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COLD OPEN


Rome, Collegio Urbano


11:47pm

They had waited four days to call him.

He knew this before he crossed the threshold. Four days was the specific interval that produced what he was seeing — the particular wrongness of Matteo’s hands, the fingers bent at angles that suggested something had been practising with them, learning the joints, testing the range. Three days and the hands would still be mostly right. Five days and they would be worse. Four days was the precise window in which a body began to become unfamiliar to itself, and whoever had made the decision to wait had either not known this or had known it and waited anyway, which were two different categories of failure.

He had driven from the airport. Not his car — the order kept no cars, and laicised men kept no orders — but a taxi whose driver had talked the entire way from Fiumicino in the aggressive cheerful way of Roman drivers conducting a monologue they required only a warm body to complete. Donati had said nothing and the driver had not appeared to notice. He had watched the motorway give way to the city, the sodium lights blurring past in the smeared November rain, and had been aware of the particular quality of tiredness that came from a transatlantic flight he had not slept on and a case in Newark he had not been paid for and a phone call, forty minutes before landing, from a number he had not expected to see and could not, in the end, ignore.

The note at the bottom of his bag had said Collegio Urbano, Father Ricci, third floor, room 14. Come tonight. That was all. He had not needed more.

He stood in the doorway now and set his bag down.

The room was a student cell, one of forty-six on the third floor of the Collegio Urbano. He had been in this corridor before — as a student himself, briefly, before his formation moved to the Gregorian; as a lecturer, twice, running seminars for final-year students on theology he was not supposed to find provisional. He knew the smell of the place, old stone and fresh plaster and the specific warm dust of institution, of many bodies passing through the same space across many decades and leaving their accumulated breath behind. Tonight the smell was different. Underneath the familiar register there was something else — something that had no clean name in Italian or Latin or any language he had studied, but which he had learned to identify the way a physician identifies the early markers of a specific disease: not by what it was but by the particular quality of wrongness it introduced into what he had been expecting.

Single bed, narrow desk, a shelf with the books a final-year seminarian accumulated: systematic theology, two volumes of Church history, a dog-eared copy of Tanquerey’s The Spiritual Life that Donati himself had used in formation and which had not changed its cover in forty years. He noted each of these objects with the methodical attention of a man who had learned not to assume that ordinary things were ordinary in rooms like this one. The crucifix above the headboard was the traditional kind, corpus present, the figure’s expression not smoothed into acceptance. He approved of it. Beneath the crucifix, on the wall, a small damp stain in the plaster — recent, the stone was still dark with it — that had not been there when the room was painted. He noted that too.

Someone had turned the theology textbook on the desk face down. Donati noted that. The two junior priests standing against the wall, shoulders tight, noticed that he noted it, and said nothing.

He looked at them. The younger one — twenty-two, twenty-three, from somewhere northern, he had the vowels of it, the flattened consonants of a formation in Milan or Turin — was holding himself very still in the specific way of someone who had been told to remain calm and was finding the instruction increasingly inadequate to the situation. The older of the two, perhaps twenty-six, had the look of a man who had already decided that what was in this room was not something his theology had prepared him for and was reorganising himself around this fact with admirable efficiency. He had his hands clasped in front of him. He was not praying — the posture was too controlled for prayer. He was simply holding himself together at the seams.

The window overlooked the inner courtyard. The curtains were drawn. Someone had thought to do that and he credited them for it — not for privacy’s sake, but because Matteo’s eyes had been going to the window repeatedly in the early stages and what was outside the window had been making things worse. This told him the progression had followed a predictable pattern: first the eye-tracking, then the vocalisation, then whatever had produced the particular angle of the fingers. He had seen the sequence before. He knew where it went from here.

The infirmary clipboard hung from the bedframe on a metal hook. Acute psychotic episode. The attending physician’s handwriting, large and slightly rushed, the letters of a man who had written this assessment with some relief and very little conviction. There was a second note clipped beneath it, smaller, in a different hand: Patient stabilised. Observation recommended. Infirmary staff unavailable for overnight monitoring. He read this translation: the infirmary staff had examined Matteo and had found legitimate reasons not to return.

He understood this. He did not hold it against them.

Donati set his bag on the desk and looked at his former student.

Twenty-four years old. Top of his year in systematic theology, which at the Gregorian was not a minor distinction — the Gregorian produced forty years of theological scholarship per graduating cohort and Matteo had placed first in his year’s assessments with the unassuming ease of someone for whom the work was genuinely interesting rather than merely necessary. A boy who asked questions that went one layer deeper than the other students — always one layer, consistently, not the performance of depth but the real thing, the instinct of a mind that could not rest on the surface of an argument without pressing it to discover whether the surface held. Donati had taught him in his second year, a seminar on historical demonology that most students treated as a curiosity and Matteo had treated as a central problem. He had submitted a paper on the theology of consent in possession cases that Donati had read three times and kept, which was not something he did with student papers, which was something he did with papers that were going to be important later.

He had a mother in Palermo who sent him dried figs wrapped in newspaper. Donati knew this because Matteo had shared them once in the corridor outside the seminar room, laughing, embarrassed by the tenderness of it — twenty-three years old, this serious young Sicilian seminarian, embarrassed to be someone whose mother sent him figs — and Donati had eaten three of them and thought about his own mother, who had died in 2009 and had never sent him anything because she had understood early that his life was going to be a life that required not being sent things, and he had not said any of this to Matteo and had simply eaten the figs and said they were good.

The straps on the bed were standard infirmary restraints — canvas, velcro fastening, designed for medical emergencies rather than what this was. Practical, insufficient, probably requested by someone who was attempting to manage the situation with the tools they had rather than the tools it required. Donati looked at them for a moment. Then he looked at Matteo’s hands again — at the specific angles of the fingers, the particular quality of stillness in the wrists, the way the straps sat against the skin — and made his preliminary assessment.

He reached into his bag.

He could feel the junior priests watching him from the wall. He did not look at them. He removed the stole, the ritual book, the vial. He set each item on the desk in the order he would use them, which was also habit — the arrangement that organised the work before the work began, the small liturgy of preparation that made the larger liturgy possible.

“Father Donati.” The younger one spoke carefully, keeping his voice level in the way of someone who had been coached to remain calm and was finding the coaching insufficient. He had been the one to make the call, Donati thought. He had the posture of someone who has taken a decision and is now waiting to learn whether it was the right one. “We weren’t sure — the Rector thought perhaps a doctor first, before—”

“Leave the room, please,” Donati said. Not unkindly.

“The Rector said—”

“Tell the Rector I asked you to leave the room.” He began putting on the stole. “He can speak to me afterward.”

A pause. The two of them exchanging something without words — a calculation, the weighing of the instruction they’d been given against the instruction they’d just received. The older priest made a small movement of his head: go. Donati heard them cross the floor, heard the door, heard it click shut.

He was alone with Matteo.


∗  ∗  ∗


He stood at the bedside for a moment before he said the name. Old habit — give the room a moment, let it know you are attending. This was not superstition. It was what the work had taught him: that the quality of your attention in the first moments determined what was available to you in the later ones, and that a man who rushed toward a situation was a man giving up information in exchange for the comfort of movement.

The room was cold. The radiator against the far wall was making the ticking sound of metal contracting — it had been warmer earlier and was cooling now. The courtyard below was dark and silent, the curtains doing their job.

“Matteo.”

The thing on the bed turned its head.

This was the moment that separated the work from everything else — the moment when you looked at a human face and saw the specific quality of displacement in it, the sense of someone standing in a room while someone else was sitting in their chair. It was not dramatic when you knew what to look for. It was simply wrong, in the way that a word looks wrong when you have stared at it too long, the familiar becoming suddenly illegible. The eyes were Matteo’s eyes in that they occupied the same position in the same face. But the thing directing them was not interested in Donati the way Matteo would have been interested in him. It was interested in Donati the way a problem is interested in its solution. Assessing. Measuring.

Then Matteo’s eyes came back.

He surfaced like a man breaking water — the breath first, the sharp inhalation of someone who had been somewhere else and was returning to the weight and the temperature of his own body, the specific gravity of himself, and then the eyes clearing, and then the expression that Donati had seen before and would never entirely get used to: the layered quality of it, relief and shame arriving simultaneously, and underneath both of them something he had no clean category for except sorrow on behalf of someone else. Not self-pity. Sorrow directed outward. The sorrow of a person who has been made into a room that other people have used.

“Father.” His voice was shredded at the edges, the result of days of use that were not his. The vocal cords of a young man who sang in the seminary choir — Donati had heard him once, in the college chapel at the end of the Gregorian year, a voice that had surprised him with its range — reduced now to this particular roughness, this quality of instrument not properly handled. “Don’t let it stay.”

“I won’t.”

“It knows things.” He stopped. His jaw tightened against itself, some internal resistance, a man wrestling with something that had access to his throat and did not want to yield the floor. “Things I—” He stopped again. Then: “It knows what I prayed for.”

Donati placed his hand briefly on the boy’s forehead. Cool. Dry. The fever, if there had been one, had already passed, which was consistent with the four-day timeline. He opened his bag and found what he needed.


∗  ∗  ∗


The rite took forty minutes to become serious.

He had performed it eleven times before this night, across fifteen years of work that the Church acknowledged in some contexts and preferred not to acknowledge in others. He knew the shape of it — the initial theatrics, the resistance calibrated to unnerve rather than overwhelm, the slow revelation of something underneath the performance that was not performing at all. Most people, he had found, expected screaming. The screaming was the least of it. The least informative, the least dangerous, the least relevant to what was actually happening in the room. It was the part designed for an audience, and Donati had learned to note it and continue, the way a surgeon notes the patient’s expression and keeps cutting.

The Latin was familiar in his mouth, worn to the smoothness of long use. He had first learned it at twenty-eight, sitting at a desk in a room in the Gregorian that smelled of the same institutional dust as this one, reading from a text that most of his peers would never see and that he had spent his career since understanding. He spoke it now at full voice in the register the rite required — not performance, not projection, but presence. The full weight of his attention on each phrase. He had a theory, developed across eleven cases and never formally articulated, that the efficacy of the rite was not purely linguistic but attentional. That what mattered was not the words alone but the quality of mind behind them — the degree to which the officiant meant what he was saying, which was a different condition than believing it, and which he had discovered was possible even in the later years when belief had become something more complicated to locate.

Matteo moved through stages. Resistance — the body arching against the straps with a force disproportionate to the frame, the physical fact of something that was not Matteo using Matteo’s musculature without Matteo’s experience of its limits. Then stillness, which was worse — the body slack, the face smoothed into an expression of mild interested attention that was entirely vacant, a performance of calm more unsettling than any agitation. A period in the second hour where he was entirely absent, the body present and the person not, which Donati found harder to witness than the theatrics. He had been in this condition before with other patients — this specific quality of vacancy, as though the person had stepped out and left the lights off — and it required a particular effort of will to continue speaking into what appeared to be an empty room.

Then the forty-minute mark.

The voice that came through Matteo was calm.

“Luca.”

Not Father. Not Donati. Luca. Intimate, as though they had known each other across a long time in a small space. Deliberate — chosen from the available options with the specific intention of demonstrating access to information that should not be available. It was a move Donati had encountered before, in three of the eleven previous cases: the use of the first name as a demonstration of proximity, a way of saying I know you more completely than the formal version of you would prefer. He noted it and continued.

—libera nos a malo—

“She’s still waiting for you.” A pause, calibrated. Precisely the length of pause that invited a response, not quite long enough to suggest uncertainty. “The girl in Brescia. Did you think you were forgiven for that?”

—et ne nos inducas in tentationem—

It was true. That was the specific quality of the tactic — not fabrication but selection. Every accusation it produced was drawn from something real, something that was already present in the room in the form of Donati’s own memory. It was not telling him anything he did not know. It was simply naming it, in this room, in this voice that was not Matteo’s voice, in front of the body of a boy who had called him Father and shared figs in a corridor. The cruelty of it was precise.

He kept his voice level and continued.

“He asked for understanding.” The voice shifted, softened, took on the quality of something adjacent to compassion — not compassion, but its outline, the shape of it without the substance, the way a forgery has all the visible characteristics of the original and lacks the one thing that cannot be reproduced. “That’s all. He was a boy who found a door and he knocked on it.” A pause. “You taught him that doors are meant to be opened.”

—sed libera nos a malo—

“You taught him to open the door.”

Donati’s voice did not waver. But something in his chest did. Something small and structural — not a breaking, nothing so dramatic. The way a hairline crack forms in plaster when the building shifts: invisible from a distance, requiring the right light and the right angle to see, and once seen impossible to unsee.

He knew the accusation was not accurate in its simple form. He had not taught Matteo to open the door. He had taught a seminar in historical demonology in which Matteo had been one of twelve students, and Matteo had asked questions that went one layer deeper than the others, as he always did, and Donati had answered them honestly, as he always did, because he had been trained to believe that the honest answer was the right one and had not yet found sufficient evidence to fully abandon this position.

He had not taught Matteo to open the door. But he had been the teacher, and Matteo had opened the door, and now Matteo was on this bed.

These were not the same thing.

He said this to himself, clearly, once, and continued the Latin.


∗  ∗  ∗


His phone vibrated on the desk at 12:51am.

He knew before he looked. He looked anyway.

The Vatican exchange. He had been expecting it — not with resignation exactly, more with the specific tired recognition of someone who has seen this sequence before and had hoped, without much conviction, that this time would be different. He let it ring. It rang again. The third call he answered with one hand, the stole still around his neck, the ritual book open.

“His heart.” The voice on the line was measured, experienced, the tone of a man who had delivered difficult administrative decisions for thirty years and had learned to deliver them in a register that sounded like regret while being entirely certain. A voice shaped by the institution it served, which was not the same as shaped by faith, which distinction Donati had learned to identify across a career of conversations with men who had both and men who had only one. “Father Donati. His heart rate is critical. The medical assessment is that the stress of the continued rite—”

“I am not finished.”

“The Bishop has asked me to convey—”

“Tell the Bishop I am not finished.”

Outside the window the lights of Rome sat low against the sky, the specific amber of a city that never fully darkened — two thousand years of continuous occupation had produced a light pollution that was, Donati had always thought, entirely appropriate. A city that had been burning things since before Christ and had simply never stopped. A building that had been producing priests for two centuries. A Church that had been managing these cases for two millennia, with varying outcomes, and had arrived at this particular outcome: a man on a phone in a student cell at five minutes to one in the morning, being asked to stop.

A silence. Then: “Father Donati. This is an instruction. Not a request.”

He stood in the room at 12:53am and looked at Matteo, who was unconscious now, the restraints slack against the stillness of him, the body quiet in the way that meant one of two things. The distinction between those two things was not yet certain. He had perhaps twenty minutes, perhaps less. He could feel the shape of the work and the distance remaining between where he was and where it needed to go, the way you can feel the distance to a destination you have never reached but have been approaching for a long time.

He had not finished. That was simply true.

He closed the ritual book.


∗  ∗  ∗


Matteo died at 1:09am.

He went back into the room before the others came. He didn’t know why. He removed the restraints — velcro, practical, designed for something else — and straightened Matteo’s hands on the covers. The fingers lay flat. Ordinary again, or close enough. He stood for a moment with his own hands at his sides and looked at what twenty-four years looked like when it was over, and then he walked out and did not return.

Cardiac arrest, the report would say. Documented. Signed. Filed in the medical records office of the Collegio Urbano with the same institutional thoroughness the Church applied to everything from building maintenance to beatification processes. The Church was very good at this — not dishonestly, exactly, but with the institutional instinct toward conclusions that were stable and containable, that could be absorbed and processed and placed in a sequence that did not require further action. Cardiac arrest was a true statement. It described the mechanism of death accurately. It did not describe what had produced the mechanism, or what had been happening in the room for the two hours preceding it, or what the medical assessment’s insistence on stopping the rite had contributed to.

All of this was also true. Donati understood the difference between what was true and what was recorded, which was one of the professional hazards of the work he had spent fifteen years doing.

He sat in the corridor outside on a plastic chair and did not move for a long time. A young priest brought him water in a paper cup. He didn’t drink it. He held it. The weight of the cup in his hand was something to be aware of, which was a version of thinking about nothing that he had learned in his formation years and still found useful.

The crucifix on the wall across from him was the modern kind — stylised, abstract, the suffering aestheticised into something easier to look at. He had always found this particular development in Church art revealing. Not dishonest. Revealing. An institution’s relationship to its own central image said something about its relationship to what the image represented, and what the modern crucifix said, in Donati’s reading, was that the Church had decided somewhere in the twentieth century that the suffering was the difficult part, that the figure in extremis was a problem to be managed rather than a fact to be held. He did not know whether he was right about this. He thought about it sometimes when he had nothing else to think about, and tonight was a night when he had nothing else to think about, and he thought about it.

He thought about Matteo’s hands. The way they’d been before all of this — quick hands, expressive, always moving when he spoke about something that excited him. In the seminar room, in the corridor, in the brief moments of conversation that a teacher and student exchanged across a year of work together. Hands that had distributed dried figs in a corridor, laughing at the tenderness of his own mother.

Then he thought about the angles of the fingers. The joints tested and re-tested. The four days.

Then he thought about what the demon had said.

Not the cruelty of it. The accuracy.

He thought about the girl in Brescia. About the specific quality of a failure that was not simple, that could not be located in a single decision or a single moment, that had accumulated across a sequence of choices that were each defensible in isolation and collectively constituted something he had never been able to fully account for. The Church had its own accounting process for these things, its own administrative mechanism. He had not used it. He had found, across the years, that the accounting process was useful for the kind of failures that could be named cleanly, and that the failures that mattered were rarely the kind that could be named cleanly.

The demon had named it cleanly. That was what demons did — they took the complex and reduced it to its most stable damaging form. The accuracy was the point. Not because the reduction was true, exactly, but because it was useful, because it found the place where a man’s real uncertainty lived and confirmed it in terms he could not argue with without defending himself in the same breath, which no honest man could do without some part of him knowing he was defending himself.

You taught him to open the door.

He had not taught Matteo to open the door. He had been Matteo’s teacher. There was a difference.

He could no longer remember, sitting in the corridor at 1:30 in the morning with the paper cup of water growing warm in his hand, what the difference was in practice. That was the thing. He knew it theoretically. He could not locate it in the actual sequence of events. He had taught Matteo. Matteo had opened a door. Matteo was dead.

He stood up. He put the paper cup down on the plastic chair. He walked down the corridor and down the stairs and through the entrance hall and out the front door into the Roman night, which was cold and wet and utterly indifferent to what had happened in room fourteen.

He did not go back for his bag.


∗  ∗  ∗


Three weeks later the Church had filed the laicisation paperwork.

The process had been, as Church processes went, remarkably efficient. A meeting, in a room he had been in before under different circumstances, with two men he knew and one he had never met, who introduced himself with the careful formality of someone operating within a protocol he had rehearsed but not previously executed. Certain documents. Certain signatures. The framing throughout was administrative rather than disciplinary — he had been informed, more than once and in language clearly assembled in advance, that this was not a disciplinary action but an administrative recognition of a situation that had developed. A situation. He had been the situation.

He signed it without reading it. This was not indifference. He simply did not require the document to tell him anything the three weeks since the corridor had not already told him in a more direct register. The document would say what documents said. The facts of the matter were the facts of the matter, and he had been sitting with them for three weeks in a hotel room near the Termini station, which was the kind of hotel that asked no questions and had the kind of rates that suggested it understood why.

The man he had never met extended a hand across the desk as they were leaving. Donati shook it. The man said something that had the formal warmth of something prepared: that his years of service had been valuable, that the Church remained grateful, that he was in their prayers. Donati thanked him. He did not know whether he meant the thank-you and did not, in the moment, have the internal resources to investigate.

He walked out of the building into an afternoon in December and stood on the pavement.

He had walked into this institution at twenty-two. He was walking out of it at forty-five. It was not, in the way of the lives that made sense in retrospect, a surprising outcome — he could trace the line from the seminarian who had asked questions that went one layer too deep to the demonologist who had walked out of a building without his bag, and the line was not broken or discontinuous, it was simply the line of a man who had been, at every stage, himself, which was perhaps the most that could be said.

He stood on the pavement for a moment.

Then he walked north, toward nothing in particular, in the cold afternoon. He did not look back at the building. He was already beginning the long project of learning what it was that he had always been doing, now that the institutional frame for it had been removed.

He had not yet understood that this was the part of the story that would eventually make sense.

He would not understand it for quite some time.






CHAPTER ONE


Kraków, 3:17am

The room smelled of old radiator heat and someone else’s cigarettes.

Not recent cigarettes — the tobacco ghost of a previous occupant, absorbed into the curtains and the carpet over weeks or months of occupancy and not quite expelled by whatever cleaning the hotel had applied between guests. It was the smell of a room that had held other people’s lives in it and had not fully let them go. Donati had stayed in rooms like this for fifteen years and had learned not to find it unpleasant. There was something honest about it. A room that smelled of itself, of its accumulated use, made no claims about what it was.

He sat on the edge of the bed in his shirt and trousers, collar on the nightstand, shoes still on. His jacket was over the back of the desk chair and his bag was open on the floor, its contents not yet unpacked, because unpacking implied a relationship with the room that he was not ready to commit to at 3am after a case. The breviary was open across his knee but he wasn’t reading it. He knew the page. Psalm 91. He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High. He had recited it so many times the words had worn smooth, like stone steps in an old church — the smoothness not of comfort, exactly, but of the absence of friction, the words passing through him without catching, which had once seemed like a problem and which he had come to understand was simply what happened to prayers that had been said often enough. They became structural. Load-bearing in a way that had nothing to do with feeling.

Useful still. But no longer alive.

He was tired in the specific way the work produced — not the tiredness of physical exertion, though there was some of that, the sustained effort of two hours standing in a small room conducting something that required the whole of him. It was the tiredness of concentrated attention finally released. He had been focused since ten the previous evening: the family, the apartment, the particular quality of observation required in the early stages before the rite began, when he was still assembling his understanding of the room and the person in it and what had been done to them and for how long. Now there was nothing to focus on, and the absence registered as weight rather than relief. His mind kept reaching for the case — for the texture of it, the specific details that required monitoring — and finding nothing there. The girl downstairs had stopped screaming at approximately 2am. He did not know if she was sleeping now or simply quiet in the way that meant something else was listening. He had learned to treat the silence that followed as information rather than relief. The silence after a successful rite had a different texture than the silence after an unsuccessful one, and the difference was legible if you had been doing this long enough.

He thought he knew which kind this was. He was not entirely certain.

He looked at his hands. Both of them flat on the open breviary, the page between them. His hands were fine — steady, no tremor, which at this hour after this kind of case was not guaranteed and was a thing he noted without drama. He was forty-six. The work extracted something each time, the way a long run extracts something from the legs — not damage, not immediately, but accumulation. He kept a private accounting of this the way he kept track of everything else: without writing it down, in the part of his mind where he stored things that mattered but were not discussable.

Forty-six years old and sitting on a hotel bed in Kraków at three in the morning. He had been doing this, in various forms, for fifteen years. In a slightly different form, a slightly different institution, for seven years before that. Twenty-two years of the same basic activity, which was to stand in rooms where something was wrong and remain present until it was less wrong, which was not a career description he would have arrived at in his seminary years but which was, in the end, what the work amounted to.

He reached into his jacket pocket and found the rosary. His thumb moved to the gap where the bead was missing — the fourth mystery, the second decade, a bead that had come loose somewhere around 2015 and had never been found and had never been replaced. He had never replaced it. He wasn’t sure why. Perhaps because the gap reminded him that sacred things break and are still sacred — that the rosary did not stop being what it was because it was missing a bead, any more than a man stopped being what he was because he was missing the institutional frame that had previously defined him. Perhaps because replacing it would feel like a small dishonesty, a repair that pretended the break had not happened. He had enough of those in his life already, though he was trying, with the limited success the enterprise deserved, to reduce their number.

How much are You willing to allow.

He did not ask it as a question anymore. It had started as a question, in the early years, when he still had the kind of faith that expected answers in the same register as questions — the call-and-response model, the faith that was fundamentally optimistic about communication, about the possibility of hearing back from the address you were sending to. It had become a statement somewhere around the fourth case. A true statement, not an accusation. By the seventh case it had lost even its edge of complaint and become simply a thing he said, the way you say a phrase in a language you have spoken so long it no longer requires translation. He said it and it was true and he continued.

He stood and walked to the window.


∗  ∗  ∗


The room was on the fourth floor, south-facing, with a window that overlooked a narrow courtyard enclosed on three sides by the building’s own body. A single tree occupied the far corner of the courtyard — a lime tree, he thought, though in November it was impossible to be certain, the branches bare and precise against the courtyard wall, a kind of stripped architectural drawing of itself. Below the tree, a single lamp on a bracketed iron fitting cast a cone of yellow light onto the stone flags. No wind. The tree was perfectly still.

Kraków at 3am was the particular stillness of Central European cities in winter — a stillness that was not absence but density, as though the cold had compressed the air and in doing so had made the quiet heavier, more present. He had been in this city three times before this visit. He associated it with cold and with the specific quality of Central European Catholic culture, the faith older and denser than the Roman variety, carrying more weight and more scar. The faith of a country that had been invaded from both sides simultaneously and had held onto its churches through the occupation the way a man holds onto something in a current — not because it would save him, but because letting go was unthinkable. There was a church two streets from this hotel with a wooden altarpiece from the fourteenth century that showed the Madonna with an expression of such unguarded grief that Donati had stood in front of it for twenty minutes the first time he visited and had not been able to say why he found it comforting. He still could not say. He had stopped trying to say things he could not say; the discipline of not explaining what could not be explained was one of the few he had maintained with any consistency.

He did not look at his reflection in the glass.

He had stopped doing this — habitually avoiding his reflection in the hours after a case — without deciding to stop. It had simply happened, gradually, the way the other modifications had happened: the shoes kept on until he was certain the night was over, the breviary positioned where he could reach it without moving much, the window checked for the quality of the dark. None of these were superstitions. They were the accumulated protocols of a man who had learned, through experience that predated explanation, what the body required in the aftermath of this kind of work. The body knew things. He had learned to defer to it on these matters while the mind was still catching up.

He picked up the small vial from the nightstand, turned it once in his fingers, set it back down.

The holy water was from the Trevi fountain sacristy — he had a contact there, a sacristan named Bartolomeo who had been filling vials for him for eight years without asking questions. This was the kind of practical faith Donati found more sustaining than most theology: a man who understood, without requiring an explanation, that what Donati was doing was necessary, and who made sure the vials were clean and full and waiting. Bartolomeo had been in the sacristy for thirty years. He had, in Donati’s estimation, encountered enough of the city’s particular human traffic — tourists, pilgrims, the devout, the curious, the desperate, all of them presenting themselves at the fountain with their various needs and their various relationships to faith — to have developed an understanding that was less doctrinal than empirical. Some things were simply real. Some people worked with the things that were real. The appropriate response was to fill the vials and say nothing.

That was sufficient. In Donati’s experience, sufficiency was undervalued.


∗  ∗  ∗


He sat again. Shoes still on. Breviary open.

The case had come to him through the usual channels, which was to say through no official channel at all — through the informal network of clergy and lay workers who knew that certain things existed and that certain people dealt with them. A priest in the Kraków diocese named Father Wojciech, who had Donati’s number from a conference in Vienna three years ago and had never used it until now. A family that had been to their parish priest first, then to a doctor, then to the parish priest again, each time with the specific desperation of people who understood that what was happening was outside the available explanatory frameworks and were willing, increasingly, to accept alternatives. The girl had been symptomatic for eleven days before Donati was contacted. Eleven days was a long time. Long enough for the family to exhaust the explanations that did not require him, which was always the right order of things — you go to the doctors first, always, you go to the psychiatrists, you go to the neurologists, you place every reasonable interpretation between yourself and the unreasonable one. When the reasonable ones fail you have not lost time. You have produced the record of their failure, which is its own form of certainty.

He was glad for the record. He was glad the family had tried everything else first. He was glad Father Wojciech had waited eleven days, even though eleven days was long enough for Zofia to look ancient instead of sixteen, long enough for her hands to develop the specific stillness that had taken him forty minutes to begin to address. The waiting was correct. He did not hold it against them.

He thought about her now — not the case version of her, the patient, the body in the bed with its particular presentation, its specific vocabulary of symptom. He thought about the girl version of her, the one who was presumably, somewhere underneath the eleven days, still present: sixteen years old, living above a tram line in Kraków, with a mother who had gripped Donati’s sleeve in the corridor and said things in Polish he didn’t catch and had held on longer than she needed to. That grip had said everything the words couldn’t. Fix it. Please. The compact of it — the pure practical faith of a woman with no theological position to speak of, no Church politics, no institutional history, simply a daughter who needed something Donati could provide.

He sat with that for a moment. The weight of it. Not unpleasant. The kind of weight that reminded you what the work was for.

He was not ready to sleep yet — partly because the aftermath required monitoring, the first six hours being the period in which a successfully completed rite could reveal its own incompleteness if something had been missed; partly because sleep after this kind of case came slowly and when it came brought with it the particular dreams of a man whose work spent his nights in rooms where the ordinary categories did not apply; and partly because of Matteo.

Matteo, who had been sitting in the back of his attention since October with the patient quality of something that was not going anywhere.

He had the precise number: sixty-two days since the Collegio Urbano. He had not counted them deliberately. He knew the number the way you know certain numbers — not because you have tracked them but because they have tracked themselves, each one adding its weight to the existing accumulation with the quiet persistence of a debt that had no payment schedule.

He picked up the breviary. Opened it. Psalm 91.

He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High, who abides in the shadow of the Almighty.

He read two lines and stopped.

The words were worn smooth. He had read them too many times in too many rooms like this one — hotel rooms in seven countries, borrowed sacristies, the back of cars between one case and the next, airports at hours that had no names — and the smoothness that had once been comfort had become something else. Not meaningless. The words were not meaningless; he was clear about that, clear in the way he was clear about very few things, with the specific certainty that survives the loss of simpler certainties because it is not built on them. But they were not sharp. They were not alive in the way he needed things to be alive to be useful to him in the moments he needed them most.

He closed the breviary.

He set it on the nightstand beside the vial and sat for a moment with his hands on his knees. The building was quiet around him. The radiator ticked its slow metallic cooling. The tree in the courtyard below held its November stillness.

He would book the train after breakfast, he told himself. He would sleep when it was clear the night was over. He would drink the coffee the mother would press on him in the morning and he would answer what questions he could and he would leave when there was nothing more to do.

That was the sequence.

He went to find what passed, at 3:17 in the morning in a hotel with no visible night service, for breakfast.

There was nothing. He had known there would be nothing. He sat back down.

He thought about Matteo’s hands. The quick ones, the expressive ones, the ones that moved when he spoke about something that genuinely excited him — theology, of all things, which at twenty-four should not have been genuinely exciting but which Matteo had treated as though each question in it was a problem worth the full force of his attention, a locked room he had been given the right tools to open. Not performance. The real thing. Donati had taught enough students to know the difference: the performed engagement of the ambitious, who understood that enthusiasm was a currency, and the actual engagement of the rare few who could not help it, who were simply made that way. Matteo had been the second kind.

He had been the second kind, and he had been twenty-four years old, and he was sixty-two days dead.

How much are You willing to allow.

Not a question. Still not a question. A statement of the terms, addressed to whoever set them, which Donati had not stopped believing in even when the belief had become something more complicated than believing. He said it. It was true. He continued.


∗  ∗  ∗


He lay back on the bed without removing his shoes.

This was the compromise: not fully dressed, not fully undressed, the intermediate position that the aftermath required. Awake enough to hear. Not awake enough to be fully present to the sixty-two days, which was a full-time occupation he could not afford.

He looked at the ceiling. Standard European hotel ceiling — textured plaster, a single overhead light he had turned off in favour of the lamp on the nightstand, a smoke detector blinking its small red pulse every four seconds. He counted the pulses without meaning to, the automatic arithmetic of a sleepless mind looking for something to do that was not thinking.

He thought instead about Zofia.

By morning, he thought, she would probably be sitting up. The rite had been sufficient — he was close to certain of this, close enough that the small remaining uncertainty was the professional variety, the residual alertness of a man who has learned not to declare a thing done until the morning confirms it. By morning she would be in her own eyes again, and her mother would be making something — toast, probably, or biscuit, the simplest possible food, the food you make for someone who has been somewhere else and needs to re-learn the ordinary — and the younger brother would be there, and the flat would have the specific quality of a space where something has been survived and survival was not yet entirely believed.

He had been in that quality of space many times. He found it, despite everything, one of the better qualities available to rooms.

He would go down in the morning. He would stand in the doorway for a moment. He would see what he saw and adjust accordingly.

He closed his eyes.

He did not sleep, not yet, but he allowed himself the approximation — the stillness, the breath slowing, the attention releasing its grip on the room. The small red pulse of the smoke detector continued its four-second rhythm. The radiator ticked. The tree in the courtyard below was very still.

Waiting for morning. Sleep was a kind of optimism he was not sure he could afford tonight, but he would stay horizontal and let the hours move past him, which was the best available substitute and had served him adequately before.

He kept his shoes on.



