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For this issue’s book club, we discussed The Natashas
by Yelena Moskovich. We met up in London, Liverpool,
and Sheffield. The novel follows Béatrice, a Parisian jazz
singer, and César, a Mexican actor. It’s also about the
Natashas, a group of people who have left their bodies,
but whose bodies have gone on living without them... 
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#ohcobookclub

Reading The Natashas

is like watching a film. The
characters live inside a hazy filter, where impossible events might
be happening – or they might not. Young jazz singer Béatrice meets
a woman named Polina, and is told about the Natashas, a group of
women who have completely detached from themselves and gone
on without their bodies. Though she never meets the Natashas,
she feels herself becoming more detached from her own body. In
another part of Paris, struggling actor César is offered a promising
role, but as time goes on, he finds himself becoming more like Manny,
the serial killer he plays. In between their stories, the Natashas wait
in a windowless room. Their stories are separate, and Moskovich
creates a sense of confusion in her beautiful, lyrical writing.

What we thought

Our book club meetings
discussed themes of illusion and
identity as well as the balance
of ambiguity and clarity.
“I couldn’t tell what was real and
what wasn’t.”
“I loved the way language worked;
there were phrases I wouldn’t
have expected, but they perfectly
described what was happening.”

“I didn’t feel engaged with the
Natashas – the girls in the room
– though I guess them being
identity-less was the point.”
“Béatrice seemed much closer
to the Natashas; César seemed
outside of that.”
“I wasn’t expecting César’s sections
to get so violent! Can his audition
really have happened that way?”
“Came across like an abstract
play, like I could almost see it
being acted out.”
“Was it the Natashas’ choice?
They are ghosts, shadows
throughout the book.”

“Was Polina imaginary? Did she
grow from sexual assault?”
“Is César mimicking the soap operas
he grew up watching?”
“Unsatisfying end, too open
and ambiguous.”
“Is the cover an amalgam of
Beatrice and César?”
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Meet the author
Terri-Jane Dow talks to Yelena Moskovich

Yelena Moskovich’s debut novel was
released in the UK in 2016, in France a year
later, and in the US a year on again. Her
second novel, Virtuoso, was released in
January 2019. From her home in Paris,
we discussed both books, and the ideas
of identity, theatre, and creating spaces
for readers.
Terri-Jane: Both The Natashas and Virtuoso
are quite difficult to define within a specific
genre, was that done intentionally, and
where would you put them?
Yelena: I feel like I had the same problem
when I was trying to talk about my book to

different. Maybe also because my background
is in theatre, so The Natashas was the first
novel that I wrote. I had so little experience
with novels, even as a reader I mostly read
plays or poetry. I didn’t even know you were
supposed to aim towards a genre. I wrote
what I wanted to. I felt quite free. Ever since
I was little, I hate being told what to do.
I always want to do my own thing. So it was
a bit of that, as well.
T: Both novels feel very theatrical, so it
makes sense for them not to just go from
point A to point B.
Y: I come from a theatre background. I did

portrait: ida skovmand

“In France there’s not really ‘fiction’ or
‘non-fiction’. Everything is ‘literature’”
friends or, in a professional setting, figure
out my pitch. I had a hard time, because I
don’t really write things that are plot-based.
Usually a pitch is a couple of plot hitters and
a little taste of the atmosphere, but I work
from atmosphere, so it’s a bit more smoky to
try to communicate. I also think that those
type of boxes are more for the industry than
for readers. For example, in France there’s
not really “fiction” or “non-fiction”. Everything
is “literature”. There’s not the same sort of
division. They have genres, but it feels very

experimental and multidisciplinary dance
theatre, I started my own theatre company,
so I am interested in how we can create
something that encompasses the fact that
we’re in a theatre, but doesn’t lie to people.
We’re not in a forest just because I painted
a tree. At the same time, through the surge
of our imagination, we can hold two things to
be true. This can absolutely be aesthetic and
synthetic, but it can also be infinite. I really
love working with that space. From something
as simple as breaking the fourth wall to being

somewhat interactive with the audience.
I feel like those similar interests translated
for me into writing. I was thinking “where are
we looking, are we above, are we inside?”
and I think that shaped it a little differently
to a regular novel, maybe. I wanted lots of
different perspectives.
T: As The Natashas was your first foray into
novel writing, did you approach Virtuoso
any differently?
Y: I think people who have some formal
education in long-form or novel writing are
either given a template or they develop
that over their schooling. Although I have
a creative arts education, it’s in playwriting.
Most of my work was working with actors,
putting on plays. I had one writing class. 
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The actual writing, I never had anyone really
look at my process and talk about it. So I just
wrote, and eventually I put it out. During and
after, I was meditating on what happened and
how it came to be, and so it caught up with me
later. When I started writing the second novel,
I thought “oh, I’ll just do that again,” but
you can’t repeat it. Because of the way I
write, I don’t have a plot line, I don’t really
know where I’m going, so it depends on who
I choose to follow, or what I choose to dig into
in the beginning. Virtuoso was different to The
Natashas, because The Natashas had a lot
more distance from the characters through

it took five or six drafts. It was a difficult
creature to get a grasp of. It’s more unruly.
The Natashas is Béatrice, César, Natashas,
Béatrice, César, Natashas. It has a pattern,
whereas Virtuoso goes off in every direction.
Even as I was writing it, I thought “can
everyone just hold on for a second?!”
T: What do you think the future hold for
books and book genres?
Y: Hopefully we’ll get to a place where
we don’t need “the LGBT section” in
a bookstore, but if you are a queer person
today, it helps to have that as a signal.

“Hopefully we’ll get to a place where we don’t
need ‘the LGBT section’ in a bookstore”

For our next
#ohcobookclub,
we’ll be discussing
My Sister The Serial Killer by
Oyinkan Braithwaite
Korede’s sister, Ayoola, is
beautiful and sociopathic. And
now Ayoola’s third boyfriend in
a row is dead. Luckily, Korede
knows the best solutions for
cleaning blood and the trunk of
her car is big enough for a body.
But when Korede’s crush asks for
Ayoola’s phone number, Korede
must reckon with what her sister
has become and how far she’s
willing to go to protect her.

Come join us
the story, and Virtuoso is quite close. That’s
why I purposely switch perspectives. I want
to invite the reader to be very close, or even
inside the material.
By the time I was writing Virtuoso, I had an
editor and an agent, I had friends that were
novel writers. With The Natashas, I didn’t
have many writer friends. I wasn’t so “out” as
a writer. I was out in all kinds of other ways,
but not that! I didn’t really have a community
yet. I just did it and didn’t think about it. I had
an editing process and I was really prepared
for battle, but actually I was surprised that
it was very fluid and organic. With Virtuoso,
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I really appreciate it. When they say “the
top ten lesbian books”, I feel like it’s a way
to communicate to people who share
that identity and would like to experience
a story or a journey that includes them, and
their perspective and their desires. When
you have a character who just offhand
refers to her wife, you get it. It’s not fiction
any more. It’s for you. It’s really important
to have that label, but also it’s important
to look at how we’re using it. It doesn’t have
to define the book, but rather it’s a way
to gather people, to communicate. To say,
come on in. 

Our London bookclub is held at
Housmans bookshop, London’s
oldest radical bookshop (and
bargain basement heaven). Pop in
and mention #OhCoBookClub to
pick up a copy of My Sister The Serial
Killer with 20% off. We also have
regular meet-ups in Sheffield and
Liverpool, keep an eye on our social
media for details. If you’d like to host
an #ohcobookclub meet-up, email
our Book Club Editor, Terri-Jane, at
ohcomely@icebergpress.co.uk

