
WE 
ARE LIKE 
ONE BIG HEART



The first words I heard on the morning of 
February 24: «Get up, my dear, it’s started. 
We need to fill the bath with water». Then 
we called my sister, mother, and friends. 
Everyone was sleeping then. Of course 
they were sleeping, because people usually 
sleep at 5 AM, as people were not waiting 
for the bombing.

The first days I felt fear and confusion. I 
did not believe that a full-scale war could 
break out. How can this be possible in the 
21st century?

It is said that everyone experiences stress 
in their own way: hit, run or freeze. I felt all of 
it simultaneously. And then consequently.

Freeze: I couldn’t eat, function properly 
and could only sleep with sedatives, which 
were enough only for 4 hours, as it was 
written in the description. And fear. That’s 
what I remember clearly. I was sitting on 
the floor in the hallway, listening to the 
sirens and explosions and feeling terrified.

Run: on the first day, we went to look for 
bomb shelters, pharmacy, grocery store, 
and regional; defense unit near our house. 
They didn’t accept us.

In the evening, our friends came to us, with 
whom we then spent all three months, and 
we left together later. We had to make the 
decision to leave immediately after hearing 
the sounds of a machine gun outside 
(later we found out those were our guys 
smashing enemy spies near our house). 
We took the most valuable things: the cat, 
documents and money. Later when I wore 
jeans, I often remembered my friend from 
Donetsk, who once stood up wearing jeans 
and a sweater during a coffee break at a 

training session and said: «That’s all I have.» 
This is the issue of access to resources, of 
which I knew so much and talked about at 
the training. Everything worked that way. 
And it was very scary. We didn’t have a car 
and if friends haven’t taken us, we could 
have just walked, just like the people we 
met along the way, walking to escape 
shelling.

I’ve never cursed so much as I did in the 
first 3 weeks of the war. And that was really 
necessary then. Russian warship, go fuck 
yourself!

We found ourselves in Frankivsk. The first 
thing I remember was a hot lunch with 
friends’ parents and a woman at the store 
who made a discount when she found out 
we weren’t local. It was very touching and 
pleasant. And then I followed the classic 
scheme: I felt guilt, that was called «the 
guilt of the survivor» as we all later learned, 
I had the impression that I did very little, 
and the expectation that all this should 
end quickly…

Hit. War is like the serum of truth that so 
many seek. You see yourself as you are, 
even if you have had the opportunity to 
hide before.  

I REALIZED THAT I COULD 
NOT TAKE UP ARMS. I CAN’T 
YET. AND IT WAS A VERY 
PAINFUL DISCOVERY 
FOR ME.  
In order not to go crazy I channeled all 
my strength into volunteering. My friends 
and I started a volunteer center to help 
women and children of internally displaced 



persons (IDPs) with hygiene products who 
moved to small communities. We also help 
with medicine and we purchase products 
from local farmers and deliver them to 
the temporarily occupied territories of 
Kherson and Zaporizhia regions. And it’s 
not so much about necessary medicines 
as it is about attention, that we remember, 
love them, fight for them, support them 
as much as we can. Some of my relatives 
left Kherson, some of them left during the 
shelling. It’s hard to explain what you feel 
when you wait for a short text message 
saying they successfully passed Russian 
checkpoints. Some people who are very 
important to me remain on the occupied 
territory. It’s already been a week without 
communication. I hate russcists. 

OUR OLD NETWORKS 
UNITED BY COMMON 
VALUES WORKED FROM 
THE FIRST DAYS AT 100%.  
In every region there are women and men 
whom I call, ask for help and always get it. 
Because our values, freedom, equality, and 
sisterhood are not just words. Here they 
are! I can touch them! I know their names! 
People are the greatest treasure.

We walk towards our Victory. We will 
definitely win! I think so not only because 
I am a Ukrainian, I look at it as a historian. 
History always puts everything into its 
place. Everything and always.

I will not forget the following: the voice 
of my godson from Kherson who said he 
was terrified because of the “booms” he 
heard; my overwhelming fear, tremendous 

support of my acquaintances and people 
I never met before, tears upon return to 
Kyiv, helplessness when you can’t call your 
relatives to find out how they are doing. 

Each day I write in our team chat: “Hi, my 
best squad, wish everyone peaceful (if 
that’s even possible) and warm day.” This 
is my daily ritual.

And I realized that we are all getting 
such a different experience now that is 
not even possible to compare, it is only 
possible to accept it. Those who were not 
under occupation will not be able to fully 
understand those who were there. Those 
who have become IDPs will not be able to 
fully understand those who stayed to live 
through the horrors of war in their homes. 
Those who have a place to return to will 
not be able to fully understand those who 
have lost everything… We may not really 
be able to fully understand, but we feel 
everything as one big heart.

Natalia Chermoshentseva, civic activist 
Kherson — Kyiv


