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Foreword

In the middle of a war, there is little past or future, little perspective, little accurate prediction: there is only the white heat of the moment, the immediacy of perception, the intensity of emotions, including anger, dismay, and fear. In her tragically unfinished book—written from the center of Russia’s appalling and brutal campaign to annihilate Ukraine—Victoria Amelina also records the surrealism: the sense that reality has been skewed as in a nightmare, that this cannot be happening. Bombed kindergartens, with Soviet cartoon characters smiling down from the walls. But there are also moments of courage, of companionship, the shared dedication to a cause. In this war, Russia is fighting for greed—more territory, more material resources—but Ukraine is fighting for its life; not only its life as a country, but the lives of the citizens of that country, for there is little doubt about what the outcome of a Russian win would be for Ukrainians.

The massacres, the wholesale pillaging, the rapes, the summary executions, the starvation, the child stealing, and the purges do not need to be imagined, for they have happened before. Russians claim to be the “brothers” of Ukrainians, but Ukrainians reject the kinship. Who needs a “brother” who is a homicidal psychopath and is trying to kill you?

This is the context in which so many Ukrainian artists gave up their primary art to dedicate themselves to the defense of their country and their fellow citizens. Victoria Amelina was among them. Before the war, Victoria Amelina was a talented and well-known literary writer. She was, as we say, award-winning. She published novels and children’s books, traveled internationally, and started a literary festival. But all that changed when Ukraine was invaded. She turned to war reporting, researching war crimes for the Ukrainian organization Truth Hounds, interviewing witnesses and survivors.

Many religions have a figure that we may call the Recording Angel—the spirit whose job it is to write down the good and bad deeds of humans. These records are then used by a deity to achieve redress—to balance the scales that the goddess Justice is so often shown as carrying. War crimes are by definition bad deeds. Truth Hounds is a Recording Angel of the atrocities committed against Ukrainians. Amelina is looking not primarily at the war crimes as such, but at the stories of those women who, like her, are attempting to document those crimes, and also at the stories of women under siege: their ruined apartments, their attempts to evacuate, their killed partners, the shattered Lego constructions of their once-happy children. Her writing is hasty, urgent, up close and personal, detailed, and sensual.

She follows in the honorable footsteps of earlier women war reporters such as Martha Gellhorn, who wrote, “It is necessary that I report on this war…. I do not feel there is any need to beg as a favour for the right to serve as the eyes for millions of people in America who are desperately in need of seeing, but cannot see for themselves.” Artists like Amelina help us to see, but also to feel. They serve as our eyes. Amelina’s talent as a novelist was of great service to her, and now it is of great service to us.

Amelina had put together about 60 percent of the book at the time of her death. Much of that material was in raw form—fragmentary, unpolished, unedited. As the editorial group putting the book together has said, “While the author managed to finalize the overall structure and write up some of the chapters … other sections remain unfinished. They are composed of unedited notes, reports from field trips with no context, or limited to just a title. The editorial group’s strategy is to minimize their intrusions into the original manuscript and, where such intrusions are impossible to avoid, make them explicit to the reader.” The resulting text is intensely modern. It reminds us of—for instance—the Pessoa of The Book of Disquiet and the Beckett of Krapp’s Last Tape. Incompleteness draws us in: we long to supply what is missing.

I have found it difficult to write this foreword: How can you draw any conclusions, make any resounding statements, with the subject of the book still in flux?

This war was supposed to be a slam dunk—according to many pundits, it would only take a few days after the invasion in February 2022 to polish off Ukraine—but as I write this, it’s been over two years, and small Ukraine has retaken over half the territory seized by huge Russia at the beginning of the onslaught.

War is not static but fluid. It moves, it destroys, it sweeps away everything in its path, it drowns many. Its outcomes and ripple effects are unpredictable.

But as of right now—June 2024—the Russian attempt to take Kharkiv has ground to a standstill; Ukraine has just been told that French military personnel will now operate openly on the Ukrainian side; and the United States has given Ukraine the green light to strike military targets inside Russia, which should impede the cascade of Russian missiles of the kind that just destroyed a deliberately targeted civilian shopping center; and that hit a Kramatorsk restaurant in the summer of 2023, killing Victoria Amelina at the age of thirty-seven.

This is her voice: fresh, alive, vivid, speaking to us now.

MARGARET ATWOOD




Editors’ Note

At the time of Victoria Amelina’s death, the manuscript of the would-be book was left unfinished. While the author managed to finalize the overall structure and write up some of the chapters (mostly in part I and the conclusion), other sections remain unfinished. They are composed of unedited notes, reports from field trips with no context, or limited to just a title. The editorial group’s strategy is to minimize their intrusions into the original manuscript and, where such intrusions are impossible to avoid, make them explicit to the reader. Such intrusions are explained below.


<< … >> indicates excerpts found by the editors in the older versions of the manuscript and pasted into the final draft.

Gray text indicates rough unfinished notes left by the author in the draft of the manuscript.

Italic passages are fieldwork reports and other documents pasted by the author into the manuscript.

[ … ] indicates clarifications added by the editors.

[Editors’ note] in the body of the manuscript signals to the reader a switch from the polished text by the author to a rough draft or contextualizes the section of the manuscript that follows.

All footnotes are inserted by the editors to add context or to comment on the state of the manuscript (for example, sentences left unfinished and connections undeveloped).



All the fragments in Ukrainian have been translated into English by Daisy Gibbons. All the poetry translations from Ukrainian into English have been made by Uilleam Blacker.




What Is This Book?

WHILE THIS BOOK BEGAN AS THE WAR DIARY OF A UKRAINIAN novelist turned war crimes researcher following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, it has evolved into a story about a number of extraordinary women. The heroines of my book include Evhenia Zakrevska, a prominent lawyer turned soldier who helps to liberate towns in the Kharkiv region and participates in a historical trial online from the front line; Oleksandra Matviichuk, who leads an initiative documenting tens of thousands of war crimes and wins a Nobel Peace Prize in 2022; and Yulia Kakulya-Danylyuk, the brave librarian in my fellow writer Volodymyr Vakulenko’s native village, who manages to find a video that shines a light on the story of his abduction and murder.

My choice of heroines for this book is deeply personal because everything about the Russian-Ukrainian war is personal. Like many Ukrainians, after February 24, 2022, I usually had to make choices that would impact my life more than my writing.

I see this book as a kind of detective story. Since the war began in 2014, and with the full-scale invasion now, I, along with millions of my fellow citizens in Ukraine, have been in search of one thing: justice.

The quest for justice has turned me from a novelist and mother into a war crimes researcher. Over the last year, I have photographed shell holes in library walls and the ruins of schools and cultural centers; I have recorded the testimonies of survivors and eyewitnesses of atrocities. I’ve done this to uncover the truth, to ensure the survival of memory, and to give justice and lasting peace a chance.

This same urge also slowly turned me back into a storyteller, so that I might tell you the story of Ukraine’s quest for justice.

The work of a war crimes researcher requires an understanding of the principles of international humanitarian law. You must learn how to work with deeply traumatized people without traumatizing them even more. It demands that you follow specific protocols that help to uncover all the essential aspects of an alleged war crime. However, one of my mentors in war crimes research, the executive director of an NGO called Truth Hounds, Roman Avramenko, who has been doing this work for nearly a decade, taught me that if I keep two simple goals in mind, I can forget the rest and still get the job done.

First, it’s necessary to determine if a case constitutes a war crime according to international humanitarian law. Second, the perpetrators must be identified along with the degree of their involvement in the alleged war crime. I always remember his advice while working on the ground in Ukraine. However, although I try to concentrate on the perpetrators while recording the survivors’ testimonies or filming the shell holes, in this book, it’s not the perpetrators I search for primarily but the answers to crucial questions about justice we humans have all around the world. What is justice? Who are we ready to forgive eventually? How, meanwhile, can we live with the fact that perpetrators of the most horrible crimes often end up unpunished? How can we change that? And what weapon do we choose to pursue justice in the hardest times? A laptop, a camera, international law, storytelling power, or an M777 howitzer? No choice made by those who want true justice is easy, and for most of us, the outcome of our battle is still unknown.

In June 2022, I wrote to the human rights defender Oleksandra Matviichuk: “I see the tremendous efforts you and your colleagues make to give justice a chance. Yet despite all our efforts, we still might lose. And if we lose, I want to at least tell the story of our pursuit of justice. Please let me work with you to tell your story.” Oleksandra replied immediately, suggesting we meet in the Center for Civil Liberties office. Her readiness to let me inside her justice pursuit story turned my war diary into the book you’re about to read. I’m grateful to Oleksandra and all the women who became part of this book and my life.

This diary encompasses events from February 17, 2022, until the day we come together near Izyum to celebrate the memory of Volodymyr Vakulenko, the children’s writer murdered by Russian soldiers during the occupation, whose war diary I had found and passed to the Kharkiv Literary Museum, dedicated to the Ukrainian writers repressed or executed by the Soviet and Russian regimes. My diary entries are neither regular nor always properly dated. In that regard, Volodymyr Vakulenko’s diary and mine are similar.




PART I



The Time of Choices

[image: A photograph of the author, gazing into the distance while standing on a rural road. She is wearing a scarf and has a pendant necklace. Behind her, a bilingual road sign in Russian and English reads ‘New York’, surrounded by trees and foliage.]





The Shell Hole in the Fairy Tale

I HAVE JUST BOUGHT MY FIRST GUN IN DOWNTOWN LVIV. I’VE heard that everyone is capable of killing, and those who say they aren’t just haven’t met the right person yet. An armed stranger entering my country might just be the “right person.”

My new gun lies, black and hazardous, on the bed, among all my swimming suits and bright summer dresses. I might need it later when I come back. But not yet. Now I am going on a weeklong vacation to Egypt.

“We’ll come back to Ukraine on February twenty-fourth, and I’ll start going to shooting practice,” I explain to my son, who has been watching too much news for his age in the past few months but isn’t afraid of the invasion at all.

I put the gun into a safe and our swimming suits into a suitcase.

The invasion didn’t happen yesterday, February 16, 2022. So I head out the door, full of hope that it will not happen at all. After all, a full-scale Russian invasion has been rescheduled for the past eight years since 2014.

“Mom, when’s the next time we get invaded?” my ten-year-old jokes, like many adults in Ukraine.

At the last moment, I turn around and run to the bedroom. I step on a chair to reach the jewelry box on the higher shelf. What if Kharkiv, Kyiv, and even Lviv will soon look like ruined Aleppo or Grozny? What do I take now if I am not coming home? Ever.

“Mom, we’re going to miss the flight!”

I take one pendant, plated with gold and silver, with little rubies embedded in it. I inherited it from my grandma, the only jewelry her mother left her, and thus my oldest family relic. The great-grandmother who left it to us was born in Russia, somewhere on the Volga River. My Ukrainian grandmother and two Ukrainian grandfathers didn’t have such old things; for them, everything was gone with the wind in the turmoil of the last century in Ukraine, the heart of the bloodlands.

I put the pendant with rubies on as if it were my soldier’s badge.

In line for a security check at the airport, I cannot stop staring at the news on my smartphone. Around 9:00 a.m., an artillery shell hit a kindergarten in Stanytsia Luhanska called Fairy Tale, making a hole in the wall of the children’s gym. The photo of the kindergarten is difficult to comprehend: a shell hole in one of the walls, a painted magical island with palm trees and animals on another; yellow ornamented wallpaper, which still makes the kindergarten room look cozy; and numerous soccer balls in the pile of broken bricks.

A couple of years ago, I visited Stanytsia Luhanska, a town near the contact line,[1] along with a dozen other towns in the war-torn Luhansk region, to meet with the community in the local history museum. I was welcomed by its kind deputy director and its bizarre exhibition: the damaged bust of Lenin hit by a Russian shell, the older shells from the Second World War, and the new ones, including those that conveniently got to the museum right through its roof. Through the small window, I looked to “the other side,” the territory occupied by Russia or, according to the occupiers, “Luhansk People’s Republic,” a place from where all the shells, except those from the Second World War, had come. Back then, the deputy director took my books to add to the museum funds, as if contemporary Ukrainian literature were a wonder under the circumstances.

Staring at the picture of the ruined kindergarten gym long enough, I realize what the magic island with palm trees represents: a scene from a Soviet cartoon. Alas, the beloved characters from my post-Soviet childhood, the elephant, the monkey, and the boa, stare from behind the palm trees at the pile of broken bricks, just like I do. This pile is between the Russified little girl I used to be and me.

“No children were killed or injured in Stanytsia Luhanska as no one was in the gym at the time of the shelling,” I read in the news. So, we’re all lucky.

I often tell myself how lucky we all are, as if arguing with the last line of the famous Serhiy Zhadan’s poem, which tells the story of refugees from a city that “was built of stone and steel” but doesn’t exist anymore. Serhiy wrote it in 2015 after Russia occupied the cities of Donetsk and Luhansk and the Crimean Peninsula. I only paid attention to the poem in 2018 when I saw it written on a wall on Peace Avenue in Mariupol.

The memories of the places, people, and poems swirl in my head as if the news about the shelling of the Fairy Tale kindergarten in Stanytsia Luhanska changes everything and brings us all to the point of no return.

However, my ten-year-old is trying to see the screen of my phone, and he shouldn’t see destroyed kindergartens. Not yet. I close the page with the news and open the work chat. Although technically I am on vacation, my team and I have to complete the funding application for a literary festival we organize in the Donetsk region, not so far from Stanytsia Luhanska, in a small village on the front line oddly called New York. The application is due before the end of the week, by February 25 at the latest, or else we will not be able to launch the project on time. So I have to work even in line for the security check at the airport.

The war crimes researchers and analysts at Truth Hounds are also working. Just a couple of weeks ago, they were in the Luhansk region, providing training and coordinating with the local prosecutors. Now the team is researching the kindergarten shelling in Stanytsia Luhanska and compiling a report. They will call it “Where Did the Shells Come From?” and publish it on February 23, 2022.

It is crucial for them to properly document every major attack; this is what the Truth Hounds team has been doing since 2014. The difference is that maybe the world finally acknowledges the truth: Russia is waging war against Ukraine. Perhaps these days it’s us not heeding the warnings as another phase of the war is upon us.

So far, I know only one of the many involved in Truth Hounds, a field researcher under the call sign Casanova, who will later become one of my main teachers in the craft of researching war crimes. I have also met the human rights defender and civil leader Oleksandra Matviichuk. Yet I cannot imagine that in several months I will accompany her to the British Parliament in London, the European Parliament in Brussels, and many other not less important meetings, where we will advocate for justice for the many international crimes that are not yet committed but are, in fact, imminent. Already at our borders are the future war criminals whom I might have met while traveling to Russia as a child, with whom I share my first language and the culture that will forever be part of me, just like Voldemort’s magic was part of Harry Potter. Their future victims, survivors, and eyewitnesses, whose trauma will often be comparable to those directly affected, are in their homes: in Irpin, Mariupol, Izyum, Kapytolivka, Bucha, Chernihiv, Kherson, and many other towns and villages, whose names will not become famous. These future survivors and victims include my friends, my fellow Ukrainian writer Volodymyr Vakulenko, and people who are yet to become my friends. Although Casanova will advise me not to befriend the victims, I will break this rule.

But now I am just a woman on vacation flying from a new and shiny Ukrainian airport. I should stop staring at my phone, reading the news, working, and even thinking about my new gun and why I, a nearsighted bookworm, decided to buy it.

The Angel’s Advocate—Evhenia Zakrevska I

[image: In the photograph, Evhenia Zakrevska sits cross-legged on the floor. A dog leans against her. The background features various shelves filled with lots of camera equipment and gadgets. On the floor there is a rucksack and cables spilling out of the floor-level storage.]
Evhenia Zakrevska

UNLIKE ME, SHE IS ALREADY GOOD AT SHOOTING.

Evhenia Zakrevska, who is a lawyer, first considered joining the army in March 2014.

“We might end up joining the army as this will be the only way,” she told her friend Lesya Ganzha, a journalist and human rights activist, eight years ago.

The two women were driving back to Kyiv from just-occupied Crimea in March 2014 and had time to discuss what they had seen there. Both had been active participants in the Revolution of Dignity[2] and had gone to Crimea as soon as the revolution had been won and the Russian invasion of the peninsula began. They hoped to help prevent the occupation, but it was indeed a job for the army. Ukrainian soldiers didn’t do anything, waiting for the orders that never came. Ukraine was all about peace and had yet to learn to fight back.

“The army? But will they even let us join?” Lesya asked doubtfully, surprised by Evhenia’s idea.

But she has been thinking about joining ever since, for all the eight years of the war, which was taking its sacrifices like the mythical Minotaur took them in its labyrinth. The labyrinth for the Russian war against Ukraine was the territory of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions, which we all quite inaccurately call the Donbas.

In February 2014, in Crimea, the two women first saw Russian invaders, armed and ready to kill, and the defenseless crowd with blue-and-yellow Ukrainian and Crimean Tatar flags. Indeed, a lawyer and a journalist could not stop the occupation. Evhenia managed to save one of the arrested Ukrainian protesters, and what she saw helped her to contribute to the reports Ukrainians would later submit to the International Criminal Court. Lesya wasn’t useless either: she wrote a piece about the situation and the first Ukrainian activists’ arrests. Yet that was all the two women could do against the armed strangers at the time. Neither international law nor Ukrainian public opinion meant anything to Putin and his accomplices.

So joining the army remained an option. And Evhenia has been exercising a lot in the past few years. She and her fellow lawyers and human rights defenders often chose shooting practice as a team-building activity; for the lawyers who worked with the cases of the mass shooting of peaceful protesters during the revolution of 2014 in Kyiv, such team-building activities could also work as therapy. They weren’t going to be prey. They knew anything was possible.

However, Evhenia Zakrevska is now standing unarmed on Instytutska Street in the heart of Kyiv.[3]

It’s February 18, 2022. She is ready for the full-scale war but hasn’t joined the army yet. Although the US president, Joe Biden, has already said that Vladimir Putin has decided to invade in full force, there is still a choice, a slight possibility that history will turn out to be kind to the bloodlands this time.

Evhenia still has a choice too. She is one of the country’s most prominent lawyers, so she has every reason to let others fight for her. The case of her lifetime, in which she represents the families of the protesters massacred here in downtown Kyiv in 2014, is still being heard in court. Evhenia knows she can win the case; she will ensure that justice prevails and the perpetrators from the Ukrainian unit of Berkut are held responsible. Her expertise is unique enough to excuse her from risking her life in the trenches.

Angels made of colored paper are swinging in the wind on Instytutska Street. The relatives, friends, and survivors of the massacre slowly gather and take a candle one by one. Evhenia takes one too. Approaching the small monument, she recognizes the faces in the photo. These dead are her ultimate clients.

The sky has some unique surreal light today, radiating through the clouds as if the sky, too, remembers the fallen and bends down to the people on Instytutska Street to let them know. Suddenly a rainbow appears over the October Palace. This building once hosted NKVD[4] torture chambers where Ukrainian writers, artists, and activists suffered and died, but since the sixties, it has become an important cultural center. The rainbow seems a hopeful sign: Maybe this time, Ukrainians will not let their elite be arrested, tortured, and executed?

I am not sure if Evhenia believes in signs. She is the kind of person who does not delegate her job to invisible superpowers. But maybe at this moment, looking at the sky, the rainbow, and the origami angels swinging in the wind, she also believes in some higher justice. She takes pictures with her smartphone: the luminous sky, the rainbow appearing unexpectedly over the winter city, and the angels made by the children of Kyiv in memory of the men and women slaughtered here eight years ago just for defending freedom, dignity, and democracy. Evhenia’s best friend, the activist Roman Ratushny, could have been one of those killed. Evhenia risked her life too. It’s a matter of chance that they are alive and the others, whose faces are now carved into the monument, are dead.

Evhenia knows who killed them. She knows every painful detail uncovered by all the investigators, prosecutors, and journalists: the chronology of the events, the bullets’ trajectories, the shapes of the bullet traces in the tree trunks, the biographies of the perpetrators, and the chain of command in the Berkut unit. Its commander, Dmytro Sadovnyk, suspected in thirty-nine murders of peaceful Ukrainian protesters, has run away to Russia.

Even better than perpetrators, Evhenia knows those killed. Ukrainians sentimentally call them the Heavenly Hundred.[5] So to everyone in Ukraine, Evhenia is a Heavenly Hundred lawyer. She knows their names, their faces, and their parents’ names and faces.

She decided to be a lawyer after seeing Keanu Reeves in The Devil’s Advocate. As a child, she resolved to be just like him, or rather, the opposite of him. Perhaps Evhenia Zakrevska fulfilled her ideal: she’s the advocate of the angels now—those angels made of paper by children’s hands, swinging in the wind.

She would be a perfect fit for a leading role in a good Hollywood or Netflix court drama—delicate, with deep blue eyes and long red hair.

However, she will cut her red hair soon, following the full-scale Russian invasion. Both she and Lesya Ganzha will finally join the army.

Running Around History

I’M HOLDING MY SON’S HAND TOO TIGHT, LIKE A REFUGEE fleeing her city, pushing through a crowded railway station. However, no one has attacked my city yet. It’s February 22, 2022. I’m still like any other tourist here, in Luxor, Egypt. I’m trying not to lose my curious ten-year-old in the crowd chattering in all languages in the ancient temple. Like everyone else, I take plenty of photos, as though it were part of my maternal duty; taking pictures in front of thousand-year-old stones makes human children less fragile too, doesn’t it?

Our tour guide, a smiley local woman, tells her stories perfectly. I’m barely able to pay attention, yet I feel myself caught in the waves of time: the pharaohs rule, kingdoms rise and fall, and a nameless someone skillfully carves sacred symbols onto the giant columns of the Karnak Temple. I feel time swirling around me, like the crowd, trying to catch us in history’s undertow. Time carries me and holds me just like I hold my son’s hand, too tight. Only I feel kidnapped, not protected. What if they attack now, right now? Unable to check on the latest news due to a poor mobile connection, I want the excursion to end.

Unlike me, my kid seems to be all ears. When the guide leads us to the massive stone statue of a scarab beetle and advises us to walk around it seven times to make a wish, my boy gladly goes for it. In fact, he races seven laps around the stone scarab, outpacing the other sightseers even though we’ve been touring all day in the Egyptian heat. What is the wish worth running so fast in the sun?

“What did you wish for?” the guide asks, assuming he wants a new gadget like any other boy his age. My son doesn’t hear the question, or pretends that he doesn’t.

However, I don’t feel like hiding my ten-year-old’s wish. Instead, I’d perhaps like the whole world to know.

“He wished for Vladimir Putin to die,” I say.

For just a split second, the tour guide stops smiling. She mumbles something polite and meaningless; I don’t blame her. It’s not exactly what you’d expect from a ten-year-old.

My son has been wishing for the war to end ever since blowing out the candles on his fifth birthday. Until today, though, he’d simply wished for peace. Never before had he insisted on punishment for perpetrators, on victory for Ukraine, on justice—just on the war ending. But Ukrainian children, or the times, were changing rapidly and inevitably.

Just yesterday, the man to whom my son wished death, Vladimir Putin, proclaimed that the Russian Federation recognized the so-called Luhansk and Donetsk People’s Republics as independent states. The recognition of the puppet governments could mean Russia is indeed ready to turn its hybrid war against Ukraine into open aggression. All the panic in the news wasn’t bluffing, after all. Our lives were about to change, as the lives of kids in the parts of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions had eight years ago. I squeezed my son’s hand tighter.

On the way from Luxor to the hotel, I told him a story from his grandmother’s childhood. As a schoolgirl, my mom once stopped preparing for her math exam due to another crisis in the Cold War; she figured exam results wouldn’t matter in case of a nuclear apocalypse and decided to enjoy what time she had left.

The apocalypse never arrived, but the math exam was over. As a result, my mother switched her major to history. A fear of war led her to attend the same university where two of the world’s most celebrated lawyers, Hersch Lauterpacht and Raphael Lemkin, had studied in the 1930s. In 1944, Lemkin coined the term “genocide,” while Lauterpacht outlined what he called “crimes against humanity.” Both notions were used in prosecuting Nazis at Nuremberg and, years later, Slobodan Milošević in the Hague. Fortunately, a change in major was the only fallout from my mother’s hypothesized apocalypse.

Telling this story to my son in the taxi in the desert, little did I know that in several months even his grandmother would be studying the basics of international law to help document war crimes that would become an inherent part of reality in Ukraine.

“I hope it all ends well for your country,” the smiley guide told us after learning about Andriy’s wish.

I hope so too. Firstly, I believe the number of Russian troops gathered near Ukrainian borders is not enough to take and keep Kyiv, which we would fiercely defend. Secondly, the ancient scarab magic should also have an effect, shouldn’t it?

Upon returning to the hotel, I read that Putin has submitted a resolution to use the Russian Armed Forces outside the territory of Russia. Apparently, he has survived so far; my son’s naive attempt to save thousands of lives with the Egyptian scarab magic has not been successful yet.

Instead of Putin’s timely end, I learn about another death, which makes my heart sink: a Ukrainian dissident and human rights activist, one of the crucial figures in the underground art movement of the sixties in Ukraine, died overnight. I want to tell my son about him, but Andriy is already asleep. But I can tell you: Ivan Dzyuba was the author of the 1965 book Internationalism or Russification?, which gathered facts about the oppression of Ukrainian culture and language and violent Russification in the Soviet Union.

A writer at heart, Dzyuba researched human rights violations and genocidal practices. This was not his vocation; history just did not leave him much choice. History is about to limit my choices too. I don’t know this yet, but for the rest of the year I will see so many stars above Ukrainian cities. There will be blackouts and[6]

Dzyuba also used to say, “Where there’s more pressure, there’s more resistance,” explaining why some of the most prominent Ukrainian dissidents come from the east of Ukraine. Dzyuba himself grew up in the Donetsk region, near Volnovakha.

Soon there will be no Volnovakha, and there is hardly any consolation in the fact that the Ukrainian dissident will not see the Russian army demolish his hometown. There may be some consolation in that, but it’s not justice.

New Home—Casanova I

[image: In the photograph, Casanova can be seen standing in the doorway of a destroyed building, with debris and broken walls visible inside.]
Casanova

HER CALL SIGN AS A WAR CRIMES RESEARCHER AT TRUTH Hounds is Casanova. She seems about my age, and I’m thirty-seven. She, too, has a son, long hair, and an ambition to write a book. Yet while I quit my day job and did write my novels, Casanova has committed herself to defending human rights and then, since 2014, to researching war crimes. Over the years, many quit the field, switching to less stressful ways of pursuing justice, but not Casanova.

She asked me not to use her real name in the book for safety reasons. Casanova joined missions in the war-torn Donetsk region in 2014 and the occupied Crimea peninsula in 2018. Who knows where she steers next to pursue the ideals of justice and human rights? If she ever gets caught by one of the war criminals she is helping to find and convict, it’s certainly better if they don’t know she is a key researcher at Truth Hounds.

Casanova is my reason for writing this book: I wanted to write about her. At first, it disappointed me when she asked if she could remain anonymous. I wondered if her mannish call sign, Casanova, would work well for portraying her, a pretty young woman driving minivans, to which she gives cute nicknames, into the war zone. Her old white Mercedes Vito is Birdy, and she is Casanova. However, she told me a story that made me see her call sign differently.

It was the end of 2021, the seventh year of the Russian war against Ukraine, when Casanova decided to quit her job as a war crimes researcher. Dozens of missions to the front line and temporarily occupied territories hadn’t led to a single court hearing at the Hague. She resolved not to think about the lack of final results—criminals on the court bench. She kept doing her job well, documenting new war crimes, writing reports, taking pictures of the shell holes, and recording videos of the atrocities in the east of Ukraine. She didn’t lose her faith in justice or human rights, no. She felt it was time for a change. Still, the choice wasn’t easy; the Truth Hounds team had become her family, and pursuing justice in the Russian-Ukrainian war had kept Casanova going for the past seven years. Yet she planned a brave new life for herself by the beginning of 2022: Casanova and her husband would buy a house and plot of land in Central Ukraine, grow a beautiful garden around it, and live there in the house with the beautiful garden happily ever after.

Casanova already knows what kind of trees she’d have there: apple, apricot, and cherry trees. Those grow best on Ukrainian soil, and the climate is most appropriate. She would even enroll in a master’s program at the Kharkiv National Agrarian University to be as good a farmer as she is a war crimes researcher. Her small family would make a living by selling the fruit and inviting people from busy cities like Kyiv and Kharkiv to live their village dream as green tourists—a simple, happy life.

She tells me the story, and the name Casanova suddenly has a different meaning: casa means “house” and nova is “new” in Portuguese.

The garden around the future house, around the casa nova, was all well planned, or at least well dreamed. In March 2022, Casanova was going to travel to the Poltava region of Ukraine and find a house with a plot to buy near Myrhorod, in the heart of Ukraine, a canonical Ukrainian town mythologized by Mykola Hohol.

So Casanova quits her job in war crimes research, celebrates New Year in Kharkiv, and drives Birdy to the war zone in the east of Ukraine on the first day of 2022. Her friends volunteer each winter season to bring Christmas presents and entertain kids in schools along the front line. The Kharkiv-based team calls themselves St. Nicholas’s Deer, and Casanova is usually their driver. Although playing with kids isn’t easy for her, she, like the rest of the team, dons funny deer’s horns and watches the fun from the side, so she witnesses not only tragedy in the war zone but joy too. She started 2022 by driving the team to Stanytsia Luhanska, the town where Russian forces shelled one of the schools in 2014 and began the escalation in 2022, which would hit Fairy Tale kindergarten soon, on February 17.

Because of the shelling, several teens from the nearby village in the Luhansk region, Vrubivka, asked St. Nicholas’s Deer to evacuate them; their parents didn’t want to leave but granted their permission for the kids to go. The team booked accommodation in the Carpathian Mountains. Casanova brings them to Kharkiv but won’t drive them farther west; she feels that she cannot go far from Kharkiv now. Unlike me, she has a real plan if Russian forces invade. Throughout February 2022, while I packed my swimming suits and summer dresses for a vacation in Egypt, Casanova bought extra gasoline and studied evacuation routes from Kharkiv to Svitlovodsk. In Svitlovodsk, her Kharkiv friends and their Polish partners set up a shelter in case the full-scale invasion began. They stocked plastic canisters with fuel, a lot of it. Casanova had sixty liters waiting on the balcony in her Kharkiv apartment so that she would be ready to start immediately.

The Truth Hounds prepared themselves for the war too. Casanova’s ex-boss, the executive director of Truth Hounds, Roman Avramenko, was in the Luhansk region to train the prosecutors there in war crimes research when he received a call from Brussels: leave the Luhansk region immediately. He did, without much hurry. But such warnings came from everywhere, and all eventually appeared to be wrong. So it was only on the evening of February 23, 2022, that Roman finally wrote on the Truth Hounds work chat the two words meaning almost the highest level of danger: “Code orange.” At that moment, everyone on the team knew what to do, how and where to move. Casanova left the chat at the end of 2021, so she didn’t receive that message. She was at her home in Kharkiv.

Despite the dream of settling near Myrhorod, Casanova is all about the road. She loves to drive minivans that can carry a team of war crimes researchers or volunteers. The work in human rights defense isn’t exactly a gold mine, so the minivans she drives are pretty old. Each of them gets a name—or maybe a call sign. If they stall, she talks them into keeping going and not letting the team get stuck in danger. Their names are no secret: the green Volkswagen is Cucumber, the yellow one’s Fishy; these are corporate vehicles shared by the Truth Hounds team. Casanova’s own minivan is a white Mercedes Vito, and she has named it Birdy. When the attack on Kharkiv started on February 24, 2022, Casanova executed her tasks according to the evacuation plan, carrying passengers with her Birdy.

She’d evacuate as many as possible and get back to researching war crimes. Everyone in war crimes research in the region is all too familiar with Russian tactics; they see the flood of horrible war crimes coming their way.

Her plan for a new home with a garden will have to wait. Near Poltava, where she was going to buy a new house, Casanova stops at a gas station and messages Roman Avramenko at Truth Hounds, the organization she left at the end of 2021 to start a new life.

“Any vacancies?” she inquires with bitter irony.

“Well, of course. What would you like to do?” Roman replies.

On February 27, she posts on her Facebook page: “Dear all, I am alive and well, my family is safe. Obviously, I’m back to volunteering and ‘work.’ Well, you got it. Please send me information about the shelling of civilians in the Kharkiv region (in personal messages only).”

Casanova doesn’t speak Portuguese. And the dream about the house and the garden appeared, of course, long after Casanova got her call sign. Still, it seems to me that it’s this idyllic Ukrainian vision of a house surrounded by cherry trees, casa nova, that she is protecting by remaining incognito. And even when Casanova begins to speak again to the eyewitnesses and war crimes survivors, I will keep seeing her “new home” as if shining through the reality of destruction, injustice, and human pain.

She Was the Evidence—Iryna Dovhan I

IRYNA DOVHAN ALREADY HAS HER NEW HOME AND NEW GARDEN. The old ones she had to leave behind in the Donetsk region in 2014. Fleeing to join her family in Mariupol, she could only evacuate her shepherd dog, Matilda; two cats; and her daughter’s prom dress, which the girl never got to wear due to the occupation. Most of the valuables had already been stolen from the house while Iryna was held captive by Russians. And, of course, she couldn’t evacuate the trees or the flowers she had been growing for about twenty years.

Iryna’s
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War Instructions No One Wanted—Zhenia Podobna I

[image: In the photograph, Zhenia Podobna is standing in front of a heavily damaged, shot at vehicle. The vehicle is adorned with large sunflower murals. Her hands are clasped in front of her and her expression is serious.]
Zhenia Podobna
































This Is Europe

















A Writer from K.—Iryna Novitska I

[image: In the photograph, Iryna Novitska is sat in her wheelchair on a sunlit path surrounded by dense foliage. She looks off-camera into the distance, and appears contemplative.]
Iryna Novitska


























As If You Were Going to War





















As High as Her Mountains, as High as Her Drone—Evhenia Zakrevska II














Chernihiv Airstrike [—Vira Kuryko I]

[image: In the photograph, Vira Kuryko sits on a balcony next to potted plants. You can see the elegant wrought iron railings and a stone building facade.]
Vira Kuryko






Heart Under Occupation—Iryna Novitska II











Evacuating Debora Vogel



























Invisible Refugees—Tetyana Pylypchuk I

[image: In the photograph, Tetyana Pylypchuk sits outside on a wooden chair. She is framed by a wooden structure. A mural of a face is visible on a brick wall in the background, as is a large pile of bricks. There are trees, and dappled sunshine covers the ground.]
Tetyana Pylypchuk
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The War Diaries of One Librarian and One Writer and the Executed Library—Yulia Kakulya-Danylyuk I

[image: In the photograph, Yulia Kakulya-Danylyuk sits on a chair in a library, with bookshelves and a closed door behind her. She appears thoughtful, looking slightly away from the camera. A portrait and several books and items are visible on the shelves in the background.]
Yulia Kakulya-Danylyuk





























































Last Sparkling Wine from Bakhmut, Last Vase from Popasna, Rome Statute in My Bomb Shelter
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Among the Guiding Stars—Oleksandra Matviichuk I

[image: The photograph shows Oleksandra Matviichuk standing in front of a monument with three statues. The central statue holds a large tablet, with Cyrillic text on the pedestal. The other statues flank the central one, holding their arms out. A large stone building and cloudy sky can be seen in the background.]
Oleksandra Matviichuk

























About the Author

VICTORIA AMELINA was killed by a Russian missile in July 2023. She was an award-winning Ukrainian novelist, essayist, poet and human rights activist whose prose, essays and poems have been translated into many languages. She wrote both in Ukrainian and English, and her essays have appeared in the Irish Times, the Dublin Review of Books and Eurozine.




WINNER OF THE 2025 ORWELL PRIZE

FOR POLITICAL WRITING

WINNER OF THE 2025 MOORE PRIZE

FOR HUMAN RIGHTS WRITING

‘This book will make you laugh, cry and marvel at the resilience of Ukrainians. Nothing I or my colleagues can report will ever be this powerful’

Sunday Times

‘Unsparing and impossible-to-forget … arresting and moving … its shape and urgency dictated by war and by its author’s shining life so abruptly shredded into night’

Daily Telegraph

‘This book would always have been important evidence that the Ukraine people were suffering criminal attack. Written by a poet, it is also a work of literature, published after the author lost her life doing her research. It is an icon of a young woman’s heroism’

Philippa Gregory

‘Bears witness to both grave crimes and the strength of the human spirit … An important piece of testimony and a precious, powerful work of literature: a steady beam of light born amid darkness and violence’

Guardian 

‘It transmits a powerful sense of chaos. It compels attentiveness … not fiction but written, nevertheless, with the fine sensibility of a novelist’

Observer

‘Rare, powerful and affecting, a work of principle and courage by a truly brilliant and inspiring writer’

Philippe Sands

‘Makes you want to weep, because what the pages of Looking at Women Looking at War  instantly make clear is just how much Amelina had to offer. About to start a Paris residency for displaced Ukrainian writers when she died, she was blessed with an effortlessly compelling voice, simultaneously intimate and universal’

Financial Times

‘Remarkable … powerful, eloquently testifying to the horrific consequences of this conflict’

New York Times Book Review

‘Sharp, clear and unflinching … Reading this book is not only a literary experience but an act of defiance. Amelina was killed searching for the truth. She wanted the world to look. That’s what we must do: keep looking, keep speaking, keep remembering’

Irish Independent 
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