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Part ONE

1 Valli

Fürstenfeldbruck, Bavaria, 2021

Something has snuck in, something Valli wasn’t expecting. Usually it’d be straight to the sofa 

after work, TV on and beamed into a blissful world – nothing doing, not now. She can tell 

already. Something unpleasant is creeping out of the living room, a mood settled over the 

house in her absence. She trusts these perceptions, so she steels herself.

‘Good job you’re here!’ Rina sounds alarmed.

Valli washes her hands for unnecessarily long in the guest bathroom by the front door, 

looking at herself in the old mirror that’s survived every move. The lines around her wide 

mouth dig deeper into her skin than usual. She tries to relax her muscles, dries her hands and 

heads into the living room.

Rina is standing in the middle of the room, waving her young hands around in front of 

Valli’s aunt’s face. She still has the face of a child, now in disarray, her eyes widened and her 

mouth aslant. The aunt with whom Valli has shared this house for nearly ten years is wearing 

the grey cardigan she knitted herself; her lips are slightly open, her white hair like a ball of 

cotton wool around her slim little head. Her face stiff, the white, the grey, the pale skin – a 

statue.

‘Tjotja?’ – no reaction, nothing.

Valli casts a worried glance at Rina, who looks back just as worried; she inches closer, 

suppressing the impulse to slap the old woman around the face to make sure she’s still alive. 

This aunt, who normally awaits Valli sitting upright at the table with a dish of plov or perfectly 

crispy fried potatoes garnished with gossip about the neighbours, seems absent, immersed in 

herself. Her chest rises and falls calmly.

‘She’s breathing, at least.’

‘She’s in a state of shock,’ says Rina, tugging a strand of hair out of her messy bun.

Her aunt’s lips are pursed into a thin line. Her eyes are fixed upon a point beyond Valli, 

something that must be on the other side of the living-room wall. Valli turns and looks at the 

exact spot, but there’s nothing there. A pair of blackbirds, that’s all, flapping around to build a 

nest under the patio awning, far too early. Her aunt would never allow such a thing, but now 



she does nothing at all. An old woman no longer moving a muscle, Rina’s grandmother, Valli’s 

aunt.

She has relocated with her, moved from one continent to another, said farewell to 

husbands with her and set up a home.

Valli sits down on the sofa next to the statue. ‘Tjotja, say something!’

Her aunt averts her eyes, but only her pupils move.

‘I think it was this.’ Rina points at a letter in one corner of the sofa, in among ads from 

DIY stores and supermarkets. ‘And she had this in her hand.’ She holds out a plastic something

to Valli.

It’s the length of a matchbox, pink. A miniscule thumb stuck in a tiny mouth, eyelids 

closed.

‘Did you get your old Barbies up out of the cellar?’ Valli asks, playing for time.

Rina doesn’t appreciate the joke. ‘These people are serious!’

Her niece who always grasps things so quickly, while Valli’s thoughts are viscous. 

Something dawns on her, not explaining itself.

‘Show me!’

Valli takes the toy-like object and the letter with caution, reads the large pink writing:

What you are holding in your hands is a model of a baby. Admittedly, it is a very small baby. 

It could not survive outside the mother’s womb. And yet it already has arms and legs. You can

clearly see ears, nose, mouth and eye sockets. This model of an embryo – doctors already 

refer to it as a foetus – is true to the original size. An embryo is as big as this at only ten 

weeks old. Small and in need of protection – and more at risk than ever.

In the left margin is the name of the sender: ORLA – Organisation Right to Life for All.

‘Disgusting,’ says Rina.

Valli fetches two glasses of water from the kitchen and puts them on the coffee table. 

‘Why did they put it in our letter box?’

‘They put it in everyone’s, not just ours.’

Valli takes in this information but can’t categorise it. Images appear behind her tired 

eyelids, briefly closed to process this moment. She connects the letter, the plastic thing with 

the people she saw on her way to work last week, standing outside the clinic with placards 

every day. Up until now, they were a marginal phenomenon, something she could push to the 

corner of her eye. She ignored them, didn’t relate them to herself.

So many people know exactly what’s right or wrong, even though it’s none of their 

business. She sees it precisely the same way as her aunt: there are things you have to deal 

with yourself, and things politicians decide – or fate, which is almost the same. The best thing 

is to take care of your own business as best you can, take matters into your own hand without 

alerting any authorities to your existence, and the rest you leave for time to handle. But her 

aunt considered this post important enough to turn to stone over it.



‘Are you sure they put it in everyone’s letter box?’

‘Yes, I saw them walking round all the houses.’

To make quite sure, Valli goes outside.

They live in the furthest left house in a terrace of three. The middle one is home to Rina

and her parents, her brother and his wife. That’s practical, they’re nearby but they can steer 

clear if they need to. In the right-hand end-of-terrace house, the one painted turquoise, live 

the Grubers. Her aunt enjoys a good chat with Mrs Gruber, though Valli would rather avoid her 

torrent of talk, not an easy feat. The neighbour, usually sitting at her kitchen window watching 

precisely who goes in and out of the other two houses in the terrace, appears to have better 

things to do today. Meaning Valli can take a sneaky peek through the slit in her mailbox. She 

sees the same brown envelope now on her own sofa. There’s one in Rina’s letter box too. Her 

relief swiftly sloshes back to puzzlement.

Valli and Rina massage the old woman’s motionless hands, apply the calendula lotion 

she so loves. They do the same with her feet, not knowing what else to do. She lets them get 

on with it, not saying a word.

Valli brings out anecdotes about the grandchildren, how they did this once and used to 

do that, how Rina stole a hairband at the department store without them noticing. Her aunt 

shows no reaction.

Next, Rina tries playing old Russian songs on her little telephone. Curly rowan tree, why

are you so sad? – Millions of scarlet-red roses. Not even her beloved Alla Pugatshova can lure 

the old woman out of her petrified state. Not a smile, not a sound.

Valli feels anger welling up. They’ve been through enough to ignore a ridiculous plastic 

message like that.

‘Tjotja,’ says Valli, ‘you can hear us, I know you can. What are you playing at? Can’t 

you just open your mouth?’

‘Don’t be so mean to her.’ Rina launches herself to her grandmother’s defence, stroking 

her cheek. ‘It’s alright, don’t worry.’ 

‘Don’t you have to go home?’

‘Can I leave the two of you alone like this? Maybe we should call an ambulance?’

‘No need,’ Valli tries to make her voice sound gentle again. ‘We’ll manage.’

Rina goes out on the patio to smoke.

Valli breathes a sigh.

She considers what else she could do and fetches the big red photo album. ‘You love 

photos, don’t you, Tjotja.’

As she opens it up for her aunt, something seems to shift. Especially with the photo of 

them in Siberia, almost fifty years ago: her aunt in a collared dress, her uncle with his 

Hollywood face, her grandfather with his walking stick, Valli with her head of curls and her 

cousin, still a little girl – all staring earnestly at the camera. Valli’s aunt makes a backwards 

movement. A movement! Valli is relieved. Something is happening to her aunt.



‘Get rid of it. Parasite!’ Her voice croaks out so suddenly that Valli’s lungs start to flutter.

She didn’t expect an outburst like this.

Rina comes back in, stinking of smoke. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘I don’t know what’s the matter with her.’

‘Cuckoo child!’ her aunt exclaims.

Instantly, Valli feels like she’s nine again, her chest shrinking painfully in on itself as if 

the words had stabbed her. Her aunt’s dark stare makes it clear she means her, nobody else. 

She doesn’t know where to look.

Valli’s aunt, this woman with whom she watches soaps, stuffs cabbage leaves and 

ferments kvas, whom she helps to wash and dress and for whom she mends everything in the 

house, won’t let her touch her. Rina has to brush her teeth, get her changed and put her to 

bed.

Valli stands a safe distance away in the hall, constantly reordering her feet on the 

laminate flooring.

‘Yes, that’s right, careful, and now your head, there you go,’ she hears Rina saying 

behind the door.

She tries to divert her anger from Rina. This has nothing to with her niece, who comes 

out of the room, eyebrows raised. ‘She’s asleep, but really restless. Can you tell me what 

happened just now?’

Valli avoids her eyes.

‘What did she mean by that, “cuckoo’s child”?’ 

Valli puts her hand to her head and sighs. ‘Let’s talk about that another time.’ She 

guesses Rina won’t settle for that, but for now she has the excuse that they have to be quiet.

Before she follows Rina through to the living room, she casts a glance into her aunt’s 

bedroom. Her eyes are closed, her small old head on the pillow; she’s breathing deeply and 

dreaming things Valli wishes she could access.

2 Lydia

Novosibirsk, Siberia, 1961

The ice on the window changes its faded colour with the dawn. Lydia is awake; she draws the 

near-frozen air in deep. It might seem like the middle of winter, but it’s April already. She 

hasn’t had a wink of sleep and her skin is taut and cool over her throat. Behind it, a queasy 

feeling builds up.

Yet again, her Sashka stank like he’d been sleeping in the latrine. 

How often has she told him: ‘Have a wash before you come to bed! Go ahead and drink 

if you must, but at least have a wash!’



All he does is splash his face with Adekalon. As if that might help. He got back after 

midnight, bashing and crashing around, and the smell, boshe moj! It made her feel so sick she

had to get up and pace the room – like a ghost. She could hear the night skipping past with 

tiny steps, counting along with them. Asking herself how many others were awake in their 

beds, in the rooms next door, the neighbouring barracks. Perhaps Mrs Wollwachs with her 

scarred face? Old Borishka? Ruppel lying next to his wife, who scolds him morning and night, 

tells him how useless he is, so loud that Lydia takes it to mean herself on bad days? Hetterle, 

creeping around the dark shacks with demonic-drunk eyes, lying in wait for people coming 

back from the night shift and biting them in the calves? When the nausea passed, she lay back

down beside Sashka and tried to fall asleep, though the stench ran through and through her 

body.

Now she thinks her nose has given up. She sniffs at the fuzz on the back of her 

daughter’s tiny head: nothing. She sniffs at her armpit: nothing. She even sniffs at Sashka’s 

mouth, trustingly gaping in her direction like an offer: nothing. It’s strange to feel things but 

not to smell them. Perhaps she’s sick.

Her mother always said: ‘Life is like a movie in the kinotheatr.’ Someone comes up with 

it. Then you end up somewhere and have to get by in the circumstances, when you could be in

some other place entirely if that someone had decided differently, if he had placed the 

characters and their paths differently. There are lots of places where Lydia could be, but 

someone set her down here, between her little doll of a daughter, Sashka and the ice-cold 

barracks walls. No one knows what those walls are keeping out. It’s certainly not the noise or 

the cold.

She shuffles her wool-socked feet into her tufli, pulls on her padded coat. The room is 

so small it takes her less than three footsteps to the stove. She lights the kindling and places 

the coal on top; the room fills with smoke. She goes out to the yard to fetch water for the 

samovar. The light is still dim, a stage she doesn’t much like. She divides night from day as 

rigorously as good from bad.

Good is when everything has its place, its little spot of earth. Her great-aunt Gerda 

taught her to be conscientious. To make sure not to run out of soda for the floor and to get the

sheets white as snow – there has to be enough time for that, even if what you want most of all

is to sag like a sack of wet laundry. Sheets have to be hung up corner-to-corner, then they dry 

smooth and look neat.

Bad is that Sashka is lying on the neatly dried sheet and sullying it with his stench. 

Everything gets dirty so much quicker now that she lives with him and the old man. He looks 

so innocent lying there, his beautiful eyelashes all dark, his curls on the pillow, like a little boy. 

She plucks at the sheet above Sashka’s chest, gives it a sniff. Nothing. His button nose emits 

low snores. Those even features, that skin coated in a layer of awkward sweat, that chiselled 

chin – that’s what she fell for, back then. He could make so much out of himself! If only he’d 

put on the nylon shirt her father sent them from Germany, if he wouldn’t keep lying down in 

the dirt, getting more crumpled with every beer, if his eyes didn’t look so red after that blasted



firewater he loves so much. If only he’d be the way Lydia wants him for once, scrubbed and 

spruced up, kak ogurtshik – like a gherkin – in a shirt and suit and smelling good.

Her father-in-law never says anything either. He could give his son a talking to, tell 

him: ‘Son, if you keep on drinking like this, I’ll throw you out on your ear.’

But he never says a word, just like he lets Jelena’s girl sleeping behind the curtain in his

half of the room get away with anything. He only ever says anything to Lydia. She doesn’t 

cook enough, she doesn’t take enough care of Jelena’s girl, and she should be grateful to have 

a roof over her head here with him. Never mind that Lydia gives him every kopek of her 

wages. In return, she gets to share half the room with Sashka, with old Gustav stumbling 

through in his white underpants with his balls hanging out, so disgusting for Lydia. And he’s 

always yanking the window open because you can’t turn the heating off in winter immer. He 

doesn’t care that Elvirushka sleeps underneath it and mustn’t catch cold. Lydia says nothing, 

but she shuts the window when her father-in-law’s not looking. If he notices, he says, 

‘Gospadi, it’s stuffy in here,’ and the whole thing starts again from the beginning.

All his eavesdropping gets on her nerves whenever she wants to discuss something 

private with Sashka, and his snorting and coughing and his whoring around with russified 

tarts; Lydia’s heard stories outrageous enough to embarrass her.

But the room is his, he got it as compensation for the chunk of metal that turned him 

into a limping cripple in the camp in a matter of seconds.

The water begins to boil in the samovar.

‘It’ll be alright in the end,’ Auntie Gerda tells Lydia on the telephone when she goes 

down to the post office in the evening and dials the code for Estonia, when she finds it hard to 

push down her tears. ‘That’s just the way men are!’ She passes on the receiver; her sister 

says, ‘Lydia, you’re always making a mountain out of a molehill. You need to appreciate what 

you’ve got: a beautiful baby, a job, and the husband – well. You didn’t want to come with us, 

and now you’ll have to assert yourself.’

Lydia lays out Sashka’s clean clothes and makes him a sandwich, so he won’t tip over 

like a felled tree at work later on. She couldn’t help noticing the other day that Mrs Ruppel 

from the room next door looked a little too curious as she was lugging Sashka’s lifeless body 

home.

She pours a little chai in her cup, dilutes it, sits down on the old green armchair and 

sips at the unscented liquid. This is the time when she makes her plans for the day, lays out all

her tasks in a row so that they flow seamlessly, so that she manages everything and can show 

her workmates in the sewing workshop: I have a perfectly normal family.

She fetches a well-stowed crate out from under the cot. When she opens it, the familiar

smell of chalk and wool is missing. Mrs Borishka from barrack 12, who keeps an eye on Elvira 

now and then, gave her some curtain fabric to make into two skirts. If there was any left she 

could use it for something of her own, Borishka said. She holds the material up to her nose; 

nothing. Just nausea. She opens her eyes wide and the sensation wanes away.



The fabric isn’t bitty and motley; it’s soft, in a single shade of Kalmyk cotton. She’ll sew

a little dress for the baby, for the spring she can hardly wait for, and a blouse for herself. She 

measures the length. If she’s very careful there’ll be a strip left for a hairband to bring order to

the chaos of Jelena’s girl’s mop.

Mrs Borishka pays her a few kopeks, which she’ll sew into the lining at the back of the 

old armchair that evening. She takes the pins out of the fabric at the spot where she wants to 

start. All for her Elvira; she has big plans for her, a clever and delicious biskvit she baked all on

her own. Aside from the ingredients, Sashka hasn’t contributed much so far.

This child is not just an investment for the future; she can show her off every day, a 

paper doll for cutting out clothes and dressing her up. As she’s sewing, she imagines the looks 

and comments: ‘Oh, how pretty! What a lovely little krassavitza! You didn’t make the dress 

yourself, did you?’

She might not have been top of the class at school, but she’s good with her hands. 

These hands will make sure they get a two-room flat. Like Vesmirina at work, who lives with 

her husband, just the two of them in the brand-new building that shot out of the ground on 

Kirova Square, glazed balconies and all.

She has drawn up this plan like her sewing patterns, keeps it tucked away in her mind 

for when Sashka starts moaning like a sulky toddler just because she tells him ‘Not tonight!’ 

while her father-in-law pricks up his ears behind the curtain. The plan won’t work overnight, 

you can’t catch a fish without patience. She’ll follow it step by step, and once she’s slipped 

enough coins behind the armchair fabric for cognac and chocolates to give to the right people, 

she’ll spirit away her husband and daughter to that two-room flat, and Sashka will be so 

grateful he’ll pull himself together in no time.

It’s nearly light. Lydia hears the hasty footsteps outside in the snow of people heading 

for the early shift. She’s sewing a calf-length skirt, an unusually youthful piece of clothing for 

Old Borishka. Lydia knows she’ll like it.

She feels sick. She clenches her eyes shut, sets aside her sewing for a moment, sucks 

the slowly warming air in between her teeth. She sips at her chai and waits for the nausea to 

pass. Perhaps yesterday’s fish was off? Or is there something serious wrong with her nose? 

Cautiously, she gets up, returns the fabric to the box, pushes it under the cot, concentrates on 

the hot liquid. Once she’s finished her chai, she feels better.


