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DEATH AND THE PENGUIN

Andrey Kurkov was born in St Petersburg and now lives in Kiev. Having graduated from the Kiev Foreign Language Institute, he worked for some time as a journalist, did his military service as a prison warder at Odessa, then became a film cameraman, writer of screenplays and author of critically acclaimed and popular novels including Penguin Lost.


ALSO BY ANDREY KURKOV

Penguin Lost

The Case of the General’s Thumb

A Matter of Death and Life

The President’s Last Love

The Good Angel of Death


‘A brilliant satirical take on life in modern-day Kiev. Watch out, though, as Kurkov’s writing style is addictive’

Punch

‘Darkly comical thrillers are what we look forward to from the writers of the former USSR, and Ukrainian Kurkov conjures up both Gogol and Dostoevsky in a conspiracy laden plot…Genuinely original’

Scotsman

‘Wistful but (thankfully) not whimsical. Funny, alarming, and, in a Slavic way, not unlike early Pinter’

Kirkus Reviews

‘For all the air of menace, Kurkov keeps the tone light and the pace brisk in this marvellously entertaining and yet sobering work’

Age, Melbourne

‘An original and sinister satire of chaotic, post-Soviet Ukraine…moving, thrilling and intelligent’

What’s On

Kurkov’s novel exists in an all-encompassing vacuum that, like a kind of narrative narcotic, insinuates itself into the reader’s pores until what was once surreal has achieved its own normality…Kurkov is a strangely entrancing writer’

Booklist

‘A successfully brooding novel, which creates an enduring sense of dismay and strangeness’

Times Literary Supplement


A Militia major is driving along when he sees a militiaman standing with a penguin.

“Take him to the zoo,” he orders.

Some time later the same major is driving along when he sees the militiaman still with the penguin.

“What have you been doing?” he asks. “I said take him to the zoo.”

“We’ve been to the zoo, Comrade Major,” says the militiaman, “and the circus. And now we’re going to the pictures.”


CHARACTERS IN THE STORY
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First, a stone landed a metre from Viktor’s foot. He glanced back. Two louts stood grinning, one of whom stooped, picked up another from a section of broken cobble, and bowled it at him skittler-fashion. Viktor made off at something approaching a racing walk and rounded the corner, telling himself the main thing was not to run. He paused outside his block, glancing up at the hanging clock: 9.00. Not a sound. No one about. He went in, now no longer afraid. They found life dull, ordinary people, now that entertainment was beyond their means. So they bowled cobbles.

As he turned on the kitchen light, it went off again. They had cut the power, just like that. And in the darkness he became aware of the unhurried footfalls of Misha the penguin.

Misha had appeared chez Viktor a year before, when the zoo was giving hungry animals away to anyone able to feed them. Viktor had gone along and returned with a king penguin. Abandoned by his girlfriend the week before, he had been feeling lonely. But Misha had brought his own kind of loneliness, and the result was now two complementary lonelinesses, creating an impression more of interdependence than of amity.

Unearthing a candle, he lit it and stood it on the table in an empty mayonnaise pot. The poetic insouciance of the tiny light sent him to look, in the semi-darkness, for pen and paper. He sat down at the table with the paper between him and the candle; paper asking to be written on. Had he been a poet, rhyme would have raced across the white. But he wasn’t. He was trapped in a rut between journalism and meagre scraps of prose. Short stories were the best he could do. Very short, too short to make a living from, even if he got paid for them.

A shot rang out.

Darting to the window, Viktor pressed his face to the glass. Nothing. He returned to his sheet of paper. Already he had thought up a story around that shot. A single side was all it took; no more, no less. And as his latest short short story drew to its tragic close, the power came back on and the ceiling bulb blazed. Blowing out the candle, he fetched coley from the freezer for Misha’s bowl.
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Next morning, when he had typed his latest short short story and taken leave of Misha, Viktor set off for the offices of a new fat newspaper that generously published anything, from a cooking recipe to a review of post-Soviet theatre. He knew the Editor, having occasionally drunk with him, and been driven home by his driver afterwards.

The Editor received him with a smile and a slap on the shoulder, told his secretary to make coffee, and there and then gave Viktor’s offering a professional read.

“No, old friend,” he said eventually. “Don’t take it amiss, but it’s no go. Needs a spot more gore, or a kinky love angle. Get it into your head that sensation’s the essence of a newspaper short story.”

Viktor left, without waiting for coffee.

A short step away were the offices of Capital News, where, lacking editorial access, he looked in on the Arts section.

“Literature’s not actually what we publish,” the elderly Assistant Editor informed him amiably. “But leave it with me. Anything’s possible. It might get in on a Friday. You know – for balance. If there’s a glut of bad news, readers look for something neutral. I’ll read it.”

Ridding himself of Viktor by handing him his card, the little old man returned to his paper-piled desk. At which point it dawned on Viktor that he had not actually been asked in. The whole exchange had been conducted in the doorway.
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Two days later the phone rang.

“Capital News. Sorry to trouble you,” said a crisp, clear female voice. “I have the Editor-in-Chief on the line.”

The receiver changed hands.

“Viktor Alekseyevich?” a man’s voice enquired. “Couldn’t pop in today, could you? Or are you busy?”

“No,” said Viktor.

“I’ll send a car. Blue Zhiguli. Just let me have your address.”

Viktor did, and with a “Bye, then,” the Editor-in-Chief rang off without giving his name.

Selecting a shirt from the wardrobe, Viktor wondered if it was to do with his story. Hardly … What was his story to them? Still, what the hell!

The driver of the blue Zhiguli parked at the entrance was deferential. He it was who conducted Viktor to the Editor-in-Chief.

“I’m Igor Lvovich,” he said, extending a hand. “Glad to meet you.”

He looked more like an aged athlete than a man of the Press. And maybe that’s how it was, except that his eyes betrayed a hint of irony born more of intellect and education than lengthy sessions in a gym.

“Have a seat. Spot of cognac?” He accompanied these words with a lordly wave of the hand.

“I’d prefer coffee, if I may,” said Viktor, settling into a leather armchair facing the vast executive desk.

“Two coffees,” the Editor-in-Chief said, picking up the phone. “Do you know,” he resumed amiably, “we’d only recently been talking about you, and yesterday in came our Assistant Arts Editor, Boris Leonardovich, with your little story. ‘Get an eyeful of this,’ said he. I did, and it’s good. And then it came to me why we’d been talking about you, and I thought we should meet.”

Viktor nodded politely. Igor Lvovich paused and smiled.

“Viktor Alekseyevich,” he resumed, “how about working for us?”

“Writing what?” asked Viktor, secretly alarmed at the prospect of a fresh spell of journalistic hard labour.

Igor Lvovich was on the point of explaining when the secretary came in with their coffee and a bowl of sugar on a tray, and he held his breath until she had gone.

“This is highly confidential,” he said. “What we’re after is a gifted obituarist, master of the succinct. Snappy, pithy, way-out stuff’s the idea. You with me?” He looked hopefully at Viktor.

“Sit in an office, you mean, and wait for deaths?” Viktor asked warily, as if fearing to hear as much confirmed.

“No, of course not! Far more interesting and responsible than that! What you’d have to do is create, from scratch, an index of obelisk jobs – as we call obituaries – to include deputies and gangsters, down to the cultural scene – that sort of person – while they’re still alive. But what I want is the dead written about as they’ve never been written about before. And your story tells me you’re the man.”

“What about payment?”

“You’d start at $300. Hours up to you. But keeping me informed, of course, who we’ve got carded. So we don’t get caught on the hop by some car crash out of the blue! Oh, and one other condition: you’ll need a pseudonym. In your own interest as much as anything.”

“But what?” said Viktor, half to himself.

“Think of one. But if you can’t, make it A Group of Friends for the time being.”

Viktor nodded.


4

Before bed, he drank tea, and gave not over-serious thought to the subject of death. His mood was of the best, a mood more for vodka than tea. Except that there wasn’t any vodka.

What an offer! And though still in the dark concerning his new duties, he had a foretaste of something new and unusual. But roaming the dark corridor, banging every so often against the closed kitchen door, was Misha the penguin. Overcome at last with a feeling of guilt, Viktor let him in. Misha paused at the table, using his almost one metre of height to see what was on it. He looked at the cup of tea, then shifting his gaze to Viktor, considered him with the heartfelt sincerity of a worldly-wise Party functionary. Thinking he would like to give Misha a treat, Viktor went and turned on the cold tap in the bathroom. At the sound of running water Misha came plip-plopping and, without waiting for the bath to fill, leaned over and tumbled in.

The next morning, Viktor looked in at Capital News for some practical tips from the Editor-in-Chief.

“How,” he asked, “do we select our notables?”

“Nothing easier! See who the papers write about and take your pick. Not all our country’s notables are known to it, you see. Many prefer it like that …”

That evening Viktor bought all the papers, went home and settled down at the kitchen table.

The very first he looked at gave him food for thought, and the VIP names he underlined he then copied into a notebook for action. He would not be short of work – there were 60 or so names from the first few papers alone!

Then tea, and fresh thought, this time concerning the obelisk proper. Already he thought he saw how it might be vitalized, and at the same time, sentimentalized, so that even the simple collective farmer, never having known the late whoever-it-was he was reading about, would brush away a tear. By next morning Viktor had earmarked a possible first obelisk. It only remained to get the Chief’s blessing.
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At 9.30 next morning, having got the Chief’s blessing, drunk coffee, and been solemnly presented with his Press card, Viktor bought a bottle of Finlandia at a kiosk, and set off for the office of sometime author, now State Duma Deputy, Aleksandr Yakornitsky.

Hearing that a correspondent of Capital News wished to see him, the State Deputy was delighted, and immediately told his secretary to cancel all his remaining appointments and admit no one else.

Comfortably ensconced, Viktor put on the table the bottle of Finnish vodka and a dictaphone. Equally promptly, the State Deputy produced two small crystal glasses, placing one either side of the bottle.

He talked freely, without waiting for questions – of his work, his childhood, his time as Komsomol organizer of his university year. As they finished the bottle, he was boasting of his trips to Chernobyl. These, it appeared, had the added bonus of enhancing his potency – as, in case of any doubt, his private-school teacher wife and National Opera diva mistress would testify.

Taking leave of each other, they embraced. Viktor was left with the impression of an author-State-Deputy of great and, for obituary purposes, perhaps undue, vitality. But that was it! Inasmuch as the departed had lately been alive, an obituary should retain their passing warmth – not be all hopeless gloom!

Back at his flat, Viktor wrote the obituary, swiftly obelisking the State Deputy in a warm, two-page account of the vital and the sinful, and without recourse to the dictaphone, so fresh was his memory.

“Wonderful job!” Igor Lvovich enthused the next morning. “Provided singer’s hubby keeps his mouth shut … Many women may be mourning him today, but with them in mind, it is to his wife that we shall extend our sympathy; and to one other lady, whose voice, heard by all soaring to the dome of the National Opera, was for him. Beautiful! Keep it up! On with the good work!”

“Igor Lvovich,” began Viktor, growing bolder, “I’m a bit short on facts, and to go interviewing everyone will take time. Have we no carded information?”

The Chief smiled.

“Of course, I was going to suggest it – in Crime. I’ll tell Fyodor to give you access.”
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As he attuned himself to the task, Viktor’s life regulated itself accordingly. He applied himself with a vengeance … Fyodor from Crime proved a godsend, sharing all that he had, which was plenty – from VIPs’ lovers, male and female, to VIPs’ lapses from virtue and other life events. In short, from him Viktor gleaned precisely those extra-CV details which, like fine Indian spices, transform an obelisk of sad, established fact into a gourmet dish. And each new batch he put regularly before the Chief.

Everything in the garden was lovely. He had money in his pocket – not a lot, but more than enough for his modest requirements. His one occasional anxiety was his lack of recognition, even under a pseudonym, so tenacious of life were his obelisked notables. Out of more than 100 written-up VIPs, not only had none of them died, but not one had so much as fallen ill. Such reflections, however, did not affect the rhythm of his work. Assiduously he leafed through the papers, noting names, worming his way into lives. Our country must know who its notables are, he kept telling himself.

One rainy November evening, when Misha the penguin was taking a cold bath and Viktor was pondering his subjects’ tenacity of life, the phone rang.

“I was put on to you by Igor Lvovich,” wheezed a man’s voice. “Something I’d like a word about.”

At the name of the Editor-in-Chief, Viktor said he would be glad to see him, and half an hour later was welcoming a smartly dressed man of about 45. He had brought a bottle of whisky, and they sat down straight away at the kitchen table.

“I’m Misha,” he said, to the amused embarrassment of Viktor.

“Sorry,” he explained, “but so’s my penguin.”

“I’ve got an old friend who’s seriously ill,” began the visitor. “Same age as me. Known each other since we were kids. Sergey Chekalin. I’d like to order an obituary … Will you do it?”

“Of course,” said Viktor. “But I’ll need some facts, preferably personal ones.”

“No problem,” said Misha. “I know all there is to know and can tell you.”

“Go ahead.”

“Son of a fitter and a nursery governess. His dream, as a child, was to have a motorbike, and when he left school, he bought himself a Minsk, though it meant a bit of thieving to do so … Deeply ashamed now of his past. Not that his present’s any better. We’re colleagues, he and I. We set up and we wind up trusts. I’m good at it, he isn’t. Wife left him recently. Been alone since. Not even had a lover.”

“Wife’s name?”

“Lena … All in all, he’s had a rough time of it. Healthwise, too.”

“In what way?”

“Suspected stomach cancer, chronic prostate.”

“What did he most want out of life?”

“What he’ll never have, now: a silver Lincoln.”

The effect of their cocktail of words and whisky was to render Sergey Chekalin – failure, deserted by wife, ailing, alone and in poor health, dreaming the unrealizable dream of a silver Lincoln – a real presence at the table with them.

“When do I come for it?” asked Misha finally.

“Tomorrow, if you like.”

He left, and hearing a car start, Viktor looked out and saw a long, pretentious silver Lincoln draw away.

He fed Misha freshly frozen plaice, topped up his bath, then returned to the kitchen and set to work on the obituary order. Through the tiny window between bathroom and kitchen he could hear splashing, and as he drafted the obelisk, he smiled, thinking of his penguin’s love of clean, cold water.
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Autumn, season of dying nature, of melancholy, of seeking the past, was best for writing obituaries. Winter, joyous in itself – bracing frost, snow sparkling in the sun – was good for living. But till winter came, there were still a few weeks in which to accumulate an obelisk surplus for the coming year. There was a lot to do.

When Misha-non-penguin came it was raining again. He read his order, was delighted, and producing his wallet, asked “How much?”

Accustomed so far to monthly payment, Viktor shrugged.

“Look,” said Misha, “work well done should be work well paid.”

Unable to disagree, Viktor nodded.

Misha thought for a bit.

“Double at least what the priciest whore charges … $500 do you?”

Liking the amount, if not the basis of calculation, Viktor nodded, and was handed five $100 bills.

“Can send more clients, if you like,” said Misha.

Viktor was all for it.

Misha-non-penguin left. The grey, rainy morning dragged on. The door opened, and there stood Penguin Misha. After a moment he came over and snuggled against his master’s knee. Dear creature, thought Viktor, stroking him.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
RANDOM HOUSI BOOKS

Death and the Penguin
Andrey Kurkov






OEBPS/images/Vint_pub.jpg
VINTAGE BOOKS

s





OEBPS/images/table.jpg
Viktor Alekseyevich Zolotaryou
Misha

Igor Luovich, the Chief-
Sergey Fischbein-Stepanenko
Nina

Misha-non-penguin

Sonya

Sergey Chekalin

Stepan Yakovlevich Pidpaly
Lyosha

lya Semyonovich

Valentin Ivanovich

Fat Man

a writer
his penguin

an editor

‘militiaman

his niece

an associate of the Chief

his daughter

“friend” of Misha-non-penguin
a penguinologist

a guard

avet

Chairman, Antarctic Committee





