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PROLOGUE — THE BOOTH
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The confession booth in the church of Santa Maria in the Via dei Coronari is made of dark wood that has absorbed fifty years of what has been said inside it, and it shows. The wood is not beautiful. It is particular — the specific particularity of a thing that has been used for what it was made for until the use has become indistinguishable from the material itself.

She sits down.

The kneeler is padded with something that was once red and is now the color of something that was once red. She does not use the kneeler. She sits on the small bench to the side of it, which is where you sit when you are not asking for absolution. When you are asking for something else.

The screen between her side and the other side is a lattice of dark wood. The light through it is the light of a candle on the other side. She can see the shape of a person through the lattice — a silhouette, a presence, the specific quality of someone who is waiting without impatience. She has been in enough rooms to know the difference between patience and the performance of patience. This is the real thing.
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She has not been in a confession booth in four months.

The last one was in Ukraine. She does not think about the last one.

She folds her hands in her lap. The rosary is between her fingers — not counted, just held. The specific weight of red glass beads that were pressed into her hands by someone whose name she is not ready to say yet, in a corridor, in a country she has just crossed three borders to leave. She holds the rosary the way you hold the last thing a person gave you. Without ceremony. With complete attention.

In the nave outside, the priest who has been feeding her for eleven days is in a pew. She knows he is there without looking. She knows the quality of his presence the way she knows the quality of a room — without inventory, as a complete impression. He has a breviary open. He is praying. He is also watching the confessional door she closed behind her and doing nothing about what he sees in the watching. This is what she has understood about him in eleven days: he sees and he does not act on the seeing unless the action is practical. Coffee. Food. The room with the narrow bed. The specific material forms of care that require nothing in return.

He knows who is on the other side of the screen.

She does not.

She has been sitting in the dark of the booth for two minutes when the voice comes through the lattice. It is a man’s voice — young, careful, with the specific quality of a person who has learned how to make space for what comes next. The Italian is excellent. Not native.

“What would you like to confess?”

She does not answer immediately.

She has been carrying what she would like to confess for four months across three countries. She has carried it on trains and in hostels and in the small room with the narrow bed where the priest asks nothing. She has carried it in the specific interior silence of someone who has understood something they cannot yet say out loud because the saying would require them to understand it completely, and they are not yet there.

She looks at the lattice. The candlelight through it. The shape of the person on the other side.

She is eighteen years old. She has just done something she does not have a full word for yet. She has crossed Ukraine and Poland and Austria and Italy without telling anyone. She has slept in places she will not be able to describe with precision because she was not paying attention to the places. She was paying attention to the question of who she is now, which is different from the question of who she was four months ago, which is the question she came to Rome to answer.

The priest in the small room asks nothing. The man behind the screen asks one question.

She sits with the question.

Then the memory begins.
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CHAPTER ONE — THE GIRL WHO GRADUATED EARLY
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“Tell me who you were before you went.”

She thinks about this for a moment.

Not because the answer is complicated. Because the answer is so simple she isn’t sure he’s asking for it. She has been in enough rooms to know that the simple question is often the doorway to the difficult one, and she has learned to wait at doorways long enough to understand what’s on the other side before she walks through them.

“Before I went,” she says.

“Yes.”

“Eighteen months ago.”

“Whenever it was.”
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“I was the girl who graduated early,” she says. “That’s the short answer.”

She pauses. She can feel the question before he asks it — the follow-up, the and-what-does-that-mean. She has been answering this follow-up since she was fourteen years old. It means she sat her final exams at fifteen and scored well enough that the state of Louisiana sent her a letter of commendation she put in a drawer and never looked at again. It means she enrolled at Tulane at sixteen because Tulane was where the volleyball scholarship was and the volleyball was the only thing she had agreed to let define her publicly, because the volleyball was clean. It had rules. It had an outcome that was legible to people who needed outcomes to be legible.

She does not say any of this through the screen.

She says: “I was good at things. That’s the whole of the short answer. I was good at most things I tried and I was very good at a few of them and I had never once been in a room that was the right size for what I was.”

The screen is quiet.

“And what would the right size have been?”

She considers this. It is not a question she has been asked before. People asked her what she wanted to be. They asked her what she was going to do with her capabilities. Nobody had ever asked what size room would fit them.

“I don’t know,” she says. “Ukraine was the first place that felt close to it.”

The candle on the other side of the screen does not move. She looks at the lattice and beyond it at the shape of the person who is holding all of this without comment, and she thinks: he knows what she means. Not because he has experienced it. Because he has been trained to receive the thing underneath what people say and not confuse it with the thing they are saying.

The volleyball court at six in the morning.

She had been doing this since she was twelve — waking before the alarm, before anyone in the house, and going somewhere with enough space to think. At twelve it had been the backyard in the specific darkness of a Louisiana morning that was already warm by six. At fourteen it had been the school gymnasium, where she had discovered that an empty room with a high ceiling and a hard floor was its own kind of thinking. At sixteen it was the Tulane athletic center, which opened at five-forty-five for the varsity athletes, and she was a varsity athlete now, which meant she had a key card, which meant she had the gymnasium to herself for seventy-five minutes before anyone else arrived.

Seventy-five minutes in which to be exactly what she was without performing it for anyone.

She served. She moved to where the ball was going to land before it went there. She did this with the ease of someone for whom spatial reasoning is not an intellectual exercise but a physical one — the body knowing geometry before the mind names it. She had been doing this since she was nine years old on a court in Metairie with a coach who told her she was going to be very good and had been right about this without understanding what it was going to cost her to be very good in rooms that were not built for it.

The gymnasium was empty. She was not lonely.

This was the first fact about herself that she had never known how to explain to anyone who didn’t already understand it. The not-loneliness of empty rooms. The specific relief of a space in which no one needed anything from her — not her capability, not her attention, not the particular quality of her presence that people responded to without naming. She had been six years old when she first understood that she affected rooms. That the rooms changed when she entered them in ways that had nothing to do with anything she was doing deliberately. She had never asked for this. She had spent twelve years managing it.

The empty gymnasium required no management.
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She served again. The ball returned. She was building something in the serve-and-return, the way she always built things — not by planning but by repeating until the repetition produced the shape she was looking for. She did not know yet what shape she was looking for. She knew she was looking.

This was the second fact about herself that she had never known how to explain: the looking. The specific restlessness of someone who has everything the available rooms offer and is aware, without being able to name it, that the available rooms are not all the rooms. That somewhere there is a room she has not been in yet. That the room exists. That she will recognize it when she finds it.

She had not found it at sixteen. She found it at eighteen, in a country she had barely heard of before she decided to go there, in a church mission building with stone floors and inadequate heating and a woman who would see her for the first and last time.

But she was sixteen, in the gymnasium, at six in the morning.

She did not know any of this yet.

She served.

The sign-up sheet appeared on a bulletin board outside the chaplaincy office on a Tuesday in October.

She was not someone who read bulletin boards. She walked past them with the particular unseeing of a person who had determined that bulletin boards are not generally where the useful information is. This was a conclusion she had reached at approximately age ten and updated infrequently.

She read this one because she was walking past it while reading something else and the motion of reading something while walking had caused her to slow to a pace that left the bulletin board in her peripheral vision long enough to register the words UKRAINE — CHURCH RECONSTRUCTION MISSION — SPRING SEMESTER.

She stopped.

She was holding a copy of Augustine’s Confessions, which was assigned for her theology elective and which she had been reading ahead in because the assigned sections were insufficient and because Augustine was doing something in the text that she did not have a full name for yet. She had been reading it for three days and had not yet mentioned it to anyone because she did not yet know what she was going to say about it. She needed the whole shape of a thing before she could describe any part of it.

She looked at the bulletin board.

Ukraine. Eight weeks. Church reconstruction and community outreach in the Poltava region. Open to students with valid US or EU passport. Theological engagement optional. Physical labor required. Application deadline November fifteenth.

She looked at it for eleven seconds.

She took out her phone and photographed it.

She went back to Augustine.

She did not tell her Aunt Marie immediately.

This was not deception. It was the standard operating procedure of someone who has learned that the process of deciding a thing and the process of announcing a thing are separate operations that should not be conducted simultaneously. Aunt Marie would want to know the full account — why Ukraine, why this program, why spring semester when she had planned to take the computational linguistics course she’d been on the waitlist for since September. Aunt Marie would ask good questions in quick succession and the quick succession of good questions had the specific effect of making Sonya feel that she was being asked to justify a decision she had not yet fully made, which was both accurate and unhelpful.

She gave herself two weeks.

In those two weeks she read the program materials, which were produced by an organization that appeared to be genuinely doing the thing it claimed to be doing. She looked at the photographs on the program website. Villages. Stone buildings in states of partial repair. People working alongside each other in the specific democratic grammar of physical labor — no one could claim superiority over anyone else when everyone was lifting the same stone.

She read the application form. It asked for: name, university affiliation, physical fitness level, languages spoken, previous missionary or volunteer experience, and a two-hundred-word statement of purpose.

The statement of purpose took her eleven minutes. She wrote it once and did not revise it. She had never had difficulty articulating what she wanted. The difficulty was always in finding rooms where the articulation was met with a commensurate seriousness.

She wrote: I am looking for a room with the right dimensions. I believe the work described in this program is the right kind of work. I am physically capable of it and intellectually serious about it. I am not going to Ukraine to find God. I am going to find what I am capable of in a context where capability has an actual cost and an actual consequence. I am eighteen years old. I am aware that this is a young age. It is not a disqualifying one.

She submitted the form on a Thursday.

She told Aunt Marie on a Saturday.

The conversation with Aunt Marie lasted forty minutes.

Her aunt was a woman who had raised Sonya alone since Sonya was twelve and who had developed across those years the specific skill of a person who must love someone they cannot protect. She was not overprotective. She was not permissive. She was precise — she identified the actual risks and named them directly and asked Sonya to name them back, and if Sonya could name them back with sufficient accuracy then the conversation was over and the decision had been made.

“The region has had active conflict,” Aunt Marie said.

“The region the program operates in is assessed as stable,” Sonya said. “I’ve read the State Department advisory.”

“The program is organized by a church organization you’ve never heard of.”

“It’s affiliated with four universities including ours. I’ve read their financials. They’re not large but they’re legitimate.”

“You’ll be the youngest person there.”

“I’m usually the youngest person most places I go.”

Aunt Marie was quiet for a moment. Through the phone Sonya could hear the specific quality of a woman sitting with something she cannot argue against and choosing not to try.

“Will you call me when you land?”

“Yes.”

“And once a week.”

“Yes.”

“And if something is wrong.”

“If something is wrong,” Sonya said, “I’ll call you before anything else.”

She meant this. She would not keep it. Not because she would forget, but because when something was wrong she would be the last person who had time to make a phone call. This was not something she knew about herself yet.

“I love you,” Aunt Marie said.

“I love you,” Sonya said. “I’ll be back in eight weeks.”

She was back in eight weeks. She was not the same person who left.

Back in the booth. The candlelight through the lattice. The voice that is waiting.

“You went because you were looking for something,” the voice says. Not a question. A summary.

“Yes,” she says.

“Did you find it?”

She is quiet for a moment.

“I found something,” she says. “That’s not the same question.”

The lattice is dark. The candle burns. She can hear the man on the other side settle slightly.

“Tell me about the arrival,” he says. “Tell me what Ukraine looked like.”

She looks at the rosary in her hands.

She begins again.
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CHAPTER TWO — THE DECISION
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“What was it like to leave?”

She considers how to answer this.

Not because the answer is complicated. Because the answer contains two things simultaneously and she is not sure which one he is asking about. There is the logistical answer — the packing, the airport, the specific sequence of events between the decision and the departure. And then there is the other answer, which is about the quality of the leaving, which is different from the facts of it.

“Necessary,” she says. “That’s the whole of it. It felt necessary.”

“Tell me about the packing.”

She goes back.

She had packed in the specific way of someone who has thought carefully about what they actually need rather than what they are afraid of forgetting. The list was three weeks old — she had made it the night she sent in the application, before she had been accepted, before it was real. She had made it because making the list made it real before the acceptance did.

What she needed: two pairs of work clothes that could get destroyed. One pair of clothes that could not. The Augustine. Her mother’s rosary — her mother had died when she was twelve and the rosary had been in her drawer since then, the specific drawer, unmoved, and she took it out on the night she made the list and held it for a moment and put it in the bag. Running shoes. Boots for the work. Her two passports — American in the right pocket of the backpack, French in the left. She had held both passports for a moment, the way you hold things that contain information about who you are in different registers, and she had thought: I am both of these and neither of these and somewhere in the gap between them is the actual person I am trying to find out about.
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