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And God Laughed

Terry Luvello, Book One

Joe Rielinger


To my wife Lisa, my daughter Rachel, and my son Andrew. Without your patience and understanding, this book would never have been written. I love you guys!

To Scarlett and Scout. You may be golden retrievers, but you’re better people than I will ever be.


Prologue

Dark spirits flourished in ancient folklore—demons whose sole purpose was to bend victims to their will and punish those who failed to comply. This inhuman rogues’ gallery included the Dybbuks, who haunted the dreams of early Jews, and the Afreets, who tormented characters in numerous Middle Eastern legends. Other cultures used different names, but these spirits could be found in the mythology of virtually every civilization since the dawn of recorded history.

As a child in Catholic grade school, I had a simpler name for my dark spirits. Ignoring my classmates’ more colorful descriptors—I just called them nuns.

Believing I would benefit from a Catholic school education, my parents enrolled me in Saint Jerome’s Grade School in the fall of 1999. Located in a middle-class neighborhood in the city of Cleveland Heights, Saint Jerome’s was a huge concrete and brick monolith that once housed nearly eight hundred students. The student population was down to two hundred fifty at the time of my arrival, and the school shut some classrooms due to lack of use. Those enrollment declines continued after my graduation, and the bishop of Cleveland eventually closed Saint Jerome’s and several other Cleveland parishes with the goal of “better allocating limited church resources.” The fact that these resources were later distributed to the more affluent suburbs of Greater Cleveland was said by the bishop to be purely a coincidence.

At the time I attended, Saint Jerome’s was also the only school in the Cleveland Catholic Diocese where nuns were still a significant percentage of the teaching faculty. In my pretransition childhood, that should have been an advantage. Never one to hide their feelings, the nuns openly favored the girls. Girls generally followed the rules, were unlikely to mouth off during class, and were far less likely than boys to cause trouble overall.

To the nuns’ dismay, I was an exception to the nice-girl rule. I preferred playing football with the boys to any of the more sedate games normally associated with my sex. I also questioned virtually every point my teachers raised in class, particularly over matters of religion. My queries reflected no interest in Catholic doctrine. It was the nuns’ demand for unquestioning acceptance that really pissed me off.

Adding to my frustration at school was the presence of my brother, Paul. Known by the faculty as “the good Luvello,” Paul accepted anything the nuns told him with the same loving look displayed by dogs when fed unwanted table scraps after a meal. I wanted more than scraps. I wanted a place at the table.

It was this tendency to rebel, both verbally and physically, that landed me in frequent trouble at Saint Jerome’s. My transgressions ranged from openly questioning church doctrine to accidentally, sort of, running down an old nun on the school playground. My friend John still talks about the time our teacher told us Mary spent her entire life as a virgin. To the teacher’s chagrin, I asked if that was why Joseph died so long before she did.

The latter incident resulted in my mother’s first trip to the school principal’s office. When she told my father about her day, Dad almost spit out his coffee from laughing so hard. My mother always blamed him for my irreverent sense of humor.

For all my intentional misdeeds, it was my teacher’s reaction to a more honest question that bothered me the most. One of the nuns, Sister Michelle, yelled at our class for not paying attention during morning prayer. In a lecture we heard frequently, Sister told us our behavior was making God cry.

I listened to these daily diatribes with only minimal attention. I knew God couldn’t cry as frequently as the nuns claimed. Chronically depressed patients in psychiatric wards don’t cry that often.

Whether it was from that thought or just general boredom, I raised my hand after this latest scolding and asked if God could laugh. Without trying to answer my question, Sister Michelle called me up in front of the class and rapped my hands with a ruler.

The punishment was minor, far less severe than what I’d received in other instances. What bothered me more was Sister’s reaction. My question had clearly appalled her, and I needed to know why.

After class, I gathered my courage and asked Sister Michelle what had been so improper about my query.

Looking surprised, she said, “There are some things you just shouldn’t ask.”

It wasn’t until recently I realized she was right.


Chapter One

AMOS JOHNSON WAS an enforcer. A triggerman for the Cleveland mob, Amos stood six-foot-four with the physique and ornery nature of a habitual steroid user. His body was his business, and Amos took his business seriously.

Amos also loved tattoos. Known as “Tatts” to his friends, Amos proudly claimed to have visited every tattoo parlor in the city of Cleveland. Fully covered from head to toe, the design on his left forearm was a tribute to his mother.

Amos’s other tattoos, not nearly as sentimental, would get him thrown out of any polite gathering in the city. That assumed, of course, someone would be foolhardy enough to try.

Not being part of polite society myself, Amos and his tattoos didn’t bother me at all. We shared the same opinion about the Browns, blues music, and the current state of the movie industry. With the people I met in my business, that was pretty much the best you could hope for. Amos might not have understood me, but he was at least willing to make the effort.

I met Amos almost a year ago during a custody dispute with his ex-wife. His ex, a heroin addict, had run off with Amos’s two-year-old daughter, Leann. It wasn’t that Amos thought he should take care of his daughter—he knew he wasn’t cut out for parenthood any more than his ex-wife. Amos’s goal instead was to return Leann to the person who really did have custody, his beloved mother, Amelia. He hired me, a licensed private investigator, to make that reunion happen.

After a lucky break, I was able to return Leann to her grandmother within two days of her abduction. Amos was grateful, but he couldn’t pay me much. That was pretty much an occupational hazard, though Amos promised he would be forever in my debt. One year later, that was a marker I needed to call.

My old-school mother would call Amos a thug. I didn’t care if Amos was a thug because tonight, he was my thug. Bored and uncomfortable, Amos and I were crouched behind a car on the fifth floor of the main student parking garage at Creesmont College, a small liberal arts school about twenty miles outside of Greater Cleveland.

As colleges go, Creesmont wasn’t much. Its history department was rated as one of the top thirty programs for schools of its size, and that was about it for high-level academics at the college. In a move born of desperation, Creesmont administration decided to take advantage of the school’s low academic reputation by investing more in athletics. That bet had paid off, and the school’s football team currently ranked in the top five of Division Three schools across the country.

Amos and I were waiting to meet James O’Keefe. Considered a potential low-round pick in the next NFL draft, O’Keefe was the senior quarterback of this year’s Creesmont football team. Six-foot-three, movie-star handsome and outwardly friendly, he was every girl’s dream date. Unfortunately for those girls, James preferred rape to relationships.

My client, Jenna Adamcheck, was a third-year English major at Creesmont. To earn extra money, Jenna had signed up as a tutor for the Creesmont Athletic Program, and her first client was James O’Keefe.

With a long-term boyfriend at another school, Jenna had little interest in James’s early attempts at seduction. Her indifference only piqued James’s interest, and Jenna was surprised two weeks into their arrangement when James showed up at her dorm room requesting an unscheduled tutoring session. Jenna reluctantly allowed James into her room, where he then continued his courtship by pushing Jenna onto her bed and ripping off her sweater top.

Jenna was no shrinking violet. Taught by her father to always fight back, she aimed a well-placed knee at James’s crotch. The knee connected, and James, now in considerable pain, fought to regain the upper hand.

Jenna, however, was not through. Furious, she grabbed the fork she was using for dinner and aimed it at James’s left eye. While she missed, the fork drew blood as it gashed her assailant’s left cheek. Unsure how to deal with a woman who hit back, James ran from Jenna’s room. Cursing and in pain, he plotted his revenge.

Thinking she had resolved the incident, Jenna didn’t report James to Creesmont administration. That was a mistake; although, it did initially appear James had backed off.

Three days later, Jenna found the windshield of her 2018 Kia Forte smashed and a typewritten note placed on the driver’s seat. The message read, “Sluts always pay in the end.” Alarmed, Jenna reported the incident to campus police along with her suspicions as to the culprit. Without evidence, those suspicions were promptly ignored.

The day of her police report, Jenna saw James watching from a distance as she exited her last class. When James saw her looking back, he smiled his brightest student-athlete smile before making an obscene gesture. Over the next few days, James began following Jenna everywhere she went on campus, always keeping a discreet distance to avoid any verifiable claims of harassment. After three more days, James’s stalking took a different turn, and Jenna began finding posters with her picture hanging by the entrance to her dormitory. She showed me the ones she’d torn down, and “slut” was one of the nicer words James used.

Jenna realized the harassment would ultimately lead to another attempted rape, this time potentially including James’s friends. Believing the campus police were useless, she decided to enlist outside help. Not having a lot of money, that led her to me.

Amos and I were waiting for James just before midnight on the top level of the campus parking lot adjacent to the Creesmont athletic dormitory. Just as he had the previous three nights, James pulled into the lot at precisely eleven forty-five, fifteen minutes before the football team’s curfew.

I had realized two things while watching James both on and off campus: James was a creature of habit, and James was in love. The object of his devotion, his 1965 burgundy Ford Mustang hardtop, would have caught any man’s eye. The 1965 was the original Mustang released by Ford. It was truly a sight to behold, and demolishing it would make me resent James all the more.

Every evening James parked his car in the same spot on the top, fifth floor in the student parking garage. There were plenty of spots lower down, but James clearly didn’t want to risk another car denting his beloved Mustang.

Amos and I waited for James behind the only other car parked on the fifth level. Neither of us worried about surveillance cameras. Using a pellet gun, Amos had previously taken care of the fifth-floor cameras along with those on several other levels. I knew campus security, usually harried and understaffed, would assume their destruction had been the work of vandals. They would replace the cameras when time and budget allowed.

Its cameras now disabled, the fifth floor was the perfect place for a confrontation. Amos and I would have James all to ourselves, and I intended to have some fun.

James quickly exited his car before turning to take one last look at his Mustang. I stepped out from behind my hiding spot.

“You’ve been a bad boy, Jim.”

He wasn’t expecting company, and he didn’t know how to react. He tried bluster.

“Who the fuck are you?”

“Never mind that, Jim. Didn’t your mom ever tell you not to pick on girls?”

The idiot thought I was referring to myself. “I don’t give autographs to queers.”

Still basking in his witty comeback, James finally noticed the tire iron swinging in my right hand. Unfortunately for James, he failed to see the brass knuckles in my left.

At five-foot-seven and a hundred forty pounds, I had a survivor’s aversion to fair fighting. James’s lack of attention went uncorrected until the knuckles connected with his liver.

Few blows are more excruciating than a punch to the liver. James didn’t lose consciousness, though he collapsed in pain on the parking lot floor. It was a sight Jenna Adamcheck would have paid extra to see, but I had much more planned for our evening. I kicked James to get his attention.

“Damn it, Jim, you took that punch like a trooper. I’m glad you didn’t pass out. Now you can watch what we do to your car.”

I waved my hand, and Amos stepped into view, all six-foot-four, horrifying inches of him. Amos had a tire iron of his own, and he used it to terrifying effect. He started with the Mustang’s windshield, moved around to the side windows, and then to the rear. In just sixty seconds, there wasn’t a section of glass that hadn’t been demolished. Amos then switched his attention to the car’s hood and trunk. Five minutes after he started, the Mustang looked like a refugee from a demolition derby.

Watching Amos work on his beloved car, James looked utterly defeated. I bent down to refocus his attention.

“Jim, I need you to listen to me.” He heard my voice, but he could only watch his car. Two more quick kicks, and he was again facing me.

“You’ve been bothering Jenna Adamcheck—that will stop right now. I need you to understand me, Jim. This is strike one. You talk to Jenna, you look at Jenna, you post even one more note about Jenna, and that will be strike two. Strike two means my friend over there will take his tire iron to your knees. How many guys do you think get drafted by the NFL with two broken kneecaps?”

He didn’t respond, so I kicked him again, this time in the groin.

“I asked you a question, asshole. You think you’ll get drafted with two broken knees?”

James shook his head weakly. I kicked him again for emphasis and pulled out my Glock. James now lay in a fetal position on the concrete floor; it was the perfect time for show-and-tell.

“Now, let’s talk about strike three. The game we’re playing here, it’s three strikes, and you’re dead. You might think a queer like me would never shoot you. Who knows, maybe you’re right. But I want you to take a good look at my associate.”

Amos stepped into James’s line of sight. Seeing him, James started to noticeably whimper.

“You’re looking at a man who kills people for a living. He wanted to kill you tonight, but I talked him out of it. If anything happens to Jenna, that protection goes away, and you are a dead man. That warning includes your moron football friends as well. If anything happens to Jenna, if she even trips and falls on the sidewalk, I’ll assume you are responsible.”

Tatts swung his tire iron menacingly. “You should at least let me break his knees. Enough with the three strikes shit.”

I bent down once more, only inches from James’s face.

“You see, Jim? You owe me your life, and I haven’t even asked you to thank me.”

James muttered something unintelligible. It reminded me of one more thing he needed to know.

“I almost forgot something very important, Jim. Thanks for helping me remember.”

I turned to Amos. “Show Jim what you have in your hand.”

Amos smiled and again began swinging the tire iron. Lying next to his car, James curled himself into a little ball for protection. Before Amos could go full-on crazy, I said, “The other hand, Tatts.”

Amos grunted with disappointment, but he held up his other hand. In it was a small object, the miniature camera I’d given him when we met earlier that evening. James looked confused, so I explained.

“Let’s talk about the cops. For a guy in your position, they might seem like your salvation. They find us; they arrest us, and your troubles are completely over. Hell, you’d be back to raping women before you know it.

“If I were you, Jim, I’d rethink that little strategy. You see, all the time I was kicking your ass, my associate over there was taking pictures. I’m sure he even got some of you crying like a baby on the parking lot floor.

“Now, getting beaten up by a big guy like my friend, your buddies might understand that. They might even show you some sympathy. Imagine, though, if those pictures get out, and everyone realizes you were messed up by some five-foot-seven transgender guy. Imagine if that transgender guy also said he beat you up because you two were in a relationship, and he found that you were cheating.

“What would your teammates think? What would your family think? Hell, imagine what the NFL would think—you know they investigate everyone they draft. At that point, we might as well take out your knees; you wouldn’t need them for football anymore. You could try denying everything, but people would always wonder. No one would ever look at you the same.

“So if someone insists on calling the cops when they see the condition you’re in, I would just tell them a couple of guys snuck up from behind and started whaling on you before you could react. They might not believe you, but stick to your story, and they won’t have much choice.

“Do we understand each other, Jim? Are you gonna mess with Jenna Adamcheck anymore?”

He shook his head no, but I kicked him anyway. No particular reason; it just felt right.

Amos and I watched James stagger toward the parking lot exit. We then left ourselves, making sure to take the side exit without an attendant.

As we walked toward our respective vehicles, Amos said, “You know, I’ve seen him play. He’s got a pansy arm. No way he makes it to the NFL.”

“I’ve seen him play too. He couldn’t even make it in Division One. Fortunately for us, he doesn’t know that.”

“You shouldn’t have let him call you a queer. You’re more of a guy than he is.”

“Don’t worry, Amos. I know exactly what I am.”

It was the first real lie I’d told that evening.


Chapter Two

I CALLED JENNA Adamcheck the next morning and let her know that James O’Keefe would no longer be a problem. For her sake and mine, I avoided detailing the previous night’s events. After reminding Jenna to call me should anything else go wrong, I hung up and thought further about the lie I’d told Amos. At age twenty-seven, I still didn’t fully know who the hell I was.

To be fair, there were some certainties. For my first twenty-two years as the daughter of Clair and Alan Luvello, I’d led a remarkably normal life in a remarkably normal midwestern town.

All that normality ended five years ago. Since then, I’ve been Terry Luvello, a transgender man working as a licensed private detective. While I hated the word transgender—it sounded like something from a bad Frankenstein movie—I’d made my peace with it long ago.

Had the last five years invalidated my first twenty-two? I never thought they had. Beyond gender, my true identity was a more complicated question. I’d been a daughter, a son, a sister, and a brother. I had a best friend who’d stuck with me through it all.

If pressed for an answer, I’d say I was an investigator. I loved solving puzzles, and that was true long before I received my detective’s license. It was what I liked to do, and I was good at it. Throughout all the changes in my life, it had been the one constant.

Not that being transgender didn’t affect my daily routine. Every transgender male or female had their personal list of annoyances. Depending on the individual, their list might include family rejection, employment discrimination, stereotypes, and other issues affecting the transgender community.

My own list had only one item. I called it “dealing with idiots.” While admittedly broad, it included an ever-growing list of subcategories.

That was no insult to my hometown. I’ve always believed living as a transgender person was easier in a city like Cleveland. Like most Cleveland residents, I complained about the city, its sports teams, its wildly variable weather, and its dysfunctional city government. Like most Clevelanders, I also wouldn’t dream of living anywhere else. My downtown studio apartment was in the middle of a high-crime neighborhood, but I lived in the heart of the city, and my neighbors left me alone. What more could I have asked?

Life in Cleveland was certainly far less glamorous than say, Los Angeles or Miami. On the plus side, it was also more real. People here were far too busy working, raising families, and dealing with the day-to-day realities of life to worry about a transgender male living in their midst.

Still, there were idiots. As a licensed private detective, I carried a gun for a living. For the most part, that made the idiots easier to deal with.

A phone call interrupted my moment of self-reflection. Expecting my friend, John, I picked up my cell phone without glancing at the screen. My mistake—the call was from my mother.

I loved my mother dearly, but she typically only called when she wanted to go clothes shopping. From the time I announced I was transgender, my mom took it upon herself to expand my wardrobe of male clothing, particularly in the area of men’s suits. While I never found an occasion to wear those suits, that never seemed to bother my mother. Regardless of the unwanted clothing and the logjam in my closet, I appreciated her support nonetheless.

To my surprise, this call was about something different. After inquiring about my health, Mom announced, “Your brother Paul is going to call you this evening. He wants to talk with you.”

“Mom, you know what happened the last time Paul and I spoke.”

Three years my senior, Paul was what one might charitably call a doctrinaire Catholic. Being anything but charitable, I once referred to him as the world’s first male nun. The fact that I said it to his face when he was standing next to his wife Lydia probably didn’t help. The conversation occurred when I was twenty-two, and Paul and Lydia had just begun a lecture on the evil of doubting God’s plan for my gender. Our relationship degraded from there, and Paul and I have barely spoken in the five years since.

“What could Paul possibly say to me at this point?”

“I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me anything. Just give him a chance, please?”

I agreed to hear Paul out. It was close, but I figured five minutes wasted on the phone with my brother beat a couple of hours in a clothing store. I considered just sitting back and waiting for Paul’s call but decided to text John and see if he wanted to come over and watch the baseball game.

John Travers became my best friend after we met on the playground at Saint Jerome’s Grade School. The playground had separate sections for the boys and girls, established with the typically nunnish idea that the two sexes should never interact. The church parking lot served as the boy’s section, while the girls played in a smaller, grassy field closer to the school building.

According to the nuns, this division gave the boys a larger area to play sports like football and baseball. While no one spoke about this openly, the different playing surfaces also served to minimize injuries for the girls and maximize attrition among the boys. For the nuns, that was a win-win.

Having no interest in jumping rope, I gravitated to the boy’s section, hoping to play football. John eventually talked the other boys into letting me play, and he and I have been friends ever since.

While I was a social outcast, John had girls flocking around him even in grade school. The other boys also liked John, and he was the center of virtually every social group. When we got to be teenagers, John went on numerous dates with an assortment of girls, but he still spent much of his time hanging out with me.

After college, John parlayed his skills into a career in advertising. It was a field I never much cared for, but he sought my input on every campaign. That continued even after I told him one of his logos—I called it “Fred, the wonder pigeon”—resembled a bird rising from a dog food bowl.

John was also the first person I told about my plan to transition. After hearing me out, he told me I’d always been a better male companion than his more traditional male friends. Later on, I made John stay in the room when I made the same announcement to my mother. Thinking back, that was probably not very fair—I was sure Mom assumed we were announcing our engagement.

Though he called me a wimp, John was also supportive when I changed my mind about the medical procedure that would make my decision permanent. It wasn’t that I intended to go back to being female, but hospitals terrified me. My father had died in one, and I could never quite forgive them for that. John was right though. I guess I was a wimp in thinking about it.

Unfortunately, John was unavailable for the game. Adding to my misfortune, Paul called just a moment later.

“Hey, Terry,” he said in his fake-jovial tone. “Did Mom tell you I might be calling?”

“Hi, Paul. I thought the church frowned on contacting the Antichrist.”

“Can we have a normal conversation? I’m asking for your help. I need you to go to my parish and speak with the pastor there.”

I couldn’t believe it. Five years with virtually no conversation, and Paul was calling to convert me.

“Are you insane? You know if I walk into a church, it will end badly for them and me.”

“This is about a case, not religion. Father Lawrence came to me because I mentioned that my sister, sorry, my brother,” he said hurriedly, “was a private detective.”

This was suddenly getting interesting. “What does he need me to do?”

“I don’t know. Father Lawrence wouldn’t tell me. He just asked if I could get you in to meet him at Saint Edmund’s as quickly as possible, preferably on Monday morning.”

“Tell him I’ll be there at nine o’clock.”

I hung up before Paul could respond.


Chapter Three

I DROVE TO Saint Edmund’s in my ten-year-old, less-than-trusty Honda Civic. Soon after I purchased the car, my mother encouraged me to give my new vehicle a name. After considering a variety of expletives, I eventually settled on Hannibal Lecter since the car has tried to kill me on more than one occasion. While many have a love-hate relationship with their automobile, mine was more hate-hate. If it weren’t for my complete and abject poverty, I would have traded it in long ago.

On the way to Saint Edmund’s, I experienced the usual Cleveland traffic jam. Long-time Cleveland residents know there are four seasons in every year: almost winter, winter, still winter, and orange barrel season. We were well into June, so the orange construction barrels were out in force. While annoying, the delay gave me time to review what little I knew about the church and its patron saint.

Saint Edmund’s was a Jesuit church in the Cleveland suburb of Westlake. The parish was named after Saint Edmund Campion, known as one of the “Forty Martyrs of England and Wales.” The English had considered Catholicism to be a treasonous offense, and Campion had served as a spy for Rome. Not at all forgiving, the English eventually executed Campion for his efforts.

I wouldn’t know any of this if I hadn’t attended Saint Robert Bellarmine, a large Jesuit high school located close to my Cleveland Heights neighborhood. Saint Bellarmine was famous as the priest who ordered Galileo to quit saying the Earth revolved around the sun. Like Campion, Saint Bellarmine also ran afoul of the British, this time over the Oath of Allegiance required of all English subjects. The Oath placed the English king over the pope in authority, a big problem for the Roman hierarchy.

Thinking about Bellarmine, I wondered how some saints had achieved that designation. Sometimes it seemed like the Oscar lifetime achievement award, a gift for hanging around in the business long enough and not pissing off the wrong people.

That realization aside, I’d enjoyed my four years at Saint Bellarmine’s. The Jesuits welcomed my many questions, and they threw their own right back at me. They were blunt and occasionally sarcastic, two traits I’ve always appreciated.

Paul didn’t value the Jesuitical bluntness the same way I did. I still remember him coming home one day as a freshman complaining, “Father Ned told me I smile too much. He said you couldn’t trust anyone who smiled as much as I do.” I couldn’t help but laugh. Paul had finally moved to my position on the great Catholic totem pole.

The other unique aspect to the Jesuits was that their priests, churches, and schools all reported up through their own provincial structure, separate from the Catholic diocese. That gave the Order a degree of freedom with no interference from the local bishop—convenient for many reasons, particularly if one was trying to keep secrets.

I wore one of my mom-purchased gray suits for this meeting, its maiden trip outside my closet. While I still preferred jeans, this suit had multiple pockets in both the pants and suit coat. I often wondered why women wore the clothes they did. If I’d realized how utilitarian men’s clothing was, I might have started wearing it years before I actually did.

Construction delays aside, Hannibal, my new suit, and I arrived just five minutes past my nine o’clock appointment. I exited my car and got my first good look at Saint Edmund’s and its architecture.

The Cleveland parishes I knew tended to be of two types. The older ones, such as the one I attended as a youth, looked as though they’d been designed by an architect in the middle of a particularly nasty hangover. Churches of this type tended to be gigantic brick buildings with little style, identifiable only by a large entrance door and a cross either in front or on the roof.

The newer suburban parishes were even less recognizable than the older types. I’d driven past one the previous week that resembled a fat rocket ship. I wasn’t sure what type of building it was until I noticed the sign out in front.

In contrast, Saint Edmund’s appeared almost Eastern Orthodox in styling with two prominent steeples and an ornate dome in the middle. To ensure no one could misunderstand its purpose, the church had three crosses, one on each steeple and a third, larger cross on the dome itself.

After making sure to leave my gun locked securely in my car, I walked over to a small brick building to the side of Saint Edmund’s that appeared to be the parish office. I pressed the buzzer, and a secretary unlocked the door. Unlike the more senior staff employed by many Catholic parishes, my welcomer was a surprisingly cute brunette. Her name tag announced her as Miss Catherine Lambert, and she looked to be in her early thirties. Wanting to make an impression, I tried to sound official.

“My name is Terry Luvello, and I have an appointment with Father Lawrence at nine o’clock.”

“You’re late,” she said in a no-nonsense tone. “Have a seat, and I’ll get Father.”

My official voice had clearly had no impact. With that, the effect of her appearance wore off quickly.

I’d sworn off sex for some years now, having had only two sexual experiences in my entire life. My first, to both of our embarrassment, was with John. When we were eighteen, John asked me to our senior prom. After dinner and two quick dances, we realized we were both bored out of our skulls and snuck out for a ride.

John brought along a bottle of whiskey he’d stolen from his alcoholic father along with a couple of shot glasses. After parking, we proceeded to drink way too much. The drinking led to a kiss, and the kiss led to the backseat of John’s car. The sex that followed was less than fulfilling, and neither of us has ever discussed it much to this day.

My second sexual experience came as a junior in college with a rather masculine girl who lived in my dormitory. If anything, it was even less exciting than my first attempt.

John has tried, on multiple occasions, to fix me up with the more adventurous friends of the girls he was dating. People have said I make a reasonably handsome guy, and my voice was deep enough to sound male. Still, I figured I’d already given it a try with both sexes, and it just wasn’t for me. Lately, I’ve been revisiting that decision more and more often.

Father Lawrence showed up a couple of minutes later, interrupting my sexual reverie. A tall, muscular man in his midfifties, he walked with a rather pronounced limp. Father Lawrence led me a short distance down a narrow hallway to his office, and he motioned me to sit. I figured I should get something out in the open.

“Father, before we get started, did Paul fill you in on my…change?”

“Did he mention you were transgender? Yes, he did. He also said you two had a falling out, and you were, and I quote, ‘the most annoying and obsessive person I have ever known.’”

I was impressed. A priest had spoken the word transgender in the same tone of voice one used in saying someone was tall or had brown hair. Given my misgivings about the term, there were days that even gave me pause.

“You’re still interested in hiring me?”

“He also mentioned you were the smartest person he knew. I figured smart and obsessive weren’t bad qualities for a detective. I’ll withhold judgment on the annoying part for now.”

To my surprise, I found myself liking this priest. “Fair enough. Paul said you might need my services. Why don’t you fill me in?”

Father Lawrence chose his words with extreme care. “This is a delicate matter, and it requires your complete discretion. It involves Father Samuel, a recently ordained priest, who came to Saint Edmund’s last December from our New Orleans province. About two weeks ago, Father Samuel came across information that led him to believe”—Father Lawrence hesitated noticeably at this point—“a man intended to commit murder. Specifically, that he intended to slash a woman’s throat. Father Samuel notified me immediately. He couldn’t identify either the intended victim or the suspected assailant based on what he heard.”

He waited for me to digest this information. While doing so, I remembered an item on the local news from the same time period—the Angela Tully slaying. Angela Tully was a Cleveland housewife found murdered in her home. The police had no trouble determining the cause of death; Mrs. Tully was found with multiple stab wounds to her throat. If that wasn’t horrifying enough, her children discovered their mother’s body shortly after arriving home from school. The timeline for the killing fit with Father Lawrence’s story.

“Do you think this might be related to Angela Tully, and can I assume this information was acquired during confession?”

“I wanted to see if you would make the Tully connection. Yes, I do think it’s related. The Tully murder happened on a Tuesday, just three days after Father Samuel obtained this information.”

I noticed he didn’t answer my question concerning confession. Given the rules that I knew to be in place, I didn’t expect him to. Father Lawrence was clearly trying to finesse his way around the confessional seal.

“Have you notified the police?” I knew the answer, but I had to ask.

“I haven’t contacted the police. After discussing the matter with my superior, Father Thomas, neither of us felt that was possible. You asked about the role of confession in this case, and I suspect you know that is something I cannot discuss. Based on legal statute, the seal of confession protects not only the content of conversations within the sacrament, it goes further in protecting even the existence of those communications. In theory, a priest hearing someone’s intent to murder Jane Doe could notify the police that Jane’s life was in danger. The priest could not, however, tell the police where they obtained this knowledge or supply any additional information concerning the identity of the person making the threat.

“In this case, that wasn’t even an option. As I mentioned, Father Samuel was told nothing indicating the identity of the individual who was threatened, nor did he see the person making the threat or recognize his voice.”

“That leads to another question,” I said. “With the restrictions inherent in the seal, why am I here?”

“For you to understand your involvement, I need to make you aware of two additional aspects to this case. The first is, regrettably, a political concern expressed by Father Thomas and the bishop here in Cleveland, and yes, he has become involved as well. Both are worried about the perceived connection between this case and the sacrament of confession.”

“Okay, you lost me,” I said. “I’m not sure I see a political issue here at all.”

“If you take this case, you need to start thinking like a Jesuit. You are undoubtedly aware of the broader discussions in this country over issues concerning religious freedom. Those issues include employee insurance coverage for birth control in Catholic-run workplaces, restrictive hiring practices in Catholic educational institutions, as well as the whole discussion of gay marriage. Should the Church’s prior knowledge in this case become known, there is a concern it could further weaken popular support for the Church and for religious freedom in general. It could potentially lead to the restriction of a confessional privilege that currently exists in all fifty states.”

“With all due respect, Father,” I said. “I think you and Father Thomas may be overstating the Church’s exposure on this issue. If the threat was truly nonspecific, I am having trouble seeing how anyone could think the Church should have done more.”

Father Lawrence suddenly looked exhausted, and I began to see the strain he was under. “That, Mr. Luvello, leads to my second item. Yesterday, there was another threat.”


Chapter Four

WHEN I DROVE to Saint Edmund’s, I assumed I was stepping into a routine case, possibly a parishioner with his or her hand in the collection basket. Now, I was in the middle of a murder investigation with virtually no information and a limited ability to ask questions. When I asked Father Lawrence to elaborate on the second threat, he called Father Samuel into his office.

Father Samuel was in his early thirties, older than I would have expected from a recently ordained priest. He was slender in build, with prematurely thinning red hair that provided only patchy coverage to the top of his rather large head.

More interestingly, Father Samuel hardly looked in my direction, offering virtually no acknowledgment I was there. When he finally did glance my way, the first thing I noticed was his eyes. I’d heard of piercing eyes, but I’d never met anyone whose gaze fit that description. Father Samuel’s eyes looked as if they could melt steel. Unlike Father Lawrence, I assumed he felt some distaste for what he viewed as my “sexual deviancy.” Either that, or he didn’t like my new suit. I would hate to think he glared at everyone that way.

Father Lawrence performed the introductions and asked Father Samuel to describe, as precisely as he could, his conversation the day before.

“I was scheduled,” Father Samuel said, “to provide counseling to parishioners after the noon mass yesterday from one to three o’clock.” He chose his words as carefully as Father Lawrence, so much so, I expected him to use air quotes.

“Most Sundays,” he continued, “parishioners seek counseling the hour right after mass, and yesterday was no exception. Only one parishioner entered my booth after that time, and that was around two-fifteen.

“The other individual, the person you’re interested in, came around ten minutes before I was scheduled to leave. From his voice, I would say he was the same individual who made the previous threat. While I can’t tell you his exact wording, I can say another murder is quite possible.”

I figured I could start asking questions at this point. I was careful with my phrasing.

“Based on your conversation, would you guess the second murder might look like the first—a woman killed by a knife?”

“The threat was to a woman. Unlike our first conversation, the method was unspecified.”

My next question was addressed to Father Lawrence. “Father, beyond yourself and Father Samuel, how many priests are there at Saint Edmund’s? If it’s just the two of you, how often do you both hear confession?”

“We are the only two priests in the parish,” Father Lawrence replied. “Regarding our schedule, we normally hear confessions on Tuesdays, Saturdays, and Sundays. Father Samuel bears the brunt of that burden; I cover Tuesdays while he ministers both Saturdays and Sundays. As you can imagine, attendance is far greater on the weekends due to work schedules.”

Father Samuel broke in. “To answer what I’m guessing will be your next question, the first threat occurred on a Saturday, and as I mentioned earlier, the second occurred yesterday after mass.”

I turned again to Father Samuel, but he continued to keep his gaze focused on Father Lawrence.

“Father, do you see any possibility this individual may be targeting you specifically for these confessions? Has anything like this ever happened previously, either before or after your transfer to Cleveland?”
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