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	This book reflects personal experiences shaped by war.
I didn’t try to be objective. I tried to stay alive.
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About This Book

 
	This collection of essays grew out of a column I wrote for The Left Berlin, where I tried to describe the war in Ukraine not as a headline, but as a lived experience. Not everything I wrote made it here. This is a selection – the texts that stayed with me the longest, the ones that felt necessary to keep.

	The collection opens with These are Truly Dangerous People, an interview that sets the tone: a refusal to accept war as something inevitable or noble. Some texts move through personal stories, others through anger, fear, or an attempt to understand what is happening around us. Freedom Walks Through the Cemetery is not an essay but a speech I gave at an anarchist conference in Prague in 2024 – a moment where private experience turns into a public statement.

	The book ends with Wartime Survival Guide. It reads like a list of practical advice, but it isn’t just that. When the world breaks to this extent, even a survival guide begins to sound like literature.

	

	 


These are Truly Dangerous People. Interview for The Left Berlin

 
	 

	For those who feel ashamed of their own unwillingness to fight, I want to remind that shame is a form of self-hatred.

	 

	Tell our readers about yourself

	My name is Ilya Kharkow. I’m the author of the novel THE MINING BOYS. A year and a half ago I fled Ukraine. I am here to remind each of you that your life is more than a political compromise.

	What do you mean by this?

	Today in Ukraine, being a guy means being a mobilization reserve, not a human.

	Recently, I learned that only 3 countries in Europe don’t compel men to participate in war in the event of martial law: Germany, Sweden, and Switzerland.

	I hope this is a mistake. But if it’s true, then we have problems. And I want to talk about it.

	So, you think there is no need to defend a country?

	If that’s your sincere desire, then do it. But I believe that you can’t become a hero by force. No one has the right to demand that you risk your life for anything. Why? Because your life is the highest value. If you do not realize the value of your own life, then you should not expect the state to do it for you in the midst of war.

	What if the highest value for someone is not their life, but, for example, their family?

	Protecting a family doesn’t mean going to war. Protecting a family means staying with a family during difficult times.

	I grew up without a dad, and it made my childhood uneasy. That’s why I don’t understand how married guys with kids can leave them.

	I was 3 years old when my dad left the family. It’s because of that I remember my early childhood well. That period that healthy children usually forget. If you dare to make love in front of an infant, hoping that he doesn’t understand what is going on, remember my story because I remember well how my parents did it. But you know, without these memories, my books might not contain so many intimate descriptions.

	But guys don’t always leave their families voluntarily. As far as we understand, only a small percentage of men are not subject to mobilization.

	This is one of the reasons why I say that forced mobilization is a crime. The state demands that you choose protecting its borders over raising your own kids. And then your kids end up in single-parent families, where they grow up to be artists unadopted to life, yeah, I know what I’m talking about.

	A guy is not taken to war only if he has 3 or more kids. But on the Internet, you can easily find videos of blind people receiving summonses. I once saw a video where the military forcibly took a guy with amputated wrists to the military registration and enlistment office to check his suitability for military service. This inspired me to write the story “WOULD YOU TOUCH IT?”

	Tell us more about your position on the war.

	So, try to step back from the image of war that news imposes on us, and you’ll see a fight of 2 systems. There is no good here. No bright side. There are just 2 systems, and each invites you to take someone’s side. But often, when you’re forced to choose between 2 options, it’s worth choosing a third.

	Quality of life. Citizens’ happiness index. What exactly are we defending? Is it someone else’s right to send us to the front lines and destroy our homes in a sake of saving the whole world?

	By conducting mobilization, the Ukrainian side has done exactly what it frightened us with when describing mobilization in Russia. I remember with what glee Ukrainian TV presenters talked about Russian mobilization points opening on the border with Georgia. Meanwhile, Russian borders are open, and Ukraine’s borders have been closed to guys for two years now, and for these two years, there has been a real hunt for guys in the country.

	The goal of Ukrainian checkpoints is no longer to repel enemy advances, but to catch guys on the roads and send them to their deaths. And yet, we were told that there is only one enemy, and we believed it.

	In defending democratic values, it would be worth asking how things are with them in Ukraine. Corruption? Exists. Homophobia? Exists. Discrimination based on language? Now this is a big issue too. Can a corrupt person lead the fight against corruption? So why do we believe that a country that is destroying democratic values before our eyes can defend these same values?

	Could you tell us more about discrimination based on language?

	In Ukraine, there is aggressive Ukrainization happening, which is causing concerns. This is not a matter of culture; it is a reason for hatred among the population.

	I’ll just tell you a story. Here’s what recently happened to me while walking in a residential area of Lisbon. I stumbled upon a library. On the window hung a yellow-blue sign: “BOOKS FOR UKRAINIANS.” Books for me are like insulin for diabetics. So naturally, I go inside. A middle-aged woman proudly points to a small shelf with books, but they were all in Ukrainian. I ask if they have books in Russian here? I was told there were two, but they “disposed of” them. Why? Because they support Ukrainians.

	I’m not surprised that a random woman from Portugal doesn’t know that for historical reasons, for half of Ukraine’s residents, the native language is Russian, not Ukrainian. But now this is forgotten even inside the country.

	Maybe this shows changes in society if, as you say, in Ukraine they have forgotten that half of the country’s inhabitants consider Russian their native language?

	Yep, it really shows the changes in society. Indeed, a certain percentage of Ukrainians have transitioned to the Ukrainian language. I also tried to communicate in Ukrainian at the beginning of the war. But like many of my friends, I have switched back to Russian.

	Having lived for two and a half months in western Ukraine at the beginning of the war, I vividly saw the intense hatred locals harbor towards everything Russian, even towards me as a speaker of that language, as if I were the cause of the war. The song to which I lost my virginity is considered an enemy song by people from western Ukraine, but for me, it’s a cherished memory.

	I understand why one might harbor negative feelings towards a political force, but I don’t understand why one would hate a culture. Have Kropotkin’s ideas become worse because the Russian army entered Ukraine back in 2022?

	How do you feel about Russian culture today?

	I’m a philologist and a writer, and therefore I cannot imagine my life without literature. I consist of French, German, and Russian literature. It’s important to understand that all of these are not separate parts of an abstract literature, but rather a continuous dialogue of dozens of writers that has been going on for centuries.

	I cannot imagine that because of the actions of modern politicians, I would change my attitude towards any of these figures. But they have long been dead and, to some extent, defenseless. I believe that we must stand in defense of culture, regardless of the nationality of its creators, because high culture knows no borders.

	Yet, in Ukraine, Russian culture is being cancelled. This is a normal primary reaction in wartime. But only primary! Now it’s been two years. For example, in Russia during World War I, German culture was cancelled. Now, however, the German language is again one of the most popular foreign languages to study.

	It is important to understand that only someone who truly doesn’t know the value of culture can give it up. Once, Americans traded Manhattan Island with the Indians for beads worth $24. By canceling part of culture, we are not only voluntarily giving up Manhattan, we are even giving up the beads.

	If you could return to Ukraine without consequence, would you?

	Recently, I formulated the definition of home to me this way – my home is where my books are.

	I desperately tried to escape from Ukraine for almost 9 months. The day it happened, I consider my second birthday. The question is not whether I would return to Ukraine. The question is, would all those who are currently trapped in that country against their will want to leave and live in a world without borders between countries, without language barriers, and without military conscription? This is how I envision the world of the future.

	Would you fight for such a world?

	You can’t fight for peace. War is destruction, and deep inside, everyone knows that. I’m sure that war cannot be stopped with weapons, just as you can’t calm a storm by throwing stones into the waves.

	Peacekeeping forces are still military forces. I am against any violence because I see that violence only creates more pain. If you don’t share my viewpoint, then fight, but don’t drag peaceful people into it. Everyone should have the right to refuse military service.

	Can you tell us about your hometown?

	My hometown has been under occupation since the first days of the war. Nearby is a nuclear power plant, so there is a huge number of Russian militaries in the town.

	From time to time, the Ukrainian army fires at Russian troops in my town, and then the homes of my relatives suffer. It’s a small town. In the scale of this war, it can be destroyed in a couple of hours, and it will take years to rebuild it. Nearby villages have already been destroyed. What should I feel when the Ukrainian army fires at my town? Should I be a patriot of my country or my family?

	What do you think about the concept of patriotism?

	A musician Andrey Lysikov, better known as Dolphin, summed it up perfectly: “A state that orders to kill children will always call itself the homeland.”

	What is your view on Ukrainian nationalism pre-war, was it very prevalent?

	In Ukraine, like in any other country in the world, there were and are radicals. They are everywhere, but in different percentages. I cannot say that in Ukraine the radical layer was frighteningly large. But of course it exsists.

	Nevertheless, the truly dangerous ones, in my opinion, are those who are talked about least. People whose loved ones died in the war, who now wish for others to share their sorrow. They wish for other kids to go to war. They actively contribute to this. These are the truly dangerous people.

	They act quietly. All these dear old men and intelligent aunties. Those faceless coat wearers who give way to you at traffic lights and wish you a good day at a supermarket. Kids are suddenly left without brothers and dads. They have no other idea aside from revenge. They have no ideals. They don’t want to build a new, fair country, they just want revenge.

	In Lviv at the beginning of the war, dear old people did not allow my friend into a rented apartment, demanding that he first go to the military registration office and showed a confirmation that he was there. I described that Lviv period in THE MINING BOYS.

	Do you have any ideas what can be done about this?

	Here, it’s not weapons and violence that can come to our aid, but culture. This is why cancel culture is dangerous. It is dangerous to allow culture to be canceled in wartime.

	Nietzsche wrote that culture is only a thin apple peel over seething chaos. What would remain for humanity if we remove this apple peel? Unfortunately, war shows us how little may remain. But we can and must resist this chaos by standing up for culture, elevating it above national characteristics.

	How does the Ukrainian government treat guys abroad?

	Oh, this is an interesting question. For example, Ukraine has banned us from using consular services. It’s not a direct ban, but without a document exempting you from military service, the consul won’t see you.

	Ukrainian officials have reached out to the leaders of European countries, asking them to close integration programs for Ukrainians.

	Every couple of months, there are reports that Ukrainian men are about to be deported at Ukraine’s request. So, if Ukraine isn’t my enemy, then why am I forced to defend myself against it?

	There are many major and minor crimes happening daily. But if every person had the right not to participate in war, an absolute right, then there would simply be no basis for these crimes. War should either be voluntary or waged against those who compel you to it.

	Any final words you would like to say?

	While most of us are preoccupied with the idea of defeating the big enemy, we have stopped noticing how this fight is destroying the lives of ordinary people. Right now, both in Russia and Ukraine, a huge number of guys are suffering from mobilization. If we don’t give a damn about the lives of a few, then what is our society and our peace worth?

	

	 


A Closer Look at Heroism

 
	Man, sorry for telling the truth.

	During my student days, I had a friend who loved the poems of Marina Tsvetaeva just as much as I did. But, as it soon became clear, we loved one thing but for different reasons. One day we met, and instead of greeting, he immediately got down to business. He said, “Imagine you come home from a long trip and there’s a coffin in your house. The policeman says this house doesn’t belong to you anymore. Did you imagine?”

	Such an event is indeed present in Tsvetaeva’s biography, only she returned not from a long trip, but from emigration. Her husband and daughter were sent to prison. The son went missing. Tsvetaeva hanged herself. This is how the Soviet Union greeted her. The exact location of her grave is still not known.

	This friend of mine loved to notice terrible facts from the biographies of writers, and then talk long and methodically about them at our every damn meeting. Soon he got a job in a translation agency, and we began to see each other rarely. He didn’t like working. He said that the principle of work in this company killed everything creative that goes into translation. He didn’t like his colleagues either, and the more he disliked one of them, the longer he liked to discuss that particular person.

	Due to the fact that negativity was the basis of communication with this guy, it was difficult to engage with him, and yet this didn’t stop him from becoming a leader of department in the agency. By that time, he had stopped reading and practically didn’t talk either Tsvetaeva or the random coffin. When the war began, he volunteered.

	Viva la muerte!

	For several years in a row, I celebrated my birthday in the same way. I borrowed a projector from a friends’ gallery. I broadcast ‘Dirty Diaries’ onto a white wall – this is porn made by women for women. In it, the actors do not have perfect bodies, and it is as close to real life as possible.

	In a spacious room, about 12-15 gathered. You are talking to a shy girl, and at some point, a vagina is projected onto your forehead, and your conversation partner forgets about her shyness. Yep, it has always worked.

	The doors of my house were open. Well-wishers came and went, flowing in a continuous stream. We played erotic games. We shared intimate secrets, which brought us closer together. Those unwilling to share secrets had to expose their bodies. And then one artist pulled down her pants, and we all saw cellulite on her thighs. Yet she was young and not obese. The very admirer of Tsvetaeva showed extraordinary interest in her cellulite. He was polite but persistent. He examined her legs from different angles, and upon discovering a scar on her knee, he led her to the kitchen to hear the story of her meniscus removal surgery without witnesses.

	That night they made love, and we all became shameless witnesses of it. That night we joked, saying, who knows, would they have made love if the artist didn’t also have a scar from appendicitis.

	Viva la muerte!

	Death drive. In my first novel THE INTIMATE SMELL OF THE NAVY, I described how the main character spent 7 days in a room with the corpse of his friend. And all 7 days he bathed and combed him. Of course, when I wrote this in 2019, I could not imagine that soon the entire country would call for every family to have such a corpse at home. No, this is too much.

	What is more terrible: a son who died in the war, or who returned from the war crippled and penetrated into all spheres of life, bringing military principles into everyday life?

	War is never progressive. War is not even stagnation. It is regression. And, as you know, there are no former military personnel. Having returned from war, a person forever carries the war within himself and acts in accordance with it.

	In order to go to war as a volunteer, a person must initially be inclined to do so. Although I think this is wrong, the average person still judges others by his own abilities. Therefore, the easiest way to find out about such a predisposition is for a person to declare that there is no predisposition and everyone is equally fit for military service. This confidence arises precisely from the presence of a predisposition.

	Also, it’s worth asking the question: what does this predisposition consist of? At a minimum, a person must have a sense of justice, which he wants to defend. And also, such a person’s fear of death should either be reduced or be at such a level that risking his own life does not seem to him an unacceptable act. In order for a person’s fear of death to be at this level, his love for life must be reduced, since these are interrelated concepts. Anyone for whom life is more terrible than death easily takes mortal risks, but it would be a crime if such a person pushed others to take the same mortal risks.

	For example, a guy who was amazed by Tsvetaeva’s sudden coffin, who admired the cellulite and scars clearly feels a craving for death: a coffin and scars are certainly symbols of decay. Being unable to realize his potential in the profession at the desired level, his desire was too inconsistent with reality. There is no creativity. The colleagues are dumb. And therefore, the opportunity to lead them is not an honor but a mockery. This discrepancy between reality and the desired, perhaps in combination with some other aspects of life, gave rise to aggression, which was built into reality as voluntarily joining the army. I’m deliberately simplifying here to stay within the scope of a short essay.

	Suppose that in war, he successfully neutralizes the enemy, for which he receives a medal. The state will give him honorary grounds to forget the reasons for his own actions, and to think that now he is a hero, idealizing himself, thereby attempting to achieve a balance between reality and desire. The state is not interested in stories about coffins or cellulite. It does not believe in words; it believes in actions.

	Viva la muerte!

	Our new hero had only been abroad once. He visited Rome, Italy. He ended up there by chance. Naturally, he went to see the Colosseum.

	As he told me about Rome, he played in the background the music he listened to that day. He did it to help me feel everything he felt abroad. This music was classic rock hits. I love old rock, but I was suspicious as to why someone would want to listen exclusively to hits, especially ones that are 20 or 30 years old. Moreover, he had been listening to the same songs since our student days. It seems to me that the unwillingness to delve into the discographies of artists could add a touch to our hero’s portrait. We listened to popular songs over and over again, as if we were doing it by someone’s order.

	The Colosseum is a monument of sadism, but we want to visit it, and having visited it, we admire the architecture. In the process, we overlook the obvious – the cruel purpose of its construction. With the same success, we could admire the guillotine. It was only today I realized that our fearless hero was not admiring just another landmark, but a monument of sadism.

	“Use it or lose it” is the scariest phrase I have ever heard. Not only because knowledge that we do not use is forgotten. Not only because muscles, if they are not trained regularly, begin to shrink. But also, because a person who loses interest in development does not stop developing, but is destroyed. The only thing that can be more terrible is when the country’s leaders set this destruction as an example for us.

	Viva la muerte!

	Marina Tsvetaeva was not the only poet who suffered in the past century in Russia. For example, Boris Pasternak was forced to decline the Nobel Prize. By the way, Tsvetaeva hanged with the rope that Pasternak kindly gave her to tie up her suitcases for the journey.

	Joseph Brodsky, another Nobel laureate, was tried for parasitism and then expelled from the country.

	Osip Mandelstam died in a labor camp, where he ended up on charges of counter-revolutionary activities.

	Daniil Kharms died of starvation in a psychiatric clinic, simulating a mental disorder. Why? To avoid arrest during wartime on charges of spreading defeatist sentiments. The poet was attributed with these words: “If they make me shoot a machine gun from the attic during street fights with the Germans, then I will shoot not at the Germans, but at them with the same machine gun.”

	Art deals with the essence of life, whereas the state offers us to fit into a certain system, which includes not only rights but also limitations. Therefore, art will always be in conflict with the state. For the same reason, it is worth not canceling Russian poets because of the indignation of modern war, but instead, searching in their biographies for potential repeats of history, knowing that they stood not on the side of a specific state, but on the side of humanity.

	Today, when in wartime my life is threatened not only by the Russian army but also by Ukrainian government, I understand what prompted Daniil Kharms to say such words. It was a different kind of justice. And a desire not for death, but for life. Our admirer of Tsvetaeva doesn’t think so. And in general, he no longer likes Russian poets. The state has told him that he is a hero, and in gratitude for this he demonstrates his loyalty by overthrowing his own idols.

	27/03/2024

	


My Friend Oppenheimer

 
	Take it, these are the glasses through which I watched the nuclear explosion.

	There’s something barbaric in talking about death while stuffing yourself with éclairs. But since I’m going to talk about my own death, I’ll take a double serving, please!

	But let me start by saying that recently, I saw the movie “Oppenheimer”. It doesn’t matter to me at all that this film received an Oscar and popular support. I watched it for two other reasons.

	Reason #1: Recently, a publishing house sent me a review of my novel, THE MINING BOYS. The editor compared my manuscript to 20th-century modernists, the beat generation, and, quite unexpectedly, to the film “Oppenheimer.” However, the comparison wasn’t about the plot or characters but rather the narrative style.

	Lots of information covered very quickly. This isn’t surprising, as my story is about a person whose psyche was shaken by the impossibility of leaving a country at war. Therefore, the editor likened the novel’s narrative to the effects of ecstasy and once again to the film “Oppenheimer.”

	Reason #2: On May 9, 2023, I died as a result of a nuclear strike. Now I’ll dwell on this in more detail.

	It all started when, during the first 2.5 months of the war, I was hiding in Lviv. I hadn’t planned to do so, but I literally became a hostage of my own state.

	My initial plan was to go to Poland and wait for a couple of weeks until the war ended. In those days, most people were confident that the war would last a maximum of 2-3 weeks. But on the very first day, the borders were closed to guys like me. I mean (literally) the male population aged 18 to 60.

	The horrors I had to endure in western Ukraine are described in THE MINING BOYS, so here I’ll just provide some context.

	Coming from the eastern part of Ukraine, my native language is not Ukrainian but Russian. Typically, residents of the East were interested in Ukrainian culture, but those in Western Ukraine were hostile to anything Russian. They concealed this hostility from tourists, to an extent. Hatred towards anything Russian in Western Ukraine is part of the culture. This is why residents of the East cannot fully embrace this culture, although the war helps people to accept the hatred. So, that’s the whole conflict, essentially.

	For 30 years, Ukraine existed under such conditions. Politics also divided along east-west lines, and the cultural pendulum swung back and forth, depending on the elected president.

	For much of its independence, Russian culture and language predominated in Ukraine, but with the start of the war in 2014, the situation changed and has now reached a climax.

	Is Ukraine heading towards victory? No, it isn’t. One of its two parts finds itself suppressed. Ukraine can only have a chance at a future if it acknowledges and embraces its diversity. Today, the opposite process is underway.

	In all of the 30 years, there hasn’t been a single political party that has attempted to unite the two halves of the country. Would there have been a war if that had happened? That’s a good question. But could the two parts of the country really have been united? Yep. I’m an example of that.

	Half of my family is from Ukraine, and the other half is from Russia. I was born and raised in Ukraine. This mix is typical of the East. And for 30 years, I lived free of internal struggle over this matter. This indicates that there was a chance, but it was missed.

	Why wasn’t this opportunity seized? Because the principle divide and conquer turned out to be convenient. Linguistic disputes distract not only from corruption but also from the destruction of democracy in times of war. There is little aesthetics in politics, so I had to look for it in a split atom.

	Why am I even talking about the language issue and Oppenheimer? Because the language issue and the threat of atomic war – this was my reality not so long ago.

	Robert Oppenheimer created the atomic bomb. At the beginning of the war between Russia and Ukraine, there was active discussion about whether Russia would use nuclear weapons or not. This topic was so vigorously discussed that journalists even set the date for the strike on the Ukrainian capital – May 9th.

	On May 9th, both Ukraine and Russia commemorate the victory in World War II. Veterans, politicians, businessmen, and ordinary spectators gather on the main squares of Kyiv and Moscow. Military equipment and soldiers demonstrate national combat power for television cameras.

	At some point, Ukrainian journalists concluded that symbolism was inherent to the leadership of the Russian army. By this, they convinced many that on May 9, 2023, there would definitely be a nuclear strike on Kyiv.

	For 2.5 months, I lived in Lviv. I lived in an office with transparent walls. While ordinary people in Europe were letting Ukrainians into their homes for free, in Lviv, rental prices for apartments equaled those in Paris.

	I could have gone to the shelters set up in school gymnasiums. But the military regularly came there, and they took all the men who had come from the East to the war. At night, there was a curfew. If you didn’t find shelter before it started, by morning your body would be wrapped in a military uniform. And during the day, journalists kindly explained to the public that the guys went to war voluntarily.

	I speak Ukrainian with a terrible accent, so in 2.5 months, I went out onto the street only a few times. But even on those few occasions, I encountered soldiers who didn’t miss the opportunity to wield their sudden power, which I also wrote about in the novel.

	In the office, there was no kitchen. No shower. There was a patriotic security guard who wondered why I wasn’t going to defend my homeland. He talked about it so casually, as if risking his own life was no harder for him than drinking a glass of milk that had been sitting on the sunny windowsill all day. Anyway, he didn’t rush to join the army.

	From time to time, the privileged came to the office – the locals. They were also afraid of being caught, but they knew that someone from the East was more likely to be sent to war. Would they betray me? They not only knew my location but also had a key to that damn office. So, I felt as defenseless as if I woke up naked every morning in a brothel for seniors and was obliged to serve anyone who entered the transparent room.

	Meanwhile, the Russian army was occupying more and more territory. And so, my hometown fell under occupation. The neighboring town was bombed in an attempt to save it. But for me, the captured town was preferable to being destroyed, simply because there were still people there.

	At first, we believed that the war would end in 2-3 weeks. Then we thought it would happen within a month. And finally, journalists were pushing us toward a new reality – the war would end with a nuclear bomb dropped on Kyiv on May 9th.

	I didn’t trust the military. I didn’t trust those who came to the office. I didn’t trust the guard who asked me again, “Why aren’t you going to defend your homeland?” I couldn’t even bathe. And at the same time, I watched online as bombs destroyed places where my relatives lived, places I used to visit and would never visit again.

	But if the military were destroying cities in battle, the residents of western Ukraine took up destroying culture. From all sides, I heard how bad the Russian language was and how stupid Russian writers were. But at the same time, it was my language and my writers. Culture doesn’t belong to the army, the weapons, or the president. But it’s unlikely you can explain that to someone who looked at you with hostility even before the war, while the war became proof of their righteousness.

	War intensifies national symbols. The country’s coat of arms suddenly becomes more than just a coat of arms, acquiring a sacred significance. The same happens with songs and movies. However, a culture whose foundation is vengeance and hatred is far from what is called high culture.

	Moreover, taking pride in national culture means building a fence between your culture and the cultures of other countries. If we start taking pride in the achievements of culture as a whole, then we wouldn’t easily give up on books that changed our world yesterday, deeming them unacceptable because of politicians’ actions today.

	But even if each country builds such a cultural fence around itself, easily sacrificing the achievements of other countries, such a world can still be destroyed by an atomic bomb.

	The atomic bomb doesn’t care whether it devastates a city of Ukrainians or Japanese. It doesn’t care how captivating a film about its creator turned out to be. The atomic bomb has no concern for whether Robert Oppenheimer’s conscience tormented him after realizing what he had created. The bomb simply fulfills its function – it explodes when commanded to do so. You wanted a world without culture? Here it is! Enjoy…

	“It’s good weather! Why didn’t you go to defend the homeland this morning?” the damn guard asks me again.

	I’m a writer, and if I say that my work is more important than me, I’ll say it with pride. But if someone else says that my work is more important than my life, then I’ll look at them with hostility. From the first day of the war, Ukraine declared this to the men. So, the men ended up being hostages. And it seems like nobody cares.

	What if the atomic bomb really falls? Then what? Radiation contamination. Instant casualties. Infrastructure annihilated. Psychological fallout. Environmental impact. Burns. Radiation sickness. Cancer. Leukemia. Mass death. Loss of loved ones. Loss of livelihood. I thought about it and bought a ticket from Lviv to Kyiv specifically for May 9th. I was ready to die from an atomic blast just to escape from the Lviv hellhole where I spent 2.5 months.

	I was surprised when I saw the length of the list of psychological illnesses that could be cured simply by trying to understand a person. It’s been 2 years since the beginning of the war. So far, I haven’t heard a single person from western Ukraine say, “I’m sorry you had to go through this.” Instead, I’ve received enough reproaches for lack of patriotism, which flatters me.

	If I had to choose between returning to Lviv and death by atomic bomb, I would choose the second option again. In this story, the bastard Robert Oppenheimer is my friend. He thought he created the death of worlds, but it turns out there is something scarier than death.

	By the way, those éclairs were wonderful! My damn radioactive éclairs.

	01/04/2024

	

	 


A Person With his Pants Down

 
	The mountains are scared when it’s dark. And the walls of Auschwitz.

	When I was 6 years old, my friend invited me to his birthday party. I solemnly carried the cake with candles into the room. Someone turned off the lights. I fell. It was funny.

	On my 31st birthday, I seriously wanted to go to Auschwitz. I settled just 33 kilometers away from it – in a Polish mining town that was the complete opposite of my hometown.

	Everything in this town reminded me of Auschwitz. I didn’t end up there on my birthday, but much later, on the last day of my stay in that region, after I had finished working on the first draft of THE MINING BOYS.
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      “Easy Does It” Jack Balas

    
 
  
  
	When I left my home on the day the war began, I took a few books with me. One of them was a concentration camp guard’s diary. I bought this book along with a book about Ancient Rome Empire to understand history and figure out if there would really be a war between Russia and Ukraine. But as usual, I approached the matter too pragmatically. I could have skipped Rome and focused on the last 3 decades instead.

	And yet, when I was hiding in western Ukraine from the war, only the diary of a guard from a concentration camp remained with me. The diary stayed with me because it an English translation. The other books were in Russian, and I had to throw them away to save myself. Since childhood I’ve been wary of people who mistreat books. And now my own hand tossed two brand-new books into the trash with leftover hot dog wrappers, used tea bags, and hopes for the end of the military conflict.

	I visited Auschwitz with a friend. They gave us headphones, and for about 3 hours, we were led around the vast territory of fear. I expected to be terrified, but there was no terror. I prepared myself to feel disgust towards all humanity after the trip to Auschwitz, but I didn’t feel anything like that. Numbness. Yeah, numbness! That’s what it was. Just like in the Pink Floyd song ‘Comfortably Numb.’
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      “Latest News (If I Could Talk)” Jack Balas

    
 
	
	During the 9 months I spent in Ukraine during the war, I saw how people willingly embraced sudden power. I witnessed crowds eager to submit to authority in under high stress. I heard kids expressing hatred towards men because their dads had already died, yet for some reason these so-called men were still alive. So where is the justice?

	After these 9 months, Auschwitz didn’t scare me, but it turned out to be a logical continuation of mass hatred. Hatred has no nationality, no rational reasons. Hatred is an emotion that people often delegate control over to someone else.

	When the guide led us to the crematorium and began to explain how it functioned, I could easily imagine the kind guard from the Lviv office where I lived for 2.5 months, innocently pushing bodies into the oven while shrugging his shoulders. It’s an order. The responsibility for the order lies not with the one who carries it out, but with the one who gives it. And then the friendly subway attendant came to collect shoes. Hello, Maria, what time do you finish today?

	My friend and I saw salvation from inhuman hatred in Western culture. Whether American or European, Western culture puts the person at the forefront, not the state apparatus. Even if this person has his pants down.

	Because we both saw salvation in culture, my friend constantly tried to distract himself from the unpleasant stories of the guide by looking at paintings. They show us the crematorium ovens, and my friend stares at his phone. They lead us to the wall where executions took place, and my friend is again glued to his phone.

	I ask, “What are you looking at?”

	He smiles and shows me brilliant works by an American artist.

	“This is Jack Balas.” My friend says his name with such a facial expression as though it vibrated on his tongue, bringing physical pleasure.
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      “Scenic Route” Jack Balas

    
 
	
	
	Jack Balas. Ridiculous as a couch against the backdrop of mountains. Quirky as a fish stuck in a basketball hoop. Jack Balas. A contemporary artist. It’s so hard to get excited about contemporary artists. And so, I came across his work in such an unexpected place – within the walls of a concentration camp.

	Perhaps I managed to discern Jack Balas’ talent precisely because of Auschwitz. Beautiful paintings become even more beautiful in a horrific place. Contrast. Pumped-up guys. Healthy bodies, demonstrating with all their might a thirst for life. And suddenly, our guide pulls out a tablet and shows us pictures of emaciated bodies of concentration camp prisoners.

	In one of Jack Balas’ paintings, a man hugs a snow-covered mountain. I was that mountain. It was important for me to have someone hug me.

	My phone vibrates. Unknown number. I answer. I hear Ukrainian. There are almost no people around me who speak Ukrainian. And certainly, none who could call me using Ukrainian. This stranger turned out to be a representative of the Ukrainian military enlistment office. He introduced himself and asked if I wanted to come in to update my information in their registry. I didn’t want to. I hung up.

	Just a second ago I was a mountain, and now I’m 6 again and someone has turned off the lights.

	I wanted to throw away my phone. Drown it in the sewer, let the sewage carry it away farther than I could reach on foot.

	The military officer called me in Auschwitz! Damn it. Damn! In Poland. I thought they couldn’t reach me anymore, but the enemy is nearby – in my pocket, in my phone. Touching my soft ear with its unwelcome voice. Boldly touching. Nah… I won’t give you my life, sir. One evil extended its hand to another evil, merging in a handshake in my ear canal. I won’t contribute to the war in any form. Just as people in stressful situations seek salvation in the orders of a tyrant, I sought salvation in culture, wanting to cling to a human with his pants down.

	My friend asks who called, then immediately shows me another painting by Jack Balas. A mountain gets better when another mountain hugs it. Especially if it’s a warm mountain of muscles.
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      “Rainbow” Jack Balas
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The Bookstore That Destroys Books

 
	What is art worth if it doesn’t make the world a better place?

	This is a story about how a bookstore in Ukraine robbed itself. What’s remarkable is that the perpetrator turned out to be the store’s administration. No, they didn’t steal profits; they did something worse. I should mention that this text is written not only by a writer but also by a book thief who also acts as a judge. Let me explain.

	An object is never just an object; it’s always something more. For example, in Ukraine, due to the minimum wage being 200 euros and the average wage being 400, buying an iPhone is considered a luxury. When purchasing a phone that costs several times more than a monthly salary, a person is buying not only a phone but also status. An old apartment in the city center makes the tenant an appreciator of history, while an apartment in a new building makes them a fan of modern solutions. Sellers actively speculate on this.

	It’s obvious that owning expensive things doesn’t change your social class, but it allows you to appear as if you belong to a different one. The ability to create the illusion of change is also a change. Rest assured; this idea has found its embodiment even in the cost of your sneakers.

	When I was a student, I dreamed of getting a job at a bookstore. And I did. I worked there for only one day. Why did I quit? The thing is, I always saw books as guides to intimate places. In the bookstore, books were just products.

	I don’t have a dad. I grew up in a mining town. I’m gay. This combination was enough for me to try alcohol at 13. Several of my friends committed suicide. Some died from drug problems. All of this prompted me to quit drinking by 17 and find the strength to go to university to study literature. No, books have never been just books for me. They’re both a guide and a compass, and a lover. But never a product.

	I don’t understand those who don’t read books because they’re expensive. If I really need something, I’ll find a way to get it by any means necessary. That’s why I’ve stolen books. The same audacity applies to my dates. Can you imagine the nightmare that would unfold if you hinted at sex to the wrong guy in a post-Soviet mining town? Yep, shoes were thrown at me. But the risk of getting into trouble only made my dates more precious.

	When I was a teen and didn’t have enough money for wine, I would read Marina Tsvetaeva’s poems to the shopkeepers, and they would agree to give me a discount. I loved reading poetry while getting drunk. Poems shouldn’t live only in auditoriums and libraries. A good poem is like a hammer, that’s why you need to proudly swing it on the nighttime street.

	Thanks to the books of Henry Miller and Jean Genet, I started approaching sex differently. Remember, an object is never just an object? The same goes for sex. It’s one thing to have sex with someone who’s solely focused on the physical movements, and it’s a completely different experience to do it with someone who allows you to transcend boundaries through it.

	In my novel THE INTIMATE SMELL OF THE NAVY, there’s a scene where the characters engage in sex without moving. It’s a damn revealing moment, but because of the lack of movement, this scene wouldn’t translate well into porn. And therein lies the advantage of books. With words, you can describe what can’t be captured by a camera, which is why the best books will never be adapted. That’s why readers are often disappointed by adaptations of their favorite books, with rare exceptions.

	Books. Books. Books. To me, this word is as important as ‘commission’ is to an estate agent. Remove books from my life, and what remains? It’s thanks to dozens of novels and hundreds of short stories that I’ve adjusted my perspective in such a way that I see each day as art. Turning your life into art is simple. All it takes is to follow one rule – understand yourself. A book is the fastest path to that, albeit a rather painful one.

	I’ve never bought books instead of food, but I’ve often had to save on food to buy a book. I buy books at least twice a month. Even while living abroad, I travel to Lithuania and Poland to buy books in Russian there. Now I pay double, and even triple, the price for books, but I still continue to buy them because there’s nothing more valuable to me than a book. So, the news I heard today really pissed me off – a bookstore robbed itself.

	THE INTIMATE SMELL OF THE NAVY describes two guys living in a former brothel. I actually lived in a former brothel in Kharkiv, Ukraine. Occasionally, I would hold readings of my manuscripts there. The brothel was in a rough area, so I would meet guests at the bookstore, and when everyone was gathered, we would walk together for another 20 minutes to get there.

	This was the very same bookstore that robbed itself. My friend used to work there. Near the checkout, there was a coffee machine, and my friend would make me crappy coffee for free. It was in this store that I bought Hermann Hesse’s Steppenwolf – later, this book became one of my favorites. Now, the management of this store has announced a promotion. Bring Russian-language books there for recycling and get a free coffee.

	Should I bring them Steppenwolf? This is the store where I bought the Russian translation. Ukrainian-speaking people in Kharkiv are as rare as multiple orgasms in women. I’ve been reading in Russian all my life. Moreover, I write in Russian. My passport is filled out in 2 languages: Russian and Ukrainian. But the war has brought aggressive nationalism, which now goes so far as to send books for recycling. Should I bring them my manuscripts? How should a Russian-speaking writer feel towards his country when his country treats his language and work like this?

	Despite having lived in Ukraine all my life, my native language is not Ukrainian but Russian. My family speaks Russian. My friends speak Russian. When I have sex or dream, it all happens in Russian. But does that mean I support the war? Why should the war, which has torn me from a peaceful life, also take away my language?

	If I were to change my native language, then why Ukrainian? Ukrainian culture is as foreign to half of Ukraine’s population as German or any other culture. But if it’s time to change culture, then I’d prefer not to adopt Ukrainian culture, but German. Friedrich Nietzsche has long been an intimate friend; maybe it’s time to make it official? Or should I become French? I’ve spent so many nights in bed with Jean-Paul Sartre’s books that a genetic test would surely reveal kinship.

	At some point, the Ukrainian government decided that this war wasn’t a war of democracy against autocracy, but a war between Russians and Ukrainians. Therein lies the root of the problem. But this problem has a history. For all 30 years of Ukraine’s independence, Ukrainian politicians governed the country by dividing it along linguistic lines. While residents of western and eastern Ukraine quarreled with each other, corruption did its work. During the war, they decided to use the same principle.

	At least once a week, I come across news of domestic crimes based on linguistic grounds. The bookstore in Kharkiv – one of the most Russian-speaking cities in Ukraine. I wouldn’t go in there now, not for free coffee, not even if they gifted me their coffee machine. Anyway, why bother thinking about it when there’s a chance they wouldn’t let me in at all? No, I don’t want to live in a country that suggests recycling the meaning of life.

	The primary goal of any bookstore is to sell books, but what is the point of books? As a writer, I can say that one of the goals I set when writing a book is something like this – to create meaning. A bookstore that proposes to destroy books based on the language they are printed in undermines the construction of meaning, and therefore robs itself. That’s why I don’t consider Ukraine my home, or myself a Ukrainian. Today the country is full of hatred. Hatred spreads easily, and never stops after hitting one target.

	Today, books are the newest target.

	14/05/2024

	


254 EURO

	War is also when you are scolded for being in a good mood.

	 
	Last night I had a nightmare. In it, my dad was murdered in my rented apartment. He was killed in such a gruesome way that doctors refused to take his body to the morgue. That’s why, like at the beginning of the war, I went to live in the office building again. And in the gay church, which is practically outlawed in Ukraine.

	I tried to fall asleep immediately, refusing to live in such an ugly reality. But when I started to drift off, I realized I wanted to escape not from reality, but from the nightmare. It’s worth mentioning that I don’t have a dad. Just as I don’t have a homeland.

	When discussing war, we talk about Ukraine and Russia, forgetting that the state is a myth that exists only as long as people believe in it. And we forget about people.

	Today, many are more concerned about the fate of the state than the fate of its people, which is both shameful and frightening. Logic suggests that the fate of the state will determine the destinies of millions of people, so the fate of the state should take priority. But the nuance of reality suggests otherwise; what’s good for the state isn’t always good for the individual.

	Let me show you an example that recently occurred in a Ukrainian mining town, my hometown. The town has been occupied by the Russian army for 2 years now. Finally, one of my friends decided to emigrate. She left through Crimea to Russia, and from there to Turkey. Eventually, she decided to settle in Lithuania. However, she didn’t like it there and decided to return. But she wasn’t allowed back home. Not having obtained a Russian passport in 2 years meant she didn’t support the new government, so she was denied entry.

	A huge number of people got Russian passports in territories under occupation. My other buddies did it but that one girl refused. War devalues everything, but we must still realize that emigration is difficult and traumatic, and not suitable for everyone. It’s important to understand I’m not claiming that emigration is harder than war; I’m asserting that it’s also difficult. And so, many choose to live under shelling just to avoid the hardships of emigration. To adapt, many have to get Russian passports if they want to work.

	What? Isn’t a job worth someone’s safety? Recently I read the news that two Ukrainian men were detained for illegally crossing the border. Surprisingly, they were not trying to escape, but to return. They could not find jobs in Europe and after a while went back. Since they left Ukraine by crossing the river, they decided to return the same way, but were caught.

	Back to our story. Upon returning to Lithuania, my friend suddenly sent me 254 euros. That same evening, she called me and asked to write a book about her situation. I found it funny, not only her intention but also its realization – 254 euros. Why exactly 254? It turned out to be simple – it was her last bit of spare money, what she had planned to spend on leisure after paying rent and other obligatory expenses.

	Naturally, I returned the money to her, promising to tell her story in an upcoming essay. By the time I got around to it, the story had taken a turn: a successful date in Vilnius rendered her problems insignificant. More proof that home is not just a place on the map but an internal feeling.

	I write this again to emphasize that not everything that is good for the state is good for the individual. Many today support Ukraine, but how many think about those living in the occupied territories? What will happen to them if these cities return under Ukraine’s control? The cynicism with which Ukraine regards the guys who left the country suggests that even people who have received Russian passports in the occupied territories will be subject to oppression by the Ukrainian authorities.

	Let me remind you that the occupied territories are located in eastern Ukraine, and therefore, the most Russian-speaking cities are located there. In my mining town, there are no Ukrainian-speaking people at all. At least there weren’t while I lived there. The Ukrainian liberation of Russian-speaking cities during a period of aggressive Ukrainization is a dangerous matter. It warrants at least public discussion.

	What do the Ukrainian authorities do for emigrants? They limit access to consular services. They intimidate us with monthly news about deportation. They call for the closure of integration programs for Ukrainians in the EU. There are endless debates within Ukraine about how many years to imprison those who left. Could the same fate await my dear grandma if Ukraine regains my mining town?

	Thinking about this is like waking up again in the office and in the church. And again, everywhere there are corpses, but now they are strangers’ dads.’ The question is not who will win. The question is why people feel bad even when they do win.

	It’s been 2 weeks since I received the strange payment of 254 euros, and I’m still thinking about it. I remember Gabriel Garcia Marquez, who sold his fridge to afford to write a novel. Besides the fridge, he also had to sell his radio. And to send the manuscript to the publisher by mail, he pawned his wife’s hairdryer and blender.

	When discussing the war in Ukraine, I often talk about the decline of culture as one of the reasons for the war. If writers and artists could more easily find financial support, there would be more works that foster a more critical attitude towards current events. How does this work? Culture shapes values that create a defense against the influence of war propaganda.

	For example, a propagandist will never admit to not believing in heroism, but a writer can and should. Are you curious why someone would not believe in heroism? And what’s wrong with heroism in the first place? The thing is, heroism often embodies an attraction to death, which is the opposite of a love for life. In other words: one who finds life more terrifying is less scared of death.

	Putting such a person on a pedestal in front of society is reckless, but it benefits the state during wartime to push citizens towards reckless actions, such as sacrificing their own lives for a myth. The duty of a writer is to stand on the side of humanity, even knowing that at the moment they may believe the state is their only friend. Remember, to write a novel, one writer already had to sell a hairdryer and a fridge.

	But what if the writer doesn’t have their own fridge? Is it worth hoping for support from the state? True art stands on the side of humanity, while the state doesn’t always do the same. That’s why the paths of creativity and the state often diverge, and accordingly, support should be sought not from the state, but from the people. We all know who funds propaganda. Resisting it is often a selfless act of individuals who need your support. Fighters for justice in the capitalist world often find themselves in a weak position, but it’s within our power to change that.

	Looking at my friend’s odd gesture, I wonder about the likelihood that she tricked me. What if she knew I would return her money, but her gesture would inspire me to write this essay? Yesterday, I spoke to her on the phone. She laughed but declined to comment.

	07/05/2024

	

	


Buy me a Boy

  
	How much do you value my freedom in dollars?

	I remember this one guy who liked exploring abandoned villages. He would stay overnight in empty houses, record it, and upload the footage to YouTube.

	While on one of these excursions, he tried to enter a house. But as he approached, he noticed signs of life. There were people living there – an elderly couple.

	The roof of the house was so crooked it seemed ready to collapse. The couple were living there without electricity. They were friendly and eager to interact. The old man proudly showed the unexpected visitor his old books and dusty tools. When the video came out, users started asking to organize a fundraiser to help the elderly couple.

	A bit later, the sudden visitor returned. He brought some food and vodka. The old man had begged for vodka. It also turned out that the old man’s leg was very numb.

	Soon, a third video came out. The regional authorities had seen the previous videos and became concerned about the situation. They provided the couple with housing and medical treatment. It seemed like a triumph for the blogger and his subscribers. Together, they managed to change the lives of two helpless people for the better!

	In the end, not everything turned out so bright.

	While the old man used to be eager to communicate, he became quiet and sad. It was evident that the elderly couple was happier when they were in their crumbling house in the abandoned village. But what could be the problem?

	We base our judgements of others on ourselves and often think that what’s good for us is good for others, too. But is that really so? I wonder, did the old folks regret letting the stranger with a camera into their humble home?

	So, where’s the answer? It’s in the dark corners. In the dusty window sills. And in the deep wrinkles. It’s an everyday mystery. The kind that makes people feel better living in an abandoned village than among others.

	Today, missiles are launched from the town where my grandparents live. I asked them if they would prefer their town to be Ukrainian or Russian, and they said they didn’t care. They just want the military to stop shooting missiles.

	When we donate money to warring countries, we need to know exactly what that money is being used for. It’s absurd to say you’re against war and then buy bullets for the military.

	Wish for peace, prepare for war. This phrase benefits only militarists. Why? Classic writer Anton Chekhov knows the answer. He wrote that if a gun is brought onto the stage in the first act, it will inevitably fire by the third. And life, as we know, imitates art, so there’s something to fear.

	In two years of war between Russia and Ukraine, I’ve seen a huge amount of fundraising for the military. But not everyone wants to fight. And those who don’t want to fight have been trapped in Ukraine for these same 2 years. Their homes are being shelled by the enemy army. Outside their homes, they’re hunted by the police and representatives of military commissariat. Leaving the country as an 18 to 60 year old guy is prohibited.

	In the early days of the war, those guys could leave Ukraine for $500. Today the price for one Ukrainian guy to leave is around $10,000. But so far, I haven’t seen any fundraisers for that.

	20/05/2024

	


Freedom Walks Through the Cemetery

 
	Text written for the Anti-War Congress in Prague, Czech Republic

	I’m on a tram. I see a guy buying a ticket, but suddenly a ticket inspector grabs him. The inspector asks the guy to show his ticket, but it’s still in the machine. Then the inspector hits the guy in the face and demands a fine. At the next stop, he drags the guy out of the tram and 4 ticket inspectors start beating him up. Would you react?

	Most people would only step in if it’s really serious. But when is something serious enough to make the average person react? It’s when someone is punished unfairly and way too harshly for what they’ve done. Here on the tram that is the case; the punishment is unfair and too harsh. When we talk about forced mobilization and prison for refusing to join army, we should see it as the nasty beating of a whole nation, but we don’t.

	Most people don’t see forced mobilization as a crime because the government shifts how it presents its values to the people. When the military beats up some guy who doesn’t want to join the army, the government tells people through official media that the soldiers are just following orders, and that guy is to blame for not fulfilling his duty to defend his country. The government tells us things aren’t so simple, and therefore good citizens watch a fight between 4 soldiers and a civilian, and see it as law enforcement instead of a crime. That’s why people just keep going their own ways.

	During wartime, the government won’t tell you that it’s wrong to force someone to risk their life against their will.

	The government won’t tell you that being a soldier is a profession, not a punishment. Yes, in Ukraine today, getting a draft notice is a punishment.

	The government won’t tell you about the unexpected power that the military and those who are not subjected to mobilization gain over those who are vulnerable to it. This creates room for manipulation. This is where businesses are built.

	Of course, the government won’t tell you that mobilization should only be voluntary, and the army should only be under contract.

	The government won’t tell you this because they need you, cheaply and in large numbers.

	One British politician once said that war is not killing, but suicide. I would add that it’s forced suicide. A French politician said that war is too important to be left to the military. Was he joking? I don’t think so.

	But they are politicians, and I’m just a regular guy. Speaking as a regular guy, I want to say: State, I’m tired of being flexible. Your desire to see flexibility in me is breaking me, instead of benefiting both of us. Yesterday you wanted me to be a businessman, a factory worker, or an office clerk, bringing you taxes, and now you want to turn me into a shooter and a guardian of your territories. Who will you want me to be tomorrow? I’m tired, State. Your persistence makes me not only forget your protection but also start protecting myself from you.

	State, why do you think I only have two purposes: to kill and to work? And why are you so confident that I can easily switch between them?

	Society, if you know that men can be taken out of Ukraine for money, despite the border crossing ban, then why do you donate money for weapons that bring death, but not on saving us?

	Doesn’t the very existence of war indicate that a large number of people among us don’t love life but suffer from it, and that’s where they gather the energy needed to sustain the fire of war?

	So maybe war doesn’t end with peaceful negotiations? Maybe war continues as long as there is one person dissatisfied with life left? How many more will emerge later when they stop shooting?

	I love walking in cemeteries. Most people enjoy reading the news and don’t understand my love for cemeteries. Interestingly, what scares most people in a cemetery scares me in the news. Essentially, we’re both repulsed by the same phenomenon, just find it in different places.

	My love for cemeteries has given me the desire to control my own death. My sadness outweighs the will of the state. Ukrainian officials may think differently, but fortunately, the sky is higher than state borders.

	Recently in Ukraine, plans to mobilize 500 thousand more men were released. If the war continues at the same pace, soon there will be no one left to come to the cemetery for them. Perhaps we should remember our dead to appreciate our lives more? With this in mind, I went to the cemetery by tram today and witnessed a horrific beating.

	When I was beaten by a soldier in a Ukrainian army uniform in front of a passive crowd for refusing to take the draft notice, the Ukrainian army made it clear to me that it not only wouldn’t protect me but also posed an immediate danger to me.

	It’s a suspicious thing that while you can volunteer to go to war, you cannot voluntarily leave it. Attempting to do so results in imprisonment. This alone makes me think that the state and the individual do not make an equal contribution to the fight. Therefore, today it’s important not only to speak out against forced mobilization but also to help demobilize those who want it.

	The way I was beaten by the military in the early days of the war in Ukraine, I describe in my novel THE MINING BOYS. It amuses me when people are outraged by my book because it simply depicts my ordinary life, meaning they are outraged by my life itself. It amuses me when people say I’m wrong to fight against forced mobilization because they are essentially saying I would be better off dead.

	I’ve seen many guys in Ukraine forcibly taken to the military enlistment office. I was one of them. Women and the elderly can intervene with little consequence but usually choose not to. The story of a guy being beaten for a tram ticket somehow outrages many more people than the lawlessness of military enlistment office staff. In both situations, people suffer for no reason, with the only difference being that in one case, this guy was beaten, and in the other, thousands of more lose their lives. So why are you so outraged by the damn ticket?

	When the ticket inspectors were beating up the guy at the bus stop, a huge raven flew past the bus with a 20-Hryvnia note in its beak. Nobody paid any attention to it. I’m writing this with one goal in mind: to make you pay attention to what’s happening.

	03/06/2024

	

	 

	 

	 

	



	


I’m Sick of Dying Kids

 
	If the goal of life is death, then we live in a surprisingly productive time.

	To be sure: note that I trust neither the statements of the authorities nor their official statistics. I’m convinced that things are much, much worse. I present these statistics only so that you understand where “worse” begins.

	According to statistics, as of June 1, 2024, 550 children in Ukraine had died during full-scale war. 1,400 children received varying degrees of injuries. More than 800 minors were deported to Russia from occupied territories.

	Russian news also often features headlines about the deaths of children. After the shelling of Belgorod by the Ukrainian army in February of this year, a one-year-old child died. In May, the bodies of two dead children were recovered from the rubble of a multi-story building that was hit. That same month, a mother and her four-year-old son were killed in a Ukrainian kamikaze drone attack on a car.

	Since the year 2000, the Israeli military has killed over two thousand Palestinian children. At the same time, Israelis talk about Palestinians killing Jewish children.

	Violence against children. Infant mortality. Interview with the child victim of rape in Russia. Horrifying footage of sobbing children in Gaza. A father returning from war beats his son to death. Spreading these stories fuels hatred. The death of a child is something that can turn a pacifist into a cruel soldier. That’s why such news is beneficial for the government to broadcast, but not beneficial for the people dying in the trenches.

	Unfortunately, news of dead children will not stop the violence. Such news only embitters the people. Cruelty leads to a prolongation of hostilities, while child mortality increases.

	Does that mean we shouldn’t talk about it? Nope. But it is important to understand that when you talk about love constantly, it ceases to be something sacred and becomes ordinary. When a child’s death is adjacent to sushi commercials, you neither want to eat nor feel sympathy.

	***

	Tired of hearing about dying kids, I’d like to talk about dying parents. Frankly speaking, I don’t want to talk about death at all. I’d rather tell you about my last date and why I don’t use almond-scented soap anymore. But something tells me that talking about serious topics in wartime will be more useful. So, I want to tell my friend’s story, which makes me feel like a vulnerable child myself.

	My friend has been in Europe for several months now. He is one of the lucky guys who managed to escape from Ukraine, despite the gender-based ban on leaving. But the feeling of relief did not last long. First, Europe returned to discussing the topic of Ukrainian men. A Polish politician suggested sending us back to Ukraine. Lithuania supported the proposal in public space. German politicians announced that they would discuss it, but neither my friend nor I heard the results of the discussion because his dad had a stroke.

	While big companies are still arguing about the effectiveness of remote work, my friend did everything possible to arrange treatment for his dad remotely. I witnessed this process, and therefore now nothing will convince me that remote work is not effective. Still, this has limitations. For example, you cannot hug your loved one who, at the moment, needs it more than anything.

	People become weaker when they are sick. In their weakened state, patients often want to hide in a room with the curtains drawn and wait out the illness alone. If no one is around, the illness is likely to last longer and be more difficult to tolerate. Yep, the presence of loved ones is a cure-all medicine, but in wartime this medicine is not available to everyone.

	Now my friend asks me not to speak to him in a foreign language. When I’m abroad I spend a lot of time learning the language, but now my friend is pissed off at me about it. Before this incident, I knew practically nothing about strokes. Doctors said that, judging by the test results, this was his dad’s fourth attack. A stroke occurs due to poor circulation in the brain. People who have had a stroke lose some parts of their body. The ability to speak can be lost or deteriorate. The patient may forget how to write or read. All this happened to my friend’s dad. Now my friend asks me not to speak a foreign language to him until I can speak fluently because it reminds him of his dad, who now speaks at a speed of 10 words per minute.

	Imagine you have to rescue a family member from a burning house. At the same time, you don’t know where the exit is, and all communication passes through a phone with a poor connection. 10 words per minute is torture in such circumstances. It’s worth talking for a few minutes with such a person, and it will begin to seem that the person himself does not want to be saved. The pettiest thing is that you cannot enter that burning house not because you are afraid of burning with it, but because your state will immediately punish you for it. The same state that received support from the European Union and the United States. The same state whose methods cannot be questioned, because it fights for democracy through authoritarian means.

	Some doctors said that they could no longer help. Others asked for more money per month than my friend’s annual income. And he managed everything – the hospital was found. Procedures started. The speech therapist was kind. Medicine on the side table. Of course, all this required money. To complicate the situation, his dad had lost the ability to count. He literally couldn’t pay for anything because he couldn’t count the money. Against this background, total distrust arose. It seemed to the patient that everyone wanted to deceive him. He became aggressive. The man needed a loved one nearby, but he was given a sedative.

	Infant mortality is certainly scary, but this does not mean that the death of an adult is not. The doctors said that my friend’s dad would recover, but no one could say to what extent. The nurses shared observations regarding his speech. They said that the extent to which he regained speech over the next 6 months would likely be his new norm. When the Baltic countries announced that Ukrainian guys should be encouraged to return to Ukraine by canceling their work permits, my friend’s dad could already speak 22 words per minute.

	Now it is not uncommon for strokes to occur in 30-year-olds. Moreover, on YouTube I saw an interview with a girl who was 5 years younger than me and who had already suffered a stroke. There I also saw an interview with a young guy to whom the same thing happened. From these videos, I learned that after a stroke a person is literally locked in a body that no longer act as expected, while some brain activity remains normal. The person understands everything, but cannot say anything. Can’t move. Pisses his pants. Can’t count money to pay the speech therapist.

	Smoking can cause strokes. As well as a diet lacking fruits and vegetables. Or the excessive stress in which we have all been living under for 2 years due to the war and forced emigration.

	We treat our relatives remotely not because of Russia. We would brave missiles to treat them. We cannot do this because of the Ukrainian authorities, who will send us to war before we cross the threshold of our home.

	“By the way, dad, it might happen that Ukraine blocks guys’ bank cards,” My friend says on the phone. “Don’t worry, we can still treat you. The main thing is just do not worry.”

	Yep, we treat our relatives remotely. We read news about dying kids. About the fact that Ukrainian guys won’t be sent back to Ukraine today, but might in the future. About the fact that the stroke became a younger person’s ailment. About whether remote work is effective.

	Yes, we are forced to treat our relatives remotely. But are we really going to bury them online too?

	08/07/2024

	

	 


Summer Without Electricity

 
	Too hot to make up a quote.

	On July 18, 2024, my friend Hannah laughed so loudly that I dropped my phone. Hannah hadn’t been able to charge her vibrator. The electricity had been out for 20 hours. When her husband came home, she immediately pulled him into bed, but it was so hot that she literally slid off him. This is what it feels like to live during the wartime in Kyiv. 

	Hannah calls and tells me that recently she was crossing the street and saw two teenagers filming a TikTok video. One was holding the camera, while the other put a frying pan on the asphalt, waited a few seconds, and then cracked two eggs into it. The eggs started frying right before their eyes, quickly turning white.

	The same time Hannah’s husband complains that his coffee shop in the residential district has stopped making money. In summer, people buy less coffee, it’s true. But the thing is, his expensive generator doesn’t even work. He bought it so that his coffee shop could operate independently, that is, even if the power went out in the entire area. But today he discovered that when the temperature goes above 40 degrees this generator simply stops working. The rent still needs to be paid. That’s why he didn’t laugh when Hannah told him about the teenagers frying eggs on the asphalt. 

	“Folks living in the houses nearby used to complain about how noisy generators were. Now, we don’t have any working generators, so it’s quiet, but they’re still griping because, apparently, nobody wants to work,” says her husband.

	He and Hannah live in a modern residential area of Kyiv. The neighborhood mainly consists of new 25-story buildings. They live on the 23rd floor. When the electricity is cut off in their building, all the elevators stop working. In the neighboring apartment lives a retired couple; a former pilot and a math teacher. They are afraid to go outside because, despite the published power access schedules, the outages don’t always happen as planned. In this enormous heat, they risk not being able to climb up to such a high floor on foot. 

	When Hannah talks to me on the phone, she looks up recipes on the Internet. She’s interested in what can be made from sour milk. From time to time, she reads out recipe names and asks if I would like to eat something like that. Pancakes. Sweet cake. Cheese flatbreads. All these can be made from spoiled milk. The thing is, because of frequent and long power outages, many goods that need to be kept cold are going bad in stores. 

	News websites say that this summer will be record-breakingly hot in some EU countries. But eastern Ukraine’s heat takes the cake. 45 degrees Celsius in a dry climate with no ocean in sight is tough. On top of that, the men have to run from draft officers. It’s no wonder that heart attacks are becoming more common among younger people.

	War is not just about gunfire. It’s also about everyday hardships. The Russian army has struck Ukraine’s power grid so many times that now electricity is available in the capital for only 4 hours a day. Where it’s so hot outside that you can cook an egg on the asphalt.

	Generators shut down at high temperatures, which means small businesses suffer losses. Unpredictable power outage schedules affect your life so much that now even entertainment with a vibrator has to be planned in advance. Goods in stores spoil, and tall buildings make it difficult for elderly and sick people to leave their homes. 20 hours a day without electricity in the middle of summer is a serious challenge. While I take notes for this essay, Hannah’s husband complains that two drunks fought near his coffee shop over why Ukraine still sells electricity to the EU.

	29/07/2024

	

	 


Life in the Occupied Town

 
	Wartime mission: remain sophisticated.

	In the past, both in Russia and Ukraine, there was a tradition of burying virgins in wedding dresses. The dress symbolized purity and innocence. For many women back then, marriage was a significant life goal, a solemn transition from one state to another. Death could be seen as a passage to another world, and the wedding dress symbolized this transition, much like the transition from maidenhood to married life.

	The first time I saw an elaborate wedding dress sticking out of a coffin I was in school. Across from my school was an abandoned nine-story building. Sometimes, teenagers jumped from its roof. It happened quite often, maybe a couple of times a year. This time it was a girl from the neighboring building who took her own life. Through window of my school, I could see both the abandoned building where she jumped from due to heartbreak and the entrance to her home where the coffin stood.

	I had a friend named Nina. She thought I liked her, but I actually liked her brother. She also watched the funeral from the school window. Later, she asked me to walk her home. Nina wanted to show me something.

	Now she is 34 years old, and her child is the same age we were back then. Nina took me home and pointed to the wardrobe. She seemed suspiciously nervous. She didn’t want to open the wardrobe herself, so I had to do it. Inside a wedding dress hung on the clothes rack. Nina asked, “Do you think my parents want to get rid of me?”

	The dress was big and white. That day, it was easier for us to imagine such a dress in an open coffin than at a wedding, because funerals had become the main topic at school. Suddenly, Nina asked if I wanted to see her in the dress. I didn’t. But I noticed she blushed. I felt she wanted me to see her in it. So, just for that reason, I nodded yes.

	Nina took off her sweater and t-shirt. She removed her jeans, wearing only underwear. I tried not to look at her, but she took so long to change that it made me angry. I asked her to hurry up, and she started rushing. When she put on the wedding dress, she said, “My parents have been yelling at me a lot. They probably want to bury me. But I wanna live. Will you protect me?”

	I told her she was silly and walked away. Only ten years later, recalling this episode by chance, I realized that young Nina was trying to flirt with me. She knew it was her mother’s old wedding dress. Our countries have many weird traditions. We not only bury virgins in wedding dresses but also keep wedding dresses for life, even though we know there won’t be another chance to wear them. At least not in an acceptable way, one not associated with nervous breakdowns and nostalgia.

	This morning, I called Nina. For some reason, I thought it would be amusing to suddenly ask her what happened to her mother’s wedding dress. But I must have interrupted her from something important. Nina didn’t understand which dress I was talking about. Nevertheless, we ended up talking on the phone for almost an hour.

	Now she knows I’m gay. She knows I never noticed her attempts at closeness. I know her husband in person. They have a wonderful son growing up. They still live in our hometown, which used to be in Ukraine but now is in Russia. It’s an unusual life experience. But raising their son takes all her strength, so Nina admits she doesn’t have time to process everything going on. She’s just living day by day. She asks, “You won’t blame me for this, will you?”

	It’s becoming more common among those who stayed in Ukraine to hear that during job interviews, a new norm is to ask: “Do you have relatives or friends in the occupied territories?” If you answer yes, you might be seen as unreliable. I don’t tell Nina that during our conversation. I don’t want to upset her with the knowledge that my connection to her could harm my reputation. Nina is important to me because we share childhood memories: the dead virgins in wedding dresses, the abandoned house where teenagers jumped from the roof, and school.

	Nina says there are unexpected benefits to the occupation. The new generation of teenagers enjoys hanging out on the roof of the abandoned house. Nina used to worry her son might end up there and something bad would happen to him. But now, there are military personnel all over the town. They guard banks, mines, the mayor’s office, and the local sanatorium. The military also guards the abandoned building. Because of this, in the two years since the occupation began, not a single teenager has jumped from the roof.

	I tell Nina about my cousin who stays indoors because he fears forced military conscription. I tell her how boys are caught on the streets in Ukraine and force to go to war. Nina knows about this, but she says it’s different in our town. In Donetsk and Luhansk, they also catch men, but in our mining town, they don’t. Men are stopped more often than women here to check their documents, but usually, that’s where it ends. I hear anger in Nina’s voice when she says, “If Ukraine liberates us, we’ll have to flee the country to keep my husband from being taken to war. But I don’t want to flee. I want to live in my hometown.”

	Nina says she still can’t get used to the curfew. Just a couple of days ago, she told her husband how much she misses their nighttime walks on the beach. That same day, the Ukrainian army shelled our town. Ukraine is having problems with electricity. People in Kyiv are without power for 6-7 hours. They say the situation will get worse. Meanwhile, Ukraine continues to sell electricity to the EU. The Ukrainian army has intensified shelling of our town to reclaim the nuclear power plant located nearby. A few days ago, a substation was blown up. The town was without electricity for over a day, but it’s been restored now.

	“When I heard the explosion, I was home alone,” Nina tells me, her voice becoming detached, as if she’s talking about someone else. “My husband took our kid to visit his parents. I needed some rest. I couldn’t get out of bed for a long time. And then I heard a very loud explosion. You know what I did? I got up right away. I dressed up. There was no electricity. I just sat in the armchair and waited. I thought if a missile hit my house, at least they would find my body dressed.”

	Then Nina asks how much Pepsi costs here. She mentions that at the beginning of the occupation, Pepsi disappeared from the stores. Some Russian equivalent appeared instead. But now Pepsi is back on the shelves. She’s curious about the prices of soft drinks, as well as meat and seaweed, because she wants to understand the price differences.

	Initially, stores had prices in two currencies: hryvnia and rubles. Now, only rubles remain. But Nina says there’s a different exchange rate here. Everything is more expensive. Prices are high, but salaries have also increased. Nina says it’s livable. She mentions she’s tired of the explosions. Even after two years of war, the explosions still scare her. But she’s also scared of rumors that Russia might stop using dollars all together as a result of sanctions. Nina doesn’t really understand it. Everyone keeps their savings in dollars, so does she. Nina’s worried about what will happen to her money.

	“There are things you can never get used to,” says Nina, and her voice becomes familiar again. “You can’t get used to kids ending their lives every year, jumping from the roof of the same building. You can’t get used to explosions when your son sleeps nearby and you don’t know what to do to protect him.”

	Then we discuss Nina’s intimate life and my new lovers. We talk about the book she’s reading this week. Only at the end of our conversation does she say, “You know, it’s strange how kids have been ending their lives from that building’s roof for years without anyone caring. It’s odd they only blocked the entrance due to the war now. Isn’t that rather strange to you?”

	26/08/2024

	

	 


Epilogue. Wartime Survival Guide

 
	The one who gets disappointed earlier gains more.

	Last year, I flew to Prague to meet an old friend. Sitting in a bar, he told me he was glad to live in one of the safest cities in the EU. 

	There was a stack of Czech newspapers on the bar counter. I picked one up. As I flipped through it, not understanding a word, my friend talked about the sense of security in Europe.

	Suddenly, he pointed to an article. The headline read, Nothing Has Changed in Czechia Six Months After Brutal Terrorist Attack on Gay Bar.

	After that, my friend talked about the power of NATO. But at the same time, he said that, according to the news, the Czechia is not ready for war; that the Baltic countries have declared unpreparedness. The same is being said by Poland and Germany.

	That was when I decided to write a survival guide for ordinary people, turning my wartime experiences into advice. This could save them – or show them how insignificant their current problems are compared to those faced during a war. 

	So, here is my 20-item survival guide, for anyone who doesn’t want to kill anyone else and strives to save their own life:

	
		If missiles are falling on your city, the safest places are metro stations (they are deep enough to save your ass), as well as railway stations (transport communications are highly valued during war, even by the enemy).

		Military facilities and power plants are likely to become targets, so if you live near one, it’s best to move.

		There’s no point in taping your windows; in the event of a missile detonation, the shards will scatter throughout the room anyway.

		Hide behind two walls to protect yourself from explosions.

		Tiled walls can be as dangerous as glass shards during an explosion.

		Do not trust government officials. People can commit great treachery if their superiors remove their responsibility by giving them orders.

		Do not trust patriots. They are friends of the state, not fellow citizens.

		If you don’t want to end up on the front lines, avoid living at your registered address. Move somewhere (in my case it was firstly an office, then a flat rented without a contract). Be sure, the state will use any information it has about you to turn you into a soldier.

		Don’t rush to hide in the countryside. In a big city, there are more people, making it easier to stay hidden. In a village, everyone knows each other, so newcomers stand out and will be reported.

		If state media spreads rumors about the possible sabotage, every unfamiliar person will seem suspicious, including you.

		The military protects the state’s borders, not you. Their goal is to send you to the battlefield so you can defend the borders instead of them.

		Don’t believe state propaganda. Protecting your family doesn’t mean leaving them under bombs to go to war. Protecting your family means ensuring that none of them get hurt.

		Buy canned food, but don’t forget Snickers bars. Food is not only calories but also currency in emergency situations.

		Don’t expect your friends to save you. During wartime, a person saves themselves first, then comments about it on social media, and only after might they come to help. Rely only on yourself.

		If your home is bombed and you have to seek shelter, don’t rush to the ones provided by the state. The military and police might forcibly take men from there to the front lines, and on TV, they’ll present them as a line of volunteers.

		Pay attention to what people take with them when leaving their homes. This can reveal things about them they might prefer to keep secret.

		Limit your time watching the news. In reality, a missile explodes once, but on the news, it explodes thousands of times which can destroy your psyche.

		Stock up on painkillers. It’s unlikely you’ll find a dentist willing to treat your tooth when the neighboring building is on fire.

		If your teeth are fine, you can trade the painkillers for food with those who didn’t take care of their health in time.

		Stock up on lubricant and condoms. War is stressful, and stress often increases sexual desire – not only on the front lines. Sexual activity also increases on the home front.



	Europe. NATO. Attack on a gay club. Newspapers lying on a bar counter. I flew to Prague to meet an old friend. Sitting in a bar, he told me he was glad to live in one of the safest cities in the EU. I didn’t tell him that during my last visit to Prague, someone tried to rob me on the train. Instead, I smiled and promised myself to write a survival guide that would make others’ suffering less than what I once had to endure.

	

	 


Afterword

  
	When I was finishing university, I promised my English teacher I would never teach English (yeah, I wasn’t the best student). And now I’m translating a piece of fiction into English. That’s a bit ironic. So… if you see mistakes, please write to me:

	i.kharkow@gmail.com 

	 

	An unpleasant fact

	Vincent van Gogh painted around 900 works and sold only one in his lifetime. Maybe we notice things too late.

	Thank you for reading this.

	 

	If you want to find more:

	Kharkow’s website – ikharkow.com

	Notes on Refusal – ikharkow.substack.com

	Support – buymeacoffee.com/ikharkow

	More stories – buymeacoffee.com/ikharkow/extras
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