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## Author's Note

The Central European Literary Prize does not exist, or rather it does not yet exist, which is a different thing. The two-person jury format, the deliberation structure, the prize ceremony at the Municipal House - these are inventions, though the Municipal House itself is real and as beautiful as the novel suggests.

The six novels on the shortlist - *The Glass Interior* by Mirka Šimková, *The Cartographer's Silence* by Andrej Valaš, *Everything That Happened in Vilnius* by Lena Birk, *The Inheritance of Forms* by Katalin Vásárhelyi, *Before the River Bends* by Tomáš Procházka, and *A Small Exact Thing* by Noa Berger - are invented. Their authors, publishers, and translators are fictional. The critical arguments that Adéla and Stefan make about these books are, however, real arguments - about form and feeling, about what fiction owes the reader versus what it owes itself, about the difference between a novel that accumulates and a novel that evades, about whether the discipline of restraint is the same as the discipline of attention. These arguments have been conducted, in various registers, in literary criticism for as long as there has been literary criticism. The invented books are only the occasion.

Adéla Horáčková and Stefan Brandt are also invented, though anyone who has spent time in the world of Central European literary publishing will recognise the type: serious, opinionated, genuinely devoted to literature, and constitutionally unable to let a bad reading go unchallenged. The arguments they have about books are the kinds of arguments that serious readers have. The fact that these arguments turn out to be something else as well is, this novel suggests, not a coincidence.

Prague is real. Seifertova Street in Žižkov is real. The bookshop district around Mánesova is real. The Baroque Hall of the Klementinum - the National Library's reading room, one of the most beautiful spaces in Europe - is real and open to visitors during the day, which is worth knowing. The autumn light off the Vltava is real. The specific quality of Prague in October, when the tourist crowds thin and the city returns to itself - that is real too, and if you have not been there in October, you should go.

The arguments, as Adéla would say, will keep.
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# Part One

## The Prize
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# Chapter 1

## The Jury

––––––––
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The manuscript on Adéla's desk was about a beekeeper who had stopped keeping bees. Three hundred and forty pages - she was on page two hundred and twelve - and the beekeeper had not yet explained why, though he had explained, at considerable length, the architecture of the hive, the political life of the queen, the systemic grief of a colony abandoned to itself. The explanation, Adéla had written in the margin at page one hundred and eight, is not the same as understanding. She had written this in pencil, as she always did for notes that were not yet decisions, and circled it twice.

The office on Seifertova Street occupied the second floor of a building that had been a textile warehouse before the war, a printing house after it, and an arts foundation briefly in the nineties before Světlo editions had taken over the lease and made it, over twelve years, into the kind of place that smelled specifically and usefully of paper and serious intention. The windows faced the street on one side and an inner courtyard on the other. Adéla preferred the courtyard windows. There was a linden tree whose branches had, over the years, grown close enough to the glass that on windy days they scraped against the pane with a sound like a patient mind insisting on something. It was the third of October. The linden was finishing its yellowing.

She had three manuscripts open on her desk - the beekeeper, a novel about two sisters that she was going to say no to with genuine regret, and a slender debut from a writer in Ostrava that was either brilliant or incomprehensible and she had not yet decided which, which usually meant both. There were also four submissions in her inbox she had not touched and a review copy of the new Eliška Horáková she had been meaning to read for a week. The phone rang at half past eleven. She knew who it was because she had been expecting the call for two weeks.

"Horáčková," she said. Not a question.

"Adéla." Ondřej Mašek, from the Central European Literary Prize foundation. His voice had the careful warmth of someone delivering good news they knew would not be entirely uncomplicated. She had learned to read voices the way she read first pages - the tone doing as much work as the content. "I'm glad I caught you."

"I'm here," she said.

"We'd like to formally offer you a place on the inaugural CELP jury. Six weeks, six books, weekly deliberation sessions. The prize ceremony is at the Municipal House in November." He told her the honorarium, which was not small. He told her the format, the timeline, the expectation of confidentiality. She was making small marks on the beekeeper manuscript while he spoke - not notes, just the habit of a hand that could not be still while her mind was in use.

"I'm very pleased," she said. This was true. The Central European Literary Prize had been in formation for three years, and the structure - a small jury with serious books, time to actually read, a proper deliberation process rather than the usual political horse-trading that passed for jury work - was the kind of thing she had believed in on principle before she had believed she would personally be asked. "Who else is on the jury?"

There was a pause. Not long - perhaps two seconds. But Ondřej Mašek's pauses, she had learned, were information. They were like the sentence the beekeeper never quite wrote: shaped by what they contained.

"I'll send you the full details by email," he said.

—-
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The email arrived twelve minutes later. She had returned to the beekeeper - page two hundred and fourteen, a passage about the viscosity of honey at different temperatures that was either too long by half or not long enough by twice - and she let the email wait. She had a rule about waiting: it was the simplest form of discipline available and also the one she broke most often. She waited four minutes, then opened the email.

Stefan Brandt. Hamburg. Born 1981. Author of three novels: *The Weight of Ordinary Things* (2017), *Late Season* (2019), *What Remains of Weather* (2023). She knew all of this. She closed the email and opened it again, as though the second reading might rearrange the sentence into something different. It didn't. The name sat in the middle of the announcement with the complete, unbothered stability of a fact that had already decided to be true.

She had read all three novels. This was worth noting precisely: she had read them. Not skimmed, not sampled, but read - the first one in the German, which was her second language and which she had occasion to be glad of in proportion to the quality of the work, so that the three Stefan Brandt novels had become, without her intending this, a small private index of her German. *The Weight of Ordinary Things* she had read in two sittings in early 2018 and written an internal recommendation that ended: *strong debut; see the international list notes for caveat.* The caveat had been: *the emotional intelligence of the novel is in occasional tension with its formal ambitions - the question is which direction the writer will move.* She had, in 2019, found out.

*Late Season* was the better book. The emotional intelligence had pulled the formal ambitions into alignment - not resolved, not tamed, but in dialogue rather than conflict. It was a novel about a woman navigating the end of a long marriage and the specific, bewildering freedom that followed, and what Brandt had done with the material was not what Adéla would have predicted from the debut: he had surrendered to the interiority rather than managing it. The result was something less structurally ambitious but more fully inhabited. She had written: *this should be on the spring list.* Then she had written: *no, actually. Not yet.* She had been thinking about that "not yet" for four years without fully resolving what she had meant by it. "Not yet" implied an eventual yes. She had never quite got there.

*What Remains of Weather*, she had read in the German the spring it came out and sat with for longer than she usually allowed herself to sit with books that were not her direct professional concern. The novel was about a man who returned to the small town where he grew up after twenty years away - the kind of return that was also a reckoning, the realisation that what had changed was not the town but the instrument of the self's perception. Brandt had written it with a formal precision that was nearly architectural: each chapter built on the last, nothing extraneous, a kind of emotional exactitude that the German review she had read later would call reticent and that she had called, in her own notes, disciplined. There was a difference between those words and she had known it even then. She had not, in the end, acquired it for the Czech translation list. She had passed the recommendation to a colleague at a larger house with a note that said: *I have a conflict of interest in evaluating this.* She had not specified the nature of the conflict.

She stared out at the linden tree. The wind was mild. No scraping.

Their history - hers and Stefan Brandt's - was the kind that accumulated without anyone quite deciding to accumulate it. They had been on the same prize jury in Warsaw, 2018 - the Środkowoeuropejska Prize, a short-lived regional award that had nonetheless produced, in its two-year existence, two juries with better arguments than most she had sat on since. The Belarusian novel they had disagreed about was called *The Hour Before Dawn* and she had thought it formally accomplished but emotionally manipulative; he had thought the manipulation was the argument, that a novel about a society under surveillance had no ethical option but to destabilise the reader. They had not resolved this. The Hungarian debut they had both championed with such unexpected force that the other three jury members had looked at each other and voted for it almost in self-defence.

They had been on a panel in Vienna in 2019 and had a brief, satisfying argument about whether autofiction was a form or an evasion - specifically about the use of the author's own name in novels, whether it was a commitment to the reader or a kind of alibi - that had ended inconclusively and, she had thought, honestly. Both of them more interested in the argument than in being right about it, which was the kind of thing she required of intellectual conversations and almost never got. There had been a conference in Budapest in 2020, abbreviated by a minor institutional disaster with the venue, and she couldn't now recall whether they had spoken; she recalled only the disaster, which had involved a catering company and a booking conflict and a room full of literary critics standing on a pavement in the rain. There had been a dinner in Vilnius in 2022 at which he had been placed across from her, and they had talked about Lithuanian literature and the specific sadness of a language spoken by fewer people than believed they understood it, and she had thought: *this is a genuinely interesting person*, which was the most straightforward thing she had ever permitted herself to think about Stefan Brandt.

And there had been the Krakow panel. 2021. Which was the one that came when she thought about him, the one that arrived first and required a slight effort of will to move past.

—-
[image: ]


The Krakow conference was in May, when the city was just warm enough to eat outside and just cold enough that only the Poles were actually doing it. The conference was held in a building near the Rynek Główny that had once been a merchant house and was now an academic institute of some kind, with corridors that smelled of floor wax and old paper and the particular institutional humility of a place that had outlasted its original purpose and found a new one. The panel was on women writers in translation, which had been Stefan Brandt's suggestion and was, Adéla had thought at the time, either generous or strategic - it was a better panel topic than the one originally planned, which had been something about the future of literary fiction in the digital age, a topic that generated the same three conversations at every conference it appeared at and that she had agreed to sit on before Stefan had proposed the alternative. She had been obscurely grateful for the swap and had not said so. The third panelist had been a Norwegian critic whose name she could no longer call up - something in the right part of the alphabet, competent, not memorable. There were perhaps forty people in the audience. The light came through a high window at a slant that made half the table squint.

Stefan had been talking about Clarice Lispector - specifically about *The Passion According to G.H.*, specifically about the novel's refusal to cohere around a recognizable psychological subject. Lispector's genius, he said, was that she dismantled the machinery of the psychological novel while writing inside it. Her characters do not develop because development requires continuity of self, and what Lispector is demonstrating, in work after work, is that the self is not continuous - it is interrupted, re-begun, re-begun again. The resistance to coherence was not a failure of technique or an eccentricity of vision. It was the most precise statement available about the experience of being a mind.

He said it with conviction. It was, Adéla had to concede, well said. She had been taking notes - a habit she could not suppress on panels even when she was on the panel - and she had written, in the margin of her programme: *this is a coherent reading of the effect; it is not a reading of the structure.*

The moderator had looked toward her. She said: "I want to push back on something."

And she had. She had said - she remembered the shape of the argument more clearly than the exact words, the way you remember a route you have walked rather than each individual step - that what he was calling Lispector's resistance to coherence was actually a formal strategy in service of a very coherent emotional project, and that calling it resistance was a way of making the reader's discomfort into the point, which was not quite the same as making the text's actual project the point. The fragmentation in *The Passion According to G.H.* is not randomness - it is scored. It moves according to laws. Those laws are not the laws of conventional psychological development, but they are laws, and if you read the novel as though its strangeness is primarily disruptive, you miss the thing the strangeness is building toward: which is not a refusal of self but a very specific, very controlled examination of what happens when the self encounters something that exceeds it.

Stefan had said: "I think we're agreeing about the effect and disagreeing about the cause."

She had said: "I think we're agreeing about the cause and disagreeing about what to call it."

He had said: "Resistance and strategy. You think they're the same thing presented differently."

She had said: "I think they're different things and your version misidentifies which one is operating."

He had said: "The difference being - "

She had said: "Whether the difficulty is the writer's material or the writer's argument. Lispector's difficulty is always the argument. She knows exactly where she's going and uses every available formal instability to get there. Resistance implies she doesn't know. I think she knows better than any novelist of the century."

He had been quiet for a moment. She had thought, watching him, that he was the kind of person who went quiet when he was genuinely thinking rather than when he was preparing his next point, which was unusual in panel environments and which she had found she was noticing.

He had said: "That's a stronger version of your argument than I gave you credit for."

She had said: "I know."

They had gone on for another twenty minutes. The moderator - the Norwegian critic - had made a number of attempts to redirect and eventually given up with evident relief, folding his hands on the table with the studied composure of someone who had decided to let history happen without him. The audience had, at some point during the exchange, become very quiet in the specific way that audiences became quiet when they were not bored but attending - the quality of attention shifting from passive reception to something more alert and participatory, as though they were all being brought in as witnesses to something. Adéla had been aware of this and had continued anyway, which was either a sign of her intellectual confidence or of a certain useful obliviousness to how she came across in rooms. She was still not sure which, three years later.

They had both felt, at the end, that the argument was unresolved in a way that was not unsatisfying. That they were standing on opposite ends of something that was, from either end, not visible as a whole. This was the specific shape of an argument that had some hope of eventually going somewhere - that required more time and more conversation and more books to resolve, if it was capable of resolution, which was not guaranteed. She had filed this recognition and said nothing about it, and three years had passed.

She opened the email again, read it again, and wrote back to Ondřej Mašek to confirm her acceptance.

—-
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The CELP foundation offices were in a restored building just off Národní třída, down a narrow street that felt, on the morning she first walked it, like a sentence just before its main verb - full of anticipation and not yet resolved. The building had been a bank in the early twentieth century and retained, in its bones, the particular confidence of an institution that had once expected to be permanent. The ceilings were high. The cornicing was detailed and slightly pompous in the way that serious decorative intent becomes when it outlives its context.

Věra Nováková met her in the entrance hall. She was in her sixties, with the upright posture of someone who had spent decades being the most competent person in most rooms and had made a kind of peace with this. Her grey hair was cut close. She wore a dark jacket and a scarf in a shade of terracotta that had clearly been a decision. She was, Adéla thought immediately, someone who evaluated quickly and adjusted her evaluations rarely.

"Horáčková," she said, not unkindly. "Good. Come up."

The deliberation room was on the second floor - a long table of pale oak, good light from two tall windows that faced south, a sideboard with water and coffee and a plate of biscuits that Adéla assessed in passing as the kind that would go largely untouched. There was a whiteboard on one wall. There was a bookshelf with copies of all six shortlisted books, ordered alphabetically by author. Adéla had read three of them and owned a fourth. She noted which ones she didn't own.

"The format is straightforward," Věra said, setting papers on the table. "One session per week, each session nominally devoted to one book - though in practice we expect the conversation to range. You will both receive the full shortlist. By the final session you will have reached a decision by consensus."

"And if we don't reach consensus?"

Věra's expression did not change. "Then we will have a longer final session." She set a glass of water in front of each chair. "I have confidence in the jury's ability to resolve disagreement through argument. It is, after all, what you both do."

The administrative assistant, a young man named Lukáš who had the quietly anxious manner of someone who had recently read too much about his employers, brought a tray of additional materials: the official shortlist document, the judging criteria, the prize history - though as it was the inaugural year, the prize history was more prospectus than record.

Věra said: "Brandt is traveling from Hamburg. He should be here within the hour."

Adéla nodded and looked at the bookshelf. She crossed to it. The six books were there - she ran her finger along the spines in order, as though confirming a list. Her own copy of *The Glass Interior* was at home, with her pencil notes in the margins, already forming the shape of an argument. She did not yet know what Stefan Brandt's notes looked like: whether his margins were dense or spare, whether he underlined or bracketed, whether he wrote complete sentences or fragments. She had opinions about annotators. Dense margins could mean either serious engagement or an inability to tolerate uncertainty; spare margins could mean either confidence or unfinished reading. She had, she thought, no grounds for prejudgement. She was going to find out soon enough.

She was aware of the slightly formal quality of the room, the way it imposed a structure that was also, essentially, a promise: this is a place where serious things will be said seriously. She had been on juries where the room had lied about this - where the fine table had hosted three weeks of political accommodation dressed up as argument, where the books on the shortlist were treated as occasions for the performance of having opinions rather than the actual examination of what the opinions were worth. She thought Věra Nováková would not permit that, and this pleased her.

She poured herself coffee and waited.

—-
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He arrived seventeen minutes late. The door opened and he came in with the slightly damp, slightly accelerated quality of a person who has been walking in October rain and made it mostly but not entirely out the other side. His coat was dark grey, collar turned up. He was carrying a copy of one of the shortlisted books - she clocked it: *The Cartographer's Silence*, the Valaš novella - with a pen tucked horizontally in the pages at somewhere around the halfway point. The pen was a dark blue fountain pen. She noted this the way she noted everything: efficiently, without attaching significance she hadn't yet earned.

He was taller than she had remembered. This was the first thought, arrived at without permission, and she set it aside.

He saw her. She watched his expression do what it did - which was not quite a rearrangement, more like a brief, involuntary legibility. He was a novelist, which meant he was used to watching faces and less accustomed to having his watched back. Then he collected himself, or rather: the expression became one of measured recognition, which was where he had intended to be.

"Horáčková," he said.

"Brandt." She did not stand. They had been on first-name terms since Warsaw, which meant the surnames were doing something else entirely: establishing, with care, that this was a professional arrangement. She extended her hand. He shook it. The handshake lasted a fraction of a second longer than strictly necessary - not long enough to mean anything, long enough to be noticed - and then it was over and Věra Nováková was in the doorway saying something about the weather and the tram and the best route from the Old Town, and the moment, whatever it had been, was absorbed into the ordinary.

Stefan set *The Cartographer's Silence* on the table in front of the chair beside hers - there were only two chairs on the near side of the table, so this was geography rather than choice, but still - and sat. He poured himself water. He had slightly too much rain in his hair.

Věra distributed the official shortlist: a folder, cream-coloured, with the CELP logo in embossed silver and, inside, a printed document with all six titles, their authors, a brief biographical note for each, and a single-page summary of the judging criteria. Adéla opened it. Stefan opened his at the same moment - a simultaneous movement, both hands reaching for the same first page, and there was a fraction of a second in which they were both doing the identical thing and both noticed it and both looked slightly away. Věra, tactfully, was looking at her phone.

They went through the practicalities. The first session, in one week, would address *The Glass Interior* - the Šimková debut, which was the shortest book on the list and, Adéla suspected, not coincidentally the one most likely to produce immediate disagreement. Stefan asked two questions about the timeline. Adéla asked one about whether the sessions were to remain strictly sequenced by book or whether cross-referencing between titles was permitted. Věra said: "Permitted. Inevitable. Encouraged." Stefan glanced at Adéla and she did not meet his glance, which was also a kind of answer.

They left separately. This was not arranged.

—-
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That evening, Adéla made dinner - roast vegetables, careful about the temperature of the oven, a discipline she had applied to cooking in the way she applied discipline to most things she cared about - and sat with the shortlist folder open on the table beside her plate.

She had her own copies of three books already. She went through the list in order.

*The Glass Interior*: Mirka Šimková. She had read it in manuscript, in fact - it had come to Světlo editions eight months ago and she had passed on it, but it had stayed with her. The fragmented structure, the catalogue sections, the unresolved question of the mother's manuscript. She had opinions about it. She suspected she knew which opinions Stefan would have, and she suspected they would not be hers.

*The Cartographer's Silence*: Andrej Valaš. She had not read it but had been meaning to since it came out in Czech translation. She had the translation on her shelf - her shelf was not infinite, but it was comprehensive within its concerns. She pulled it after dinner and read the first twenty pages standing in the kitchen and then sat down.

*Everything That Happened in Vilnius*: Lena Birk. She had read it the previous spring. Six hundred pages of associative consciousness, formally ambitious in a way she found it difficult to fully admire. The ambition was real. The achievement was, in her view, partial. She was aware this was a minority position and was comfortable with that.

*The Inheritance of Forms*: Katalin Vásárhelyi. She had the Czech translation on her unread pile and had been meaning to get to it since August. She moved it to the top of the unread pile.

*Before the River Bends*: Tomáš Procházka. She had read it twice. It was very good in a way that she found she could not fully love - a perfectly made room in which no one quite lived. She admired it and was unmoved by it, which was perhaps the most useful kind of ambivalence to bring to a jury.

*A Small Exact Thing*: Noa Berger. Austrian writer, German language, the translation by Hannah Stern whose work she respected. She had not read it. The title interested her - not the "small" or the "thing," which were the safe bets, but the "exact," which was a word that carried a specific kind of ambition. You could be small in many ways. Being exact was a claim. She ordered it from her phone while she was still at the table, because she had learned that the impulse to order a book was the only impulse that should be acted on immediately and without qualification, before the hesitation that was always available arrived and made the case for restraint.

She poured a second glass of wine. She moved the shortlist folder to one side and pulled the Valaš novella - *The Cartographer's Silence*, already twenty pages in - back in front of her, but did not open it. She was thinking about the order in which she would read the remaining books. This was always a deliberate decision. The order shaped the reading: the book you read first set the standard, the book you read last carried the most weight in comparison. For a jury, the order of encounter mattered more than it did in private reading, because private reading was allowed to be accidental and jury reading was not. She would read the Valaš next, because she had already started it and because maps of absence seemed like the right territory to be in before the maximalism of the Birk. She would read the Birk carefully and with whatever patience she could bring to six hundred pages of associative consciousness, because her reservations about it were the kind that required confirmation before they became positions.

She thought about Stefan Brandt somewhere in Prague tonight - at a hotel near the river, Ondřej Mašek had mentioned, not which one - and she had an image of the river in October, which she knew well, which she had known in all its variations since childhood. The Vltava in October had a quality that she had never managed to describe adequately, even to herself: something about the quality of the northern light on the specific curve of the water near the embankment, the way October made the city look like it had been thinking for a long time and had not yet spoken. She superimposed on this image, uncomfortably, an image of him reading by a window. She thought about what order he would put the books in. She thought about what position he would take on the Šimková - which was the book she could see him being most wrong about in a way that would be most interesting to argue with - and about the Birk, which she suspected they would disagree about, and about the Valaš, which she did not yet know.

She was already, she noticed with a small, diagnostic precision, anticipating the argument. This was not the same as anticipating seeing him. She was fairly certain it was not the same. She was fairly certain of this.

She opened *The Glass Interior* and read the first page.

The first page began: *In my mother's bedroom, among her winter coats and her unfinished crossword puzzles and her bottle of perfume she had been saving for no occasion I could name, I found the pages she had written. I did not read them. I put them back. I catalogued everything else in the room, the way you catalogue what you can see when what you cannot see is present in the room with you.*

The first page was very good. The voice was controlled and precise and it carried, beneath its precision, something that precision alone could not account for. She read it twice. Then she read on.

She did not know yet whether the book would earn what the first page promised. This, she thought, setting her wine down, was always the question. Not whether the first page was good. Whether the whole thing was.

She read until midnight. Outside, the linden tree in the courtyard stirred and then was still.

—-
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# Chapter 2

## The First Deliberation

––––––––
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The Vltava in October light was doing something Stefan could not quite name. This bothered him pleasantly - the gap between perception and language was, for him, not a frustration but a project, the site where actual writing happened. He stood at the window of his hotel room and looked at the river for ten minutes before picking up his notebook.

The hotel was on the Rašínovo nábřeží, a 1920s building that had survived the twentieth century with most of its grace intact, which in Central Europe was a distinction worth noting. His room was on the fourth floor. From his window he could see the Vltava making its way southward with the particular authority of a river that has always been here and expects to continue. The morning light came in at an angle that made the water look briefly like hammered metal, then like glass, then like something that had no terrestrial analogue. He wrote: *October river. Hammered metal. Not metal - the word before metal.* He crossed that out and wrote: *The way light on water tells you about depth by describing surface.*

He had been in Prague three days and was still building his understanding of the city as a system. This was always the first task in a new place - not the tourist's task of identifying landmarks or the traveller's task of finding the good coffee, but the novelist's task of understanding the internal logic, the grammar by which the city produced meaning. Every city had a grammar. Prague's was more complicated than most because it had been, in the twentieth century, so many different cities successively, and the layers were visible. You could walk from the Baroque to the Communist to the post-1989 in twenty minutes, and each layer was inhabited and defended and complicated by its inhabitants' relationship to the others. The city was an argument with itself, which was the kind of city he found most habitable.

He made himself coffee with the small machine on the desk - hotel coffee, serviceable - and sat down with his notes on *The Glass Interior*.

His notes were what his notes always were: a series of images and questions in a handwriting that got smaller as the reading deepened, interspersed with single sentences that stood in for larger thoughts he hadn't worked out yet. He had underlined heavily in the first third of the book, then more sparingly, then not at all in the final forty pages, which was information about where his confidence in the reading had started to weaken.

He had written, on the day he finished: *The mother's manuscript - a door the novel won't walk through. Why?*

He stared at this question. He had been staring at it, in various forms, for three days. The question was whether the novel's refusal to open that door was a choice or an evasion - and the difference mattered, critically, because a choice and an evasion could look identical from the outside. Both were closed doors. What was different was what had put them there.

He made more coffee and reread chapter seven.

Chapter seven was the one that had bothered him most on first reading. It was the chapter in which the narrator - Šimková's unnamed woman - found the manuscript, read the first page of it, and then, in a movement that was either formally audacious or formally cowardly depending on how you were reading the rest of the novel, put it away. What followed was another catalogue chapter: the mother's bedside table, itemised with precision. A glass half full of water. A photograph. A receipt from a pharmacy dated six weeks before the death. The narrator moved through the objects with the same steady, unswerving attention she had brought to every previous catalogue section, and the manuscript, in the bedside drawer, sat like a fact the novel had chosen not to examine.

He read it twice and closed the book.

The city, on the other side of his window, continued to process light in ways he did not yet have words for. He added to his notes: *Chapter seven - the catalogue after the discovery. Is the rhythm the same? Is the rhythm the same on purpose? Does sameness here mean control or numbness?*

Then he wrote, because he always wrote it eventually: *Ask H. what she thinks.*

He looked at this for a moment. Then he wrote, below it: *Ask Adéla what she thinks.* The surname had become a habit he was going to need to examine at some point, probably not today.

—-
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Walking to the foundation offices took Stefan through the Old Town, which was, on a weekday October morning with the tourist season thinning, genuinely beautiful in the specific way that things were when their audience was reduced to people who actually wanted to be there. He came down Celetná - the long street that cut from the Powder Gate through to the Old Town Square, lined with Baroque façades and, at the ground floor level, the usual blend of the excellent and the unfortunate that came with centuries-old buildings rented to contemporary commerce. He had developed a habit, in the first days of being in a new city, of looking only at the upper floors when he wanted to see a place true. The ground floor told you what people needed from a city's most accessible surfaces. The upper floors told you what the city had believed itself to be, which was the more interesting story even when the belief had been wrong.

The square was doing its usual thing: the Týn Church with its twin Gothic spires looming over the merchant's houses with an air of spiritual authority that had by now become inseparable from its own legend; the Astronomical Clock drawing its patient crowd of people who would watch the mechanical apostles emerge on the hour and then immediately check their phones to document what they'd seen. There was something very contemporary about this, Stefan thought - the experience consumed in the act of recording it, the city processed into content at the moment of encounter. He noted this and then felt slightly self-righteous about having noted it, which was its own kind of note. He walked diagonally across the square, past the Jan Hus memorial with its brooding geometry, and turned down through the streets toward Národní.

He was thinking about Adéla Horáčková as a critical presence. Not - he told himself, with the novelist's reflex of examining his own formulations - as anything else, but as the specific intellectual phenomenon he had encountered at conferences and prize juries and that forty-minute argument in Krakow. The specific phenomenon was this: she read with more precision than almost anyone he had discussed books with in his professional life, and her readings arrived at conclusions that were coherent, internally consistent, well evidenced, and very often opposite to his. He had spent time, after Krakow, trying to work out whether their disagreement was genuine or whether it was the artefact of two intelligent people who had entered the argument from opposite ends and never bothered to walk far enough toward the middle to find out. He had not resolved this. He was, he thought, about to find out.

He also thought - the thought was brief and he let it pass without examination - about the specific quality of her attention. She had a way of listening that was not passive. It was more like the active watchfulness of a person who was building something from what you said, assembling it into a structure she would then interrogate. Most people listened in order to respond. She listened in order to understand, which sounded like a distinction without a difference until you experienced the full weight of it aimed in your direction.

He turned along Národní třída - the wide street that ran from the National Theatre past the insurance offices and small restaurants toward Wenceslas Square - and into the narrow turning that led to the foundation building. The city smelled of October and of something that was specifically Prague and that he was still trying to isolate: something cold and mineral with an undertone of the river, and beneath that something older, stonedust and time. He added this to his internal vocabulary of the place and pushed through the door.

—-
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Věra Nováková was already in the deliberation room when he arrived. She was standing at the window with her coffee, looking at the street below with an expression that suggested she was assessing it for some quality she had not yet named. She greeted him with the dry precision that he had identified, in their two previous interactions, as her version of warmth. She asked if he had been comfortable at the hotel. He said yes. She asked if he had read the Šimková. He said yes. She looked at him steadily for a moment.

"She'll be here in five minutes," Věra said. "Possibly four."

Adéla arrived in four. She came in with the composed, self-contained quality of a person who has organized her morning and arrived precisely as planned - no rain, no dampness, coat unbuttoned rather than removed, as though she intended to be ready to leave if the room failed to justify her presence. She said good morning to Věra, who said good morning back. She looked at Stefan. He said: "Horáčková." She said: "Brandt." She sat down. She had her copy of *The Glass Interior* in front of her, a different edition from his - the original Czech rather than the German translation he'd been working from, which he noticed because the cover designs were different and hers had several pages marked with those thin adhesive strips that serious readers used when they didn't want to mark the text directly.

She had more of those than he did, which he noticed with the part of his brain that was always, helplessly, doing inventory.

"Shall we start?" Věra asked. She was already moving toward the door. "I'll check in at the end of the session. You have the room until one." She paused. "Try to leave it tidy."

She left. The door closed. They were alone with the books and the good light and the coffee going cold in its pot and the biscuits that neither of them would touch.

Stefan opened his notebook. Adéla opened her copy of the novel. He said: "Do you want to go first or should I?"

"You go first," she said. "I want to hear your argument before I make mine."

This was, he thought, either a strategic decision or a generous one, and he was not yet sure which, and probably she was capable of it being both simultaneously.

—-
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He laid out his reading in what he tried to make a clean, straightforward account, the way he would if he were writing a review. The form of *The Glass Interior* was interesting to him - genuinely interesting, which he said clearly, because the interesting thing about a book you were ultimately going to argue against was getting the interesting parts right first. He was a fair reader. He took some pride in this. The catalogue structure - the fragmented inventory of a dead mother's possessions, rendered with a precision that was emotional precisely because of how rigorously it didn't editorialise - this was formally smart. The mother had been a hoarder of a particular and sympathetic kind: not the chaotic accumulation of anxiety but the deliberate retention of things that had meaning, a woman who had kept her children's drawings alongside her tax returns alongside a single dried flower whose occasion was not recorded anywhere. The catalogue held all these things at the same level of attention. The narrator did not interpret. She moved from object to object with the methodical care of a person performing a necessary task, and the reader felt, in this methodical care, the specific way grief could present as competence, as getting things done, as the willed continuation of ordinary function in the face of its own impossibility. Šimková was doing something real with this. The repetition of the gesture, the itemisation, the refusal to comment - these were tools and she was using them. He conceded this and meant it.

But.

The mother's manuscript in chapter nine. Here, Stefan said, the novel changed its register. Until that point the narrator had been cataloguing what existed - objects, things, the physical residue of a life. The manuscript was not another object. It was a text, a voice, a document of consciousness: the dead woman writing, the dead woman thinking, the dead woman's inner life preserved in a form that could, unlike the winter coats or the dried flower, actually speak. Introducing it raised a specific expectation that was not the reader's self-indulgence but the novel's own promise: that the dead woman's voice would be heard. The novel refused this. Put the manuscript back in the drawer. Moved on to another catalogue section. And Stefan's argument was that this refusal was not the same order of refusal as the other formal choices in the book. The other refusals were strategic compressions - the grief behind the catalogue was felt in proportion to how completely the catalogue displaced it. But the manuscript was different. The manuscript was the thing that could have spoken, and refusing to open it was not a formal move consistent with the novel's established logic but an emotional evasion that the novel dressed up as a formal move. The novel, he said, was afraid of its own central event.

He stopped. He looked at Adéla.

She had not made a mark on her adhesive strips while he was talking. She was looking at her copy of the book, which was open to a page somewhere in the middle. Then she looked at him.

"That's a reading," she said.

"I know it's a reading," he said. "It's my reading."

"It's a coherent reading. It's also a fundamental misreading of what the novel is doing."

He waited. This was how arguments worked when they were arguments worth having: you said your piece and then you waited and the other person said theirs and then you found out whether you were actually disagreeing or whether you were disagreeing about what you were disagreeing about.

She said: the catalogue was not a displacement of grief. It was grief. Not a representation of grief, not a formal analogue of grief, but grief's actual structure as Šimková understood it - which was: you move through what remains, you handle each thing carefully, you do not interpret because interpretation is a luxury available only to people who are not currently inside the experience. The form was the argument. The novel was not arguing that revelation would eventually come. It was arguing that revelation was not what grief looked like, and that insisting on revelation was a category error - a reader's desire grafted onto a fictional consciousness that was operating according to different and more honest principles.

As for the manuscript: he was reading it as though the narrator had a choice about whether to look at it. She didn't. The point of chapter seven was not that the narrator chose not to read the manuscript. The point was that she could not. The catalogue continued in the same rhythm as before not because Šimková had failed to adjust her technique but because the narrator's technique had not adjusted. She was doing what she could do. The inability to open the manuscript further was not evasion. It was accuracy.

"His reading," she said, "assumes grief must arrive at confrontation. That is - and I say this precisely - a novelist's assumption. The assumption that narrative requires revelation."

Stefan said: "The novel introduced the manuscript. If the novel didn't want to create that expectation, it shouldn't have introduced the manuscript."

"The novel introduced the manuscript because life introduced the manuscript. The narrator found it because her mother left it. The novel isn't obligated to do anything with it. It's obligated to render what the narrator can do with it."

"Those aren't the same obligation in different words. They're different theories of how fiction works."

"Yes," she said. "They are."

"You're saying the novel's primary obligation is mimetic. That it should represent what a consciousness actually does."

"I'm saying that's what *this* novel is doing, and that reading it as though it should be doing something else - building toward revelation, making use of the manuscript as a narrative resource - is reading a novel about grief as though grief were a plot device."

"Grief is a subject," Stefan said. "That doesn't exempt it from structure."

"I didn't say structure. I said your structure. Your particular inherited idea of how a novel should use its most significant material." She paused. "There's a difference between accumulation and avoidance."

"Yes," he said. "There is. The book knows which it's doing. I'm not sure you do."

A silence. Not hostile - it had the quality of a pause in a piece of music where both musicians are listening to what the last note is doing.

She said: "I know exactly which it's doing. And I think you're wrong about what you think I don't know."

On her notepad - he could see it at an angle - Věra Nováková had made a small mark. He had forgotten she was there.

—-
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The session ended at half past twelve. They had moved, after the central argument, to the other five books on the list - briefly, provisional takes, the conversation that happened when you were sizing up the territory without yet committing your forces. They had agreed that *The Cartographer's Silence* was something they would both need to spend serious time on. Stefan had said that his copy of the Valaš was already too heavily annotated to think clearly about, and he was going to need a second clean copy, which Adéla had registered with an expression he couldn't read. They had disagreed, in a glancing way, about the Birk - Stefan had said it was the kind of six-hundred-page formal ambition that he found, in principle, more interesting to fail at than to succeed at safely. Adéla had looked at him with an expression that suggested she had several things she could say about this and was deciding which one to say first, and had ultimately said: "I've read it." The pause after that sentence was its own sentence. On the Procházka they had occupied the same ambivalent middle ground - both admiring the craft, both unable to fully commit to loving it - without acknowledging that they occupied it together, which itself told Stefan something about the texture of their dynamic: they would acknowledge shared enthusiasm, but shared ambivalence was a ground they each claimed independently.

He had asked about *A Small Exact Thing* - the Berger, the Austrian writer. She had said she had ordered it and hadn't yet received it. He had said it was sitting on his hotel bedside table and he had not yet started it. She had said: "The title." He had said: "Yes." Which was the entirety of what needed to be said about the title.

They gathered their things. Věra had already left - she had slipped out near the end with a look of someone satisfied with a laboratory result. Stefan put on his coat. Adéla put on hers. They walked down the stairs together and out onto the street, where the October afternoon was pale and cold and the narrow street smelled of stone and coffee from the café on the corner.

He said: "Coffee?"

She looked at him. Not long - the briefest of assessments, though it was the kind of assessment that covered considerable ground in its brevity. She said: "I have to get back to the office. Manuscript."

"Of course," he said.

"The session was - " she started, and then seemed to decide against whatever she had been going to say. "See you next week."

"Next week," he said.

She walked left toward Národní. He watched for a moment - not watching her, exactly, but watching the direction, the street, the October light on the pavement, which was the kind of thing you noticed when you were paying attention to something else - and then turned toward the river.

He walked back along the embankment and thought about the argument. The river was there on his left, doing what it did - continuing, indifferent, the way rivers were indifferent in a way that cities, despite their ambitions, were not. He thought about the specific experience of arguing with someone who had read the same book more carefully than almost anyone he had discussed it with and arrived at a completely different conclusion. Not a lazier conclusion or a less considered one. A different one, arrived at by genuine reading, and the difference ran all the way down to first principles: what literature was for, what form was supposed to do, what an author's intentions had to do with a reader's experience.

He thought about the quality of her reading specifically: the way it was precise without being rigid, the way she had held the same point through several different formulations of his objection without shifting and without repeating herself. She had varied the argument rather than restated it, which was the harder and more useful thing to do when you were sure you were right and were trying to find the angle at which your certainty became visible to someone else. He thought about *The book knows which it's doing. I'm not sure you do.* He thought about the particular velocity with which she had said it - not unkind, not aggressive, but compressed in the way that statements were compressed when the person making them had been waiting for the right moment and had found it.

This was, he decided, either very interesting or very annoying. He was not sure which. The distinction might matter and he was not yet in a position to make it, because making it would require knowing whether the argument was about the book or about something prior to the book, and he was not yet sure enough about what was prior.

The river was doing something with the afternoon light. He stopped walking and looked at it for a minute. The word for it still wasn't available. He added this to the project.

—-
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He was back at the hotel by two. He made notes at the desk by the window, the way he always made notes: in whatever notebook was current, in no particular order, not trying to produce anything final but trying to get the thoughts down before they changed. He had learned, over three novels, that a thought changed in the time between thinking it and writing it, and changed again in the time between writing it and rereading it, and that neither version was more true - they were stages of a thing finding out what it was. The notes were the archaeology of an idea in progress.

He wrote: *Horáčková on accumulation as form vs. accumulation as avoidance. Her position is coherent. The mimetic argument - that the novel is obligated to render what its consciousness can do, not what the reader wants it to do - is coherent. The question of whether this is what Šimková intends or whether it's what Horáčková sees is perhaps not the right question: an intention and a reading aren't the same thing and the text is, as she'd say, the text.*

He paused. He wrote: *I still think she's wrong.*

He opened the book to chapter seven and reread it. He read the chapter before it and after it. He looked at the catalogue that came after the discovery - the bedside table, the pharmacy receipt, the photograph, the half-glass of water - and he tried to read it the way she had described: not as avoidance but as grief's actual structure, the person inside the experience doing what they could do.

He read it again.

He wrote: *The rhythm doesn't change after the discovery. This is either: (a) the narrator's paralysis, which Horáčková is right about, or (b) Šimková not fully inhabiting the decision she made. The question is whether there's a way to tell from inside the text which one it is.*

He wrote: *I am going to need to reread chapter seven again.*

He reread it. The afternoon light moved across the window. The river was doing something he still couldn't name.

He wrote one sentence and then crossed it out: *She might be right about this.*

He looked at what he'd crossed out. He wrote it again, below it, without crossing it out this time. He looked at that for a while.

Then he wrote: *Also: the argument was - * and stopped. He looked at the window. He added, after a moment: *- interesting.* He looked at this word. It was the right word and also the wrong word, which meant it was the word he was going to use for now and come back to.

He closed the notebook. Outside, the river continued to do what it was doing, and the light continued to not quite have a name for it yet, and the city arranged its meanings into patterns he was only beginning to read.

—-
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# Chapter 3

## The City

––––––––
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Prague was the city she had left twice and returned to twice and would, she assumed, leave again if the occasion required it, which it probably wouldn't. The first leaving had been for university, three years in Brno at a time when Brno still felt like another country despite being three hours by train, and she had found in that displacement the useful discovery that she was from Prague in a way that went below the level of preference: it was structural, the way a sentence is from its grammar. The second leaving had been the Paris fellowship, 2014 to 2016, two years at a small literary foundation that had given her office space and a stipend and access to an extraordinary series of writers and editors who had taught her, in aggregate, what it actually meant to make serious books. Paris had been beautiful in the way that certain perfect arguments were beautiful: formally flawless, slightly cold, requiring a specific kind of sustained attention that she had been glad to give and glad, eventually, to stop giving. She had come home on the night train, Gare de l'Est to Praha hlavní nádraží, with two suitcases and a notebook full of ideas about the international list she was going to build, and the city had come toward her through the train window in the dark, and she had felt the specific, bodily recognition of a sentence you are inside.

She had lived in the same flat in Vinohrady since she returned from Paris. She had walked from it to the Světlo editions office in
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