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May

All the houses are still standing. Even the sluice has survived the winter. The
lake is free of ice, only a couple of snowy clumps lying scattered along the wash
margin. The main house needs to be given a fresh coat of paint, the beds newly
fenced. The wind is blowing so fiercely we’ll be able to turn on the wind turbine
tomorrow, and then we’ll have electricity for our laptops and microscopes.

Vova and I go out to the sluice again and again. The bears have kicked in a
couple of laths, but Vova says they’ll be easy to fix. As long as the underwater
gates haven’t been damaged, we can forgive anything.

We look upriver, as though our gazes might be able to lure the salmon to us.
We've seen a couple already. Silvery nerkas and pink gorbuschas, appearing
beneath the surface as nothing but faint streaks. They're early.

Feodor says it will be a good year.

I wouldn't be so certain.

There are only the four of us so far. Vova and I turn on the main taps, while
Yulia stacks sandwich loaves by the crateload on the shelves. Pearl barley,
butter, apples. Buckwheat enough for six months. Feodor is the only one who
walks around the station with a pair of binoculars as though there’s nothing to
do.

To the south-west, Kambalny still has a plume of smoke rising from its crater.
We argue about whether there’s more smoke or less in comparison to last year.
[ think there’s more. But I only have six summers for comparison, not nearly as
many as Feodor and Yulia.

There’s clearly a witch at work there, says Yulia, even my old eyes can see that.
Feodor cuts her off immediately; he doesn’t want to hear a single word about
witches. Nje govori glupostei! You're a scientist - how can you believe in fairy
tales like that?

Feodor says the likelihood of Kambalny erupting again in the near future is low.
Last summer - that was just an ash emission, after all, and it wasn’t like
anything had happened for seven hundred years before that, either.

I'm more concerned about the phytoplankton. From the pier, the lake looks so
clear and lacking in nutrients, as though there isn't a single algal cell growing in
it. But of course, the turbidity of the water can only tell us so much about algal
growth. How large their valves are, what kinds are dominant in the community.
Ideally, I'd like to take an initial water sample straight away. The decisions that
will be made this summer are dependent on the algae, after all. But Yulia says



we should take this opportunity to sort out our old data instead, before the real
research begins.

Our wet lab looks as though Yulia and I left it in a great hurry last autumn.
Checklists lying around all over the place, beakers containing white sediment. I
even find one of Yulia’s mugs with an old teabag stuck inside it. I take hold of
the string and peel it away from the rim. An enormous armoured alga, brown
with a porous theca, rotating about its own flagellum.

[ think of the millions of dead organisms that we left behind in September,
uncounted. More than a hundred brown vials in which an entire fauna lies dead
on the bottom: my diatoms, Yulia’s zooplankton.

[ can’t bring myself to chuck out the plankton samples, although I know Yulia
will tell me off. What do you want with that old stuff? We got significant
results, didn’t we. A couple of extra datapoints aren’t going to be any help to us
now, I'm afraid.

[ know, Yulia. But all the same, I wouldn’t be so quick to throw out the old
samples. Just for comparison, in case we get similarly bad data to last year. The
right recommendation can so easily be the wrong one when it comes to tipping
tonnes of chemicals into a lake. We have far too little control over what will
happen to Kurile Lake this summer. | want to be prepared for anything.

Feodor and I chop wood while Vova pulls entire trunks out of the undergrowth.
The wind turbine is turning steadily. Both our houses and the wet lab are
warm. But it doesn’t hurt to fill up our wood store while the salmon aren't yet
here for Vova to count and examine, while there aren’t yet any plankton
samples for Yulia and me. In spring we never know how long the weather will
hold. The wind blows clouds heavy with rain across from the Sea of Okhotsk.
Then the sun comes out again. The weather can change three times a day
without warning. A dead calm would be worst of all: we’d need wood for the
stove straight away then, with no time even to start drying it out. But,
fortunately, it doesn’t look like that’s going to happen.

My axe fails to cut through even the thinnest pieces of wood, slowed down by
their fibres. The driftwood in particular is damp right through to its core.
There’s next to nothing left to gather in the upper forest meadows, none of the
dry buckthorn that we could burn right away. Downriver, a couple of dwarf
pine trees have fallen, but not nearly as many as usual. Bad sign, says Vova -
there must have been hardly any snow this year.



On the lakeshore, too, we find nothing but rotten trunks lying every which way,
obstructing the boardwalks. The spit of land at the head of the river particularly
needs to be tidied up.

Tidied up, said Yulia.

Reclaimed, said Feodor.

As though this shore could ever belong to us.

The bear fence still isn’t electrified. Vova has left the patching-up to me, even
though the fence is his responsibility. But Vova never has anything against it if |
take over some of his jobs. Not like Feodor, who grumbles whenever Yulia and I
help to chop wood, or take apart our microscopes to change a diode on our
own. He should be pleased, really, that we can manage ourselves, can jump in
to help wherever needed.

I feel my way along the wires lining the riverbank, following the fence across
the spit of land that separates the river from the lake. Again and again I cut a
length of copper wiring to strengthen the contacts. I push aside branches that
could break the electric circuit, snapping them off when there’s no other
option. It’s just a matter of being patient until the current returns. I'd like to go
back and say it’s all working.

[ follow the planks of wood up into the forest meadows. The trees here are still
brown and scrubby. Russian rock birch and dwarf pines that barely reach my
shoulders. Stalks of blueberries, crowberries, Siberian mountain ash.

From the slopes, I can look down over all eight buildings. Main house, dining
hall, banya, the house Vova and I share right next to the wet lab. It looks as
though our buildings are breathing down the necks of the lake and river,
ducking down in the hollow so as to keep watch on both bodies of water as
unobtrusively as possible. I see Vova sawing something next to the little sluice-
gate hut, recognise him more by his posture, his way of moving, than by his
face. Yulia, carrying a bucket to the students’ house.

[ step off the planks, even though the ground is becoming progressively
boggier. Between the wind turbine and the latrine, I find a critical point. The
wires have come loose from their grommets; perhaps an animal or the snow
weighed them down towards the ground. I'm feeling for the wires more than
looking at them, trying not to stand on the new shoots that will become lupins
and umbellifers. But it’s hard to walk on tiptoe in wellington boots. The earth
contracts beneath my feet. I think of the pores 'm closing with every step I
take, of the roundworms and mudskippers that aren’t much larger than my
plankton cells. I move slowly, as though that might minimise the pressure I put



on the earth. How widely would I have to spread my weight so as not to injure
even the grass beneath my feet?

Earlier, Yulia and I roughly analysed our first samples. The algal community is
normal for the beginning of May. The brown algae are dominant as ever,
Aulacoseira subarctica first and foremost.

A good sign; I'd already feared the worst. The data from last autumn were such
a strong indication that something was going wrong. As though the entire food
web was slipping, nutrients from the salmon cadavers never even reaching the
algae.

Yulia says we’d better wait for the new data, too. Perhaps those were just
regular fluctuations, after all. I hope she’s right, that the ecosystem has rallied
over winter.

The pier is almost underwater. We've hardly ever seen the lake this full. When I
sit on the pier ladder in the evenings, the boats at their moorings seem to be
floating high above me. Just a couple more metres and the surface would be
touching the clouds. The whole lake seems to be smoking. Perhaps it
remembers the volcano it used to be. Except, that volcano transformed into its
own negative. The slopes fall away steeply, drawing closer and closer together
underwater until they form a perfect cone at their deepest point, three hundred
metres below us.

[ don’t know how long it takes for a lake to become a mountain and then a lake
again. Sometimes [ imagine watching it in a time lapse: a dark blot seen from
far away. An island rising out of the lake. The island gets bigger, rearing up into
an enormous volcano. Water streams off its slopes. Magma shoots into the
stratosphere in a violent eruption. Lava spreads until there’s nothing but an
empty dome left. Finally, the magma chambers collapse in on themselves, just
as they did more than eight thousand years ago.

How often does a landscape become its exact opposite? Maybe Kurile Lake will
endlessly transform into a mountain and back into a lake again. You'd have to
overlay all the landscapes that have ever existed here on top of one another.
Maybe then all the valleys would cancel themselves out with mountains, and all
the mountains with valleys. Nothing left but a flat plain.



Yulia is already up by half past five and making kasha for everyone, while
Feodor writes his first emails of the day. Vova and I join them at half seven. We
could actually sleep much later — no morning lectures, no students waiting for
us. But I've become so accustomed to getting up at this time that I wake up
even before our alarm, no matter how tired I am.

The dining hall is far too big for us. But we do have sandwich loaves aplenty.
We're even allowed to help ourselves to tomatoes and slices of cucumber, as
many as we want. We sit around the little table in the middle, like card players
focused on a game, already dressed in our fisherman’s jackets and wellington
boots, since we’ll be going straight out to the sluice. The hibiscus tea is still too
sweet, despite my trying every morning to add a smaller dose of sugar without
anybody noticing.

We spoon up the hot porridge in silence, a lake of butter swimming on its
surface. Yulia’s kasha is lumpy. I chew it, running my tongue over the hard bits.
Nests of semolina that can be mashed against the roof of my mouth into tinier
and tinier clumps without ever disappearing altogether. It makes me think of
fish roe, the way they burst in your mouth and dissolve without trace. Of soap
molecules, coating fat particles at lightning speed to form a new solid.

Next to me, Vova is chewing, too, but no one dares pass comment on the
consistency of the porridge. Feodor scarfs his down so quickly that Yulia
doesn’t take her eyes off him. Don’t you like it, she asks grimly.

But Feodor is a good liar.

First banya. We've left it heating all afternoon, just one of the two chambers.
No separation of the sexes, for once. I'd have gone in without any clothes on, as
usual, but Yulia considers it completely impossible to be naked in front of
Feodor. Her swimsuit is violet and strangely ruffled at the chest, which might
have been modern when she was young. We stand around two zinc tubs while
the water flows out through a hole in the floor and seeps away into the moss
below. Yulia and Feodor giggle and use the dippers to pour water over one
another. Usually, they get on about as well as cats and dogs.

I, on the other hand, feel strangely distanced from Vova. We stand far apart,
without touching. As though we haven’t spent all winter dreaming of being
alone in the banya together. Vova’s bear-like body is covered with curls of hair
that turn the soapy lather into little sickles. I look at those soap sickles, at his
back, wanting to run my hands over it. But Vova only turns his back to me in
embarrassment. I could tease him, could pinch his side - don’t make such a
fuss! Vova would flush red to his roots and shrink away from me, as though any
physical contact in the banya had something indecently erotic about it. I don’t



care what the others think; we've been together so many years, after all. But I
don’t want to embarrass him, either. And so I stay by my zinc tub, get used to
the feeling that not being able to touch him can bring us even closer.

Yulia brews a concoction of birch twigs. I whip red welts into Vova’s skin, first
down the left-hand side of his back to his hips, then horizontally. The diamond
pattern fades again immediately. I hit him harder, to show him the point at
which it feels good. It’s OK to hit me harder, I say. I have the back muscles of a
bear; | have the right to be just as scarlet as you!

But Vova only whips me more gently. I don’t want to hurt you, he says, not
under any circumstances.

Let Yulia do it, then, I say, although I know he’d never leave me in the hands of
Yulia, who is abusing Feodor with the birch twigs as though she’s been waiting
a long time for such an opportunity.

[ half close my eyes, concentrating on the hot wood under my palms. My lips
won’t meet any more. [ breathe out a column of hot water. Pine resin, as
intoxicating as musk. My heart gives way a little. I think about the smoke over
Kambalny. Maybe the plume has grown thicker.

We run out on to the pier then, though the lake is far too cold to jump in. Yulia
and Feodor dip their feet in the water. Only Vova and I venture on to the
ladder. We hang off the rungs, shrieking at the cold until we're in up to our
hips. Then, we let go.

The coldness flays me alive, pulling my body downwards while my heart leaps
into my mouth. I splutter. My arms paddle even faster than my pulse. Vova
gasps and swears beside me.

We clamber out again immediately, while Yulia and Feodor throw our towels at
us and talk about some kind of rule we've just broken. But we didn’t even jump.
It’s only forbidden to jump off the pier in front of the students, an unwritten
law that’s never actually applied. And so what if we had jumped in. Lots of
things we’ll forbid ourselves later are allowed before the start of the season.

Yulia says every fish finds its own niche; it’s only humans that are everywhere.
The adage isn’t true, of course. We obey abiotic factors, too. Our behaviour has
a strong correlation with the temperature. Although, strictly speaking, it will
never be warm enough to jump off the pier into the lake. Six degrees on the
surface, four degrees on the bottom. In summer, it’s twelve at the most. Only a
human being would do such a thing to themselves.

After the banya, Vova and I sit out on the bench behind our house, damp hair
stuffed under thick hats. Our hearts beat slower. We eat chak-chak and listen



to the sounds of the forest meadows. Even the river has retired for the night. It
feels like being on holiday, after a winter that consisted of nothing but
meetings and writing papers. Evenings in Petropavlovsk by Vova’s kitchen
window, which is always half open. We’d squeeze ourselves on to the narrow
bench, where hot and cold mingled pleasantly. Minus twenty outside, thirty
degrees inside, because the old Soviet heating can’t be regulated. We’'d read
and type, alternately in short sleeves and then with our winter coats back on.
Waiting, simply, for the start of a new season on Kurile Lake.

We talk about the bear fence, the smoke rising from Kambalny. That we
shouldn’t irritate the witch living under the volcano any more than we already
have. Yulia knows what she’s talking about, I say. She’s the best scientist of us
all. So why shouldn’t there be witches, too, alongside measurable tectonic
activity? But Vova says, Stop, Anna! That’s not funny at all. You shouldn’t make
jokes about witches.

Only once do I mention the decision we're going to have to make soon. And yet
I don’t want to think about it at all, want to enjoy this spring like a reprieve.

Do you think it will work? Tipping twenty tonnes of phosphate fertiliser into a
lake? But that’s madness!

Maybe, says Vova, maybe not.

Feodor’s right, I say. It could save the salmon for years to come. But we might
also tip the entire ecosystem off balance. And if we don’t do anything, the
cycles might collapse anyway. Regardless of what recommendation we give the
commission - it can only be the wrong one!

It could be the right one, though, says Vova, thinking optimistically as ever.

But the salmon population is decreasing all the time. If only 800,000 make it
into the lake again, it will never be enough to secure their existence long-term.
We need a good year, for once. Otherwise we won’t have any choice but to
compensate chemically for the missing fish.

You worry too much, Anna. The season hasn’t even started yet. We have time.
Time enough to think it all through in peace.

And maybe the new data won’t be so bad. Or the commission will adjust the
quota of fish they let through. Then, human intervention might not be needed
at all.

I know, I know.

It will work out, says Vova. Let’s just be happy summer’s on its way.

He’s right, of course. There’s no point in driving myself crazy already. We
haven’t even got our wet lab up and running, haven’t even analysed our first
water samples yet. And so I force myself to rest my head on Vova’s shoulder, to
continue thinking of witches, bears and plumes of smoke instead.

You're right, I say. Maybe we'll find a good solution.



Feodor also says we have plenty of time. Our preliminary report isn’t due until
July. The commission won’t make any decisions about fertiliser before then.
Still eight weeks to weigh up all the options.

The chances are good, says Feodor. Fertilising the lake like that could kick-start
algal growth, have a positive effect on the young salmon.

But at the same time, [ venture to interject, it could have very different effects.
An intervention like that is completely unpredictable!

Or, says Feodor, we’ll have a record year for a change. After three bad ones, we
must be due a good one. It could be that climate change decides to be kind to
us - who knows?

Such a moron, Yulia whispers to me as she looks daggers at Feodor, sitting with
his hands clasped contentedly over his belly, as though the only thing that
matters is having the last word.

Whatever, says Feodor. Let’s just get our work done. Our data’s sure to be
giving a clear picture by summer.

Very funny, whispers Yulia and, silently, I think the same thing. When has our
data ever been unambiguous?

The lake has risen again over night. All the sandbanks are underwater. As
though things weren’t hard enough for the bears as it is. They prowl along the
shore, eating grass and roots.

Vova and I walk along the spit as far as the riverhead. Only a small bank of
grass separates the lake from the river here. To the left and right, bears stand in
the water up to their necks. They pay us hardly any attention. The ridges of the
mountains are mirrored in their bodies. Sometimes, a neck will lay itself over
one of the peaks. Only the cones of the volcanoes are too steep for a bear to
hide.

Vova walks so close behind me that my hair gets caught in the zip of his jacket.
He’s slung his weapon over his shoulder. But I know that he can move quickly.
Vova has never fired at the bears before, as far as I'm aware. A warning shot
into the air, once, when a fully-grown male was trying to defend a kill, muscles
already tensed to leap.

Unfortunate situation, Volva had said.

I've never seen a bear move to attack a human. Vova hasn't, either, although he
used to come here even as a teenager, counting salmon for pocket money. No
one’s been killed by a bear at Kurile Lake for twenty years.



We sit down at the picnic bench, our legs drawn up on to the seats so they
don’t end up in the water. I feel sorry for the bears, says Volva. If we have
another wet summer, they’ll be really aggressive come autumn.

The bears are already swimming restively in the water. I'd love to give them
something to eat — pryaniki and a sip of coffee. But we haven’t brought along
anything that could smell edible.

A couple of the younger animals have become mothers. I hardly recognise most
of them. Last year’s young are particularly hard to tell apart without their neck
markings.

That’s Masha and Denis over there, says Vova, without a second’s hesitation.
Don’t you recognise them?

I don’t have Vova’s eye for their anatomy. But then, I can tell an Aulacoseira
from a Nitzschia as a matter of course, while to Vova they just look like glassy
discs and corrugated moons. Brown algae are my bears. The same way Vova
gives names to the bears, I name my algae, sometimes still discover a new kind.
[ still find new ways of describing things that have been studied here for eighty
years. For me, plankton cells are just as big as bears. It doesn’t require much
effort — a quick glance at their bodies, which doesn’t have to go deep. I can scan
their morphology, know intuitively which kind of spur or raphe I need to look
for, which species I can tendentially exclude. As though I have a flowchart in
my head. Large and round: yes. Porous theca: yes. Radial striae: yes. Then it can
only be Stephanodiscus or Cyclotella.

Maybe Vova runs this kind of program in his head, too, when he’s scanning the
body of a bear. Because he knows which features he needs to look for, because
it'’s a form of theory that predetermines the practice for him. Even if Vova does
claim it’s just a feeling. [ don’t believe there’s any knowledge that comes purely
from feeling, but nor is there any knowledge without feeling. As such, I don’t
believe my knowledge is really that different from Vova’s. Although I come
from theory and he from practice, don’t we see our objects of study through the
same eyes?

On the way back, Vova raises a finger and listens, pointing up into the birch
branches although there’s nothing to be seen. Solovey krasnosheyka, he says.
And then I hear it, too.

The first rubythroat. Its song sounds like burbling water, hurrying up the same
musical scale again and again, sometimes with a lighter flourish at the end, as
though it’s asking itself a question. Quite different from European robins. Even
the songbirds here seem to speak Russian.

[ never see the rubythroats, couldn’t say how their colouring is different from
that of robins. The nightingales and tits remain strangely invisible here, too.
And yet, I hear them incessantly.
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For a long time I didn’t know the name of this bird that seemed to be following
me across the meadows. Not even Feodor or the classification guides in the
main house were able to help. It was Vova who told me its name, during my
very first season here: solovey krasnosheyka, rubythroat. That was our first real
conversation.

First evening round the campfire by the volleyball court. Our stores are so full
that we each get two beers. Paradisiacal conditions. Vova has caught two
sockeyes, which we fillet and clamp between the fish irons.

We drink out of the curved glasses engraved with salmon which Feodor
brought from Petropavlovsk forty years ago. So dreadfully kitsch that they’re
brilliant.

Yulia has the best toasts up her sleeve, as usual.

We drink to our favourite alga, Aulacoseira subarctica. We drink to the
phosphate level - may it stay as high as it has been so far. We drink to the
white-tailed eagle, the omnipotent, as it soars over the mountains into the fifth
heaven, which is bluer than all the heavens below. There, says Yulia, the eagle
will encounter the Great Bear, who’s keeping a princess prisoner — because the
white-tailed eagle is actually a prince whose kingdom is the volcano under the
lake. All he needs to do is to carry a cloudberry in his beak over the lake and
bury it on Serdze Alaida; not for nothing is the island shaped like a heart. Then,
without further ado, the lake will dry up and, like an avalanche of stones, the
slopes will release all the eagles previously thought extinct. A particularly
beautiful stone will go flying towards the prince and transform back into his
beloved princess, and they’ll have a riotous wedding celebration around a
campfire — which is why we’re drinking to the magnanimity of the Great Bear,
long may he be a vegetarian.

Yulia laughs, then, as though embarrassed by her imagination, before spiritedly
clinking her glass against ours. Maybe she’s just a little bit drunk.

For that reason alone, I'd like to become a babushka, a babushka like Yulia: so I
could tell stories that have no scientific reason to them, yet are of such
compelling causality that they can only be true.

At Kurile Lake, no one says: But this hasn’t been proved, or: That isn’t entirely
plausible. At Kurile Lake, even a scientist can pursue her flights of fancy. But
isn’t science a kind of fairy tale, too?

Yulia is the coolest scientist of us all. She seems never to sleep, but also never to
work. If I ask her, So, Yulia, how’s work going? then all she says is: Good. Not a
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lot to do. Because she seems to do everything on the side, during time that I
don’t have and which doesn’t seem to exist for anyone else, either. She often
shows me tables or microscope slides, and I have no idea how she made them.
The most beautiful plankton specimens, nauplius larva dyed with pipettes,
entire time series in the highest resolution.

Side projects, says Yulia, and I'm inclined to indulge her.

Her list of publications is remarkable; she’s published more and in better places
even than Feodor. Only once did I ask her upfront: Why aren’t you running the
station? And Yulia just said with a grim smile, Well.

Yulia seems to sit down at her microscope purely out of solidarity with me,
slotting a slide under the lens. It clicks when the cylinder engages. Sometimes
she hums to herself, her counting out loud underpinned by a melody that
might correspond to the rhythm of her pencil strokes. She rushes from one
square of figures to the next.

Yulia counts effortlessly. Copepods, planktonic crustaceans that look like
bristly drops. Daphnia with antler-like antennae and sleepless eyes. Twenty
visual fields high, twenty across. We count like all the limnologists before us,
the ones who sat here as long as eighty years ago. Scientists who not even Yulia
can have known, and whose microscopes were no doubt dreadful in
comparison to ours.

[ would dearly love to ask those scientists what it was like back then. Whether
the lake was faring better than it is today, the temperatures lower by an average
of two degrees. On the other hand, it was fished ruthlessly. Salmon production
has increased since we’ve been monitoring it. Ten million salmon now ending
up in the fishermen’s nets.

We should consider ourselves lucky, Feodor always says. The salmon here are
doing comparatively well. Not nearly as badly as in the Atlantic, where there’s
hardly any wild population left. Most of them are threatened with extinction.
But the fishery here has rarely made as much profit as it has in the last few
years.

The question is only: At what price.

Yulia and I go for a walk on our lunch break. We don’t plan it, just follow the
Way of Lost Talents up as far as the wind turbine. The first stems of cotton
grass are growing between the wooden slats already - triangular petioles with
little cotton puffs on them. Soon it will look as though a herd of snow sheep has
shed their wool all over the grass.

Sometimes I think evolution only came up with cotton grass so that two female
scientists at Kurile Lake could gather the tufts from its seed-heads and knit
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them into jumpers. Then we’d look like a pair of Baba Yagas, says Yulia, and
give the entire station a horrible fright.

We walk in single file, arms crossed over our chests, hands shoved under our
armpits to warm them, like two women who have been friends for years, maybe
even mother and daughter. And yet there are nearly thirty years between us.
Yulia has brought along a plastic basin to collect leaves for tea. She no longer
needs to tell me which ones I can pick. I'm not her student any more, no longer
feel significantly younger next to her. I've absorbed so much of her knowledge
that I barely even notice it now. It was a strange moment, the first time I
explained to a student at the sluice how the nutrients from fish cadavers are
turned into minerals and reabsorbed by photosynthesising algae. It was only a
small shift into my being able to answer questions: that the cloud-shaped
berries are edible but don’t really taste good until August; that it will probably
rain when there’s a strong wind from the south-west; how to behave if a bear
attacks you.

At the time, I was shocked by the extent to which I could hear Yulia speaking
through me. Today I barely notice it because we share so many mannerisms.
My hands look like hers when I'm operating the fine drive on the microscope,
like Vova’s hands when I'm gutting a salmon or coiling up a rope. I'm looking
through Feodor’s eyes when I adjust the binoculars. Knowledge of Kurilskoye
has accumulated in all of our bodies. I've contributed to this collective
knowledge, too. And perhaps, like me, Yulia and Feodor are also thinking about
Aulacoseira, about mosquitoes and collapsing volcanic craters, when they stand
on the pier looking out across the water. I am no longer a stranger to Kurile
Lake, as estranged as nature might remain here.

Yulia and [ stay out for a long time, catching up on an entire winter in which
we only saw one another occasionally at the Institute. It's precious time that
belongs just to the two of us. Yulia gets worked up about Feodor once again
breaking the unwritten rule that we don’t get drunk at the station. We're
supposed to be role models for the students, she says, her eyes flashing. Our
authority is at risk. The idea of them seeing us - it just doesn’t bear thinking
about. And don’t you dare say, Anna, that just because there aren’t any guests
here in the pre-season that rule doesn’t apply. Of course it applies. It’s the
principle of the thing!

And yet Yulia herself is keen as mustard when we make schnapps out of the
cloudberries in autumn, rubbing her hands with glee and giggling over every
glass. Berry schnapps isn’t alcohol, of course - it’s medicine for personal well-
being. I get it, Yulia, I say, and grin into my scarf. But Yulia says, What is there
to get? Appearances ought to be maintained - that’s most important of all.
Then she tells me about her granddaughters, family parties at the dacha. She
talks exuberantly and ironically, but I notice that she’s hiding a deep sadness.
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We should be grateful we have Kurilskoye, Yulia says in her most unironic
moments, and | know exactly what she means. Only once do I ask her point-
blank: How’s your husband?

Yulia evades the question, as is her way. How much she hates that institution,
where the walls are the same yellow as sick salmon. And the weather in March
and April was so awful, too - half a Kurilskoye’s worth of rain per square
centimetre. Do you know, she says then, what it’s like to read someone Winnie-
the-Pooh from morning till night?

Sooner or later everything’s going to the dogs, anyway, Yulia says in the wet lab
later, as we spread out the tealeaves. Ground elder and angelica, the first berry
shoots. But it might just be worth a try. If we recommend that they use
fertiliser in Kurilskoye, we could get incredible numbers of salmon. Then we
might be able to save ourselves for the next few years, at least. And other
studies do say it works well in most cases. Only a couple of algal blooms here
and there. It’s rare for a lake to die completely.

But those were little trial lakes, I say. You can’t compare them to Kurile Lake.
Even if it does only happen to five per cent of the lakes. Or two per cent. That
would still be too many.

An experiment is an experiment, says Yulia, that’s the crux, unfortunately. She
pours boiling water into the samovar with such a sweeping motion that the
kettle doesn’t even drip.

[ still think it’s risky, I say, as we put out tea and pryaniki on the workbench.
We might just as easily end up feeding the wrong algae. Cyanobacteria could
overrun our algae, cover the lake with toxic bloom. The plankton would
collapse; the young salmon wouldn’t even survive the summer. Then, in a few
years, Kurilskoye would be dead and we’d have to find ourselves a new field of
research.

But the same might happen if we don’t do anything, says Yulia. Of course it’s
risky. But that’s all the certainty we’re going to get.

Vova also thinks we should be glad that our voice is just one of many. He says
this as though to comfort me, when really I'd rather bear all the consequences
than leave the decision to other people. Politicians, economics experts, the big
wigs of the Anadromous Fish Commission. In the end, I say, they’ll read our
report in whatever way they want, to make sure it doesn’t rain on their parade.
It doesn’t matter what we write at all. In the end, it’s always money that
decides.

Or, says Vova, they're currently recalculating the quota. That would be the
cheapest solution of all. If two or even three million salmon managed to get
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through into the lake, the population could recover a bit. Then we wouldn’t
even need the fertiliser.

But they’ll never take a chance on that. The entire local economy depends on
the fishery. Our research depends on it. Not even you believe they'd let that a
catch of that size escape.

It’'s strange, sitting on the pier in the evening following this kind of
conversation. Here, all the numbers and theories seem completely abstract, as
though they don’t have anything to do with the real lake. With its suspended
sediment, its gnathostomata, tiny little eyes and antennae, the dark-grey water
that ripples much more towards the middle while near the shore the waves
seem diffuse. It doesn’t make sense to think about quotas and fertilisers. Not
even the salmon numbers seem real to me. Not like the sky, the volcanoes. The
white glaciers that stretch their fingers all the way down to the valleys.

Over in the wet lab, there’s still a light on. Maybe Yulia is reading over our
Stephanodiscus paper; the Methods section I edited earlier. Vova is at Feodor’s
for a chess match. It’s a rare evening that we don’t spend together in our house.
Sitting on the little stools in front of our stove, with sushki or kozinak, sticky
bars made of sunflower seeds. We drink black tea from the blue pot, which I
brew so bitter that it flushes the sugary hibiscus out of our bodies. Or I'll sit on
our bed with a paper; Vova beside me, scrolling through the photos on his
camera. Close-up shots of angelica umbels, ground beetles, bears. Very rarely, a
sable.

This late in the evening, the dust in the air is visible. When the sun hangs low
over the river, illuminating every single speck on one side, while the side facing
away from the light grows ever darker. I imagine I can see golden molecules
raining down from the air. They collect in this cornucopia, transitioning from
one phase to another. As though the entire atmosphere were trickling from one
half of an hourglass into the next, until it grows dark.

That’s when the tiny salmon come to the surface, the next generation, each
barely longer than half my finger. There must be many millions of them that
need to feed and survive this very minute so that we’ll be able to count and
study them in three years’ time. I can’t see them. But I know they’re out there,
snapping up Antarctic krill which, in turn, graze on algae. One-year-old fry,
two-year-old parr. They swim in a blizzard of molecules that will be exchanged,
become new chemical compounds. Flailing flagella. Fish teeth. Cracking shells.
But it’s completely silent. Only occasionally do I hear a two-year-old parr
snapping up a mosquito, the waters closing again behind it.

The mosquitoes aren’t showing themselves yet. But it won’t be much longer
before they creep out of their water troughs. My skin is an easy meal for them.
No fur to get in the way of their needles, like with the snow sheep and sables.
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They’ll build their eggs from my blood protein, nourish their offspring with the
albumen and amino acids my cells have produced. Already, a couple of these
mosquitoes consist partly of me, and I partly of them. I'm pleased to be a piece
of them, enjoy the idea of building up molecules within my cells that I can
make available to mosquitoes and mites, maybe even the salmon and
dinoflagellates. When all is said and done, they benefit from me and I from
them. I don’t mind being their food. Less than I'd mind it if [ were never bitten
by a mosquito, if [ were completely disconnected from the fauna of Kurile Lake.

Turbidity normal for the end of May. Vova and I can lower the Secchi disc ten
metres into the water before we lose sight of it. Vova is at the wheel; I sit
between the buckets in the bow. We've tied the ORS-41 to the middle buoy.
The surface of the lake seems made of glass, its molecules far too widely spaced
to form a load-bearing mass that could ever hold up a human, never mind a
boat. Only at a depth of one or two metres does the water thicken. An abyss |
don’t even want to imagine.

Vova takes the temperature of the water while I prepare the collection tube. An
open receptacle that I lower into the water, closing its lid with a tug on the
guide rope. One by one, I collect water samples from a depth of five, seven, ten,
twenty-five and fifty metres. It feels like collecting an ice core from the lake, in
which the millennia are layered on top of one another. I'm pulling out a little
section of the lake like a scrap of ecological history. The plankton in the
samples are too small to see with the naked eye, but I can make out their jaws
and tiny filter hairs, greenish suns made of chalk. If I hadn’t fished them out,
they’d have risen all the way to the surface, as they do every morning, to turn
CO, into sugar in the sunlight. Maybe these algal cells will keep rising inside
my sampling tubes, too. The dinoflagellates beating with their flagella, as
though they’re swimming through viscous honey. Their cells are so small that
the water molecules block them. They can sense the Van der Waals forces,
hydrogen bridge bonds that have a much greater impact on their tiny bodies
than they do on our boat. For them, water isn’t fluid; it condenses into an
impenetrable mass. Their cells are stuck in the water as though in honey.
Impossible to swim quickly through that. And yet every evening they swim
down into the protective depths, past the fish and the Antarctic krill that now
come to the surface, to hunt under cover of darkness.

I'd love to see it through their eyes: the way Kurile Lake is inverted every day. A
vertical mass migration, which I know exists in theory but will never truly see. I
imagine how the algae, Antarctic krill and fish meet at the limits of visibility.
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How they open their mouths, half blind, and how billions of cells consume one
another, dividing and merging in this blizzard of lake snow.

Vova has clambered into the bow beside me. We look down along the line into
the depths of the lake. I feel his hands gently caressing my throat. His lips
brush my ear.

Stop, stop, I need to concentrate.

[ laugh, try to keep the line taut, otherwise the closing mechanism will open
again and water from the wrong depth will flow in. But I'm already tilting my
head in his direction. His lips meet mine. There’s no point. I give in, let the line
slacken and return his kiss.

Vova’s hand wanders under my jacket, pulls my vest out of my trousers and
strokes warmth across my back. His hands move round to my breasts. Not now,
not during official working hours. The others will be wondering where we are.
They’ll make jokes about it. I know how embarrassed Vova feels about getting
back late for such transparent reasons. Any kind of sexual innuendo makes him
turn bright red, like a little boy. Then he tries to hide his pink cheeks behind
the collar of his jacket, and yet more blood rushes to his head the minute
everyone starts pointing at him.

Stop laughing - that’s mean, he’ll say, ducking behind my shoulders. And I
can’t do anything but laugh along and hopefully defuse a situation for him that
shouldn’t really have been embarrassing in the first place.

It seems so obvious to me: to have sex here, outside, far away from the shore
and yet on a watery silver tray. Everyone would be watching: the plankton, the
gulls, the volcanoes.

Your back is cold, says Vova. Make sure you don’t catch a chill.

Don’t worry, I won’t. As Yulia always says, it’s impossible to get ill at Kurile
Lake. But it’s equally impossible to get well again.

[ pull the line taut, collect the next sample from a depth of forty metres. Vova
labels a vial and unscrews the lid. Our hands don’t touch as we transfer the
water from one container to the other.

Do you think, asks Vova, that story is true - the one Yulia told?

About the wedding at Kurilskoye? It can’t have been Sasha and Sivonya -
someone would remember that, surely.

[ just can’t imagine, I say, that the groom really had to catch a fish with his bare
hands to ransom his bride - a kind of vykup nevesti. If that really happened,
ninety per cent of weddings would never actually take place. I think it would be
much better if the bridal couple had to row. Each of them is given a boat, and
they have to row across the lake towards each other and then climb into the
same boat in the middle. And if the groom falls into the water, the bride has to
jump in after him, as per tradition, and both of them have to swim to shore.
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Only when they’'ve got through a trial like that together are they allowed to get
married. Not forgetting the vodka, of course. Both of them need to have drunk
a certain amount, otherwise the result won’t be convincing enough as an
interpolation of the highs and lows in life as a married couple.

I'm not sure what Vova was trying to tell me in saying that. We’ve never talked
seriously about getting married. Too uncertain, too remote a thought. Even
though it seems so near. We've been together five years now, work together
every day at the sluice, in the wet lab - no reason to change anything about the
status quo. Deciding to come to Kurile Lake every summer - doesn’t that mean
we're deciding indirectly in favour of each other, too? Isn’t every movement we
make at Kurile Lake a gesture of love? There’s too much here that we need to
take care of. The salmon, Aulacoseira and dinoflagellates. We don’t even know
what’s going to happen to the fish populations. What Kurile Lake will look like
in ten years, in twenty, in thirty. If the sluice will still be here, or our house; if
there will even still be salmon.

Of course there will, says Vova, one way or another.

[ hope so, but I can’t even think beyond the end of this season. When our work
will get more and more complicated. If the decision is made to fertilise. Would
we even have any time left, then. Would here still be a place. For life in the long
term. A child.

The fish are gradually increasing in number. Only a couple more days, says
Vova, then we should start counting systematically.

During the day, groups of fish assemble, motionless, in front of the sluice. Only
when my gaze falls on them do they break away from the lakebed and regroup
themselves. So far, there isn’t really anything that can be called a shoal, more
like a gathering with shoal-like shudders running through it. They start
synchronising their sidelines as the distance between them narrows. Soon
they’ll have compressed themselves into one organism. Their movements will
strengthen one another until impulse takes over. Like one of those mysterious
leaps of nature when a heart suddenly starts to beat.

Every year I think all over again that the salmon won’t come. This year they’ll
stay out at sea, ignore their hormones and not produce any offspring. It would
surprise me less than their determination. Perhaps because there’s seemingly
nothing that drives them, no obvious chain of causality that draws a three-year-
old sockeye up a particular river. How are they meant to recognise their goal?
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We close the underwater gates every night now, so as not to miss any more
shoals. Vova and I count in thirty-minute intervals, during which so much
happens that we can barely drink our thermos of tea in peace. Ninety nerkas,
twelve gorbuschas and a couple of other krasnaya ryba, on average. We've
never had so many at this time of year before.

But that doesn’t mean anything, says Vova, quite the opposite. Climate change
is moving their migration forward. If we have a particularly high number of
salmon now, that could mean the shoals are smaller in autumn. Right when the
bears need them most. Appearances can be deceiving.

All the same, I look at the salmon as though their posture might tell me how
they're doing, how large the shoals are out there offshore. I study their skin,
which hangs off their bellies in white strips. Wounds caused by the fish lice
under their jaws. Looking at them, you can tell they've been travelling for
months, thousands of kilometres from the Bering Sea all the way here. Their
muscles are emaciated, ninety per cent of their fat reserves used up. The nerkas
are pink already. By the time mating season arrives, they’ll have turned a deep
red, the males hunched and displaying dangerous hooked jaws. I'd think it
fairer for the females to have those jaws; after all, they're the ones who have to
dig spawning pits in the gravel. Produce all those eggs, drag them around and
then push them out of their abdomen, while the males simply spray a bit of
sperm over the spawning pits.

More and more bears spend the day wandering around by the sluice. They
seem calmer than they did two weeks ago, contenting themselves with a few
nerkas and gorbuschas. Only when autumn comes will they need more,
growing more aggressive when their fat reserves for winter are at stake. Then
they’ll need ten salmon a day in order to survive the winter.

Vova opens the sluice punctually at eight o’clock. But even once theyre
through the sluice, the salmon aren’t out of danger. It’s so easy to forget that
only a few will evade the bears at the head of the river. And yet it’s precisely
this that’s our job: to supply the bears, birds and bacteria with as many salmon
as the trophic system demands.

It’s so easy to forget this massacre. So easy to forget how much we influence the
bears’ behaviour. It’s an illusion that we could keep our working practices
secret from the animals here. In reality, we have long determined how they
fare. The bears must have drawn their own conclusions as well - that we have
something to do with the backed-up salmon, the way their numbers fluctuate
from year to year. Perhaps even that we’re responsible for the way the
temperatures and water levels are rising.
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The new quota of salmon to be let through into the lake is as good as
confirmed, says Feodor when Vova and I waylay him by the main house. He’s
just got through to the Institute over the radio. A couple of days still, but next
week at the latest the Anadromous Fish Commission will be writing to all the
relevant departments. The next helicopter will most likely bring post.

As for how many salmon they plan to let through, Feodor can’t say exactly. But
it will certainly be a million, he says. That’s two hundred thousand more than
last year, at least. And that would be good for the time being.

Yes, for the time being, but it won’t be enough in the long term. We need
double that, at least two million cadavers decaying in the lake. One million
might save us for another year. But it won’t exempt us from making a decision
on where things are going to go from here.

First time sitting on the pier in nothing but a fleece jacket. Where the sun is
going down, the clouds look slightly inflamed. Floes of dust are floating on the
lake. Now and again, a seam bursts in between them, a fish mouth feeding on
the residue film, the krill and the mosquitoes. Overhead, a silent cortege of
birds.

Against the evening light, I can see the first mosquitoes. They hover beside me
above the water and shiver themselves warm. Theyre probably watching me
the way they’d watch a tree whose leaves could lash out at them.

[ reach into the swarm, through it. None of the mosquitoes evade my hand, as
predictable as a raindrop. Their brains have long since turned those images into
a film. They see my hand coming and adapt to my body even before my brain
has realised that I'm reaching out for them, bending my fingers like a comb.

I look for a single mosquito, try to keep it in sight for as long as I can. Their
eyes are two shimmering domes. I see their halteres rotating, see only what I
expect to see: a pattern from Westheide and Rieger’s textbook. My eyes can’t
make out how their thorax morphs as they fly. Even if I could pinion these
mosquitoes on waxed toothpicks, dissect them and lay them under my
microscope, I'd never get to see the physiological processes at work in their
bodies. I can only imagine the way their armour pulsates so their wings vibrate
along with it. Their muscles contracting the plate over their thorax, transferring
the movement to their wings. Like my lungs being connected to my knee joints
via my diaphragm. Then I wouldn’t be able to breathe without running. Like
fish that suffocate if they don’t move, that can’t sleep without swimming. What
kind of evolution comes up with something like that?
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It was just a harmless comment, really, because Feodor had pulled such a
grumpy face at dinner. In reality, it won't have had anything to do with Yulia’s
buckwheat porridge at all, far more likely with the fact that he and Yulia almost
lost the volleyball match today. Losing at volleyball is something Feodor can’t
stand - it makes him furious, as though someone has called into question his
position as chief.

Yulia only said: If you don’t like it, then you can make dinner some time.

Upon which we, naturally, pretended we hadn’t heard anything. You can’t say
something like that - not to the boss, who’s above any kind of kitchen work.
Now Yulia is standing in the little kitchen off the dining room with her feathers
ruffled. Her hands are clasped over her stomach. In this pose, she looks a little
bit like Feodor himself, right before he makes an important speech. But I know
better than to make this kind of comparison out loud in her kitchen. She’d
chuck me out on my ear.

If that philistine made dinner, says Yulia, of course we’d be feasting like royalty.
But we haven’t reached that point yet: the boss standing over the stove. Why do
we even have division of labour - so that the men take part? This isn’t a coach
trip; it's a real expedition, and as long as Feodor’s boss, that buckwheat
porridge is getting cooked for exactly three minutes and forty-five seconds, and
not a second longer.

You know what, she says then, and resumes helping me to wash the dishes,
next time I'm just going to deliver a basket of potatoes to his royal office. I'm
sure he’s brilliant at peeling potatoes, the lousy fish-bear.

Of course, we haven’t dared delegate the potato peeling to Feodor. And so I
help Yulia by gutting the salmon while she slices the potatoes. She could
doubtless do with a bit of moral support.

[ insert the knife at an angle under the gill cover, slice through the spine and
nerve fibres. I leave the severed head lying close to the body, as though to
maintain the illusion of integrity as long as possible. I accept its left eye staring
at me while [ scrape out its innards into a bowl.

Using the flat blade, I separate the fillet from the backbone. Seams open up in
the salmon flesh as though they’ve always been there. Bundles of muscles gape
towards me, pale orange with white myosepta. The muscles hardly bleed at all,
although they’re traversed by delicate arteries. I imagine I can see the fibres and
fibrils in which the longest of all the protein threads are interlaced like fingers.
Actin and myosin climb along one another, on little molecular feet that bend
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up into joints and push themselves forward. Fifty steps a second, and already
my muscle is only half as long as it was before. It isn’t my feet that move me
along, but these proteins. They run with me. True movement doesn’t happen
on my level but on theirs. When I walk, and when a fish swims in water, it’s my
proteins that cover the greatest distance.

Even when I give my muscles the signal to relax, my muscle cells are working.
All the calcium that was tipped out into them before suddenly needs to be
sluiced back out again. The cells activate their pumps. It’s hard work to let a
muscle slacken, while for me it feels like relaxation. Energy is generated from
ATP to drive the pumps. Only then do the fibres glide apart, and my muscle
becomes longer and limp again.

I'm sorry to have robbed these crazy proteins of their work by killing this fish.
All its calcium pumps have stopped. Its ATP is no longer being split; calcium
diffuses unimpeded into its muscle cells. The little myosin feet contract. Whole
muscles stiffen. This rigor mortis would set in right across my fish if I didn’t cut
it into pieces straight away to boil it in stock. Then our stomach muscles will
digest those stiff muscles into their component parts, reabsorb their amino
acids. Nothing will remain of those little feet and channels. But, without doubt,
for a couple of days, a protein produced by those fish muscles will be
wandering through the cells in my body.

Visit from Vasya. He says he wanted to bring us the timbers for a new boatshed
personally, have a look at the construction site and eat a bit of fish soup before
the weather gets too bad for the helicopter. The timbers are lying down by the
old boatshed now. The construction plans doubtless make sense. Still, I liked
the old shed, with its poorly patched-up roof.

Feodor, Vova, Vasya and the helicopter pilot are standing down on the pier
having a discussion about Kambalny smoking. I thought it was about the quota
at first. That Vasya was bringing letters and good news: three million salmon
would be allowed to escape into the lake.

But Vasya says he hasn’t heard anything, either; no idea which way the
commission seems inclined. No information or plans as to how the phosphate
fertilisers are going to be delivered and applied.

Always the same, says Vasya with a laugh. No one tells me anything, and then
they all complain because I can’t just magic things up.

Vova and I would have liked to have Vasya to ourselves for a bit, to have gone
for a look at the sluice with him or played a round of Durak before not seeing
him again for another six months. But Feodor took him aside right after the fish
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soup. Now they're sitting together in Feodor’s office discussing organisational
matters.

What would you recommend if you were in our position, Vasya? After all, it’s to
do with your workplace as well.

Vasya and the pilot have flown away again. Not exactly the best visibility for a
three-hour flight; the weather has switched to a dull drizzle. Vova and I go for a
walk after work anyway, up into the forest meadows, south-west across the
wooden planks to the Botanical Garden. The pine trees barely come up to our
chests. Dwarf pines with stringy catkins. Sakhalin fir, Siberian ash tree. At least
the acanthus will soon be taller than us.

We've pulled our hoods down low over our eyes.

It’s astonishing that we still have so much to say to one another. I thought that
at some point we’d run out of subjects, an uneasy silence prevailing between us.
But when we fall silent, it’s only because there’s simply nothing to say at that
moment.

Sometimes Vova pauses and points out some detail to me. Look at this
mushroom, this ant. This branch here was cut by a ranger quite recently. He
points to the light-brown area streaked by darker rings where the dead cells are
already oxidising a little. He detaches a piece of bark from the wounded area.
Snakeskin, says Vova.

I burst out laughing, though this is a joke I know well. There are no snakes at
Kurile Lake.

It’s nice when he shows me these things. He shares his thoughts with me
because he thinks I might find them interesting. Vova doesn’t need to prove
anything to anyone; he’ll simply help me to stamp a new seal into sediment or
to change the ignition on our motorboat, the same way I'll explain to him
completely neutrally how to use the new microscope software.

We wander through the hollow in which Sasha has planted the Botanical
Garden. The snow has pushed the plant labels deep into the soil. Some of the
plants are peeping out in completely different places from where they grew last
year. Viper’s bugloss, angelica from the Caucasus, pink lady’s slipper, Canadian
lousewort, Russian vanilla grass, Arctic willow. Sasha has even dedicated a
corner to lichens and mosses.

Every year he brings new seeds from Europe and America with him. I don’t
know if it’s good to introduce so many non-native species here. Their seeds and
rhizomes could spread I-don’t-know-where.
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But Vova says it’s only a garden. Most of the marsh plants here are at risk of
extinction somewhere else. Without Botanical Gardens like this one, we
wouldn’t even know that they do exist.

But it would be even better, I say, if we didn’t need Botanical Gardens at all
because some species is dying out somewhere. One day they're going to have to
bring Kamchatkan plants to Europe because they’re under threat here.

In the end, everything’s a double-edged sword, says Vova, as though to worm
his way out of the debate.

Yes, I say, everything’s a double-edged sword.

I'd have liked to go on discussing it, but Vova discovers sage, and the first
pinnate leaves of potatoes that certainly won’t survive the next night frost. We
consider what we could make with the potatoes, which bays we might go to
again for picnics in summer, how it’s possible that not even Vasya has any
information.

What are they thinking? That kind of fertilisation can’t just be done at the drop
of a hat. If even Vasya isn’t ready, we can forget fertilising this year.

But Vova cuts me off. Stop, we shouldn’t be talking about this, not now. Let’s
talk about something nice. Then he kisses me, as though to seal my lips. I kiss
him back, laugh even, though I don’t have the stomach for it.

I'm dreading the nights when I'm alone in our bed again, while Vova will have
pitched his tent somewhere along the Ozernaya River, flying with Mikael
through southern Kamchatka to assess the salmon shoals from the air. I'm not
afraid of bears or the pitch-black night, but of humans who think they have
everything under control. One thoughtless movement is all it takes. If
something happens out here and radio contact is lost, it would be almost
impossible to find someone and rescue them in time. But I trust Vova, and
Mikael is a good pilot. I trust that nothing will happen to them.

(...)
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