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Twelve years four months seventeen days he'd lain on the bunk in B-312 and measured the cell with his eyes. Five feet by nine. Cream walls gone yellow over the decades, the cream become bone. The water stain on the ceiling shaped like Nevada and he knew the borders of it the way another man knew his wife's body, had traced them in the dark ten thousand times. The smell of the cellhouse was concrete and old piss and steam heat and the specific iron of two hundred and seventy men breathing in their sleep. The Bay outside the walls never stopped. The Bay was a thing that talked to him.

He was forty-one years old in March of 1962 and he had been doing pushups in the cell for fourteen months because he was going to swim out. The math was the math. One point two five miles to China Beach. Forty-nine degrees in the water. Thirty minutes till the body started its negotiations with the cold and thirty-five till unconscious and forty till dead. The current ran westward at four to five knots and would try to take him out under the Gate to the Pacific where there was nothing for five thousand miles but cold black water and the bones of men who had tried what he was about to try.

Trujillo had put a knife in him in '57. Not deep enough. The scar on his left side was where the knife went in and the scar was raised and white and he could feel it under the prison cotton when he breathed deep. Trujillo had put the knife in him over a debt that wasn't a debt and Emmett had taken the knife away from Trujillo and put it back into Trujillo three times in the lung and Trujillo had lived but Trujillo had not bothered him again. The yard was the yard. The yard had a logic. The logic was: be the one with the knife at the end.

Three AM count came at three AM and the flashlight beam crossed his face and the guard's eyes registered the shape in the bunk and moved on and the footsteps continued down the gallery and the cellhouse settled. He waited four minutes. Four minutes was the settling. He had timed it for fourteen months.

At three twenty-one he moved.

The raincoat raft was assembled over three months from prison-issue raincoats acquired piece by piece and inflated and sealed with contact cement out of the shoe shop. He'd built it to float south as a decoy while he swam north. He inflated the last sections in the dark with his breath, the rubber cold against his lips, tasting of mildew and the chemical of the cement, and he pushed it through the bars he'd loosened over weeks with a tool he'd made from a spoon and a piece of metal off a chair leg. The bars came apart and he was through.

He undressed to the cotton pants. Shirt undershirt socks shoes all left in the cell. Clothing was weight and weight was death. Naked from the waist up, the cold of the corridor coming through the ventilation grate already, the corridor narrow and dark and smelling of rust and salt and the mineral dampness of a building that had stood in seawater for twenty-eight years. He walked the route by memory. He had walked it a dozen times with his eyes shut. Up through the shaft to the roof.

The roof hit him like a wall. The wind off the Pacific came through the Golden Gate and struck the island from the west and the cold was not gradual it was total. Down the drainpipe on the north side, the metal cold under his palms, the cold already working into the meat of his hands. Across the rec yard. Through the fence he had compromised six weeks before. Down the rocky bank.

He stood at the water for three seconds.

The Bay at three twenty-two on a March morning was black and moving and it smelled of salt and diesel and the cold mineral smell of deep water — not the clean cold of a mountain lake but something older and indifferent, the smell of water that had been here before the city and would be here after. The lights of San Francisco made a yellow-white glow on the underside of the fog like a false dawn. The foghorn at Point Bonita hit its thirty-second blast and he placed himself by the sound and he went into the water.

He would think about the cold for the rest of his life and never find words for it.

Not cold as sensation. Cold as reclassification. The water came up over his chest and the gasp before the gasp came, the involuntary animal lurch of the body away from the temperature, and then the world reclassified. Everything before was one category and everything after was another. The cold shock had him for the first three minutes. The nervous system screamed in every direction at once. The lungs seized into shallow breaths he couldn't control. The heart went somewhere above one-fifty. He had read everything in the prison library about cold water immersion. He knew what was happening. The body did not read the research.

He swam.

The stroke was not elegant. He had swum in irrigation canals as a boy in the San Joaquin, the hot muddy water of California summer, nothing that resembled this. But the upper body had been built for fourteen months specifically for this and he drove himself forward with the accumulated force of fourteen months and twenty-three years of wanting to be somewhere else. Stroke stroke breathe. The fear was a physical thing in his chest pressing at the sternum wanting to make a sound. The rhythm prevented the sound. Stroke stroke breathe.

The current found him in the first minute.

It pushed at him from the right side, insistent, not violent, the impersonal pressure of a great deal of water moving in a direction he did not want to go. He angled northeast. The current pushed west. He swam northeast harder. The math held. He was moving.

The hands went first. Fifth minute. The withdrawal of sensation from the fingertips, the cold working inward, the fingers becoming less fingers and more appendages, things at the ends of his arms that responded to commands and sent back no information. By minute seven they were numb to the first knuckle. By minute nine to the second. He was swimming with clubs. He drove the clubs through the water because the clubs were what he had.

The shaking started at minute eight, the full-body involuntary contraction, the muscles trying to generate heat the only way they knew how, and he could not stop the shaking and he did not try, he matched his stroke to the shaking and let the shaking be part of the stroke. Stroke. Stroke. Breathe.

The lights of the city came closer.

Not closer fast. Closer the way a continent gets closer when you swim toward it. He could see the headlights on the Embarcadero now and could see the running lights of a tug at the foot of Lombard and somewhere in the distance the green flashing of the buoy at the inner Gate. He swam. He stopped thinking about distance. Distance was the cell. He had spent twelve years thinking about distance. He thought about the next stroke instead. Then the next. Then the next.

When his foot touched bottom at China Beach at four-oh-eight in the morning he did not feel it. The foot was a club. The bottom was something the club encountered. He registered the encounter intellectually and a moment later registered that the encounter meant land and a moment after that he tried to stand and could not and went under and came back up and tried again and this time made it onto his knees in the surf, the small waves breaking around his hips, his body a thing he was operating from outside.

He crawled out of the water on hands and knees.

The beach was empty in the dark. The cliffs above were dark. He lay face-down in the sand for a minute that might have been a minute or might have been ten and then the cold told him to move or die and he moved. Up the beach. To the wood-frame stairs that climbed the cliff face. Up the stairs on hands and feet because the legs would not cooperate as legs, would only cooperate as parts of an animal that was four-legged for the moment.

At the top he looked back at the Bay.

Black water under fog. The island somewhere out there in the dark. He could not see it. He could hear the foghorn still hitting its thirty-second blast and he placed the island by the sound. He turned his back on it and he went into the city.

* * *
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The first nine years he was in motion.

He was in Reno for six weeks where he washed dishes at the back of a casino called the Mapes and slept in a transient hotel for three dollars a night and did not look anyone in the face. Then a town called Winnemucca for two months. Then a feed store in Klamath Falls. Then a cannery in Astoria where he gutted salmon for a season and kept his hands in fish blood ten hours a day and at night couldn't get the smell off no matter how he washed. Then a logging operation outside Eureka. Then a roofing crew in Sacramento. Then a year in Bakersfield rotating between three different yard jobs. Different name on each. Paul Kemper. Frank Doss. Ray Pintar. The names came out of newspapers, out of obituaries, out of the names of dead boys whose social security numbers he'd memorized and forged. He never stayed. Staying was the thing that killed you. The federal had records and the federal had patience and the federal would find you if you stayed.

He had been Emmett Harlan once. Emmett Harlan had robbed a bank in Visalia in 1949 and had killed the assistant manager. The killing was an accident in the way these killings were always called accidents. The man had reached for what Emmett thought was a gun and was actually a clipboard and Emmett had shot him in the chest at three feet and the man had gone down and not gotten up. The trial was sixteen days. The sentence was life. He had been twenty years old.

Twelve years of Alcatraz and then nine of motion and now he was forty-one and he was tired of motion. Motion was eroding him. He had run out of cities he could go to, run out of names he could wear without one of them attaching itself to him through a face seen in a diner or a fingerprint left on a job application. He had been to Tucson and to Boise and to Spokane. He had been to a small town in Oregon called Burns where he had thought briefly about staying and had not stayed because the sheriff had looked at him too long in the parking lot of the IGA. He was running out of room.

He came to San Francisco in October of 1971 because in San Francisco a man could disappear if he chose the right neighborhood. He chose the Tenderloin. The Tenderloin in 1971 was the part of San Francisco the rest of San Francisco pretended not to see. Six blocks square between Market and Geary, between Mason and Van Ness. The blocks where the city kept what the city did not want to look at: the SROs full of old men dying of livers, the hustlers on Polk, the working girls on Eddy and Ellis and Larkin, the dealers on Turk, the addicts in every doorway. A man in the Tenderloin was not seen because no one in the Tenderloin wanted to be seen and the seeing was a transaction nobody could afford to enter into. He took a room at the Padre Hotel on O'Farrell for fourteen dollars a week and he set his canvas bag on the floor and he sat on the bed and he listened.

The Padre at night was an organism.

The walls were thin in the way old walls were thin and the rooms were small in the way old rooms were small and every sound the building made the building shared. Someone was fucking on the third floor — not making love, fucking, the rhythm fast and businesslike and without affection, the woman making the sounds women made when they were getting it over with. Someone two doors down was vomiting. Someone else, somewhere, was crying — a man, the sound surprised him, a man crying not in grief but in the steady mechanical way men cried when they had been crying for hours. Below his window on O'Farrell Street the night went on. A pimp shouting at a girl. The girl shouting back. Then quiet. Then a different girl crying. Then a car horn. Then quiet. Then the sound of someone being kicked, the specific dull sound of a boot in a body that was already on the ground, and then quiet, and then a long time of no sounds, and then a single laugh from somewhere in the building that ended without resolution.

He lay on the bed and he listened.

The room was eight feet by ten. The mattress was stained at the head and at the foot and the stains were not the same color and he did not look at the stains too closely. The window opened onto an air shaft. Through the air shaft came the smell of every kitchen in every room facing it: fried oil, cigarettes, marijuana, the specific gas-smell of a hot plate left on too long, and underneath all of it the smell of human bodies that had not been clean in a long time and the smell of urine and the smell of something that had died in the walls a long time before and not been removed. He breathed through his mouth. He had learned in Alcatraz to breathe through his mouth.

He lay on the bed in his clothes with his hands behind his head and he looked at the ceiling. The ceiling had a water stain shaped not like Nevada but like nothing he could name. He stared at the stain. He did not sleep. The sounds of the Padre went on and on and after some time the sounds began to organize themselves into a kind of rhythm and the rhythm was the building breathing and he listened to the rhythm and after a while of listening he understood that he could not keep moving.

Nine years of motion. He could feel where the motion had taken him. He was forty-one and he was thin in the way men who had been poor a long time were thin, the unnecessary stripped, the essential remaining, and he was tired in a way that was not about sleep. The motion was using him up. There was a finite amount of him and the motion was spending it and when it was spent there would be nothing.

He had to stop moving.

To stop moving in a city where you were wanted you had to be invisible. There were two kinds of invisible. There was the invisible of absence — keep your head down, take a small room, work for cash, never be where the cameras were — and there was the invisible of presence. The invisible of presence was different. The invisible of presence was being a category. A category did the work of hiding the man inside it. A cop was a category. A priest was a category. A janitor was a category. A category had a uniform and the uniform did the seeing for everyone who looked at it. Nobody looked at the man.

He did not yet know what category he would be. He knew he needed one.

He fell asleep at four in the morning. He slept for two hours. He woke at six.

* * *
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He found the dead monk on his third morning.

Room 418. Six doors down the hall. The door open three inches. He was walking to the shared bathroom at the end of the hall at six in the morning, which was the Padre's quietest hour — the night people finally asleep, the day people not yet moving, the building drawing one of its few real breaths.

An open door at six AM at the Padre meant one of three things. The occupant was too drunk to close it. The occupant was inviting something in. Or the occupant was done.

He stood at the door for a moment. No sound from the room. Not even the sound of breathing, and he had learned in Alcatraz to distinguish the specific acoustic signature of an occupied room from an empty one. The sound of breathing was almost nothing but it was something and the something was absent from 418.

He pushed the door.

The monk was on the floor between the bed and the dresser. Face up. Eyes open. A brown Franciscan robe with a white cord tied in three knots at the waist. The sandals had been placed neatly beside the bed — the last deliberate act of a man who expected to put them on again. A rosary tangled in the right hand, the beads worn smooth, the crucifix turned face up as if arranged. The room smelled of body and of the hot plate on the dresser that had been left on and was still on, the coil glowing red, a tin pot on the coil that had boiled dry hours ago, the metal of the pot singed.

He turned off the hot plate.

Then he stood and looked at the body.

He knew death. He had seen it in Alcatraz, in the infirmary and in the yard and in the cells where men decided the sentence was longer than the will to serve it. The monk had the stillness. Not sleeping stillness. Not unconscious stillness. The absolute non-negotiable stillness of a machine that had been turned off and would not turn on. The skin had shifted from the pink-gray of the living to the yellowish wax of stopped blood. The early sweetness of decomposition was beginning and the beginning was not yet strong but it was the beginning and there was no way to stop what was beginning.

The monk was in his late sixties. Thin in the way monks were thin, not the thinness of poverty but the deliberate thinness of discipline, the body kept spare by practice. His face was peaceful. Not the performed peace of a funeral home but the accidental peace of a man who had died quickly, whose last expression was whatever his face was doing when the heart said: enough.

Down the hall a woman started to scream at someone.

The screaming was not for him. It was for whoever was in the room with her and whoever was in the room with her was not answering her and the not answering was making the screaming worse. The screaming went on for forty seconds and then stopped abruptly, the way screaming did when it was settled by something. He did not want to know what.

He looked at the robe.

The thought arrived whole and without apology, from the place below thinking, from the animal part that had kept him alive for nine years. It was an instinct, not a plan. A plan was constructed. An instinct arrived. This one said: there it is.

He'd been moving for nine years. The moving was eroding him. The moving had a finite supply and he was at the end of the supply. The robe was the other kind of invisible. A monk in the Tenderloin was furniture. Who looks at a monk. Who stops a monk. Who asks a monk for identification, for history, for the story of where he came from and what he had done. A monk was a category — brown robe, sandals, rosary, silence — and the category did the seeing for everyone who looked at it and the man inside the category disappeared.

Somewhere in the building a woman started crying.

Different woman from the one who had been screaming. This one was crying not from pain but from the specific exhaustion of having cried before and being cried out and crying anyway because there was no other thing to do. The crying came through the walls in a low continuous register and he listened to it for a moment and he understood that this was the building's true sound, this was the Padre at six in the morning, the building's body cried in the walls every morning at this hour because the women in the building had nowhere else to put what the night had done to them.

He looked at the dead monk.

"I'm sorry," he said.

The apology was not for the monk's benefit. The monk was beyond apologies. It was for Emmett's. A small marker placed at the moment before an irrevocable act, the verbal equivalent of crossing yourself before a jump.

He took the robe.

He worked carefully. He turned the body to get the robe over the head and the body was heavier than he had expected — death added weight, he had forgotten that, every time he handled a body it surprised him — and he worked the brown wool up and over and off and he laid the body back. He took the white cord. The sandals. The rosary. From the dresser the leather wallet containing a Vatican-issued identification card — Brother Thomas Flood, O.F.M., Province of St. Barbara, San Francisco — fourteen dollars in small bills, and a prayer card with the Prayer of St. Francis printed on one side. Lord, make me an instrument of your peace. Where there is hatred, let me sow love. Where there is injury, pardon.

He undressed in the room with the body.

Removed the Goodwill jeans and the flannel shirt and stood naked in the cold air from the air shaft, and the cold came off the shaft carrying the smell of every kitchen and every body in every room facing it, the cold mineral smell underneath, and he stood in the cold a moment in his forty-one-year-old body. The scar where Trujillo had put the knife in. The calluses on the hands. The body lean in the specific way of men who had been poor a long time, not starved but stripped, the unnecessary removed, the essential remaining. The body had been used hard. The body knew it.

He pulled the robe over his head.

The wool was rough against his skin — rougher than anything he had worn since the prison cotton, the Franciscan roughness deliberate, the fabric designed to be uncomfortable because the discomfort was the point. The robe was too long by four inches. He cinched the white cord at the waist and the hem gathered. The sandals were too large. He stuffed newspaper in the toes, the same solution he had used in stolen shoes for nine years.

He put the rosary around his neck.

He looked in the mirror above the sink.

A monk looked back. Not Emmett Harlan, AZ-1481. Not Paul Kemper, dishwasher. Not any of the names. A monk — brown robe, white cord, sandals, rosary, the face underneath wrong in ways a careful observer might notice, too watchful, too flat, the blue eyes carrying something that was not God — but the robe doing what uniforms did. Directing attention to the category. Concealing the individual inside it.

He went back to the body.

He straightened it with his hands, lifted the head, positioned the arms, smoothed the cotton undershirt the man no longer needed. He folded the hands across the chest and closed the eyes — gently, the eyelids still warm under his thumbs. He pulled the blanket from the bed and laid it over the body. One rough fabric for another. The wool blanket replacing the wool robe.

Down in the alley below the air shaft someone vomited.

The sound came up through the shaft with no mediation, the wet propulsive sound of a body emptying itself, and after the vomiting a long silence, and after the silence a single word spoken in a language he didn't recognize, and after the word more vomiting, and then nothing. He listened. He understood that this was the Padre's morning sound. The crying women in the walls and the vomiting men in the alley. This was the building waking.

He stood there for a moment with his hands at his sides, in the borrowed robe, looking at the man he had borrowed it from.

Then he went downstairs.

Ruby was at the front desk. She had been at the front desk every morning of the three days he had been at the Padre. She was sixty-some and she had a face that had been used and a cigarette in her left hand with an inch of ash that did not fall, and she looked up at him when he came down the stairs in the brown robe and the inch of ash trembled but held.

"Dead man in 418," he said.

She looked at him. At the robe. The diagnostic — two seconds, running its assessment.

"You a monk?"

"Brother Thomas."

"The man in 418 was a monk."

"We shared the room. He passed in the night."

The assessment ran. The inch of ash trembled but held. Then she picked up the phone and called the city's number for this sort of thing, and that was the entirety of her response, because this was the Tenderloin and the Tenderloin's social contract had only one article: don't make it anyone else's problem.

He walked out into the October morning.

O'Farrell Street was transitioning from its night economy to its day economy. The girls going home to sleep — three of them on the corner of Jones, one with a black eye that was new, one counting bills, one just staring. The day laborers heading to the bus stops on Market. The strip clubs dark. The liquor stores opening. The barker from the Mitchell Brothers gone. The marquee off. The street was the street without its costume, the bones of it visible in the daylight, the litter and the wet sidewalk and the doorways occupied by sleeping men whose bodies had made themselves small against the cold. A puddle on the sidewalk that he did not need to look at to know it was piss. The smell of piss rising off the concrete in the small heat of the morning sun.

A man on the corner of O'Farrell and Leavenworth, shaking lightly in the early-withdrawal way — arms crossed over the chest, shoulders hunched, the involuntary shiver that preceded the full-body seize — looked at him in the brown robe and said:

"Father, I'm sick. I'm real sick."

Emmett stopped.

The man's face was the face of a man twenty-eight or twenty-nine years old who looked forty, the cheeks hollowed and the eyes the specific yellow of a liver giving up. His arms were inside the cuffs of a denim jacket and the cuffs were stained at the inside of the elbows where he had been opening his arm. The shaking was getting worse while Emmett watched. The man would need to fix in the next hour or he would be in real trouble.

Emmett did not know what a monk said to a junkie on a corner in the Tenderloin in October of 1971. He had not yet learned what the category did when the category was addressed.

He said: "I'll pray for you."

The man looked at him. The man's eyes were yellow and wet.

"Thank you, Father."

The man crossed himself with the shaking hand, the cross going from forehead to chest to left to right, the gesture executed with the muscle memory of childhood. The man's eyes closed for a second and then opened. The man went on shaking.

Emmett walked west on O'Farrell.

The robe moved around him with each step, the wool swinging, the hem brushing his shins, the sandals slapping the sidewalk with the flat sound of leather on concrete. Behind him the man on the corner began to vomit. Emmett did not turn around.

He had become a category.

He did not yet know what the category required.

* * *
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The first thing the robe taught him was that the city stopped seeing him.

He walked the six blocks of the Tenderloin that first afternoon and he walked them the way he'd walked the streets of nine cities for nine years: head down, eyes on a private middle distance, the pace neither fast nor slow, the body's geometry calibrated to attract no specific attention. He had walked this way in Reno and Astoria and Bakersfield. He had walked it in Spokane in the rain and in Tucson in heat that came up off the asphalt at one hundred and ten. The walk was the walk. He had walked it for so long that his body did not know any other walk.

The robe changed it.

The first change was the men on the corners. He passed a man on Eddy Street with a needle still in his hand who looked up and the look went through him without finding him. The man's eyes registered brown wool and white cord and rosary and the eyes moved on, looking past the body inside the robe, looking for something the robe was not. He passed two pimps on Mason in matching maroon leather coats and the pimps stopped a conversation that had been happening when he turned the corner and the stopping was reflexive — the small respectful pause men in that line of work gave to a passing priest — and then resumed when he was past, the conversation picking up exactly where it had left off, the interruption registered and dismissed in two seconds. The robe had moved through them and they had moved around it the way a stream moved around a rock.

A woman on Larkin in a denim skirt that ended above her thighs and a halter top the wrong color for October said: "Father, bless me," and crossed herself before he could answer, and went on walking.

He had been Brother Thomas for ninety minutes.

He stopped on the corner of Turk and Hyde and stood under the awning of a liquor store and watched the street and felt the change in his bones. The category was working. The category was working the way Ruby's diagnostic had worked at six in the morning — running the assessment and accepting the result and moving on. The neighborhood had a thousand categories and it knew them all. Junkie. Pimp. Working girl. Tourist. Cop. Priest. Each category had a face and a shape and a set of expected behaviors and the neighborhood read the categories the way a fluent reader read print, automatically, without effort, and acted on the read without thinking. A monk was not interesting. A monk was furniture. The category had its own gravity and the gravity pulled attention away from the man inside it.

He understood in that ninety minutes more about hiding than he had understood in nine years.

For nine years he had been hiding by not being seen. The not being seen had required constant work. Every street, every diner, every job application, every interaction with another human being had been a small operation in not-being-seen. He had spent the entire decade in a state of low-grade tactical effort — head down, eyes averted, words minimal, the body calibrated for invisibility through absence. The work had been exhausting. The work was what was using him up.

The robe was different. The robe was hiding by being seen.

Look, the robe said. Look at the brown wool and the white cord and the three knots and the rosary. See the category. Mark the category in your head and move on. The man inside the category does not need to be seen because the category has already done the seeing for you. The man inside the category is free.

He walked back to the Padre. The walk took eleven minutes. He counted them. He had counted everything for nine years.

* * *
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The Padre at noon was a different organism from the Padre at six in the morning. The morning had been the building drawing one of its few real breaths; the noon was the building beginning the long slow exhale of the day. The lobby smelled of cigarettes and coffee gone bad on a hot plate behind the desk. A man asleep in a chair near the door, his head back, his mouth open, a thread of saliva from the corner of his mouth to his jaw. Not dead. Emmett had checked the rhythm of the breathing without thinking. Just asleep.

Ruby was at the desk reading a paperback with a torn cover.

She looked up at him in the robe and she ran the diagnostic again — different diagnostic this time, the second-encounter diagnostic, which was a lighter pass than the first because the basic categorization had already happened. She nodded once.

"Brother."

"Ruby."

"The city came for him."

"Good."

"He had a cousin in San Mateo. They sent the cousin a telegram."

"The cousin will come?"

"The cousin has not come for him in twelve years. The cousin will not come now. The county will bury him." She turned a page in the paperback. "It is not the worst way to go. He died with his sandals next to the bed. It means he expected to wake up. The ones who don't expect to wake up — they take their shoes off and put them in the closet."

He looked at her.

"You see a lot of them go," he said.

"Forty-one in this building since I started." She did not look up from the page. "I have a list in the desk. I don't know why I keep it. It is just a list."

He stood at the desk a moment.

"Was he a good monk?"

She turned another page.

"He paid his rent. He didn't bother anybody. He read his books and he prayed and once a week he walked down to St. Boniface and helped Father Kieran with the soup kitchen. He coughed at night. The cough was bad in the last month. I thought he should see a doctor. He said the doctor was God." She paused. The paperback rested on her chest. "I do not know what makes a good monk. I think he was probably as good as a monk gets in this neighborhood. Which is not very. The neighborhood does not let you be good. It lets you keep going."

She returned to the paperback.

He went up the four flights to room 412.

* * *
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He sat on the bed in the brown robe and he learned the parish from the telephone book.

St. Boniface, Golden Gate Avenue. Pastor: Rev. Francis X. Kieran Boyle. Founded 1860. Parish school closed 1968. Soup kitchen Tuesdays and Thursdays. He found the rectory address and the mass schedule and a small line that said Confessions: Saturday 4-5 PM. He read the small line three times.

He had not made a confession since 1949.

He sat with the telephone book on his lap and he tried to remember the Latin. Some of it came back. Bless me Father for I have sinned. The English had been there since boyhood, his mother on her knees in the small church in Tulare, the smell of incense and the wool of his Sunday coat that itched at the neck. He had been an altar boy for two years before the family had moved and the new town did not have a Catholic church close enough to walk to. He had stopped going. The Latin had been a thing he never quite learned and now it would have to be a thing he would never quite need to learn, because nobody in the Tenderloin would test him on it. Nobody had tested anyone in the Tenderloin on anything in a long time.

He read the telephone book until he had memorized what he needed and then he closed it and put it on the dresser.

He slept for two hours in the brown robe with the rosary still around his neck. When he woke the room was dark and the building was beginning to wake. The night people were starting to move. He could hear them on the stairs.

He went out to the street.

* * *
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The first person who came to him in confession came on the Tuesday of his second week.

He had been to the soup kitchen twice by then. He had stood at the serving table on Tuesday and on Thursday and ladled the soup into bowls and handed the bowls to the people in the line and he had not spoken much because Brother Thomas was not a talker, the category permitted silence and silence was the safest answer. The line had been three hundred people on Tuesday and three hundred and forty on Thursday and the line was always the same kinds of people: the men in old coats who had been on the streets for years, the working girls who came for the only meal they ate that wasn't bought for them by a man, the Vietnam veterans who were younger than the other men but moved the same way the other men moved, the addicts who came to eat because eating was the one thing the body still asked for after it had given up asking for everything else.

Father Kieran had introduced him on the first Tuesday.

"Brother Thomas. He's joining us."

The volunteers had nodded. A woman named Margaret who had been doing the soup line for fifteen years and who was wider than she was tall and had the specific kindness of a woman who had nothing left to give and gave anyway. A man named Hector who worked the bread. Two college students from USF doing service hours, who would be gone in a month. They had nodded and gone back to the work and Emmett had stood at the soup pot and ladled and kept his head bent and learned the rhythm of the kitchen.

On the second Tuesday Father Kieran came up beside him at the serving table and said, low: "You'll hear confession on Saturday."

Emmett did not look at him.

"I'm not ordained, Father."

"I know what you are. The rite for a Brother is the same as for a layperson assisting." The whiskey-warmth was there in the morning, faint but present, the priest's thermostat already set for the day. "You sit. You listen. You give the prayer. You do not absolve. The absolution must come from a priest. I will give it on Sunday after mass for everything you've heard. The penitents understand."

"Father —"

"Brother." Kieran ladled soup into the bowl of a woman who held the bowl with both hands. "The line for confession on Saturday is twenty people. I cannot hear twenty in an hour. They wait. They give up. They go back to whatever they came from. You sit with them. You hear them. They feel heard. The hearing is the thing. The absolution comes after." He handed the bowl to the woman. The woman did not look at him. The woman moved on. "It is irregular. The diocese would object. The diocese has not been to the Tenderloin in fifteen years. We do what works."

Emmett ladled soup. The soup was thick at the bottom of the pot. He stirred.

"I'll think about it, Father."

"There is no thinking about it, Brother. There is only doing it or not doing it. I am asking you to do it."

He ladled soup. Outside the basement of St. Boniface the rain had started. He could hear it on the small high windows. The line moved.

"Saturday," he said.

"Four o'clock."

* * *
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Saturday came in a cold rain that fell straight down without wind.

He walked from the Padre to St. Boniface in the brown robe with the hood up and the rain darkened the wool and made the wool heavier and the wool absorbed the rain the way it had been designed to absorb the rain seven hundred years ago when the Franciscans had decided that the discomfort of wet wool was part of the discipline of the order. He understood this on the walk. He understood that the robe was old in a way that nothing he had worn for twenty years had been old. The robe carried the centuries inside its weave. He was wearing seven hundred years and the seven hundred years did not care that he was wearing them under false pretenses. The seven hundred years did the work the seven hundred years had always done. The wool got heavy. The body got cold. The walk continued.

A man on Mason in a doorway under a piece of cardboard looked up at him.

"Father."

He stopped. The man's face was the face of a man who had been on the street for a long time. The cardboard above him was not enough. The rain ran off the cardboard onto the man's shoulders and the man did not move.

"I haven't eaten," the man said.

Emmett took the four dollars from his pocket and gave them to the man. The man closed his hand around the bills.

"God bless you, Father."

The man did not get up. The rain continued.

Emmett walked.

He understood as he walked that the four dollars had been a transaction in a different category from any transaction he had made in nine years. Nine years of motion. Nine years of every dollar accounted for, every dollar a survival dollar, every dollar holding the line against the moment when the dollars ran out and he had to take a job and the job had a record and the record had a name. The four dollars he had just given the man were not a survival dollar. They were the dollars of a man wearing seven hundred years. He did not know exactly what he had given the man. He knew he had given. He kept walking.

The rain continued.

* * *
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The confessional at St. Boniface was wood that had been dark before he was born and was darker now. The smell inside it was the smell of a hundred years of human bodies pressed into wood — sweat and tears and the specific smell of breath that had carried words it had not wanted to carry — and underneath that the smell of varnish that had been applied in 1934 and had never been redone. The wood had a grain. The grain had absorbed the bodies. He sat on the priest's side and pulled the small purple stole off the hook and looked at it in his hand.

He did not put it on.

A Brother did not wear the stole. The stole was the priest's. He hung it back on the hook. He sat on the bench. The bench was four inches narrower than it should have been for a man of his size.

The first person came at four-oh-four.

He heard the door open on the other side of the wood. He heard the body kneel. The screen between them was a square of latticework set in the wall, the latticework dark with age, the holes in the lattice no wider than the eye of a needle. Through the lattice he could see the shape of a head and not the face. The shape was a woman.

"Bless me Father for I have sinned," she said. "It has been four months since my last confession."

He had not known what he would say when this moment came. He had not rehearsed it. He had thought rehearsing would be the wrong move — would build a script that he would deliver, and the delivery would sound like delivery. He had decided to sit and listen and let the words find him. Now the words had to find him.

"Tell me, sister," he said.

His voice through the lattice sounded older than his voice sounded in his own ears. The wood made it old. The category made it old. He thought: that voice belongs to seven hundred years.

She told him.

She had been sleeping with a man who was not her husband. She had been sleeping with him for six months. He was a married man with two children. She had a husband of her own who worked nights at the docks. She did not love the man she was sleeping with. She did not love her husband. She did not know what love was. She had been raised to believe love was a thing you arrived at with the man you were given to, but she had not arrived at it with the man she had been given to and now she was thirty-two and she did not believe she would arrive at it ever and the man she was sleeping with was not love either, he was something simpler, he was the warm body in a cold week, and she knew it was a sin to sleep with him and she could not stop sleeping with him and that was why she had not been to confession in four months, because she could not promise to stop and she could not lie to a priest about what she could not promise.

She was crying now. He could hear it through the lattice. The crying did not stop her talking.

She had a daughter. The daughter was nine. The daughter had asked her last week why she came home from work smelling like a different soap and she had told the daughter she had bought a new soap. She had lied to her daughter. She did not care about lying to her husband. Lying to her husband was something she had done before and would do again. Lying to her daughter was different. The daughter had looked at her with the look of a child who knew something and did not know what she knew. She had not been able to sleep that night. She had laid in the bed next to her husband who was asleep and who smelled like the docks and she had stared at the ceiling and she had thought: I have made my daughter into someone who will be lied to all her life by women who smell like a different soap.

That was why she had come.

She did not know how to stop sleeping with the man. She did not know how to be a wife to her husband. She did not know how to be a mother to her daughter who had asked about the soap. She was here because she did not know how to be any of the things she was supposed to be and the not-knowing had become bigger than the things, and she had walked past St. Boniface in the rain and she had stopped because she had nowhere else to stop.

She wept for a long minute.

Emmett sat in the dark on the priest's bench in the brown robe and he listened to her weep and he understood that he was the closest thing to a priest she had access to and that he was a fraud and that the fraud did not matter because the woman on the other side of the lattice was not asking him for absolution. She was asking him to be there. She was asking him to receive what she had to give. The category was doing the work and the category did not require him to be ordained. The category required him to sit in the dark and listen and not move and not say anything that would shame her into stopping.

He sat. He did not move. He did not say anything.

She wept until the weeping was done and then she was quiet for a long moment and then she said: "I'm sorry, Father."

"Don't be sorry, sister."

"I have no act of contrition. I cannot promise to stop."

He thought for a moment.

He said: "Then promise to look at your daughter."

The lattice was still.

"Sister?"

"Yes, Father."

"Promise to look at your daughter every morning before she goes to school. Just look at her. Don't say anything. Don't tell her you love her. Don't apologize. Just look at her. Every morning. For one minute. Look at her face and remember that she is the reason you came here today. Promise me that."

A long silence.

"I promise, Father."

"Father Kieran will give the absolution at mass tomorrow."

"Yes, Father. Thank you, Father."

She stood. He heard her stand. He heard the wood of the kneeler ease as her weight came off it. He heard her hand on the wood of the door. He heard the door open. He heard her step out into the church. He did not hear her leave. She was praying somewhere out there in the pews. He could hear, faintly, a woman crying again, the sound coming through the wood, the sound stopping when she got it under control.

He sat in the dark on the priest's bench in the brown robe and he understood that something had happened to him in the dark.

He did not have words for what had happened. He sat with it. The next person came at four-twelve.

The next was a man.

The man had stolen sixty dollars from his sister to buy heroin. The sister had three children and the sixty dollars was the rent for November. The man knew his sister did not have the rent because he had taken the rent and the man knew his sister would be evicted because he had taken the rent and the man was unable to stop taking the rent, was unable to stop taking anything that was not nailed down, was unable to be in a room with money that was not his without the money becoming his because the heroin asked him to and the heroin was a voice in him that he could not refuse. He had been refusing it for two days. The two days had been the longest two days of his life. He could not refuse it for three. Tomorrow he would steal something else. He knew he would. He was telling Emmett this because he wanted someone to know. He did not want forgiveness. He wanted someone to know.

Emmett listened.

When the man was done Emmett said: "What is your sister's name?"

"Maria."

"What is the address?"

The man gave him an address on Eddy Street.

"How much was the rent?"

"Sixty dollars."

"I will take Maria sixty dollars tomorrow, on Sunday, and I will tell her it is from the parish. She will not know that it is from you. She will not know about the heroin. She will think the parish has a fund for women in difficulty. You will not tell her otherwise. You will not tell anyone otherwise. The rent will be paid. The children will not be evicted. Do you understand me?"

The man on the other side of the lattice was silent.

"Father —"

"I do not have absolution to give you. Father Kieran will give it at mass tomorrow if you go. Whether you go is your decision. The sixty dollars is not your decision. The sixty dollars is mine. Do you understand me?"

"Yes, Father."

"Will you be in Mass tomorrow?"

A pause.

"I don't know, Father. I might be using by tomorrow. I don't know what I'll be doing by tomorrow."

"All right." Emmett thought. "Then come to the soup kitchen on Tuesday. If you can. Tuesday or Thursday. Eat the soup. Sit at the table. Don't say anything. Don't tell anyone what you told me. Just eat. Can you do that?"

"I can do that."

"Then do that."

The man stood. The kneeler eased. The man left.

Emmett sat in the dark.

The sixty dollars he did not have. The sixty dollars he would have to find by Sunday. The four dollars he had given the man on Mason in the rain were the only loose dollars he had. He had thirty-eight dollars in the can on the dresser at the Padre. He could give thirty-eight dollars and tell Maria the parish had been able to give that much. Or he could ask Father Kieran for the rest. The asking would be a transaction with Father Kieran whose ledger he was already in debt to. Or he could find a third way. He did not know what the third way was. He had eighteen hours to find it.

The next person came at four-nineteen.

* * *
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He heard seven confessions in fifty-six minutes.

The woman with the lover. The man with the heroin and the sister. A girl of perhaps sixteen who had let her older brother's friend touch her in a way she had not wanted and had not stopped him because she had not known how to stop him and now did not know if it had been her sin or his and was crying because she did not know how to ask the question. A man who had beaten his wife on Wednesday and could not promise not to beat her again, who said I love her, Father and meant it and meant also that he would beat her again and could not square the loving and the beating but did not know how to stop either. An older woman who had not spoken to her son in eleven years over a thing she could no longer remember and who had heard last week that the son was sick and who did not know if she should call him, or write him, or go to him, and was here because the not-knowing had become heavier than the silence. A man whose only sin, he said, was that he was tired, just tired, just tired in a way that did not lift, and he had thought about going down to the bridge, just thinking about it, and he had not gone, but he had thought about it, and he was telling someone because the telling kept him from going. A young man who had taken a girl's money the night before and had not given her what he had promised her in exchange and who knew the girl would not come back and that the next girl would not come back and that he was already becoming the kind of man he had been afraid of becoming and who had walked into the church not knowing why and now knew why and was crying and did not know how to ask not to be that man.

Emmett listened.

He gave the girl no penance. He told her: That was not your sin. You were not the sinner there. The sin was his. Tell your mother. Tell a teacher. Tell someone who can keep you safe from him. The shame is not yours to carry. The girl had wept and said thank you and left.

He told the wife-beater: Father Kieran will give absolution if you ask. But absolution is not a thing you can collect each Saturday. You need to go to a place where men like you go to learn to stop. There is a meeting at St. Anthony's on Wednesdays. Go on Wednesday. If you do not go on Wednesday, do not come back here Saturday. The Sacrament is not the bandage. Go on Wednesday. The man had said yes and said yes and said yes.

He told the woman with the son: Call him. Today, before the rain stops. Call him. The voice is the thing. The other things can come after.

He told the tired man: Come to mass tomorrow. Sit in the back. You don't have to take communion. Just sit there and let the building hold you. The building is good at holding people. Then come back here next Saturday and tell me how the week was. Just tell me. Will you do that? The man had said yes. The man had said thank you, Father.

He told the young man with the girl: Find her. Pay what you owe her. Do not make it a thing about the sin. Make it a thing about the debt. She does not need you to be sorry. She needs the money. Pay her and then come back here next week and we will talk about whether you keep being that man or you stop.

He told the man with the heroin nothing more than he had told him already.

The woman with the lover had not been given a penance. He had given her a thing to do that was not penance. A penance was for the priest to give. A thing to do was something else. He did not have words for it. He had watched her shape leave through the lattice and he had thought: I do not know what I just did. I do not know what kind of monk does what I just did. The category has its own rules and I do not know what the rules are.

At five-oh-three he came out of the confessional.

The church was empty. The rain had stopped. The light coming through the high windows was the gray-yellow light of a winter evening in the city, the air outside soft with the rain still falling somewhere west of them, the air inside the church holding the smell of incense from the morning mass and the smell of seven people who had come and gone, the residue of their fear and grief and the small specific human heat they had brought into the dark and left behind.

Father Kieran was at the altar straightening the altar cloth. He looked up.

"Brother."

"Father."

"How was it?"

Emmett stood at the back of the church in the brown robe and he tried to find words for what had just happened to him.

"I gave a woman a penance I had no right to give."

Father Kieran nodded slowly. He came down off the altar. He walked up the aisle to where Emmett was standing. The whiskey-warmth was still there, but underneath it tonight there was something else, the priest seeing him for the first time, the priest's clerical scan running not on the brown wool and white cord but on the man inside them.

"What did you give her?"

"I told her to look at her daughter every morning before school. For a minute. Just look."

Father Kieran was quiet for a long moment.

"Brother."

"Yes, Father."

"That was not a penance you had no right to give. That was the only penance that woman could have received. There is no priest in this archdiocese who would have given her anything better, and most of us would have given her something worse. You sat with her in the dark and you listened to her and you gave her the only thing she could have used. There is nothing irregular about that. There is nothing the diocese would object to about that. It was the work."

He paused.

"Where did you train, Brother?"

The ground shifted. The lie always had this moment.

"Province of St. Barbara, Father."

"Before that."

He thought. The truth would not save him. The lie was old and worn. He took the lie.

"Before that I was a young man in Tulare who did not know what he was. I came to it late."

"How late?"

"Late."

"Hm." Father Kieran did not press. The whiskey-loneliness was operating again, the priest's wanting outpacing the priest's doubt. "There is a draft of Bushmills in the rectory. Will you sit with me?"

"I don't drink, Father."

"Tea, then. There is tea." He smiled. The smile was tired and it was kind. "I want to know who I have working for me on Saturday afternoons. I do not need to know everything. I want to know enough to know what the Lord has sent me."

Emmett did not know what the Lord had sent him.

"All right, Father."

"Good. Good." Kieran put a hand on his shoulder. The hand stayed for a moment. The hand was the hand of a lonely man who had not been touched by another person in a long time. The touch was what Father Kieran had wanted from the moment Brother Thomas had appeared at the soup kitchen — a fellow religious in a parish that had not had a fellow religious in fifteen years, a man in a robe to share the work that was always too much for one priest, a person to drink tea with on a Saturday evening. The whiskey-warmth had been present from the beginning. The loneliness had been the more honest thing.

Emmett walked out of the church beside the priest. The rain had stopped. The sidewalk steamed faintly in the cold. The neon up on O'Farrell had begun to come on against the gray of the evening.

He did not know how he was going to find sixty dollars by morning.

He walked beside Father Kieran and he listened to the priest talk about the parish and the soup kitchen and a roof that was leaking over the sacristy, and he understood that he had become a thing to a woman in a confessional and a thing to the man with the heroin and a thing to the priest beside him, and that the things he had become were not the same thing, and that the category was working through him in a way the category had not asked him about, and that he was not a monk and that something was happening anyway.

The category did not require him to know what was happening.

The category only required him to keep walking.

He walked.

* * *
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He woke at five in the morning with the rosary still around his neck and the room the cold of an unheated SRO at the start of November.

He lay in the bed and looked at the ceiling and thought about sixty dollars.

He had thirty-eight in the can on the dresser. Twenty-two short. He had the clothes on his back, the canvas bag with one change of clothes in it, the prison-issue boots he had bought at a Goodwill in Tucson in 1969, and the brown wool of a dead man wrapped around him. He had the four dollars he'd given the man on Mason in the rain. The four dollars were gone. The thirty-eight were not enough.

He sat up.

The Padre at five in the morning was at its quietest. The night had spent itself. The day had not yet begun. The walls did not shudder with the small and constant sounds of bodies and the air was still. He could hear his own breath. He could hear a clock ticking somewhere on the floor below. He did not know who in this building owned a ticking clock. He found this strange.

He thought about who in the Tenderloin had sixty dollars.

He thought about who in the Tenderloin had sixty dollars and would give it.

He thought about who in the Tenderloin had sixty dollars and would give it without asking why.

The list got short fast.

He thought about Father Kieran. The priest had bottles of Bushmills and the parish had a discretionary fund. The discretionary fund had been mentioned on a Tuesday — Kieran had said it almost in passing, we have a small fund for emergencies, the diocese tolerates it because the diocese pretends it doesn't exist — and the fund was probably enough for sixty dollars. Asking Kieran was a transaction. Kieran would give him the sixty dollars and Kieran would not ask why because the priest did not ask why and that was the priest's specific gift, but the giving would create a ledger entry that Emmett would owe back, would create a relationship where the priest had given and Emmett had received, and the asymmetry of giving and receiving was a thing that mattered in the way the brown wool mattered, the small accumulating evidence that he was becoming what he was pretending to be.

He could ask Kieran. Kieran would give. The asking was a thing he was choosing not to do yet. He did not entirely understand why he was choosing not to do it yet. He set it aside.

He thought about Lena Chow.

Lena had the money. Lena ran a restaurant that fed three hundred people a week for what they could pay, which was usually nothing, and Lena had been running the restaurant for nineteen years and the restaurant was still open, which meant Lena had figured out the economics in a way Emmett did not understand. Lena had told him on his third visit that he was not who the robe said he was. Lena saw too much. Asking Lena for sixty dollars meant explaining the sixty dollars or refusing to explain the sixty dollars, and either choice gave Lena another piece of information about him, and Lena was already operating with too many pieces of information.

He set Lena aside.

He thought about Rosa.

Rosa was on a corner four nights a week. Rosa had told him her name was Rosa Vega and that she was twenty-three and that she had come up from Oaxaca four years ago and that the four years had taken longer than the four years and she did not look twenty-three. Rosa had let him stand near her on a cold night in the third week, had let him stand under the awning with her at one in the morning when she was waiting for the next car and the wind was coming up Polk Gulch, and they had not talked for a long time and then Rosa had said, you don't ask me what I do. And he had said, I know what you do, sister. And she had said, don't call me sister, just call me Rosa. And he had not called her sister again.

Rosa had sixty dollars on a good night and forty on a bad one. Rosa kept her money in a metal box in her room in an SRO on Hyde, in the third drawer of a dresser, taped to the inside of the drawer above a Spanish-language Bible she had not opened in three years. She had told him this on the third night she had let him stand near her, casually, the way she told him things — not as confession but as inventory, as the simple disclosure of facts a person carried.

He did not know why she had told him.

He thought about it for a long time and he understood, sitting on the bed in room 412 at five in the morning with the brown wool cold on his shoulders, that she had told him because the robe had asked her to tell him. The robe had a category and the category received information that the man inside the category did not earn. People told the brown wool things they would not have told the man inside it. Rosa had told the brown wool where she kept her money. The brown wool had received it and had not asked her why she had told it.

He could go to Rosa. He could ask Rosa for sixty dollars. Rosa would give him the sixty dollars and would not ask why because Rosa was Rosa and Rosa did not ask why. The giving would not create the asymmetry that Kieran's giving would create, because Rosa and the brown wool were already in a different kind of arrangement, a relationship in which they stood under awnings together at one in the morning and did not talk about why.

But the sixty dollars from Rosa would
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