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	1. THE FAMILY
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	t was a beautiful spring day in Michigan. Flowers were beginning to bloom. Buds were blossoming on once-barren tree branches. The snow disappeared for another season and the temperature climbed above 60 degrees for the first time. Jennifer Tracey drove her 2017 Chevy Tahoe south on Farmington Road toward the church. 

	“What a great weekend for a camping trip,” she observed aloud. The boys needed this. I hope they liked Father Gerry.

	She pulled into the parking lot of Our Lady of the Lakes Church and School, exited the SUV, and headed for the rectory. She spotted remnants of kids almost immediately—a bunch of backpacks, camping equipment, pop bottles, shoes, socks, and other debris strewn across the lawn of the rather impressive two-story brick home. She was the first parent to arrive, not surprising since she was a half an hour early.

	She was excited to see the boys. This was their first extended time with the new assistant pastor. Father Gerry replaced Father Bill, their best friend, the only adult male the boys spent any time with since their dad, Jim, passed away three years earlier. My God! Has it been three years already? 

	She flashed back to the day of the accident—the phone call from the plant, the shocking news, and the rush to Botsford Hospital for an all-night, prayer dominated, vigil. Finally, a doctor came out of surgery shaking his head.

	“I’m terribly sorry, we did all that we could.” 

	The boys, 8 and 10 at the time, were devastated. How could taking this wonderful young man away from his family be part of God’s plan? The boys became bitter and sullen, and stayed that way, until they met Father Bill. Bill transferred from a parish in Pennsylvania just before Jim’s accident. After Jim’s death, Bill made the boys his special project. In a short time, he became a substitute father of sorts. 

	He took the boys to Detroit Tiger ball games, played ball with them, took them camping. They became altar boys and were beginning to adjust to life without their father. But assistant pastors are transferred in the matter of course, and Bill came by to announce his transfer to a parish in Virginia. 

	The boys were traumatized once again. Father Bill’s farewell ‘celebration’ was akin to another wake. He took the boys aside and tried to reason with them. He was required to do God’s work wherever the church sent him. He promised to visit, but the boys were skeptical. To them, his sudden departure was like one more death in the family.

	Jennifer snapped back to the present. This outing with Father Gerry was important, their first extended time together. Jennifer hoped that the boys would like him . . . She climbed the porch steps and knocked on the door of the large colonial home, typical in suburban Detroit, two stories with reclaimed brick and white aluminum siding. The grounds were massive—the house stood on church property, a heavily treed lot with freshly trimmed grass. The smell the fresh cut grass was a pleasant reminder of spring in Michigan.

	Father Gerry opened the front door. Boys scampered all over the house, chasing each other, screaming, and shouting. Jennifer scanned the crowd but could not locate Jake or Kenny.

	“Hello Jennifer,” Gerry greeted. “Nice to see you, again.”      

	“You too, Father. How was the outing?”

	“Lots of fun. The boys had a great time, still having a great time,” he turned and took in the chaotic scene.

	“I don’t see the boys.” Jennifer continued to search through the ruckus.

	“Backyard,” Gerry advised. “I’ll fetch them for you.” 

	“Clearly you have your hands full here. I’ll get them.” Jennifer offered.

	“No trouble. Wait here. I’ll be right back with the boys.”

	Jennifer would have preferred to get her boys— this group was annoying. She walked out onto the front porch to wait in the sunshine. In ‘no time,’ as Jake would say, Father Gerry came around the side of the house, with Jennifer’s two sons trailing behind. The boys were dreary and sullen, in stark contrast with the others.

	“Here they are, safe and sound,” Father Gerry chirped. “Boys, say ‘hi’ to your mom.”

	“Hi Mom,” Kenny managed, barely audible.      

	“Yeah, hi Mom,” Jake murmured.

	“What’s the matter with you guys?” Gerry wondered. “They’re exhausted.” He turned to Jennifer. “I ran them ragged—hiking, calisthenics, canoeing, all night stories, you name it. Take them home and put them to bed. They’ll be fine in the morning.” 

	Jennifer was shocked. The other boys were none the worse for wear. What was wrong with hers? “Thank you, Father,” she managed. “I’ll do just that.”

	The family got into the wagon and headed for home. The boys sat in the back seat together. Usually, they called ‘shotgun,’ and fought over who would sit in front. 

	“Did you guys have a good time?” No answer.

	“How was Father Gerry? He seems quite nice. Is he as good a camp director as Father Bill?” No answer.

	Jennifer checked the rear view. Kenny glared at Jake, finger to his lips, silently ordering him to remain quiet. A single tear rolled down Jake’s cheek. They drove in silence the rest of the way home. Something was terribly wrong.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	2. THE PRIEST
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	ather Gerry Bartholomew was entertaining the Reed family, Spencer, Sherry, and their teenage boys, David and Justin. New members of Our Lady of the Lakes—the Reeds lost their third son to Cancer. They were organizing a charity event for St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital, enlisting the support of Lakes, the parish nickname. The boys were tossing a football, enjoying the beautiful Spring weather. The ball eluded the boys and rolled up to Gerry. He retrieved it and launched a perfect spiral to David. The boys were pleasantly surprised at Gerry’s quarterbacking proficiency. 

	“Nice throw,” Justin marveled. “Where did you learn to throw a football like that?”

	“We played a lot of football at the seminary. Besides, I coach our parish team in the local junior football league. You guys should come out.”

	 “We’d like that,” David replied. 

	“Sports are huge deal here a Lakes. Baseball, soccer, swimming, even golf. The city of Farmington gives us discounts at the municipal course. My personal favorite? Camping. Say, can you sing? We’ve got a terrific children’s choir. We also do a lot of charity work, of course—it demonstrates God’s love and compassion for others. I love spending time with the kids—it’s a great bonding experience. Love of God is love of man, don’t you agree? We have a close-knit group. Much of my time here at Lakes is spent with our young people and I love it. I would love to have you join us.” 

	The boys promised to consider it and the parents were excited with the prospect of their boys participating in good, clean, fun in a pious environment. Gerry walked them to their car and waved as it disappeared down the road leading from the parish to the main highway.

	Gerry Bartholomew came to Lakes from St. Patrick’s Parish in Ohio. He was thirty-six, approximately six feet tall, well-built, with eyes so dark one could hardly make out his pupils. He had long, shoulder length brown hair and a pale, milk-like complexion. He had two major passions: camping and teenagers. He was quite charming and delivered powerful and memorable sermons. At every stop along his professional journey, his parishioners loved him.

	In fact, one father even loaned Gerry his camper so the priest could take his 14-year-old son and others on an overnight camping trip. These types of activities and interactions with teenagers were the highlights of his priesthood.

	 Bartholomew didn’t want to leave Ohio or St. Patrick’s, but transfers were routine, weren’t they? He fought reassignment, arguing that his work with parish teenagers was unappreciated and that he was misunderstood. This time, he figured he’d be assigned out of parish work, charity work for frail and the sick or some such shit. 

	His personnel file and records contained copious notes, with strong recommendations to transfer him out of parish work. To his pleasant surprise, the notes and records were ignored. Gerry was placed at Lakes, in Michigan, with lush campsites across the state, many within twenty-five miles of the parish. He met the Reed brothers, the Tracy brothers, and others—Gerry Bartholomew was beside himself with joy. 

	



	



	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	3. THE COALITION
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	Order, Order!” The man known only as the ‘Bishop’ demanded. “Let’s come to order.” 

	The group of five men was near silent, almost immediately. The room was dimly lit, which kept its opulence from intruding on their meeting.

	“We have assembled again because we have another crisis at the parish level.”

	“What’s happened?”

	“Father Gerry has been active again.”

	“Shit! When? Where?”

	“Gerry was recently transferred?”

	“Yes.”

	“The placement was supposed to be away from children?”

	“Yes, it was.”

	“What the hell happened?”

	“Not sure, we are still checking on who made the placement and why.”

	“This is disastrous. The victim was male?”

	“Victims, plural. Two boys, fourteen and twelve—happened on a camping retreat.”

	“They sent Gerry on a camping trip? Did they not read our report?”

	“Obviously not.”

	“What’s the plan?”

	“Maintain calm, ascertain the facts before deciding on a course of action.” 

	“Makes sense.”

	“Where did this happen?”

	“In Farmington, Michigan, the Detroit Division.”

	“Does the pastor know?”

	“He’s the one who contacted me, overheard some of the kids talking.”

	“Who do we have in Detroit?”

	“We have a top-notch investigating firm, Parks & Associates, and a silk-stocking law firm, Brodman, Longworth & Darling.”

	“Best get both on this right away. We need some serious damage control this time.”

	“We should have defrocked him after the first time.”

	“But the situation hasn’t changed. We’re still short on priests. We simply have too many parishes. Gerry’s psychiatrist gave us the green light.”

	“Yeah, as long as the placement didn’t involve kids.”

	“It’s hard to place someone in parish work that doesn’t involve kids.”

	“How about an all-girls school?” 

	“Funny.”

	“Seriously! How did this happen?”

	“Someone made a serious error in making this placement. We’re looking into it. His file mandated no parish assignments. The opposite occurred. Someone missed a memo or two. The process is flawed. A detailed review is underway.”

	“Too little, too late. Hope this investigator and law firm are solid. Get them together with the pastor, ASAP. The families let us off rather inexpensively last time. If these new victims get wind of previous incidents, the sky’s the limit.”

	“The defense fund has sufficient resources.”

	“How sad is that? Think of the good that money could do if we didn’t have to deal with shit like this!”

	“Has The Holy One been informed?”

	“No need at this point. We need more information. Let the pros do their thing.” 

	“Perhaps an ‘accident’ of some sort?”

	“Premature, however, we’ll keep all options open. Agreed? All in favor?”

	“Aye.” 

	“All opposed?”

	Silence.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	4. THE FAMILY
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	he Tracey family lived in a small tri-level in Farmington Hills. Money was tight. Since Jim’s death and the subsequent lawsuit and settlement, their savings dwindled, and it was difficult for Jennifer to make ends meet. She worked as an editor for a neighborhood newspaper and grossed about sixty-thousand-dollars per year. House payment, utilities, groceries, taxes, and religious school chewed up all spendable income. 

	Widowed at thirty-seven, Jennifer had platinum blond hair, high cheekbones and peaches and cream skin. She might pass for twenty-seven, with signs of age just starting to show around her sparkling blue eyes. She had a wide, sensuous mouth, with full lips. At five-foot-three, her legs were slender and athletic looking from daily aerobics. Jim was the only man in her life. The couple met in high school, dated through college at Oakland University, where Jennifer received a bachelor’s degree in Journalism, and Jim, the same in Engineering. 

	She was smitten, would have married him earlier, but practicable Jim wanted to first get his degree and a good job. He was a proud man and would support his family with help from no one. He was the love of her life and she missed him, every day. 

	As beautiful as she was, there were many potential suitors. However, the thought of dating again made her cringe. She tried a couple of dates but was terrible company—the dates ended with her apologizing to the men. The men seemed to understand. She didn’t care whether they did or not.

	Only one thing consumed Jennifer after her husband’s death: The welfare of their sons, her husband’s precious legacy. Two weeks after the camping trip they still seemed troubled and aloof. She knocked on their bedroom door and walked in before being invited.

	“Did anyone invite her in?” Kenny snapped, turning to his brother.

	“Well . . . uh . . . I’m so sorry,” stammered Jennifer, surprised at his tone.

	“I didn’t,” Jake snipped, feeling his oats.

	Jennifer collected herself and looked around the room. It was a boys’ room, to be sure, but its level of disaster at that moment irritated her almost as much as the boys’ current attitude.

	“Lose the attitude, gentlemen”, she demanded. “Are you going to spend the rest of your lives in this room? Go out and enjoy the fresh spring air and sunshine. It’s a beautiful day! Maybe there’s a pickup game at Lakes. It’s high time you left this room! It looks like a cyclone hit it! I want these games, cards, and balls picked up, this instant!”

	“How’s this?” Kenny picked up a soft ball, threw it at the wall, and put a large whole in the drywall. “See, I played baseball! Happy?” he snarled. 

	Jake, as usual, mimicked Kenny’s behavior and swiped at an active Monopoly Board, scattering cards, player pieces, and Monopoly money all over the already disaster-zone bedroom.

	“That’s enough”, cried Jennifer. “You boys are grounded until further notice. I want this room cleaned up, immediately, or no supper! And Kenny, you better think of ways to earn some money to pay for the repair of that wall!”

	“Whatever”, Kenny snapped. “I didn’t want to go outside in the first place and I sure as hell don’t want to go to Lakes!”

	“Yeah”, Jake agreed, with trepidation, not sure he wanted to be grounded.

	Jennifer left the room and slammed the door in utter frustration. What was going on with these two? They hadn’t been themselves since the camping trip. They hadn’t unpacked their backpacks. She saw them, amid the rubble that used to be their bedroom, in a corner, opened, but still fully packed. And the anger . . . the sadness . . . 

	Jake’s cheeks were often red and wet. He was crying in private moments. She tried to comfort him. 

	“Jake, you know I love you. Please tell mommy what’s wrong.” 

	But he wouldn’t come clean. She’d reach out, hug him, look into his eyes, blue, like his mother’s, with pain unlike she’d ever seen, silent, refusing to let her in.

	Kenny’s behavior was different. He was angry. If she tried to talk to him, he’d storm off, slamming doors in his wake. In quiet times, he scowled and stared into space. When she tried to engage, look into his eyes, Jim’s eyes, she saw unbridled hatred tinged with fear. If he caught her looking at him, he’d storm off again, sit for hours in his room, speaking to no one, doing nothing. 

	Firing a softball through the drywall brought his anger to a whole new level. And his little brother imitated this behavior. Their anti-social antics were abrupt and inexplicable, except that their origin had to be somehow related to their recent camping trip. The trip was the key—she was convinced. 

	Did someone tease them? Embarrass them in front of others? She couldn’t imagine an incident making Jake this sad or Kenny this angry. Still, she decided to visit Father Gerry. Maybe he could shed light on the situation. She made the short drive to the church and found Gerry tending the garden, outside the rectory. 

	“Jenny!” Gerry called as she approached. “Nice to see you. I haven’t seen you or the boys in church lately.” 

	“Father,” Jennifer got right to the point. “I am concerned about the boys. They’ve been acting out since the camping trip. Jake’s aloof, cries all the time. Kenny explodes, storms off to his room, and wants nothing to do with me. They go to school, come home, mope, and sleep. Did you notice anything during the trip? Any of the other kids do something to cause this behavior?”

	Gerry appeared to consider the trip. “Nothing I noticed,” he concluded. “Would you like me to talk to the boys?”

	“Sure, but I can’t get them to come to church. I’ve been trying for two weeks.”

	“That is serious,” Gerry agreed. “How about I come over to your house and talk to the boys?”

	Jennifer was elated with the idea. “Oh, would you, Father? It wouldn’t be too much trouble? I’d be eternally grateful. Maybe they’ll confess to you. The past two weeks have been a living hell. I’m getting nowhere with them.”

	“It’s no trouble at all. What time would you like me to come by?”

	“Why don’t you come for dinner? I’m making their favorite, spaghetti and meatballs.”

	“Why, that’s my favorite too,” Gerry exclaimed. “What time do you want me?”

	“How’s six o’clock?”

	“Perfect, I’ll be there. What should I bring?”

	“Perhaps something of a spiritual nature?”

	“Prayer helps whatever ails you. I’ll see you at six.”

	“Thanks again, Father, and God bless you,” Jennifer effused, upbeat and hopeful for the first time in two weeks. 

	Gerry Bartholomew watched Jennifer’s van disappear down the road and cursed under his breath. These boys need to get with the program, understand that God loves them, and love of God can often be demonstrated through love of man.

	He arrived for dinner promptly at six. Jennifer wanted his visit to be a surprise—she didn’t tell the boys he was coming. They were holed up in their bedroom, as usual, and she called them down to supper.

	The two boys bounded down the stairs. Kenny spotted Gerry and stopped dead in his tracks. He stuck out his arm, like a traffic cop at a crosswalk, stopping Jake behind him. Jake gasped when he saw the visitor and immediately took refuge behind his older brother.

	“What’s he doing here?” Kenny demanded.

	“I invited him to dinner. You two haven’t been to church in two weeks and Father Gerry misses you. I made your favorite, spaghetti and meatballs. Come and eat.”

	“We’re not hungry,” Kenny spoke for both. “Thanks, but no thanks.” They turned their backs and started back up the stairs.

	“Kenny and Jake Tracey!” Jennifer cried. “Get back here this instant! Apologize to Father Gerry! You’re being extremely rude. You’ve moped around for two weeks now, and it’s breaking my heart, but I won’t let you take it out on Father Gerry!”

	“You want us to apologize to him?” Kenny shrieked, tears forming in his eyes. 

	“Right this instant,” Jennifer demanded, unwavering.

	“He’s the one who should be sorry,” Kenny exclaimed, shielding his brother. He and Jake again turned started up the stairs. Jennifer opened her mouth to protest, but Gerry stopped her.

	“Let them go, Jenny,” he suggested. “I’ll go up and talk to them. Maybe I can get them to come down.”

	“Oh, thank you, Father, perhaps, you can find out what’s troubling them.”

	“I’ll sure give it a try,” Gerry promised.

	She watched him go up the stairs. Something in the back of her mind bothered her about the pending interaction. A few stray thoughts began to coalesce into an idea. Was the man she sent upstairs responsible for the boy’s current behavior? She shook away her thoughts and went back to preparing the dinner.

	Gerry returned with Kenny and Jake. Dinner was uneventful. Jennifer and Gerry engaged in light conversation. The boys ate almost nothing, in complete silence. An attempt at after-dinner small talk failed, and Gerry rose to say good-bye. With Jennifer’s attention momentarily elsewhere, he flashed the boys a sinister glare. Jennifer sent the boys upstairs to wash up for bedtime. After finishing the dinner dishes, Jennifer approached the boys’ room to say goodnight. She heard them talking. 

	“You have to keep this quiet, squirt” Kenny ordered. 

	“But I’m scared, Kenny,” Jake moaned. “Really scared.”  

	“I know. But trust me. I won’t ever let him hurt you again.” 

	“You promise?” Jake begged.       

	“I promise, Jake. Cross my heart and hope to die.” 

	“Don’t die Kenny,” Jake started to cry, panic stricken. “Daddy died and Father Bill went away. You can’t die and leave me all alone.” 

	“I won’t die, Jake. And I’ll never leave you alone.”

	“Promise?”

	“Promise. Now, get under the covers. Mom will be in to say good night.” 

	“Okay,” Jake chirped.

	Jennifer listened in horror, outside the door. What happened? Someone hurt them. Who? Something at school? Were they being bullied? The camping trip was fun . . . wasn’t it? Father Gerry? 

	She decided to get the boys professional help, but not tonight. Tonight, she would hug and kiss them, put them to bed, and love them, with all her heart.
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	he telephone rang in Father Jonathan Costigan’s private office.

	“Our Lady of the Lakes, Father Jon Costigan speaking.”

	“Hello, Jon,” a deep male voice uttered. “What’s our current status?”

	Oh God, it’s him! Jon was quite familiar with this character. Known only as ‘The Bishop,’ he was a powerful member of church hierarchy who played an important role in Gerry’s transfer to his parish. The appointment decision was, for all intent and purpose, shoved down Jon’s throat. A parish priest, even the head pastor of a large parish such as Lakes, had little control over personnel decisions. Apparently, he wasn’t considered competent enough to interview or hire his own assistant.

	“Gerry visited the family last night. He spoke to the boys and their mother, even convinced Jennifer to let him talk to the boys alone. Can you imagine? How would she know?”

	“Cut the theatrics, Jon. How did the meeting go?”

	“Gerry said it went well. They had a nice chat,” Jon groused.

	“Jon . . .”

	“I want this son-of-a-bitch out of my parish!”

	“We can’t do that, Jon. It’s too soon. It will arouse suspicion.”

	“Who are you people?” Jon cried. “Who cares about arousing suspicion? My concern is for the safety and welfare of my parishioners.”

	“We all feel the same, Jon. A mistake was made. There’s a bigger picture at play. A scandal like this impacts the future of the parish and the religious education of all children. We will do all we can for Tracey family, but in a very discreet manner. You must keep an eye on Bartholomew. Limit his contacts with children to public functions only. He’s to be kept under control and the matter kept quiet.”

	“Easier said than done, Bishop. Last night, no one noticed he left Lakes until they saw that the VW was missing.”

	“We knew, Jon. We’re watching him.”

	“You guys have the situation under control. What do you need me for?”

	“We don’t have eyes inside the parish—his time must be carefully scheduled. Above all, he must be kept away from children. Will you do that, Jon?”

	“I’ll do my best, for the safety of the kids.”

	“I’ll keep in touch, and Jon?”

	“Yes?”

	“Communication is a two-way street. Keep us informed.”

	“Jon?”      

	“Yes?”

	“Can we count on you?”

	“Yes,” Jon conceded. These men had the power to remove him from Lakes. Who would protect the children? No one else knew the danger.

	“Oh, and Jon,” The Bishop continued. “Pay a visit to the Tracey family. Offer to provide counseling at our expense. We know good people.”

	“If we’ve done nothing wrong, won’t we arouse suspicion?”

	“I don’t think so. It’s the Christian thing to do, don’t you think? If we choose a church-friendly doc, rather than a loose cannon, we can control the situation and monitor the boys’ progress much better.”

	“Brainwash them?” Jon bristled.

	“You watch too much television, Jon.” 

	“Are we finished?”

	“For now, Jon. You’ll hear from us again. Good-bye. God bless.”

	Costigan hung up the phone and glanced at his watch. He had time to drive over to Tracey’s house. They were long-time parishioners and friends. He baptized both boys, watched them grow. He officiated Jim’s funeral, mourned with the family, provided spiritual and friendly guidance when they needed it most. Now, he was a church spy, someone to assist with the brainwashing and cover-up. He was disgusted. 

	They’ll get the help they need. A scandal will harm everyone. Discreet counseling might be the wise course. But did he truly believe that?
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	ather Costigan almost choked on his words. His orders were to introduce Bartholomew, offer words of welcome to set the stage for the younger priest’s first sermon. Repulsed, he did his job. “This is a special Sunday. We are pleased to officially welcome Father Gerry Bartholomew to the pulpit to deliver his first Sunday message to the congregation . . .” 

	Gerry sauntered to the pulpit, too arrogant for Jon’s taste, Gerry raised his arms for quiet. The many parishioners engaged in private conversation grew silent.

	“Thank you, Father Jon, and thanks to all of you.” He gestured to the congregation. 

	“This is, indeed, my first opportunity to address you, to take this opportunity to explain why I became a priest . . .” Gerry began.

	“As a kid, I planned to one day attend college, marry, start a career and a family. But God chose another path for me. I have never turned back, nor regretted my decision. I have a much larger family and your children are my children.

	“Children are the lord’s most precious creatures. I humbly accept my role in shaping their hearts and minds. I take this responsibility very seriously—work with children is the principal reason that I became a priest. Children represent our future, the future of any race or religion . . . 

	“Psalms 127:3 says: ‘Lo, children are a heritage of the Lord . . . a gift, a blessing, a possession given to us . . . the fruit of the womb.’ Children are ‘his reward.’ In the bible, God uses the word ‘children,’ a remarkable sixteen-hundred-fifty times. The term ‘child’ is used another one-hundred-ninety. Three of the ten commandments are devoted to sanctifying and safeguarding the family. It is safe to say that God loves children. 

	“Who derives delight from observing the profoundly boring activity of sleep? Yet, parents enjoy the simple pleasure of watching their newborn child sleep. When we have our own children, even the grumpiest among us becomes full of warmth.

	“Children are amazing blessings. As I gaze out at the congregation, I am pleased to see so many blessed children. Do what you must to maintain your status as a blessing from God . . . 

	“I devote my ministry to the children. Why? Church doctrine precludes me from marrying. Priests remain celibate— we have no children of our own. You are my family. Your children are my children, my responsibility. The church endues me with the title of ‘Father.’ I am honored. I have wonderful activities and events planned for them. I enjoy sports, travel, camping, and preaching the gospel. I hope to provide spiritual guidance and enlightenment to your children, as they grow from child, to teenager, to adult. If you’ll permit, I will be a role model to your teenager, counseling, advising, shaping, and molding young minds and attitudes, sharing the wonders and experiences of life . . . 

	“As your children become teens, I plan to be an important part of their lives. Leave them to my care. Trust them to my embrace. As your children are a blessing to you, they are a blessing to me . . . 

	“This morning, I invite you to focus on important ways to treat our precious children. First, give them understanding. They are gifts from God, little replicas of all of you. Children are warm and, as such, bring warmth to us. Parents and grandparents melt in their hands. We feel that warmth when babies reach out with their little hands and touch our faces or look into our eyes. We melt at their first words. When they’re young, they’re not ashamed to hug or kiss their parents. I am a firm believer in hugs and other physical displays of affection . . .

	“If understanding is not found in the family, the safest place that a child knows, where can it be found? In Corinthians 13:11, the Apostle, Paul says: ‘When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child; but when I became a man, I put away childish things.’ It is important to note that if we want to reach our children, we must join them in thought and understanding. We must try to think like they do, put ourselves in their shoes. 

	“With both parents working in most twenty-first century families, would you be surprised if I told you that moms spend less than an hour a day with their children and fathers less than a half hour? 

	“Deuteronomy 4:7 says: ‘You shall teach them diligently unto your children and shall talk of them when you sit in your house and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down and when you rise up.’ Spend time with your children. Set aside blocks of time to be with your kids. Let them choose the activity.

	“I pledge this to you, today, despite my own busy schedule. I will pledge my time to your child at your request. We’re all busy, here, there, and everywhere, taking care of this crisis or that one. I urge you to pledge time for your children. Let them know you love them and will be there for them in times of need.

	“We are imperfect. Some marriages, even with the best of intentions, fall apart. If this happens to you, I am here to counsel your sons, guide them along the path of righteousness and love. Trust them to my loving care.

	“Set a good example for your children. If we expect our kids to not smoke, drink, or do drugs, we must refrain from those activities ourselves. Children will often do what children see others doing. What I would like to see, is child after child deciding to seek the counsel of the Lord, though private and privileged counsel with me. 

	“Love your children. Show them genuine affection. Children need to be loved, cared for, felt, touched. I am a ‘hands on’ person. I pledge to love your children. Studies show that physical love is important, even in the first days after birth. Research indicates that female infants less than a year old receive five times more physical affection than boys of the same age. Is that why younger boys have far more emotional and psychiatric problems than younger girls? A child growing up with physical contact will be more comfortable with themselves and others. I promise to shower your children with affection, guide them to a greater good, though love, touch, feel, the church, and the grace of God.”

	Jennifer Tracy attended church services that morning. She dropped the boys off at her sister’s house and arrived early. She was not aware that Father Gerry would deliver his first sermon. His last words were more than she could bear. She rose, glared at the pulpit, turned, and walked up the aisle toward the exit. 

	Gerry watched her leave. Heads turned. The sermon came to an abrupt halt. She walked out the door and it clicked closed behind her. The young priest struggled to regain his composure. 

	“Okay . . . uh . . . I would like to address the children . . .” He completed the sermon, in fits and spurts, distracted by Jennifer’s sudden departure. “For you to remain blessed . . . for you to . . . uh . . . continue to be a gift from God. Be willing to experiment. Dare to try something different. Try to do things out of your comfort zone. I specialize in helping teenagers experience God’s love in unique ways. I pledge to help you. I am a very valuable resource. Use me. Children are the future leaders of our church, our community, our country, and indeed, our world. They are the future leaders in the kingdom of God and heaven. Thank you, and God bless you and your precious children.” 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	7. THE FAMILY
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	ather Jon gave Jennifer the name of Harold Rothenberg, a clinical psychologist at the Beacon-East Counseling Center in Birmingham. She scored a Saturday appointment for the weekend following her phone call, and now drove east on Maple Road toward Birmingham. 

	Birmingham is an upscale suburb of Detroit, a mix of updated large homes and a thriving downtown metropolis of fine shops, restaurants, coffee houses, art galleries, office buildings, car dealerships, and movie theatres. Upscale retailers, looking for downtown locations, chose Birmingham, after the late sixty’s riots rocked Detroit. These days, eager home buyers spent fortunes on teardowns, building sideways monstrosities on too-small lots, each trying to out-construct the other.

	Beacon-East was located on Brown Street, two quick right turns from the corner of Maple and South Woodward, the district’s main cross-streets. Jennifer spotted the clinic as she turned onto Brown. She pulled the wagon into the parking lot. The kids uttered not a single word the entire trip. That morning, she sat the boys down and told them they were going to see a doctor to find out why they were so upset. Neither was enthralled with the idea of seeing what Kenny called a “shrink,” but Mom was insistent. 

	Beacon-East was a modern white and glass single story office building. Jennifer and the boys walked into a small waiting room with a row of chairs. A door and a buzzer were located at the back of the room. Jennifer walked over and hit the buzzer. The faint sound of a doorbell could be heard on the other side of the door. They took seats—Kenny and Jake busied themselves with a couple of Highlights magazines. Jennifer was pleased to be the only people in the waiting room.

	After a short wait, the door opened. A tall, balding man with a flowing white Santa Claus style beard asked them to follow him back. Jennifer rose, collected the kids, and followed the man to a smallish room with a chair, recliner, and couch. Degrees, association membership plaques, awards, and certification notices adorned the walls. Jennifer took the recliner—the boys jumped on the couch. ‘Santa Claus’ introduced himself as Dr. Rothenberg. 

	“How’s everyone doing today?” 

	A probing Q & A followed, and Jennifer shared details of Jim’s death, Father Bill’s sudden departure, the camping trip, the boys’ school situation, and their recent strange behavior. Afterwards, Dr. Rothenberg asked Jennifer if he might talk to the kids alone. She glanced at Kenny, who shrugged an “I don’t care.” Dr. Rothenberg escorted Jennifer back to the waiting room and advised her that the session would last approximately forty-five minutes. 

	Forty-five minutes seemed like forever in that waiting room. The kids finally came out. Dr. Rothenberg summoned Jennifer in, asked the kids to wait in the waiting room. The two kids resumed their Highlights reading.

	“Have a seat, please, Mrs. Tracey.”

	“Oh, call me Jenny, please.” She took the recliner.

	“Okay. Jenny it is. I’ll get straight to the point. The boys were not too forthcoming, but this is not a school bullying situation. Something happened on the church camping trip. No details yet, but the mere mention of the trip sends Jake into hysterics. It may take several sessions to draw them out and obtain their trust. I suggest twice-per-week sessions to build trust and obtain the story in bits and pieces, as quickly as we can.”

	“That would be great Doctor,” she liked his gentle nature. “May I ask a question?”

	“Sure, anything.”

	“Do you have any thoughts or suspicions about a cause? Do you know if they . . . what happened?”

	“My answer would be pure conjecture at this point. Let’s give it a few more sessions and perhaps we’ll have some answers.”

	“Is there anything I can do at home?”

	“Love them. Dote on them,” Rothenberg smiled. “If anything happens, if you feel you need to talk, call me, anytime, day or night. Here’s my card. It has my office, cell, and home numbers.”

	“Thank you so much,” Jennifer gushed. “See you next week?”      

	“You bet, Jennifer. Good-bye.”

	Shortly after the family left the office, Dr. Rothenberg’s private office telephone rang.

	“Good morning. Dr. Rothenberg here.”

	“Good morning,” The Bishop responded.

	“What can I do for you?” Rothenberg grumbled.

	“How was the session?”

	“How did you know it was over?” Rothenberg bristled.

	“It’s noon. An eleven o’clock appointment should be over by noon, right? You told me your sessions last an hour. So?”

	“There’s a privilege issue, sir. The boys don’t trust me yet. Won’t for a while—it’s a wait and see situation.”

	“How much time?”

	“It’s impossible to say, time spans vary from patient-to-patient. In this case, though, I have an advantage.”

	“What’s that?”

	“You’ve disclosed the source of their current issues.”

	“True. Prognosis?”

	“Again, tough to say. They’re young and strong. A priest should be someone a kid can trust. The trauma and betrayal are severe. It may take months, perhaps years to rebuild trust. The sexual components of this case won’t manifest themselves until the boys reach puberty. The boys are two years apart—how they respond to sexual situations will be important future tests.

	 “If the sexual contact was of a lesser degree, as you’ve indicated, no sodomy occurred, we may dodge a bullet. The mind is complex—this is not an exact science. Rest assured, whatever the case, I will do my best to help them,” Rothenberg pledged.

	“I know you will, that’s why I chose you; keep me posted.”

	“I can’t do that.”

	“Can’t do what?”

	“Keep you posted.”

	“Why not?”

	“Doctor-patient privilege and confidentiality. Very similar to the priest-penitent privilege.”

	“But the church retained you, not Mrs. Tracey. Aren’t we entitled to know how our money is spent?”

	“No. The privilege belongs to the actual patient, regardless of who is paying the bill,” Rothenberg advised. The Bishop remained silent.

	“Look,” Rothenberg continued. “I promised to help these boys as discreetly as possible. I also promised to attempt to obtain Jennifer’s cooperation in keeping the matter private. I cannot violate doctor-patient confidentiality. If that’s not enough, perhaps you can find someone . . .”

	“O.K., Doctor, I get it.” What difference does it make? The Coalition would covertly monitor all sessions.

	“As long as we’re clear on this,” Rothenberg warned.

	“We’re clear, Doctor.” 

	 Eerie dude. Makes ‘we’re clear’ sound like ‘screw you.’

	 “Anything else?”

	“No, Doctor. Thank you and good-bye.” The receiver clicked before the doctor could respond.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	8. THE PSYCHIATRIST 
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	r. Rothenberg paused, reviewed his notes, and contemplated his approach. He was beginning his thirteenth session with the Tracey boys. The sessions took place over a six-week period, two sessions per week. The Bishop telephoned after every session. Rothenberg was frustrated with the boys’ almost complete silence during therapy and agitated with The Bishop’s constant phone calls. 

	The boys hated church—he knew that. They hated school because it was part of the church. They were angry at Jennifer for trying to make them attend Sunday services, at their father for dying, and at Father Bill for leaving. They were annoyed at Father Jon for letting Bill leave and livid that he hired Gerry to replace him. But they reserved unbridled hatred for Father Gerry, while providing no reason. Rothenberg decided that today he would take a more direct approach.

	“Your problems with Father Gerry seem to have developed on that camping trip. Did Gerry do anything on that trip to upset you?”

	The boys didn’t respond. Jake glanced at Kenny, pleading for direction.

	“Did he speak to you in a mean or sarcastic way?”

	“No,” Kenny muttered.

	“Was he otherwise mean to you?”

	The boys remained silent.

	“Did he strike you?”

	“No,” Kenny snarled.

	“Did the other boys do anything to make you mad?”

	“No.”

	“Did Father Gerry put his hands on you in any way that made you uncomfortable?”

	The boys remained silent, brooding. Kenny folded his arms and Jake’s eyes perked up and met Rothenberg’s.

	“Do you boys know the difference between good touch and bad touch?”

	“Yes.” Kenny began to cry. Jake cried as well, eyeing his brother, silently pleading with him to unload their burden.

	“What’s the difference?” Rothenberg probed.

	“I don’t want to discuss this,” Kenny grumbled.

	“Why not?”

	“Because it’s disgusting!” Kenny snapped.

	“What’s disgusting?”

	“Someone touching you in a bad way.”

	“What way would he have to touch you for it to be bad?”

	“You know.”

	“No, I don’t. Please explain.”

	“I can’t.” Kenny was in anguish. Tears rolled down his cheek.

	“I can help you, please, you must trust me.” Rothenberg pleaded.

	“I don’t trust anyone from the church!”

	“I’m not from the church. Do you think I want to hurt you?”

	“I don’t know you that well. Do you want to hurt me?”

	“Kenny, trust me, please! I want to help you!” Rothenberg urged.

	“Bad touch is when he touches you and does other things in places he shouldn’t, your private parts!” Jake blurted, screaming, crying. “He hurt us both.”

	“Jake, No!” Kenny intervened.

	Jake continued, near hysterical. “I screamed for him to stop. He wouldn’t stop. I was bleeding. He wouldn’t stop. He wouldn’t stop!” 

	Jake broke down and buried himself in Kenny’s arms. Rothenberg was astounded. The Bishop told him this was a fourth degree fondling case, but it was much worse. 

	The details poured out now. Father Gerry showered with them, forced them to wear nothing but nightshirts as they got into bed. This was a first-degree case. These boys were raped!

	“I knew we couldn’t trust you or anyone! Look what you’ve done to my brother!” Kenny cried.

	“No Kenny. Gerry hurt your brother. The tears are good for him, good to get this off his chest and talk about it. Maybe then, I can help you guys. The bad guy is Gerry.”

	“You got that right,” Kenny agreed.

	“What Jake just said, Kenny. Did Gerry do this to you too?”

	“Yes!” Kenny let loose. Tears poured down his cheeks. “Like Jake said! He wouldn’t stop. It was terrible. We were bleeding. He told us ‘The Lord loves clean bodies.’ We weren’t clean. He made us shower . . . he was our priest . . . how could he do this? I hate his guts!” Kenny screamed.

	“And you have a right to feel that way.” Rothenberg was devastated, shocked at the scope of the priest’s conduct. This monster belongs in prison.

	Where had he come from? Had he done this before? How many other boys had he traumatized? How could The Church employ such a man? Expose unsuspecting children to him?  Rothenberg’s head was spinning. Gerry had to be stopped—he would straighten out The Bishop. 

	First, though, he had to calm the boys and speak to their mother. Since her husband died, all Jennifer cared about were these boys and her church. Both were violated in grotesque fashion. Jennifer deserved the truth, but the doctor dreaded the moment.

	And what of the boys? Rothenberg had never treated as severe a case of child abuse—was he qualified to help this family? His mind and his stomach were in turmoil. He had to get Gerry out of that church and into a treatment center. 

	And what of The Bishop? He seemed to know Rothenberg’s every move. How? Are these sessions being monitored? Is my office . . . bugged? That must be it! He had to find an ally. Jon Costigan seems like a decent man. Could he be involved? No, he decided. How do I reach out to Jon without church operatives finding out? Jennifer! I can reach him through Jennifer! 

	He realized at that moment that the boys had stopped crying and were looking up at him.

	“How are you boys doing? Feel any better?”

	“A little,” Jake conceded.

	“What he said,” Kenny assented.

	“It is good that you’ve told me. We must get you past this. Let’s go

	tell your mother. She is very worried about you.”

	“She’ll be pissed,” Kenny argued. “I didn’t protect my little brother. That’s my job.”

	Tough job for a kid. “She won’t be mad, Kenny. She’ll be relieved. But if you don’t want me to tell your mother, I won’t. You’re the boss.”

	“I’m the boss?”

	“Yes” 

	“Okay. You can bring her in, now.”

	Rothenberg was pleased with this session. Kenny was finally beginning to trust him. It was something to build on. He returned to the room with Jennifer. The Bishop sat back and listened.

	“We’ve had a breakthrough today, Jennifer,” Rothenberg started to explain.

	“That’s wonderful news,” cried Jennifer. “What’s happened?”

	“Sit down, please.” She sat down on the couch between her two boys.

	“There’s no easy way to say this. Kenny and Jake have been sexually assaulted by Father Gerry.”

	Jennifer suspected as much but was still shocked to hear the truth. Her worst fears were being realized. “Oh, my God, oh dear God, no! How could this happen? How could he do something like this, a priest? Oh, my God!” 

	She grabbed a boy in each arm and held on for dear life. Jennifer’s perfectly applied make-up ran down her cheeks. She saw that her tears were upsetting the boys and willed herself to calm. 

	“What do you plan to do?”

	“Continue twice per week therapy sessions. The boys feel guilty, typical in child abuse cases. What did we do to cause him to choose us? We’ll work on that.”

	“Father Gerry is a monster,” Jennifer stated the obvious. “He’s a priest! You can’t trust your priest? He’ll get what’s coming to him.” 

	“There are also serious trust issues. Priests are father figures, especially in a fatherless home. Your boys trusted me with this secret. This shows reason and judgment. Now that the secret is out, I hope to make continued progress on trust and anger issues.”

	After further discussion allowing the family to regain composure, Rothenberg led them out to the lobby. He said ‘good-bye,’ put his finger to his lips, and followed Jennifer and the boys out the door, into the parking lot. Once outside, he explained his odd behavior.

	“Jennifer, I want you to call Father Jon. Swear him to secrecy. Arrange a lunch meeting, anywhere but at your home or the church.”

	“Why?” she wondered. “You’re scaring me.”

	“Sorry. I’ll explain. When the meeting is set, drop me a note, don’t call. Let me know when and where and I’ll be there. Tell Jon to be careful. I suspect we are all being monitored. Jon must be completely discreet and make sure he isn’t followed.”

	“What’s going on? Monitored? Is that why we’re talking out here in the parking lot?”

	“Yes.”

	“What? Why? Who would do such a thing?”

	“I’m not sure. My sense is that Jon will know. Someone in the church who handles these types of situations, keep damages to a minimum.” 

	“You have got to be kidding!” 

	“I wish I was. Will you do as I’ve asked? You must be discreet.”

	“I’ll do whatever will help Jake and Kenny.”

	“We can help the boys and keep others from becoming victims. Are you in?”

	“Yes.”

	“Good. When you call Jon, keep in mind that your call will probably be monitored. I’m not sure we can trust him.”

	“Who, Father Jon? Of course, we can trust him.”

	“He knew about the boys, Jenny. He’s the one who contacted me. We need more detail. What else does he know that we don’t?”

	“Father Jon knew all along and said nothing?” Her face drained of color.

	“It looks that way, but we’ve both known Jon a long time. I believe he’s a good man who’s been sold a bill of goods. Let’s enlist his support before more damage is done.”

	“That man sat in my kitchen, ate my food, recommended treatment, and knew, all along, about this predator and his behavior with my kids?”

	“I’m afraid so.”

	“He better have a doozy of an explanation.”

	“Then you’ll do it?”

	“Yes, to stop this madness.”

	“Great. Go! The boys are waiting.”

	“Thank you, Doctor. God bless you.”

	“You’re welcome. God bless you, too.”

	She still has her faith. Rothenberg watched Jennifer and the boys drive away. He felt a surge of excited anticipation. He was sent this case under false pretenses. This family and his church had to be protected from these predators. With Father Jon’s assistance, he would expose the scandal, and get the priest into treatment or a jail cell. Anywhere away from children. This was his mission. I must not fail. 
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