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​Prologue: The First Confession
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The first time I ever tried to come out, it was at church camp. Which, looking back, was a tactical error. You don’t light fireworks in a hay barn and expect things to end peacefully, and you definitely don’t announce I’m gay at an Evangelical bonfire unless you’re aiming for an exorcism.

It was July. Ninety-eight degrees in the shade, with mosquitoes the size of pterodactyls dive-bombing us every time we tried to sing “Kumbaya.” We were gathered around the fire pit, roasting marshmallows and sweating through our matching camp T-shirts that said Ignite 4 Christ 2007. Mine was already tie-dyed with barbecue sauce because dinner had been Sloppy Joes, and apparently, the Lord’s favor didn’t extend to napkins.

I’d been carrying the secret around all week, convinced camp was the perfect place for honesty. After all, hadn’t every sermon been about bringing your whole self to Jesus? I figured that included the part of me that got nervous every time our counselor’s son, Caleb, took his shirt off to play Ultimate Frisbee.

So there I was, marshmallow stick in hand like I was about to accept a Grammy. My heart pounded louder than the cicadas. “I have something to say,” I announced.

Twenty sweaty, sugar-high teenagers froze mid-s’more. A marshmallow dropped into the fire with a hiss like Satan himself had shown up for snacks.

Brother Steve, our counselor, adjusted his sun visor like he’d just been handed breaking news. “Go on, son,” he said, eyes narrowed.

“I...” My voice cracked. “I think I’m gay.”

The silence was biblical. Like ten plagues, burning bush, water-parting silence. Then, chaos.

Brother Steve gasped so hard his visor nearly flew off. “Don’t worry, son!” he bellowed. “We’ll pray it right out of you. Everyone, circle up!”

Before I knew it, twenty pairs of sweaty hands were clamped onto my shoulders, my head, even my ankles. A kid named Chad shouted, “Spirit of Broadway, leave this child!” Another girl started sobbing and praying in tongues, which sounded suspiciously like a bad attempt at Spanish class vocabulary.

I tried to protest. “Wait, no, I’m still a Christian!” But they were too busy staging what can only be described as the world’s least organized gay exorcism.

One kid laid hands on my stomach so hard I burped up a s’more. Another sprinkled Mountain Dew on my forehead like it was holy water. Meanwhile, Caleb—the shirtless Frisbee player—kept his hands firmly on my back, which honestly didn’t feel all that exorcism-y to me.

The whole thing lasted ten eternal minutes. When it ended, Brother Steve wiped his forehead dramatically. “The battle has been won!” he declared.

But it hadn’t. The only thing that left me that night was my dignity and, briefly, the marshmallow I’d burped up.

Still, as embarrassing as it was, something clicked in my fourteen-year-old brain. Even as kids prayed over me like I was possessed by jazz hands, I knew two things with absolute certainty. One, I was definitely gay. And two, I was definitely Christian. Neither was going anywhere, no matter how many prayer circles, mosquito bites, or half-baked exorcisms came my way.

The rest of camp was...awkward. At breakfast the next morning, kids avoided eye contact like I was contagious. Someone slid me a plate of bacon and whispered, “Protein helps fight temptation.” Another kid handed me a purity ring from the gift shop and said, “Double strength—you’re gonna need it.”

But there were moments that made me laugh, too. Like when Brother Steve tried to give a devotional about purity in body and spirit while holding up a marshmallow that had burned black and fallen off the stick. “See this?” he said gravely. “This is sin. Don’t let yourself become like this marshmallow.” He didn’t notice that his own was catching fire as he spoke.

Or the talent show, when Chad performed an interpretive dance to “Jesus, Take the Wheel” that looked suspiciously like a cheerleading routine. I wanted to ask if anyone had tried to exorcise his jazz hands, but I’d learned my lesson about honesty.

By the time camp ended, my confession had become a whispered legend. On the bus ride home, a kid leaned over and asked, “So...do you, like, sparkle in sunlight now?” I told him no, that was vampires, and he looked disappointed.

It should’ve scared me into silence. But weirdly, it didn’t. Because under all the chaos, under the Mountain Dew baptism and the hands pressing down on me, I felt something else. Something steady. God didn’t leave. He didn’t laugh. He didn’t walk away.

So maybe this whole book is just the long, messy, ridiculous explanation of how I figured out those two things could live together without canceling each other out. Gay and Christian. Marshmallow and fire. Snack Apostle in training.

That’s my first confession. And if you stick with me, I promise—it only gets more absurd from here.

* * * *
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Chapter 1: In the Beginning, There Was Me
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I know two things about myself with absolute certainty. One: I am gay. Two: I am Christian. Everything else in my life is negotiable. But those two truths are as solid as the Rock of Ages. People tell me all the time that I can’t be both, that it’s oil and water, Coke and Mentos, Kanye and Twitter. But I’m here to tell you, I’ve been living this contradiction for years, and while it’s not easy, it is never boring.

Take Sunday mornings. I love church, but church does not always love me back. Last Sunday I was stationed at the front doors as the official greeter, which is just the pastor’s polite way of saying, “You’re single and you smile too much, go shake hands.” I’m barely three handshakes in when Sister Carol leans in, whispers, “We’re praying for you,” and gives me a look like she’s about to perform an exorcism. I wanted to say, “Thank you, but the only demon in me is last night’s Taco Bell,” but instead I smiled and handed her a bulletin.

Then there was choir practice. Choir practice is my weekly cross to bear. Fifty people who have no sense of rhythm but think clapping on beat is a spiritual gift. Deacon Harold, who plays the tambourine with all the grace of a construction site, raised his hand and asked if our new praise song was a little too modern. By modern he meant it was written after 1850. I told him it was fine, the Lord accepts worship in all forms. He muttered something about slippery slopes and demanded we bring back the hymnals with the fire-and-brimstone verses. Meanwhile, Cheryl the Alto accused Ricky the Drummer of showboating, and Ricky accused Cheryl of singing like Eeyore on NyQuil. All this while I was just trying to get us through one verse of “How Great Thou Art” without someone hitting a note that sounded like a dying goose.

I had just given up hope when the church secretary, Mildred, entered carrying her ever-present clipboard and a jar of pickled vegetables she insists are good for the blood. She announced, with the gravitas of a State of the Union address, “This is Evan. He’ll be joining the music ministry.” And then she shoved a handsome stranger into the room like a human grenade.

Now, Evan was exactly the kind of problem I didn’t need. Flannel shirt, perfectly tousled hair, stubble that looked ordained by God Himself. He was holding a guitar case like it was Excalibur. He smiled at me, and I swear my knees gave out.

“Hi, I’m Evan,” he said.

“Hi, I’m gay,” I blurted.

Silence.

“I mean,” I coughed, “I’m Spirit. I direct the choir. The gay thing wasn’t supposed to be part of the introduction, but here we are. Welcome!”

Mildred made a noise like a disappointed crow and stormed out. Evan chuckled, sat down, and pulled out a guitar so shiny it looked like it had been blessed by Joel Osteen’s lighting crew. He strummed a single chord and the room went silent. For the first time in years, Harold, Cheryl, and Ricky actually shut up. The chord rang out like the voice of an angel—or at least the opening to a John Mayer concert.

“Sorry,” Evan said, grinning. “Was that too loud?”

“No,” I said too quickly. “That was...divine.”

And just like that, I knew my life was about to get a lot more complicated.

The moment Evan strummed that guitar, the choir went into shock like they’d just heard Taylor Swift was releasing a surprise gospel album. Cheryl the Alto actually hit a note correctly for the first time since Obama’s first term. Ricky dropped his drumstick in awe. Harold pressed his lips to his tambourine like he was kissing the Ark of the Covenant.

I clapped my hands to get everyone’s attention. “Okay, let’s try a run-through. ‘How Great Thou Art,’ page 182.”

Evan strummed the opening chords, smooth and steady, while the choir followed in something that sounded less like heavenly worship and more like a Walmart Black Friday stampede. Evan was calm, focused, practically glowing. The rest of them? Picture a marching band falling down a staircase.

Cheryl immediately stopped singing. “It’s too high! My voice doesn’t go above sea level!”

“It’s C major, Cheryl,” I said. “It’s the people’s key.”

“Well, the people should lower it.”

Meanwhile, Ricky the Drummer decided it was the perfect time to experiment. He launched into a wild syncopated solo that sounded suspiciously like the intro to a Metallica song.

“Ricky!” I shouted over the din. “This is church, not Coachella!”

He shrugged. “Hey, Jesus turned water into wine. Maybe He’d turn hymns into bangers.”

At that moment, Evan chuckled, and it was the worst thing that could have happened. Not because it was mean—it wasn’t. It was kind, warm, amused. But it was the kind of laugh that made me want to lean in closer just to hear it again.

The choir, however, mistook it as encouragement. Suddenly Harold started shaking his tambourine like he was auditioning for Blue Man Group, Cheryl grabbed a pitch pipe and started blowing random notes, and Ricky went full drummer apocalypse, double-kicking the bass pedal like the Battle of Armageddon had been rescheduled for 7:30 P.M. in the fellowship hall.

I waved my arms like a deranged air traffic controller. “Stop! Stop! For the love of Billy Graham, stop!”

Everything screeched to a halt. Evan sat there, looking perfectly calm, like a man who had just discovered comedy gold.

“Is it always like this?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said, wiping sweat from my brow. “This is the joyful noise unto the Lord. Joyful for Him, migraine-inducing for me.”

Before I could recover, Mildred stormed back in, holding a new jar of pickled beets. She slapped it down on the piano with the same force Nancy Pelosi uses with a gavel. “Spirit, you forgot your blessing.”

Evan grinned at me. “Looks like you’re popular.”

I sighed. “I’m basically the Beyoncé of fermented vegetables.”

The choir snickered, and I knew right then: I was in trouble.

Choir practice descended into something between a revival and a natural disaster. Ricky, still high on his imaginary Metallica tour, launched into a drum fill so long we could’ve passed an offering plate twice before he finished. Harold’s tambourine went flying out of his hand, bounced off the wall, and nearly brained Cheryl, who responded by shrieking, “This is why women weren’t meant to submit to percussionists!”

Meanwhile, Evan strummed a few gentle chords, and it was like pouring chamomile tea over a riot. The entire room froze, mesmerized. Even Ricky lowered his sticks, muttering, “Okay, fine, that was smooth.”

I tried to take charge again, raising my arms in what I hoped looked like professional direction but probably resembled a frantic contestant on Wheel of Fortune. “Alright, let’s take it from the top. Nice and easy. Remember: this is worship, not the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.”

They managed to get through half a verse before Cheryl stopped to argue that the hymn sounded suspiciously Catholic, Harold collapsed into a coughing fit that sounded like a trombone on its last breath, and Mildred barged back in, this time carrying a crockpot of something green.

“It’s kale stew,” she announced, setting it directly under my nose. “Good for digestion.”

“Perfect,” I muttered. “Because indigestion is exactly what the Holy Spirit needs right now.”

Evan laughed again, and Lord help me, it was the kind of laugh that makes a man believe in predestination. He adjusted his guitar strap and leaned toward me. “You really do handle this circus well.”

“I don’t handle it,” I whispered back. “I just pray the insurance covers it.”

By the end of practice, I was exhausted. My shirt clung to me like I’d just run a marathon, my hair was sticking up in directions that defied gravity, and I’m pretty sure I had tambourine glitter on my forehead. The choir trickled out, arguing about whether or not “Amazing Grace” counted as overplayed, and I started stacking hymnals, wondering what part of my life choices had led me here.

That’s when Evan lingered. He didn’t pack up with the rest. He stood there, guitar slung casually over his back, smiling like he wasn’t aware he was currently starring in my mental rom-com.

“Hey,” he said, “there’s a coffee shop nearby, right? Want to grab a cup sometime? I could use a friend in town.”

My heart did the thing where it skips a beat, then adds two more just to spite me. I nodded so vigorously I probably looked like one of those dashboard bobbleheads.

“Sure,” I said, my voice cracking like a middle schooler at a Jonas Brothers concert. “Coffee. Yes. Definitely.”

And in that moment, with pickled beets in one hand and kale stew steaming in the corner, I realized God had finally answered a prayer. Not in the way I expected, but maybe in the way I needed.

The next day after service, I found myself standing outside Holy Grounds Café, the Christian coffee shop that doubles as a place for Bible studies and Instagram influencers who need latte art with a side of salvation. Their slogan, stenciled on the window, read: Where Two or More Are Gathered, There Will Be Wi-Fi.

Evan was already inside, sitting at a corner table, looking like the cover model for a Christian dating app. Flannel shirt again, hair just messy enough to seem effortless, sipping black coffee like it was a sacrament.

I marched in, trying to channel confidence, but instead I tripped over a stroller and almost took out a rack of Christian self-help books. The barista, a college sophomore with a man bun and a purity ring, greeted me with, “Blessings! What’ll it be?”

I panicked. Normally I order a caramel macchiato with extra whipped cream, but sitting across from Evan, I didn’t want to look like I belonged on RuPaul’s Drag Race: Barista Edition. So I blurted, “Black coffee. Straight.”

The word hung there like a lie told under oath. Straight.

The barista raised an eyebrow, but mercifully didn’t say anything. I carried my steaming cup of liquid regret over to Evan’s table.

“Hey,” he said, smiling. “Glad you came.”

“Of course,” I replied, trying to sound suave but spilling coffee down the side of the cup and onto my sleeve. I dabbed at it with a napkin, which immediately disintegrated, leaving me with a sleeve full of paper pulp.

Evan chuckled. “Rough start?”

“Just...sanctified suffering.”

We sat in silence for a beat, the kind of silence where you can hear the cappuccino machine hissing like it’s judging your life choices.

“So,” Evan said finally, “what’s your story?”

Dangerous question. My story is less Hallmark movie and more Netflix dark comedy. But I gave him the short version. “Born and raised Baptist, love Jesus, love men. It confuses people.”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah. I get that. I’m trying to reconcile some things too.”

I perked up. Reconcile? That word had possibilities. That word had chapters.

Before I could press for details, Sister Agnes shuffled into the café. Yes, eighty-three-year-old, sharp-eyed Sister Agnes, who once told me leggings were Satan’s yoga pants. She spotted us immediately, zeroed in like a heat-seeking missile, and planted herself at our table.

“Spirit,” she croaked, “who’s this young man? Handsome. Strong jawline. Doesn’t look like a sinner.”

“This is Evan,” I said, already praying for the Rapture.

She patted Evan’s hand. “Don’t let Spirit scare you off. He has a history. Remember Mark, Spirit? That poor boy never recovered.”

Evan’s eyebrows shot up. I sank into my chair, considering baptism by scalding coffee as an escape route.

Agnes hobbled off to order a decaf, leaving me staring at Evan in horror. He sipped his coffee, trying not to laugh.

“So,” he said. “Who’s Mark?”

And that, my friends, is how I discovered the Lord has a sense of humor, and apparently it’s slapstick.

“Mark?” I repeated, as if saying the name out loud might somehow erase it from history. “Oh, he’s...uh...a friend. From church. We, uh, sang together. Strictly platonic. Mostly. Sometimes.”

Evan raised one eyebrow, the universal sign for tell me everything or I’ll assume the worst.

“Okay fine,” I blurted, “we dated for like three months, but it ended because he moved to Texas. Well, actually, I moved him to Texas by suggesting he audition for a megachurch choir down there. He got the job. He also got a wife. So...praise the Lord?”

Evan took a long sip of coffee, clearly enjoying my suffering. “So you set your ex up for marriage.”

“I prefer to think of it as missionary work.”

Before he could respond, the barista appeared at our table holding a latte with foam art shaped like a cross. “On the house,” he said, “because the Spirit led me.” He winked at me like this was the opening act of The Bachelor: Coffeehouse Edition.

Evan smirked. “Do all the men in here flirt with you?”

“No,” I said, defensive. “Some of them are women.”

And then, as if summoned by my humiliation, Pastor Dave walked in. He saw us immediately, because apparently I’m incapable of blending in anywhere outside a pride parade. He shuffled over, beaming.

“Spirit! Good to see you fellowshipping with our new guitarist.” He clapped Evan on the back so hard I thought the guitar case might sue for damages. “The Lord provides good company, doesn’t He?”

“Yes,” I said, gripping my coffee like a life preserver. “The Lord provides excellent company.”

Pastor Dave lowered his voice. “Just remember, Spirit, we’re examples for the congregation.”

I nodded, smiling with all the conviction of a man pretending not to be thinking about kissing someone in a Starbucks knockoff with Bible verses on the napkins.

After he left, Evan leaned back in his chair, grinning. “So let me get this straight—”

I coughed loudly. “Maybe let’s not use that word right now.”

He laughed, and my heart did that thing where it feels like an overcaffeinated squirrel running laps in my chest.

Just when I thought the nightmare was over, Sister Agnes returned to our table with her decaf tea and plopped down like she had every right. “So, Evan,” she said, squinting, “what are your intentions with our Spirit?”

Evan blinked, surprised. “Um...coffee?”

Agnes nodded like she was weighing dowries. “We’ll see.” Then she slurped her tea with the volume of a clogged faucet.

I wanted the earth to open up and swallow me, preferably with Agnes included. Instead, I sat there in silence while Evan chuckled, clearly enjoying every second of my torment.

Just as I thought we’d reached peak humiliation, the door chimed and in rolled the youth group. A herd of high schoolers in matching Jesus is My Homeboy hoodies stormed in, loud, chaotic, and fueled by Red Bull. Their leader, a perpetually overexcited college intern named Brad, spotted me instantly.

“Yo, Spirit!” he yelled across the café, “we’re doing our devotional here tonight. Wanna lead it?”

“Brad,” I said through clenched teeth, “I am...occupied.”

He glanced at Evan, then back at me, and his eyes lit up with the same look church ladies get when they think they’ve spotted a courtship in the wild. “Occupied,” he repeated, wiggling his eyebrows so hard they could’ve flown off his face.

Evan nearly choked on his coffee trying not to laugh.

The youth group swarmed to the back corner, but not before one of them shouted, “Is this a date?!” in the same tone people usually reserve for spotting Bigfoot.

I wanted to disappear into the coffee cup like Alice into Wonderland. Instead, I gave a weak smile. “Just fellowship, kids. Holy fellowship.”

Evan leaned across the table, amused. “This is the most entertaining coffee I’ve ever had.”

“Good,” I muttered, “because it’s also my most mortifying.”

Before I could collect myself, a group of middle-aged women from the Wednesday night book club waddled in, carrying copies of The Purpose Driven Life. They spotted me and immediately descended. “Spirit! Spirit! Tell us—” one of them squealed, “—is this your new friend?”

I nodded politely, praying for divine intervention.

“Handsome!” another chirped. “Looks like a good Christian boy. Where do you work?”

“Uh,” Evan began, “I’m in accounting.”

“Oh!” they cooed in unison, as if he’d said I’m a missionary in Uganda.

They finally retreated to their corner, whispering like middle schoolers at a sleepover. Evan’s grin stretched wider. “Popular guy, huh?”

“Popular in the way car accidents attract rubberneckers,” I sighed.

Just when I thought it was safe, the café sound system kicked in. Normally it cycles through Chris Tomlin and Lauren Daigle on loop. But today, thanks to some cosmic joke, it blared “I Will Always Love You” by Whitney Houston.

Evan smirked at me over his mug. “Fitting, don’t you think?”

I tried to form words, but my vocal cords had defected to another body.

Sister Agnes clapped her hands together. “Ah, finally! A good song.” Then she looked at Evan, then at me, and added, “Don’t you dare waste him, Spirit.”

I wanted to crawl under the table and live there forever.

At this point, the café felt less like a coffee date and more like a church potluck without the potato salad. Evan leaned back in his chair, completely relaxed, while I was sweating so much my black coffee might as well have been holy water dripping down my arm.

And then came the youth group again. They had formed a prayer circle in the corner, but instead of praying quietly, they started belting out a shaky acoustic version of “Oceans.” Brad strummed three wrong chords on his guitar and bellowed, “Spirit, join us! Lead us!”

“No thank you!” I yelled across the room, but my voice cracked halfway through like Peter denying Jesus.

Evan chuckled. “You’re kind of a celebrity here, huh?”

“Celebrity?” I said. “More like a zoo exhibit. Observe the Gay Christian in his natural habitat: uncomfortable, caffeinated, and judged from all sides.”

Evan laughed so hard he nearly spilled his coffee. Whitney was still soaring in the background. Sister Agnes was nodding like she was officiating the entire ordeal. The book club ladies were pretending to read but clearly eavesdropping. Brad and the youth group were now harmonizing so badly the barista had started throwing napkins at them like holy confetti.

And me? I just sat there, clutching my cup, wondering if God was laughing too.

Eventually, mercifully, Evan stood. “Alright, Spirit, I should let you escape before this becomes a full-blown revival meeting.”

“Escape sounds holy,” I said, standing too quickly and nearly knocking over the table.

He grinned, shouldered his guitar, and gave me a look that made my stomach somersault. “Let’s do this again, but maybe somewhere less...eventful.”

“Like an empty field in Nebraska,” I muttered.

He laughed and walked out, leaving me in a café filled with witnesses, gossip, and Whitney Houston still belting in the background.

That night, I collapsed onto my couch and opened my journal—the one I never let anyone see, the one I sometimes call my private Psalms. I wrote:

Confession #1: Today was supposed to be coffee. It turned into a parade of saints, sinners, and Sister Agnes. And yet, despite every humiliation, I can’t stop smiling about him. Lord, help me—I think I like this one.

I had just finished scribbling in my journal, convinced the day was officially over, when my phone buzzed. Unknown number. My first thought: Sister Agnes somehow figured out texting. My second thought: Satan.

But when I opened it, the message read: Hey, it’s Evan. Got your number from Mildred. Hope that’s okay.

Of course, Mildred. That woman could give the NSA a run for its money.

I typed back carefully, trying not to sound like a thirsty disaster. Totally okay. Glad you survived choir practice.

A second later, three dots appeared, blinking like they were mocking me. Then his reply: Barely. But it was fun. You made it fun.

Reader, I screamed. Not out loud—just into the throw pillow I keep specifically for emotional emergencies. I rolled around the couch like a Pentecostal on fire, then remembered I still had kale stew from Mildred in the fridge and briefly considered baptizing myself in it out of sheer gratitude.

I texted back something safe, neutral. We should do it again sometime.

Another pause. Another blinking dot. Yeah. Definitely.

I dropped my phone onto my chest, stared at the ceiling fan spinning lazily overhead, and whispered, “Lord, if this is a test, please let me fail in spectacular fashion.”

And that’s how my week began: a gay Christian, a handsome guitarist, and the creeping suspicion that God had just enrolled me in the most ridiculous rom-com of all time.

* * * *
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Chapter 2: My Imaginary Fiancé Kevin
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The morning after my coffee-not-a-date with Evan, I woke up to my mother’s voice blasting through the phone like the trumpets of Revelation. “Spirit,” she said, without so much as a hello, “have you met anyone at church yet?”

You know how some people ask about your love life with gentle curiosity? Not my mother. For her, it’s an interrogation with eternal consequences. I once joked that I was married to Jesus and she responded, “That’s not funny. Jesus deserves better.”

“Mother,” I groaned, pulling the blanket over my head. “Can we not do this at eight A.M. on a Monday?”

“We can and we will,” she said. “I had a dream last night. The Lord told me you were going to meet someone.”

And there it was—the Pentecostal prophecy card. When my mother pulls that one, you can’t argue. If you argue, you’re not just disagreeing with her—you’re disagreeing with God. That’s like telling the IRS you think taxes are optional.

“Fine,” I said. “I met someone.”

Silence. Then a gasp sharp enough to cut glass. “What’s his name?”

I froze. My brain screamed, Don’t say Evan, don’t say Evan, don’t say Evan. Out loud I said, “Kevin.”

“Kevin!” she shouted like she was at a football game. “Praise the Lord! Is he Baptist?”

“Yes,” I lied, because technically everyone is Baptist if you trace back far enough.

She launched into a ten-minute prayer that sounded suspiciously like a wedding ceremony, and by the time she was done, I was half-married to a fictional man named Kevin.

By the time I dragged myself to church that evening for band rehearsal, Evan was already there, tuning his guitar and looking like a youth pastor that accidentally got cast in a Marvel movie. Mildred hovered in the corner with her clipboard, watching us like she was taking notes for a congressional hearing.

“Hey,” Evan said, smiling that smile again. “Rough day?”

“Let’s just say I’m now engaged to a man named Kevin who doesn’t exist.”

He blinked. “Should I be jealous?”

I nearly tripped over a microphone stand. “What? No. It’s...it’s complicated.”

Before I could dig myself any deeper, Harold blew into his tambourine like it was a breathalyzer. Ricky launched into an unsolicited drum solo that rattled the stained-glass windows. Cheryl announced she was quitting unless we switched to hymns from before the Great Depression.

Evan leaned closer and whispered, “This is better than Netflix.”

And that was when I realized: if my life was going to keep being a comedy, Evan was either going to be the punchline or the love interest.

Rehearsal kicked off like it always does: late, loud, and halfway to a lawsuit. Ricky the Drummer insisted we open with a warm-up he learned from watching Travis Barker on YouTube, which meant thirty seconds of chaos followed by Cheryl screaming that God never intended hymns to have a drum solo.

Harold, determined to contribute, started slapping his tambourine like he was auditioning for a halftime show. Mildred sat in the corner jotting notes on her clipboard like she was preparing evidence for my future trial. And me? I was in the middle of it all, waving my arms like a substitute teacher in a classroom of caffeinated middle schoolers.

“Okay,” I shouted, “let’s pull it together. Page 245. ‘Blessed Assurance.’ One of the safest hymns in the world. Nobody can mess this up.”

I was wrong.

Ricky added an unnecessary hi-hat flourish, Cheryl dropped half a verse to preserve her voice, and Harold, God bless him, missed the beat entirely and somehow ended up clanging on the off-rhythm like a bad remix.

That’s when Evan stepped in. He strummed a few calm, steady chords, his voice smooth, his timing perfect. The chaos melted away for a moment, the choir actually harmonized, and I thought, This man could probably end wars with his guitar.

Of course, the spell broke when Ricky shouted, “We sound like American Idol, church edition!” and Cheryl fired back, “Please, we don’t even sound like The Voice auditions!”

Evan chuckled and leaned toward me. “Is it always this bad?”

“Yes,” I said, trying not to melt under that grin. “This is my cross to bear. Yours too, apparently.”

He smiled and adjusted his guitar strap, leaning just close enough that I could smell cedarwood and coffee on him. My heart did that thing again—the squirrel-on-caffeine sprint in my chest.

Before I could enjoy the moment, Mildred barked from the corner, “Spirit, you’re blushing! The Lord sees everything!”

The choir gasped. Ricky dropped a drumstick. Cheryl muttered, “I knew it.”

I wanted to crawl under the pews, but instead I straightened my back and said, “It’s hot in here. That’s all. Global warming.”

Half the choir nodded like I’d just given them permission to complain about climate change at the next potluck. Evan laughed, and I thought, Lord, if this is temptation, I’m already cooked.

Just when I thought things couldn’t get worse, Ricky announced he’d booked us practice catering from Chick-fil-A to see if the choir could sing better on waffle fries. He rolled in two giant bags of nuggets like he was delivering manna from heaven. Half the sopranos immediately abandoned their sheet music to pray over Polynesian sauce.

“This isn’t biblical,” Cheryl snapped, crossing her arms.

“Neither is your pitch,” Ricky shot back.

The tenors started arguing over whether Chick-fil-A or Popeyes was holier. Harold raised his hand and declared that KFC was the original church chicken, which set off a debate that made the Council of Nicaea look like a polite book club.

In the middle of all this, Evan calmly picked up his guitar and began strumming “Blessed Assurance” like none of it was happening. His voice cut through the chaos—steady, smooth, warm. Everyone froze. Even Mildred lowered her clipboard. It was like Jesus Himself had walked into the fellowship hall and said, Hush.

Then Harold sneezed directly into his tambourine, and the spell broke.

“Spirit,” Mildred barked, “this is bedlam! If this is how we sound Sunday, the congregation will flee to the Methodists!”

I wanted to point out that the Methodists had free donuts, so fleeing there wasn’t exactly a downgrade, but Evan caught my eye and smirked. That one look said everything: We’re the only sane people in this room.

We somehow limped through two more verses before calling it quits. The choir filed out, still arguing about fried chicken theology, while Mildred scribbled Kevin??? at the top of her clipboard like she was running the church version of TMZ.

I was stacking hymnals when I noticed Evan hadn’t left. He was leaning against the piano, strumming quietly, humming something soft that definitely wasn’t in the hymnal.

“You survived,” he said.

“Barely. I’m considering applying for witness protection.”

He chuckled. “You really do keep it all together, though.”

I gestured at the overturned Chick-fil-A bag, the glittering tambourine covered in sneeze spray, and the hymnals stacked like a leaning tower. “This is what you call together?”

He shrugged. “I think it’s charming.”

And there it was—that dangerous word. Charming. My knees wobbled. My heart sprinted. For one terrifying second, I thought I might actually thank God out loud for sending me a temptation this cute.

Instead, I muttered, “Well, buckle up. This is only Monday night. By Sunday, there’ll probably be a small fire.”

He smiled, strummed one last chord, and the look he gave me made me wonder if I was about to add Thou Shalt Not Flirt to the Ten Commandments.

Everyone else had gone home, leaving behind the usual battlefield: sheet music scattered across pews, empty Styrofoam cups, and a Chick-fil-A bag that looked like it had been through the Great Tribulation. I continued stacking hymnals, praying under my breath that none of them had barbecue sauce on the covers.

Evan was casually wiping down the piano with a paper towel like he was auditioning for the role of Handsome Church Custodian #1. Every chord he strummed earlier was still echoing in my head, and now here he was, humming something under his breath that suspiciously sounded like John Mayer’s “Your Body Is a Wonderland.”

“So,” he said, glancing at me, “is this how it always is?”

“Yes,” I sighed, lifting a pile of mangled sheet music. “Every rehearsal is one tambourine away from a natural disaster. FEMA should sponsor us.”

He laughed, and it did that thing to me again—like my entire nervous system suddenly got converted at an altar call.

We worked in silence for a bit, me trying not to stare at the way his flannel fit across his shoulders, him probably wondering if I was always this sweaty. I thought maybe we could have a moment, just a normal, human moment.

And then Mildred appeared. Of course. She materialized in the doorway like a horror movie villain, clutching her clipboard to her chest.

“Spirit,” she said in that tone only church secretaries and IRS agents have mastered, “I couldn’t help but overhear.”

“Of course you couldn’t,” I muttered.

She narrowed her eyes. “Who is Kevin?”

Evan stopped wiping the piano. “Kevin?”

I panicked. “He’s...my cousin. Twice removed. Lives in Oklahoma. Works in...corn.”

“Corn?” Evan said, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes. Corn. He’s in...agribusiness. Very heterosexual.”

Mildred scribbled something furiously on her clipboard and gave me a look like she’d just discovered Watergate. “Hmm,” she said, and vanished as suddenly as she arrived.

I wanted to slam my head against the piano keys until it played “Amazing Grace.”

Evan smirked. “So...fiancé Kevin in Oklahoma, huh?”

“Don’t start,” I warned, pointing a hymnal at him. “Don’t you dare.”

He chuckled, leaning casually against the piano again, and for one unbearable second, I thought he might actually be enjoying this circus.

After Mildred’s dramatic exit, the silence between us was heavy with two possibilities: either Evan was going to ask me more about my imaginary fiancé, or he was going to laugh until the Second Coming. He did both.

“Corn?” he said, chuckling. “Really? That’s what you went with?”

“It was either corn or coal mining,” I snapped. “And coal mining didn’t sound heterosexual enough.”

Evan leaned on the piano, grinning. “So, tell me more about Kevin the corn farmer. Does he wear plaid? Drive a truck? Listen to Garth Brooks on repeat?”

“Yes,” I said without hesitation. “And he also wrestles bears. For Jesus.”

That did it. Evan threw his head back and laughed so loud it echoed in the sanctuary. My heart did its usual somersaults, and I tried not to look at him like he was an entire Chick-fil-A franchise wrapped in flannel.

The moment might have lasted longer if not for the sound of buzzing phones. Evan’s vibrated first. He glanced down and smirked. “You’re not going to believe this.”

“What?”

He held up his screen. A text thread from a church group chat popped up: Did you hear? Spirit’s engaged! His fiancé Kevin works in corn!

My phone buzzed too. Same message. Then another. And another. Within thirty seconds, I had seventeen notifications congratulating me on my blessing from the Lord.

I clutched my head. “Oh no. Oh no no no.”

Evan looked like he was about to collapse with laughter. “You realize this rumor’s going to be in the bulletin by Sunday.”

“I’ll be announced like a missionary partnership!” I wailed. “Kevin and Spirit: Spreading the Gospel and Corn!”

Evan grinned. “Honestly, I’d tithe for that.”

I shoved hymnals into the cabinet, muttering under my breath, “Lord, smite me now. Or at least smite Mildred’s Wi-Fi.”

Evan leaned closer, lowering his voice. “You know, if you want, I could pretend to be Kevin. Save you some trouble.”

My brain short-circuited. “What?”

He shrugged casually, like he hadn’t just suggested starring in my gay Christian Hallmark movie. “Think about it. You need a Kevin. I’ve got plaid.”

My knees nearly gave out. “That is...not funny.”

He grinned. “It’s a little funny.”

I stared at him, wondering if this was divine providence or just cosmic trolling. Probably both.

“Alright,” Evan said, straight-faced, “if I’m going to be Kevin, I need to know my backstory. How did we meet? Corn convention? Bible camp? Tractor supply store?”

“Stop,” I groaned, but I was already laughing.

He grabbed a hymnal and held it like a clipboard. “Favorite food: cornbread. Favorite movie: Field of Dreams. Favorite Bible verse: As for me and my house, we will serve corn.”

I smacked him with another hymnal, which only made him laugh harder. “You’re enjoying this way too much.”

“Of course, I am. It’s not every day I get to audition as your imaginary fiancé.”

I froze. He said it so casually, like the word fiancé didn’t just send my stomach into Olympic-level gymnastics. I wanted to ask if he was serious, if this was just a bit or something more, but before I could, my phone buzzed again.

Another text. Congratulations Spirit & Kevin! Can we put you two on the prayer list for a strong marriage?

Evan leaned over my shoulder, reading it. “Wow. This is spreading faster than a Hillsong chorus.”

“This is a nightmare,” I muttered. “By Sunday, there’s going to be a banner over the pulpit that says ‘Congrats Spirit & Kevin!’ with clip art cornfields in the background.”

Evan grinned. “I’ll wear my flannel. We’ll sell it.”

I buried my face in my hands. “Lord, why do You test me with good-looking guitarists who think they’re funny?”

Evan chuckled, soft and low. “Maybe because you need one.”

The room went quiet for a second. Too quiet. The kind of quiet that makes you wonder if the air conditioner shut off or if the universe just decided to listen in. My heart pounded so loud I swore Mildred could probably hear it from the church office.

And then Harold burst back in to grab his tambourine, scaring me so bad I nearly dropped my phone. “Don’t mind me,” he said cheerfully. “Just need my instrument. Can’t let the Methodists get it.”

I exhaled, relief and disappointment tangled together. The moment was gone.

Evan slung his guitar over his shoulder and gave me that easy smile again. “See you Sunday, Spirit.”

I nodded weakly. “Yeah. See you. Or...Kevin will.”

He laughed on his way out the door, leaving me with hymnals, Chick-fil-A wrappers, and the creeping suspicion that my fake fiancé might be realer than I wanted to admit.

By the next morning, Kevin had officially become a member of the church. I know this because I
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