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  Chapter One




  




  He wondered if she showed in his face.




  He wondered if even the slightest hint of her could get past his long-practiced defense, like a maybe-just-memory of her gardenia perfume giving away one of their encounters long after he'd thought the proof cleansed away. Could there possibly be anyone in that crowded room discerning enough to get past his earnest demeanor and inside his head? Could anyone suspect his apparent present focus on church history and its many inequities a mask to conceal the way his mind was caressing the dominatingly sensual image of Maggie Rosario, now more dangerous to him than ever? He wanted to believe he was invulnerable, but her image made such security impossible. Still, he knew a way to get himself out of danger. Before this night was over, he had every hope to be safe forever.




  "Sorry, but Christ never had sex with Mary Magdalene and there are no secret codes in The Last Supper. The main reason I wrote my book was so people could forget that crap and discover some real reasons for believing in a 'Sacred Feminine.' There really is a conspiracy against women in the Catholic Church, but it's a lot less sexy than a secret line of Jesus' descendents.”




  Tony Cupelli's fans and critics alike were used to his alternately engaging and confrontational style. His response, then, to a young, female member of the audience, whose brown, floppy hat, round, gold-rimmed glasses and floor length floral skirt made her seem to Cupelli more suited for a Harry Potter premiere than a reading from his just published: The Holy Spirit: Restoring Respect to the Sacred Feminine, surprised no one but her. Cupelli had startled his audience, though, by coming to the reading at Barnes & Noble in full priestly dress, including the little black zucchetto he wore atop his head, with the purple piping designating his Monsignor's rank. A long time champion of priesthood for women and marriage for priests, Cupelli now appeared to be settling into a more conservative role. Another woman taking advantage of the Q&A, someone Cupelli recognized as a professor of women's studies from NYU, pushed him further to declare himself.




  Your book title claims you want respect for the 'sacred feminine.' Yet from the chapter you read, I see nothing to indicate your belief in a goddess."




  "Listen, I can perfectly well understand why women are fed up with their second class status," Cupelli sympathized, as his dark eyes scanned the crowd. "But the answer isn't to try to make the Holy Spirit or the Blessed Mother a goddess. I'm a Catholic priest. Forget the covens and pagans and goddesses. What I'm here to share is that the Holy Spirit was always meant to be a feminine principle, that Christ himself never intended to exclude the female from the Godhead, and that it was a trick of the Latin language and the will of a bunch of mortal men who pulled off and sustained that injustice."




  The questions kept on and Cupelli seemed to relish the opportunity to respond to them, even as he had to be happy with the overflowing turnout for a book on religion. He clarified for his audience how ruach, the word for the Spirit in the languages Christ actually lived in, Aramaic and Hebrew, was feminine in gender and intent:




  "Who's more conservative than St. Jerome? But what does he tell us? It's right in my third chapter here: "'In the gospel of the Hebrews that the Nazarenes read it says, 'Just now my mother, the Holy Spirit, took me.' Now no one should be offended by this, because 'spirit' in Hebrew is feminine, while in Latin it is masculine and in Greek it is neuter. In divinity, however, there is no gender.'




  "Forget all this sexing up of divinity," Cupelli insisted. "God isn't a man or a woman. But when we have the simple fact that Christ was a man, and that he always talked about this guy, 'God the father,' well, then, it's key to keep the metaphorical balance alive by remembering the Holy Spirit as a feminine principle, a counterbalance to the father metaphor." Cupelli once again paused, looked at the crowd and came at them with a more gentle insistence: "There is no sex for the divine, just a father and mother principle. It's all a metaphor. But the female principle is as legitimate and divine a part of the metaphor as the male. Women have as much claim to being made in God's likeness as men do."




  This last remark drew applause and Tony Cupelli knew he'd be signing a lot of copies of his book soon. He recognized a disgruntled feminist or two turning away and maybe a few others who saw his book as a betrayal of real female empowerment, but it was the mainstream vote he was seeking, and that he now had firmly in his grip.




  After a solid half hour of book signing and handshaking Cupelli thanked his host and prepared to head back to his car. But before he could leave he had one more person to thank, a fellow monsignor, like Cupelli in his mid-forties, though a paler, pudgier sort, who had chosen to attend the reading in civilian attire: blue slacks and an off white jacket.




  "Hey, Keith, thanks for showing up. Went pretty well, don't you think?"




  "Since when are you into understatement? It went great."




  "You really think so?" Cupelli wondered, noting his friend's statement closely followed by his too familiar frown.




  "Books you're gonna sell," Keith nodded. "And from what I hear you’re going over with not only the liberals this time, but even some of the moderates. But a lot of the higher-ups aren't gonna go for this female Holy Spirit and mistreatment of women stuff."




  "Well, I can't see how they can disagree with what I'm proving in this book. I mean, you can't change history, right? But maybe we can change the future, no?"




  "Yeah, maybe," Keith nodded again, with the impatience of a person who had heard the same story twice too often. "Listen, what'dya say we go grab a beer or three at McSorley's before you head back to that hell hole in Queens?"




  "You're talking about the parish where we were both altar boys," Cupelli chuckled. "Show some respect. Not everyone gets an easy Manhattan gig like you."




  "You'd be a bishop in Manhattan if you hadn't screwed around so much and you damn well know it," Keith Shannon said. "What about the beer?"




  "No, sorry rain check. I've got to get back right away."




  "Why is that?" Monsignor Shannon's voice filled suddenly with hints of both anger and suspicion.




  "Just tired I guess," Cupelli explained, with a half-hearted yawn accompanying his last few words.




  "Too tired to go do anything with anybody besides me, I'm hoping, right?"




  "Hey, this is a book store, not a confessional, right?"




  "This isn't funny," Shannon frowned again. "You told me that was all over with. I wouldn't even have come tonight if I'd have suspected—"




  "Lighten up, man, okay? Just let me get going. I'm heading right for home. Can't a person be tired?"




  "Yeah, sure, Ton'. Sorry. I just want to help you do the right thing, you know that."




  "You gotta trust me then, right? Believe me, I'm trying."




  Tony Cupelli headed for Queens, but not for South Ozone Park, a working class section of the borough where his parish awaited, but to far more upscale Forest Hills. He parked his little blue Toyota more than a half mile from his destination. He was no longer wearing his skull cap; a Mets jacket and Columbia University ball cap obscured his priestly garb from plain sight. He went up by the stairs rather than the elevator all the way to Apt. 807, where he had been many times before, though not at all in the past two months. And he tried to feel confident this would be one of his last visits ever.




  A woman greeted him at the door. Her smooth, caramel skin was dramatically set off by a bright yellow, African print dress adorned with peacocks; she wore matching yellow shoes. Her golden brown hair was tied back with a yellow and orange scarf. She kissed Tony Cupelli lightly on the lips before asking:




  "So, how did it go? Is this going to be your first best seller?”




  Cupelli gave the woman a brief account of the night's reading and its aftermath. But it was difficult for him to concentrate on or care about what had happened earlier that evening in the face of what he expected would be happening soon. His resolve was already undergoing a surprise attack because though he had always considered his companion a formidably beautiful woman, in the two months he had gone without seeing her she had obviously been hard at work to make herself even more beguiling. She had lost as many as ten pounds and had worked herself out into a figure now more dangerous to the Monsignor than ever.




  Maggie Rosario's large, luminous dark eyes fixed on Cupelli with the focused passion he well knew the virtually limitless limits of. He might have lost himself completely in her, as he had countless times before, if not for his suspicions being alerted by the unusually flamboyant way Maggie was attired and her apartment's new décor. The new items were mostly limited to a small table in the corner of the living room closest to the bedroom. There were peacock feathers and oranges, five of each, and five small pumpkins. The set-up seemed like some sort of a shrine, perhaps because it had taken the place of a statue of the Blessed Virgin. Then Cupelli noticed that Maggie, who usually wore only a small gold band on her left hand, now had four other gold rings of different styles and sizes on her fingers. Still, he questioned none of these changes, mostly because he wasn't certain he wanted to know the answers.




  "So, have you done any more thinking about what we've been talking about? I was hoping you'd understand why I have to do this, but your last few emails have been pretty, well, disturbing." Tony Cupelli averted his eyes from the direct contact with Maggie Rosario's he knew could not now be to his advantage.




  "Oh, Tony, we've been through this before. I'm not going to make trouble for you. But I'm just not convinced this is what you really want. You need to spend some time with me to, you know, convince me."




  Maggie grabbed Tony's hand and led him to the living room couch. She brought a carafe he had never seen before, of bright yellow ceramic and she poured drinks for them both in matching yellow goblets. When he picked up his goblet, more to examine it than drink from it, he noticed the warm drink was garnished with orange slices. He also first noticed that one of Maggie's fingers sported a band aid, and even it was yellow.




  "What is this stuff? You know I only drink wine with a meal.”




  "Oh, it's just a recipe I came across. Won't you at least try it? I had to go through a lot of trouble to make it just right."




  Not wanting to add insult to a woman whose heart he seemed destined to injure, Tony Cupelli took a drink from the yellow goblet. The taste of the red wine was itself overlaid with some spice he knew he'd tasted before, but could not identify.




  "It's not bad—what's it flavored with?"




  "Cardamom. And a little something extra. Something a little different. Drink up. I've got a new kind of special dark cocoa for later with the napoleons," Maggie said, in a voice that made pastry sound sexy.




  "I can't stay long. You know tomorrow's Sunday."




  "You stay as long as you like. We can skip the cocoa if you want.” Maggie drew herself closer to Tony, as if to embrace him, but then got up instead and went to the kitchen. She came out with a large white box tied with green and white string. Tony was certain it contained napoleons from Lulu's Bakery, but he wondered at the size of the box. Upon opening it, he discovered no fewer than ten pastries.




  "Why so many?"




  "Don't you like napoleons anymore?"




  "They're still my favorite, but I can't eat more than one before I have to go. Are you expecting company or something?"




  "Not exactly."




  "What's that supposed to mean?"




  Maggie seemed to ignore his question. She got up instead and turned on the stereo. Exotic drumming and chanting came from the speakers.




  "What's that all about? I thought you still liked Al Green or Barry White to get in the mood. Besides which, it's moot; that can't happen anymore. I think I'd better leave right now. We'll talk later."




  As he tried to stand up, Monsignor Cupelli felt suddenly a little dizzy and had to sit back down. A hypothesis for the sudden dizziness attacked him, making him wince with regret.




  "What'd you do, spike the wine? This is no way to keep me here, Mag. I'm sorry, but it's no long term solution, you know? What the hell did you put in this stuff?"




  "It's just merlot with orange slices and the cardamom and then, as the only way to seal my utter devotion, a few drops of my own blood."




  "Your own blood?" Cupelli asked, as if hoping he had misheard her, even as he knew he hadn't. "You're kidding me right? What's this all about?"




  "It's a love potion. And I can see it's working. You don't want to leave anymore, do you?"




  "Maggie, that's crazy. I mean, all these years what we had, it was real. If the church wasn't so set in its ways, if we didn't have to always be so secretive, I mean, you've been like my wife. And I still love you, but this, this is crazy stuff. You know it makes no sense, it just—"




  "You still love me. That's the only thing that matters." Maggie seemed to embrace her lover with the sexy sound of each syllable she spoke.




  "Will you turn off the weird music, please?" Cupelli tried to counter. "I'm trying to talk seriously to you."




  "It isn't weird. It's the music of the babalawo. We need to hear it."




  "Babaloo? You mean like Ricky Ricardo? This is getting nuttier by the minute."




  "Desi Arnaz was Cuban," Maggie explained, in a calm tone. "That's where the main santeras come from. I've gone ahead and begun my initiation. Let the Catholic church stay in the dark ages. You don't belong with them anymore than I do. Your book proves that. You must know the church will never accept a goddess. That's why I'm going to become a priestess of Oshún."




  "Oh, my God, all that santería crap? You can't be serious?" Cupelli tried to sound dismissive, though his voice wavered away from confidence. "Is this what all the yellow is about and the peacocks and everything in fives?"




  "Five is Oshún's number; yellow is her color, gold and bronze her metals, the peacock her bird." Maggie Rosario delivered this information in a soft, seductive tone, as if the information itself was part of the magic Cupelli would be foolish to attempt resisting.




  Monsignor Cupelli kept telling himself to leave, but he was somehow drawn to stay. He tried to tell himself it was because his long time lover had drugged his wine and disabled him, but it was much more than that. He wasn't certain if it was the perverse attraction he felt in what this woman would do to try and keep him with her or whether it was an irresistible pull, a sensuality that was filling up the room like its own kind of addictive drug. He rose once again to try to turn off the pulsing, chanting music, but he only sank down again, defeated and not wholly unhappy in his defeat.




  "There are no drugs in the wine—love is making you stay. A priestess of Oshún can channel her goddess spirit through ritual drumming and incantation. Oshún is the goddess of the waters, of sensuality, of all things feminine. She is the Holy Spirit of love and true feminine wisdom. Find your way back to me, to our truest love, through her, through the goddess of real love, love without sexual shame or inhibition. Come, come to me."




  "What's with all the fancy talk? Did you get it from some book? You're a Puerto Rican from Queens, not some priestess from a bad movie."




  "It's Oshún who speaks through me. And it's pointless to deny her power."




  In spite of himself, Tony Cupelli felt mesmerized looking at Maggie Rosario as she started to dance erotically before him, began to disrobe. Instead of getting closer to him, she kept a bit of distance, but then picked up one of the napoleons and began to lick custard off from its sides.




  "Oshún loves offerings of honey, of pumpkins but especially of sweets. Come to me, come to Oshún, Antonio. Find God herself through me."




  "At least there aren't five napoleons, you slipped up there," Tony tried to joke with the apprentice priestess of the Yoruban goddess before him. Certainly this was all just a desperate, pathetic move on the part of his lover; certainly he could joke about it. But the look in Maggie Rosario's eyes, and the sway of her body, now covered minimally by the flimsiest of yellow bikini briefs and bra, barely left room for breathing, much less humor.




  "There are ten napoleons the goddess accepts all multiples of five. Five for her and five for you, all of them filled with the yellow custard you've always preferred over whipped cream. Come, come and have a napoleon, with yellow custard."




  Maggie Rosario took a napoleon and began to break it up and rub it on her breasts. She continued her sensual dance, to the beat of the conga drums; she continued to beckon to her long time lover. He hadn't been with Maggie in more than two months; she looked more beautiful and was acting more sensually than he had ever witnessed before. This was the reason, the classic reason, the weakness of his mortal flesh, which caused him to kneel before her, which later left him licking and swallowing the flaky, many layered pastry, the black and white icing, the rich, yellow custard, even as he held on to the firmness of his lover's body. As he sank into the full and enormous chasm of his lust he was certain he didn't believe a whit in love potions or goddesses, orishas or santería. He believed only in the amazing sensuality of the moment, the weakness of his own mortal nature, which could no more resist such a persistent, insistent call to love than he could renounce the priesthood, so to gather this lovemaking safely to himself for the rest of his life. There had never been anything safe or sensible in what he shared with Maggie Rosario. Tonight would be no exception.




  Dawn found Monsignor Antonio Salvatore Cupelli, pastor of Saint Teresa of Avila parish in South Ozone Park, Queens sleeping uneasily not in his own bed in the rectory, but beside his once and present lover in a bed of yellow satin sheets and pillowcases, with an empty box of napoleons off to one side.





  




  




  Chapter Two




  Luckily for the Monsignor, St. Teresa's was down to only two Masses on Sunday. The earliest one was at 10 o'clock for his Spanish speaking parishioners and it was his associate pastor, Father Juan Ortiz's turn to cover it. Cupelli had the 11:30 and got back in plenty of time. Since he was a near celebrity from his past and present writing success and his always controversial stances on church issues (one of his earlier titles had been: Unmarried Clergy: The Root Sex Scandal in the Catholic Church), he could always count on a larger crowd for his service than his nondescript parish otherwise might have attracted. Nothing of the night before showed in his demeanor during the homily nor even the consecration. The Monsignor was known for the power and style of his homilies, and his willingness to use anything, from his own guitar playing and singing to DVDs and power point presentations, to enhance his message's delivery. He was also admired for the intensity he always displayed during the consecration. There was never room for doubt that Antonio Cupelli believed he was God's instrument, specially blessed to transform bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. A Ph.D. in English rather than theology, Cupelli often privately compared his secret sin to that of Rev. Dimmesdale from The Scarlet Letter and always managed to let himself off easier than that doomed cleric. Though he had to be every bit as secretive as Dimmesdale, Tony Cupelli had always accepted his relationship with Maggie Rosario as natural, always wanted to believe a married clergy as part of God's plan, a plan that had been undone by Puritanical women haters from St. Paul to St. Augustine, and all the way to the present bunch in Rome. Still, now that he just as fully believed that his church could only best be served by putting his connection to Maggie in the past, he found it unsettling that he had left her without coming any closer to ending their relationship.




  It was no coincidence that Monsignor Cupelli was pastor at the parish where he had been baptized, confirmed and first educated. The Bishop had placed him in the obscure confines of southeastern Queens, hoping his family might help influence him back to what had been a very promising church career. At age thirty-three Cupelli had become one of the youngest Monsignors in the history of the American church, in part because of his skill as a writer. But it was the increasing militancy of that writing, along with his radical preaching against the church's stance on celibacy and a female clergy, that had halted his advancement.




  Cupelli's parish encompassed parts of two of the poorer sections of Queens, Richmond Hill and South Ozone Park. The residential neighborhood of modest two story homes was peopled by an interesting mix of Asian, West Indian, black and Latino people, some of whom mixed Yoruban based santería beliefs into their version of Catholicism. The homes were mostly well maintained; the majority of them had minute flower gardens and backyard vegetable plots. Though the crime rate was no lower than in the rest of Queens or NYC, Cupelli usually felt safe in making his rounds, and he was always diligent in his priestly and community duties.




  One less well maintained house in the neighborhood stood on the corner of 109th Avenue and 127th Street, and had belonged to Angelo and Rosa Cupelli for the past fifty years. Its gutters were sagging, the paint was peeling, the vegetable garden and all but the hardiest of perennial flowers had given over to weeds. On the inside were saggy ceilings and plumbing that was always a threat to spring a leak. Evidence of roach and mouse infestation was just one more sign of how the house had fallen over the years. Tony tried to get his parents to agree to let local teens from his church group do some volunteer work and help fix up the house, but his parents steadfastly refused, from a congenital stubbornness that was growing sharper with age and from a disinclination to have any help from their son while he was still more a source of shame to them than pride.




  One benefit of living just a block and a half away from his parents' house was the guarantee of a place at the Sunday afternoon dinner table for pasta. Of course Tony Cupelli understood probably better than anyone else in Queens that there is no such thing as a free lunch.




  "So I seen the review of your new book in the paper just now. What's this with trying to make the Holy Spirit into a woman? What are ya some kind a nut?"




  Angelo Cupelli, eighty-five years young and each year more willing to be disagreeable, had waited until he'd eaten a third meatball and second piece of braciole before saying anything to his son about his latest literary effort. Besides his parents, Tony was sharing dinner with his sisters Rose Anne and Beatrice, who both lived with and cared for their parents, and with his just older brother Mike, who had taken to coming for dinner most Sundays since his divorce two years before. None of them had made any comment about their brother's new book, probably in deference to Rosa's feelings, but Angelo never worried about upsetting anyone. He seemed instead to get a perverse pleasure from stirring up trouble, one of the few pleasures he could openly enjoy since his diabetes had made him a more clandestine engulfer of desserts.




  "I never said the Holy Spirit was a woman," Tony clarified, as he put down his glass of Chianti and turned towards his father's position at the head of the table. "Read the book and you'll see that."




  "Who's got time to read your junk? This review guy sure makes it sound like you said he's a woman. It don't make sense."




  "Listen, Dad it's simple. You know, there's a Holy Trinity. But it's all one God, right?"




  "Yeah, I know that—I'm not stupid like you." Angelo looked toward the rest of his family for confirmation of his assessment of the Monsignor, got an approving laugh from his son Michael.




  "Well, I'm glad you're not," Tony nodded off the insult as par for this course. "Anyway, God isn't a woman or a man either. God is God. All's I'm saying in the book is that the Holy Spirit was intended to be thought of as a kind of stand in for the female idea, just like God the father is supposed to stand in for the male."




  "What are you saying?" Tony's mother suddenly and angrily interjected. "God the Father isn't God the Father? He's God the father, right? Fathers are men, not women, right? I mean, don't be stupid."




  Rosa Cupelli was a nervous woman largely confined to her decaying home by bad health, which included diabetes, colitis, and debilitating arthritis. But her intellect and tongue were as sharp as they had been as a teen growing up in Brooklyn.




  "Ma, you know, I mean, you really know, that God isn't a man or a woman, don't you?"




  "I know no such thing. Christ knows who his father is. There's a prayer, the Our Father. Who ever heard of an 'Our Mother,' right? And the only mother he knows is Mary and she's not God, though she's our Blessed Mother. The Holy Spirit, he's all spirit he's not a woman at all, so let's not even talk about it, okay?"




  "I didn't bring it up in the first place, Ma. Dad brought it up, he—"




  "Sure it was you, you wrote the book, not your father. Every day I pray to the Blessed Mother to bring you back to us, and to Saint Anthony, your patron, and even now to St. Jude, 'cause you're getting to be more of a hopeless case each day. And here I thought you were finding your way, finally, but then this crazy book." Rosa paused, seemingly overcome by this latest sin of her priest son before concluding with renewed energy, "Saying the Holy Spirit is Christ's mother instead of Mary. You'll be lucky if she doesn't strike you down herself. They're going to throw you out for sure this time."




  Rosa Cupelli was clearly upset so her wisecracking son, Michael, a police sergeant, tried to lighten the mood:




  "See what you started, Ton'? I bet this sets you back on making Bishop another ten years, easy. Unless of course you're donating all the money you make off this one to the church or something. Then they probably won't mind so much, you know what I'm saying?"




  "As a matter of fact," Tony nodded towards his brother, happy for any chance to explain, "some in the church don't have any complaints this time. This is close to mainstream stuff, or at least it should be. Keith was just telling me that yesterday at the reading. A lot of them are fine with it."




  "Poor Keith. What he has to do to try to keep you out of trouble. Everything was going so good, too, and now you have to go around saying the Holy Spirit is a woman." Rosa Cupelli seemed close to tears, though her voice was edged more with anger and disappointment than sadness.




  "Ma, I've said no such thing, plus didn't I just tell you that Keith says the church is okay with this book? I mean, give me some credit, will ya?"




  "Some credit, sure. Big joke. Like I should give you credit for being back in the rectory last night when I tried to call to see how it went."




  "You called?" Tony asked, obviously flustered. "Well, I, I…"




  "And don't go telling me you were with Keith, because he called here wanting to see if you were here. We both know where you were, with that puttana of yours in Forest Hills. To think how proud we all used to be. I can remember when you said your first Mass, when you made Monsignor, when you were a Professor at a Catholic school. But now you want credit? God's going to give you both credit in Hell. Is that the credit you want?" Rosa Cupelli punctuated this final question with a lurching attempt to rise up in order to bolt from the room, but her legs failed her and she had to settle back into her chair.




  There was no way either Tony or Mike Cupelli could joke their mother away from her anger, and since Tony knew she'd see through any lie he might tell her of where he had been late the night before, just as she had seen through his unwavering insistence to his family that he and Maggie were "friends only," he just decided to leave the table and take some air in the backyard. A moment later he realized his brother Mike had come outside too, sitting next to him on a wooden picnic table, with faded, flecking red paint, which their father had built when they were children.




  Tony remembered a time when his older brother's presence would have meant everything to him. They had grown up as close as two brothers could be; their one year difference in age and their looking more like twins than most fraternal twins only further emphasized their more meaningful similarities in personality and demeanor. This closeness had endured into adulthood, but had been disrupted by Tony's pursuit of a relationship with Maggie Rosario. Since then, Mike Cupelli seemed to have nothing but a sort of bemused contempt for his brother.




  "I thought you told me you were done with Maggie," Mike began. "Not like it's any of my business, but what the hell's going on, man?"




  "I'm trying to break it off, but it's not easy."




  "I know, she's still a real looker, plus you two go way back,"




  Mike Cupelli made a backwards gesture with his right hand, as if he could wave them both back to their childhoods.




  "It's not that. I mean, to her, we were practically married; she wears a ring and everything. It's not really fair to Maggie that I've decided to go another way, to work more within the system. I owe her more than I'm really able to give."




  "Listen, save that for someone who didn't grow up with ya, all right?” Mike laughed. "You always want to make everything complicated. You went with Maggie because, pardon my French, she's a fabulous piece of ass, one who wouldn't give you the time a day when we were kids but who found you irresistible once you got to be forbidden fruit and a semi-famous guy all at once."




  Tony's eyes darted with anger, but this had no effect on his brother Michael's insights: "You know now, though, that you ain't ever making Bishop if you stick with her. I mean, you can only keep a secret like that for so long, plus, like your priest pal Keith explained it to me once, even back when priests were married, you couldn't make Bishop if you had a wife. So, babe or no babe, Maggie's out, but I guess she ain't letting you off too easy, am I right?" Mike nudged Tony on the knee while asking his question.




  The Monsignor let out a deep breath and a tone of strained patience as he said, "That's all Maggie ever was to you, a piece, and now that you're divorced I bet you wouldn't mind looking her up again, but she’s with me instead. And just because you and I look alike doesn’t mean we are alike. I love Maggie, I always have, and leaving her now is for a higher good, not for my personal ambition."




  "Wrong, oh devout one," Mike Cupelli laughed in his brother's face. "First of all, I'm way better looking than you are, and, b, the only greater good you're looking at is to be my boss someday."




  "I want to be a police captain?"




  "Nah, you want to be Cardinal at the Power House, St. Pat's or did you forget I'm in charge there now, so my real boss is the Cardinal. What the hell, I guess I should be used to you not being interested in anything that isn't about you. Still, I think I'll retire for good if you ever make it to Cardinal.” The police sergeant punctuated his last words with a finger to Tony's chest.




  Tony grabbed on to the finger and held it to his heart: "It's so nice to come back home and be surrounded by loved ones. No wonder I prefer strangers." He grimaced, as he let go of his brother's hand.




  Mike Cupelli just laughed again, "You come here mostly for the macaroni, phony. And the cannoli. Or, wait, that's right—you're a napoleon guy exclusively now, right?"




  "What's that supposed to mean?"




  "It don't mean nothing. Me, I'll take a sfogliatel' any time," Mike laughed yet again, delighted, as ever, by his own demeanor.




  Tony paused a moment, then took off on a different track. "You know, Michael, every time I come here this place depresses me more. Mom's going blind, Dad's half deaf, they're both crabbier and a little crazier than ever, plus they both seem to be shrinking. I could swear Dad used to be just maybe an inch shorter than me, but now I tower over him."




  "Old people stoop some, stupid. What's the big deal?"




  The Monsignor ignored the easy insult and kept on his track: "Plus, the house itself, it's crumbling a little more each week. The fig tree is dead, there are weeds everywhere and probably rats lying in them."




  "Ah, c'mon, you never liked figs anyway."




  "Why don't Rose Anne and Bea do more to keep the place up?"




  "They've got enough on their hands just dealing with the folks, I guess."




  "Why don't you do something then?"




  "Why don't you?" Mike shot back.




  "They won't let me. They don't want charity from an erring priest."




  "Yeah, and then you promised to stop with the erring, but I guess Maggie ain't got the message yet, right?"




  "Don't change the subject. I mean this place reminds me of the final scenes from One Hundred Years of Solitude. I won't be surprised if the ants or rats don't end up dragging away one of the grandkids soon."




  "I ain't seen that one, but there you go exaggerating again," Mike shook his head.




  "It's not a movie, it's a novel."




  "Okay, I ain't read it then. Just stop your bellyaching either way, all right? All the grandkids are too big to be dragged off by bugs or rodents, unless they got really big rats in that book," Mike spread his hands far apart to show how big a rat it might take.




  "You know, nothing depresses me more than your attitude. Tell you what, when I do make Cardinal, first thing I'm gonna do is have you reassigned, just to spare you the suspense."




  "Yeah, I won't hold my breath on that one ace." Mike patted his brother's knee one more time and then made his way back inside.




  As Monsignor Cupelli later made the brief walk back to his rectory he tried to forget his brother's remarks. If he happened to advance in the church's hierarchy, it would only please him because of all the leadership opportunities it would afford for substantive reform. Why couldn't his brother understand that? There was only so much he could do with his pen, and only so many people who could fit into St. Teresa's for 11:30 Mass. There was so much more he needed to do. God understood; Maggie would have to. As for his brother Michael, he could go to the devil, if he wasn't already there.





  




  




  




  Chapter Three




  Almost every Tuesday afternoon Tony Cupelli had lunch with his best friends from the old neighborhood, Keith Shannon, Marya Lutzak and Fernando Goya. These lunches always took place at El Vaquero, a Mexican restaurant in Rockville Centre, just outside of Queens in Nassau County, run by Fernando and his Ecuadorian family. The commute was longest for Keith, a Monsignor who had recently been reassigned as pastor of Our Lady of the Scapular and St. Stephen in the Gramercy Park section of Manhattan. The Cardinal had needed just the right man to help pull off his ouster of the Carmelites from the control of that parish they had wielded for over one hundred years. A respected scholar in his own right, Shannon was particularly sympathetic to the Carmelites, especially in their devotion to the Blessed Mother, so he had handled the transition more smoothly than anyone imagined possible, anyone, perhaps, except the Cardinal himself. There was no one more trusted within the New York church hierarchy than Monsignor Shannon, who was as by-the-book as any bishop or cardinal could hope for, in spite of his longstanding friendship with one of the church's least orthodox or predictable priests.




  Keith and Tony had grown up next door neighbors the first sixteen years of their lives, until Keith's family had taken part in the massive white flight that had occurred in so many neighborhoods in Queens in the '70s and '80s. Marya Lutzak, who had only recently returned to her maiden name after a contentious and embarrassing divorce, had lived just a block away, on 107th avenue, and had graduated from the same class at St. Teresa's as Keith and Tony. Marya was features editor for The Tablet, the weekly Catholic newspaper for Brooklyn and Queens. Fernando had moved into the neighborhood latest of the four, at age eleven, had become fast friends with Keith and Tony, and had gotten to know Marya better mostly through the intervening years and the now long established Tuesday lunches. The friends' loyalty to each other was complex but seemingly only made stronger by its complexities. Keith, Tony and Fernando had been teammates for countless stickball, touch football and basketball games in the streets and schoolyards and parks of Queens, and had always had each other's backs in their ever more dangerous neighborhood. Marya and Tony had dated, off and on, through high school, but Keith had helped talk Tony into continuing on to the seminary at Douglaston with him, after they both graduated from Cathedral Prep, rather than taking off for the secular world with Marya at Columbia U, where she and he both were offered scholarships. Fernando had never gone on to college; he had married young and was still married to Esmeralda Rosario, Maggie Rosario's older sister.




  Fernando rarely was able to sit still through lunch; his duties as manager of the restaurant only got more encompassing as his parents got older. Still, he made sure his friends had the best of everything available to them. If left up to Fernando, his friends would have had a free meal once a week for life, but they convinced him they would have to stop coming to El Vaquero if they would never be allowed to pay. In some ways his uncomplicated goodness to all of them was the only thing they could count on to be uncomplicated about their relationship.




  "Make sure you try the ceviche this time, Marya, you always promise you will, but I ain't ever seen it happen yet," Fernando encouraged as he once more got up from the table.




  "Oh, I must have done it when you were called away last time, right guys?" Marya blatantly nudged Tony with an elbow even as she winked at Keith.




  "We're priests, and you're asking us to lie for you?" Tony laughed easily.




  "Like priests never lie," Marya laughed back with a snort.




  "Not to their best friends, anyway," Keith shot back, but with a look that made it unclear whether he was joking or not.




  "Sometimes a lie is the kindest option, don't you think so, Tony?" Marya goaded, though her smile seemed warm and uncomplicated. "I mean, you spare me from raw fish, Fernando thinks I gave it a shot, nobody gets hurt, am I right?"




  "Carajo, you three can make a Federal case out of anything," Fernando laughed. "This reminds me of the time we was all over at that kid Alfonso's house, you know the guy that was Lebanese but from the Dominican?"




  "Yeah," Keith remembered, "it was his birthday and for dinner they came out with this chopped meat, except it was raw, but they expected us to eat it."




  "Right, and Marya, she kept feeding it to their dog, when she didn't think anyone was looking," Tony picked up the familiar tale.




  "Better than just putting it in your napkin, like I had to do," Keith said.




  "You don't have a dog around here?" Marya deadpanned. "I guess it's against some ordinance or other?"




  "A cat would do, since it's raw fish this time instead of raw hamburger." Tony played along.




  "Enough, already," Fernando put up his hands, as he once again tried to exit. "I guess that's why I like you guys around. Never boring. Hey, I gotta run. Try the ceviche, negra. You might surprise yourself and like it."




  "Negra," a term of endearment Fernando had picked up from his Puerto Rican wife, was especially ironic when applied to Marya, who was a pale blonde with icy blue eyes. She had maintained her thin, athletic figure into her mid forties, but her face showed the strain of her two years as a single mother. The four friends, with so much history and belief in common could hardly have been more contrasting in looks. Fernando was short, with panther like yellow brown eyes, and black hair and mustache still with no hint of grey. Keith was taller than Fernando but shorter than Tony; he had put on more than fifty extra pounds since high school, most of it settling in his stomach. His eyes were an almost disturbing shade of green, like grass that has started to turn yellow, Marya had once described them, and his nose was hawk like. Tony was the tallest, at 6' 1", with large brown eyes, an aquiline nose, black hair and a full, neatly trimmed beard liberally peppered with white hair. His athletic built was maintained via basketball, which he had taken to playing even more often in the past few years since his reassignment to his old neighborhood, where he knew every playground and many of the backyard rims.




  Talk turned to Tony's book and Marya was, as always, liberal in her praise.




  "You made it all so clear I don't know how anyone is going to not believe in the feminine intent of the Holy Spirit after reading that book."




  "Yes, it may end up being the most important thing to happen to the Catholic Church since Vatican II," Keith seemed to agree, though Tony sensed some sarcasm in his tone.




  "Well, let's not get that carried away," Tony said, putting up his hands as if to deflect all the compliments. "I just hope it makes a new place for women in the church."




  "Amen. I did my little part- I wrote the review myself—didn't trust anyone else with it. It will be out in the next Tablet," Marya said.




  "And mine will be in St. Anthony Messenger in a few months," Keith added. "And it wasn't easy getting a conservative magazine like that to take a positive review of this book, I can tell ya."




  Tony was used to praise and support from his friends and accepted it with at least some measure of grace. But his equilibrium was unexpectedly thrown off by the arrival of a new waitress, one he had known her entire life.




  Isabel Goya was Fernando's youngest daughter; she was a college student but, like the rest of the family, helped out at the restaurant when she could. She didn't usually work the lunch shift, so none of the friends had seen her in some time. It was impossible not to notice how much Isabel resembled her Aunt Maggie, when Maggie Rosario had been that age. Most especially Tony Cupelli could not ignore the comparison.




  "Do you have room for dessert, anyone?" Isabel asked, smiling. "You know we still have the best flan on Long Island, and mango ice cream, that's new."




  "Wow, Izzy, you look so much like your Aunt Maggie. Has anyone told you?" Marya asked. "Don't you think so, Keith?"




  "Oh, well, I suppose. I haven't run into Maggie in years, though."




  "Well, to tell you the truth," Isabel kept smiling, "I thought everyone was exaggerating, but then Tía Magdalena was in here last week, and then I guess even I saw the resemblance."




  "Maggie was here? That's nice. I guess she and your mother patched up their little quarrel," Marya said.




  "It wasn't that little, but, yes, they spoke. Though she spent most of the time talking to—"




  "Okay, chica, let's keep it moving, okay?" Fernando, who was passing the table but then stopped abruptly, interrupted. "This isn't the only table that needs help."




  Though he attempted a joking tone, Fernando seemed a little on edge. But his daughter didn't seem to notice or at least she didn't hesitate to add, "But you know who really looks alike, the Monsignor and his brother. When he first came in with Tía Magdalena I thought it was the Monsignor, except he wasn't wearing a collar. Papi says you always wear the collar out now, Monsignor, so I figured it had to be your brother. Then once I heard him talking, I knew it couldn't be no priest."




  "Right, it's really not that hard to tell them apart," Marya agreed, with a smirk. "But I always thought Mike didn't like, you know, Latino food. I guess he'll make an exception for something really good huh? I wonder if he likes ceviche."




  Tony Cupelli tried to think of something funny to say in response. Nothing came to him and he returned quietly to his mole poblano after politely refusing dessert. His usual appetite for sweets had deserted him.




  





  




  




  




  Chapter Four




  Throughout Tony Cupelli's growing up years, St. Teresa of Avila parish had been vibrant, active and necessary. The classrooms of its school overflowed with children, as many as fifty in a single classroom. The convent had been filled with nuns from the Sisters of St. Joseph. The rectory held four priests to cover daily Masses at 6:30 and 8 a.m. and a separate Mass just for the nuns in the convent at 6:15. The Sunday mass schedule seemed impossible to contemplate now, with masses at 6:30, 8, 9, 10, 11:15 and 12:30, all of them well attended. There had even been a Parish Hall, where the boys played CYO basketball. Yet perhaps the most amazing part of this memory was the fact that St. Teresa served a minute geographic community, even by New York standards, since there were no fewer than four other parishes- Our Lady of Perpetual Help, St. Anthony's, St. Benjamin's and Mary Gate of Heaven, all within a mile or so radius of St. Teresa's. Back then it had been almost a glorious thing to be pastor, to be the man in charge of so much activity, with so many believers at your disposal. But the parish that Tony Cupelli now served was less than a shell of its former self, more of a ghost, but one still left with the problems of corporeal decay.




  The Parish Hall had long since been knocked down. The school still limped along, but only the principal was a nun and a majority of the students were not even Catholic, and just attended to be spared the traumas of P. S. 121. The convent had been empty for years, and the Archdiocese had balked at Cupelli's plan to let it serve as a mission or home for the homeless; one of its larger rooms was used for a Thrift Shop, a few others for storage. Monsignor Cupelli had only one other priest with whom to share the rectory, and Father Ortiz had a half time assignment only, since he also helped out at St. Benedict's. All the buildings were in a state of disrepair not unlike that of his own parents' home, though Cupelli had been able to muster a small but enthusiastic group of volunteers to keep the most necessary repair and maintenance work going. It was all he could do, though, to maintain his own enthusiasm for such a recessed parish. He had taught literature and writing for several years at Fordham, he had expected to make Bishop as precociously as he had made Monsignor. He was instead now being punished for his radical impatience, and had been sent back to a dying community. But his latest book had begun to raise him from the dead. And he wasn't going to let anything from his past get in the way of his future good works.




  Though he had an active schedule of service to his parish during the week, including everything from daily mass to visiting the sick, and from PreCanaan counseling to meeting with the Rosary and Altar societies, Monsignor Cupelli also had plenty of time to himself, a little of which he utilized to call up Maggie Rosario, the same night after his latest lunch at El Vaquero.




  "I can't believe you're out with Michael, and at El Vaquero, so you know it will get back to me. What kind of games are you trying to play now, Maggie?"




  "No games, Tony. I was just so hurt you were planning to leave me and wouldn't even come to see me. You never allow me to come see you. I had no choice."




  The Monsignor was unconscious of fiddling with his thin, gold St. Joseph's medal with his left hand while he squeezed the phone's receiver harder with his right: "No choice but to go and run off with my crazy brother? And I hope you don't expect me to believe all you did was have dinner. I know Mike better than that."




  "Don't insult our love. I see myself as your wife; I'm the one who wears the ring proudly. I went out with Michael to get your attention, that's all. But now it doesn't matter. All my prayers and devotion were answered. Oshún has brought us back together. You can't deny your love for me after Saturday night."




  Cupelli couldn't prevent an image of his lover and her incredible sensuality from entering his head, but the renewed thought of his brother with Maggie only made him angrier still: "Oh, I can't? Just watch me. I know Michael. And I guess now I know you too. And to think I was so conflicted about hurting you, meanwhile you're whoring around with my brother. Even if you were my wife, that's grounds for divorce. It's over for certain now."
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