sighs a soundtrack to my rebellion. While my sister, Jasmine, had fought for acceptance in her own quiet way after coming out, I’d fought against everything—especially myself.

      After years of living carelessly, chasing highs that never lasted, it happened. At twenty-five, the “call” came. It wasn’t some booming voice from the heavens or a blinding light. It was whispers in my darkest moments.

      I was twenty-one when my life started falling apart—after Damian lost his brother and abandoned me. But then Jasmine came home one night, tears streaming down her face after coming out to the parish priest.

      “They won’t let me take Communion anymore,” she’d whispered. “Father Constantine said I need to ‘pray away’ my feelings for Tina.”

      My parents had just stood there, silent and uncertain, while the Church I’d grown up in wounded my sister in ways that left invisible scars.

      That was the first time I reached for a blade, vowing to carry them for her.

      I’d spent countless nights alone, and when everything else spun out of control, at least I was in control of the sharp sting that brought clarity and focus. I’d hoped the pain would anchor me, give shape to the demons swirling inside, and make sense of the screaming thoughts I couldn’t quiet.

      It wasn’t peace. It was a punishment I could meter upon myself for not changing what seemed unchangeable to protect her. For not protecting love. For not being . . . enough.

      The relief was fleeting, streaming down my thighs and leaving me emptier than before.

      Then the police announced they were going to stop looking for Rico’s murderer. Just like that. Case closed. Filed under “unsolved.”

      That was the night I’d lost all hope. In the hospital, slumped in a cold plastic chair, thigh bandaged, I’d met Sister Agnes. She didn’t preach at me or try to save my soul. She just sat with me, hour after hour, throughout the endless night.

      “God doesn’t need you to be perfect,” she’d said, her weathered hand covering mine. “He just needs you to be present.”

      Her calm certainty reached a part of me nothing else had touched. Where I’d found only emptiness in chaos, she’d found boundless meaning in surrender.

      After that, I’d started volunteering at St. Catherine’s shelter. Standing in the soup kitchen on Christmas Eve, ladling stew for people whose hope had long since vanished, I felt it—a wave of purpose washing over me, clear and powerful. For the first time, the endless noise in my head had quieted. This was where I needed to be . . . Helping others.

      Mother Superior pulled me aside one evening. “You fight yourself with the same passion you could give to God,” she’d said. “What if you directed all that fire toward something greater?”

      Something greater. Like reform. I could make a difference in the Church for all these people.

      I’d chosen to take temporary vows three years ago. A trial period. Time to discern whether this life was for me. The physical discipline of prayer—the kneeling, the genuflecting, the hours of contemplation—offered me a different way to inhabit my body. The scars on my thighs faded as my knees calloused. Now, in my final year, it would all come to a head. I was supposed to make a choice: take my perpetual vows and fully commit to being a nun or walk away.

      The pressure had been building for months, like a shaken-up soda can ready to pop. Mother Superior, Sister Agnes, everyone expected me to continue wearing this habit, but the closer I got to the decision, the more uncertainty reared its ugly head.

      Sister Agnes wrote to me monthly, her letters a gentle reminder of that night that had changed my entire life and the promise she saw in me that I sometimes still struggled to see in myself.

      I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think about what I’d be giving up. Not the obvious things—sex, intimacy, marriage—but an entire future I would never know.

      Late at night, when the convent was quiet and it was just me, God, and my thoughts, I wondered if I was ready to close those doors . . . forever. Was the peace I’d found within structured walls and ancient rituals strong enough to sustain me for a lifetime? Or was I just trading one extreme for another—the wild rebellion of my youth for the strict discipline of religious life?

      But there were things within the Church that needed to change. Namely, the outdated traditions that felt more like shackles than guidance. How they treated people like my sister, Jasmine.

      They clung to the old, rigid beliefs about love, marriage, and sex. It was suffocating sometimes. How could a place that was supposed to embody love be so restrictive of it? I was looking forward to being the new director of religious education at Saint Anthony’s parish school. Part of me—maybe the biggest part—had come back with a purpose that went beyond teaching.

      I wanted to change things from the inside, to make sure no one else felt the rejection Jasmine had experienced in those very walls. To create a space where love, in all its forms, could be celebrated, not condemned. And yet, despite all the contradictions, I couldn’t deny the way my heart settled when I was in prayer or teaching others about faith.

      The bell tower rose against the horizon, its white stone almost glowing in the afternoon light. With its brick facade and large arched windows, the school building itself had a cozy academic feel.

      With late August settling in, there was already that back-to-school energy in the air, that mix of anticipation and possibility that came with every new academic year. Soon the halls would be filled with the shuffle of students finding their way, slamming lockers, and nervous, angsty energy. A sense of eagerness flowed through me at the thought of stepping in front of a classroom again, breathing life into the stories of the saints and showing these kids that faith wasn’t a series of rules, but that it could lift them up when the world got too heavy.

      The parking lot of Saint Anthony’s was built at the center of everything; the school, the church, the rectory, and the hall all surrounded it like a small interconnected village. It hadn’t changed much since I was a kid walking past on my way to the beach.

      I parked along the edge of the church’s lot. The view opened up over the cliffside, and the land dropped steeply into the rolling blue waves below.

      As soon as I opened the car door, the ocean breeze rushed to greet me. It carried the scent of seaweed and the faint briny tang of the tide, embracing me like an old friend, yet it also brought a bittersweet pang to my heart.

      I let the door swing shut with a quiet thud. The wind lifted a few strands of hair from beneath my veil, and I didn’t bother tucking them back. God made the wind too, right? The Almighty probably wasn’t losing sleep over my slightly disheveled appearance.

      This place had always been a refuge. A sanctuary in every sense of the word. It had a way of reminding me how small I was in the grand scheme of things. How my problems were just tiny droplets in God’s vast ocean.

      It felt good to be back. Different, but good. Every decision I’d made had led me here, to this moment in time.

      I was about to head toward the church, and then I heard him—the one voice I’d never expected to hear.

      “Claire? What are you doing here?”

      No way. No way in hell. Every muscle in my body tensed. My stomach dropped like I’d missed a step going down stairs. I’d practiced confronting him in my head a thousand times, but still . . .

      I turned slowly, heat creeping up my neck and spreading like wildfire across my cheeks. Low and behold, standing a few feet from me was my ex-boyfriend, Damian Bellucci. His black button-up shirt was crisp, tucked neatly into black slacks that looked like they’d been pressed that morning. The white clerical collar stood out sharply against his sun-kissed skin, a constant reminder of the God he represented.

      Even as a priest, he remained annoyingly attractive. I tilted my head to the sky. Seriously, God?

      My gaze traced the broad line of his shoulders, the way his rolled-up sleeves hugged the muscles of his arms. His dark tousled hair made me wonder if he bothered to tame it in the mornings. And Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, his face. Strong jaw, sharp enough to cut through the tension that had thickened between us. Emerald eyes—intense, like they could see into my soul if I let them.

      No one should look that good in a clerical uniform. He was a picture-perfect priest, standing as if temptation had never once knocked on his door. Even now, with our history, my body recognized him, despite never having had sex with him. We’d done other things . . .

      I pushed those dangerous thoughts away, disgust and desire warring in my chest. I was supposed to be above this. Beyond this.

      My eyes narrowed. How had I missed this detail? How had no one told me that the one person I never wanted to see again was going to be the priest at my new home?

      Damian stood in front of me like he owned the place, staring with those gorgeous green eyes that had once seen more of me than anyone in this universe. My jaw clenched, and I fought the urge to turn right back around, get in my car, and drive until I hit the ocean.

      It’ll be fine. Is this all part of His plan? Though lately, God’s plans seemed designed specifically to test my resolve.

      “I’m the new director of religious education.” I gave him my best professional tone.

      His eyebrows shot up, and a dark cloud seemed to pass over his face. “Excuse me?”

      “Director of religious education,” I repeated, drawing out each syllable like I was explaining calculus to a kindergartner. “You know, the position that involves actually teaching rather than just standing around looking holy. Shouldn’t you know these things?”

      “My God,” he said, massaging the space between his eyes.

      “Funny, He’s mine too. Small world.” I twirled the end of my veil around my finger, enjoying his discomfort perhaps a bit too much.

      He shook his head, a muscle twitching in his jaw. “This isn’t happening.”

      “Actually, it is. Physics and all that . . . We both exist in the same time and space. Quite the miracle, really.”

      Damian’s shoulders hunched forward as if carrying an invisible weight. His voice dropped to a low rumble. “This arrangement won’t work.”

      “And why’s that? Afraid I’ll outshine you in Bible study?” I arched an eyebrow, daring him to admit the real reason.

      “Because,” he muttered, staring at the ground before meeting my eyes with that smoldering intensity that always made my stomach flip. “It’s not going to be good for anyone. You, me, this community.”

      “So, what you’re really saying is I’m not good enough?” I placed a hand over my heart dramatically. “And here I thought my teaching credentials and theological training would count for more. But I guess your comfort level trumps all that.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” he growled, stepping closer, his voice barely above a whisper. “We”—he gestured his index finger between us—“have history.”

      I folded my arms over my chest. “You don’t get to dictate whether or not I belong here, Father Grumpy.”

      “No way in the nine hells can we be here at the same time, Claire,” he gritted out, his intensity dialed up to eleven.

      “First of all, it’s Sister Claire now, though I appreciate your commitment to casual blasphemy. Second, the nine hells isn’t even Catholic doctrine—but I must say, your knowledge of Dungeons & Dragons cosmology is impressive for a man of the cloth.”

      His eyes flashed, and for a moment, I saw the Damian I remembered. The one who had left me. The one who’d broken my heart when he decided a future with me wasn’t enough.

      He crossed his arms, the fabric of his sleeves tightening over the hard curve of his biceps. “You’re really going to stand there and argue about doctrine with me?”

      “I don’t know.” I grinned. “Am I winning?”

      “Look”—he sighed heavily, staring off into the distance like a moody hero from a Gothic novel—“this is about what’s best for my parish.”

      “Your parish?” I clutched my invisible pearls. “I didn’t realize God had transferred the deed to your name. How convenient. You think I can’t handle the job because of our ancient history? Or is it just easier to blame the community than admit you’re scared?”

      His jaw tightened, a shadow passing over his features.

      I adjusted my black veil with a flourish and shifted my weight to one leg. “This is about you. Your discomfort.” I couldn’t help it now. “God forbid you’re forced to deal with a little awkwardness. Or that you have to work with someone who knows the real you.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “What’s not fair is acting like this is your decision to make. I have a lot to offer this community, and I’m not going to let you scare me off because you’re uncomfortable. Put on your big boy Roman collar and deal with it.”

      We stood in the parking lot, staring each other down. My heart was racing. Neither of us wanted to admit it, but the past was right between us. The words we never said hung in the ocean air.

      He exhaled, his shoulders slumping like Atlas bearing the weight of the world. “You’re right.”

      “What?” I blinked.

      “It wouldn’t be very fair to not give this a chance. So . . .” His voice was low, resigned. “Let’s see what you got, Sister Claire.”

      I cocked an eyebrow and crossed my arms. “Is that a challenge, Father?”

      Damian smirked. “Maybe.”

      With a conceding huff, I said, “Fine.” It wasn’t a truce, but I didn’t want to stand there in the sun arguing with him anymore.

      As much as I hated to admit it, I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to stay anyway. The careful walls I’d built around my heart were cracking, and I’d only been here five minutes. I’d been taught to know when to flee from temptation. But how was I supposed to run when the place I’d be running from was exactly where God called me to be?

      I rolled my shoulders back and offered up a silent prayer. All right, Big Guy, if this is your idea of a divine comedy, I hope you’re enjoying the show. But a little help with the plot would be appreciated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          CLAIRE

        

      

    

    
      After morning Mass, Mrs. Fontana approached. The gleaming silver crucifix she wore glinted against her finely pressed blouse. Her sensible heels clicked on the marble as she positioned herself directly in my path.

      “Welcome back to Saint Anthony’s, Sister Claire.” Her sugary-sweet voice preceded the cold and assessing judgment framed by her expensive glasses. “It looks like we’re becoming one of those progressive parishes.”

      I inhaled deeply, centering myself, and tried to ignore the heavy scent of her designer floral perfume cutting through the lingering incense from the service. I focused on the sunlight casting pools of ruby and sapphire across the vestibule floor, turning the stone into a kaleidoscope of color. It was much more beautiful than Mrs. Fontana’s thinly veiled disapproval.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Fontana.” I kept my tone warm.

      “I remember when you were younger. Always so . . . spirited.” She made it sound like a sin. “Your mother must be relieved you’ve finally found some direction.”

      Heat crept up my neck. “My family’s very supportive. Mom says God must have a wonderful sense of humor, calling me to serve after all those years of me driving her to prayer.”

      Mrs. Fontana’s lips twitched—not quite a smile, but maybe it was progress considering her smile rarely reached her eyes. Her gaze drifted toward Damian, who stood by the main doors speaking with parishioners, sunlight haloing his dark hair in a way that was completely unfair.

      “Hmm.” She glanced back, her gaze sharpening on me. “Father Bellucci has been a blessing to this parish. The best priest we’ve had since Father Martin retired. He’s just so devoted to tradition, you know?” Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “I hope you’re not going to have a problem with such a nontraditional living arrangement.”

      The rosary beads wrapped around her wrist clicked softly as she adjusted her purse. Behind her, two older women watched our exchange with poorly disguised interest.

      “Did you know he leads the Latin Mass once a month?” she continued. “It’s beautiful, and he’s so reverent about it. The old ways. The way the Church was meant to be.”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. Instead, I brightened my smile until my cheeks hurt. “Sounds wonderful. Although personally, I’ve always thought God understands all languages. Even teenage slang, which is practically its own dialect these days. Last week I learned what ‘rizz’ means. I’m practically fluent now.”

      Her rigid face remained unchanged. Tough crowd.

      Mrs. Fontana had always appointed herself guardian of the respectability of Saint Anthony’s. I could still remember her leading the charge against the youth group’s more modern worship music when I was in high school, clutching her crucifix and citing it as undignified. And now she’d appointed herself guardian of Damian too.

      “He baptized the Morales twins last Sunday,” she added. “Such devotion in his pretty green eyes. I especially admire the certainty in his vocation.”

      My fingers found the cross at my neck, tracing its edges. “The parish is lucky to have him.”

      “You should know by now that we protect our own,” she said, the statement carrying weight beyond its simple words. “This community raised him. Supported him after that tragedy with his brother.”

      The memory of Rico’s funeral flashed through my mind—Damian’s hollow eyes, the grief weighing on all of us. It wasn’t fair that Rico’s murderer was still out there living life. My throat tightened as I pushed away the thought.

      “You remember that? Before you ran away?”

      I left because my world was falling apart. I wanted to argue, but if I’d learned one thing from my time in the convent, it was to choose my battles wisely. And I’d rather not get on Mrs. Fontana’s bad side. Though it seemed I was already there.

      “I look forward to working with Father Bellucci,” I said, keeping my voice neutral despite the way my heart hammered against my ribs. “We both want what’s best for the parish. Variety is the spice of life, don’t you think?”

      Mrs. Fontana’s perfectly penciled eyebrows rose. “Sure.” Her lips pressed into a thin line that emphasized the delicate wrinkles around her mouth. “Just remember, Sister, he has important work here. A true calling. He carries on his brother’s legacy.” She leaned closer, her perfume almost suffocating in its intensity. “I’d hate to see anything distract him from that.”

      I shifted my weight to one leg, suddenly aware of how close she stood, how her eyes seemed to be searching mine—for weakness, perhaps, or evidence of thoughts unbecoming a nun.

      “My only interest is to be of service to God and this community,” I said, the words feeling simultaneously true and incomplete. “I hope to bring a little light where it’s needed.”

      Before I could elaborate, she’d already turned, her skirt swishing around her ankles as she moved to join the line near Damian. The abrupt dismissal left me with the distinct feeling I’d been marked as a threat.

      As she reached Damian, her entire demeanor transformed, softening, brightening. She took both his hands in hers. Patted his arm in a maternal way. He bent slightly to hear whatever she was saying. Her own private audience.

      She glanced back at me once, her message clear: He belongs to us. To this parish. To honor Rico’s memory.

      “Bless your heart, Mrs. Fontana,” I muttered, a phrase my Southern college roommate had taught me. It was the sweetest way to say, “You’re being terrible right now.”

      The air was crisp as I walked out of the church and toward Saint Anthony’s school, the soft hum of the ocean behind me offering a fleeting sense of calm. Lord, grant me the grace to deal with the Mrs. Fontanas of the world without losing my sanity or my smile. I crossed myself, my palms a little clammy. It was my first day in the role I’d been sent here for. I just hoped those shoes wouldn’t be too large to fill—and that they’d be comfortable enough to outrun judgy parish matriarchs.

      I stepped through the doors, the scent of wood polish and floor cleaner hitting me immediately. My footfalls echoed in the wide quiet hallway as I approached the administration office. The semester didn’t start for another week, giving me time to settle in before the beautiful chaos of students arrived.

      “Sister Claire?” a warm female voice called out from down the hall. I turned to see a tall woman in her late forties with neatly trimmed dark hair streaked with silver. She was dressed in a pale blue blazer and had an air of calm authority about her.

      “That’s me,” I replied, nerves settling.

      She extended her hand, her smile genuine. “It’s been a long time. Welcome back to Saint Anthony’s. God, look at you. Such a beauty.”

      “It’s good to be back, Mrs. Omura,” I said, shaking her hand.

      “Please, call me Laura. You’re not a student here anymore,” she mused.

      I’d have to get used to calling my former principal by her first name. “I’m excited to be back . . . Laura.”

      “I’m glad. We have full faculty meetings starting tomorrow, but I wanted to meet with you one-on-one before then,” she said, her eyes twinkling with an understanding I hadn’t expected. “Let me show you around. A lot has changed since you graduated.”

      Laura and I walked side by side down the hallway, the sunlight streaming through tall windows. My mind flickered back to my teenage self hurrying through these same corridors, sneaking glances at Damian between classes, both of us flush with first love. The walls that once held student artwork and bulletin boards now featured sleek Chromebook charging stations—a far cry from the single computer lab I remembered.

      “We’ve grown quite a bit,” Laura remarked, gesturing to the newly constructed STEM wing ahead. “Added six classrooms and finally updated the science lab. I still have nightmares about the time Alex Campbell accidentally created that foam explosion.”

      “Oh, Lord, I remember that.” I giggled. “It reached the ceiling. Poor Mrs. Peterson nearly had a heart attack.”

      Each room we passed had its own personality, but they all featured whiteboards in place of the old chalkboards. Some rooms were meticulously organized with perfectly aligned desks, while others felt more lived-in, with well-loved paperbacks spilling from shelves.

      Laura pointed out the prayer room they’d converted from an old storage space. The same closet Damian and I had used to steal quick kisses between periods had been transformed into a quiet sanctuary where students could find reflection between classes.

      This building held decades of faith and learning within its brick walls, but it had evolved with the times. The slight mustiness of old textbooks mixed with the sharp scent of fresh paint from the summer updates. Walking these halls again, I could almost hear the echoes of my younger self’s laughter, the whispered prayers, the dreams I’d held so close.

      “We’re starting a robotics program this fall,” Laura added with pride. “Times change, but our mission stays the same. We’re finding new ways to serve our community.” Her words carried the weight of wisdom, reminding me that growth didn’t mean leaving tradition behind. “What led you back to Saint Anthony’s?” she asked, glancing at me with a curious smile.

      I tucked a loose strand of hair into my black veil. “I think it’s God’s will that I’m here. I love teaching, but there’s something about being in a community like this. It’s purposeful. More connected.”

      Laura nodded. “Saint Anthony’s is special in that way. It’s not just a school, but an extension of the church. The heart of the community. Everyone’s family here.”

      Back when I was a teenager, word traveled through Saint Anthony’s faster than morning prayers. One whispered conversation after Mass could ignite a wildfire of speculation that wouldn’t die down for weeks. The older ladies perched in their usual pews with rosaries in hand could weave entire scandals from a single raised eyebrow or absence from Sunday Mass. That particular brand of Catholic small-town drama was one thing I definitely hadn’t missed.

      She chuckled. “The kids will know all there is about you by the end of the week. What you like to eat, where you get your coffee, who your favorite saints are.”

      The image of children with their curious questions about my life amused me. “I’ll have to prepare myself for that.”

      “You’ll do fine,” she said, nodding. “You seem like the kind of person they’ll latch on to. Kind, approachable. They’ll trust you in no time.”

      Her words struck me in a way I hadn’t expected, like she had seen more in me than I had shown. “I hope so.”

      Laura glanced at me as we continued a slow pace down the hall. “You have teaching experience from before you joined the convent, right?”

      “I taught at a public school for a few years.”

      “We’ve never been assigned a nun from your order, but I’ve heard concerns from the more traditional folk in the parish. Could you tell me why you joined and a little about the Sisters of Divine Light?” she asked.

      What had she heard? And from whom? With a deep breath, I started, “Well . . . the Sisters drew me in because of their focus on education and community service. We’re a newer order, established after Vatican II, emphasizing independence in our ministry. Unlike traditional congregations, we live within our parishes as well as convents. Our Mother Superior believes it helps us better serve our communities.” I smoothed my black veil, a simpler version of the traditional habit that marked our more modern approach. “Plus, we get Wi-Fi and Netflix.”

      Laura studied me, smiling, her keen eyes softening. “One of the regular parishioners here said your order has a reputation for shaking things up. When they started allowing nuns to live independently, it caused quite the stir in more traditional circles.” Her smile widened, a hint of admiration in her expression. “Having one of their sisters here at Saint Anthony’s . . . Well, let’s just say I have a feeling you’ll bring exactly the kind of change we need.”

      My stomach tightened at her words. “As long as it doesn’t involve too much controversy.”

      “Sometimes a little controversy is needed to push us closer to God.” She winked. “Here’s your classroom.” She opened the door at the end of the hallway and gestured for me to step inside.

      I stepped through the threshold, taking it all in. I could feel Laura watching me, assessing my reaction. The room had bright posters on the walls, a wide whiteboard at the front, and rows of desks neatly arranged. A blank slate, ready for whatever I could bring to it.

      “You’re right. This place has a certain energy,” I murmured, glancing back at her.

      “It does,” she agreed. “And so do you.”

      I hesitated, then said, “I have to say, I didn’t expect you to still be here. Thought you would’ve retired by now.”

      Laura’s smile softened once more, and she crossed her arms, leaning casually against the doorframe. “I’ve been here for over twenty years now. Can’t bring myself to resign just yet. I found a purpose here I didn’t even know I was looking for.”

      “That sounds like my calling,” I said, not bothering to hide the admiration in my voice.

      “Don’t get me wrong, it has its challenges, believe me,” she said with a chuckle. “But I wouldn’t trade it. This parish has shaped me as much as I’ve shaped it.”

      There was a profoundness about dedicating yourself to a community, to watching it grow and change over the years. Like a parent raising children.

      “I’m glad you’re here, Sister Claire,” she said after a pause, her voice more serious.

      “Me too,” I said, the sincerity in her words a quiet affirmation.

      “We’re going to be working together a lot. If you ever need anything, whether it’s help with lesson plans or someone to talk to, my door’s always open,” she said with a wink.

      My lips tilted up. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      The first week passed in a blur of lesson plans and settling in. Usually, by five o’clock, I’d be skating back to the small cottage the parish had so kindly arranged for me. But today, a parent-teacher conference had run longer than expected. It was the first time meeting my students’ parents. It had gone well enough. I inhaled deeply, hoping the peaceful evening breeze would settle my frazzled nerves.

      When I stepped out of the two-story building, the sun was taking its final glorious plunge below the horizon, painting the sky in strokes of gold and magenta that would make even the most devoted ceiling artists jealous. I dropped my skateboard onto the pavement, the familiar thud bringing a smile to my face. As I pushed off across the parking lot, someone caught my eye. I glanced toward the rectory and stopped in my tracks, one foot still on the board.

      Holy Mother of Divine Timing.

      I recognized the figure cutting across the lot in long, purposeful strides, and sparks tingled my insides. Father Bellucci—Damian—was jogging toward the rectory wearing nothing but loose basketball shorts that clung to his hips and white running shoes. His build was different, more filled out, as though life had carved strength into every inch of him. Broad shoulders, solid arms. The effortless way he carried himself made him look like he was always in control.

      Sweat glistened on his tanned skin, trickling down the ridges of his stomach. It was entirely too distracting for a man of the cloth. His dark hair framed a strong jawline. And Lord help me, those eyes. Green and intense, like they could see straight through my carefully constructed composure and right into the parts of me I was desperately trying to hide from myself.

      I wasn’t the only one who noticed. A couple of the moms still walking out of the school were practically drooling as they watched him run past. Their shameless gawking made me both irritated and relieved that I wasn’t the only one struggling not to stare.

      The warmth in my belly spread, working its way up to my cheeks. I needed to go anywhere but in his direction. Time for a strategic retreat. I kicked my board around and started skating the opposite way, even though it added an extra ten minutes to my route home.

      I could use the practice anyway.

      “Claire!” The voice pulled me from my thoughts. Jessica Reed, walking hand in hand with her daughter, flashed me a bright smile as she approached. “Or should I say Sister Claire now? Good to see you.”

      The memory of her lips on an intoxicated Damian tortured my mind. I pushed it away with a long exhale. She was in her late twenties now, but there was no mistaking her poise, the sway in her step that drew attention. Tall, with long, perfectly straight blond hair that always seemed to catch the light just right. She carried herself with confidence that bordered on intimidation. Her sharp blue eyes always assessing, calculating. And that bright practiced smile with just the right amount of charm and a hint of mischief underneath.

      She was always so put together, even in casual clothes. Her skinny jeans and fitted blouse showed off her figure, paired with heels that clicked against the pavement. She knew exactly who she was and didn’t care what anyone thought.

      I stepped off my board, semithankful for the distraction. “Jessica, it’s been years. Hello, Sadie.”

      The young girl gave me a polite greeting.

      “I see you didn’t let nunhood stop you from skating,” Jessica said, her tone dripping with barely concealed judgment. “Admirable.”

      I smiled. “Jesus walked on water; I roll on concrete. We all have our gifts.” I winked at Sadie, who giggled. “How have you been?”

      Jessica adjusted her name-brand purse on her shoulder. “I’ve been well. I married Blake Fletcher. Bet you didn’t expect that.”

      She’d had quite the crush on Damian, even while we were dating. “As long as you’re happy.” I looked at Sadie and asked, “How’re you liking your classes?”

      Jessica answered for her. “She’s a little troublemaker, but she’s enjoying it.” She winked and then told Sadie to wait in the SUV. The young girl obeyed, already occupied by her phone.

      A corner of my mouth rose. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.

      Jessica’s gaze shifted behind me. “Speaking of trouble . . .”

      I didn’t have to turn around to know who she was looking at. Jessica’s eyes tracked Damian’s every step as he stretched in the driveway of the rectory, her lips curling into a smirk. “Too bad he decided to become a priest.”

      My pulse quickened. Nothing to see here—just two women admiring God’s handiwork.

      “No offense.” She glanced at me before her eyes went back to Damian. “But he could bless me anytime.”

      I laughed, not sure what to say.

      She shrugged. “It’s a damn shame. Wouldn’t you say?”

      Another beat of silence passed as I pretended to be fascinated by a particularly interesting cloud.

      Jessica elbowed me in the arm. “Come on, Claire. You weren’t always a nun.”

      She was right about that. I grinned and said, “I mean, I did date him once upon a time. Let’s just say his spiritual guidance was already well-developed.” I waggled my eyebrows dramatically.

      Crossing her arms, she nodded. “Touché.”

      I excused myself before the conversation could get any more awkward, hopping back onto my board with a cheerful wave. “Great seeing you. Tell Blake I said hi!” I skated down the sidewalk. The extra ten minutes was a divine intervention rather than an inconvenience.

      The ride home didn’t do much to clear my head. Even the rhythm of wheels on pavement and the rush of wind through my veil couldn’t dislodge the image of Damian from my mind. The board’s gentle sway beneath my feet just reminded me of the way he moved, all fluid grace and controlled power. When was the last time he’d stepped onto a board? I knew he’d stopped after Rico passed.

      I couldn’t help but laugh at the way my body had reacted to him. It may as well have been some kind of Pavlovian response to his mere existence. The salty air stung my cheeks, but it couldn’t cool the heat spreading through me. If there was one thing Damian was good at, it was getting my body all riled up. Not even the satisfying rumble of urethane on concrete could ground me.

      God, what are You doing? I glared up at the sky. If this is a test of willpower, couldn’t You have picked someone who looks less like they stepped off the cover of Clergy Monthly: Hot Priest Edition?

      When I reached my cottage, I could at least breathe again. The quaint Victorian-style house sat nestled between a couple oak trees, its whitewashed walls and green shutters looking like it had come straight out of a fairy-tale movie. The weathered porch creaked beneath my weight as I stepped up, and the scent of jasmine drifted in from the garden. If nothing else, at least I had this: a quiet retreat to hide away from the judgment of the world.

      I kicked off my sneakers and set my skateboard next to the shoe rack in the tiny coat closet. I went straight to my bedroom, peeling off my habit and pulling on black bike shorts and a sports bra. After tying my shoulder-length hair into a ponytail, I slipped into my tennis shoes and hopped onto the stationary bike I’d set up by the window in my bedroom. I needed to work off some of this extra energy before my mind took me places I had no business going.

      No way on God’s green earth was I going to get myself off to the image of Father Bellucci’s glistening chest. I refuse.

      I could imagine that confession scenario clearly. Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned by thinking about your rock-hard abs.

      I pedaled harder, the rhythmic churn of the bike helping clear my head. Finally.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Evening rolled around, and the sun dipped below the horizon, leaving a soft violet glow in the sky. I sat on the porch swing, a well-deserved glass of red wine in hand, watching as the stars began to poke through the twilight. The sound of the ocean in the distance was a steady hum, a comforting reminder that even with everything spiraling around me, some things were constant.

      Besides being assigned to the same parish as my ex, this gig wasn’t all that bad. Peaceful, even. I can get used to this . . . If I could just stop picturing Damian every time I closed my eyes.
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