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Brian Kimberling was born and grew up in Indiana, where he was briefly employed as an ornithologist, a job that inspired his first book, SNAPPER. Before settling in the UK, he lived and worked in Prague, and drew on extensive experience teaching English in bars to create the character of Elliott in GOULASH. He now lives and works in Bath.




Praise for Brian Kimberling:


‘Superb . . . always engaging, sometimes beautiful and often funny’ Telegraph


‘Lyrical, comic and packed with piercing descriptions . . . at the same time as being down-to-earth and humorous, Snapper is suffused with a certain melancholy, and it is Kimberling’s expert balancing of all these elements that allows the novel’s insights – into who we are and where we come from – to hit home’ Observer


‘[The] coolest of cool . . . a quirky and memorable debut’ Guardian


‘Captivating . . . Snapper could do for birdwatchers what Annie Proulx did for small-town newspaper reporters and cowboys’ Independent on Sunday


‘Captures [Indiana] with wry humour, affection for its woodlands and exasperation with its provincialism’ New York Times


‘Delightfully entertaining’ Esquire


‘Fascinating and captivating’ Washington Post


‘Brimming with unusual characters and hilarious idiosyncrasies . . . Kimberling shows much promise’ Shortlist


‘Kimberling writes gracefully about absurdity, showing a rich feeling for the whole range of human tragicomedy. A delightful debut’ Booklist (starred review)


‘[A] catchy, well-written debut novel . . . [An] accomplished, ironic Midwest coming-of-age tale’ Publishers Weekly




By Brian Kimberling


Snapper


Goulash




About the book


Eager to escape stifling small-town Indiana, Elliott moves to Prague, where he gets a job teaching English. It’s 1998, and the Czech Republic is moving with increasing rapidity out of the shadow of communism and into the wilds of twenty-first-century capitalism. Elliott meets his students in a variety of pubs and conducts his lessons over pints of local Radegast beer. He gets his shoes stolen by an experimental artist who engages Elliott in a number of eccentric schemes. And he meets Amanda, an English teacher from the UK, with whom he falls in love.


Together, they try to make a place for themselves as strangers in this strange land. They explore the dark history and surprising wonders of their adopted city, touring the twisting ancient streets and encountering expats, movie stars, tobacco executives, a former Soviet informant, and the president of Poland. But the forces that are reshaping the city are also at work on them, and eventually it becomes evident that their idyll must end - that change is the only reality one can’t outrun.






What can we do? It is so far from one nation to another; all of us are more and more lonely. You’d better never stick your nose out of your house again; better to lock the gate and close the shutters, and now others can wish us well as much as they like! I have finished with everyone. And now you can close your eyes and softly, quite softly, keep saying: How do you do, old sir in Kent? Grüß Gott, meine Herren! Grazie, signor! À votre sante!


– KAREL ČAPEK, Greetings, published December 25, 1938







PART I




ROSARY


First it was my shoes. They went missing from outside my flat, where I left them slathered in mud after a lonely late-winter walk through the countryside northwest of Prague. I bought a new pair and forgot the old until they appeared two weeks later in the window of an art gallery, as part of an installation with an asking price of over six thousand dollars, converted from Czech crowns.


At least they had been cleaned. On the other hand holes had been drilled through the soles so that they could be strung like beads with other shoes and a number of books onto a vertical rope fastened to a repurposed manhole cover on the gallery’s hardwood floor and affixed at the top to the ceiling. The resulting column sagged lightly as it rose. My shoes had become part of an exotic and erudite tree. I couldn’t be sure they were mine without closer examination, so I went inside.


In small print under the price tag I saw that the artist responsible for Rosary went only by the initials D.K. My shoes were of extravagant American provenance compared to the evidently Central and Eastern European shoes; moreover they were size 14, sensibly deployed near the bottom of the tree, and sandwiched between something in German and a military history book in English. All of the shoes and books looked used. All the major European languages were represented. The shoes were black and brown; the books red and blue and purple and orange.


At a desk in a corner sat a compact individual of indeterminate gender with shoulder-length sandy hair and a pale face, delicate hands emerging from a man’s shirtsleeves splayed on the desk. I hoped they spoke English.


‘Excuse me,’ I said. ‘You have my shoes in your window.’


‘I’m sure you’re mistaken,’ they said, distinctly more tenor than alto.


‘I’m sure I’m not,’ I said.


‘I’m sure the artist in question steals only the shoes of other artists.’


‘My shoes went missing two weeks ago and now they’re in your window. I can prove that they are mine.’


‘How do you propose to do that?’


‘My name is inside them.’


‘And why is your name inside them?’


‘My mother put it there.’


He raised a lone eyebrow. I began to feel like a suspect accused of an unspecified crime.


‘I see. And how old are you?’


‘Twenty-three.’


‘This mother, she travels with you?’


‘No.’


‘Shame. She could perhaps teach you not to insult people in European art galleries.’


‘It says Elliott Black on the inside tongue of each shoe. Little label she stitched in. Just have a look.’


‘If you wish to purchase the item you can do whatever you like with it.’ He seemed pained behind the comic façade, as if he had never met an American with such limited funding that a pair of shoes could be a matter of legitimate concern.


‘I don’t want the shoes back now. They’re ruined. But I would like to know how they got here.’


‘You say your shoes were stolen?’


‘Yes.’


‘I am sorry to hear it. Crime in our country is not like crime in your country.’


‘What does that even mean?’ I said. I could also see that in his country the customer was not always right.


‘I can’t help you, Mr Black. You are just visiting?’


‘I teach English.’


‘You are a lucky man. How long have you been here?’


‘About a month.’


‘Then you have noticed that Prague is full of statues. Where there are statues there are artists. You can’t be too careful with your shoes.’


‘That isn’t even a statue,’ I said.


‘Would you call it a monument?’


‘I’ll bet those are all library books, too. I bet they have labels.’


‘Sadly, investigating your hypothesis would entail dismantling the object.’


‘How can I track down this D.K. and ask how come he stole my shoes?’


‘Are artists tracked down in America? How very enlightening. Perhaps you could lure him into a trap with more shoes.’


‘Is there someone else I can talk to?’


He made an elaborate show of looking around. In profile he had long sideburns and an improbably long, sharp nose. He reminded me of a meerkat sentry tasting the wind.


‘I see no one.’


I looked around, too. The gallery also contained a working pram made from papier-mâché pornography, a large wax bust of Lenin laughing, and several glass articles of no obvious appeal or utility. The remaining space was devoted to paintings.


‘If you would like to complain to the manager,’ he said, ‘I am listening.’


‘You have to admit that I have a mystery here,’ I said.


‘Are your shoes comfortable?’


‘What?’


‘The ones you are wearing.’


‘I suppose.’


‘The square toe suits you,’ he said. ‘I generally think of Americans as sneaker people.’


‘Oh, come on,’ I said. ‘Cowboy boots.’


‘Touché,’ he said.


‘Do you have a name?’ I said.


‘Certainly, Mr Black. I am Mr Cimarron.’


‘Well, Mr Cimarron, if you would tell Mr D.K. that Mr Black is annoyed I’d appreciate it.’


‘I do not actually know that D.K. is a man,’ he said. ‘My assistant handles weekend deliveries. Perhaps I infer it from the phallic nature of the work. Would you call it furniture?’


‘I would call it my shoes.’


‘The way it droops as it rises does suggest some performance anxiety, don’t you think?’


I was compelled to look at it again. Every shoe was polished and every book spine uncracked; I could almost imagine somebody wanting it at the end of the sofa in a living room somewhere. Around it instead were gleaming floorboards, immaculate walls, a spotless window; outside young men and women in sportswear laughing, cars honking, history erased and replaced by this absurd artifact with no immediate meaning that I could detect.


‘I prefer to think of it as a tree,’ I said.


‘A tree with performance anxiety. Your ideas are fascinating. Would you call it an entity?’


‘I’d be dazzled if anyone created a thing that isn’t an entity.’


‘Yet we can create entities that are not things.’


‘I suppose.’


‘Or can we? You’re the English teacher.’


‘Fine,’ I said. ‘The rain is a thing that falls on the plain, mainly, also a thing, of Spain, which is more of an entity.’


‘You illustrate my point beautifully. Poor Spain can’t fall on anything.’


‘That doesn’t strike me as a point. And the plain is going to have trouble with that, too.’


‘Is a point an entity or a thing?’


‘Yes.’


We glared at each other.


‘I don’t suppose you want to tell me the point of the thing,’ I said, pointing at it.


He shrugged.


‘To make money, of course.’




WILD WEST


My flat was on a tram-addled boulevard opposite shops with windows tricked out in funky and dignified words I couldn’t read or pronounce. Cimarron’s art gallery was about two tram stops away. Otherwise there wasn’t anything artsy to my eye about the neighborhood. It was stuck in the past like the rest of the country, with identical menus in every restaurant, posters of footballers dated 1984 in every pub, and men in ancient dungarees operating forklifts on the sidewalks. Things had changed in the city center with the influx of Western tourists and cash – Prague and Warsaw were competing to see who could build the first moneymaking museum of communism – but I lived in an outpost of stagnation, beneath a charming and oppressive air of Slavic mystery.


The next morning on my way to teach I saw a pair of stone legs and sandaled feet sticking out of a metal garbage can. Closer inspection suggested someone had dismantled a statue with a sledgehammer. Stone wasn’t the word – it was some form of concrete with bits of thick wire armature protruding from each severed limb. A woman’s head with half a nose lay between the thighs at the bottom of the can, a forearm and hand propped up against that. An adjacent can contained her torso, and the other arm. Both cans held a depth of rubble and dust.


A corrugated metal shutter covered in graffiti was the only clue that there was a studio from which she had come. Everything else in the area was resolutely residential: curtained windows and door-side ranks of buttons for flats one through forty. I stood still, watching people for a while. I saw a lanky boy carrying his football, and a manifestly bored mother dragging her toddler around, two elderly gentlemen out for a morning stumble, and, finally, the trash collectors, who slung the dismembered figure unceremoniously and without comment into the back of their truck.


I had become attuned to the sounds of my neighborhood. Any tapping, buzzing, blasting noise suggested someone somewhere hard at work, but before I could figure out where exactly, another tram clattered by, drowning out all other noise. Yet visual evidence came and went like signs of spring. A life-sized wooden bear evidently carved with a chainsaw stood outside the grocery store for two days, then vanished. Small bicycles made from twisted wire coat hangers appeared dangling from street signs and traffic lights. The shop window of an antiques store featured an enormous desk spangled with spoons and keys. Twice I saw a small marble obelisk strapped to the roof of a car.


I taught about half my lessons in a pub over beer and cigarettes, writing American slang on napkins. It was incredibly demoralizing. I had worked hard and paid well for my teaching certification. I had imagined working with motivated students and being a good ambassador for my country, as my mother put it, by which she meant say ‘please’ and ‘thank you.’ Instead I got bored midlevel insurance executives who just wanted to chat. English lessons were tedious company policy, and attendance was correspondingly poor. For a given class only one or two students bothered to show. Meanwhile the full might and majesty of the American legal system was conducting DNA tests on a blue dress from the Gap. My students’ curiosity on the subject was excruciating, particularly if I had prepared a lesson on, say, reported speech, but they peppered me with questions instead.


Teaching English felt mostly like leading parlor games at children’s parties, except my students weren’t children, paid little attention, and got virtually nothing out of the experience. I would ask them, for example, to write, ‘I am not a nice person,’ followed by three to five sentences illustrating the thesis. Then I would ask them to swap pronouns on the fly (‘You are not a nice person, and here’s why . . .’). It was a good exercise for subject-verb agreement, and I enjoyed the way we seemed to be flipping verbal rocks to see what lived under them. The benefit for my students was spending an hour away from a spreadsheet, and not much more.


Ivan Biskup came consistently, which surprised me as he was senior among them and thus presumably busy. Milan Jezdec and Vlasta Havran were the other two most constant. Milan was athletic and in his midthirties with a seemingly terminal case of ennui. He told me early on that when he was not on a tennis court he was bored. Vlasta was very diffident and drank only half pints. Her hair was amorphous, wiry, and a shade of brown closest to dark grey. Her nose had been broken in a car accident and never set itself right afterward. In a bad mood she looked like an extra from some documentary film about the horrors of totalitarianism, yet when she smiled she was strikingly lovely.


In any case, Ivan could authorize lessons in the Golden Lion. This particular pub’s décor was still a thoroughly drab arrangement for an oppressed people, a place for communist commiseration rather than capitalist celebration. The tables and chairs were on their last legs, and the walls decorated strictly with nicotine. Still, it was preferable to an empty boardroom, and an essential component, Ivan said, of my own intercultural education. Czech history and culture, he added, are best appreciated in a pint glass.


Ivan explained local idiosyncrasies to me, like the way Czech men enter buildings before their female companions ‘in case there’s a fight,’ which suggested to me that I had in fact moved to the Wild West. He also hazarded a guess about the shattered statue: that if three or four Prague artists lived in close proximity they doubtless spent most of their time and energy sabotaging each other’s work and framing the other guy.


We had installed ourselves once I arrived over a red-and-white checkered tablecloth, and when the waitress appeared I tried out my Czech. She was petite, blonde, very pretty, and about eighteen. She turned as red as the tablecloth checkers and ran away. Ivan slapped his thigh.


‘I know what you were trying to say,’ he said. ‘It just sounded like I think you know what I want, baby.’


She did return with my Czech beer of choice. I had only been there six weeks. The beer was Velkopopovický Kozel, which Ivan translated as ‘the Goat from Greater Popovitz.’ Weak and slightly metallic, it was perfect for daytime drinking.


I told my students about the legs.


‘You are a lucky man,’ they said.


Living in Žižkov was like living in Brooklyn, they told me. I wondered what pirated movies their conception of Brooklyn came from, and I privately thought the comparison more aspirational than accurate. Žižkov was either very working class or very Bohemian or both, with a reputation for spontaneous brawling. Also, unlike Brooklyn, Žižkov was named after a one-eyed mace-wielding general who 575 years previously had slaughtered hundreds of Catholics in nearby Kutná Hora and hurled their corpses into the local silver mines. The statue of him on a hill in the middle of Žižkov was the best-endowed equestrian statue in the world.


Ivan mentioned a major sculpture contest or contests upcoming. Thanks to communism there were all sorts of horrible things to commemorate. A major exhibition was scheduled in a Žižkov park. Prague’s finest would contribute their best. We made plans to go.


Meanwhile to satisfy my curiosity about D.K., I thought perhaps I should duck into some art galleries. My interest in visual art did not usually extend beyond Daffy Duck.


I looked into other galleries full of inscrutable items – dead bees in small lightbulbs arranged to spell GUILE in English, screen-printed close-ups of fingers, lips, and cigarettes, and a whole photography exhibition called Forty-Two Breakfasts in Dresden, in which all the photos were taken after the breakfasts had been eaten. I found no further trace of D.K. I still wanted restitution for my shoes: money, an explanation, some form of shoe justice. Eventually I returned to the first gallery to find an altogether different man at the desk, an older man in jeans and a jacket with no tie. His mustache looked laser trimmed. I explained that I had visited once before, when I spoke to Mr Cimarron.


I could see from his face that I had just told him a fantastic joke.


‘Oh, you did?’


‘I did.’


‘What did he look like?’


‘You would know that since he claimed to be the manager.’


‘I am the manager,’ he said.


‘Great,’ I said. ‘I came in to ask how my shoes came to be part of that thing in the window. Mr Cimarron was very evasive.’


‘Mr Cimarron sat where I sit now?’


‘Yes.’


‘What day was this?’


‘I don’t know. Two weeks ago, maybe.’


‘Your shoes are almost certainly part of the thing because Mr Cimarron put them there.’


‘Mr Cimarron and the artist D.K. are the same,’ I suggested. My mystery was simply a prank.


‘Oh, no,’ he said. ‘Cimarron is not a name in Czech, but Mr Cimrman is a great Czech hero. There is an asteroid named after him between Mars and Jupiter.’


Over the next few days the park filled with crates and tarpaulin-shrouded lumps; an invisible brigade of sculptors had clearly unloaded, installed, covered, and padlocked dozens of striking novelties. Two men in private security uniforms patrolled. The effect was exactly as though a secret playground lay under the tarps and children were absolutely prohibited from having any fun there. I tried to guess from sizes and shapes, and I looked for a loose tarp that I could peer under without attracting attention. While under wraps it was the most intriguing exhibition in the world. After nightfall it resembled a graveyard, plastic headstones gleaming in the moonlight. Scattered trees stood guard to keep down the jealous dead.


Eventually I dutifully scaled Vítkov Hill, past charming stone walls afflicted with the new Western scourge of graffiti, to see the great national monument. It’s true: Jan Žižka rides a monster horse.




GOOD SOLDIER


Saturday morning, 10:00 a.m., Ivan knocked on my door. He wore shorts and a T-shirt and brought beer, which we opened.


‘This is it? This is your whole flat?’


I had a single room adjacent to the landlady’s, with whom I shared a bathroom and a hallway lined with the sort of cooking equipment I associated with camping expeditions. As far as I knew these were standard Czech living arrangements. I did have – through a vast window – a good view of the monstrous space-age architectural experiment alleged to be the Prague TV tower, and I got plenty of sunlight when there was any. Once a week the landlady cleaned and left a dry, inedible pastry for me. I had to dispose of it elsewhere since she also emptied the trash.


‘This is it,’ I said.


‘It has great location,’ he said. ‘Great location.’


‘Brooklyn, I’m told.’


‘I don’t know what you’d do with a TV anyway,’ he said. ‘Maybe learn Czech.’


I sat on the edge of my threadbare red communist sofa, which folded out into half a bed full of springs, spikes, and needles. He sat in my one rickety wooden chair and looked worried my table might not take the weight of his beer.


‘Some advice, though,’ he said. ‘If you meet a nice girl, go to her place.’


Such advice was not covered in the teaching abroad handbook.


I filled Ivan in on the disappointing solution to my mystery. Ivan said that he could have spared me some embarrassment had I told him the story of the shoe thief earlier. Jára Cimrman was a fictional Czech entity who showed Thomas Edison how to change a lightbulb, personally fertilized Chekhov’s cherry orchard, and accomplished many other laudable things. He once missed the North Pole by just twenty-three feet, and instructed Mendeleev to remove the element of surprise. He scribbled some notes while Darwin sailed the Beagle, and later he loaned some money to Mr Dunlop to develop his pneumatic tire. He was a philosopher, playwright, inventor, musician, advisor to American presidents, and more.


‘Possibly,’ said Ivan, ‘the grandfather of one Robert Zimmerman from Hibbing, Minnesota.’


‘Not my quarry then.’


‘What’s quarry?’


‘Something you want to turn into dinner.’


‘Remind me which state you are from?’ said Ivan. ‘I know it begins with an I.’


‘That gives you Idaho, Iowa, Illinois, and Indiana. Indiana is the state that takes longest to drive through, psychologically. Roads that never end or bend. Dead flat.’


‘Not to mention the people,’ said Ivan.


‘Quite.’


‘In school we all learned to use a watch as a compass so we could hide in the woods when the Americans came,’ he said.


‘We hid under our desks to prepare for you guys dropping bombs.’


‘Wow,’ he said. ‘Either you had a low opinion of our bombs or a high opinion of your desks. Sorry. We’re just very aware of being a faraway country of which you know nothing, as Neville Chamberlain called us shortly after authorizing our destruction. How long do you think you’ll stay?’


‘The idea is to burnish a grad school application with teaching experience,’ I said. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Why burn an application?’


‘Burnish is more like shine than burn.’


‘In which subject?’


‘History.’


‘No offense, but does anyone in America just go get a job? Or is that a kind of barbarian practice you’ve evolved through?’


There were thirty thousand of us in Prague at the time, either teaching English or living off trust funds. I had, if I got into trouble, the Bank of Mom.


‘What do your parents do?’


‘Well, they’re divorced. My mom is the sort of seemingly easygoing librarian who keeps things exactly in order. My dad is a philosophy professor and a complete mess.’


‘Librarian is kind of a job,’ he said.


‘I assume there was no such thing as private insurance under communism,’ I said. I didn’t know how Ivan or anyone else had become qualified for their new capitalist jobs. ‘What did you do before?’


‘I was a soldier,’ he said. ‘Sort of. I did my national service and stayed on afterward, but I mostly sat at a desk doing risk evaluation. Much the same as I do now but in a different context. If we have fifty helicopters that explode twenty-five percent of the time, how many pilots are we going to go through before we can get a mission done?’


‘And now?’


‘I determine who is at fault in horrible industrial accidents,’ he said. ‘Beer helps.’


He told me at length about gruesome transactions between heavy machinery and human hands and feet. It was unclear why Ivan was required to take English lessons, particularly since he had spent six months attached to a Massachusetts emergency clinic while completing a dissertation on necrosis. I suspected that he liked English lessons as a way of avoiding the ceaseless pain and misery pervading every aspect of his job, and his complicity in keeping intact the system that tolerated it.


Ivan’s hair was glaringly orange, but it was receding tragically, too. He appeared to have received instructions to proceed straight to middle age. Powerful shoulders and arms were offset by a paunch that refused to comply with his shirts. He shifted positions often with a wince at whichever joint was troubling him at the moment. His blue eyes were both pale and piercing, but his long, pointed nose and downturned mouth gave him the look of a puzzled, avuncular fox.


‘There are three prizes today,’ he told me. ‘I looked into it. The first is in reproductions. Everything original must be replaced eventually. Someday the Charles Bridge and all its statues will all secretly live in a big American warehouse with the Ark of the Covenant. The winner or winners of that contest will be in work for life. The communists didn’t care about statues. All kinds of arms and legs and heads need to be fixed or fitted around Prague.’


I imagined a vast stew of stone body parts.


‘The second thing I had to look up in English. Memorials. This one is potentially controversial since most of us would just like to forget those forty-one and a half years. But it’s open-ended. Anything can be memorized.’


‘Memorialized.’


‘Yes.’


‘Commemorated is even better.’


‘OK. It’s Saturday.’


‘I know.’


‘The winner of that prize will probably get to show tourists how we suffered at places like Prague Castle and Wenceslas Square.’


‘I should enter my sofa for it.’


‘I had one just like it. I took it out to the country cottage and gave it new life as firewood.’ He paused thoughtfully. ‘After the revolution I bought a second freezer so I could put a whole cow in it. Meat was that cheap. We had been sending all of ours east. The third category is the open-ended contest with a sort of note about future. We can’t just be this backward people looking backward at all times.’


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘The American South manages that fairly well.’


‘Can you teach me to speak with a twang?’


‘Just give every syllable an extra syllable.’


We practiced for a while until his English was perfectly unintelligible.


The sound of a brass band reached us from the park three streets away, so we finished our beers and made our move.


The park was ringed by beer vendors and sausage stands. The band played on a tented stage beneath the television tower while a few hundred men, women, and children ignored them. The new sculptures were still covered but they had attendants. I could see for the first time that they formed three groups, but I was distracted. There were creepy giant bronze babies scaling the TV tower. From their vantage all of Prague’s roof cover was laid out like a terra-cotta tarpaulin over strange undulations, punctuated by a hundred spires.


The band stopped and a man in a pale blue linen suit spoke ceremonial Czech for ten minutes. It was indistinguishable from any other variety of Czech. He raised an arm and signaled that the work should be unveiled.
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