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            Prologue

          

          MATEO- FOUR YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      “... And please God, forgive me for my lustful thoughts. My weakness led a young man astray, and now I beseech you to give me the strength to be more like you and the Blessed Mother,” I breathed. “Amen.”

      I made the sign of the cross, then pushed myself up from my knees and climbed into bed. It was my childhood bed, where I’d spent many nights questioning my sinful thoughts, and wondering why me? Why was I tempted by Pablo at school, and my older brother’s best friend? Coming home to El Salvador forced me to reckon with my actions and to reflect and pray for my future.

      God never answered my questions, but he gave me the tools to fight my desires. Needless to say, it wasn’t until I graduated from the Seminary that I fought to maintain the vow of celibacy. And thanks to my weakness, Justin had sinned right along with me. For that, I’d always be guilty.

      “Hijo,” my mother’s voice came from the other side of the door.

      “Si, Mama?”

      “Has dicho tus oraciones?”

      “Si, Mama. Buenas noches.” I answered, and her steps retreated from the door. For as long as I remembered, my mother always asked me if I’d said my prayers before going to sleep. Even now that I was an adult, and a priest, she continued the tradition.

      Did I make the right choice, coming home? After that fateful afternoon with Justin by the pool, I was thrown into the inky depths of depression and self-loathing. Unable to teach for fear of running into Justin, I hastily planned to return here. There was no way for me to continue at Our Lady of Lourdes University, because if I ever laid eyes on Justin again, I’d give into whatever temptation he set in my path.
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      “Mateo, it’s good to see you again.” Father Rafael opened his burly arms for a hug, and as usual, he almost squeezed the air out of me. 

      “Father, you are always here when I need you.” I stepped back and grinned. He’d been the parish priest at my neighborhood church for as long as I could remember. Despite his advanced years, he was still strong. I’d stopped by the church to reminisce about youth and innocence.

      “Call me Rafael. You’re working for him too, now.” Rafael pointed at the sky and we both laughed. Then he gazed into my eyes, and I detected concern. My mother must have heard my tears at night when I struggled with my memories and my soul. “Let’s go for a walk, Mateo. I bet you’ve missed the Parque Cuscatlan.”

      “Yes, I have.” It was a stunning park in the middle of San Salvador, and I’d played there often as a child. Rafael opened the gate to the church, and we stepped onto the sidewalk and began a leisurely stroll through our neighborhood. 

      “Why don’t you stay here, in El Salvador? Your mother misses you, and so do I.” Rafael said, and I felt a warm glow spread through me. My dad died when I was a child, and Rafael was like a second father to me.

      “In Latin America, there are plenty of priests, but in the United States there aren’t. Many parishes have resorted to using deacons to conduct mass. The true faith is slowly dying there, and I want to do what I can to rebuild the church.” I absently plucked a sprig of bougainvillea that was hanging over a fence. “Also, I’m able to send more money home to Mama since the church stipend is greater there.”

      We strolled through the park entrance, and the enormous fountain I’d played in when I was young was dry. Leaves littered its blue concrete bottom, and I wondered when the city had last turned it on. 

      “Rafael, I should have asked you this back at the church, but would you mind hearing my confession?”

      “Of course. Should we go back to the church, or will God’s sanctuary work for you?” He gestured toward a park bench and I nodded. 

      After sitting down, my throat closed up, and a wave of dizziness shimmered through me.

      “It’s okay, Mateo. Trust in me, and God.” Rafael patted my knee, and I took a deep breath and made the sign of the cross.

      “Bless me, father, for I have sinned. It’s been three months since my last confession.” My leg was shaking, so I placed a hand on my thigh to control it. “I broke the vow of celibacy and led someone else down the path of sin.”

      Rafael sighed and patted my knee. “You’re not the first priest to struggle with celibacy, and you won’t be the last. Even I struggled when I was younger. Thankfully, it becomes easier as you get older.”

      “This is different. The Bishop at my last posting instructed me to mentor a struggling youth, and when temptation was laid in front of us, we both willingly engaged in…”

      “Mateo, none of us are perfect, and God knows that. I know you are contrite, and so does He.” A smile stretched across the older priest’s face. The golden twinkle in his eyes always comforted me when I was growing up, and it still did today. “Is there anything else?”

      I shook my head no, swiping a tear off my cheek. “Oh my God, I am very sorry for having offended thee. I detest all of my sins because of thy just punishment. But most of all, because they offend you, my God, who is all good and deserving of all my love. I firmly resolve with the help of thy grace, to sin no more, and to avoid the near occasion of sin. Amen.”

      “You need to take the time necessary to feel as one with the lord, Mateo. Have you ever given thought to a monastic retreat?”

      “No, because I want to be an active part of people’s lives.” I felt a raindrop, despite there not being a cloud in the sky. “The life of a monk isn’t one of service. It’s about worshiping God in…”

      “Perhaps you need to work on yourself and reconnect to your spiritual center before you resume your life of service.” Rafael tilted his head and smiled.

      “If you believe it will give me the strength to serve the Church again, I will consider it.” I murmured and gazed up as a flock of wild parrots flew overhead. “I’ll do anything to feel comfortable in my own skin again.”

      “In case you’ve lost the ability to see, I’m getting close to retirement. I’ve decided to enter a monastery so I can live out my days in peace. There was one monastery in particular that drew my attention. It’s in the United States, in a place called Virginia.” Rafael winked. “I should probably learn English before moving there.” He laughed.

      “Aren’t most monasteries silent? You needn’t worry about speaking…”

      “Not all of them, and this one might be a good fit for you. You speak English, and they do more than worship God. They also help the surrounding community, and teach believers how to deepen their connection with Christ.” Rafael grabbed my shoulder to support himself while he rose to his feet.

      “What’s the name of this place?” I asked, feeling the first glimmer of hope I’d had in weeks.

      “It’s called Holy Cross Abbey. Maybe a new beginning is what the lord wants for you, Mateo.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          MATEO

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you. I hope you enjoy your fruitcakes.” I smiled at the group of elderly women and handed each of them a paper bag with a cake inside it.

      “Father Mateo, when will the raspberry creamed honey be back in stock?” It was Mavis Greenwood, one of our regular customers. Every week her prayer group stopped by the monastery gift shop to purchase our flavored honeys and fruitcakes. 

      “The monks are waiting for the natural flavoring to arrive from Martinsburg. We’ll have some by next week.” I smiled. “See you soon!”

      After the women left, I began tidying up since the shop was closing soon. Coming to Holy Cross Abbey was the best decision I’d ever made. While I declined to become a monk, the friar could tell how important this community was for my spiritual wellbeing. So, we’d made arrangements with St. Bridget of Ireland church in Berryville for me to assist the priest there part time, and I managed the gift shop at the monastery. The brothers were happy to let me, since they could devote themselves to the more important aspects of their mission.

      Otherwise, I lived a similar existence as they did. Work, prayer, and community were my life, and without the support of the brothers, I don’t know how I would’ve survived. 

      The other thing I loved about living at Holy Cross Abbey was the constant visitors. Every week or two, a priest would come to stay for a retreat. Since the monks weren't very talkative, I’d befriend these visitors and learn what was going on in the outside world. 

      It wasn't like I couldn’t watch television, or go online to hear the news. I could, and occasionally did. But the television was kept on The Catholic Channel, and it filtered out much of today’s headlines. The internet was a great temptation, both spiritually and physically. I’d maintained my vow of celibacy the entire time I’d been here, and I believed it was because I avoided the temptation of online pornography. All I did was focus on worshiping our creator and appreciating the wonderful friendships I’d made over the years.

      The only fly in the ointment was my memories of Justin. 

      Since I was always busy, it was easy to ignore them. But at night, when I was all alone in my cell, the memory of that afternoon by the pool burned. At first, I thought it was his body and the sexual act itself that attracted me to him, but as time went on, I remembered his need to be good, or at least, that was how I wanted to remember him.

      If I woke up on the wrong side of the bed, it was easy to blame him for seducing me, but then I’d remember that I was his priest and his mentor. I'd abused the power I had over him, and until my dying day, I’d regret it. 

      The bell over the shop door jingled, and I turned around to see who was coming in since we were closing. 

      “Hello.” A man strolled up to me and stuck his hand out. “My name is Father Mathew. I’m staying for a few days, and the Abbott told me you were someone I should get to know.”

      I stared at him a moment, stunned by his appearance. He had the same blond hair and bright green eyes that Justin did, with strong cheekbones, too. A flush crept up my neck and I knew I’d have to say the rosary before going to sleep tonight.
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