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In memory of my mom, Sue Perrotta






That ghost is just a kid in a sheet.

—Phoebe Bridgers and Conor Oberst,

“Dylan Thomas”
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I got an email from the mayor of Creamwood, New Jersey, a woman by the name of Jennifer Rodriguez-Manzoni, inviting me to a ribbon-cutting ceremony for the new municipal building—a combined firehouse, police station, and town hall—which, she was delighted to inform me, had been named the Frank J. Perrini Memorial Complex in honor of my late father.

“We can only imagine how busy you are,” she wrote, “but we would be honored if you could join us to celebrate the grand opening of our gorgeous new complex and help us pay tribute to your dad, whose stellar reputation lives on in the memory of our residents, especially the senior citizens, many of whom still remember you fondly as ‘Jimmy Perrini’ and are justifiably proud of all your success in the publishing and cinematic arenas.”

I winced at the sight of my old name—my Creamwood name—which I hadn’t used in half a century. I’d gone by Jamie in high school and James in college, and then by Jay Perry, the professional alias I’ve been using ever since I published my first short story as a graduate student at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop.

“If you do decide to join us,” Mayor Rodriguez-Manzoni added, “perhaps we can also coax you into giving a reading and book signing at the Creamwood Public Library. After all, you’re the only famous writer our town has ever produced! I’m sure we’d get a capacity crowd of all ages for the acclaimed author of Ghost Teacher and Ghost Teacher Loves You and Ghost Teacher to the Rescue!, not to mention the animated series, which my kids enjoyed in their younger days. The library is operating on a very tight budget, as I’m sure you can imagine, so we sadly can’t offer anything in the way of an honorarium or travel expenses, but we will wine and dine you at one of the many new restaurants in town. I do hope you’ll join us for the opening ceremony. It will be a red-letter day for Creamwood, and a fitting tribute to your father, to whom this town owes a debt that can never be repaid.”

I didn’t reply to the message, but I didn’t delete it, either. I just kept rereading it, surprised by the way it nagged at me, and how much it still hurt to think about that time in my life, the pain encoded in those two simple words:

Jimmy… Creamwood…

I’d left that place a long time ago and I’d never gone back. I mean, I may have driven through it once or twice in the years when I was still living in New Jersey—it’s a hard town to avoid—but I never stopped, never got out of the car, never let my foot touch the ground. I’d drawn a circle around my hometown—cordoned it off from the rest of my life—and that had served me pretty well for a very long time.

Or who knows, maybe it hadn’t. Maybe all that stuff catches up to you in the end, the demons you think you’ve outrun, the bad memories you locked away in a metal box, and then you hid the box in a dark corner of the basement under a heap of dirty blankets, and then you moved far away and did your best to pretend you were someone else. But that box is always right there, right where you left it.






EAT A PEACH
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If anyone asked him about his childhood—that broken-off fragment of his life story, a free-floating chapter that felt increasingly strange and distant with the passing years, as if it had happened not just in another time, but to another person in another world—he always gave the same answer.

For a while there, he would say, we were a normal family.

There were four of them—Mom, Dad, Denise, and Jimmy. Did they know how normal they were? You bet they did. They didn’t brag about it—that would have been weird and the Perrinis weren’t weird yet, though that was coming soon enough—but they knew it in their bones, and it gave them a quiet sense of confidence as they moved through their days.

Normal families were the glue that held the world together. Everybody believed that back then; it was like an axiom in math class, a truth so fundamental it didn’t need to be spoken out loud, let alone debated. The normal family people got to judge the others, to condemn some of them and feel appropriate amounts of pity for the others, the poor souls who were weird through no fault of their own: old Mrs. Colangelo, who conversed in public with her mangy-looking French poodle; deaf Georgie Jusczka, who was almost forty but still lived with his mother; wild-eyed Larry Brunner, who’d come home from Vietnam with stumps where his legs used to be, and rolled his wheelchair through the streets of town in all kinds of weather, panting and sweaty and furious, as if he were racing against an invisible opponent.

It wasn’t all that hard to be normal in Creamwood back then. You just had to look more or less like everyone else and not do or say anything that would mark you as an oddball or a troublemaker. Denise was a Girl Scout and then a cheerleader, fresh-faced and bubbly, but watchful too. She always glanced around after someone told a joke, waiting an extra second to see if it would be okay to laugh. Jimmy’s dad was a volunteer fireman, and a good athlete, despite his comically bulging belly, the kind of guy who played softball with a stubby Dutch Masters cigar jutting from the corner of his mouth. He hit the same single every time he stepped up to the plate, a lazy line drive to shallow center field, and trotted to first base as if he were in no particular hurry to get there. Jimmy’s mom was a den mother and a Sunday school teacher and an officer in the PTA. And Jimmy? Well, for most of his childhood, until he was thirteen and everything changed, he was just one of the guys, an easygoing, unobjectionable member of the pack.

You wouldn’t have given him a second glance.

At least that was how he remembered it, though he also knew how slippery and unreliable memory could be, how it was always partly a work of fiction, a product of imagination and denial and wishful thinking, and often no better than an outright lie, even when you believed yourself to be telling nothing but the truth.
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If you were a stranger passing through in the early 1970s, Creamwood might have struck you as an ugly industrial town—squat brick factories and machine shops lining the railroad tracks, beneath a jagged skyline of smokestacks and rusty water towers. The air would have smelled like bus exhaust, along with an occasional whiff of burning rubber from Danno Plastics, which manufactured the protective mats that went inside urinals, to keep cigarette butts and chewing gum from clogging the pipes.

It was a nicer town once you got off the main drag, tree-lined and residential, street after street of small single-family homes—mostly Cape Cods and split-levels—pressed a little too close together, like soldiers standing at attention. The population density was a source of local pride, five thousand people packed into three-quarters of a square mile. You knew a lot about your neighbors in a place like that, sometimes more than you wanted to.

The houses were alike, and so were the people who lived in them. No one was rich—an above-ground pool or an attached garage seemed like the height of luxury—and it was rare to meet an adult with a college degree, or a father who hadn’t served in the military. Almost everyone Jimmy knew was Catholic, and most of them were Italian American. The whole town celebrated the same holidays, ate the same food, watched the same TV shows at the exact same time, and sang along with the same Top 40 on the AM radio.

Oh, and one more thing: they were all white.

Every single one of them.

That might not have been so remarkable if they’d been living in northern Idaho or the cornfields of Nebraska, but Creamwood was just a half hour from Manhattan and only fifteen minutes from Newark, still smoldering from the riots in 1967. Jimmy’s dad was a union welder in a sheet metal yard; his neighbors were mail carriers and assembly-line workers and auto mechanics and secretaries. There were probably lots of Black people who did those same kinds of jobs who would have been happy to live in Creamwood, but they weren’t welcome. They could work in the gypsum factory or the supermarket or the freeze-drying plant, but they couldn’t buy a home or rent an apartment in town. They couldn’t even stroll through the quiet streets after dark without being treated to a friendly chat with a police officer.

Later in his life, Jimmy came to understand the history a little better, the combination of racism and white flight and redlining that created segregated suburbs right there in the heart of New Jersey, but he didn’t think about it as a kid. Back then, it was just a simple fact of life, part of the natural order.

The sky was blue, the grass was green, and Creamwood was white.






- 3 -

He was thirteen when his mother died. She’d been diagnosed with lung cancer two years earlier and had hung on for as long as she could—longer than anyone expected—fighting against the odds, waiting for a miracle that never arrived.

At least that was how his sister remembered it—a slow, agonizing ordeal, surgeries and hospital stays, their mother wasting away in her bedroom, coughing up blood, the shadow of her illness spreading over everything, darkening the world to the point where it was actually kind of a relief when she passed away.

It wasn’t like that for Jimmy, though. He was four years younger than Denise, and his family had gone to great lengths to protect him from the reality of what was happening, and his mother was part of the conspiracy. He had a vivid memory of sitting with her in St. Elizabeth’s after her first operation, and somehow finding the courage to ask if she was going to die.

Oh honey, no. She squeezed his hand—the strength of her grip surprised him—and he felt a warm surge of relief spread through his body. I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying right here with you.

He had believed her; it was as simple as that. He had banished his fears, or at least buried them deeply enough that he didn’t have to stare at them every single day, or imagine a future that might look very different from the past. So yes, Denise was correct: their mother had been sick for a long time and had suffered too much. But Jimmy’s version was also true: her death had come out of nowhere, a sucker punch from a bright blue sky.
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He was playing baseball on the night she died.

No one had suggested that he might want to stay home that evening, keep her company, say what needed to be said. On the contrary, both of his parents had encouraged him to go to the game, to be a normal kid, to keep on living his life.

So that was what he did—he put on his uniform, wolfed down a pork roll and cheese sandwich, and told his father he was heading to the ballpark.

I’m sorry I can’t be there, his father said.

It’s okay, Jimmy told him.

His father grunted, like it wasn’t okay, but there was nothing anyone could do about it. He made a quick adjustment to the brim of Jimmy’s cap and patted him twice on the shoulder. That was about as physical as they ever got with each other.

Good luck, he said. I’ll expect a full report.

Jimmy hesitated at the door, or at least that was how he preferred to remember it. Maybe he had a premonition. Or maybe he just felt guilty, heading out to play a game while the rest of his family had to stay behind in a house that smelled like Glade air freshener and something else, the thing that the Glade couldn’t quite manage to hide.

How’s she doing? Jimmy asked.

Okay, his father said. It’s been a long day.

That must have been good enough for Jimmy, because he left without saying goodbye, and missed his chance forever.
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In his defense, it wasn’t just any baseball game. It was the Little League Championship Final, the Creamwood equivalent of the World Series. Jimmy played shortstop for Mosquito Control, a team of scrappy underdogs that was hoping for an upset against the heavily favored Knights of Columbus.

Even during warm-ups there was a buzz in the air, a sense that something momentous was about to take place at Carmine J. DeFazio Memorial Park. The bleachers were packed, and the spectators who couldn’t find a seat were standing along the bunting-draped chain-link fence that circled the field. It was a heady feeling, being watched by that many people, and Jimmy threw the ball to first base a little harder than usual, as if the game had already started.

When he wasn’t fielding practice grounders from Coach McMahon, he kept sneaking glances at the top row of the third-base bleachers, where Janie Randowski was sitting with her friends. She was wearing a light-blue peasant blouse with squiggly red embroidery across the chest, the same shirt she’d worn to the school dance a couple of weeks ago. Jimmy had clutched a fistful of its coarse fabric while they slow danced to “Surfer Girl,” the clean scent of lemon shampoo wafting up from her hair, which seemed impossibly dark and glossy when viewed up close like that.

She’d asked him to walk her home, a fifteen-minute journey that they completed in near-total silence, because it was the first time they’d ever been alone together and Jimmy had no idea what to say. She didn’t seem to mind, though. Their cautious good night kiss had somehow turned into a full-on make-out session in the driveway, Janie leaning back against the passenger door of her family’s Buick Regal, one hand jammed into the back pocket of Jimmy’s Wranglers.

It had felt like a thrilling breakthrough at the time, the beginning of something wonderful, but it hadn’t turned out that way. She’d been cool to him in school the following Monday morning, and had been avoiding him ever since. She wasn’t being mean or anything. She smiled and mumbled a polite hello when they crossed paths in the hallway, but always in a vaguely puzzled way, like she couldn’t quite remember who he was, and had no idea why he looked so upset.

But now here she was, sitting on his team’s side of the field, wearing that shirt again, and she seemed happy to see him. When he waved to her, she waved back, and when she cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, Go Mosquitoes! in her best cheerleader voice, Jimmy felt a deep sense of relief, like a weight he hadn’t known he was carrying had been lifted from his shoulders.
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The game was tied 2–2 in the bottom of the third when Greg Cellucci—Mosquito Control’s pitcher and Jimmy’s best friend—suddenly lost control. He hit the first batter in the leg and walked the next two, loading the bases with no outs. Jimmy felt a leaden sense of dread as Pat Horak, the Knights’ best hitter, stepped up to the plate. Pat was as big as a grown man, an adolescent bruiser with a fuzzy charcoal mustache and a belligerent smirk on his face.

Come on, Greggy. Jimmy pounded his fist into his glove. Just throw a strike. He’s no batter.

Greg took a moment to compose himself, and then he started into his windup, arcing his hands together over his head and lowering them slowly to his chest. He raised his front leg and reared back to throw, and that was when everything fell apart. Pat jumped out of the batter’s box and the home plate umpire straightened up, windmilling his arms to signal for a time-out. Greg was too far into his motion to stop; the ball just sort of popped out of his hand and dribbled toward home plate, and by the time it stopped moving, Coach McMahon was out of the dugout and for some reason he was staring right at Jimmy.

Son, he said, and his voice cracked a little, almost like he was about to cry. Could you come over here for a second?

Jimmy didn’t understand what was happening until he saw his hippie cousin Wayne slouching by the backstop, an alien presence in white bell-bottoms and a buckskin jacket. He looked scruffy and a little dazed—he just kept shaking his head, as if no was the answer to every question in the universe—and all at once, it seemed to Jimmy that everyone in the ballpark was whispering the same word, telling one another that she was dead, that she’d been sick for a long time and now she was dead, his mother was dead, she was dead, and then he walked off the field and Wayne made it official, though he didn’t actually say the word.

I’m sorry, cuz, he whispered. I am so fucking sorry.
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His cousin took him home.

It made perfect sense in retrospect—one family member helping another in a moment of crisis—but it hadn’t felt that way at the time, because Wayne had been a virtual stranger in the spring of 1974, and the last person Jimmy would have expected to see at one of his Little League games.

In fact, Jimmy had met his cousin only a few months earlier, when Wayne and his new wife, Nilda, had moved into the house next door—a little gray Cape with a dormered attic and a red front door—which had once belonged to Jimmy’s grandparents, and was now the property of Wayne’s father, Jimmy’s Uncle Al.

Jimmy’s dad and his older brother were estranged—that was the word everyone used to describe the situation—so Jimmy’s family was just as blindsided as everyone else on Morgan Street to learn that the Felices, a friendly and popular older couple, would be moving out, and a pair of newlywed hippies would be moving in. The Felices claimed to be leaving of their own free will, relocating to Pennsylvania to be closer to their grandkids, but Jimmy’s father said that was bullshit.

Your uncle evicted them, he said. Al’s a cold-hearted son of a bitch. He’d sell his own mother if the price was right.

Uncle Al was the founder and owner of Perrini Sand & Gravel, a formerly small business that had become a major supplier of road salt to city and county governments throughout northern and central New Jersey. Jimmy’s father had no doubt that Al had made some shady deals with some dirty people to get where he was and had tarnished the family name in the process.

Crime doesn’t pay, he liked to say. Unless you’re my brother.

Jimmy’s father wasn’t crazy about Wayne, either. He’d been nice enough as a little kid, but something had gone wrong after Al had moved his family from Creamwood to Barrington Heights, a tony enclave on the other side of the Watchung Reservation. Wayne had grown up in a mansion with a built-in pool—it was heated, a luxury that seemed like the height of decadence to Jimmy’s father—and attended a snooty prep school that cost a fortune, though all it had taught him was how to be an ungrateful brat. Like a lot of young people in those days, he’d rebelled, as Jimmy’s father put it, growing his hair long, protesting the war, smoking pot and doing God knows what else. He’d gotten drafted after flunking out of Glassboro State, but had somehow managed to get himself declared 4-F on account of his supposedly flat feet, despite the fact that he appeared to be in excellent physical condition. And now he was back in Creamwood, attending some classes at community college, freeloading in a house his immigrant grandparents had purchased with a lifetime of sweat and toil.

He’s got a tough schedule, Jimmy’s father reported. Basket Weaving on Tuesday, Flag Burning every other Thursday.

Nilda was a different kind of problem, the subject of gossip and speculation rather than outright disapproval. She was pretty, everyone agreed on that—she had an olive complexion and a cloud of ringlety corkscrew hair that bounced up and down when she walked—but no one knew what she was. Her name sounded Spanish, which led some of Jimmy’s neighbors to believe that she was Puerto Rican—not completely unheard of in Creamwood in those days, but very rare—though others suggested she could just as easily have been Brazilian or Mexican or even Egyptian. It might have helped clear things up if she’d had an accent, but she sounded just like everyone else.

There was no hostility between the two Perrini households on Morgan Street, but there hadn’t been a lot of warmth, either. Jimmy had never shared a meal with his cousin, or had a conversation beyond Hey, how ya doing? and now Wayne was hugging him in front of the whole town, whispering words of condolence, because Jimmy’s father had sent him there, because there were certain life-and-death errands that could only be entrusted to your own flesh and blood, and this was one of them.






- 8 -

Everyone clapped when Jimmy left the field, the same way they always clapped after a player got hurt. He knew they meant it as a show of kindness and respect, but it still felt weird, almost like they were applauding his mother’s death. Some girls in the bleachers yelled, We love you, Jimmy! and he was pretty sure one of them was Janie, though he didn’t turn around and look.

Wayne kept his arm around Jimmy’s shoulders as they walked past the concession stand on their way to the parking area, and Jimmy was secretly glad his cousin had come for him instead of his father or sister. Being with Wayne made him feel older and cooler than usual, and then he felt ashamed of himself for thinking about something so selfish and trivial at a time like that. The girls yelled again that they loved him, and this time Janie’s voice was louder and clearer in the mix.

Sounds like you got some fans, Wayne observed.

One of them’s my girlfriend, Jimmy said. At least I thought she was. I’m not really sure anymore.

Wayne grunted, like he’d been in the exact same situation once or twice, but he didn’t elaborate, because they’d already arrived at his car, a beige VW Bug with a green daisy decal on the hood. It was parked illegally in the fire lane, the driver’s door flung wide open. Wayne guided Jimmy to the passenger side.

I’m gonna take you back to my house, he said. Just until your dad and sister get back from the hospital.

The hospital? A shock of hope jolted through Jimmy’s body. You mean, she’s still—

Wayne made a strange guttural sound, like a wad of misery was stuck in his throat.

She went into cardiac arrest, he said. The ambulance came and they took her to the emergency room, but they… they couldn’t get her heart going again. I’m sorry.

No, Jimmy said. That doesn’t make sense. She has lung cancer. There’s nothing wrong with her heart.

Wayne glanced at the sky. A passenger jet was flying low overhead, banking into a turn, probably circling back to the airport.

Yeah, Wayne said. None of it makes any sense.

He opened the door and Jimmy got into the Bug, which smelled like stale pot smoke and motor oil and some kind of sweet perfume. There was a Band-Aid tin on the passenger seat, along with a packet of Zig-Zag rolling papers and an eight-track tape—Eat a Peach by the Allman Brothers—and Wayne said to just throw all that crap into the back. Jimmy tossed the Band-Aids and the papers, but the tape had an eye-catching picture on the cover, a cartoon of an enormous peach resting on a flatbed truck, and he stared at it all the way back to Morgan Street.

He kept his eyes glued to the album cover as they pulled into Wayne’s driveway. He didn’t want to look at his own house, and he didn’t want to get out of the car. Luckily, Wayne wasn’t in a big hurry. He let the Bug idle for a while, and then he turned off the engine. He leaned toward Jimmy and touched his finger to the tape.

One of the brothers died in a motorcycle accident, he explained. Duane Allman, great guitar player. He was hit by a peach truck. Only twenty-four years old. That’s why they say eat a peach. It’s a way to remember.

Jimmy nodded, but he wasn’t thinking about the peaches or the dead guy. He was thinking about his mother, and hoping that Wayne wouldn’t ask how old she was, because Jimmy didn’t know. She always just said that it was none of his business, or that a lady never told, or that it was for her to know and him to find out. It was embarrassing, being ignorant of such a basic fact about someone you loved, almost like he didn’t know her at all, but the mystery was cleared up two days later, when her obituary appeared in the Star-Ledger and he found out that she was forty-one.
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The closed coffin looked like a weird piece of furniture, a gleaming wooden capsule resting on a platform in front of an audience of empty chairs. Mr. Tommasini, the funeral director, glanced at Jimmy’s father with a solemn expression and lifted the lid.

For a second or two, Jimmy didn’t even know what he was looking at.

That’s not her, he thought, but then he looked again and it was, and he wanted to yank the lid back down and fasten the latch, because she was a proud woman, and she would not have wanted to be seen in public like that, flat on her back in a lime-green dress, her hair wispy and stiff like a helmet, and all that caked-on makeup, like a clown face painted on top of her own, which was why he hadn’t recognized her at first.

He turned to his father, waiting for him to object, but his father just placed his hand on Mr. Tommasini’s shoulder—they’d gone to high school together—and gave it a grateful squeeze.

Thank you, Steve. You did what you could.

Jimmy’s gaze shifted to Denise, but the only emotion on her face was pure love. She leaned over and kissed their mother on the forehead.

No more pain, she said. You can go in peace.

Then she straightened up, and it felt like it was Jimmy’s turn, so he bent down and kissed her on the cheek. She didn’t smell right, and her face felt cool and unyielding against his lips, dusty from all the powder.

It’s me, he whispered. It’s your son, Jimmy.

A warm hand cupped the back of his neck.

You don’t have to say that, his father assured him. She knows who you are.

Jimmy nodded, but only because everything was already so horrible, and he didn’t want to make it worse.
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The viewing room felt way too big at the beginning of the wake, but it filled up quickly. The mourners waited patiently in single file—the way they waited for the Eucharist on Sunday—and then they stood for a few seconds in front of the open coffin, making the sign of the cross, saying a silent prayer, or whispering a few last words into his mother’s ear. When they were done, they moved down the receiving line—it was just Jimmy and his father and his sister—and told them what a wonderful person she was, how much she’d done for the Girl Scouts and the PTA and the library, and what a shame it was, because she was so young. But she was in heaven now, reunited with her parents and her older brother, Matthew—technically Jimmy’s uncle, though he’d died of polio at the age of ten—and she wasn’t suffering anymore, and that was a blessing.

She loved you so much, they told him, over and over and over. She was always so proud of you.

After a while, it started to feel like a dream—the smell of flowers, the muffled sobbing, the random faces drifting past. His third-grade teacher. Some guy his father used to bowl with. His Great-Aunt Tillie, whose mouth was twisted by Bell’s palsy. The mayor of Creamwood. A barber who’d given him a crew cut when he’d asked for a trim. His Uncle Al and Aunt Gina came too, but they paid their respects quickly and didn’t stick around.

A lot of people came in groups. The men from the volunteer fire department wore their dress uniforms, as did the women in the Ladies’ Auxiliary. There were Brownies and Girl Scouts and Denise’s cheerleading friends. Jimmy’s entire Little League team showed up, all of them wearing red hats and jerseys with Mosquito Control written across the front. They proudly informed him that they’d won the championship—We did it for you, Jimmy—and he thanked them, though it meant nothing to him. He didn’t even care that much when Janie arrived with some of her friends—a couple of them were weeping melodramatically, mascara running down their cheeks, though he knew they were only doing it for the attention. Janie gave him a quick businesslike hug—nothing like the way she’d clung to him during “Surfer Girl”—and then she handed him a pink envelope with his name written across the front, the i dotted with a heart.

Don’t open it now, she told him.

It got to be too much after a while, so he slipped away from his post and went downstairs to the men’s room. He peed and washed his hands, and then he remembered something his mother had told him a few months back, after he mentioned that he’d dozed off during science class.

Whenever I got sleepy in school, she said, I would go to the girls’ room and splash some cool water on my cheeks. That always woke me up.

He followed her advice and it worked. The water cleared his head, and made him feel like she was still there—still watching over him—but his sense of relief only lasted a few seconds, because the door opened and Father Paul, the boyish priest from Our Lady, walked in. He took one look at Jimmy’s wet face and completely misread the situation.

It’s okay to cry, he said, grabbing some paper towels and pressing them into Jimmy’s hand. There’s no shame in that.

Jimmy dried his face and tossed the towels in the trash. It was awkward to find himself alone in a confined space with Father Paul. The last time they’d spoken was in the confessional, where, after some gentle but persistent prodding, Jimmy had reluctantly admitted to touching himself on certain very rare occasions in a way that he knew was wrong. Father Paul had told him to stop doing that, because it was an offense against God and his own body, but Jimmy hadn’t stopped, and he wasn’t eager to revisit the subject in the basement of the funeral home. Luckily, Father Paul’s mind was elsewhere.

You know, he said, when something like this happens, it’s tempting to blame the Lord, but we shouldn’t do that. It’s not fair.

Okay, Jimmy said, even though he did blame the Lord. It was impossible not to.

Father Paul gave him an uneasy look. He was new at Our Lady, and much more popular than Monsignor Blevins, who was grumpy and hard of hearing and burped a lot during mass.

I know it’s hard, he said, but if God chooses to do something like this, we have to believe he does it for a good reason, even if that reason isn’t immediately clear. It’s our duty to be patient and wait for God to reveal his purpose. Does that make sense?
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