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            Periphery is not a simple function of distance and accessibility vis-à-vis a center; rather, it is often the result of contradictory claims of two or more centers.

            —Traditional Brno saying

         

          

         At home act

         As if you were at home

         But outside

         Keep your tongue tied

          

         And one more thing

          

         Watch out

          

         The steps going down

         And the steps going up

         Are one

         —Ivan Wernisch, Gib Acht, 1986,
translated by Mike Baugh and Petr Onuferviii

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Epigraphs

                  	1. 

                  	2. 

                  	3. 

                  	4. 

                  	5. 

                  	6. 

                  	7. 

                  	8. 

                  	9. 

                  	10. 

                  	11. 

                  	12. 

                  	Acknowledgments  

                  	About the Author 

                  	By the Same Author 

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            1.

         

         At some point—who knows how—I found myself a member of a WhatsApp group that seemed to have been set up as a safe space for sharing complaints about the capital city of Czechia. A couple of messages written by people who “just wanted to say I had a nice time there” were answered with polite but firm reminders that there was a different group for people who had had a nice time in Prague, and that group should be sought out independently. OK then …

         … I thought I’d take a quick look at the complaints. I expected ten or twenty ill-founded grievances aired by the type of person who throws a tantrum when they come across locals who don’t seem grateful that foreigners are “taking an interest” in their part of the world. (More like poking their noses in!) Ten or twenty stupid sob stories … but that wasn’t what I found at all. Astonished, I scrolled for hours. So many harsh experiences, so much legitimate angst! Recounted in numerous languages. Some of the incidents 2referred to had taken place many years ago; apparently quite a few of them had happened to the narrator’s grandparents (?).

         The messages written in Czech were the longest, and pulsed with furious sarcasm. The messages written in Japanese were both the shortest and the most damning. The group members shared superficial information about themselves—nationality, ethnicity, age, height, in some instances weight and body measurements—it read as if they were victims trying to understand if their assailant had a “type.” They were wasting their time; there is no “type.” The city distributes its insults and outrages indiscriminately.

         Once I’d read enough, I wrote and sent a riposte that was almost immediately lost in the horde of far more compelling messages that appeared at the exact same instant.

         I wrote that I didn’t remember any of these incidents; nor did I remember any of the people involved. Not if the characteristics they’d provided were supposed to serve as memory aids, at any rate. I was sorry for what had happened to them. However—however, I was no more to blame than they were. I was sorry for every bad thing that happened, every scam and every diminishment of their self-respect—but what is it worth, the sorrow of the onlooker? And that is what I was. The onlooker, not the cause. A little bit more than bystander, but still … what did all these people want, what had they really expected? COME ON, KIDS, I wrote. Don’t go to the city and then get all scandalized by city life. I’m not even one of the grander metropolises! If I was I could have just eaten you and yours alive! I didn’t, but no need to thank me! My self-esteem is in good health and doesn’t require your gratitude!

         That was the gist of the message. I slightly regret having used so many exclamation marks. I wrote the same thing in Czech and 3in German. As far as I’m concerned, if you don’t know both languages, then whatever it is you think you know about Prague is fundamentally compromised. Which only really matters, of course, if compromise or being compromised in this context really bothers you. A quick test: I didn’t write that WhatsApp message of mine in English, so all that you received just now is a series of paraphrases. How does that sit with you? Feels yucky, does it? Then farewell.

         I gave that little message of mine five minutes to be seen by anybody who needed to see it—then I deleted WhatsApp. Quite a procedure given that I don’t really understand phones and wasn’t too clear on how I’d downloaded the app and acquired a user account. My competence ebbs and flows—the truth is I’m too … let’s say “old” for telephones. I shouldn’t use them. I should get a secretary. Hey, I’d like that: a secretary.

         But back to my … what can I call this: An apologia? A defense? An excuse? Certainly not an explanation. The act of baring the soul has unpleasant connotations for me—mostly thanks to mallets wielded by bullies of the Catholic and Communist variety. And if only all the bullies were foreigners. Once they’re gone you’re still left with the homegrown zealots and chancers …

         Well, all that’s for me to handle, not you. I’ve thought about pleading special circumstances for the behavior I read about in that WhatsApp group. “Consider the exceptional latitude and longitude of this place” and “Give yourself a bit of time to really notice the way this city touches the stars, trust me, it’s archetypal stuff …”—I could say things like that. Even if you were prepared to go along with such an idea, it entails comparative exercises I’m not equipped for. I mean, first of all I’d have to manufacture the impression that there’s any such thing as an ordinary city, that there are any cities 4that don’t incorporate some degree of optical illusion. (As for those mirages, be they repellent or alluring, don’t they all reflect a refusal to be known “like the back of” some human hand?)

         No—Paris wouldn’t look askance at Prague. Istanbul would engage in a round of jocular and affectionate hair tousling; it would be like watching two bros completely secure in their insurmountable handsomeness. Shanghai would probably flirt a little bit … Athens would immediately agree to an impromptu fishing trip. And so on. In the eyes of its counterparts across the world, Prague has not broken any of the laws that the truly great cities abide by. What else do these places share? That’s a tough one … we can quite clearly see that plenty is left to the discretion of geography, faith, history, economics. Perhaps when all’s said and done the only non-negotiable feature is urban swagger. Audacity combined with a certain remoteness from reason. That’s the temperament that qualifies cities to play the most extreme games of Truth or Dare with their rulers; games that end in catastrophe. Or revolution. Or both.

         It’s not that surprising, then, that a capital city so rarely channels the atmosphere of the rest of the country. When members of the populace outside the capital say, “But really that place is like another country,” that’s only to be expected. The tone of such remarks is envious, disgusted, mystified, forlorn, anxious … now that I’m thinking about it, someone once told me this: The capital is the part of the country that most openly belongs to the world as well as to the nation. It’s a way in for the stranger who can’t or won’t abandon their strangeness. And it’s a last chance for the native who would otherwise rebel …

         I don’t remember anything about the person who said this to me, except that I was very fond of that person, and I believed that 5they meant what they were saying, and I—well, adored the gaze that matched their words. Me and my rubbish memory, leaving me stranded with contusions that softly, so softly, glow.

         I don’t disparage towns or villages. You won’t hear me claim that a city is a more stimulating or even more complex environment than a stable settlement that’s faithful to its limits.

         However.

         The temperament of a town or a village is quite significantly linked to the expectation that between one year and the next, that town or the village will continue to exist. Cities—especially capital cities, have never been able to count on that. They test their footing from the moment they’re founded to the moment they fall. So much has happened. So much that it can never be told. I feel stupid reminding you of that. You already know that about your own experience.

         Also—also … speaking now without reference to other cities, or to your life, indeed, simply taking a statistical view, isn’t it all right for a city to pull a leg or two when the mood is upon it? Prague already has a host of character references. For every single one of those WhatsApp complaints, millions of other observers have been permitted to come and go without anything too unusual by way of impediment. I’m talking about anything from holidays, conferences, concerts, and student residencies to entire lives lived out in this place, from birth to death. None of those people would recognize witness accounts of a city on the rampage. If you choose to, there isn’t much to stop you from viewing the nature of this place as sedate, stoic, perhaps even shy. Home to souls that eat, sleep, and breathe reverie even as the bodies that accompany them gruffly get on with things. 6

         Some—the deathless Dr. Ripellino among them—say that Prague will never not be. They say that Prague will glide along the banks of the Vltava for eternity, the heart of a nation that is itself the restless heart of a continent. Well yes, please. That would of course be my wish: unchanging change.

         Even so … I say that if Prague never fails to be, then it was never a city in the first place.

         And if it was never a city, then what is it?

         Whatever (Whoever?) Prague is, its acts tend to be committed without warning.

         You shall have examples. Not from WhatsApp—from my short-term memory. I’ll tell you about Dorothea Gilmartin and Hero Tojosoa—a person who talked to herself, and a person who went quite enthusiastically out of her way not to do so. Hurry, while I still remember …

      

   


   
      
         
7
            2.

         

         We’ll begin with a bit about Hero Tojosoa:

         If you need to picture her, she stands six feet tall in socks, inhabiting this stature fully and with lightness. So she should; the first of her handful of growth spurts took place when she was ten … she’s had thirty years to master this balletic balance. Her dreadlocks are both short and long, and a mix of black and gray—she claims she’s “letting her youth go,” but the overall effect is a silver-speckled, strategically parted mantle of twists that tickle the tip of her nose and slide to a downy stop at the base of her hairline. In minidresses her legs are positively dangerous, though mostly she’s low-key gamine in jeans. It’s possible to liken her most frequent facial expression to the “read” receipt that kills a conversational thread, or to a thumbs-up emoji sent in response to a confession of love. Her messaging protocols mirror her physical persona. Hostility? Callousness? Not really. Sometimes there just isn’t anything left to say. Even when the other person seems to think there is. 8

         Ms. Tojosoa was far from trigger-happy when it came to breaking out the Got it, thanks smile that caused her will to prevail. She didn’t claim infallibility—she was the first to admit that career-wise she’d never really done well interviewing people in person. Jean-Pierre Randolph, the father of her son, outdid her several times over when it came to appearing entirely free of judgment or even opinion right up until the moment the encounter was fully converted into text. By contrast, Hero’s tendency toward nonreaction (antireaction?) had an immediate effect. A luminous frost set in; one that gave even hardened egoists pause … it seemed so starkly unwise to reveal oneself to someone who wore this particular listening face. Friends and lovers, temporarily manhandled into compliance by Hero’s subject-switching smile, would belatedly launch accusations from their seat in the vehicle that was taking them home, or via text message from the next room. Did she realize that she made it impossible to discuss matters of importance?? Was she happy now that she’d inhibited free speech?! Hero would protest that that wasn’t her at all, that she’d heard you and didn’t dismiss any of the thoughts you’d expressed. She proved willing and able to repeat what you’d said verbatim …

         A great many books are firmly closed despite the general impression that they’re wide open—they’ll jovially present their back cover as page one and be baffled that you thought there’d be more. Some of these adamantly closed books are also people. There you go: you can picture Hero Tojosoa like that if you want to.

         If you don’t need any specific image of Hero Tojosoa, then forget everything except her age and the grace of her steps.

         Tojosoa arrived in Prague in June 2018. At least, I think it was June. Could have been July. 9

         The city had not seen rainfall for eight months. Or nine months. Thirst distorts dates. Out in the north of the Czech lands, along the knobbly coast of the Elbe, boulders rose as the river sank lower and lower. These weren’t just any boulders—they were hunger stones. Just a few long and squelching steps across space that would have drowned you at the beginning of the year and you could kneel on these treacly slabs of doom and pick out the words chiseled onto them. Greetings from the seventeenth century. Wenn du mich siehst, dann weine, that one really set the mood. If you see me, weep. Yes, I saw that, and yes, I wept. Why not admit it? The hunger stones hadn’t finished with me yet: I spotted another one in Těchlovice that upgraded my desperation to first class: Wir haben geweint—Wir weinen—Und ihr werdet weinen. We cried—we’re crying—and you will cry. If you had a friend who sent you messages like that, you’d just block them, wouldn’t you? But I didn’t feel able to do that to 1617. It wasn’t a bad year all the way through.

         As for Hero and the drought—I’m not suggesting she was responsible for it. It’s just that I don’t think I would have begun talking to her if I hadn’t been seeking pleasant ways to pass a little time during that dry, dry season. That’s all I was doing … merely passing time, just having a little chat with an attractive, albeit semi-demolished woman. She’d been given a bag of frozen peas along with her beer, and she applied the icy pouch to different facial sectors as we talked about everything except her bruises.

         “Would you believe me,” she said, “if I told you I came here because there’s a letter hounding me around my home city? I couldn’t prevent the writing of that fucking letter—and I wouldn’t have wanted to; let everyone write away! But that doesn’t mean I have to read it. And I won’t read it. Ever.” 10

         I raised my glass in honor of her resolve: “That’s the spirit! Spend the rest of your life on the run from a letter. That’ll show the letter writer what for.”

         Hero Tojosoa nodded, then hung her head. “Damn that man. Damn Gaspar Azzouz!”

         She damned herself too: “I had to get away,” she told me. “And Prague was the only place I’d been invited to. I only visit places with an explicit invitation in hand; that’s how unoriginal I am. I’d have been better off almost everywhere else, but I must be one of those people who only learns the hard way.”

         Enjoying this case of mistaken identity (if she knew me she wouldn’t have told me anything), I cast about for something to keep her talking. My question about what she loved was essentially an idle one. Her answer wasn’t.

         After a pause—the plummeting, frothing kind that precedes disclosure of religious faith, political conviction, or interclan enmity—she said: “Well—rainstorms.”

         And, oh no. Then I wanted her. After everything I’d said about really and truly changing my ways and not doing anything Agnes of Bohemia wouldn’t do, and so on, I wanted Hero. But she must have been the one who started it this time, not me.

         Consider my preliminary position: I’m someone who always longs to behave as they ought, and to let trouble pass by. Rabbis and Christian priests used to have quite a lot of time for me, but they’ve given up. I doubt they’d ever admit that, but it’s true. I don’t blame them. Even if hope is your default setting, you do eventually need some sort of promise that a more binding promise will be made at some point down the road, and I don’t offer even that.

         The Imam at the Central Mosque just off Národní třída is a 11different story altogether. At equinox he plays Three Truths and Three Lies with me. The hour is one of my choosing: night flows through morning, and my opponent is not all the way awake. Sacred words shield the walls of the prayer hall as I tell the Imam of three acceptable deeds I’ve done since the last time we spoke. Examples: A service performed gratis for some friendless or near-penniless being. Or a Nice Surprise for the everyday Pája and/ or Pepík who had been beginning to think that honesty is a handicap. The rehoming of a stray here, the engineering of a reunion there, all liberally sprinkled with hallmarks of the accidental so as to spare both parties their pride. Things like that. Then I tell the Imam three not-so-nice things I’ve been involved with: A spot of extramarital matchmaking here, some bureaucratic devilry there. Or a moment of rapt negligence when that which is beyond valuation slips out of reach and I watch it depart knowing full well that it can never return. Three acceptable things and three unacceptable things. Sometimes I’ve done all six, sometimes I’m making them up to scare the Imam, or to see what kind of thinker he is. Most of the time it’s a mix.

         I like the Imam, but he’s not my friend. The limit isn’t imposed by want of liking, but by my knowledge that once I feel I am someone’s friend, I no longer test them.

         All I have learned so far is that my opponent doesn’t look for double meanings in what is said to him. Sometimes it seems that is the result of training. At other times he seems to understand that not only is the fear of being deceived a greater anguish than deception itself, but it’s almost completely optional. And so he doesn’t choose it. Shouldn’t he recklessly embrace my fictions as facts, then, and lose the game? It’s always the other way around; he always 12knows which is which. He’s a winner who won’t hear of prizes; he says the game was mine alone, but that if I’m moved to make a forfeit, I could propose a timetable for concluding my mockery of righteousness. Of course I answer in the words of Jirous (that beloved adopted son of mine who came over from Humpolec):

         
            What you can put off till tomorrow,

            never do today.

            This also concerns redemption.

         

         The Imam looks at me and I look at him. After I moment I assay a cheeky wink, mostly to conceal the fact that I’m intimidated to kingdom come. The man is … supported by an influence that exceeds mine fivefold. Five times five times five times five times fivefold, actually. It’s as if any boxing ring he enters is revealed to be a hexagon, and he is strong in every corner, his head and limbs clasped by the blazing digits of his creator. For my part I am quite conscious of not having made myself. I don’t discount the possibility that the maker of my undividable rotundas is the same one who consolidates the Imam’s strength along five vertices—that this maker has chosen different shapes to throw us off a trail that we’d otherwise take straight to their door so as to ask for even more favors than we already do …

         … For all that, when I face hexagons, I have the diffidence of the middle child who has nobody’s backing but their own. We can’t know for certain whether zero is younger or older than five,* but if 13zero is younger, then our mother’s favorite is sure to be the elder. If zero is the elder, then Mum’s bound to prefer the lastborn. That’s how it feels when this zero comes up against the Imam’s resolve to get it to do something about the state of its soul.

         “We’ll return to this topic tomorrow, then, just as you suggest,” the Imam says.

         I agree, and circumvent the agreement by treating six months as a single day.

         As I told you, we are not friends, the Imam and I. But still. When I think about it, this may be the most committed relationship I have.

         I strayed from Hero Tojosoa—or from concluding that either she is a predator at heart or I am. But we’re returning to her. Tojosoa described her occupation as “ex-journalist.” Her name is also attached to a handful of literary translations from French to English (and vice versa), as well as Malagasy to English and French (and vice versa). But these were all for online journals that could not pay enough to keep a person fed and housed. She seemed to be doing all right for herself quality of life– wise, though: she and her fifteen-year-old son, Jerome, lived in Dublin’s Docklands. Nothing too showy: a small flat in a small housing complex. But I can’t not mention that it was the kind of housing complex that has a live-in concierge who signs for packages and prepares a newsletter alerting you to one-off local events and altered arrangements at the nearby farmers market. Clearly there was income she acquired by some method she didn’t feel like identifying herself with.

         Tojosoa traveled on an Italian passport that stated her birthplace as Vatican City. She did not speak Italian.

         She was a member of Sofie Cibulkova and Apolena Hrabíkova’s 14wedding party, Cibulkova and Hrabíkova being a Dublin-based couple who flew into Prague with a few close friends for their hen weekend. On the return flight, soon after the plane had entered Irish airspace, the couple were married by Conor Healey, a Humanist celebrant who’d come along with them to Prague for the sheer craic of it all. That’s what was planned, and that’s what happened.

         Hero Tojosoa should have been on that return flight, but she wasn’t. The previous afternoon, she’d incurred an injury in Sofie Cibulkova’s presence and then staggered off on her own. The other members of the wedding party had looked for her for hours—there was concern that she’d lost consciousness somewhere, or was in some otherwise critical condition.

         This concern was eventually dispelled by communications between Ms. Tojosoa and Ms. Cibulkova. More about those soon enough.

         Touching the matter of the members of Polly and Sofie’s wedding party being close friends: Polly consistently maintained that Hero Tojosoa was Sofie’s guest, not hers. Sofie’s friend, not hers. It was Sofie who went back and forth—and still does, for all we know. By the time the flight landed in Dublin, Sofie had confided in another member of the wedding party that she and Hero had in fact drifted apart a few years prior, that Hero had completely ignored the RSVP date on the wedding invitation she’d been sent months ago and had written to say she was coming just two days before everyone gathered in Prague. Sofie had (silently) questioned the suddenness of this development, and had felt she would have been well within her rights to tell Hero she couldn’t come. But she and Hero had known each other for well over a decade. Hero had 15often exhibited “last-minute” tendencies … so Sofie had decided that for old times’ sake, Hero would be welcome to join the party. She’d be paying for her own transport and accommodation anyway.

         But we’ll leave the accounts submitted by the newlyweds; it’s Hero we’re pursuing, not them.

         Hero arrived on an afternoon flight a few hours behind the rest of the wedding party. Polly met her at the airport, briskly disregarding Hero’s murmurings about having a mild headache and being keen to get to her hotel in favor of driving around a few different neighborhoods to make it clear that the real Prague exceeded the bounds of all the Baroque and Art Nouveau edifices that dominated Google Image search results. No, Hero was not permitted to exclude the bright-bannered hypermarkets from her sightseeing. Also on the outskirts: the angel-cake concrete of the prefabricated tower blocks and the taut and tidy facades of the commuter dormitories where beds and evening meals were paid for by the week. Only by reverting to teenagehood and unequivocally refusing to get out of the car was Hero able to shut down Polly’s proposal that they stop for a coffee at the World of Pleasures next door to the petrol station that doubled as the most popular Prague stop for truck drivers.

         “But it’s good coffee! Brazilian coffee …”

         Polly had the in-car atmosphere all thought out too. Hard rock playing at full blast. At the top of her voice, she obligingly translated some of the lyrics of Kabat’s “Malá Dáma.” “It’s all about wanting the one person who’s too wild to ever be yours … wanting them so badly you feel you could die. Or … turn into someone other than yourself … which is probably the same thing, don’t you think, Hero? Kdyby tam stála stovka žen / Vyzvu ji k tanci a to netančim … If she 16were among one hundred women, I’d ask her to dance though I never dance … guess what, this was Czechia’s entry for the Eurovision Song Contest one year!”

         The lead singer’s growl was getting under Hero’s skin in a good way.

         “Did this song … win?” she asked.

         Polly laughed. “Win? We came last in the semifinal. Nul points. Standard treatment for those who don’t have a feel-good song covered in sequins or some ‘love conquers all’ message. Not making it to the final that year was a real You know what, fuck you, Europe moment for me …”

         Her tone held no rancor; it sounded like Apolena Hrabíkova had forgiven Europe. They were listening to the song just over eleven years after voters had rejected it. Also eleven years old: a virtually unclimbable strip of metal that had been added to Nusle Bridge’s safety rail to prevent suicidal jumps. Yet drivers still exhibited gloomy caution as their vehicles passed through the pillars of that particular bridge. Or, at least Polly did. Loquaciously, at that.

         Hero watched as Polly talked. Not directly; she watched Polly’s reflection in the car window. Polly with her impeccably shaped, dramatically thick eyebrows and the wine-dark waves of hair cropped close to her head. Polly who was more passionate than Hero was (or was it that she was more opinionated and less dismissive?), Polly with her even, mid-olive tan, her Breton-striped crop top, her strong and slender arms, the brown onion tattoo that cuddled her left biceps like the love token that it was. It had to be, couldn’t be anything other. If Polly had got a socialist-realist Glorious Fodder of the Proletariat– style tattoo before falling for 17Sofie-whose-surname-meant-“onion,” then—actually no, Hero decided. Sorry but no, that can’t really be how things work.

         As she drove, Polly ran through a sparkling series of neighborhood anecdotes that coursed through her great-grandparents’ heydays and into the 2020s. These should have interested her passenger, yet didn’t. Hero had already decided to skip that evening’s cocktail gathering. The next day was Beauty Day: the group would get facials and massages and bond over their insecurities and all the rest of it; that was probably more meaningful in terms of post-wedding memories than the drinking bit. All Hero wanted was to go to her hotel room, lie down, and try to read the book she’d brought with her. Paradoxical Undressing, it was called. She’d never heard of it, and the handful of online reviews she’d found seemed to be talking about different books with the same title (and the same author …?). But Jerome had bought the book for her. He’d got it secondhand and at great expense—he’d dipped into his savings for Hero’s sake—so she was going to give it her full attention.

         In the face of Polly’s potted histories, Hero fell into a silence that she only broke once—to laugh out loud when, driving through the understated stateliness of a neighborhood called Bubeneč, Polly slowed down the car again, indicating her family villa without stopping. Yes, this must be the place, the pinnacle of the supremely real … an imitation shipping crate. That is, if imitation shipping crates came with a minimum of seven bedrooms and at least four balconies. The surrounding plant life had taken to the structure all the same, misting its corrugations with brambles and the airy flowering of linden trees.

         It went without saying that Polly’s family home had a far greater 18degree of actuality than 3-D picture postcards like the Astronomical Clock. (Or so Hero was supposed to think.) The Hrabíks’ villa exhibited every half millimeter of the moderation that was necessary to be and let be. The Astronomical Clock was not like that at all; it seemed focused on botheration. As they stood in the crowd of hourly onlookers and watched that clock chime the hour, Hero could see why Polly denied it credibility. All eyes on these representations of wisdom and unwisdom, each one warped yet unwizened: a discursive astronomer, a reticent historian, twelve frosty-faced Apostles, an uncomfortably numb sybarite, a narcissist in thrall to his hand mirror, a miser holding his small and mighty bag of gold aloft, a skeleton handling an hourglass with the saucy verve of a professional nightclub dancer, and, bringing some bonus razzle-dazzle—a golden rooster. A few of these figures claimed attention haphazardly. The rest did so in an orderly fashion, moving in the time apportioned to them, each joint and lever mobilized with the jerky dignity of remnants clinging to the trajectory of an explosion.

         Someone in the crowd began listing astronomical clocks in other towns and cities that were less hysterically hieroglyphic than this one, more evocative of the enigma of Time. Looking around, Hero managed to trace the commentary back to a brown-skinned, silver-haired someone in a long green dress. The clock critic’s accent reminded her of Thea’s and Sofie’s—but then both friends had, at different times, expressed shock at Hero’s inability to differentiate regional American accents. The lady in the blue dress jostled her way through the crowd as she spoke: “Excuse me, but who’s calling this a clock? I don’t see any clock here. Now, Brescia—Brescia’s got a clock,” she said, mostly walking backward, but with the occasional lateral move thrown in, seemingly just for kicks. 19

         “What about the Arnemuiden clock? Do Protestant fisherman do it best?” Hero called out to her, inviting agreement, a rebuttal, or at the very least some eye contact. No such luck, but a stocky, ruddy-cheeked man standing between them thought Hero was talking to him and blurted out: “No ma’am—it’s all about the Wrocław sun clock.”

         A teenage girl with a buzz cut quickly chomped down a chunk of sausage so as to be able to throw in the caustic remark that CLEARLY anybody who thought the Wrocław clock is as good as clocks get hadn’t seen the clock at Ottery St. Mary.

         Polly piped up that although the Ottery St. Mary clock was difficult to beat, it was the astronomical clock at Friedhöfe in Meran that really did it for her …

         For all that it was being roundly ignored, the jingling timepiece under their very noses brought its spectacle to a dignified conclusion before it fell silent. The crowd dispersed as quickly as it had gathered, though a few people lingered to make clock recommendations in assorted languages.

         The original dissenter raised her hands and pumped them: “Yes! I’m loving this brainstorming session. Embrace the Arnemuiden, Wrocław, Ottery St. Mary, and Friedhöfe in Meran clocks … and reject this one! Chartres, Olomouc, Padua too! Be strong, remember those names whenever you’re tempted to lower your standards. And never! Settle! For a clock like this—”

         Having put her foot down regarding horologies, the clock critic sped down her alleyway and reached her vanishing point, popping altogether out of earshot, too, though she was still shouting. The rallying cries she’d already made were sufficient; she’d established a distinction. Chiming on the hour really wasn’t at all the same 20thing as declaring the hour. This music box setup inside a bomb (or bomb nestled in the cracked body of a music box) addressed quite another matter. So did the effigies who lounged with grainy insouciance on long pillows of stone above the double doors of buildings as they started and won street-corner staring matches with you. Also questionable: the buildings that splashed their way down the riverbanks like lava from a volcano that had erupted pastel hues … these weren’t the kinds of things that ought to turn a twenty-first-century head. Better, less messy, to follow the raised firebrand and unsentimental outlines of Žižkov, or turn her face toward the ultra-bright functionalist lights of Bubeneč or Střešovice …

         Well, maybe. But also: maybe not, you know? Hero certainly didn’t feel like taking Polly’s word for it.

         Nicknamers tended to dub Apolena Hrabíkova “Polly” no matter how persistently she styled herself as a laid-back Lenka. There was just no shaking the impression that, on some prototypical level, Apolena Hrabíkova was THE Polly of the nursery rhyme; the one who put the kettle on. Putting the kettle on was what Polly H. was born to do, in life and in her art. Polly’s style as a theater director was so unyieldingly linear it drew blood and tears; Hero couldn’t deny its power. But power wasn’t what moved Hero Tojosoa: in fact, she wanted out of that model. A life free of coercion, a life in which she sought no power over anybody and nobody sought any over her. That unthreatened and unthreatening position was the one that Hero, Sofie, and Dorothea had banded together to try to obtain for themselves, years ago, when if you came across one of them, the other two were never far behind.

         Youth had been a factor in their failure. Of course they’d fucked 21up: Thea had, Hero had, Sofie had—sometimes all three at once. Repeatedly. But things might still have worked out for them if they’d continued to hold the plan down at three corners, i.e., if Sofie hadn’t given up. Sofie Cibulkova had had so much more fear and trembling in her than either Hero or Thea could have guessed. She didn’t dare to live under the name they’d chosen—the name they’d voted on, a single first name for all three of them. She’d kept calling it a pseudonym. The rules of the life they wanted scared her; too many tricks had to be played to secure it. More than were humane, Sofie said. And so, fleeing into the arms of honesty and humanity, fleeing from Hero, and from Thea, Sofie had run into … Polly. Who had presumably put the fucking kettle on before she’d proposed.

         Polly and Sofie were staying in the posh shipping crate Hero had been treated to a safari-style viewing of earlier; the rest of the wedding party were already settled in air-conditioned comfort on the other side of the river. It was better like this … Hero had a feeling that the more she mingled with Sofie’s new friends, the more headaches she’d find herself fabricating. They were good influences, these new friends—they had won. Sofie was one of theirs now. And they’d be impenetrably gracious about it because that’s what good influences are like. Hero’s accommodation was another mark of graciousness: in this, peak tourist season, a reasonably priced room had been found in a bed-and-breakfast owned by a friend of Polly’s family. (“Obviously we would have had you stay with us, but it’s cousins floor to ceiling at the moment, you understand …”) This bed-and-breakfast didn’t feel like a consolation prize. The building was centuries old, and so lovingly 22maintained that its bare rafters were assets. The staircases ran up at the pace of a trot. The rooms were minimally furnished—the eye laid them flat, and crossing their floorboards was like walking into an X-ray print. The glass in the windows was slightly foxed. Sunlight pawed at the panes. The host told her the house was fully occupied. Hero’s room was on the fourth floor; most of the other guests seemed to be out.

         She sat down on the single bed, kicked her shoes off, and allowed herself to feel that Sofie could have been the one to welcome her instead of Polly. When Polly had offered to pick Hero up, she’d succumbed to some feeble little need to be welcomed into a new place by a native, and, well, she’d got what she deserved for submitting to a form of authority she didn’t even believe in. Sofie wouldn’t have needled her with an insistence on the supremacy of the normal. She was a native Praguer too … the fact that Sofie’s Prague was in Oklahoma was the kind of twist they’d have savored pre-estrangement.

         Taking out her phone, Hero tried to think of something she could write and successfully send to Sofie. Half an hour prickled by as she revised and amended various abysmally insincere statements regarding how nice it had been to see “this beautiful city through Polly’s eyes!”

         Finally she came up with something similar to the direct tone they’d used to use with each other: I wasn’t sure if you’d invite Thea. Would’ve understood if you didn’t.

         Sofie wrote back almost immediately: Hi! Of course I invited T! If only she’d said yes [image: ]

         Forehead prickling, Hero wrote: She said she wasn’t coming? Or she just didn’t RSVP? 23

         She isn’t coming, wished us all the best, etc.

         Can I call?

         Right now? You OK?

          

         Hero was almost certain that she’d seen Dorothea Gilmartin at the airport, queueing with the holders of non-EU passports. “Thea?” she’d said, raising the volume as she repeated the name a couple more times. But the woman two barriered lanes away kept shuffling forward without looking up from her magazine. The off-brand bowler hat and the pitch-black lenses of the sunglasses the woman wore also made it all too possible that Hero was mistaken. However: Thea’s hot-pink lipstick. Thea’s fuzzy brown braid bouncing off the hem of that black leather jacket, Thea’s slouch …

         Hero typed and deleted until Sofie clarified the script for them both:

          

         I hear your head is aching.

         Anything you need?

          

         Hero: Just some rest! I’ll get that & see you in the morning.

         Sofie: OK … if you’re sure. The others are excited to meet you, though.

         Hero: I’ll call if I suddenly come alive again. HAVE FUN—

         Sofie: We’ll … try our best to? Here for you if there’s anything you need before tomorrow, OK? Anything at all, just let me know!! Can’t wait to see you.

         Coincidence was allowed. Or Thea coming to Prague for personal reasons; that was allowed. Still, just to clarify the situation, she looked to see if she had any phone numbers for Thea that still worked. She didn’t. And it was probably just as well. Many months ago—really it was years, but she counted the time in months to keep it closer—a short while after Sofie had moved out of the 24house, Hero had taken her own turn to depart. The house was Thea’s, and Hero couldn’t imagine being able to afford to live anywhere as nice as this again. As she’d handed the keys back to Thea, she’d spoken lightheartedly of the ease with which Thea would find other housemates—adding, half jokingly, that she might even try to move back in herself. The part that wasn’t a joke was a genuine question about their relationship. Was it definitively dead?

         “I hope you know, Thea, that I—that if you—I mean, if you ever—”

         Thea took Hero’s set of keys into her hand and squeezed; for a moment it seemed as if the metal would, must, bend. Or as if blood would, or must, run from fist to floor. Nothing of the kind happened, but it must have hurt. Looking into Hero’s eyes, still squeezing, Thea said: “If you ever contact me again, you’ll get what you deserve.”

         The clarity and calm of her gaze suggested complete withdrawal, and the tremor in her voice suggested blind rage. In order to verify which was topmost, Hero had said: “Don’t be so childish, Dorothea.” As she said this, she smiled and leaned forward slightly, inviting a slap or a key scratch. Thea’s recoil—three quick backward steps—took her by surprise. She, Hero, had become repulsive. She’d better take Thea’s warning seriously, then.

         It had been all smiles and hugs when Sofie handed her keys back. What, then, was Hero to do with the frantic buzz of being more hateworthy than Sofie? It was too tempting to adorn her pride with it, like a living brooch that stung and stung again.

         “Thea,” she mumbled, unable to simply swallow the name in silence. Suppose you love someone and are petrified by the way that very same person does things—what is it you love in that person? 25And what is it that you actually fear from them? And why did it feel possible to Hero that in thinking like this she was only handling film negatives, and the uninverted statement would be something like: Thea scares me, and (or because?) I love the way she does what I don’t have the nerve to do …

         Sidestepping this and other biohazardous recollections, Hero Tojosoa:

         took two or three things out of her suitcase,

         opened and closed Paradoxical Undressing, the “Prague book” that had eaten up her fourteen-year-old son’s savings. Its cover image depicted a lace umbrella encased in slowly melting ice, and the book itself bore the hallmarks of a very, very limited edition. It was pamphlet slim, but some pages folded over on themselves and opened out to a size quadruple the length and width of the cover. The book’s epigram was a few lines of translated verse originally authored by somebody named Nezval:

         
            … My eyes drink in the lights of the great merry-go-round

            Whose ringing chimes call home

            All barges and stray horses

            Whose ringing chimes call home

            All sparks of light

         

         From this, Hero, who was most unequivocally not a spark of light, deduced that her home must lie elsewhere. She hadn’t brought a backup book, and could only hope that this Paradoxical Undressing wasn’t going to be a lot of operatic bawling that could have conveyed just as much substance in an indoor voice. She’d fallen asleep during Rigoletto. She didn’t know how she’d managed to do it in the midst of all that earsplitting commotion, and yet she had. 26

         Hero stared out of the window with her eyes out of focus,

         checked her phone again. No new messages,

         reopened Paradoxical Undressing and read the first chapter:

         
            There’s a secondhand bookshop near Lesser Town Square, just a few steps away from that church with the tall, skinny clock tower that scrapes upward alongside a shorter, much more genial-looking plump, domed turret. The bookshop gathers itself in against the few cluttered square feet of pavement assigned to its exterior: there are so many books that some have to live outside in boxes, on a rickety shelf, and on two spinning carousels that don’t really turn anymore. The sign on the door says no money. The bookshop’s owner, Mr. Zapomník, is inflexible on this matter. To customers who find it stressful to shop for books this way (too many reminders of the complex negotiations needed to acquire various goods when the Communists were in charge), he says: “You really don’t have to think of it that way; mostly this is exercise for the books themselves.”

            Some customers have carte blanche: just take whatever you want. Others have take-it-or-leave-it offers. For one Vančura text you can take away two short story collections and one poetry collection or play: no novels. For one Klíma text you can have three novels, but only novels. Cortázar’s Hopscotch gets you all the Shakespeare, Marlowe, or Webster you can carry.

            Certain books will get you nothing except an order to leave immediately, though nobody is ever forbidden from coming back and trying again another day, with a different book. Though the decisions are made quickly, the rules are not made up as they go along. The staff refer to centuries of precedent, and they know their inventory. It’s literature live.

            Once a member of staff tried to explain that Mr. Z’s aim is to welcome all the samizdat and tamizdat home, keeping that destination as flexible as the editions themselves are. Mr. Z doesn’t 27know—no one knows—if it’s too late, or whether there’s such a thing as “too late” when it comes to books and remedying the punishments incurred by those who write them, read them, and circulate them. But this is the best he can do … Lepší než drátem do voka, že jo? Better than a poke in the eye.

            Unfortunately for this eloquent staff member, Mr. Z overheard her. “What an interesting little speech,” said he. And he formally accepted the chatty staff member’s resignation in advance of her offering it.

            A new staff member joined Mr. Z’s team on the proviso that she speak only for herself unless possessed with explicit authorization to do otherwise.

            The newbie spoke Czech, understood Slovak, and read Latin. You know, just like every Prague housewife whose kids have flown the nest and whose professor husband has recently eloped with a former student. The newbie tried to act like she’d seen it all coming, but privately, she was feeling really, really low. Mr. Z’s comment that her Latin literacy would “come in handy with some things that have been occurring at the shop” was a little bit of a boost. She kept asking herself stupid “If I had done this or that instead of grappling with Latin would I still be in a loving relationship” questions, so she was keen to proceed with practical application of what she’d learned.

            After a few weeks that didn’t feature any Latin-related tasks, the newbie asked Mr. Z about the “occurrences around the shop” he’d mentioned when hiring her. Mr. Z’s face lit up. “This house was built by one of King Rudolf’s courtiers,” he said, in an explaining voice. “I hear he had a gormless face and his family wasn’t just posh, they were a bunch of pious scholars, so he always had an effective idea or two when it came to deescalating conflict between the astronomers and the clergy. Apparently over the years three different people gave him this house as a token of appreciation for his peacemaking—all three people thought they owned the house, but it was his all along, and he didn’t make a big deal out of it, just let them think they’d been 28generous. Thanks, thanks, so kind. I’m thinking he didn’t want so many people knowing this place belonged to him, anyway. People would ask what he used it for, since he didn’t install any tenants or servants or anybody. But look at it this way … it’s a convenient spot, this … close to the Castle and all its goings-on. You can dash back before you’re missed …”

            One morning the newbie was on the toilet in the upstairs bathroom. There was a little casement window to her left, and she reflexively checked the view from that window every couple of seconds, dreading the thought of catching a Peeping Tom in the act. The newbie would’ve preferred the window to be curtained, but she wasn’t sure how to raise the issue without sounding like she thought everybody was interested in looking at her arse. It was difficult; everything was.

            There was a bump in the plaster panel that centered the window frame. She flicked a fingernail against it, then pushed it, to see if it sank. It wasn’t flat, but sharp—she almost got a paper cut. She ran a thumbnail around its circumference and it crackled. Paper, but not everyday paper. It seemed a folded banknote had infiltrated Mr. Z’s money-free zone. She pulled. Oh. It was just paper after all … old paper … hang on, wasn’t this parchment? She felt it should be handled with gloves, and not just because she happened to be on the toilet. Latin. In almost luridly rectangular hand, someone had written:

            Only a matter that rests on three separate points can be settled for ever.

            That sentence was crossed out, then written out all over again and underlined.

            Over the days and weeks that followed, the newbie found further scraps all over the building. Her findings put her in a ticklish position. She couldn’t in her heart of hearts approve of an entire, very old notebook (sixteenth century, according to a friend of Mr. Zapomník’s) being torn into scraps that resurfaced at will. Within the current meanings of property-protective law, doing this to a centuries-old artifact was probably a criminal offense. Yet the newbie prized each scrap as if it were a medal … for what? Patience? Learning where to look? Taking over 29hoovering duties and closely examining the dust bag before emptying it out? Soon enough she realized what was going on: this was gossip. And gossip was just her favorite, irregardless of vintage. It made her feel like a wise person who knew how to avoid being talked about.

            Knowing that it’s absolutely none of your business probably makes you want to hear this too:

            Fairly late in life, a nobleman at the court of Rudolf II fell in love with two physicians. Words like “smitten” and “besotted” barely approximate the nobleman’s state of mind; his heart and brain were ransacked. What he felt for the female physician was something akin to a first love that both quakes and settles a person at their very core: there was no particle of him that didn’t call to her, answer her. As for the male physician, the nobleman stood dumbfounded in his presence: that feeling, so sweetly distilled, was all the love that would go with him as he left this world.

            … Talking about it later, the nobleman’s wife said she thought he might have been all right if these two people had happened to him a good thirty years apart. An opinion to be regarded with caution: wifey didn’t really seem to know what it’s like to lose your mind over someone even once, let alone twice. The nobleman’s wife, careful by nature, had been relieved that her parents had chosen someone who listened to her advice about what to do with their money and didn’t bother her for conversation or fulfillment of conjugal duties once she showed him a doctor’s note that stated that intimate activity was life threatening for her. She had another doctor’s note confirming that the sound of her husband’s voice inflamed her brain and endangered her health. She was no slacker, though—she had the dynastic side of things all settled. Before she’d seen fit to get the doctors’ notes, the nobleman and his wife had had three children: one heir and two daughters to tactically marry off once their shrewd mother saw that the time was right. I say she’d earned the right to some rest.

            The year was 1590. And in that royal court slathered with 30the cream of the realm’s crop of alchemists, astronomers, poets, painters, sculptors, philosophers, and diplomats, the two physicians kept a low profile. They did not aim to astound. And the nobleman who loved them employed many wily maneuvers to ensure that they didn’t learn that he was wooing them both.

            The female physician was interested in curative maltreatment. That was her term for it. Most people who saw her at work would say: “Oh, isn’t she—isn’t that—torture???”

            An indisputably wicked business … unless you allowed Livia to assure you that her rationale was quite different. Livia was persuasive; her living situation had rubbed off on her. She was a member of the Florentine ambassador’s retinue—an illegitimate daughter of the ambassador’s, in fact, intermittently spoiled and neglected. In her teenage years she tired of that cycle and began to take notice of where she was and who was around her. She was mere centimeters from the throne of the Holy Roman Empire. And the throne was held by a King entirely composed of question marks.

            If the world and its ideas are a jigsaw puzzle of boundless dimensions, then question-marked and question-remarkable Rudolf had raised a hurricane of puzzle pieces that flew elliptically, crashed to the ground, shattered in collision with each other, connected in mid air, fell upward …? Instructors in various disciplines volunteered themselves: Livia represented a sliver of a chance to gain a precious moment of the King’s attention. Say she mentioned some teaching of theirs to the head of her household, who went on to repeat the mention in the right company, even by way of amusement … well, the instructor’s fortune could still be made. In return Livia was not unattracted, hesitating before turning away from Deep Mycology, incense making, and enfleurage.

            She chose the one instructor who had neither the time nor the inclination to teach her anything: her father’s physician. The Florentine ambassador’s physician was one of the most respected in all Christendom, and he had some knowledge of Ottoman medical practice too—so he could not escape Livia. She 31assisted this senior physician tirelessly in any way that occurred to her until, for the sake of his patients, he was forced to intervene and tell her what would actually be helpful for her to do and why. You mustn’t hold him responsible for Livia’s eventual specialization, or her assertion that humans have knowledge of immortality, and that their lives only end (or appear to end) because they’re estranged from that knowledge. Livia was very firmly convinced that only curative maltreatment could restore a person’s sense of their true unkillability. And there was no use asking her who had taught her that, where she’d read it, or how she had come by the idea. She’d only name courtiers who agreed with her. Remember: those jigsaw pieces were boomeranging all around the Castle. Claiming the origin of an approach was futile even if you wanted to.

            Considering Livia a challenge that he was up for, the lovelorn nobleman took care to woo her with sensitivity and eloquence. He made it clear that not only would Livia be able to hurt him in every way, but he’d tell her all about it in exhaustive detail. This was music to the ears of a researcher who wanted to hone the precision of her notes. Plus: certain of the nobleman’s measurements excited Livia immensely: the circumference of his nostrils and the arched depth of his nail beds. These told her that not only was she going to be able to hurt him to a degree unprecedented for either of them; Livia had high hopes of being able to hurt the nobleman so much that he’d be in good health until the world itself came to an end, and probably even after that as well.

            With Livia the nobleman played a double role. He was coguardian of her vision, which mostly meant buying all the equipment and materials she requested, instigating circulation of select findings from her experiments, and giving her pep talks amid the earth-, sea-, and sky-shattering squealing of every single one of his nerve endings. He did everything he could think of to magnify her sense of purpose, and it worked. Her focus cocooned the two of them in data—data concerning how much he was able to take and how far she was able to go. There would be no emergence until she’d cataloged it all. Despite all 32this, Livia never guessed that the body she subjected to curative maltreatment was that of her benefactor. He kept her very much in the dark about that.

            This was a counterintuitive gambit on the nobleman’s part: after all, he got off on the idea of unconditional love just as much as the next emotionally intelligent gentleman-about-town. But he’d got to the age of thirty-one without that ever happening for him or for anybody he knew. Also … life expectancy being what it was, he had about ten years left to enjoy any kind of ardent entanglement whatsoever. It was time to concentrate on “as ifs.”

            The nobleman had correctly understood this physician to be someone who liked a bit of intrigue. So, with the aid of a borrowed name and the wax seal of a third cousin of his who’d died in battle, the nobleman commissioned curative maltreatment research without meeting Livia: it was all done through letters she faithfully burned after reading … even the ones in which he praised her progress and asked helpful questions. His physical self he presented to Livia as a “servant,” along with an introductory letter from his “master” that placed him entirely at her disposal. This worked well; he was pitied as a mere pawn of the man who commissioned the experiments. “You must outlast your master,” Livia whispered to him. “Not by a few measly years: by millennia!” When she wasn’t curatively mistreating the nobleman, she cared for him in other ways … well, it was exactly “as if” she loved him. Which made it worth all the hassle.

            Livia wrote to the nobleman whenever she was ready to try a new method; he’d pay off her chaperones and meet her at a house close to the Castle. A house you may recognize. It wasn’t quite aligned with the lane it was on; it was a bit too wide, faintly overstuffed somehow … no, it was evasive in its dimensions—that was it. Something about the way the outer angles stretched over the interior ones. It was the sort of house you could imagine eating the house next door, giving you a blank look with all openings very tightly fastened when you asked, When did you last see your neighbor? and then munching up another building as soon as 33you turned your back. Bones and all. A house like that gobbles up every other structure along the lane without ever admitting it. Still chewing, it’d tell you, I wouldn’t worry about it … just last week they were talking about going on holiday, or Aren’t all these disappearances awful! Sometimes I almost worry that I might be next. Just as you guessed, it’s the building where Mr. Zapomník’s bookshop stands now. If Prague Castle ever disappears overnight, I shall immediately release the address so that the bookshop can be thoroughly searched.

            The nobleman’s courtship of Livia included a month during which she mixed finely ground gold leaf into wine and had him drink that twice daily. He pissed gold and drooled gold and sweated gold, and in the third week it seemed to him that he was flayed by a brightness—a tingling spotlight, or two spotlights, one at his feet and one just above his head, shining into him and through him and melting him into a rancid puddle (later this was what he’d marvel at the most—that turning into a gold machine had made him stink, and that the stench itself was so excruciating). Livia was reluctant to halt that experiment—measure for measure, he was excreting a lot more gold than he had taken in, and she was interested in working out how that was even possible. But his cover story for the month had been a trip to Silesia that was supposed to be drawing to an end. And he needed a few days to retrieve the appearance of someone who’d spent the past few days talking and riding and banqueting as opposed to screaming and melting.

            Another notable month was the one when she forced him to sleep all day, every day: she concocted a compound that she burned in the fireplace. After breathing in the fumes he couldn’t stay awake, and could only be woken by blows so heavy that they broke a wrist or a rib. And each time he woke Livia asked him what he’d dreamed, she said he must have dreamed, but he hadn’t dreamed of anything at all …

            Had Livia been the nobleman’s only love, he would’ve perished without leaving a trace of their quest to put an end to endings.

            Luckily (?) the nobleman’s second physician, Mikuláš, 34patched him up. Occasionally the nobleman was on tenterhooks as Mikuláš arrived at the house; he’d rehearse stories about falling off his horse or being attacked by a bear. He never got to tell them. Mikuláš never asked; he just set about treating the wounds. Unlike Livia, he didn’t equate medicine with healing. He was more inclined to argue that all doctors offered was long-term palliative care. Long term? Yes, from birth onward. Mikuláš didn’t need to point out that the human organism is a frenzy of simultaneous processes; very often they could feel it. Blinking is a labor-intensive production, as is smiling, breathing, digestion, and everything else. Immortality?! How about being content with handling the wear and tear of a single day?

            Mikuláš, the third son of a Moravian count, had spent his life cheerfully staying out of his eldest brother’s way, the unspoken message being: The title’s all yours, psycho. His medical training had been formally administered by monks. But the monks weren’t responsible for his theory that we die when we can no longer hang on to the delusion that embodiment is a viable project. It isn’t, and never was, and the longer we keep trying, the worse it gets. And if you asked Mikuláš how he’d come to think like this, he said he’d read it somewhere, and that it didn’t matter where. He was no scholar; he was doing what he could to help his patients feel less humiliated by the patent truth that we are not able to be. An inability we demonstrate daily.

            His nobleman was a model patient—rapturously exhausted and eager to fade away into pleasure. Mikuláš prescribed no bitter medicines, delivered doses mouth to mouth, and favored the most temperate alleviations: numbing ointments, cooling elixirs, dimly but warmly lit rooms, the gentle laying on of hands, physical exercise to shift melancholic humors.

            Physical exercise: whenever the nobleman passed through the lofty columns of the Castle’s míčovna and saw his dovelike physician playing so gravely there with shoe in hand, he recalled the bliss of release, of renunciation, even. With what looked like a mere touch, Mikuláš spun a leather ball across the tiled inner chamber and set off at a sprint to receive it on its return journey. 35Sometimes—often—the ball flew from shoe heel to shoe heel with such whistling velocity that the nobleman missed the moment when it dropped out of circulation and saw nothing when he studied the ground: the aeronaut had already rolled into the shadows.

            Livia, Livia’s lovemaking, her curative maltreatments, and the sheer violence of her will: Livia was storm, stress, and carnage on every level. She had already begun training a more junior physician in her curative maltreatment methods: to take care of the nobleman after she was gone, she said (!). But in his own softly impersonal way Mikuláš was every bit as exacting: his was a love that wished you gone.

            At times the nobleman felt himself becoming … slightly more and slightly less than a man. A channel of correspondence …? His days and nights with Livia were answered by his days and nights with Mikuláš. Both physicians grew uncertain of their methods; their patient was not responding the way he should have if they were right. And yet it wasn’t galling to be wrong, or to have their work undone. The contradictions felt sweet, the question you thought you’d answered returning to meet you as an equal.

            “You’re getting stronger and stronger,” Mikuláš would say, running his hands along his patient’s shoulders, arms, and chest, flinching slightly, as if the healthy musculature was tumorous growth. His fingers made alphabetical patterns as he spread ointment across the nobleman’s wounds—well, one particular letter of the alphabet: a long sweep down, then a shorter sweep across. L, L, L, tessellations soaking into the skin.

            Weekly suffocation practice with Livia began to take on the contours of a séance: gripping him by the hair and raising his feebly lolling head from the pillows, she’d stare into his eyes and tell him that she’d caught him again; he’d tried to resist breathing as the function returned to him. “Explain! What is this, who is this in you?”

            The nobleman could feel his lovers coming to know each other through him. The closer they grew to each other, the 36further they drifted from their medical practice. Livia had three shaggy, golden-fleeced goats brought to her from Palermo and grazed them on some land bordering the King’s vineyards. It was land that had been awarded to the Florentine Ambassador, so there were no legal problems, but the Ambassador had promised the land to his physician as a medicinal garden, and the physician had already begun planting. The goats’ diet caused them to gambol in quite a reckless manner. Livia bought a lute and sang and played to them and it seemed to calm them down a bit; they’d settle down on the grass and nibble at her skirts while bleating their own lyrics. She milked them and made butter that even the garden-deprived physician had to agree was quite something.

            Mikuláš bought a bakery in the Lesser Quarter and applied himself to the milling of flour and the application of caraway and sunflower seeds to his doughs. The crusts of his rolls and loaves crackled to the point of debauchery. One evening, the nobleman sat down with a slice of Mikuláš’s sourdough. He topped it with some butter from Livia’s goats; a layer that stood about an inch high. He added a bit of salt—let’s presume that the salt represented him—and tucked in. Having patiently pandered to his ex-physicians’ requirements, and having seen them both through to the other side of their ambitions, the nobleman now felt sure of his own. Livia and Mikuláš were ready to meet each other in the flesh. That is, in their own flesh, not his.

            They had to get out of the King’s orbit. The nobleman didn’t want to blame the King outright for the fact that everyone who existed in his vicinity was completely losing their shit, problematizing the desire to live yet unable to forgive themselves for dying. This wasn’t entirely Rudolf’s fault, but pastoral care was lacking. You can’t really have perpetual festivals of theory without that.

            The nobleman lured his bread and his butter out to woods of Okoř, quite some way from Prague Castle. Livia’s goats came, too, as she couldn’t find anyone willing to watch them while she was gone. 37

            The trees were meant to be a soothing factor, but they must have gone on the wrong day; it was like walking among the bristles of an exceedingly sulky green hog. (The boundaries of the city had not yet expanded as far as Okoř back then. They still haven’t. But you mark my words: one day they will.) Regardless of the setting, Livia and Mikuláš had some enthrallment and some animosity to deal with before they could talk. “So! It’s you …”

            They hugged, compared hand sizes with their palms pressed together, Livia suddenly dealt Mikuláš a resounding slap, Mikuláš kissed Livia and then bit her cheek so hard that the blood washed down her neck—they both mocked and harangued the nobleman for thinking that he was so clever and so good at being in love, etc. Juvenile stuff. Around midnight, the nobleman almost got up and fled. Perhaps he’d got it wrong; the affinities were Livia’s and Mikuláš’s to pursue on their own. They could just name their first child after him and leave it at that.

            But deep into the night Mikuláš got up and sorted out some food for all three. They hadn’t had a meal all day, and even though they got on his nerves, he didn’t think they should starve. Bread, butter, and salt: they began to talk. And it didn’t take long for them to agree (Mikuláš perhaps more reluctantly than the other two) that finding out how to speak to the stars was not in their gift. Nor would they be the ones to learn what to do about the desolate beastliness of the body. So what actually was in their gift? It seemed to have something to do with the way they were together, and their way of perceiving and reaching each other that was one to one to one … possibly more; they’d never thought about expanding their resources this way until now. To reach out and touch she or he who opposes you. Without enmity, indeed with (or through) some emotion there still may not yet be a name for.

            “It’s funny that you’re just some man,” Livia said to Mikuláš. “Fine, a bit more than a man … a baker … all this time I couldn’t talk about you or ask about you because I didn’t know anything at all except that you are, and it seemed like finding out anything more would get me put into a madhouse.” 38

            “Just some man,” Mikuláš said, contemplating the nobleman. “That’s what I thought about this one. They grow on you, though, the ones you just keep seeing around.”

            Livia took the nobleman’s hand. “They do.”

            The timing seemed right for the nobleman to propose that the three of them permanently forsake Rudolf’s court and start all over again as bandits.

            And that’s what they did. For three utterly uninhibited years. Action suited them much better than thought had. At the end of the three years, the bandits bulletproofed their bonds by separating. Livia rode off to terrorize Bohemia’s border with Germany, the nobleman picked the Silesian-Polish border, and Mikuláš went to raise hell at the Moravian-Austrian border. Each took with them four ways of dealing with those who crossed their path. If the weather wasn’t too harsh and they were in a materialistic mood, they’d just take everything from you: money, jewelry, shoes, clothes, underwear. You and your party would be left to navigate the countryside stark naked. Then there was Livia’s way: The Way of the Goat. She’d rob you and then keep you on as a surplus shepherd for her flock. For a few days—a week at most. If she liked you (that is, if you treated the goats as if they were your own children), you could make goat milk butter alongside her too. (For Mikuláš and the nobleman, however, the Way of the Goat meant they’d make you get down on all fours and bleat until they said you could stop.)

            Mikuláš’s way was fairly Dionysian; you’d be stuffed with bread and beer, told jokes you were too afraid to laugh at, and then suddenly released at dawn with all your goods intact.

            The nobleman’s way was to make you tell him the names and whereabouts of two people you loved. Then he’d go and kidnap them too! In that case the three of you were captives for months …

            You really didn’t know which way it was going to be with any one of these three. Travelers were scared witless; especially by the very thought of the nobleman, that mind changer, whose name none of them ever knew. So for a time, all nonessential travel to the Czech lands was curtailed. 39

            The aversion lingered and made its way into lullabies that were sung about the bandits. Sleep, little one, or the shepherd milkmaid bandit will make you walk her Way of the Goat. Go to sleep RIGHT NOW or the mad baker bandit will make you eat bread until you pop … etc. Those lullabies are extant. When I sang them to my own children, it worked a treat every single time: the kiddies were absolutely bricking it. And so I tip my hat to those three lovers: immortal after all, impossible after all. Needless to say, the sharp drop in visitor footfall annoyed Rudolf II no end. It also served him right.

            While we’re on the subject of essential-nonessential travel … there’s something I’ve been dying to ask.

            Humor me. Tell me.

            Where are you?

         

         Hero went to turn the page, but didn’t like the way her hand trembled. She had to admit that the question had thrown her; it combined reproach (a “Where are you” that doubled as “What’s your reason for not being here?”) with … what felt like actual inquiry. The narrator of the story didn’t know where she was, and they wanted to know. Furthermore: it seemed to Hero that the story she’d been reading was narrated by a person distinct from whoever it was that had written the words—she checked the name on the cover—Merlin Mwenda. There was no refining the matter beyond that. Here Hero Tojosoa was with her right hand all unstable because, in the fissure between one printed sentence and another, someone had made a sudden attempt to find her.

         She closed the book and drummed her fingers on the cover, saying, “What the fuck, what the fuck,” until it turned into a half croon.

         Then Hero: 40

         walked in and out of the bathroom gargling with some Becherovka that had been thoughtfully placed where mouthwash would usually be,

         opened Paradoxical Undressing again and took a look at the author photo. It showed a grizzled, bearded man about a decade and a half older than her. His physical frame was that of a wrestler, he shared her complexion, and wore a black eye patch. His outfit was the kind you’ve got to dive into with determination: waterproof dungarees that gleefully turn into boots. He’d tied some of his wildfire mane up into a topknot. He stood about ankle deep in river mulch and was brandishing his fishing rod in a good-humored imitation of wrath at being interrupted. The eye that wasn’t covered with fabric held a steady look of astonishment; possibly a contradiction in terms, steady astonishment, but that’s how it was. As if, upon seeing you, he exclaimed  THERE YOU ARE at the same time as exclaiming You’re there?! I mean,  here?! And he had fans, or disciples, or something like that: a minicolony of nutria were fanned out around him, some of them watching the photographer, some of them with their backs turned and their paws a-paddle, seemingly checking the river for any funny business. Hero was reluctant to move on to the author biography; it looked rather long, and had very little chance of topping the thousand words the picture told. However …
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