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When we say “I need some oxygen,” we’re usually talking about much 
more than just an important chemical element and component of air, 
indispensable for human physical life. We’re primarily talking about 
something that is different and distinct for each person, something that 
gives strength to live, that supports and inspires. And I derive this latter 
word, “inspires,” not from the concept of “inspiration,” but from its Latin 
root, “inspirare,” meaning “to breathe, to blow into.” I mean it as the 
process of breathing—breathing in something good, necessary, 
important, shared. Something that helps us pull our soul together and set 
it in motion.                                                                          . 
                                                            .
The poetry therapy course run by the Voices of Children Charitable 
Foundation became a space of shared breathing for all of us. For several 
months, we met every Sunday at 10 a.m. on Google Meet, before finally 
gathering in April for a residency at Khata-Maisternia in the snow-capped 
Carpathians.                                                 .

What did we do during our meetings? We talked and listened, building a 
tender space of mutual trust. We wrote and shared and discussed our 
writing. What did we write and share and discuss? Poems. And whether 
we can insert war and all its indescribable experiences into them. 
Whether we can laugh and joke through them while a big war rages on. 
Whether we can write out our fears in them to become braver. Whether 
it’s worth using them to articulate ourselves to the world beyond 
Ukraine’s borders.                                              .

What did we do in the Carpathians? We got breathless climbing the 
mountain, fierce wind licking it—and us. We blew into instruments that 
Volodymyr Olshanskyi brought us (a powerhouse behind Audiostories 
Production, Volodymyr has also recorded an entire audio collection of 
children’s voices and nature—make sure to listen to it by scanning the QR. 

A Few Words About Poems and the Art of Breathing

Kateryna Mikhalitsyna
Poet, course curator, poetry collection editor

War robs teenagers of their trust in the world and their 
faith in the future, but art and creativity can help restore it.
 
You can support the art laboratories of the Voices of Children 
Charitable Foundation by scanning this QR code:
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War robs teenagers of their trust in the world and their 
faith in the future, but art and creativity can help restore it.
 
You can support the art laboratories of the Voices of Children 
Charitable Foundation by scanning this QR code:



***
today’s poems are full of pain 
I must pull myself together before I must piece myself 
back together after

books mustn’t be published posthumously books must 
see their poets

***
I always thought
I was not grieving
I hid that piece of myself
into the farthest, darkest
corner of memory

for I knew—
we’re not coming back

so don’t think about
how you grieve the fig tree in your garden
the sweet cherry tree
you climbed
to catch a glimpse of the sea

the mountains, the forest, the dacha
Nastia, your doll
your grandma painted brows on her
you loved it so much
it smelled of rubber
you left it behind
planning to come pick it up
next summer
you never did

the blue lips, the beach
you reached through the woods
and the concrete road
between mountains

one day I will go there
go to the beach, pick pebbles
with holes in them—
the “lucky” ones.
 
and I will pick up Nastia

I want to believe
this will still happen
in this
life



***
if people could take away someone else’s pain
I’d love to take away yours
give me some of it
at least for an hour, and rest
if I could take away someone else’s pain
I’d love to take yours, it’s true
but I’m afraid I can’t
sit down, though
I made cheese pancakes
the tea’s brewing



Hi, I’m Marichka. The geography of my life goes like this: I was born in 
Kamianske, started school in Feodosiya, finished it in Lviv, and then 
moved to the river in Kyiv. So now I live my small, bustling life in a big 
city. I do silly things, try to learn, sometimes write things, love hugging 
people, and love breathing in the sea or the mountains. The one 
constant in my life is music. That’s why my poems often turn into songs.



Ilona Kaleniuk

Kherson region–Kryvyi Rih



War…and pain…

War made its corrections—
I am strong now.

War scattered us across the world—
I must live with that.

War took away my home—
it meant everything to me.

It took my place of strength,
leaving only ruins.

War is cruel and complicated.
War is emptiness.
War is pain and tears and losses.
War is a horde of Russian soldiers.
War is to be or not to be.
To live or not to live.
And to fully realize—
war is terrifying,
and it must be spoken of.



You must be my unattainable dream

You must be my unattainable dream
You must be the one I sincerely believe in
You must be that bright soul
who warms the heart among the ruins.
You must be the one whose scent I remember.
You must be the only one who never says, 
“It has nothing to do with me.”
You must be the one who holds power
and always wields it with restraint.
You’re the one without masks.
You must be the sincerest in the world.
The Light in the darkness of this life.
I could speak much more of you,
but for now,
I am simply grateful to God
for giving me life.



I was born with a kind heart on August 8, 2009, and given the name 
Ilariya. I’m in my first year at Beryslav Medical College, and I’m 
passionate about acting, music, and beadwork. I love traveling and 
reciting poetry, and I have a good singing voice. After the full-scale 
invasion broke out, life pushed me from one place to another. On March 
22, 2023, after nine months under occupation, I left for Kryvyi Rih, where 
I lost a little of myself—but gained experience and met new, sincere 
people. I live in the here and now, photographing with my eyes, feeling 
with my soul, and rejoicing with my heart. After all, we only have one life. 



Yaroslav Beliak
 
Kyiv–Germany



Hammer the iron while it’s red-hot…

Hammer the iron while it’s red-hot.
Don’t hammer the iron alone—
Hammer yourself as well.
Hammer yourself into whoever you 
want:
a researcher, a book lover, an artist.
Keep hammering until the very end.
Clang…
Clang…
Clang…



The dead are busy

“We’re alive, and the living are busy.”
Don’t worry—the dead are busy too.
They have more work than us, the 
living.
Their work knows no limits.

Who do you think digs graves?
Pilfers socks from dressers?
Eats kutia from the Christmas table?
Steals gnomes from our gardens?

Who washes the boat after a Styx 
crossing?
Who is to blame for Sparta collapsing?
Who prints our money?
Who else could’ve created a 
Kickstarter?
I’m telling you—it’s the truth
no one will tell us!
The dead are busier than us.
Their deadlines are burning too.

The dead are truly busy.
You thought humans do all that? 
Gods?
Oh, come on, folks!
The dead are doing it. The gonners!



I was born in 2008 in Kyiv, where I’ve spent almost my whole life, every 
summer journeying off to my grandma in the Odesa region. I love 
collecting board games, keychains, and Dr Pepper cans. Besides 
writing, I enjoy photography and cracking jokes. Actually, I like joking a 
bit more, especially making puns.                                                 .



Kateryna Skorokhod 

Chernihiv



Hold fast to anything you can

Hold fast to life.
No matter how hard it gets.
Live.
Take life by the hand and lead it.
Always forward, forward, forward.
Don’t even think of letting the moment slip.
Don’t go back, human.
If it’s too heavy, carry it in your arms.
But don’t let go—
Picking it up again is harder
than dropping it.

Hold fast to every leaf,
every flower, every sunrise.
Every person
you hold dear.
Record the chirping of the bird
outside your window.
Learn to love
no matter how hard it gets.

Make peace.
Make peace with people—
they may deserve it.
They are people, after all.
Well, maybe not all of them.
 
April 24, 2025



Photo

I was taught not to cry—
only the weak cry.
I was told:
“Poetry can’t happen when you’re triggered.”
I was told that hugs
don’t help.

So why am I, crying,
writing this poem—
and not feeling weak?
Why am I so triggered now?
Why have hugs helped me
in the hardest moments of my life?

I open a cupboard.
From the top shelf, I pull down
a box of memories—
I want to cry.
I want to be called weak again.

Small mementos sit in the box:
notebooks, scraps of paper,
photographs.

Just then,
my phone lights up—
an air raid alert.
A threat of ballistic missiles.
But I keep looking at a photo.

The moment
a Russian missile struck,
I was holding the photo,
not thinking about death—
death, which, it turns out,
was standing right behind me.

It hugged me.
But I never wanted
to hug death.
Death, don’t hug me.
Don’t pull me in
with your dark arms.
I still want to hold the photo,
to be called weak—
not lie under the rubble,
not bleed from the shards
of a Russian missile.
I still want
to hold
the photo.

April 10, 2025



I’m Kateryna Skorokhod. I’m 14 years old and have lived in Chernihiv my 
whole life. Chernihiv is the city of my memories and my people. I’m a 
very creative person. Sometimes it seems to me that art is like a 
number two meaning of my life, but when I think about the number 
one meaning, I realize that it, too, will be art. In early 2024, I started 
taking a real interest in writing, and by April, I’d already written several 
poems. For me, poetry is a way to be heard. It’s my lifesaver when I need 
someone to talk to, but no one’s around.                                          .
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Sofia Dubykivska

  Kamyanske–Feodosia–Lviv–Kyiv



Anxiety

Again, it’s silent
Again, it’s scary
Again, it’s pressing down

I wish I could put on my headphones 
and not hear this silence hissing from 
everywhere:
you must write it all, translate it all, read it all, 
meet your friends, 
do a thousand other things

My headphones are out of charge
Again, it’s silent
Again, it’s scary
Again, it’s pressing down

These thoughts: I’ll be an adult soon
I have to choose my path
I must do something
Time’s running out,
Nothing lasts
Everything is transient 

Put on my headphones—and forget it all
Put on my headphones—and hear only music

Music is a moment
The world is a moment
In this moment, I want to stay

***

You draw a line
  where your hand takes you
 You have no idea
    where it might 
swerve to
    but 
   you keep drawing
  drawing
 drawing
because 
you must
 you must 
 you must
live





Hi! I’m Sonia, and I’m 16 years old. I live in Kyiv and write both poetry and 
prose. I adore the rain, and some of my poems express my feelings 
through it. For me, writing is a way to understand myself better and to 
enjoy the process. P.S. I love my native Troyeshchyna neighborhood. It 
may have only three decent parks, but I love it—and I love my older 
sister just as much.                                                         .



Maria Rudnieva
 

Siverskodonetsk–Lutsk-Kyiv



mama said

mama said:
show him your shining eyes
offer him your sun-kissed cheeks
unbraid your freshly washed braids
but don’t give him your tired hands

I showed him my eyes
he kissed my cheeks
he admired my hair
but I couldn’t help myself
and gave him my hands

you think he blushed, mama?
no, mama
mama, he cupped my hands together
kissed them and raised them to his forehead
I asked: are you praying?
no, he said
mama
thank you, he said

because his mama always told him
that she showed her eyes to tato
offered her sun-kissed cheeks
and unbraided her freshly washed braids
but she never gave him
her tired hands
and his father never knew what they looked like, 
her hands,
while hands, he said, are the most
you can give anyone

he kept sitting like that, mama, holding my hands
did he marry you?
no, mama
from then on, mama, he only kept praying



a one-act play
(kyiv-mohyla academy. professional deformation)
 
cast:
my husband—my hypothetical husband
I—hypothetical I
 
 
act one
an armchair and a chair
the church bells of St. Catherine’s ring at the first 
quarter past the hour

my husband: I love you
I: remember academic integrity
my husband: I love you
I: no one has loved like this; run an independent 
plagiarism check and make sure to use official sources
my husband: I love you
I: if it is revealed that you committed academic 
dishonesty while completing the assignment, and you 
acknowledge this, you will be permitted to retake the 
course
my husband: I love you
I: if you do not acknowledge this, but the fact of 
academic dishonesty is confirmed, you will be expelled
my husband: I love you
I: do not deceive yourself
my husband: I love you
I: only you need this
my husband: I love you
I: remember academic integrity
my husband: I love you

the church bells of St. Catherine's ring
at three-quarters past the hour

the end



Mariia Rudnieva (2007 and while the light lasts)                                    .
I was born on a warm day in March in Siverskodonetsk in the Luhansk region. I 
learned from remarkable, kind people, and I’ve loved them ever since. I enrolled at 
the Kyiv-Mohyla Academy to study Ukrainian philology, though I can’t say much 
about that yet. I try my hand at writing books. I love Ukrainian traditions. I’m 
learning to play the basolia, and every other Thursday I dance polkas and 
kolomyikas at Spaska Street or on Artists’ Alley, depending on the season. I keep 
trying my hand at writing books, but this time, I say it to feel a sense of social 
responsibility. I go places. I have the energy for everything. I believe and love 
deeply. I persuade with confidence. Deep down, I’m an engineer. Even deeper, I’m 
a writer. And somewhere even deeper, I’m simply a kind, living human. I always 
hug tightly. I have long conversations. I tell legends about whales I dream of 
seeing in real life. I teach both children and adults. I have no bad habits.



Volodymyr Skliarov 

Kharkiv



Mariia Rudnieva (2007 and while the light lasts)                                    .
I was born on a warm day in March in Siverskodonetsk in the Luhansk region. I 
learned from remarkable, kind people, and I’ve loved them ever since. I enrolled at 
the Kyiv-Mohyla Academy to study Ukrainian philology, though I can’t say much 
about that yet. I try my hand at writing books. I love Ukrainian traditions. I’m 
learning to play the basolia, and every other Thursday I dance polkas and 
kolomyikas at Spaska Street or on Artists’ Alley, depending on the season. I keep 
trying my hand at writing books, but this time, I say it to feel a sense of social 
responsibility. I go places. I have the energy for everything. I believe and love 
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hug tightly. I have long conversations. I tell legends about whales I dream of 
seeing in real life. I teach both children and adults. I have no bad habits.

Gates into the No-Return

The truth hides behind competition
in spacious, intricate constructions —
it will persist: the silence, the murmuring
of hostile faces in a room meant for the friendly.

In hollow shelters, children will lie,
gloom prevailing in glass sockets. 
Amid the swarm of sacred creators
those ruined by deed and word will find themselves.

And if, in the intertwined destinies of the poor,
a sense of agency does not awaken,
no holy enlightment will come
nor passionate slogans.

July 21-25, 2024



Anarch
 
antic ran frantic
let gloom solder
happiness lantern
summer burns
lashes meadows grade
antic ran frantic
 
Armageddon
Geddon
Ar
Don
On
O
N
Collapse
Lapse
Co
 
June 17, 2024



I was born 17 years ago in Eastern Ukraine, in the historical region of 
Slobozhanshchyna, and given the name Volodymyr. I’ve always been curious 
about the world, and dedicated six years of my life to boxing. When the full-scale 
war began, I moved from martial arts to the arts of colors, words, and sounds: to 
painting, poetry, and music. I used the pen name Bohdan Rumiak for a while, 
but later went back to my real name. You can’t deceive yourself forever. I am who 
I am. In April 2022, I was forced to leave home for the capital. This experience 
completely changed me and led me to a creative life. For me, art is both a 
journey and a way of expressing, transmitting, and absorbing energy. 
Sometimes it’s a way to calm down and ground myself in space. I also study 
history, politics, and diplomacy. As someone involved in culture, I try to contribute 
to its development in my native city of Kharkiv.                                          .



Maria Akhmetkhanova 

Chernihiv



I was born 17 years ago in Eastern Ukraine, in the historical region of 
Slobozhanshchyna, and given the name Volodymyr. I’ve always been curious 
about the world, and dedicated six years of my life to boxing. When the full-scale 
war began, I moved from martial arts to the arts of colors, words, and sounds: to 
painting, poetry, and music. I used the pen name Bohdan Rumiak for a while, 
but later went back to my real name. You can’t deceive yourself forever. I am who 
I am. In April 2022, I was forced to leave home for the capital. This experience 
completely changed me and led me to a creative life. For me, art is both a 
journey and a way of expressing, transmitting, and absorbing energy. 
Sometimes it’s a way to calm down and ground myself in space. I also study 
history, politics, and diplomacy. As someone involved in culture, I try to contribute 
to its development in my native city of Kharkiv.                                          .

Embrace

Do you know there’s medicine for pain?
Not for when you fall, and it hurts,
Not for a tattered wound or bruise,
But for an aching heart or soul.

So… do you know this medicine?
Not for your health, but for your soul.
I do. It’s an embrace—
cold, warm, sometimes a stranger’s.
Whatever the embrace, it saves us.

If someone ever tells you
an embrace is not this, don’t believe them, child.
They lie. Just embrace them.

Shadow

A shadow stalks me.
Can’t find peace anywhere.
It decides everything for me.
Speaks over me.
Stalking and stalking—no peace.
But one day, I’ll break free.

I’ll escape into the fresh air, far away from it.
Will defend my rights, my choices, my freedom.
Will forget the shadow.
But for now, all of this is only my dream…

 





I’m Masha. I was born 13 years ago on March 15, in Chernihiv, northern Ukraine.
I do tourism, more specifically, orienteering. I love hiking in the mountains, 
traveling, reading, and music, and I’m learning to play the guitar. I attended 
acting classes for four years. Then the drama club was closed, but my heart still 
belongs to the theater. In spring 2025, I began writing poems. I love how you can 
pour your soul into lines that reflect what hurts. And even if a poem doesn’t turn 
out perfectly, it makes you feel better. Sometimes, if you choose the right words, 
people understand you better, too. I love creativity, literature, and theater. I can’t 
imagine my life without creating.                                                        .



Viktoria Svitova 

Pishchanka, Vinnytsia region



10

Fortune is yours, Father…
Or maybe “tato”?
Who’s keeping watch over your life 
so zealously?
You shoot and flee and strike and detonate,
holding your weapon away from your heart.
One! Two! A shot!
“Three” is swallowed.
I hope that all is fine—
your countdown’s tangible.

1. One a.m. in the ward.
A pigeon coos,
calling, crying.
It keeps searching for you—
and you look right through
the crystal-clear panes
of your room,
changing views
and lenses
in the hospital ward.

2. Where are you?
I am very much like you—
I simply cannot bear it.
Two a.m., I scream into a pillow,
calling to passing strangers.

Where did you go?
I’ll find you, you hear me!

You say we played hide-and-seek like that?
Come out. They no longer seek you. 
Come out, I beg you!
You were there.
Where are you now, my dear?



3. I know…
“Hello” was your last text.
“Goodbye”—you never got to say it.
The line is cut for good.
I didn’t even think about it,
deleting the call history, as usual.
How could I know
that would be the last time I heard your voice?
It wakes me in the middle of the night.
Three a.m. An owl hoots outside the window.
I no longer see my reflection;
my eyes, grown gray, mirror the idea of your image.
I only dream of touching your hand.
I know you were still warm.

4. My legs feel like cotton.
You tell me to go do something in the house.
But I no longer see
much sense in it.
I only cry.
My eyes turned black.
I’m not afraid of fatigue.
I’m still at home.
Being home terrifies me.
I flee, I run, I fall, I’m pushing through the pack,
and I catch up with you, tato!
I fly blind, I fight, I wrench free,
waking in fog at four a.m.
I do what you did—I try my best,
and I pray quietly, you know that.
I pass Kurakhove and Izmailivka
and run straight for the border.
I pray, I weep, I kneel and beg.
They don’t hear me, however loud I shout.
I’m speechless.
I have no parents left.
My legs like cotton.

5. On my roof,
it’s five a.m. at last. The sun is rising.
A raven still circles over Vinnytsia.
It caws, gathers its crew 
to set off on their last, flawless
journey…
Stop, raven!
Teach a child as you taught yourself:
how to take off so neatly,
how to trace figure-eights,
and how to sleep on my roof
when it grows cold.



Hi! I’m Viktoria from the wonderful Vinnytsia region. My poetry is a 
reflection of me, with all the many sides and fragile spots. I’m involved 
in community activism and interested in fashion, feminism, and global 
challenges. I’m starting my fourth project and dream of changing the 
education system and politics. I also love getting to know new people, 
supporting them, and traveling together. I have a collection of jewelry 
and stickers—all sorts of event merch. I adore cats, dogs, and pet 
rodents. Meow! I’m happy to share my creative work with you.
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and I catch up with you, tato!
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Kateryna (Rina) Podzyrei 

Odesa region

Seems like she’s… alive

She never liked women.
She was taught that.
Mama said: He goes first, then you.
Don’t show him or her sisterly power.
Sisterly-motherly?

Know that your heart can keep silent; it seems that silence 
follows the loss of your pillar.
A woman hugged her the day her first little scar appeared near 
her.
On the leg, on the knee, on the thigh, on the stomach—
a slow fusing of bodies without consent.
Another woman, tattooed “I’m here for you, sister,” hugged her.
On her leg, arm, knee, thigh, stomach—
a bruise — a scar — a stain.
A third woman hugged her, wrapping her, unconscious, in a 
blanket.
Mama, but you said that… you know… that… Mama, it can’t be 
like this… Mama, why is she carrying blood, mama?

We lost everything, Tara…
Guilt loves to have no name, no soul, no words.
Guilt loves silence; pain loves stability, even the stability you’re 
trying to flee!

She came round, Tara!
She’s alive! “Still alive,” reads the first woman’s tattoo.
You? Who are you, women?
Where? Why am I neither with him nor with her… Tara…

God, give me sky and water. Pour it onto the ground Tara and I 
tramp with our childish feet…
Can I be forgiven?
Three women and Tara: “good lord, my dear, you’re innocent”!!
He is to blame.
We will wash your body and your soul; we’ll give you 
everything…
Oh, forgive me… A liter of tears in the bucket today.
She seems to know she could never not love women—she seems 
saved now, rebuilt, switched off, seems like she’s alive.

I’m here for you, sister, and we’re still alive.
It seems. 



Stus

A Sixtier defends the right to language and culture.
No to submission.
Death—it’s known.
Unknown, unambiguously ambiguous
Horlivka went silent in Ukrainian.
Only one light remains—
His.
He always fought and shouted.
Sealed the lips of tyranny:
vertepeering-puppeteering-protesting.
Wrote, spoke, lived, created—
never went silent.
Raised a son.
A Lithuanian woman once saved
“a Gulag blogger”:
strips of paper, now turned
into a book born in exile.
Rage. Patience. Calm.
Fi tyr ght ranny.
Repressions. Subversions.
Your anti-Soviet mission—
You exist.
Fi tyr ght ranny.
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She never liked women.
She was taught that.
Mama said: He goes first, then you.
Don’t show him or her sisterly power.
Sisterly-motherly?

Know that your heart can keep silent; it seems that silence 
follows the loss of your pillar.
A woman hugged her the day her first little scar appeared near 
her.
On the leg, on the knee, on the thigh, on the stomach—
a slow fusing of bodies without consent.
Another woman, tattooed “I’m here for you, sister,” hugged her.
On her leg, arm, knee, thigh, stomach—
a bruise — a scar — a stain.
A third woman hugged her, wrapping her, unconscious, in a 
blanket.
Mama, but you said that… you know… that… Mama, it can’t be 
like this… Mama, why is she carrying blood, mama?

We lost everything, Tara…
Guilt loves to have no name, no soul, no words.
Guilt loves silence; pain loves stability, even the stability you’re 
trying to flee!

She came round, Tara!
She’s alive! “Still alive,” reads the first woman’s tattoo.
You? Who are you, women?
Where? Why am I neither with him nor with her… Tara…

God, give me sky and water. Pour it onto the ground Tara and I 
tramp with our childish feet…
Can I be forgiven?
Three women and Tara: “good lord, my dear, you’re innocent”!!
He is to blame.
We will wash your body and your soul; we’ll give you 
everything…
Oh, forgive me… A liter of tears in the bucket today.
She seems to know she could never not love women—she seems 
saved now, rebuilt, switched off, seems like she’s alive.

I’m here for you, sister, and we’re still alive.
It seems. 
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I was born by the sea, though I can’t swim. Ukraine’s oldest city, 
Bilhorod-Dnistrovskyi, makes me feel tangled within myself while living 
many lives at once, where I merge my real name with my pseudonym, 
and in the pseudonym, I have finally found peace. A few years ago, I left 
the theater and finally felt alive. I dream of becoming a journalist for the 
world’s top media, teaching languages in Asia and South America, and 
setting up an educational foundation. In my poems, I write about 
history, women, the sea, and loss. I’m afraid of dogs, and sunsets always 
catch my breath away… I’m 14 now—how much time do I have left to 
explore myself? It feels like there’s still time to explore my own tears and 
screams, as fortune favors the brave.                                                          .
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I’m here for you, sister, and we’re still alive.
It seems. 

Zakhar Rybalko 

Poltava region–Czech Republic
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Opening_Twin_Peaks.mp3

“Poom pooroom… poom
Pooroom poom…”
(Opening of the first episode of Twin Peaks)

1
A fragile touch of morning,
like the sign in the train vestibule: do not lean.
The commuter train smells of old rubber.
Someone’s off duck hunting, someone else fishing—
a lone bamboo shoot
juts from a case.

Birds coming back
from warmer climes.
Acne, or maybe goosebumps,
after the rain—
the kind that linger longest beneath a sweater on cold mornings.
Or poppy seeds caught in the mustache
of the man to my right.
He must have had a poppy-seed bun and coffee for breakfast;
it still clings to his palms and collar—
you can hear it for a few more stations
if you listen closely.

At the village stops, the sky 
is like skin, dark blue
from endless tattoos
of naked branches.
Stand there long enough and watch,
and you’ll see Laura Palmer’s features take shape.
Someone must have been sleepless again,
watching Twin Peaks.



2.
A fragile touch of morning is tempting,
like that sign in the vestibule: do not lean.
I stepped out for a smoke
and offered a cigarette to a random passenger
traveling from Potoky to Oleksandria.
He smelled of deodorant,
his raincoat cracked.
He was saying something about fish
as the conductor went by…

I caught the smell of a river:
outside the window—a marshy meadow among deadwood.
The train sped past, and the deadwood startled with ducks…
We rolled on, and the marsh fell back asleep.
The man talked about mushrooms
and the rain—
their smell was in my nose now.
I told him,
“You look like Chykatylo.
Was it you who killed Laura Palmer?”
I thought he’d stab me with a knife,
shove dried mycelium under my ribs.
But instead we laughed.
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Hi! My name is Zakhar, and I’m 17 years old. I write poetry, prose, and 
pretty much everything else… I love many things, too many to fit into this 
very short bio. Right now, as I write these lines, I’m thinking about 
oranges. That’s definitely worth noting down. For some reason, I love 
writing in general. I don’t know why, but it’s as enjoyable as thinking 
about oranges :) I also like the cities I’ve visited and often draw 
inspiration from them. Though I’m not sure the feeling is mutual. 
Sometimes I think I’d like to be a crow or a swallow… That said, I have 
nothing to joke about. I’m feeling lucky.                                       .



Tetiana Fortuna (Tetiana Pivtorak) 

Vinnytsia region



Hi! My name is Zakhar, and I’m 17 years old. I write poetry, prose, and 
pretty much everything else… I love many things, too many to fit into this 
very short bio. Right now, as I write these lines, I’m thinking about 
oranges. That’s definitely worth noting down. For some reason, I love 
writing in general. I don’t know why, but it’s as enjoyable as thinking 
about oranges :) I also like the cities I’ve visited and often draw 
inspiration from them. Though I’m not sure the feeling is mutual. 
Sometimes I think I’d like to be a crow or a swallow… That said, I have 
nothing to joke about. I’m feeling lucky.                                       .

Nicotine and alcohol

Alcohol kills the soul and body.
Patches up wounds, erases thoughts—
cigarette after cigarette—
you happy?
Nicotine and alcohol strike harder still.
Simple hope—wait, tomorrow will be better—
melts like ice in sunlight.
I waited, drank, smoked again;
it never got better.
Mysterious seeds took root in my soul,
so familiar the chill crawled into bones.
I cannot forget what others long forgot
as another drop slips down my throat.
Alcohol kills the soul and body
as consciousness sinks into oblivion.
Cigarette after cigarette —
                                               you happy?
In the smoke, I lose sight of the real me.

October 1, 6:51 pm 



Keep being silent

Frankly, sometimes I wait for another Maidan
to sweep away the scum (if I must be polite)
who are forging their new “power” in the Rada
to launder the state budget on the sly.

I’m not donating a single coin.
NATO will send the weapons.

Will you keep thinking like that
until an enemy tank pulls into your yard?

Have you heard about the Avdiivka sector?
Our dear friend went missing there.

Have you heard about the Kurakhove sector?
My best friend’s father went missing there.

On a “news detox,” are you?
Three of my cousins are wounded.

And that’s just the ones
I know personally.

How many more are in captivity,
enduring the tortures of Russian butchers?
And you’ll still keep spouting
your coin counts for nothing?

Keep swallowing psy-ops
until they toss a grenade into your home.

Keep waiting for “peace agreements”
from your soft sofa.

Keep being silent about the Azovstal defenders
as if they hadn’t given their lives for you.

Keep being silent about our people’s pain.

Don’t stop for the minute of silence
as a mother carries 
all her grief and two carnations 
in farewell to her beloved son.

8:10 pm. January 14



I’m Tetiana, and I’m at a crossroads. That’s why I draw and daydream. I love 
people, but I hate society. So far, I’ve experienced all kinds of things, and that’s 
what I write about. I live my fleeting life slowly. I drift deeply along the maps of the 
Southern Buh, ever since the day I was born in the Vinnytsia region. I’m in love 
with life. A kind of chill and carefree pleasure-seeker and self-proclaimed thinker.
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Our dear friend went missing there.

Have you heard about the Kurakhove sector?
My best friend’s father went missing there.
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Three of my cousins are wounded.
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How many more are in captivity,
enduring the tortures of Russian butchers?
And you’ll still keep spouting
your coin counts for nothing?

Keep swallowing psy-ops
until they toss a grenade into your home.

Keep waiting for “peace agreements”
from your soft sofa.

Keep being silent about the Azovstal defenders
as if they hadn’t given their lives for you.

Keep being silent about our people’s pain.

Don’t stop for the minute of silence
as a mother carries 
all her grief and two carnations 
in farewell to her beloved son.

8:10 pm. January 14

Veronika Lobkanova 

Kharkiv



War captive to human desires

I want to look into your eyes
and tell you everything will be fine

I don’t want to look at the world through a sheet of plywood
I don’t want to hear the dull thud of strikes—
sounds that could be someone’s last
You want to seek justice in life
and yet sometimes it simply does not exist
You want to believe there are kind people
who will understand and not punish
This is a war with only two possible endings:
kill or be killed
or only be killed

Still
Luhansk, Donetsk, Crimea—our very own
Kharkiv, Kyiv, Odesa—unyielding
Zaporizhzhia, Sumy—much-needed
Poltava, Dnipro—unforgettable
Zhytomyr, Cherkasy, Vinnytsia—dear
Chernihiv, Lviv, Kryvyi Rih—precious
Zaporizhzhia, Ternopil—important
Rivne, Kherson—beautiful
Ivano-Frankivsk, Chernivtsi—charming
Uzhhorod, Mykolaiv—singular

Ukraine—people who want to live free
And yet it’s in our hands



Because…

Goodbye, I choose myself
Forgive me because I keep no grievance
I forgive you because I don’t want to suffer
I love because it’s beautiful
I make mistakes because I aim for my goal
I smile because I saw you
I let go because the past no longer pulls me back
I dream because it’s my power
I rejoice because my life is not sad
I grieve because I can and must
I feel because I want to be alive
I pause because I’m tired
I search because everything still lies ahead
I learn because it matters
I cherish because I don’t want to lose
I wait because the result won’t come at once
I act because this is what it’s all about
I lose but this is not the end
I believe because I refuse to give up
I live because…
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I forgive you because I don’t want to suffer
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Veronika Lobkanova: a person with this name was born on August 22, 2008, in Kharkiv. I’m 
16 now, and I’m still studying myself and the world around me. Creativity has quietly won my 
heart since I was a little girl. I studied painting for five years at an art school, did bead 
embroidery, knitted, read lots of books, and practiced dancing. And, of course, that wasn’t 
enough. Life’s changes, challenges, and obstacles pushed me toward what I started doing 
next: writing poetry, tapping into psychology, mastering the art of public speaking, and 
practicing meditation. The most important thing is to love what you do and remember that 
the world loves you, too. I’m learning to live, and learning to be myself. Open your heart to the 
world, and remember—life is for you. This is my motto and words I’ll always carry within me. 
Know that life is on our side, no matter the circumstances we live in. Freedom begins from 
within, and it’s our task to make sure it doesn’t end with us.                                                                                          . 

.
Believe in yourself and never give up.



Yosafata Syrotych 

Kyiv



A Nation That Chooses Backpacks Only for Their Practicality
 
Every Ukrainian could have their story told through their backpack.
 
Inside, there are always tissues to wipe away tears (someone else’s…), 
documents, and a tourniquet.
 
The backpack remembers being bought: there was a discount, and it came 
in a practical brown color (one that wouldn’t get dirty too soon and was easy 
to wash and clean…)
 
It held seashells, mangoes, and tiny corals (but only the backpack alone 
knew that…) as it was leaving Egypt.
 
The sun was scorching, the sea’s damp breath rode the breeze, and on the 
airplane the backpack was pulled into a hug (but it was long time ago…).
 
The backpack remembers the start of the invasion, when no one cared 
about its color, when no one was worried about keeping it clean.
 
It remembers touching the shoulders that burned with fear, and how it hurt 
(even the backpack hurt…).

It bounced up and down on the run, filled for the first time with so many 
unfamiliar things. Inside were framed photographs taken long before the 
backpack appeared. They were dusted off every morning and treated with 
great respect (the backpack was even a little jealous…). There were also old, 
dark women’s clothes packed in case of occupation (perhaps wearing 
clothes like that would keep them from being raped…).
 
The backpack was dragged to the border again (yes, again…). It lay under a 
bus seat, with frightened people standing and sitting all around (none of 
them worried about leaving their sunglasses at home, as they once did on 
trips to Egypt…).
 
Abroad, the backpack became the most precious storage for documents and 
unfamiliar currencies. It heard countless words it couldn’t understand and 
saw the sun that no longer cheered it up (the backpack forgot what it meant 
to feel…).

Coming home was a joy (the backpack remembered what it meant to feel…), 
and it did not worry that, all stained, it would not be accepted or could be 
thrown away. It was like an anchor now because the person carrying it tried 
hard to protect everything they had from before the war (including the 
backpack itself…).

The backpack was washed (choosing a dark color really had been a smart 
idea…), and it stayed always by the person’s side, sometimes under missiles 
flying overhead, sometimes in the bomb shelter. Another backpack wouldn’t 
have handled it; it would’ve torn apart (probably…).

Every Ukrainian, just like their backpack, is practical and prepared for 
anything. Wandering around the city with a snow-white backpack, carefree 
and musing over grand ideas, is not their reality. Bearing more than they can 
and holding more than they are able to—this reality is theirs now.



Christmas in a basement
 
That night, Mary and Joseph came to a station of 
invincibility. They wanted to charge their phones and 
warm themselves with hot tea after several days and 
nights without electricity. Suddenly, a barely charged 
phone buzzed with an air raid alert.

Joseph guided Mary down into the basement in the dark. 
He lit their way with his flashlight and with his heart and 
carried a grab bag. He hadn’t packed much: just two 
bottles of Morshynska water, an Ikea blanket, and 
Christmas gingerbread cookies.
 
The siren wailed above them, but everyone in the 
basement was singing carols: Jesus is born! It’s a 
miracle!
 
The star must have shone in the sky.
But from the basement, it was impossible to see.
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I’m Yosafata from Kyiv, and I’m 16. Almost my entire wardrobe is pink. I study in the drama 
class at the Kyiv Chemberzhi Children’s Academy of Arts, and I often joke that I live on 
stage. For me, art is like oxygen. I’ve been playing the flute since I was five and have won 
many international and national competitions. In 2023, I earned two certificates in arts 
education: one in musical arts and the other in theatrical arts. I write prose and poetry, 
and I also recite poems by other artists. I run a blog. I’m fascinated by psychology. My 
friends often call me a mini-therapist. I’m a volunteer and community activist. I’ve had the 
honor of participating in four international exchange programs, and I’ve been to twelve 
countries so far. Some of my favorite hobbies are blogging, podcasting, and learning 
languages. My life motto is: “Don’t find yourself. Create yourself.”                          .



Practicing Art as a Safe Way 
to Make Sense of Reality



In 2023, the Voices of Children Charitable Foundation launched a 
new program—Art Laboratories (ArtLabs)—to support children 
and teenagers affected by war. In a couple of years, both the 
number of laboratories and the scope of their work have 
expanded dramatically. We have introduced new areas and 
mentors, new formats of interaction and art therapy practices.

Speaking with and observing very diverse teenagers who join our 
labs, work with mentors and therapists, and share what matters 
to them through art, we see how a favorite art form can become 
an inner resource for them, or even a “self-help tool” that many 
of us adults also seek. Here, creativity is not about perfection but 
about taking a step toward your true self to feel better in the 
present moment. It is a safe space where you can process 
emotions that are hard to cope with, or, on the contrary, come up 
with a unique, your very own way of making sense of reality—a 
way that will bring you peace of mind.                                  .

Sadly, not all teenagers have a space in their daily lives where 
they can find support from significant adults or like-minded 
peers. Opportunities for creative growth can seem abstract if 
you’ve never seen real examples around you. Yet this is precisely 
the kind of support our labs offer. Mentors—adults who have 
fulfilled their potential and succeeded in a particular creative 
field—offer hands-on advice and guidance, accompany and 
support participants, and help build their self-confidence. Fellow 
participants also form an important social circle, a “pack” that 
will live on independently once the lab session is over.

All of this helps children and teenagers remain true to 
themselves and be resilient in their daily lives marked by 
shelling, aggression, and the Russian war—realities over which 
they have no control. Yet in just a few years, they will become 
adults, and their future lives will be largely shaped by their 
coming-of-age experiences with their pivotal moments. If we 
can nurture and sustain their trust in themselves and in the 
world, that trust has every chance of evolving into openness and 
a sense of responsibility across society as a whole.                  .                                     

Olha Mykytchyn and Olha Rusina
curators of art laboratories 
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