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A Stronger Calling

By Terry O’Reilly


Chapter 1

William Neilsen raised his head and turned
toward the abbey. The bell had rung, calling the monks to vespers.
He sighed. “Screw it,” he said aloud and went back to milking
Bessie. He still had five cows to milk and then the goats.

“If they want their fuckin’ milk to make
their fuckin’ cheese, they’re just gonna have to cut me some
goddamn slack.”

He’d already missed daily mass. He’d just
have to miss evening prayer as well.

William finished with Bessie, said penance
for his foul language, and picked up the brimming bucket of fresh
milk. He poured some into a metal pan for the barn cats which were
demanding their pay for services rendered in keeping down the
rodent population. He dumped the rest into a large milk can. He
capped it and carried the heavy, metal container into a cool, dimly
it, stone-walled room where he placed it in a cistern fed from an
artesian well. The big can joined several others, bobbing in the
ice cold, crystal-clear water.

Sometime later, after finishing evening
chores, he made his way to the abbey. Skip and Joe, black and white
border collies, followed closely at his heels. He knew he was late
for dinner and would probably have to face the abbot yet again to
explain why he’d missed mass and ignored the call to evening
prayer.

The truth be told, William felt closer to God
when he was out in the fields and barnyard attending to the animals
and gardens than he did at formal religious services. After all,
this was a Franciscan monastery. Wasn’t St. Francis known for his
love of animals and nature? William decided he would use this as
his defense for his frequent ignoring of the rituals of the
community if he were called on the carpet for being late.

William fed his two faithful companions in
the small shed adjacent to the main building where they were
housed. He thanked them for their service and assured them he’d be
back to wish them a good night. He thought of the dogs as his
friends rather than mere animals. He called them his boys.

He slipped into the kitchen, hoping to enter
the refectory unobtrusively through the back entrance. He poked his
head around the corner, thankful his regular seat wasn’t far from
the doorway.

The blessing of the meal had already been
said, and dinner had started. The brothers were sitting on the long
benches with heads bowed, eating in silence as usual. A few of the
monks raised their heads and looked his way as he entered. William
tried to make his six foot three inch, muscular frame as small as
possible as he made his way to his place between Brother Matthew
and Brother Terrance. They greeted him with mute expressions of
you’re late—again, before moving over to make room for him.
Once seated, he glanced toward the place where the abbot sat.
Father Benedict was looking at William over his wire rimmed
glasses. William lowered his eyes. Fuck!

* * * *

Abbey of the Falls was a small monastery
located in the western farming region of New York State, near
Niagara Falls. There the monks of the Falls lived a simple life of
prayer and good works. They supported themselves by making wine and
cheese. They sold these to tourists along with excess vegetables
and fruits from their gardens and orchards, along with honey from
their apiary. In recent years the number of monks had diminished as
they grew older, passed away, or left for nursing homes. Very few
in today’s society seemed drawn to the monastic life.

William came to the abbey at age sixteen
shortly after his parents had been killed in a tragic car accident.
Their farm was adjacent to the abbey. Mr. and Mrs. Neilsen had held
a special devotion to St. Francis and the monastery. William and
his mother and father attended mass there every Sunday and on holy
days. With no other family, the monks had been designated by the
Neilsens as William’s guardians. The monks had taken William in.
His parents left the farm to the Abbey of the Falls.

Because of his lifelong familiarity with the
abbey, William felt safe and secure being welcomed by the monks.
Never having had many friends in high school, being pretty much a
loner, the comfort of the social order of the monastery seemed a
good option for him. Although he’d never taken vows to become a
monk, he stayed. He’d been there for fifteen years.

Since he grew up on a farm and loved animals,
his role at the Falls naturally fell to tending to the cows, goats,
pigs, and chickens with Brothers Leonard and Clarence, who worked
the fields, vineyards, gardens, and orchards, and took care of the
bee hives. However, as first Leonard and then Clarence aged and
finally had to retire from farm work, the entire load of caring for
the livestock plus the gardens, orchards, fields, and vineyards
fell to William and his two companions, Skip and Joe. The border
collies were obviously limited in the amount of help they could
offer. Their main contribution consisted of herding the cows and
goats in from the pastures twice a day for milking.

William hadn’t complained at first. However,
as the demand for grapes and dairy products from the brothers who
made the wine and cheese, as well as honey, produce, and eggs from
those who ran the store had continued at the same level as when
there were three men to shoulder the load, William had soon felt
overwhelmed. He often petitioned Father Benedict for help. The
abbot consented to having the vineyard cared for by the
winemakers.

This helped some. However, feeding and
milking fifteen cows and a dozen goats twice a day, as well as
caring for all the other animals, gardens, hay and grain fields,
and hives was still a bigger job than one man and two dogs could
handle. William knew he was sure to be required to meet with Father
Benedict to explain why he had yet again missed mass and vespers
and was late for dinner. He would use the overwhelming workload as
his defense.

Sure enough, as soon as dinner was completed
and the monks had stood for the prayer of thanks, Father Benedict
caught William’s eye and beckoned to him. Taking a deep breath,
William followed the abbot out of the dining hall.

As soon as they’d entered Father Benedict’s
small office William began.

“Father, I love my work. In the spirit of St.
Francis, who loved all nature and all creatures, I welcome being
close to them. It brings me closer to God to serve in this way. But
there is no way that I can fulfill all my duties and come to daily
mass, and prayers and be on time for din…”

Father Benedict was chuckling.

“Father?” William asked, bewildered.

“William, I know how dedicated you are and
how hard you have worked. I know I’ve been hard on you for
foregoing your spiritual obligations in order to fulfill your
responsibilities since Brother Leonard and Brother Clarence have
retired. However, it seems that God in his mercy may have at long
last provided you a solution.”

“Yes?” William asked excitedly.

“Apparently a young man will be joining us
soon. He is seeking to investigate our brotherhood as a
vocation.”

“Holy sh…I mean, thank God.”

Father Benedict smiled, but with a raised
eyebrow.

“Sorry. I’ll say two extra Hail Marys tonight
before bed.”

The abbot’s smile deepened. He went on,
“We’re not sure when he will be arriving, but he has been approved
to enter the postulancy by the bishop of the Niagara Diocese. Until
he does arrive, I grant you permission to miss either mass or
vespers when you must, but not both in the same day. I will also
direct Brother Stephen to make sure to have a meal ready for you,
if you need to be late for dinner.”

“Thank you, Father. That will help so much.
Uh…it would also help if I could skip matins? The cows and goats
get pretty anxious if they have to wait to be milked for too long
in the morn…”

The ‘don’t push your luck look’ Father
Benedict gave William made him realize he’d gone too far.

“Yes, well…thank you, Father”

“You’re welcome. Now unless there’s anything
else?”

William shook his head. “No, Father.”

“Then I’ll see you at compline.”

Father Benedict rose. In his eagerness,
William got up, too, knocked over a cup of pens and pencils, and
caused a framed photograph which stood on the abbot’s desk to fall
to the floor.

“Sorry,” William said and picked up the
photograph as he tried to clean up the mess he’d made.

Father Benedict chuckled. “No harm done. Just
leave it.” He stepped around the desk, took the photo from William,
and replaced it. He then hugged William, kissing him lightly on
both cheeks.

Father Benedict was a sturdily built man with
a kind face, made all the more attractive by a salt and pepper
beard. Being held, even briefly, in his embrace was at once
comforting and alarming.

Why do we have to do this? William
thought as he felt the abbot’s firm body against his. He tried to
guard against the swoop of arousal which always accompanied this
ritual—a tradition at the Falls. It was practiced by all the monks
upon initial greeting in the morning, final parting at night, and
often when meeting during the day.

William left the abbot’s office, willing the
evidence of his response to the physical contact with Father
Benedict to subside. His happiness at being given some degree of
relief from the pressure of his daily chores and the prospect of
soon having help aided in the process. However, his curiosity about
just who this young man was did slow down reaching his goal.

William decided that tonight he’d do night
rounds of the farm before compline, rather than after as was his
usual practice. He went out to the shed to fulfill his promise to
Skip and Joe of coming back to wish them a good night.

“Hi, boys,” he said as he entered the small
structure.

The dogs jumped from the bed of straw on
which they’d been sleeping to greet their friend with furiously
wagging tails.

William dropped to his knees and hugged them
both. Then he produced treats from inside his robes. He’d picked
them up for his boys as he’d passed through the kitchen. As always,
Brother Stephen had left them on a plate for William in the
refrigerator.

“Okay, you know the rules,
first—prayers.”

Both dogs laid down with their heads between
their front paws. Joe, however, kept one eye on the hand that held
the reward.

“Lord, thank you for this day and the joy of
doing your work. Bless these two wonderful companions you’ve given
to work beside me. Give them blessed rest and sweet dreams. Amen!”
William intoned.

At the sound of amen, the pups jumped up and
sat before him. He gave each several small, rolled pieces of ham
which had been part of the monks’ evening meal.

“Okay, boys, let’s go make sure all’s well
for the night.”

Together William, Skip, and Joe made their
way out onto the darkening grounds. The two dogs trotted a short
distance ahead as William checked the barn and the small pastures
where the heifers, steers, and the kid goats were kept. Then they
went to the hog barn with its adjacent pen.

They went to the orchard where an owl hooted
and crickets chirped in accompaniment. The soft rustle of feathers
and sleepy clucking of the hens from the chicken house located
among the cherry and apple trees joined the chorus.

The moon broke through the clouds as a warm
breeze came up. As he stood taking in the scene, Ike and Mike, the
retired Belgian draft horses, came up to him, nickering softly. He
stroked Ike’s velvet muzzle, while Mike nuzzled his chest. Skip and
Joe lay nearby. William was filled with a sense of peace.

“Heavenly Father, thank you for providing for
me today. And thank you for bringing someone to help with the
chores. I want to do a good job for you and for the brothers of the
Falls. This will really help.”

An unspoken, not completely formulated
thought drifted through his mind as if to be added to his prayer.
It made him shudder.

“Amen,” William intoned. “Come on, my boys.
Time for bed.”

* * * *

William arrived at compline mere seconds
before night prayers began. Father Benedict caught his eye and
smiled.

As the prayers and chants approached their
close, William prepared himself for the reluctantly welcomed ritual
of saying good night to the monks. He always struggled with his
response to the many embraces as the men wished each other a
peaceful night. He often wondered if any of them experienced what
he did when they pressed their bodies together. Tonight, however,
he seemed to have more difficulty. In the back of his mind, the
phantom of an unknown young man seemed to be patiently waiting for
his turn to take William
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